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        Introduction

      
      In May 1929, the SS Cap Padaran, one of four sister ships connecting Marseille to Saigon, carried cargo, as many as 154 first-class and 75 second-class travelers, and Eugénie B., a clandestine passenger. Most passengers milled about the upper decks, wearing coats and occasionally life jackets; some women wore bell-shaped hats. People were relaxed, chatting; as they peered over the balustrade, sun glinted on the waves, a fish darted out of the ship’s wake, and a man joked with a little girl. At times wrapped in blankets, wearing sunglasses for the glare and scarves over their noses and mouths for the wind, people sat outdoors on deckchairs before moving indoors to be served tea on silver platters by servers in bow ties. The captain and his crew, distinguished by their uniforms, socialized with passengers. Passengers slept one deck below the promenade deck and merchandise was stored another deck below, but the crew discovered Eugénie in a hold, close to the machine room, the propellers, the coal room, and the boiler room.1 Passage to Indochina could last up to two months and the lowest points in the ship had rancid air; no portholes, natural light, or bedding; and intense, continuous noise, setting Eugénie up for potential nausea and disorientation in choppy seas. A person needed motivation or desperation to submit to such conditions.

      After the ship docked in Hanoi, authorities took Eugénie into custody, searched her effects, and thoroughly interrogated her. Why had she attempted to enter Indochina unlawfully? Eugénie had a persuasive answer.2 She was desperate to reunite with her husband, Louis, who had left the metropole in 1927 aboard the SS Paul Lecat to serve with the Fourth Colonial Artillery Regiment in Hanoi and then disappeared. To find him, she slipped aboard the Cap Padaran in Marseille, unnoticed among the other embarking passengers, her whiteness and tasteful attire perhaps contributing to her anonymity. Soldiers snuck down to the hold to feed her until she was discovered when the ship called at Port Said, Egypt, at which point the captain, no doubt concerned about what she might be offering soldiers in exchange for food, assigned her a cabin. Despite the awkward question of why soldiers sustained Eugénie, she convinced the shipping company and the local authorities to release her into the colony with a detailed story about reuniting with her spouse, an active serviceman who would provide her with both financial and moral protection. Now she just needed to find the spouse.

      One year earlier, Julie B. almost found herself on the very same ship, or one of its sister vessels, on the same trajectory to Indochina. In 1928, in Grenoble (France), Julie opened an envelope and found in it a ticket to Cambodia. But why this ticket? she wondered. Her mother, Nguyên-Thi-Hai, had met her white, French father when he was posted to Cambodia. The mother still lived in Svay Riĕng, a Cambodian province that jutted into Cochinchina, and she knew Julie had accompanied her father to metropolitan France to continue her studies. Moreover, Julie felt satisfied with her decision to honor his life by finishing her schooling. So she cast the ticket aside. When an official who had helped to procure her ticket learned that Julie had not boarded the ship in Marseille, he wrote to ask why.3 Tickets were a precious commodity, and he had intervened only after Nguyên-Thi-Hai had shared with him rumors that her daughter’s metropolitan family had abandoned her children in orphanages after their father’s death.4 The official merely sought to reunite the family. Julie responded with indignation: “I have refused my ticket for Indochina because I never asked for it and I don’t need it. Daughter of a French father, and a French woman myself, I will stay in France. . . . Forcing my return to Indochina would not be a repatriation, but an unacceptable exile.”5 A few weeks later, Nguyên-Thi-Hai received mail of her own, perhaps painful to read since it informed her that her daughter had “expressed the formal desire not to return to Indochina.”6 Enclosed was a copy of Julie’s letter: a Eurasian woman’s claim that her Frenchness gave her every right to remain in the metropole.

      Julie spoke of her father’s death and her mourning, and in so doing, she revealed a powerful sense of pride in her identity. She was métisse (mixed-race), spoke authoritatively, rejected the victimhood assumed of her, chose the terms of her imperial (im)mobility, and sought no male official’s help. In fact, she roundly refused it. What does her voice of passionate protest have in common with the many others in this book? Like Eugénie’s, Julie’s case reveals how individuals drew from their intimacy to tell stories that helped them to defy what they perceived as the state’s inapt meddling with their mobility, privacy, autonomy, or choice to stay put. Perceived as out of place as they moved, like other individuals traveling the empire via ship, bus, canoe, plane, train, bicycle, car, or foot, and driven by love, work, exploration, politics, sex, or material need, Eugénie and Julie were tracked: by authorities, by fellow passengers and crew, by locals, and by colonists. In response, tacking between advocacy and supplication, they summoned intimate details to move beyond, contest, or confound surveillance efforts in a paradigm I call passionate mobility.

      In Undesirable, I explore the limits of the state’s capacity to exert control over individuals in the colonized regions that were known as French West Africa (hereafter used interchangeably with AOF, short for Afrique occidentale française) and French Indochina, with a particular focus upon independent women who told intimate stories in their attempts to pursue mobility. They propelled their migrations and journeys with passion and a refusal to allow others to limit their movements, even as officials and other members of colonial society continuously weighed whether they were potential “undesirables.”

      

      Undesirable treats a period during which two world wars shaped global interactions and the peoples of Southeast Asia and West Africa were accelerating toward independence. The decolonial mobilization that accompanied these events had been dreaded by French authorities as a potential threat since colonization’s beginning: anticolonialism and nationalism were constant menaces. While researching my last book, I found that the French state had a habit of collecting deeply intimate data while surveilling nationalist and anticolonial activists. Archives contain traces of affairs, broken hearts, passion both sexual and sentimental, extreme indigence, racist insults, probes of women’s sexuality, and sexual assaults. Scholars regularly study police and surveillance states to understand why they collect such data and what they do with that information.7 Instead, the question that launched this book was: What did people do when they realized that they were being watched and tracked in the course of their daily lives? The French women at the heart of this book help answer that question. They were workers, adventurers, indigents, novelists, journalists, parents, divorcées, political activists (feminists and anti-imperialists), artists (a term administrators consistently tagged as code for prostitute), and more. The state’s vested interest in tracking personhood and identity—i.e., in tracking gender, race, nationality, sexuality, class, religion, and so forth—served to control how bodies moved, how people lived, and how they were treated by society and police forces.8 “Undesirable” was an informal label used to identify individuals so unwelcome that they would be prevented from entering a territory or expelled to their place of origin in the empire. Indeed, toward the end of her stay in Indochina, officials described Eugénie as “undesirable.” The potential for undesirability thus guided administrative dealings with women, especially since women and the state and society with which they interacted disagreed about what it meant to be “French,” a “woman,” and autonomous. Women heard both their intimate acts and their attempts to highlight that intimacy designated as political threats by officials tied to the police—including the Sûreté, in charge of intelligence and security—and bureaucrats.9

      Whereas one disruptive or unruly woman was of little concern, the hundreds whose stories gave rise to this book and thousands more circulating in the empire threatened a colonial administration and colonial society struggling to uphold French prestige and power overseas. These women were undesirable because they were perceived not as individual thorns in officials’ sides but rather as an aggregate menace to the social underpinnings of empire at a time when anti-imperialism and nationalism were on the rise, when World War II threatened to leave Indochina in the hands of Japan and West Africa in the hands of the Free French and Allies, and thus when formal decolonization was incipient, especially, but not only, in Indochina.

      Individually, these women’s voices serve as a series of instances of intimacy and empire. As with Julie and Eugénie, we glimpse accounts of a few weeks or months in a person’s life, stories seemingly suspended in archival time that allow us to know their states of mind in the bounded moments when they wrote or spoke. At the same time, although their experiences varied, their stories point to commonalities, in particular with respect to illuminating how many people lived their everyday lives without adhering to the racial, social, and sexual hierarchies and mores favored by bureaucrats and colonial society. Their stories also show how acting unruly strained the policing and surveillance systems and called into question the premise that there was an ideal French mode of sociocultural citizenship or subjecthood worth striving to achieve overseas.

      Regarding slavery in Haiti, Michel-Rolph Trouillot has explained that planters dismissed each case of an enslaved person running away or “misbehaving” as exceptional because the alternative, shifting one’s perspective to account for hundreds of such cases, also meant acknowledging that an uncomfortable collective challenge to structures of power had been taking place and thus that the system itself was deeply flawed.10 Similarly, hundreds of stories individual women told officials who perceived them as moving their bodies in all the wrong ways, sexually and migratorily, explicate the macro perspective that had officials worried: cumulatively, women who claimed Frenchness not only drained administrative resources and time but also could fracture the colonial way of life. Too many such cases added impetus to critiques of France’s colonial systems that bolstered movements for decolonization. I argue that when women felt that the state or members of colonial society had violated their privacy in the cause of controlling women perceived as out of place, one option open to women with little recourse, legal or social, was to use their intimate stories to sway their entourage and authorities with the affective details of their lives. Women practiced passionate mobility to avoid the constraints forced upon potential “undesirables.”

      
        Passionate Mobility and Undesirability

        As a concept, passionate mobility means: expressing or affected by intense feeling while pursuing mobility; conveying, reacting to, and deploying emotions in the course of, or in the cause of, physical or socioeconomic mobility. Independently mobile women constructed narratives to respond with resilience to a state and society that assigned them very particular roles and assumed certain characteristics of them, including emotionality, impressionability, and undesirability. Their storytelling left traces that make passionate mobility discernible.

        The emotions undergirding passionate mobility include anger, boredom, hope, desire, and fear, and they were framed by women’s longings for justice, financial stability, revenge, family, escape, material assistance, adventure, or the voyage itself. At first women’s uncoordinated acts of defiance of gendered, racial, sexual, and social norms appeared scattered and those observing and recording their movements often pegged women’s emotions as irrational. That supposed irrationality in turn served authorities who used it to justify tracking and treating women as legal minors, even while recognizing that their emotions were a threat because they set women in motion. Thus, on the one hand observers interpreted intimate stories anchored in sentiment as signs of weakness and irrationality, and on the other they conceded that what actually made these women undesirable was the strength and motivation they drew from their passions, their stubborn, willful drive, like Eugénie’s to keep moving or like Julie’s to decline to move. Indeed, mobility was a goal not always attained, so passionate mobility also illuminates the role of immobility, forced or elected, in migrations and circulations, or the constant push and pull between moving and stopping. Women’s potential undesirability was revealed by their (im)mobility but most profoundly shaped by their refusal to act as minors, legally or socially subordinate to various male figures including family members and authorities. For someone like Julie this took the form of repudiating reflexive embodiments of the particular roles, such as wife, mother, prostitute, or civilizer, that women were assigned by imperial state and society, whereas for someone like Eugénie this meant manipulating such roles or seeming as though they were enacting them.

        The field of mobility studies investigates large spaces, such as empires, to “track the movements that provoke both intense pleasure and intense anxiety,” two powerful emotions.11 Mobility and emotion in fact share a Latin root in movere, meaning “to move,” and the interplay between the two words comes together quite clearly in women’s practices of passionate mobility. As interdisciplinary scholar Sara Ahmed proposes, emotions are not merely contained within us, nor are they fashioned by society. Instead emotions delineate the contours of individuals and connect them to society.12 When bodies move through space they become “contact zones” both figurative and literal.13 When people interact with other humans, people often assume certain characteristics of those humans, which in turn influences how people are moved by them and what people do to help or hinder them. For example, Julie presented as female, young, and an orphan in the eyes of administrators moved by her mother’s letter. As such, she needed protection, but also containment: many officials assumed unparented métisses were predisposed to trade sex for money. Julie was treated as a passive minor by the official who secured her ticket, but when she responded with a passionate desire for emancipation she was unexpectedly out of place, a disruptor of administrative practices.

        The passivity assumed of women like Julie makes sense for, as Ahmed explains, “the word ‘passion’ and the word ‘passive’ share the same root in the Latin word for ‘suffering’ (passio).”14 Someone who displayed passion showed potential for suffering and emotionality, in theory signs of weakness leading to a propensity to err in judgment and the impulse to act unruly. Eugénie, for example, wrote to justify sneaking aboard a ship by claiming she was searching for a long-lost spouse. We shall soon see that she fabricated her story. For now, when women like Eugénie emphasized their suffering (heartbreak, long-lost spouse), they were also accentuating their passivity, and their need for the interlocutors’ strength and aid, which in Eugénie’s case included the ship’s captain, the shipping company (which assumed full financial responsibility for her return passage to France), representatives of the police and security forces who detained her, and the goodwill of fellow passengers, including the soldiers who fed her, and the first- and second-class passengers she met once she moved to the upper decks. Eugénie and other women’s passion-passive play functioned to keep them moving via a constant push and pull, a continuous adaptation of how they told their stories. They made strengths out of what were more often perceived as weaknesses (being female and filled with irrational emotions).15 They moved the administration to compassion by telling intimate stories from within the ordinary spaces of their everyday lives. By examining mobility in relation to emotions we better understand that women wrote or acted passionately because those they encountered were individuals who had feelings of their own. By speaking of everyday experiences as affective, women became effective: taking what control they could over their passion-driven physical and social mobility.16 In its “quality of being movable” sense, mobility thus signals how people’s passions marshalled action by swaying both those who moved and those who watched.

        The narrative arc of this book explores passionate mobility in five thematic chapters, which emphasize its different dimensions. After an initial grounding exploration of the concept of undesirability in chapter 1, Undesirable moves from women’s physical experiences of modes of transportation (chapter 2) to their sociopolitical reactions to Frenchness and mobility (chapter 3), and then from women’s passions around violence and self-defense (chapter 4) to their pursuit of mobility in the name of desire (chapter 5).

      
      
        Historical Interventions and Frameworks

        Undesirable explores female mobility and the discomfort it brought about by decentering the imperial story from the metropole and from the colonial administration, law, and related concepts such as citizenship. Archives reveal individuals who rejected patriarchal, gendered, or racialized evaluations of them as “bad women” or refused to be controlled.17 I thus emphasize the margins and middle grounds of colonial life and pay attention to how women told or interpreted their own stories.18 Using police and security records to center women’s voices within an imperial history of opposition, I reflect upon some of the ways historians can write imperial stories about those, like Eugénie and Julie, who have left few traces in the historical record. I also analyze these sources and the links between undesirability and migration via affect, or emotion. Such an approach allows us to compare and contrast the experiences of women with sometimes vastly different origins, civil statuses, races, classes, education levels, linguistic skills, or abilities, and thus to layer our discernment of how attempts at control, defiance, or subsistence operated in West Africa and Indochina.19

        Undesirable builds upon existing research on gender and empire to examine intimacy and everyday life.20 While taking into account depictions and stereotypes put forth in guidebooks, photographs, literature, and film, this book examines how archives can help us to uncover intimacy in granular detail via day-to-day experiences and stories of empire on the ground. Work on women in the French empire has focused upon mixed-race individuals, the powerful families of the Originaires who helped to shape the economies and politics of Senegal, and educated women from all over West Africa and Indochina who trained as nurses or teachers, at times becoming agents who linked the French state to these regions’ ethnic groups.21 Valuable studies have explored women from the metropole who wrote travelogues or fiction drawing upon their knowledge of these regions, women whose mobility was framed by cisgender and heterosexual domesticity, and women working as part of religious missions, or private and government initiatives to draw capital and people overseas.22 Finally, there is gripping research on feminists and sex workers.23 Within this rich literature on women in empires, however, independently mobile women remain understudied as a group.24 Then again, they are generally among the least visible figures in histories of migration.25

        Existing work has thus examined mothers, spouses, or companions whose movements were framed by the men at their sides, or independent women in relation to their work as authors, explorers, nuns and missionaries, activists, teachers, nurses, doctors, or sex workers.26 In many such cases, women’s mobility was at least technically sanctioned by male authorities, which is not to say women did not routinely sidestep their supposed missions. A registered sex worker supervised by doctors, brothel owners and managers, and vice police functioned within a formal system. Someone like Eugénie, who snuck into the empire, did not, which is one reason Eugénie framed her story as a search for a spouse. She was thereby emphasizing that she was under his male authority and implying that if she were to become a mother, as a woman wedded to a French man, she would be “reproducing the French race” rather than producing a métis child such as Julie.27 While some women in this book fit into one or several of the above professions, Undesirable highlights women traveling to preserve unrecognized unions with West African or Southeast Asian men, women of European, African, Asian, or mixed descent with no male authority figures supervising them as they moved or mobilized, and women whose sexual practices were ambiguous. This book thus documents women who claimed Frenchness but were under no clear paternal, spousal, or patriarchal authority to probe how they engaged colonial society, bureaucracy, surveillance, and judiciary; when and what made others perceive them as threatening; and how they responded to being pigeonholed as inauspicious for the empire. Finally, this book brings together women in their greatest diversity, like Eugénie and Julie, to reveal the inconsistencies, exceptions, and restrictions informing their imperial experiences, perhaps most noticeably around the theme of intimate colonial violence, which we shall explore in chapter 4, but also in relation to immobility (chapter 1), transportation (chapter 2), embodiment and the politics of belonging (chapter 3), and finally sex and companionship (chapter 5).

      
      
        Instrumentalizing Intimacy for Passionate Mobility

        Via passionate mobility, Undesirable explores the broader question of privacy—or the assumption that observations of intimate moments will not be shared or made public—in relation to policing. The intimate sources of passionate mobility are, for the most part, archival and linked to state and society’s surveillance of women. Although I consulted many more dossiers, in the end, thousands of voices in the archives led me to 326 thick dossiers containing the approximately 560 stories grounding this book. The term thick is both literal and a reference to the cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz, who considered thick description—the careful detailing of all one observes—to be an important tool for studying cultures and peoples.28 Here, “thick dossiers” signals those in which women’s voices are, relatively speaking, significantly present, allowing for a nuanced reading of the details of their stories’ many layers.

        Undesirable builds upon these stories to map intersections between intimacy and writing, and between privacy and policing, in a comparative imperial framework.29 Originally my reasons for focusing upon French Indochina and AOF were threefold: first, to decenter work on empire from the metropole and second, to compare and contrast two regions whose decolonial moments were different, with Vietnam fighting a bloody war with France and West African territories struggling through a protracted retraction from French rule. I wondered whether and how women’s postwar experiences with decolonization built upon women’s interactions with the French state in the interwar years, during which anti-imperialism intensified, and through World War II.30 The third reason was practical: women could be found in the archives, but how many, and would their perspectives on their experiences be present? So I cast a broad net, both hoping geographic breadth would help me turn up more records (I did) and hypothesizing I might discover substantial differences with respect to how women experienced surveillance within each region (I did not). Localized sociopolitical crises, such as the brutal crackdown on growing communist activity in Indochina and the differing experiences the regions had during World War II, shaped women’s stories.31 Yet sources mostly showed that women’s experiences of being watched, and their tactics for interacting with governmental structures by invoking their quotidian intimacies, were remarkably consistent both in how local officials treated women and in how women framed their stories. Codes for complaining, compassion, and rebuffs overlapped, but the more significant correspondence was how officials treated individual women’s everyday intimate experiences as a collective threat and how women responded by using intimate stories for their passionate mobility.

        Finding so many stories was invigorating. There were enough substantive stories to follow the model Haydon Cherry uses in his work on Saigon (today Ho Chi Minh City) and Marisa J. Fuentes uses in her work on urban Caribbean slavery: a deep dive, with each chapter primarily accentuating one person’s story.32 However, I settled on a different approach to showcase the work of excavating so many overlooked stories; namely, revealing the multitude of cuts, silences, and elisions of the archives as such by stitching together the fragments of many individuals’ stories, as Christina Firpo has done for the business of sex in northern Vietnam.33 Saidiya Hartman has described “the incommensurability between prevailing discourses and the event”: or how you bridge the gap between an experience and its historical reconstruction, and between how an experience was lived and how it was related by authorities.34 Undesirable fills the archival gaps from one story with information gathered from other archival stories, but also with information drawn from maps, novels, travel literature, video footage, images, and theory to elucidate how snippets of individual women’s voices can enhance our understanding of everyday life overseas in relation to colonial policing, both official and social, shaped by violence, racism, sexism, classism, and ableism.35

        Maps uncover the expansiveness of women’s movements, but also represent in the aggregate every single woman whose story contributed to this book across every archive, including the vast majority not cited. Figure I.1 maps the whereabouts of every woman with a somewhat substantive dossier for whom sources confirm between one and four specific locations recorded in the archives or by authors of travel literature, for a total of 723 places linked to 504 individuals. In addition to revealing the role played by urban centers in people’s mobilities (Dakar, Saint-Louis, and Rufisque in AOF and Hanoi, Haiphong, Saigon, and Phnom Penh in Indochina), figure I.1 depicts the significance of metropolitan cities and ports (Paris, Bordeaux, and Marseille) in travels to and from AOF and Indochina, with people routinely cycling through the metropole on their way elsewhere. However, this map of archival locations also shows the many other places where women popped up as they traveled, including beyond the geographies formally covered by this book.

        In contrast, figure I.2, a generalized synopsis of movement, illustrates approximate trajectories for each woman for whom sources (archives or travel literature) document five or more specific locations, allowing us to gain an overall sense of movement via women’s routes. Some of these women moved in pairs or even larger groups, and others as individuals, which is why this map represents 32 routes of approximately 55 individuals to illustrate the distances women covered via sea, land, and air. Many more people proceeded along similar circuits, which tended both to follow known desert roads with resting points at which fuel or water was stockpiled for cars or planes and to be shaped by ports, rivers, seasons (when weather dictated water levels and thus passage), bus routes, unpaved roads, train tracks, and populated places. In turn, film, literature, and images reveal cultural norms and presumptions regarding women’s roles overseas and provide enriching detail for better understanding references in women’s stories to these norms, such as what shaped their ideas regarding intimacy, embodiment, travel in the empire, and contact with others. Even European travel writers who showed great contempt for West Africans and Southeast Asians revealed something of the latter’s experiences of modes of transportation. European travelers such as Denise Colomb and Lucie Cousturier turned to photography and painting, so this book also references visual representations.

        
          [image: A rectangular greyscale map of 723 places in which 504 women appear in the archives and travel literature. The map centers Africa and Europe. Parts of South America and North America to the West, and Australia to the East, can be found along its periphery. Circles tied to precise geographic locations show the presence of women in the empire. The smallest circles signal 1–10 women in a place, the next largest show 11–50 women, then bigger circles shows 51–100 women, and finally the largest circle represents 101–135 women. The greatest concentrations of women can be found in ten cities. In decreasing order we find women most present in Dakar (in the largest circle), followed by Saint-Louis and Hanoi (in the slightly smaller circles), and finally Saigon, Haiphong, Rufisque, Paris, Bordeaux, Phnom Penh, and Marseille (in the next smallest circles). The smallest circles dot Europe, Africa, and Southeast Asia, still with a greater concentration along coasts or near urban areas. But some turned up in isolated or rural settings.]

          
            Figure I.1. Map created by Harrison Cole using data provided by Jennifer Anne Boittin.

          
        
        
          [image: A rectangular greyscale map representing a generalized synopsis of women’s movements. Thirty-two routes show the movements of approximately fifty-five individuals. The map shows the northern two thirds of the African continent, Europe, and Southeast Asia. The routes appear like black filaments. These filaments weave from Marseille to Saigon and Hanoi. They also weave from France to West Africa. Some go across the Sahara Desert from the Maghreb. Routes tangle around Dakar. Every route terminus is signaled by a small circle, and populated places through which routes passed by diamonds.]

          
            Figure I.2. Map created by Harrison Cole using data provided by Jennifer Anne Boittin.

          
        
        Still, stories preserved in archives ground Undesirable. Scholars both from within and increasingly from outside the field of history have observed that colonial archives were produced and for a long time controlled by men, most of them European; these archives elevate the written word even though many colonial spaces also had strong oral and visual traditions of recording and transmitting history.36 State archives are thus rightfully studied as spaces of erasure, silencing, and violence done to women, people from the Global South, and queer individuals, among others.37 Anchoring our historical knowledge in state archives thus shows us what officials thought and how they tried to impose those thoughts upon others. Yet historians who follow certain methodologies know that archives are more than places of violence and discrimination: defiance and alternative histories also shape them.38 The archives at the heart of this book both reveal how male officials representing the state worked and the ways colonial governance failed to work as intended, but they also preserve women’s interpretations of how they made a place for themselves overseas.

        In archives located in Cambodia, Senegal, and France, I focused upon series in which individual women seemed likely to appear, most especially series on police and surveillance, justice, health and assistance, general affairs and politics, missions, and education. I scanned these files for how women explained their own experiences of bids to push back against or even escape state and societal assumptions and rebukes regarding their Frenchness and womanhood. Individuals of the archives were mostly not writers or public speakers by trade. Yet they told the intimate repercussions of rape, disrespect, violation, injustice, and discrimination in a most evocative way, alternating between outrage and irony, storytelling and legalism, and despair, anger, and revenge. Theirs was an intimate poetics of the administrative system, coherent and effective, acting as an undertow, pulling interlocutors into feeling the passionate dimensions of mobility that might otherwise remain unseen.39 Even though, as Catherine MacKinnon has shown, only in the twenty-first century did women force their way to the heart of the human rights process from a legal standpoint, they had already recognized in the twentieth century the extent to which states, including the French one, routinely failed to support them, or were complicit, or needed to be pushed to better support women when they chose to move.40

        The violation of privacy leading to the existence of these sources was known to observed individuals, since their reactions to scrutiny have also been recorded in archives. With little recourse, legal or social, they responded by utilizing their intimacy as a tool in support of their passionate mobility.41 Intimacy in this book means that which allowed people to feel or create a sense of belonging in a given time and space, whether at home or in the world. People used intimacy to connect, to create a sense of familiarity, and to both gauge the nature of their relationship to the society and state they inhabited and negotiate an existence for themselves within it. Specifically, intimacy has three overlapping components in this book: individual voices in state-run archives; personal, informal writing or transcribed speaking, often spontaneous and passionate; and the private details of women’s lives, choices, bodily self-awareness, and rebellions as demonstrated by those individuals. Much as with what counted as humorous or inappropriate, it can be tricky to know what women in the early twentieth century felt was private, but emotional reactions can help us determine what belonged to their intimacy.42 Emotion was at times used in a somewhat controlled manner as pathos: a rhetorical device to sway an audience. Yet often emotion was less controlled, such as when Julie furiously proclaimed her Frenchness, feeling her autonomy to conduct her life as she pleased was being violated by the state’s interventionism. Along with listening for emotion in the archives, intimacy can be tracked by considering moments when individuals talked back to officials or neighbors: snippets of defiance, even devoid of uncontrolled passion, reveal a sense that onlookers may have come too close.

        Intimacy sometimes serves as a more polite term for sex, or more comprehensively as a way to refer to the domestic sphere, especially the household and family.43 Sex is one component of what individuals in this book experienced as intimate, and although some of these women presented themselves as independent even from family, domesticity likewise plays a role.44 Indeed, domesticity is something authorities often failed to take into account when they treated cases of working-class women like Eugénie who had relationships with African or Asian men, or when they failed to consider the kinship and economic ties driving women’s passions. Yet while tightly linked with both, intimacy was neither just about sex nor merely part of the domestic sphere. In some ways, it joined the two. Jessica Marie Johnson has shown for New Orleans in the eighteenth century how intimacy was closely tied to kinship and safety, including from intimate violence, for the African women and women of African descent she studies. Intimacy could be coerced or strategic, fraternal or sexual, and freedom was about the daily pursuit of security, at times meaning that “some of their actions enfolded with existing relations of exploitation and domination.”45 Mostly, for the women in Undesirable, intimacy was a means of framing stories, embedded within passionate mobility, that helped them secure a place for themselves in the empire.

        Women’s stories are prismatic in the ways they capture and diffuse the intricacies of individuals’ existences and relationships with the state, including all the contradictions of both women’s and officials’ behavior. Avery Gordon proposes reading individuals and groups via her notion of “complex personhood.” Gordon writes, “That life is complicated is a theoretical statement that guides efforts to treat race, class, and gender dynamics and consciousness as more dense and delicate than those categorical terms often imply”; complex personhood is a call to recognize this.46 Gordon urges us to acknowledge that “even those who live in the most dire circumstances possess a complex and oftentimes contradictory humanity and subjectivity that is never adequately glimpsed by viewing them as victims or, on the other hand, as superhuman agents.”47 Moreover, complex personhood applies also to those who “haunt our dominant institutions and their systems of value,” in this book meaning, among others, colonists and officials.48

        This book is set in a space and time where and when no French woman could vote, since they did not win suffrage until after World War II. Generally—although there were variations shaped by wealth, gender, status, class, and education—those with the most constricted opportunities were from colonized societies in West Africa or Southeast Asia. Women’s options and potential for agency in places like the French empire were encased within inherently skewed hierarchies of power and sovereignty—some highly visible (the state’s institutions or stereotypes of Frenchness in popular culture) and other aspects more spectral (the internal ways individuals instinctively read those around them and assumed things of them as they navigated their everyday lives). Such systems encircled the intricate and sometimes inconstant motivations, histories, and resulting outcomes making up people’s behavior and struggles in ways that influenced how much control, if any, they could exert upon the circumstances of their lives. Many women’s stories thus reveal inconsistent behavior and attitudes. Usually they were most concerned with bettering the immediate terms of their existence rather than with creating a collective movement for equality or independence. Yet even pushing back slightly against the boundaries and tenets of their existence, without engaging in political activism aimed at colonialism as a whole, proved threatening when it was done by enough people. These individuals were undesirable not only because when they moved they exposed the vulnerabilities of imperial governance, but also because their invocation of intimacy in the name of passionate mobility could succeed.

      
      
        Historical Background and Key Events

        Before turning to the men who gathered the sources at the heart of the archives, let us consider the spaces and structures in which they operated. The larger story starts with World War I, when soldiers and workers from the colonies entered mainland France and women from the metropole entered the colonies in greater numbers, accelerating imperial mobility in every direction. It ends after World War II, as decolonization intensified and brothels became illegal in the metropole and in many, but not all overseas territories (they were shuttered in AOF but not Indochina for example); questions of sex work and sexuality increasingly influenced discussions of undesirability overseas; and migration started to flow ever more powerfully from the Global South to the Global North. French women also won the vote after World War II, adding another impetus to debates regarding who would be allowed to cast their votes overseas and who would be disenfranchised, especially in West Africa, as Pascale Barthélémy shows.49 Finally, anti-imperialism and demands for national independence built steadily throughout the interwar years into the formal decolonization that entered its final phase after World War II, making these fraught times for colonial officials who were witnessing the inception of the Vietnamese and Algerian wars of independence from France. The closing date in the subtitle of this book—1952—is the end date of the last referenced archival story.

        Two colonized spaces ground this book, French Indochina and AOF, which was a federation of eight colonies, defined by the Atlantic Ocean along its western edge, and comprising Senegal, French Sudan (now Mali), Mauritania, French Guinea (now Guinea), Côte d’Ivoire, Upper Volta (now Burkina Faso), Dahomey (now Benin), and Niger (see figure I.3). Togo, which became a French mandate after 1919, was also administered by AOF. Accepted as a French sphere of influence during the Berlin West Africa Conference of 1884–1885 and formalized as a federation in 1904 in the aftermath of the so-called scramble for Africa, AOF was overseen by a governor-general based in Senegal, a logical space within which to centralize the French administration. The coastal territory was a major point of entry into AOF, and the French had been present in Senegal prior to the so-called scramble for Africa of the late nineteenth century. Indeed, various European powers had been present in the region going back to the fifteenth century, via missionaries, trading outposts, and transit points for the ships forcibly transporting enslaved Africans to the Americas: Senegal was a point of departure for the Middle Passage. That longer-standing French presence had led to singular status for the Four Communes along Senegal’s coast: Dakar, Île de Gorée, Saint-Louis, and Rufisque. These had become, in 1848, the only places in West Africa in which jus soli, being born on French territory, automatically conferred French citizenship regardless of parentage. From 1848 to 1916, not only white French men but also Africans from the Four Communes (known as Originaires) had the right to elect a deputy to the National Assembly in Paris and legally carry on as French citizens in West Africa. Yet the rights of Originaires were recurrently questioned and tested: Did they have French nationality, meaning they were members of the French state, or only citizenship, a narrower status conferring more limited rights and responsibilities? Did descendants inherit their parents’ status? Was their status tied to birth or residency in the Four Communes? In 1916, Blaise Diagne, the first Black African deputy to sit in the National Assembly in Paris, ensured the expansion of enfranchisement in the Four Communes for Originaires.50 Elsewhere in West Africa, unless they were métis—of whom there were 3,500 to 4,000 throughout the region, automatically recognized as citizens if recognized by their French father—people were considered subjects of the French empire and thus subjected to the indigénat, a disenfranchising and often brutal regime of administrative sanctions.51

        
          [image: A map by H. Barrère showing the main political and physical features of French West Africa in 1930. The main cities, rivers, roads, and railway lines appear. Place names, including those of the eight colonies that make up the federation of French West Africa, are spelled out in in French.]

          
            Figure I.3. Historical map of French West Africa. “Afrique occidentale française,” Paris, H. Barrère, 1930. BnF. Public domain.

          
        
        Administratively speaking, AOF functioned as a federal structure: it was divided into eight colonies, each with a French lieutenant governor who answered to the governor-general in Dakar. Governors were appointed by the minister of the colonies in Paris and worked closely with the police on civilian matters, including surveillance, and with the military. Since each colony was divided into administrative units known as circles, which in turn were subdivided into cantons, governors also depended upon French commanders, who oversaw circles. To maintain authority over their districts, commanders, in turn, depended upon local associates such as chiefs and interpreters, without whom they could not function. Thus, at the administration’s lowest rungs, most colonial employees were African. At the higher rungs, most were white Frenchmen but there were also French men who were African or of African descent, such as métis and men originally from French colonies in the Caribbean and Indian Ocean, and who like the Originaires were French citizens. Regardless of origin, these officials had in common that they were with very few exceptions men and communicated in French, even though dozens of African languages and cultures distinguished the various regions of AOF. During World War II, when France fell to Germany in June 1940, AOF declared allegiance to the Vichy regime, which collaborated with the Germans in exchange for some control over southern metropolitan France and some colonies.52 In 1942, after Allied forces landed in North Africa, AOF switched its allegiance to the Free French and Allies. We shall return to this moment in the epilogue, but Africans continued to struggle to obtain broader civil and legal rights from the French even after World War II. Indeed, France’s reluctance further motivated regional movements for independence, which lasted into the 1960s.

        
          [image: A road map of Indochina that names its five territories. The road map is an advertisement for Goodrich tires, promising kilometers of safe driving if one uses their tires. A car and a truck with lines coming off them to connote speed appear on the left and right of the map. Two Goodrich tires frame the lower half of the map, with the word Goodrich inscribed between them and below the map.]

          
            Figure I.4. Historical map of Indochina and Goodrich tire advertisement, with five territory names rendered more legible by Harrison Cole. Carte routière de l’Indochine. Des kilomètres en sécurité, Paris, 1932, BnF. Public domain.

          
        
        The second space grounding this book, French Indochina, comprised three Vietnamese regions—Tonkin (in the north), Annam (the central region), and Cochinchina (in the south)—as well as Cambodia and Laos. Only Cochinchina was a colony; the other areas were protectorates or territory leased from China. These territories are named on figure I.4, a 1932 historical map of the region and an advertisement promoting the advantages of Goodrich tires for colonial travel (we shall see that tires often punctured during women’s automotive travels). Established in the second half of the nineteenth century, Indochina too functioned as a federation, with a governor-general overseeing the region from Hanoi in the interwar years. Prior to the nineteenth century, France’s presence was rooted primarily in the Jesuit missionary presence and trade, which is not to say there were no military interventions. Only in the nineteenth century did France intensify its military involvement to expand its colonizing presence, but administrators and soldiers alike met stiff resistance for the duration of their presence in Indochina. By World War II, Vichy France found itself struggling with Japanese, Việt Minh, and Thai armed forces, eventually ceding military control of Tonkin to the Japanese after they occupied the region and ceding to Thai forces territory Thailand claimed as its own. Although France’s control over the region was greatly weakened, it nonetheless attempted to regain control over Indochina after World War II, leading to a drawn-out and bloody war, which for France ended in 1954 but for the Vietnamese became the American War, and for the United States, the Vietnam War.

        Administratively speaking, French was the language of rule in Indochina, although relatively few European colonists were present in the colonies: around 34,000 in 1940. In Indochina, France recognized existing monarchies. As in AOF, it worked with elites—for example, in Cambodia its interactions were with the king—but also depended heavily upon Cambodian, Vietnamese, and Lao intermediaries such as interpreters—and ultimately French officials maintained tight control over legislative and executive powers. On the ground the French ruled the entire region quite consistently, yet the territories did not all have the same status. The governor-general worked with a governor who had direct rule over the colony of Cochinchina as well as with resident superiors in the protectorates of Annam, Tonkin, Cambodia, and Laos and with an administrator in chief for the Chinese concession of Kouang-Tchéou-Wan. Paralleling AOF, which in fact used Indochina as its model on the question, métis born of a French parent and a parent from the territories of Indochina could become citizens. In both regions, however, the procedures for unrecognized children to access citizenship were simultaneously complex and ambiguous. In principle, unrecognized offspring could furnish evidence of their right to access French citizenship via the name they carried, their education, culture, and knowledge of the French language, their standing in society, and finally via a medical examination to establish heredity.53 Yet on the ground the process served to weed out undesirables—those who did not have the social standing to maintain French prestige—and thus was time-consuming for applicants and often ended in a denial of recognition.54 Additional subtle differences shaped who else had the potential to apply for citizenship in the region. Cochinchina was a colony, so people there counted as French subjects and could apply for citizenship, although the few who were approved had ancestors who had collaborated with the French in the nineteenth century, were extraordinarily wealthy, or were World War I veterans. People in the protectorates were legally considered French protégés, but could only with difficulty lay claim to citizenship; proving they were métis was one way to do so.55 This book focuses mostly on the territories of Cambodia, Tonkin, and Annam, using the archives in Phnom Penh and Aix-en-Provence.

        In both regions, around the world wars and decolonization, women were invoked as sufferers against the backdrop of a colonial state torn between violent repression of overseas uprisings and the more humanistically oriented politics of the coalition of left-leaning parties known as the Popular Front. Under the Popular Front government (1936–1938), the leftist colonial minister Marius Moutet created the so-called Guernut commission, an official inquiry to better understand colonialism on the ground. The forty-two members of the commission perceived themselves as a bulwark against the global rise of fascism and launched a broad inquiry into conditions in the colonies, in part to identify potential abuses of power and systemic problems overseas.56 Thus, one goal of the commission was to identify injustice around race and gender, which naturally led to questions regarding who counted as French and how people belonging to the category were treated. This commission of inquiry was necessary because there were cycles of revolts and violent repression across the empire throughout the first half of the twentieth century, many of which brought the unjust treatment of people whose lands had been colonized to metropolitan attention. In 1917, Vietnamese political prisoners thus joined other prisoners and some prison guards in seizing control of the Thái Nguyên Penitentiary, executing French officials and Vietnamese collaborators and feeding into almost six months of countryside skirmishes and related casualties. Leading up to this rebellion, a French administrator, Resident Darles, demonstrated the colonial regime’s oppressiveness and violence when he personally caned men and broke their fingers. He was also rumored to have raped a Vietnamese administrator’s wife.57 In 1930 and 1931, the Nghệ-Tĩnh soviet movement gathered peasants, intellectuals, and workers in two Vietnamese provinces in a series of demonstrations and revolts, which led to brutal repression, such as the killing of five hundred participants during the 1931 May Day demonstrations. Prisons were crowded with alleged anticolonial prisoners from whom the French sought to force information revealing direct connections between the 1930 mutiny of Vietnamese troops at Yên Bái and Vietnamese nationalist, anti-French, or anti-imperialist politics, as the French interchangeably called such activity.58 An entire section of the Sûreté in Indochina held exceptional powers by which to pursue, interrogate, and subdue anyone suspected of nationalist politics.

        Throughout West Africa the limitations on civil rights, the high rates of injury and death among African soldiers in the French army during World War I, and growing nationalism appeared to threaten French control over the region and to feed into anti-imperial movements anchored in the Black diaspora based in Europe.59 In AOF, Africans faced both the brutality of forced recruitment as soldiers during World War I and massacre at the end of World War II in the camp of Thiaroye. In 1944, after at least 1,300 soldiers voiced grievances regarding their low pensions, French troops killed between thirty-five and seventy African soldiers.60 Alongside these peaks of violence, reports revealed that the practice of forced colonial labor hovered somewhere between slavery and indentured servitude and that African and Asian domestic workers were routinely sequestered and beaten.61 These practices exemplified the forms of colonial violence that the Guernut commission and engaged writers sought to explain in compelling emotional pleas to a metropolitan public were not exceptional but rather routine.62

      
      
        Policing Undesirables: Masculinity and Prestige

        In pursuing mobility through these territories, women met officials, colonists and people who self-identified with ethnic groups; all produced information recorded by officials in documents preserved by colonial archives. Officials were primed by prevailing events and sociocultural presuppositions to assume women were either victims in need of protection or jezebels in need of correction. Faced with such categories and potential limitations, women then told stories to figure out what they could yet achieve within those circumstances: they sought to define their own ways of existing. Moreover, independently mobile women had social and family networks with which they felt strong connections. Thus men are far from absent from the narrative. They were these women’s fathers, brothers-in-law, companions, friends, and interlocutors and they were the officials who recorded most of the stories upon which this book rests. Thus, we need to understand both officials’ investment in watching women’s private lives via surveillance, gossip, and rumor, a theme we shall explore in more detail in chapters 1 and 5, and how women took into account their knowledge of what drove such surveillance when they responded by telling intimate stories.

        In the context of the Guernut commission, a senator, Justin Godart, produced a 1937 fact-finding report after visiting Indochina, in which he critiqued rampant prejudice within the federation’s administration. Godart kept returning to a particular problem: that of abandoning “this outmoded idea of the superiority of the European race and civilization” and instead accepting a far more multicultural definition of Frenchness.63 He argued France needed a broad definition of Frenchness to remain in control of the colonies and, in particular, needed to make métis like Julie feel they belonged. Otherwise France was in danger of losing control over elections in Indochina. Only French citizens could vote there, but, he explained, by 1940 métis could outnumber white French voters in regions such as Cochinchina.64 This was no longer just what he called a “race problem” but a regional issue of security with high stakes for France; multiple foreign powers, including Japan, China, and Thailand, had their eyes on Indochina. Godart argued that his colleagues in the colonial administration should abandon their racial politics—not only their explicit biases but also their implicit racism, which assumed white citizens were more French than métis people—because not doing so would be to endorse “racial theory of which we know the friability and which has only ever served to attempt to legitimize the worst attacks against humanity and common sense.”65 Godart recognized the dangers of French prestige, which, as we shall see in greater detail in chapter 1, was sometimes simply called “white prestige,” as an underlying principle of colonial governance. He contended such prejudice with respect to how hierarchies of race, gender, and class shaped the extent to which individuals belonged in the empire strategically weakened French control over Indochina. Observers made similar arguments about West Africa.66 Yet explicitly tasked with control over the empire, representatives of the French state on the ground—perhaps because they were more keenly aware of being an absolute numerical minority charged with administering broad swaths of territory overseas—tended to interpret improper manifestations of race, class, and gender as an immediate threat to colonial governance.67 One reaction was to track women’s intimacy. But why did individuals respond by essentially doubling down, further injecting details of their intimacy into the archives? Why did women choose to invoke emotions? They did so because they were acutely aware of their interlocutors’ identities. Whether they were responding to officials’ interests in their (mis)behavior or asking something of the state, women calibrated their approaches and tactics in response to what they knew of their audience, including its investment in the boundaries of sex and race.68

        Women’s voices can be clear in the archives, even though they were mediated and censored, including via self-censorship. Indeed, recognizing such influences helps us to identify formulaic components in their communications, and as a corollary the moments when their voices are least mediated, and reminds us that independently mobile women still felt kinship and connectedness to broader communities. Some individuals wrote letters, while others dictated to scribes, friends, or neighbors; at times, the handwriting or pen used are so clearly different between the text and the signature that the layered production of a document is evident. Women also shared their trajectories in oral depositions to police officers. Whether someone else wrote on these women’s behalf, they spoke to an official who took notes, or they wrote their own letters, women’s files indicate they asked for advice regarding how to approach authorities.69 Passing allusions to their networks reinforce our understanding of why undesirables posed a threat: they were integrated into communities, spoke to one another, and therefore were seen and heard by others, including when they misbehaved or were left in poverty, which reflected poorly upon the state. People shared techniques, making their interaction with the state not merely an individual one but rather one prong in a collective praxis of negotiation with the state.

        Women tended to position themselves as either supplicants or advocates vis-à-vis the administration. Supplicants put forth their woes and showed great respect for hierarchy. Whether supplicants approached governors and ministers of their own volition or in response to the state’s intervention, the formulae they used highlighted their understanding of the state’s power, concerns with French prestige, and paternalism. This started with the addressee: the governor himself, often via formulaic phrases underscoring his humanity and authority, and the supplicant’s humble status.70 They used a wide range of arguments, drawing upon their intimate medical and emotional conditions, to obtain support or to be left to do as they pleased. Among the conditions they invoked were the repercussions of indigence (hunger, suffering, misery), solitude imposed by old age or disabilities, the burden of young children, and dismay that they might be forced to have sex in exchange for money.71 These apprehensions were often truly felt, but women also anchored their arguments in these powerful sensations of their private lives. Eugénie, for example, talked her way into Indochina using some of the storytelling tools available to a supplicant. To justify their requests, advocates listed edicts, laws, and circulars; rights owed because male relatives had served France as soldiers or state officials; and the fact that other individuals had received help. Some advocates were bolder and more audacious in their rhetoric, assuming entitlement, while others, like Julie, powered their self-advocacy with ire.72

        Recognizing a power differential between themselves and male officials, one further shaped by each woman’s personal status, women therefore not only deployed their Frenchness, in ways we shall explore in chapter 3, but also invoked intimate details steeped in moving emotion to bridge that power gap. In a different setting, Iris Marion Young helps us to understand the interplay between invocation and assertion via “the logic of masculinist protection.”73 Masculinist protection is rooted, Young explains, in administrators who see themselves as doing good by protecting the nation, much like the traditional role of the father is to look out for his daughter at home, and who in return expect from citizens loyalty and acceptance of security measures such as policing. The administrator’s chivalrous sense of duty leads him to favor “good” women. “Good” women folded themselves neatly into the prevailing hierarchy, acting their subordinate role and thus appealing to administrators’ kind sentiments and hopefully receiving the state’s aid. In contrast, officials’ fears for the empire’s continued existence, most fiercely but not exclusively expressed via a desire to control sex between Europeans and everyone else, led administrators to worry about the women who were out of place, those like Eugénie or Julie, who without clear male authority in their lives might end up indigent or unregistered sex workers, in either case threatening male or white prestige overseas. Building upon Young, then, we can understand why, when faced with women who resisted subordination, officials defaulted to hardness. Hardness prodded men to say no, be unsympathetic, and rebuke undesirable women, such as those perceived as having morals that played fast and loose along the color line.74 Yet even the undesirable, these “bad” women, could shift such situations in their favor. They could try to push their male interlocutors’ sentimental buttons in their pursuit of colonial mobility. If all else failed, they could attempt an act of passion—like Eugénie smuggling herself overseas—or become a person whose income was sex based, or otherwise act so undesirably that officials preferred to eject them from their territory even if this meant paying for repatriation out of their budget. Such women secured free passage. Thus from potential positions of weakness (appearing unreasonable, unruly, or illogical because of their passions and gender), even undesirable women who provoked an initial response of hardness from administrators were able to craft arguments anchored in affect in the hope of obtaining the right to circulate. In all cases, women knew they were preparing their pleas for a powerful but also emotional audience. Officials’ race and masculinity and attention to white and French prestige therefore shaped not only how they interpreted women’s behavior, but also how women perceived their interlocutors. They deployed arguments and positionality they believed would work with these men.

        Ann Laura Stoler describes an “affective logic of security” in colonial spaces, which sustained a “sliding scale along which privilege was protected and privation was assigned” and that was enforced overseas in part via the racism and classism of the state writ large, including both administrators and colonists.75 When individuals like Eugénie had sex with African or Asian men, the very fact of contact engendered feelings: their own, their partners’, and those of onlookers. Kyla Schuller has studied “sentimentalism’s role as a foundational technology of biopolitics” to reckon with the question of whose feelings matter in the edifice of a liberal democracy. Generally, the “impoverished, the racialized, the conquered, the orphaned, and/or the animalized” have not been read as having feelings that matter, and hence have been constructed as less worthy of being respected within state structures.76 Most of the undesirable women in this book fit into at least one of those categories. Of course, the French colonial empire was not initially fabricated by or as a liberal democracy. But by the twentieth century, metropolitan France had positioned itself as a liberal democracy, floating within its colonies the mirage of an overseas democracy-in-the-making, of Frenchness-in-the-making for its colonial subjects and citizens via education, the civilizing mission more generally, and potential access to French citizenship.77 Sentimentalism played a role in how the colonial state, overseen by a democracy, interacted with its citizens and subjects, including individuals who claimed Frenchness and who, whether impoverished, racialized, or colonized, tried to play those sentimental harmonies. Policy produced and reflected feelings from the humans within colonial systems.

      
      
        “French” “Women” Out of Place or Belonging?

        “French” “women” invoked intimate details of their lives to find ways to exist in the empire and to secure freedom to move, financial aid, or safety within a community. Administrators, observers, and popular culture fixated upon their cultural representations and private conduct, and considered them in need of surveillance and behavioral restrictions.78 Even though the vast majority were not employed by the state, public opinion focused upon women’s intimate behavior to figure out with whom they had sex, felt kinship, had children, and more generally whether there were paternal, spousal, or fraternal figures of authority regulating their lives. Private lives often also dictated wealth or poverty, including whether a household had one, two, or no incomes, and the (im)mobility attached to each financial situation. Catharine MacKinnon builds upon Kimberlé Crenshaw to argue: “That the location of departure and return for the analysis is on the ground, with the experience of a specific group, this group in particular, and not in universal generalizations or in classifications or abstractions in the clouds, even ones as potentially potent as race and sex, is the point.”79 My exploration of such fraught categories as French and woman is thus an examination of figures who regularly opted to root their rhetoric vis-à-vis the administration in Frenchness, even when they had multiple additional identities.80

        The French women in this book were out of place in the sense that they did not resemble what stereotypes suggested they should be, nor did they do what social expectation suggested they would, but they were also out of place spatially. French women are an entry point into colonial history and one lens through which to better understand mobility in imperial spaces and, specifically, the roles played by passion in the social, political, and physical trajectories of independent women migrants and travelers. Their periods of mobility, or corollary moments when they were suddenly stuck socially (via loss of income or employment) or physically (via illness or abandonment) somewhere in the empire, were often what led observers to focus upon them in the first place. Their movements triggered tracking, which fixed the passions of their intimacies in the archives. Studies of migration have yet to fully account for the role of emotions in driving migration. Yet because of the ways women’s emotionality was assumed of them and counted against them, sentiment was embedded as a central feature in their experiences, making women’s stories particularly useful for better understanding links between passion and mobility.

        By comparing and contrasting individuals from West Africa, Southeast Asia, and Europe in a study of intimacy and belonging in the French empire, Undesirable recognizes how they availed themselves of French frameworks and rhetoric to pursue mobility and security. Standards of beauty, grooming, fashion, femininity, and language, and thus respectability, often were anchored, with and without awareness, in the assumption that no matter their origins, individuals who claimed Frenchness should find a way to assimilate to prevailing metropolitan sociocultural and physical norms.81 So finally, studying attempts to surveil and hence control the appearance, sexuality, language, and behavior of women in the French empire in the first half of the twentieth century contributes to our understandings of the origins of debates regarding who sets the terms of belonging in the Global North.82

        

        In the end, individuals usually found ways to pursue their (im)mobility, like Julie, who chose to root herself in the metropole to pursue social mobility via her education. Officials could attempt (but often failed) to block women’s movements with red tape or by withholding financial aid, but they could not easily physically force individuals’ movements, not even the movements of children and individuals diagnosed with a mental illness. The Eurasian Julie remained in metropolitan France and Eugénie made it to Indochina. We last saw Eugénie sneaking into the empire in a ship’s bowels to reunite with her husband Louis. She never did, because he did not exist. Soldiers had fed her aboard the Cap Padaran out of solidarity with one of their own: her lover, Brigadier Pennec, whom she followed to Cao Bằng—a border city to the north filled with transient people, sex work, and money. When their relationship ended, she went on to Hòa Bình, where she started “living maritally” with another European man.

        Without even the obligatory identity papers (she gave the name Mélanie B. on the form she filled out upon arrival in Hanoi), Eugénie had dissembled her way into and throughout the Tonkin territory of French Indochina where, police claimed, she had “frequented not without profit indigènes and European soldiers” in Cao Bằng. They also claimed her “charms” literally started a riot: “The day before her departure, at night, the door of the house in which she was staying was assailed by a gang of aroused soldiers,” which police had to disperse.83 The forces of order concluded Indochina desperately needed to rid itself of “this undesirable.” Yet the term undesirable might appear quite the misnomer when it came to women like Eugénie. And that was the messy crux of passionate mobility: women whom officials labeled undesirable were often the most adept at playing with desires—their own, their companions’, their kinship’s, and the state’s—to achieve their goals.

        

        A note on spelling, terminology, names, maps, and translations: French authorities and authors often misspelled or abbreviated names. I use diacritic spellings of Vietnamese names and accurate spellings of African names when I can confirm them. Otherwise, I default to French archival or literary spellings, which is not an ideal approach but preferable to speculation. The terms Indochinese and Southeast Asian (very broad) or Vietnam and Vietnamese (only widely adopted after 1945), do not reflect the historical particularities of the region’s self-appellations and ethnic groups.84 Similarly, the term West Africa and the names of colonies into which the federation of AOF was subdivided do not account for layered distinctions among ethnic groups in that area. While broad terms are imperfect, not using them at times risks muddling the reader’s experience of this narrative. When my sources use it, I have kept French racial terminology in the original French, because such terms, while unsettling, are also data points informed very precisely by France’s global history and geography. While it would be difficult for readers to see it written this way throughout (and I therefore haven’t written it this way), I have sought to respect individuals in the archives as womxn, a term signaling both the broadest possible acceptance of who belongs to the category woman and that unlike what the word wo-man appears to suggest, many did not see themselves as defined by men. Although none of the archives I use in this book have legal restrictions upon them, I borrow from sociologists and anthropologists a desire to respect human subjects whose stories are intimate.85 If medical information, sexual assaults, minors about whom nothing has been previously published, or rumors are involved, I default to first names, initials, or occasionally pseudonyms (the latter indicated in the notes). The maps Harrison Cole created for this book use contemporary borders rather than historical ones so that today’s readers can more easily grasp the geography underlying women’s routes and stopping points. The cities indicated on those maps have not moved since the early twentieth century, although some of their names have changed; however readers should be aware that national borders have shifted since the 1940s, which is why I also included two historical maps in the introduction showing the colonial territories of the early twentieth century. For maps showing generalized or specific routes, I reconstructed women’s movements using place names from the archives, and then rounded them out with historical maps showing railroads, roads, or rivers, and descriptions in travel literature, guidebooks, and newspapers’ articles of car routes and ship routes, which often listed ports of call. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
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        “I Refused”: Undesirable | Immobile | Vengeful

      
      
        do not go, never go to the colonies if it’s conceivable that there you’ll become failures, undesirables

        Clotilde Chivas-Baron

        free to lay wherever [I] liked, for the sole purpose of being left in peace

        Marie-Thérèse

      

      Who was “undesirable”? A Syrian woman following her Ivorian companion to his village? A woman who settled into a chaise longue and refused to get up? A woman who sought revenge after her fiancé broke off their engagement via telegram and left her stranded overseas? A woman who entered a room, then watched with trepidation as a man closed the door behind her? Several women whose street clothes and wages were held by their boss, unless their boss was the undesirable one? By teasing out strands of confinement, confiscation, and revenge present as subthemes in the following chapters, this chapter examines immobility. Like mobility, which it reflects and molds, and with which it is in constant tension, immobility manifested itself physically, socioeconomically, and culturally. The brash woman, undesirable because her behavior slipped and slid around norms of respectability, was often at first dismissed as being on the edge of reason, overcome by folly or passion, and hence represented by compassionate administrators as perhaps worth protecting from both herself and others, but not to be taken too seriously as an autonomous person. Yet as a person’s case dragged on, as their voices persisted and thereby complicated dossiers and our readings of them, they forced officials to take them seriously. Witnesses gave so-called undesirables this classification because they perceived such figures, those whose mobility had been interrupted, and who nonetheless persisted in their invocation of intimacy to defend their present position, as inauspicious for a colony’s smooth functioning.

      

      In the twentieth century, the term undesirable was often associated with World War II, when edicts and laws referred to Jews, foreigners, homosexuals, and leftists and other political dissidents as “undesirables.”1 Yet the term undesirable has a much longer history, used for example in the nineteenth century to describe migrants traveling to or from the metropole or overseas territories, including penal colonies in French Guiana.2 “Undesirable” migrants included those who as a result of their misbehavior, indigence, or illness had to be repatriated.3 Most of the decrees and legal texts linked to so-called undesirables in the colonies focused upon how to repatriate them and who should be financially responsible for repatriation. The term was thus quite commonly used by officials writing to one another, a catchall signaling a problematic person’s arrival and the need to turn them away even before they arrived or to transport them elsewhere. When applied to women in the colonies it had a particular valence, the nature of which this chapter explores via the question of how a term used to describe political dissidents also applied to independent women migrants whose undesirability was mostly perceived as sociocultural. Like dissidents in their politics, in their passionate mobility undesirable women destabilized colonial governance.

      Women disrupted patterns, structures, pathways, and conventions overseas, leaving intimate data in their wakes. They propelled stories of impoverishment, widowhood, aging, alleged mental illness, brokenheartedness, racialization, sexualization, and immobilization at administrators as they justified and protected themselves—and sometimes came away with money, passage home, and revenge, including at times against authorities themselves. This chapter reflects upon one representation and five cases to explore how individuals became undesirable as a result of the intertwining of their mobility and their immobility. The representation, of a woman waiting impatiently for her man’s return, exposes what people expected a French woman overseas to resemble. In the first three cases, of an interracial companionship, a chaise longue, and a telegram, the term undesirable was used explicitly. In the fifth and six cases, the term was not used in writing—officials may still have used it orally among themselves—even though it could have been used to qualify several individuals involved in these cases. The point in contrasting a literary representation and several archival cases is to better understand how the undesirable tag was or was not used and how it haunted administrative dealings. Undesirability encapsulated both what women did overseas and why they used passionate mobility by mobilizing intimate stories when interacting with officials and locals who, like these women, understood that mobility and migration functioned in constant tension with immobility and undesirability.

      
        “You See Her, Right?”

        In 1931, writer Clotilde Chivas-Baron, who knew Indochina well and also traveled to AOF, asked this question before describing her: “That overseas Frenchwoman, dressed in light fabrics, white and pink, in the warm shadow of the veranda? She looks at the man who has just come home from the plantation or the mine . . . without a word.”4 In fact, you do not see her. She is a figment of your imagination, a common trope invoked by Chivas-Baron and then demolished with the goal of destroying any delusions women following men overseas might harbor. This stuff of sentimental novels had nothing to do with real-life women who traveled overseas with spouses only to feel enervated by long bouts of isolation. They had little time to lounge on a veranda, gazing into the distance; rather they needed to be self-sufficient, capable of handling tools to repair their homes, able not only to survive but also to flourish without a man’s constant physical and moral presence. Most importantly, the colonist woman needed to understand that her appearance mattered: “More than any other woman, the colonial one must preserve the dignity of her bearing. People watch her live. Those who watch her are beings on the way to becoming cultured or those who have steadily aged into their civilized state, distilled by another civilization. To everyone we must prove that the French woman, representing the newly imposed civilization, is well-bred, dignified.”

        Chivas-Baron intended her text as a threefold warning: first, a metropolitan woman with overseas dreams should not imagine a languid life of pleasure, with domestic workers doing the hard work. Instead, she should prepare herself for physical labor and self-sufficiency. Second, the colonial woman should ready herself for constant decorum both private and public. Even in the intimacy of a home, this woman would have to embody the French civilization she would be helping to impose upon the people whose lands had been colonized by the French. Her body and comportment would signal the French colonial regime’s values, and like all women overseas, whether in public or in her intimacy, she was on display. A third warning hovered in Chivas-Baron’s text, around the question of clothing: “an excessively ‘nudist’ negligee is no more appropriate than a cocktail gown.” By avoiding gratuitous undress or overdress, women could guard themselves from appearing sexual and therefore from unwanted advances and assault. This allusion was reinforced when Chivas-Baron cautioned young women to travel from the metropole to the colonies only after marriage and accompanied by their spouse.

        Chivas-Baron depicted a colonist woman who had to master skills allowing her to function without her husband, but whose existence overseas depended upon him. This figure was not without complexity, but she had to perform an ideal of white and pink, heterosexual, European, bourgeois femininity.5 She felt pressure to do so for the sake of her white, French husband and his colleagues, whose morale, Chivas-Baron went on to explain, depended upon this construct. She also felt compelled to do so for the sake of Southeast Asians, whom the French considered to be of an “older civilization,” and those “still in the midst of their education,” a reference to Black Africans, whom Europeans often assumed were the least civilized of those whose region they had colonized.6 All those witnessing her, all those who walked into her home, should think “there’s woman here” because the people France tried to govern must be helped to recognize, via its ideal woman, that French civilization was worthy of respect and emulation.

        Most women in the colonies, however, were nothing like Chivas-Baron’s fictional, composite overseas French woman. Not only their actions but also their looks, origins, assertions of Frenchness, and very opposition to interference made them undesirable. Although like Chivas-Baron, scholars have long worked to debunk enduring assumptions regarding what has made a French woman throughout history, from her appearance to her behavior, such tropes still find uncanny ways to shape our studies of empires, leading us to focus upon hierarchies, institutionalized racism, sexism, victimhood, and related physical or moral violence instead of focusing upon how individuals experienced or rejected these things in complex ways.7 Chivas-Baron understood such nuances but also warned women, “Do not go, never go to the colonies if it’s conceivable that there you’ll become failures, undesirables.”8 She thus touched upon two kinds of immobility: her text was written as a humorous but pedagogical guide for potential colonialists who might stay overseas. However, her text also warned those who might become trapped overseas, the undesirables. Via five case studies, we shall now consider what happened when women facing immobility, or who appeared at risk of immobility, were treated as undesirables, found themselves surveilled in their intimacy, and defied surveillance, often by doubling down and passionately invoking even more details of their everyday lives than officials had already documented.

      
      
        I. A Syrian Woman in an Ivorian Village

        Understanding what women sought to achieve when they told their stories of passionate mobility means understanding not only what people imagined French women overseas resembled or should resemble, or as Chivas-Baron tried to show, how women could avoid becoming undesirables, but also what officials hoped surveillance mechanisms could accomplish with respect to limiting the presence of undesirables.9 This first case explores whiteness, Frenchness, and prestige around interracial companionship. In 1923, several officials turned their attention to the case of a Syrian woman in Côte d’Ivoire. Selim had followed Sekou Maiga, her child’s father and a tirailleur, an African soldier serving under the French flag, to West Africa.10 The family had been living in the soldiers’ camp, but he was about to be demobilized and the couple planned to settle in Côte d’Ivoire, following what one official called the “indigène mode”: side by side with Ivorian villagers. This plan distressed the lieutenant governor of Côte d’Ivoire, who wrote the governor-general in Senegal. He was upset because “the spectacle of a white woman, dressed in European style, sharing the way of life of her Black companions, is not without presenting grave political inconveniences.”11 He elaborated:

        
          From the political point of view, my view is that such unions must be absolutely forbidden, unless the husband stays definitively away from Black regions. The prestige of the white race is already suffering far too many blows from the contact between our tirailleurs and the lowest strata of the European population; it is very impolitic to diminish it further by voluntarily allowing white women to gain entry to our colonies, where indigène mores reduce them to a quasi-slavish status, which is profoundly humiliating for us.

        

        The problem was not only that she might suffer discomfort in a village but that her intimate life threatened white prestige in West Africa, thereby debasing French officials, a very explicit declaration that decorum in whiteness and womanhood, both in the public and domestic spheres, was key to French prestige in the colonies. He was not a radical outlier in his perspective that otherwise colonial governance would be weakened.12

        As soon as he read his colleague’s missive, Jules Carde, who had just started his term as governor-general of AOF (1923–30), promptly requested more information about such relationships from his colleagues in the judiciary, remarking that such unions may have been legal, but there were “serious drawbacks from a political point of view to these marriages.”13 In so doing, he joined at least three administrators at the highest levels of government and law in discussing at some length, via the precise example of one woman’s case, the political threat posed by women’s intimacy and domesticity to French control over the massive region. These were men who occupied multiple posts over decades within the higher echelons of the colonial administration throughout the empire. Carde closely tracked other women’s cases during his seven-year term and later became the governor-general of Algeria. His successor in AOF, Joseph-Jules Brévié, who also followed such cases, with a particular focus upon unmitigated mobility, governed AOF from 1930 to 1936 and French Indochina from 1936 to 1939, where he showed concern for French prestige through a policy removing métis from their Southeast Asian mothers, for example. These men circulated their ideas from one colony to another and from one continent to another, and they interpreted women’s bad behavior as undermining French and white prestige.14 Governors personally invested time in tracking such individuals alongside nationalist and anti-imperial movements, working with fellow bureaucrats and anyone with a rumor to share to watch women in AOF using the same surveillance and police bureaus that tracked and repressed political dissidence and tried to evaluate Islam’s potential as a threat to the region. Once a white woman showed signs that she was indigent or in a potentially improper, morally ambiguous relationship, she became undesirable.15

        Selim’s case exposes how officials thought about the problematic joining between Frenchness and womanhood in the colonies. That a Syrian woman was tagged as “white” may seem odd, but officials assumed Black Africans would read her as white and wonder why she had the husband, lifestyle, and poverty of an African woman and what this said about the true power of those who had colonized their region.16 The lieutenant governor of Côte d’Ivoire made this issue clear when he added a footnote to her whiteness. He wrote: “Of course I know that Selim is not European” while simultaneously calling her “a white woman.” European was often used to stand in for white overseas by officials who were trying to avoid the words white and black. By using the word European, he was also, however, underscoring the critical importance of prestige: the words white and European signaled the status she and her métis child appeared to hold in West Africa, namely of colonist and French citizen. Even though Selim’s origins were not in Europe, her child would no doubt need to be tracked by French officials like other métis children, and perhaps placed in schools dedicated to métis. The issue, however, was not just one of stature, but also of financial responsibility. What would fellow villagers think of a poor French citizen? was linked to a second question: What if she could not endure life in an Ivorian village?

        In 1924, Édouard Daladier, who held key French government positions throughout this period, explained that French people tempted by the “colonial mirage” described by Chivas-Baron could end up needing urgent repatriation.17 Daladier, then minister of the colonies back in Paris, pursued his argument: “It does not seem that France’s prestige has anything to gain from giving our indigène subjects the lamentable spectacle of nationals embittered by misery and ready to do anything to survive.” Daladier worried about the issue because his subordinates in the metropole and the colonies were constantly debating who should pay for repatriations of individuals who put themselves on display in this way. Prestige was not the only issue linked to undesirables. Officials also worried about the impact of undesirables upon their colony’s budget. Debates among lieutenant governors, governors, and ministers led to a series of interrelated guidelines and edicts between 1924 and 1928, which fixed the following principles: Local budgets paid for repatriations unless the governors had received prior permission from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in which case Paris would reimburse them. Payment depended upon a woman being impeccable in her “conduct and morality”; any “repatriation that might be granted to undesirables” would be charged to local budgets.18 This last requirement was a sticking point for local governors who believed that “very often it is in the interest of public order to rid the Colony of these undesirables.”19 Here, the word undesirable was used explicitly about cases like Selim’s, which threatened public order, and herein lay the tension for administrators. Undesirables were not welcome in the colonies, but Paris did not wish to pay for undesirables’ tickets to their homes. The response to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ ornery dealings with repatriation cases was a change in bureaucratic procedures at the local level: when they entered a colony via sea, individuals paid a deposit equivalent to a return ticket, which would dissuade adventurers and the lower classes, with the exception of the employed, whose companies paid the deposit. If the impoverished still made it into the colonies (and they did), to speed up the process of approval for repatriation by Paris-based officials, local governors would simultaneously mail a complete dossier justifying the repatriation and send a telegram summing up the principal facts, allowing for urgent medical or behavioral cases to be decided before the full dossier made its way to the metropole.20

        In 1945, administrators still worried about these issues, for when African soldiers were deployed in Europe during World War II, more Afro-European couples had formed. Pierre Cournarie, the governor-general of AOF from 1943 to 1946, wrote from Dakar to Paris about metropolitan women hoping to join their African partners: “I am not in favor of the arrival of these European women in the villages of the bush. Their life in common with natives can only have deplorable effects.”21 Throughout twentieth-century colonization, women posed what officials perceived as a political threat to colonial prestige because their domestic, conjugal, and parental circumstances signaled the strengths or weaknesses of the empire. Women like Selim, who appeared white and therefore French, were one of the critical lenses through which officials discussed the question of France’s reputation overseas. Selim’s case underscores why whiteness and prestige were consistently paired and constantly relativized within officials’ discussions of women.22 When women who appeared white were out of place, like when they settled into an Ivorian village, essentially choosing to stop moving, the white prestige in question was less theirs and more that of the officials who watched, and of France itself. As the next few cases and chapter 5 will show, when they could not stop circulations and companionships such as Selim’s using the law, officials often fell back upon bureaucratic maneuvers to stymie them, including dissuasive conversations or formal police interrogations, thereby instrumentalizing bureaucracy in the name of French, and white, prestige.23 Such bureaucratic runarounds frustrated women, and so the next cases will all look at how undesirables responded to such strategies in the course of passionate mobility, starting with an example of a woman who took a moment to rest, and in so doing started a bitter debate across several colonies in AOF regarding undesirability, white prestige, and money.

      
      
        II. The Chaise Longue

        On February 22, 1931, in Dahomey (AOF), the forty-two-year-old Marie-Thérèse D. left Porto-Novo for Cotonou in a dugout canoe, which authorities felt necessary to specify was of indigène fabrication. The police commissioner Lenaers explained in his report that “soon thereafter, around 9:00 in the morning, I was informed by the Police agents that a European woman was lying in the Filao woods by the sea. I went to the scene and I found Miss D., lounging on a chaise longue and surrounded by her luggage, which included a large trunk; very heavy.”24 This last detail suggests Lenaers or one of his assistants may have attempted to lift the trunk. Having set the scene, Lenaers described the woman’s state of mind: “At first very arrogant, claiming she was free to lie wherever she liked, for the sole purpose of being left in peace. Then she yelled, incoherent sentiments.” The local doctor, Jean-François Lacommère, arrived on site and argued for Mademoiselle Marie-Thérèse’s hospitalization, with the “mademoiselle” designation suggesting she had never been married. One report claimed she was immediately placed in isolation, another that she chose to see no one. Upon interrogation, she admitted to having been interned previously for mental health reasons. Soon thereafter, Dr. Lacommère related that she was suffering from acute mental confusion, incoherence, “delirious ideas,” and irritability. Her psychological distress was sufficient to “hamper social adaptability.” Rather than determining she was a danger to herself or to others, he emphasized her inability to behave. When Marie-Thérèse was disturbed in her repose, her resistance to being forced to move was termed “arrogance.” No one contemplated that her “irritability” might have been set off by those who intruded upon her rest. Instead, the lieutenant governor of Dahomey, Blacher, repatriated Marie-Thérèse, forcibly, to the metropole.

        Why did local authorities care that Marie-Thérèse rested in her chaise longue? Reflecting upon the years 1500 to 1800, Michel Foucault asked why those perceived as mentally ill went from being an intimate part of daily life—individuals with whom one comingled on the streets, in one’s workplace, and at home—to individuals who were displaced into asylums and thus, like Marie-Thérèse, isolated. This marked a profound societal shift. Yet the asylum still kept “the insane in the imperative fiction of the family; the madman remains a minor, and for a long time reason will retain for him the aspect of the Father.”25 In addition to having a traditional patriarchal structure, the asylum was “an instrument of moral uniformity and of social denunciation.”26 Family, Father (or patriarchy), minor, moral uniformity, social denunciation . . . Someone like Marie-Thérèse was isolated in overseas France and then repatriated because colonial officials in the first half of the twentieth century continued to think bystanders who deviated from behavioral norms in public should be confined or forced out of public view. Women deemed shiftless or deracinated and those ignorant of prevailing social niceties drew authorities’ attention. Those who by choice or because of mental illness were resistant to embodying white, female bourgeois morality were also vulnerable to officials challenging their independence. For once a doctor confirmed their alienation, a word used to describe mental illness in French, such women became minors from a legal point of view, individuals who could no longer choose their own paths. Officials could therefore force the alienated to move to a different part of the empire rather than merely pressuring someone of whose presence they disapproved to move elsewhere.

        When it came to public behavior rooted in mental illness, officials faced a hurdle: asylums were underdeveloped or nonexistent in certain regions of the French empire. Whereas French Indochina and North Africa maintained asylums in the first half of the twentieth century, AOF did not. There were plans to build one on the coast of Senegal that would serve both Africans and Europeans, but in the meantime, the region’s officials relied upon hospitalization, prison, and repatriation.27 Depending upon their symptoms’ severity, migrants who displayed troubling behavior would be returned to their points of origin or alternatively to the most appropriate facility for their category of mental illness. Thus when Hannah S., described as being of French origin and from Casamance (Senegal), was held in the prison of Bathurst by the British government in The Gambia as “crazy,” British officials wrote to Dakar to request her repatriation to Senegal. Hannah’s daughter, who was with her in The Gambia, supplied them with details, but perhaps because she had no memory whatsoever of her father, not even of his name, French administrators could not find their family’s traces in Senegal. They also argued that because she had been classified a dangerously alienated patient—a mentally ill patient who posed a danger to herself or others—Hannah could not be sent to Senegal, but instead belonged in a facility in Marseille that could treat her condition.28 The details of Hannah’s story are sparse, but they reveal the profound displacement administrators who grappled with her case proposed. Hannah was a Black, African woman, whose Frenchness resulted from colonization. If she had been born in Casamance, she was likely a French subject, not a citizen like the Senegalese born in the Four Communes. She was imprisoned by the British because she had a disability in the form of her mental illness. French officials proposed to resolve her situation—at considerable expense to the French administration—by removing her from West Africa and sending her to an asylum in Marseille. The administration was trying to choose between reneging her French subjecthood and abandoning her in a British prison or acknowledging her Frenchness and imposing upon her an isolating voyage and estranging treatment, far from family.

        We know too little about Hannah’s case, whereas Marie-Thérèse’s 1931 chaise longue case is a thick file on the subject of mental illness. Both were categorized as independent migrants with a mental illness. Officials reacted similarly, locking them up—although only Hannah was kept in a prison—and seeking to forcibly repatriate them, but only Hannah was in danger of landing on a strange continent. In this sense, the interplay between origin, class, race, and finances made Marie-Thérèse’s experience quite different. She was from a privileged background, as a white, French citizen from the metropole. Even though authorities could not verify the aristocratic family name she claimed, she had access to money, for the 1931 chaise longue incident occurred during her second trip through West Africa. The Sûreté’s files date back to her first trip, in 1924, when someone had crossed out her professional self-identification as “explorer” on an entry form and written in its stead “bachelor.” The word substitution mirrors other cases of self-declared women explorers seeing their affiliation with the explorer vocation challenged and their claim to it perceived as a potential sign of mental health issues.29

        Six years later, in 1931, Marie-Thérèse’s status as bachelor was again noted, but this time—perhaps remembering the reaction to her explorer profession during her previous visit, she proclaimed herself an artist. Again, her self-description was questioned: “artist” was placed in quotation marks and proceeded by the qualifier “so-called.”30 She may not have known that officials believed unregistered prostitutes declared themselves artists to circumvent questions about the legitimacy of their overseas voyages. The term artist made her suspicious even though officials assumed men would be less attracted to women in their forties and that if they did have sex they would be less likely to become pregnant. Her file suggests Marie-Thérèse acted only the part of tourist or explorer, not artist or sex worker. In November, she left Marseille for Conakry, Kouroussa, and Bamako. In February 1932, she was seen in Gao and Ansongo. She then headed to Niamey, Porto-Novo, and finally Cotonou, where the decision was made to force her voyage to Marseille. This meant she had traveled, unaccompanied by a European man, through French Guinea, French Sudan, Niger, and Dahomey before her forced return to Marseille. To understand the breadth of terrain she covered, see figure 1.1, which renders Marie-Thérèse’s most likely routes traveled.

        Officials often bickered among themselves over who should pay for repatriation. Marie-Thérèse’s case was unusual because she had not requested repatriation, nor had her relatives in the metropole initiated it. She had the money to remain overseas and could not, therefore, be categorized as indigent. Unlike Hannah, she was not considered a physical threat. Blacher imposed her repatriation by invoking mental illness in part to protect his local budget. For when Dr. Lacommère provided a medical certificate categorizing her as alienated, she technically lost her legal autonomy. The certificate and the local police report served as proof of her mental illness; together, these helped Blacher to argue that she should be repatriated because she was a repeat public chaise longue offender. Upon her arrival in Porto-Novo, Marie-Thérèse spent two days strolling about, eating fruit instead of prepared meals and napping in her chaise longue under a permanent canopy-like structure on the lagoon’s bank. Policemen in Porto-Novo, who had been “discreetly” surveilling her, intervened and brought her to their station, but she refused hospitalization. She instead left via dugout for Cotonou, a nearby city in Dahomey. When she arrived there the next morning, she settled back into her chaise longue.

        Marie-Thérèse’s alleged mental illness appears to have been signaled by her fruitarian diet and her public use of a chaise longue. Several additional details surrounding her second chaise longue incident give us more context. Lacommère evaluated her as having “a profound disorder of her psychological faculties, likely to hamper social adaptability.”31 Meanwhile, Blacher explained that he sent her back to France “to put an end to the distressing situation caused by the presence of this person on my territory,” while terming her “undesirable.” If we contrast these phrases with her own words, namely that she “was free to lie wherever she liked, for the sole purpose of being left in peace” and had been forced into isolation by Dr. Lacommère, who may have put pressure upon her via or during her isolation to confess a mental issue, we get a sense that her offense was not only sitting in a chaise longue. Far more precisely, she was resting and relaxing in public while white and female in a place where white women were supposed to embody an idealized European female bourgeois conformity. Blacher felt particularly discomfited by her public contravention of this ideal, which made her undesirable. Her colonial undesirability was about the public visibility of her waywardness and who might witness it, for something that went unmentioned but weighed heavily upon these reports was the question of her audience. Before the police officer Lenaers or his associates attempted to lift her trunk, finding it to be very heavy, who had carried it into the indigenously fabricated dugout canoe, paddled the pirogue, and set up her chaise longue? And before that, who had accompanied her in her travels across multiple territories? She traveled independently in the sense of unaccompanied by a European man, but she was not alone. To the contrary, Marie-Thérèse was always in view of and in contact with the demographic majority, which was African. For Lieutenant Governor Blacher, what made Marie-Thérèse undesirable, like many other undesirables, was that her behavior grated in public spaces. She became undesirable when she became immobile; once she lay down, she came into everyone’s focus. The urgent decision to repatriate her was about how her immobility accentuated the visibility of her public lounging. And yet Blacher had trouble obtaining reimbursement for the expense of her repatriation.

        Perhaps Marie-Thérèse’s well-being truly troubled Blacher and his associates, but their reports repeatedly emphasized their own discomfort. Her diagnosis was rooted in what she relayed to others. While symptoms of mental illness often had root physical causes overseas, such as malaria or syphilis, the doctor who evaluated her did not mention the need for such treatment, nor did he mention addiction to drugs or alcohol as explanations for odd behavior.32 Nor was she perceived as lower class, which was also used to explain inappropriate conduct. Perhaps the emphasis upon “the distressing situation caused by the presence of this person on my territory” was rather too focused upon how Blacher himself felt about her. After all, even though the diagnosis of mental illness gave him authority to make decisions in her name, Blacher kept losing arguments with his colleagues in AOF regarding who should pay for the repatriation he had organized. Unlike the 1924 report on her time in West Africa, which briefly mentioned “dementia” in relation to a letter Marie-Thérèse had written to a local bank director, a recapitulation of her voyage in 1932 prepared by the Sûreté in Senegal made no mention of mental health issues.

        If Marie-Thérèse traveled with a disability linked to mental health, its symptoms must have been mild, since four months of travel had caused no concern among fellow officials. Blacher wanted her gone, and the doctor sought to help him, but Blacher also wanted the lieutenant governor of Niger, Tellier, to pay for her repatriation because Marie-Thérèse’s last known “residence” was Niger and Tellier had given her 300 francs to help her reach Porto-Novo. Blacher contended that Tellier offering 300 francs was proof that he too disapproved of her behavior. Tellier quickly countered that after less than three unremarkable weeks in his colony, Marie-Thérèse had opted to travel to the British Consul in Porto-Novo to obtain authorization for travel into British territory and he had merely helped her along.33 So his colony of Niger could not be considered her residence. In the end, Governor-General Brévié offered a stinging summation: Blacher had not followed proper protocol. He had to obtain authorization before forcing undesirables onto ships, and thus neither the Quai d’Orsay in Paris, where the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was located, nor the governor-general’s budget, nor the neighboring lieutenant governor in Niger would reimburse him. Blacher alone had assessed her as undesirable, and thus she was his cost to bear.34 As both Marie-Thérèse and before her Selim have revealed, immobility could contribute to a person’s classification as undesirable in part because when someone stopped moving, they came into focus. But both women chose their immobility. We shall now turn to several stories of immobility not chosen, but like Hannah S.’s in a Gambian prison, imposed during migrations or circulations.

      
      
        III. A Telegram

        In telling their stories, women on occasion brought retribution against those they alleged had violated them. The three remaining cases in this chapter build upon the themes of undesirability and immobility by turning to the concept of revenge via individuals who flipped the system of policing and surveillance against those who hurt them. For some, revenge was a reaction to passions gone awry. Certainly, that was the case for Nacha Kwansniezska, alias Netta Fass, aka Nadia when at work, who disembarked in Indochina as a French citizen in 1929.35 After three years in Saigon, she bemused officials by trying to depart the colony using Polish papers. Her effort led to a police inquiry and the charging of multiple individuals. She told her story as follows.

        Born in 1899 in Kraków, Netta married, in what she called the Jewish tradition, a medical doctor who then abandoned her. After placing their daughter with a Jewish orphanage, she worked at the Magasin du Louvre in Strasbourg, France, and then at a leather shop in Paris. There she met a go-between who hired her to work at a Tunisian brothel for two years. Her next stop was Marseille, where she worked at La Lune, a brothel with a manager who gave her a forged French identity certificate. She soon left La Lune to live with an Italian restaurant owner named Guillaume Zari, whom she planned to marry as soon as she obtained papers more convincing than her certificate, which Zari claimed would too easily be identified as a fake by discerning authorities. Zari sent her to the Mediterranean island of Corsica, where his contacts procured her a French identification card after she danced for two months in the city of Ajaccio. She did not mention this detail, but his connections were likely with the Unione Corse, a Corsican-based mafia operating in Marseille and Southeast Asia from the 1930s through the 1970s.36 After Netta returned to Marseille, Zari again postponed the marriage, claiming it would drain their finances just as he was trying to expand a bar he owned in Marseille. He proposed a solution: Netta would use her new identity papers to travel to Saigon, work in a brothel, and save enough money for them to develop his business in Marseille. Then they would marry. (See figure 1.1 to better grasp the fits and starts of Netta’s mobility.)

        Soon after Netta arrived in Saigon, she received a few words via telegram from Zari’s mother: Netta need not return to Marseille. Guillaume was marrying someone. A few weeks later, his letter arrived, handed to her in person by his associate. He demanded Netta pay him 6,000 francs, the price of her ticket to Saigon. She angrily refused: “Reckoning that my ex-lover was largely reimbursed for his expenses by the time I spent at his service, I refused to pay anything at all.”37 Instead, she gave the intermediary 100 piastres as down payment, with another 100 to follow, in order to obtain her real Polish papers, which Zari’s cronies had been holding as leverage over her, a standard tactic for exerting control over migrant workers in the sex industry. The final twist in her story involved a medical procedure. She did not describe the details, but it put an end to her ability to work in the business of sex. This development led Netta to request repayment of 1,700 piastres she was owed by Renée J., the woman who managed her Saigonese place of work. However, Renée’s companion, fully aware of Netta’s foreign status and fake identity papers, and displeased at the idea of losing money, informed Netta that Renée J. would not be reimbursing her. If Netta pressed for payment, they would denounce her to the police.

        
          [image: Map showing the likely routes traveled by Netta Fass and Marie-Thérèse. Marie-Thérèse’s route brought her from Marseille along the coast of West Africa via ship. Then she traveled in a circular movement to Conakry, Kouroussa, Bamako, Gao, Ansongo, Niamey, Porto-Novo, and Cotonou. She was then forcibly returned to Marseille via ship along the coast of West Africa. Netta Fass’s journey took her from Kraków to Strasbourg, then to Tunis, Marseille, and Ajaccio. She traveled to and from Saigon through the Suez Canal and across the Indian Ocean, with likely stops at the ports of Port-Said and Colombo.]

          
            Figure 1.1. Map created by Harrison Cole using data provided by Jennifer Anne Boittin.

          
        
        A woman scorned one too many times, Netta called his bluff. First, she lodged a complaint of blackmail against Renée J. and her partner. Second, while formally asking the French administration to repatriate her to France, she told her entire story. Unlike Marie-Thérèse’s forced repatriation, hers was a more standard approach to repatriation, in which as someone with no finances, she requested it from the administration. Netta’s revenge consisted of naming for the police everyone whose actions had left her feeling stranded in Indochina. Confused and amazed, officials researched her story’s veracity. They concluded she was accurate. She had omitted a few details, such as the fact she had been a sex worker, not a dancer, in Corsica, and that she was not merely an employee but also the assistant manager at her brothel in Marseille.38 In every other respect, her description was precise.

        Her story resonates with many others. Netta understood the value of claiming Frenchness in an imperial setting so as to move about freely and practice her profession.39 She understood how to use the French bureaucracy to obtain what she wanted. Netta also rejected the role of victim. She grudgingly admitted she had been manipulated and exploited by Zari and his associates, but in her statement she did not complain about exploitation. Nor did she use her medical situation (the operation, recovery time, and loss of employment) to request funds or help; in fact, she only mentioned it to explain why she had asked Renée J. to repay her debt at that moment in time. She expressed neither shame nor regret for the life she was leading. Instead, she did something highly unusual outside of radical, anti-imperial circles: she renounced her Frenchness. This tactic worked for her particular purpose: retaliation.

        To better understand that goal, we must consider how the administration responded to her initial statement that she was not really French. At first, the Sûreté maintained it lacked sufficient proof her papers were forged and thus could not launch an investigation.40 Netta’s whiteness, combined with her linguistic skills and forged papers, worked against her rejection of Frenchness. Yet—and this is where we start to understand the intentionality of her actions—rather than let the matter drop or try to obtain repatriation with her fake French papers, she persisted. She inhabited her immobility and returned to the authorities a second time, handing them her Polish papers, which she had finally secured, using them to request repatriation. One of her bemused interlocutors wondered in his report why she had requested repatriation while using her true Polish identity rather than her false French one. His comment and the initial refusal to investigate her claim hint officials found her behavior irrational and possibly a symptom of mental illness. Yet her persistence against those odds reflected her understanding of the ramifications for those to whom she had ties if she were able to provide irrefutable proof her forgeries were just that.

        Netta was perhaps blinded by her passion for Zari, a manipulator skilled at dangling promises of their wondrous future together. She was not, however, fundamentally naive, but rather situationally and amorously naive. Several elements underscore her intentionality. She confessed to being Polish when she lodged her complaint of blackmail, only after enduring years of manipulation and betrayal. Although she was initially dismissed by the Sûreté, she followed up by furnishing material evidence of her Polishness rather than reverting to her faux French status. Whatever the nature of her medical operation, it had ended her career as a sex worker and hence her need to maintain ties with her former milieu but also, without work in Indochina, she needed to head elsewhere.41 Yet she did not claim indigence or Frenchness to obtain repatriation: she chose to claim Polishness.

        Her persistence paid off: Netta was charged with using forged papers, her female employers in Marseille and Saigon with complicity in the fabrication of forged papers, and all of the men in her past with complicity in forgery, actual forgery, blackmail, or a combination of these. Formally categorized as “undesirable” in Indochina, she was sent back to the metropole—perhaps there rather than Poland because Marseille was her last confirmed residence—on the administration’s piastre (or dime), after it dropped all charges against her.42 She brought the forces of law and order down upon the heads of those who had hurt her, was not herself in the end convicted of any crimes, and left the colony with her most recent companion. Her imposed immobility—she had gone to Saigon imagining only a temporary migration—and perceived undesirability opened the way for her to enact revenge.

      
      
        IV. A Closed Door

        Netta was open about her sex work, and her retaliation was directed at men whose activities were extrajudiciary. The artist Annette R. was subjected to the threat of a different form of forced immobility, one that led her to write a letter directly to the minister of the colonies. In 1938, Salomon, a French colonial police commissioner in Bamako (Mali), ordered Annette to his office. “Why?” She wondered. She was uneasy: although white and French by marriage, she was originally Belgian, and thus perceived as foreign. She was also a divorced, single woman of modest means, traveling alone. The commissioner held power. So she felt compelled to walk into his office. She watched as he shut the door behind her. She felt enclosed. Then, her fear spiked. “Are you a prostitute?” The archives are silent on exactly what happened next. Yet Annette made it out to tell us at least part of the story. She started writing to French officials after she returned to the metropole. Having felt threatened under duress, she gathered information that identified a predatory pattern, for “it is customary for this commissioner to force single women who, like me, are passing through his city to suffer through a similar interrogation.”

        Salomon had started by questioning Annette aggressively regarding whether she had worked as a prostitute in Dakar. She replied that he could ask anyone. She was an honest woman. He then tried a different tactic, emphasizing there was no shame in “working” as a prostitute. In her letter, she placed quotation marks around the word “working,” indicating that unlike Netta, she did not believe prostitution constituted work. He was continuously brutish, so she concluded one of her letters decisively: “As a French woman, traveling in French territory, the role of this police commissioner was to help me.”43 Perhaps she hoped her Frenchness would hold rhetorical weight, but the alarming summation she added almost as an afterthought regarding his tendency to force single women to “suffer through” similar interrogations troubled her audience at the ministry far more. In her letter, Annette designed a platform (her Frenchness in French territory) to put forth three rights: the right to freedom of movement overseas as a woman traveling alone, the right to be presumed innocent of illegal—or unregistered—sex work, and the right to freedom from sexual vexation or assault. She did not believe it was appropriate for him to assume her undesirability or take advantage of a presumption of undesirability.

        Her words led the Ministry of Colonies to investigate; suddenly, Salomon was on the defensive. Initially, Salomon explained his approach by noting that Annette had been born in Brussels and foreignness meant she had to register with his office. He acknowledged he had warned Annette about not tolerating clandestine prostitution under cover of being an “artist,” but only because everyone knew “artist” was code for “prostitute.” We saw something similar assumed of Marie-Thérèse in her chaise longue. Yet as the story unfolded, other French officials in AOF and the metropole, appearing genuinely distressed, probed Salomon: what had caused him to give her such a warning behind closed doors? At this point, Salomon decided to reveal that he believed he was being targeted by Annette because she, a divorcée of foreign origin, had had a liaison—called at various points an affair and a relationship, and at one point she was termed a mistress—with one of Salomon’s subordinates. Annette confirmed in her letters that one reason for traveling to the region was a passionate liaison with his subordinate. Salomon explained that for unrelated reasons he had needed to reprimand that subordinate, and he believed Annette was seeking revenge against him for rebuking her lover by bringing up their meeting in his office. Perhaps because their shared race, nation, and class coded theirs as a relatively innocuous relationship, administrators did not focus upon the individuals they believed were actually having sex, namely Annette and the subordinate. Instead, officials were outraged that as cover for his mistreatment of Annette, Salomon wanted to slander his subordinate by revealing the affair. In fact, they seemed to believe that because Annette had initially remained publicly silent regarding Salomon’s violent treatment of her, but perhaps had said something privately to her companion leading Salomon to be nervous around him, Salomon was in fact the one attempting to sabotage his subordinate’s career, when he should have been training rather than demeaning his fellow police officer.44

        Much like Netta with her mafia-connected fiancé, Annette felt no need to apologize for extramarital sex. Instead, she deployed arguments that would be respected by her interlocutors as proof of her respectability in contradistinction to Salomon’s attempts to peg her as undesirable. She may have asked her companion, who worked for the administration, for advice regarding how to persuade his fellow officials to respond favorably to her grievances. Yet she wrote from the metropole, after her return, and he was still in West Africa, and her distinctive voice is powerfully present. Annette countered that she was French and moral, including by using quotation marks to emphasize she did not consider prostitution to be “work.”

        Salomon’s disclosure of his subordinate’s private affair in a bid to defend himself was one matter that concerned his superiors, but the other was his practice of closed-door interrogations of unattached women. This habit raised red flags. Annette forced officials to recognize that Salomon was preying upon independent women, most of whom—especially if they were functioning in a gray zone as unregistered sex workers, illiterate, or not French citizens—did not write letters to protest. As the facts of the case were gathered, an adjunct mayor in Bamako attempted to defend Salomon by commenting, “It’s hard to know what happens behind closed doors.” The adjunct mayor’s contribution confirmed, however, that Salomon’s doors were indeed closed. The combined dishonorable actions of slandering a subordinate and his treatment of an independently mobile woman led Salomon to be censured with “the requirement that he be extraordinarily polite toward persons of any standing” as long as he worked for the administration.45 The formal sanction, added to his dossier, was only a slap on Salomon’s wrist, but nonetheless his reputation in the administrative circles of French Sudan, Senegal, and Paris had been sullied and this reprimand signaled that he needed to change his ways. Initially presumed undesirable and immoral by Salomon, including because she might choose to settle in Bamako with the vague term “artist” as the only official reason for her presence, and therefore vulnerable, Annette forced a reckoning for a man who in principle had far more power than her, and she did so not only in her own name but in the name of all other independent women travelers in the region.

      
      
        V. Stolen Street Clothes and Withheld Wages

        For the final case conjoining undesirability and immobility, we turn to women in northern Vietnam who sought retaliation via administrative routes against a person who threatened to render them immobile. Like Annette, Odette Gauthier, owner of the Hôtel des Trois Etoiles in Haiphong, previously known as the Hôtel du Périgord, and based upon descriptions not worthy of three stars, wrote a letter that generated a thick dossier of correspondence. Unlike Annette, she ended up forced to explain her own actions, which included confiscating employees’ street clothes to restrict their ability to leave their workplace. In her lengthy missive, written in 1936 in duplicate, with one copy addressed to the résident supérieur of Tonkin in Hanoi and the other to the governor-general in Hanoi, Gauthier explained that she owned a “grand hotel” but that when business slowed, she had rebranded it as a dance hall. She had received a permit for dancing in January and April, and again on May 1, 1936, but on May 9, the police commissioner, Captain François Fabiani, summoned her to his office. The first thing she noted was Fabiani walking down the stairs to greet her without bothering to don a jacket. Had he just woken up, she wondered? Did that explain why he forgot to act professionally, since usually he seemed so very proper? The situation soon worsened: “He believes everything an Annamite woman says, and my word as a Frenchwoman counts for nothing” and “he yelled very loudly to try to intimidate me and was not polite. Yet I do not go to a police station or to any office of any administration whatsoever so as to be insulted.”46 She kept returning to her Frenchness and her business acumen: “I do not understand why a police commissioner allows himself to be impolite with a French businesswoman and to make such threats that, if they are executed, it will be the very death of my business.” She requested he be reprimanded and asked to show “a bit more self-control and savoir vivre.” For she was simply trying to run a business, which he was shuttering. If he succeeded, she would be obliged to turn to the administration, but this time to “provide for all my needs”; she would become indigent and reliant upon the government’s financial aid.47 Shutting her down may well have been the goal, since in the late 1930s, to curb venereal disease and appease critics of the brothel system, the colonial government was cracking down on clandestine sex work, which was occurring in dance halls.48

        Gauthier’s letter initiated an inquiry, but not the one she anticipated. When pressed, Fabiani easily defended himself, and he was seconded by the administrator-mayor of Haiphong, Lotzer. Lotzer labeled Gauthier “a métisse of the most disreputable kind” and stressed that Fabiani had been following his directives.49 Lotzer’s comment on the type of métisse she resembled drew from debates in the 1930s regarding whether children of French and Indochinese parents (or other mixed heritage) would become assets who built bridges between the various populations overseas, or instead troublemakers who would embody the imagined worst traits of both races to become “the worst sort” of person. The protection societies that gained custody of fatherless métis children in Indochina sought to ensure their female wards’ respectability in two ways: they guided them toward jobs such as tailoring, cooking, or service in department stores, or for the most nimble in school toward teaching, nursing, or midwifery. They also protected them until marriage, which they encouraged, and even after.50 The point was to keep them away from sex work, and Gauthier was a métisse running an insalubrious establishment, which functioned as an unregistered brothel. Gauthier appeared to fulfill criteria meriting the label “undesirable,” yet it was not used in her case, perhaps because the colony was her place of origin. This omission reflects a significant distinction between Gauthier and other “undesirables” in this chapter. There were no grounds to repatriate her to another region of the empire because Haiphong was her place of origin. Her case thus elucidates how the term undesirable was used overseas most often to qualify those who could be moved from one location to another, and thus linked to the potential for forced mobility. She would instead be muffled in other ways.

        The most damning complaints against Gauthier did not come from Europeans but from her Vietnamese employees. Fabiani’s office and the Sûreté had received so many complaints about her that local authorities were left with no choice but to withdraw their temporary authorization for a dance hall. Fabiani started by clarifying an important fact regarding his own decorum: “I was not crass with dame Gauthier,” who he said was also known as Nini Patte en l’Air, in reference to a famous Parisian cancan dancer.51 He had, however, tried to protect four of her employees. When Fabiani confronted Gauthier with their testimonies, she refused to allow that confiscating employees’ belongings to keep them confined was inappropriate. So Fabiani revoked her temporary authorization for a dance hall on grounds both legal and moral. Legally, her liquor license was in the name of a man named Cot, whereas she was listed on the establishment’s lease. Her logbook was poorly kept, names missing from the ledger. Morally, she was exploiting at least four workers who all claimed she had deceived them.

        These Vietnamese workers used the supplicant’s rhetoric of needing protection with a goal, similar to Netta’s, of retaliation and in response to similar tribulations of immobility. In her May 1936 deposition, Ngô-Thi-Th. explained that she had initially repeatedly refused Gauthier’s pressure to become a hostess in her establishment, content to pursue her work in the sex industry. She only accepted after Gauthier promised her 15 piastres per month to dance. After a mere week, realizing she was already severely underpaid on the basis of her first week’s pay compared to the promised sum, she asked for her due. Gauthier started to follow her around; “threatens me, stops me, bothers me in everything I do.”52 Nguyên-Thi-H. explained in her statement that she had been hired to work from 6 p.m. to 9 p.m. After only ten days, Gauthier confiscated her city clothes and forced her to welcome “the Europeans like a prostitute in the bedroom located in her hotel. I refuse to obey her because I’m only a dancer, so she insults me and tries to start trouble with me.”53 At month’s end, she was not paid. Two other employees also claimed she was not paying them, with sums due ranging from 4.50 to 13.90 piastres. Fabiani concluded Gauthier disrespected law and order because her employees detailed breach of work contracts, violence toward their bodies, and forced immobility as a result of the withholding of their street clothes. All these depositions turned into legal cases, although her dancers did not all show up in court. This last point shows how, for many women, retaliation via the police and bureaucracy rather than through the judicial system, which could drag on, cost them money if lawyers were involved, and perhaps bring too much attention upon their lives, was sufficient for their purposes.54 Dance halls were spaces commonly used for the practice of sex as a “black market business” after the French introduced legislation regulating prostitution in Tonkin in 1921.55 The police were probably targeting Gauthier because she lacked subtlety in her use of the dance hall for this purpose, but if these four women regularly engaged in illicit sex work, they perhaps wished to avoid finding themselves in the cogs of the French judicial system, even as complainants.

        Lotzer’s description of her as “the most disreputable kind of métisse” indicates he gave Gauthier little latitude not despite, but in part because of, her métisse status. She crossed clear ethical and legal lines in the ways she ran her establishment, and thus it was reasonable for her Vietnamese employees to prevail.56 However, her métisse background also undercut her claim that she should be believed over them because she was a French citizen while the other women were not. Her Frenchness was in dispute with officials who kept in mind stereotypes of métis as less, not more, reliable, and those who did not believe métis should be given the rights of French citizenship or treated as true equals of white French citizens. She was the undesirable woman in this situation. Although her dancers’ testimonies served the administration’s desire to shut down her establishment, the system also worked for the employees. Thus, beyond how certain officials read her métis status as a marker of immorality, Gauthier’s reading of her rights in relation to her Frenchness was not quite accurate for a second reason: her Vietnamese employees were not French via citizenship, but they were French subjects and thus worthy of protection when it suited the administration. Gauthier’s four dancers had worked the bureaucracy in such a way as to uphold their rights. Initially sequestered as a result of Gauthier’s having hidden the clothes allowing them to easily walk out her door, they forced their way back onto Haiphong streets and reasserted their independence.

        

        The potentially undesirable women in this chapter demonstrated passionate mobility and spoke freely and intimately of feelings around companionship, relaxation, anger, betrayal, coercion, and intimidation incited in and around villages, lawn chairs, cities, offices, and dance halls. Women told these stories to gain financial aid such as repatriation, or to settle, keep moving, or even retaliate. In each case, women left a turbulent trail of paper in their wakes: letters they wrote, depositions they dictated, and documents generated by administrators in response to those testimonies. These files bring us to a dimension of immobility that closes this chapter, complementing the social, medical, physical, and financial forms of immobility it has illustrated: the fixing in place of its sources. Officials surveilled women during the first half of the twentieth century; the paperwork that was generated went on to constitute the French, Senegalese, and Cambodian archives that have preserved the women’s stories, including assumptions regarding undesirability that shaped colonial systems and people’s behaviors within those structures. Discerning that such paperwork was being generated, and thus aware they were surveilled, some women used the very system designed to control them to identify and seek redress against people who tried to benefit from disparities in a hierarchical order marked by race, class, citizenship, ability, health, age, and gender.

        In pairing the concepts of undesirability and immobility, this chapter has teased out several features of imperial modes of being. Undesirable was a term used most often by officials to describe individuals who could potentially be persuaded or forced to move to a different geographic destination. Thus Selim in her Ivorian village, while not technically called undesirable in her file, provoked an impassioned debate in which the term was used, as part of a longstanding administrative discussion about what to do with undesirables. In contrast, Marie-Thérèse in her chaise longue and Netta in her revenge were formally labeled undesirables. Marie-Thérèse expressed irritation when she claimed her right to freedom, in her case to wander or rest in a supine position wherever she liked. Netta was a sex worker, now unemployed in Saigon, who when pushed to her emotional brink showed the unnerving propensity to tell all she knew, even about dangerous men. All three cases show in gritty detail what drove Chivas-Baron to educate her readers regarding prevailing fictions they had heard about life for white women in the colonies, and what led both Chivas-Baron and officials to urge white women overseas to act properly for the sake of the empire. Undesirables were those whom officials sought to prevent from entering overseas territories, or to remove once they had arrived if they deemed women’s politics or sociocultural behaviors objectionable. Even when the term undesirable was not explicitly used by an official, as in the case of Annette’s appeal in the name of single women travelers, the supposition of undesirability was built into the colonial state’s bureaucratic practices. She was questioned behind closed doors on the grounds of suspected undesirability. Her reaction was a heated defense of her right, and of every independently mobile woman’s right, to circulate freely.

        As they debated undesirables, officials revealed the colonial order as a house of cards.57 For how could acting in a manner perceived as unruly and claiming Frenchness while asking for rights, or seeking revenge, or entering the colonies to pursue interracial companionship, or trying to make a living be, as officials openly declared in Selim’s case, a political issue? If it could, then what did that say about the stability of their system of governance? Threats to colonialism labeled political by officials did not merely stem from nationalist, anti-French, or communist movements, but also from sociocultural mobility around the empire. Within this system, immobility brought women into focus, and the case of Gauthier and her employees is particularly useful here for its nuances. Gauthier had French citizenship because she was a métisse of French and Southeast Asian descent. She legally could have traveled to the metropole if she had possessed the money to do so, but her home and business were in Haiphong. The Vietnamese workers bringing claims against her did not have her simpler access to the metropole; to get to mainland France, they would have needed a work contract, admittance to a university, a French spouse, or the desire to smuggle themselves in via a ship’s bowels. Gauthier’s accusers were thus more immobile not only because she had taken their clothes and wages, and perhaps tried to hold the women in debt bondage, but also in the sense that their status as subjects impeded independent mobility to other regions of the empire.58 If they were not originally from Haiphong, they could be shunted back to their territory of origin, but they could not easily opt to move beyond French Indochina and its adjoining territories. They represented the majority in French colonies, who had fewer rights and opportunities for legal empire-wide mobility than French citizens. Unsanctioned or illegal mobility existed, but was not easily put into practice on a mass scale across oceans and seas because this sort of mobility depended upon an accessible and affordable transportation infrastructure of ships and planes, which largely did not exist. The borders of lands and waterways were porous, but there.

        That relative fixity in space carried its own sort of threat. Selim and Marie-Thérèse unnerved observers when they stopped moving. Likewise, French officials recognized that the majority of the population in the colonies bound itself to a certain geographic locality, and knew that the colonial state had limited tools with which to control those vast swaths of territory, for the use of military force could not stem more insidious forms of opposition or internal forms of migration or circulation. Instead, policing, surveillance, and persuasion that French colonization was a worthwhile system of government were the most reliable tools at officials’ disposal. So who was undesirable? People who claimed Frenchness while oscillating from mobile to immobile and pursued passionate mobility to evade systems of surveillance, thus bringing attention to the fissures embedded in the empire’s social, cultural, and political foundations. Undesirables were a political issue because as they pursued passionate mobility, they exposed issues of sexual assaults and more insidious aggressions, implicit and overt racism, and the political and regulatory failures of the state around questions of mobility and morality. Via intimate stories of mobility, immobility, and Frenchness, the cases in this chapter have shown women’s critiques of French officials; their general willfulness and commitment to eliding control; and in cases like Gauthier’s, their lawlessness. The public display of these figures’ flaws and inconsistencies—of their humanity—and their capacity to evade authority were interpreted by authorities and onlookers like Chivas-Baron as revelatory of France’s ineptness as a nation-state and colonizer. They also revealed something else.

        The colonial woman described by Chivas-Baron, Côte d’Ivoire–bound Selim, Annette who opened the door, and Netta who refused the telegram’s terms were engaged at one level in relatively straightforward forms of passionate mobility, initially traveling or settling in for reasons of love and desire. Yet they also encountered obstacles, which were not equivalent, to which they responded with emotion. The white French citizen by marriage Andrée felt angry and entitled to write directly to a minister. Likewise Netta, white albeit only posing as a French citizen, marched into a policeman’s office filled with revenge, scorned love, and wounded pride. Feeling indignant and betrayed by French officials and her employees Gauthier, a métisse and a French citizen, felt entitled to walk into local police headquarters, but she fared less well than Netta, facing both financial and legal troubles. A vague diagnosis of mental health issues attached to her name, Marie-Thérèse raged at officials and lost her delightful freedom of movement. In contrast, along with Hannah, imprisoned in The Gambia as she awaited a decision on how her mental health would be handled, the four others with the least standing within the colonial hierarchy of the women in this chapter were Gauthier’s four employees. Unlike Hannah, whose story’s outcome I have yet to uncover, Ngô-Thi-Th., Nguyên-Thi-H., Nguyên-Thi-S., Phung-Xuan-Y., and perhaps Gauthier’s other employees went from indignation to relief. Whether they were a foil for a police takedown of Gauthier, or they had the favors of police officers who perhaps sometimes used their services, their pleas for help were heeded. In each case, women’s emotions shaped both the terms of their (im)mobility, and how officials responded to them despite their troubling tendencies to be in the wrong place, with the wrong companions, or in the wrong line of work. While these women made emotional pleas, economic considerations buttressed their passions. Selim was a parent who perhaps depended upon her Ivorian companion to provide for them. Netta sought to reclaim money before she revealed her Polishness and requested repatriation, also a form of financial help. Marie-Thérèse and Annette had relatively more funds at their disposal, and their mobility had been easier for it, up to a point. The Vietnamese sex workers turned on their boss when they realized they could make more money elsewhere. These women’s passionate mobility thus also incorporated economic imperatives, which ensured them varying degrees of well-being and security.

        This chapter has examined individuals who did not follow Chivas-Baron’s injunction and give in to the pressure of culture at large to act respectable; it has focused on individuals who expressed their Frenchness differently and engaged in an (im)mobility both physical and social that they handled independently even when their goal was to join a companion. Undesirable is about why and how the lives of French individuals overseas were far messier than Chivas-Baron’s apocryphal figure standing on a veranda, eyes anxiously searching the distance for a tan but nonetheless white European husband, might indicate, more convoluted than even women handling hammers might suggest, starting with the glorious messiness of women’s bodies, the roar of their words, and the plurality of their sexualities and femininities, which, as we shall see in chapter 3, observers occasionally found suspiciously masculine. Mobility and immobility function together, so having delved into immobility as a critical feature of undesirability in this chapter, let us turn in the next one to mobility, and more precisely to women’s descriptions of their motivations for and physical experiences of travel.
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        Traversing Movements of Embarking, Crossing, Disembarking, Circulating, Dispersing, and Reconstructing

      
      
        their modes of moving reveal themselves thoughtful

        Lucie Cousturier, Mon ami Soumaré, laptot

        the Four Quarters of / the World, Holding / a Celestial Sphere

        Robin Lewis Coste, “Voyage of the Sable Venus”

      

      Lê-Thi-Hat was in mourning. On April 10, 1936, her spouse had died after at least twelve years of life in common. She was thirty-four or thirty-five years old, and the time had come to steer her three young children aboard a ship and depart from Senegal. They traveled to Marseille, where they boarded a second ship, on which they sailed along the Suez Canal and across the Indian Ocean to Indochina. Like many with her status and means, she probably traveled in third class, which may have been more comfortable socially than second or first class for a Vietnamese woman who spoke little French.1 Perhaps with help from fellow third-class passengers, she occupied her children. In calmer seas the children may have run or toddled along the decks to which they had access, or joined potato sack races, in which bored adults also competed. Her older children may have been allowed, or snuck, near the ping-pong tables.2 Perhaps Lê-Thi-Hat occasionally descended to the depths of the lower decks, remembering how eight years earlier her now deceased husband, Demba Sy, had done everything he could to return to her side by hiding down there. However she passed the time, when she disembarked in Haiphong, she was home.

      Demba Sy probably never witnessed the potato sack races, but he certainly knew those depths and that second leg, from Marseille to Haiphong. He had traveled it a few times, most urgently the time he was bent on returning to Lê-Thi-Hat’s side. Documents describe Sy as a Toucouleur born in Saint-Louis in 1888, making him a French citizen via place of birth. He served fifteen years in the armed forces and first arrived in French Indochina in 1922, moving in with Lê-Thi-Hat two years later.3 In 1927, he was forced to leave Haiphong for Marseille so he could be demobilized in the metropole. So in February 1928, eighteen days after his liberation from service, he attempted clandestine passage upon the SS Cap Padaran back to Indochina. He was found somewhere between Marseille and Haiphong. The Cap Padaran was the same ship Eugénie B., whom we saw in the introduction, used to smuggle herself overseas to accompany her lover, also a soldier, to Indochina. Demba Sy may have had one advantage over her as a clandestine passenger: the noise and smells of the boiler room, the machine room, and the coal room were familiar to Sy, who had previously worked in a coal mine in Hòn Gai owned by the Société française de charbonnage du Tonkin. He also had a disadvantage: when Eugénie, a white French woman without papers, was discovered en route, the captain offered her a cabin. Demba Sy, a Black French man with papers, was put to work.

      He was also questioned upon arrival, like Eugénie, even though the captain was so satisfied with Demba Sy’s labor onboard that he stood up for him and guaranteed his free passage back to Marseille in exchange for work during the passage should he ever wish to leave.4 Local representatives of the Sûreté in Haiphong hesitated. Should they send Demba Sy back to Marseille on the Cap Padaran’s next departure, five days later? A grey penciled note in the margin of the confidential note contained the answer: “Demba Sy is French and I do not see how it would be possible to prevent him from disembarking even if it were not desirable [for him to go ashore], which is not the case.”5 Legally he could stay. Eventually Demba Sy did leave, returning to Saint-Louis, Senegal, with his family, which was how Lê-Thi-Hat had found herself in Senegal. To understand the distances they covered, see figure 2.1, which also details routes across AOF and to Indochina for three other women or groups of women in this chapter.

      

      This remarkable story of passionate mobility stands out as the only one I uncovered showing how individuals with limited means found ways to connect and then persist in weaving their ways back and forth between Indochina and AOF. This chapter homes in on the mobility part of passionate mobility via an overview of how women like Lê-Thi-Hat experienced and discussed modes of transportation and movement in Indochina and West Africa. Entering the empire meant being watched by state and society and finding creative ways to undermine such surveillance. The French government had a particular thirst for data points regarding status, wealth, origin, foreignness, race, marital status, character, morality, health, and so forth. Even though reliance upon such categories often concealed or misconstrued a person’s character rather than revealing it, they were still used to predict undesirable behaviors. And thus before a woman had even boarded a ship from the metropole to an overseas destination, her name, class of ticket, and profession were tabulated.6 To some extent, the thirst for data was mutual: women intent upon traveling independently also wrote to ask for information or refuse support. Such exchanges revolved around two questions: Was the independently mobile woman fit for travel throughout the empire, and was she fit to dwell when she stopped moving? Iterated in a number of ways, often instantiated in lists of women’s belongings, projected itineraries, or rumors, the undesirability question drove administrative attempts to determine women’s financial, political, moral, and bodily fitness for the physical demands of overseas travel.

      
        [image: A map of routes women in chapter 2 followed across AOF and to Indochina. Lê-Thi-Hat went via ship from Indochina through Marseille via the Indian Ocean, Suez Canal, Mediterranean, and Atlantic to Senegal and back again. Maryse Bastié’s two routes went via air. Bastié’s first trip originated in Paris, through Marseille, and then along the West coast of Africa to Dakar. Stops included Tunis, Oran, Casablanca, Agadir, and Villa Cisneros. Bastié’s second trip went from Marseille to Oran, and then inland over the Sahara through Bechar, Adrer, Reggan, and Bidon V. She then headed to Dakar via Gao and Bamako. From the coast she flew across the Atlantic to Natal, in Brazil. Andrée D.’s three trips via car started in 1930, when she left from Gabée, via Fort Polignac, Djanet, and Djado, before abandoning her planned final destination of Khartoum and remaining in the region around Bilma and Faya. In 1931, she planned to leave from Alger to Bechar and then travel through Bou-Denib, Marrakech, Agadir, Tindouf, sebkha (salt mine) of Idjil, and finally to Dakar. Facing pushback from authorities in the Sahara, she instead left from Alger and like Bastié traveled through Bechar, Adrer, Reggan, Bidon V, Timbuktu, and Bamako. Then Andrée D. headed through Koulouba and Kayes to Dakar. Her final trip, in 1931 and 1932, took her from Dakar and Saint-Louis to Podor via river. Finally, West African students traveled from Rufisque via bus to Bamako, Bobo, and Ouagadougou. Then one group headed to Niamey. The other group went through Tenkodogo, Lansané-Mango, Lokodé, Blita, and Chra before reaching their final destination of Lomé, on the coast.]

        
          Figure 2.1. Map created by Harrison Cole using data provided by Jennifer Anne Boittin.

        
      
      Perceptions of who threatened to be a “bad woman” of empire went into effect before a person even arrived at her destination: women were heralded and trailed by the undesirable label. Yet as in-between spaces, modes of transportation also gave migrants and wanderers a chance to adapt, sort out cover stories, uncover allies, come into consciousness regarding what the colonial project represented in each region of the empire, and even contest social hierarchies impressed upon people by colonialism. In some cases, witnessing the hardening of sociopolitical lines during passage sowed seeds of resistance to normative behaviors or stimulated their germination. The sources for this chapter help us probe the physical dimensions of passionate mobility, meaning how people moved through colonial spaces, in traversing movements of embarking, crossing, disembarking, circulating, and dispersing. First, we shall look at ships, the most common form of transportation between metropole and colonies with a focus upon sociopolitical and sexual tensions on board and embarking, crossing, and disembarking. Second, we turn to circulating via walking, carrying, trains, flying, cars, and trucks, with an interest in allegedly unruly practices of mobility and time that troubled colonists, as well as the willfulness women displayed to pursue their routes. Finally, we consider how women dispersed during travels, a scattering that leads to some concluding thoughts on how to reconstruct women’s routes and experiences of voyages despite their patchy and incomplete nature.7

      If most of Undesirable focuses upon how women handled the affective, political, and social dimensions of transcolonial mobility in relation to the surveillance of their intimacy, this chapter contemplates mobility’s material dimensions while recognizing that affective engagement with empire often started with an initial uprooting, chosen or imposed. Movements in this chapter are “traversing” both because, like mobility and immobility, embarking, crossing, disembarking, circulating, and dispersing were more blurred than distinct happenings and because this chapter provides a taste of many forms of physical mobility, a sense of how women got to the places from where they later talked back to and in the same spirit of sass also wrote back to, or as this chapter will show, moved back to the empire.8

      
        Embarking, Crossing, and Disembarking

        Marguerite Duras, who spent her childhood in interwar Indochina, concluded her 1984 novel The Lover with a comment on the modalities of travel. She mentions how liners of the Compagnie des messageries maritimes, ones named after the musketeers Porthos, d’Artagnan, Athos, and Aramis, linked France to Indochina and were pulled by tugboats up to Saigon: “At that time, and it’s not yet that long ago, barely fifty years, there were only ships to go everywhere in the world.”9 Three of Marguerite Duras’s novels, The Lover, The Sea Wall, and The North China Lover, revolve around a lover, whose identity from various regions of Indochina shifts and blurs in her fictionalization of autobiographical events, even as her whiteness, youth (she is still in high school), and relative poverty and his nonwhiteness, relative age, and wealth remain constants. In each, the automobile plays a significant role. As a symbol of status, the lover’s Morris-Léon-Bollée limousine, estimated at 50,000 francs, contrasts with the main character Suzanne’s mother’s 4,000-franc B12, which the brother Joseph kicks with class-induced rage every time he passes by it.10 The lover’s car marks a space apart from the colony, an oasis of luxury and seduction and a contrast to Suzanne’s sweaty meanderings on foot along dusty roads, her habitual rides in the “bus for indigènes” (“it’s so unexpected, a young white girl in a bus for indigènes”), and even the moments she spends with another potential lover, in another car.11 She would go from “the bus driver with whom I laughed, the old betel-chewing ladies in the back seats, the children on the roof racks” to the indulgence of separation.12 Her future lover was in his limousine when they met, but that limousine was being ferried across the Mekong River, while she stood against the handrail. The waterways are thus also central features of Duras’s novels, and as ships were the most common mode of transportation between the metropole and overseas destinations, this first section’s discussion of mobility starts with embarkment.

        Ships were heavily segregated, with up to six classes of ticket. In part as a result of the expense, individuals regularly attempted to cross the oceans and seas as stowaways, like Demba Sy and Eugénie. Individuals who sought to game a system that existed in part to block these sorts of interracial, nonmarital, and transnational relationships had to hustle.13 Demba Sy and Eugénie were lucky, no doubt in part because they were French citizens, because in May 1926 alone, the criminal court in Marseille convicted fifteen colonial subjects for being stowaways, with sentences buying between fifteen days and three months of prison, and in some cases an additional 25 francs in fines.14 A sixteenth colonial subject was condemned for drug trafficking. Such cases underscore how class and race influenced colonial travel and how port cities across the empire functioned as colonial spaces. Stowing away on ships was risky for both physical and legal reasons, but it was also a regular occurrence exposing the steep price of tickets, the desperate desire for intracolonial mobility, and the innovative tactics individuals used to move from one port city to another in an empire that constantly sought to contain individuals to designated spaces.15

        Even for the fortunate, colonial voyages via any mode of transportation were brutal and demanded constant exposure to the elements. Writer Jeanne Leuba, the widow and associate of the archeologist Henri Parmentier, lived in Cambodia for a number of years. At times lyrical and at times very heavy-handed in her humor, she described the experience of a typhoon while at sea in 1909, on her way to Tonkin. Shortly after passing Cap Saint-Jacques (today Vũng Tàu, on the coast of Vietnam) on a sea she described as “velvety,” the ship headed straight into what she called a typhoon and a hurricane:

        
          The ship is prepared for the storm, as hermetically sealed as possible. The portholes are forcefully bolted, and to get a bit of air, we use the door latch [rather than lock], while drawing the curtain against the passageway [for privacy]. [Our dinner] is a game of skill [for] we are rolling more and more, one side to another, with massive pitches, appalling shudders, crackings, the panic-stricken vibration of the propeller exiting the water. . . . Sometimes the electricity dims to red; we dread seeing it go dead; light helps so much to make the situation bearable! In darkness terror would be born. . . . We are horribly exhausting ourselves as we cling and rub along our rough sheets. My eyes follow, through the porthole, the terrifying oscillation of the ship.16

        

        During the course of the storm, all of the belongings of the Cambodian, Vietnamese, and Laotian passengers disappeared overboard, presumably because these belongings were not incorporated into the hermetic sealing of the ship, a reminder of how different the experience of travel was for those who could not afford cabins but instead slept on the decks or in the bowels of the ship.

        Leuba’s description of the voyage was tinged with bravado but her trepidation was evident, perhaps because shipwrecks could be devastating. On 12 January 1920, the liner SS Afrique left Bordeaux only to immediately encounter a serious storm. Throughout the night the ship attempted to stay afloat, but of the 556 passengers, including 192 war veterans described in most newspaper articles and archival documents as “Senegalese,” only 43 survived, even though another liner and smaller rescue craft quickly came to attempt rescue.17 Accountability for the ship’s capsizing was formally debated in the French National Assembly, which concluded that the Compagnie des chargeurs réunis was not responsible for the Afrique’s disastrous voyage. The calamity drew unique attention to the dangers of colonial voyages, but also to a typical ship’s manifest. It included adults and children with final destinations in the cities and colonies of Matadi (Belgian Congo, today Democratic Republic of the Congo), Grand-Bassam (Côte d’Ivoire), Libreville and Port-Gentil (Gabon), and Dakar (Senegal), as well as in French Guinea, Dahomey, and French Cameroon (under French mandate). The majority of the veterans, who had survived the trenches of World War I, were on their way home to Côte d’Ivoire (86 soldiers) or Senegal (34 soldiers and 10 sailors).18 The manifest also listed 86 women, 54 of whom were traveling independently, in the sense of unaccompanied by a man. Only three were explicitly listed as “mademoiselle” (meaning they had never been married), and only a few were given professions: a domestic worker, a shopkeeper, two nurses, and a farmer (possibly on a plantation). None were specifically identified as African. The highest concentration of women had been heading to Dakar, in line with numerous sources noting that far more European women could be found along Senegal’s coast than elsewhere in AOF.

        
          Sex and Politics on Board

          Alongside descriptions of the danger embedded in travel at sea, stories recorded by authorities and by authors concur in revealing that the physical experiences of traveling to, through, and around the empire were often accompanied by a shift in self-perception and positioning on the basis of what people saw or heard onboard. Administrators confronted women to make sure they were physically and morally fit, but women’s social circles aided by rumors also attempted to instill sociocultural barriers and boundaries. One report thus warned European women they should “divide by 10 all that you will hear about the Colonies and the Colonizers in ports of embarkment or on the ship,” because ships were an odd sort of in-between space in which gossip ruled.19 As spaces of transgression, in particular sexual transgression, ships also gave rise to flirtation and, for those who could afford tickets, provided a space for migrants from across the Global South and Europe to mingle, albeit along class lines. Rumors not only held powerful sway on board ships but also fed directly into authorities’ data collection. Shaped by gender, race, origin, and class, stories from waterways exposed heightened tensions around two issues in particular: sex and politics.

          Emma Descot’s story combined the two. Her cabin was immediately adjacent to that of the Félix brothers and their friend René Lagarde during their voyage from Marseille to Indochina. She was a journalist and member of the far-right league known as the Jeunesses patriotes. In the first days of the voyage, she had mentioned how a landscape reminded her of Russia, where she had worked as a schoolteacher, leading the Félix brothers to speak highly of both Russia and the Soviet régime, and Jean, in particular, to laud communism—Jacques was more reserved. Jean revealed his communist cell: the fourteenth cell of the fifteenth arrondissement of Paris. Descot shared this information with other passengers, and rumors circulated on board for the next few weeks. According to Descot, Jean spoke of having rallied the crew to his cause and of hoping he could toss an officer overboard. The crew did briefly strike during the crossing, over something to do with wine (or the lack thereof). Along with Jean’s dangerous communist leanings, Descot gossiped about Lagarde, asserting he was an opium-smoking art critic who was living off of the Félix brothers. All in all, by the time the Félix brothers, their mother, and René Lagarde arrived in Indochina, Descot’s gossip ensured a suspicious greeting by colonial authorities who assumed the group, troublemakers all around, comprised anti-imperialists, communists, and people suffering from substance abuse disorder. Yet for all the damning so-called evidence against them generated by Descot’s provocations and spying, they were more accurately wanderers who had spent time in Madagascar and South Africa, and her animosity was apparently fueled by jealousy, not fact. An official in Hanoi clarified that “an intrigue with a chambermaid aboard the SS Angers probably intensified the bitterness of a scorned voyager,” Descot, a conclusion leading a reader of the official report to underline it in red and add a few exclamation points in the margins.20 Sex with the wrong class and race of ship dweller fueled bitter political rumor, no doubt causing the trouble that the Félix brothers faced.

          On her way to Indochina, the journalist Andrée Viollis stressed such moments in her description of the SS d’Artagnan: “From one table to another, looks cross or avoid one another. Promises, rejections. It’s that week, so often described by the specialists of liner literature,” a reference to when, bored on their ships, people started to seek out sex or love with fellow passengers or to experience jealousy.21 In one of her novels, Clotilde Chivas-Baron described the passage from Marseille to Saigon as a lewd descent. By the time they had reached the Indian Ocean, one passenger was no longer pulling her skirt down over her knees, another’s blouse was unbuttoned to reveal her décolleté. Madame Grandvaillais, married and on board with her baby, was spending an indecent amount of time with a noncommissioned officer. The main character, Denise—presented as an ingénue who eventually succumbs to what Chivas-Baron described in her dedication as the “colonial sharks” she so hated from her lived experience in Indochina—discovers certain books circulating on board. She searches in these texts “to no avail, for passionate adventure, for it was rather naked passion, without a ‘story.’ Certain paintings of bizarre mores, certain psychological analyses, certain indecent descriptions, scandalized her.”22 As the voyage east progresses, Chivas-Baron depicts a breakdown in social norms via this reference to pornography, and to the atmosphere of sex, scandal, and conflict.

          Viollis noticed this atmosphere but spotlighted other details as well, such as the time she was in the ship’s elevator; when she said the word “Moscow,” the Vietnamese lift operator shot her a look, one revealing sharp class division on board as much as the political cleavages within the empire: anti-imperialism in Indochina was often rooted in communism, which the word Moscow immediately called to mind. Upon her arrival, after visiting a prison and getting to know some Vietnamese nationalists, Viollis realized how clearly these stark lines remained in place in the colony. Foreigners aboard French ships also noted class- and race-based tensions. The alleged German spy Rosie von Gräfenberg wrote in a newspaper article about her travel to AOF that when the “‘colonialists’ start telling their stories, one comes closer to the real thing than through reading triumphant books about the ‘development of the colonies’ or ‘the French colonial empire,’” making the passage via ship an important introduction to the empire.23 During the trip she noticed how Europeans tended to group together by overseas function. They also relied heavily upon alcohol for the nine-day trip from Bordeaux to Dakar, with cocktail hour a daily event aiding those intent upon finding lovers, but also feeding into cafard, a sort of melancholic nostalgia gripping many passengers and often staying with them for the duration of their colonial sojourn.24

          At sea, people had already started to experience the inequities of empire, further reflected in the experience of disembarking. Demba Sy and Eugénie were pulled aside for questioning when they disembarked. In contrast, when Gabrielle Vassal, a British woman who became French by marriage and published descriptions of her travels in Indochina and West Africa, disembarked in Grand-Bassam, the principal port of Côte d’Ivoire, she described how passengers were tossed into “baskets.” Photographs of passengers wearing colonial pith helmets confirm four could fit at a time, but also suggest only figures with status avoided turbulent waters by swinging over them in baskets.25 They sat on planks, in a wooden contraption attached to a cable, as deckhands swung them from the deck to the dock.26 Disembarking was far more hazardous for most Africans on board, who also found that class heavily regulated the ships that navigated rivers within the colonies. Author Reine Beurnier, the wife of a two-time governor of Senegal, described in one of her novels how Saint-Louisians reacted when the Gouverneur-Général Ponty post ship, which ferried along the Senegal River, sounded its horn upon entering their port: “Its obscure mass, pierced by a single red light, barely lit itself from the reflection of large lamps on a sizable building situated opposite. A come and go of figures linked this great pink house to the crowd of Blacks forming, along the cargo boat, a compact aggregate, noisy and unsettled.” A crowd of passengers, their friends and kin, and onlookers, practicing mobility as they saw fit, by taking up space and milling about between the sizable pink building on the quay and the docked ship.27 As it left the dock again, “to the front [were] the tirailleurs of the river’s small garrisons; at the back, in the first-class cabins, the officers and civil servants of the residencies; in steerage tightly packed like herring in a barrel,” the Africans.28

        
      
      
        Circulating

        To build upon the perils of disembarking and the persistence of segregation and hierarchies during embarking and crossing, this second section explores modes of transportation on the ground and in the air to probe their sociopolitical significances, especially around walking and trains, and dangers, especially around flying and driving. Europeans who discussed travel in the colonies often started with technical and material questions, including luggage. When in 1938 Mademoiselle Renaud, described as a “technician of social questions,” traveled in AOF to write a report about the organization of social services in Togo and Dakar, the administration loaned her “1 complete camping cot [lit Picot], 1 mosquito net, 1 sleeping bag, 1 table, and 1 folding chair.”29 She never returned these items; indeed, she stole them from the administration, which is why we have access to a list illustrating the conditions under which women who were officially on a secular, colonial mission traveled.

        Denise Moran Savineau, an engaged writer who traveled in AOF on a formal mission for the French government, and perhaps the only woman to have held a formal administrative position in the colonies not linked to education—she briefly managed the Bureau of Political and Economic Affairs in French Equatorial Africa—was driven by political and humanitarian passions when she traveled.30 Yet reports surrounding Savineau’s mission lingered upon the importance of materiality in trip planning, as well as who paid for what during longer missions. Whereas Savineau’s salary and material goods were supplied by the governor-general’s budget, all other costs were borne by the local budgets of the territories through which she traveled. She was given extremely precise instructions: she could bring three hundred kilos of luggage and one domestic worker, who had to travel in the sixth class.31 Clandestine passengers, in contrast, made do with few or no belongings. Let us turn first, then, to what such European travel writers and explorers revealed, purposefully or inadvertently, of the hierarchies of travel via land within the colonies, paying particular attention to what they did or did not see or say.

        
          Walking . . . and Carrying

          As the volume of luggage suggests, some Europeans embarked upon weeks- or months-long camping trips, with all the freedom and discomfort therein. In her writings on Cambodia, Leuba, who worked on archaeological digs and camped near the temples of Angkor Wat, described the mosquitoes as part of her “outdoor dinner, under the sabbath of critters and mosquitoes, and sweating like earthenware water jugs” as well as the sensation that someone, something, or both were always watching one from within the forest.32 She reveals, using the French word jouir, which also means to orgasm, how “I take profound, passionate pleasure in being here, in this miserable camp, surrounded by the wild night; I feel, very near, the enormous chaos of the prestigious collapsed temple.” She explains filtering water brought in from five kilometers away, the experience of camping, and how “our dirtiness is unimaginable and gives us a paralyzing sensation; sweat and dust have become a shell over skin and clothes.” For her, passionate mobility meant that “I feel myself at the heart of everything that I have always so violently loved: my boundless forest, its deprivations and dejections, its large visual happiness, its solitudes, its dangers, its energy, and its intoxication that swells my veins, and this sort of pride, of intense remoteness from beings, that injects strength into your muscles.” Her attraction extended even to an approaching tiger: “quivering with desire to see him, I placed myself belly down on my bed.” Hers were the texts of an explorer, in the tradition of travel literature, with danger and travel for the sake of travel sought after, glorified, rendered into a form of ecstasy. But who traveled five kilometers and back to secure her water? One imagines, since elsewhere she describes a Cambodian driver changing her tires, that someone Cambodian (probably Khmer as that was the majority ethnic group) may have, and that sort of question drives this examination of walking and carrying.

          After arriving to Grand-Bassam via ship and then basket, Vassal detailed the other ways she was carried around, including in an Ivorian rickshaw, a form of transportation used also and possibly more famously in Indochina.33 From an entitled standpoint, which only briefly shifted to a short-lived mea culpa of sorts after an Ivorian nurse removed a sand flea from her heel, Vassal described the movements of the Ivorians who carried, pushed, or drew her around. She noted that when Ivorians shifted their gait from walking to the occasional run, they had trouble maintaining the balance of the rickshaw, such that those inside were in danger of tumbling out.34 She did not remark that running while dragging a person along demanded intense physicality, especially under a blistering sun or in deadening humidity. Vassal, who also traveled in Indochina, did however mention the difficulty of passing rivers, especially following rain. After transporting the group’s luggage across, Vietnamese men hoisted her onto a chair, which they balanced on their shoulders, with at least one of the carriers using a stick to maintain balance in the deep waters. As she remained mostly dry, they were submerged in water, up to their waists.35

          Like the manifest listing the West African sailors and soldiers who perished on their way home, Leuba’s mention of the Southeast Asians who lost all their belongings during a storm, or Leuba’s elision of the water carrier, Vassal’s omissions disclose useful information about modes of transportation overseas and the nature of colonial mobility. First, we learn that Ivorians, Cambodians, or Vietnamese doing the walking, running, carrying, or sailing were also engaged in a form of colonial mobility, possibly socially and financially beneficial, since they were paid for their work, but fraught with physical pain and danger. Second, we can reflect upon whether the men dragging and carrying Vassal occasionally chose to destabilize her, aware that when they started to run, theirs was what she considered an unruly approach to mobility. Especially if she replicated the prejudiced tone of her writing orally as well, perhaps they felt a touch of glee at her discomfort, or did not mind the idea of her falling. Perhaps they were contesting her very presence in Côte d’Ivoire and Annam. If so, they had found common ground with others, since French colonists diagnosed a Vietnamese “problem” with walking. People in the colonized societies of West Africa and Indochina were, for the most part, pedestrians who troubled and disrupted the pathways of other forms of mobility introduced by colonists including the automobile.36 Beurnier explicitly contrasted the greed-driven, fast-paced metropole with the Senegalese approach to time: “Rubbing shoulders with free beings, who will walk slowly, nobly; who will immobilize themselves, at crossroads, to converse, who will cross squares as they please.”37 She further touched upon the theme by describing “ladies walking, slowly moving their gold-embroidered sandals through the sand,” near the railway line between Dakar and Saint-Louis.38 She made the point that different spaces and pathways (pavement versus sand) led to different forms of walking, which Europeans could observe but not control. Beurnier admired the Senegalese approach to mobility, but other Europeans decried it as unruly. On the flip side, as they pushed, pulled, and carried Europeans, West Africans and Southeast Asians may simply not have cared what their passengers underwent.

          Some Europeans were more troubled by forms of transportation so heavily dependent upon non-European human labor. Author and painter Lucie Cousturier approached the question of walking and carrying from her humanistic stance, albeit imperfectly. She wrote that by letting herself be treated like a precious object while being carried around in Mali, “I pictured myself as fragile, artificial, like a construction of spun sugar, or butter that equally fears a ray of sun and the shock of a bulrush,” so that by letting herself be transported in this way, she was weakening herself until the slightest pressure could pull her entirely apart.39 When she first arrived in Conakry (French Guinea), she hesitated to use a rickshaw at all. Her writing dripping with sarcasm, which she regularly used when bringing racial and colonial questions to the surface, she explained:

          
            It is of course not that my humanitarianism rebels against the servile condition allotted to the black man, nor that my pity bleeds at his potential pains; it’s for the white man and for me, his compatriot, that suddenly I worry. The pusher and his rickshaw make a rather pleasing pair, homogeneous in color and aeriality in a way that reassures me for them; but it is the “pushed” who strike a discordant note. Too white and pink, too fat and out of it, they seem less taken for a walk than ablated from the refined and multicolored nègre crowd.40

          

          She offers an ironic rendering of moral matters that also serves as a rather convoluted play on her white readers’ sensitivities. She opts to evoke exploitation and servitude indirectly, brushing past a direct humanitarian critique of the situation and instead taking on a sarcastic and even satirical tone with respect to the act of carrying another human being, even though as a Marxist, she kept such ideas of work and exploitation front and center in her thinking about colonialism.41 Her use of the word nègre may have been political: she was connected to African and Antillean anti-imperialist leaders back in Paris who explicitly chose to reclaim the term, including in the titles of several metropolitan-based and communist-funded political organizations and newspapers in the 1920s. These men recommended her publications to their constituents and made political pilgrimages to her tombstone after her death in 1925. So she may have used the term with political purpose, as a nod to expressions of collective Black race consciousness in anti-imperial circles, but we cannot know for certain. Certainly, her focus on colors in this passage reflected her work as a painter, as she points out the odd aesthetics of heavy white-and-pink colonists hovering above an exquisite and sophisticated crowd of Black people. The causticness of such passages becomes more evident when we consider that she insisted upon living away from European quarters in Conakry, describing Guinean quarters as clean and mosquito- and parasite-free and not at all like the slums that most Europeans assured her she would find.42 Yet for all her disquiet around inequities in West Africa, she did not immediately switch to walking around. Instead, a few days later, as Guineans carried her to Siguiri (French Guinea), she felt herself slipping further into the colonial apparatus, and was profoundly displeased with herself.43 She realized she could do better.

          
            [image: Photo of Conakry, a watercolor painting by Lucie Cousturier. Seven adults, one child, and one goat walk against the backdrop of a large tree and a house, and an eighth person stands beneath the tree, which protects people from the sun. The overall impression of the painting is of movement. To signal walking, arms sway, the figures’ weight rests more on one foot than another, and sometimes a person’s bust leans slightly forward in a moment of impetus. While six figures are heading to the left, the goat and two other figures appear to face right.]

            
              Figure 2.2. Conakry, watercolor by Lucie Cousturier, before 1925. Photo © musée du quai Branly–Jacques Chirac, Dist. RMN–Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY.

            
          
          Cousturier returned regularly to carrying and walking as a form of labor. While white people regularly accused Africans of being lazy, she pointed out that the same Black men who rested in magisterial poses reminiscent of Egyptian statues, often derided as lazy because of those moments of respite, only a short time before had been carrying her full weight around.44 Likewise, the African women with whom she crosses paths on the roadways are engaging in head porterage or carrying a child wrapped in a shawl on their back, or both at once. Cousturier concludes that the more she sees African movements, dances, and walking, the more she realizes “their modes of moving reveal themselves thoughtful.”45 She portrayed walking as a delicate, swaying movement in one of her watercolors, titled Conakry (figure 2.2), which highlights the elegant carriage and poised movements of eight Guineans, trees and houses around them, including at the forefront one woman holding the hand of a child as they walk past a goat. The concentration of colors in this section of the painting, from the girl’s pink dress to the woman’s blue dress and red headwrap draw the eye to the latter’s proudly tilted chin. In contrast to Europeans in Indochina who decried the unruliness of pedestrians, Cousturier understood West African mobility as mindful, and modes of transportation as segregationist. When she first arrived in Senegal, even Senegalese people were suspicious of her because she was traveling unaccompanied in a second-class compartment, when a white person belonged in first class.46 When in Siguiri, her “boy” (meaning domestic worker) Mamady fell seriously ill, she did her own shopping and carried her own supplies, an action so out of place that a “Negrophobic” white man she met tried to convince her Mamady was faking his high fever and she should stop walking about. She quipped, “What if we started to actually see the nègres in the colony, am I right? To feel their pulse, to listen to their heart, what would we become?”47 To see, listen to, and engage with people in West Africa in this way, she suggested, would force Europeans to recognize them as human, which would upend the colonial order of things. Perhaps her most sardonic transportation-related commentary involved her trip via train from Conakry to Niger, when she and another white woman were the only passengers in the first-class car. Her fellow passenger became indignant when she realized that at every stop, African women from the fourth class left the train to relieve themselves alongside the railway. Exasperated, Cousturier remarked, “It is evident that the setup of the first classes, thanks to certain practical details, give that lady and me, relative to Black travelers in the fourth [classes], the great glamour of immateriality; but come on, it’s merely an apparent superiority.”48 This ironic musing about who has access to toilets on a train, which is a less crassly expressed version of the idea that first-class passengers urinate and defecate just like everyone else, highlights very clearly how dissimilar material conditions were depending upon class of ticket and origin of passenger, and how rarely that difference was recognized for the class-, race-, and gender-based structures undergirding it. Walking and carrying were modes of transportation that underscored the ways in which hierarchies on board ships and trains also shaped hierarchies on land.

        
        
          Par Avion

          The rare women who took to the air faced another sort of discomfort entirely, and with commercial airlines still atypical, they tended to do the labor. In contrast to travel via sea and land, these were rarefied experiences, a solitary form of circulation. The report “Aviation in the Sahara,” written soon after World War I’s armistice, evoked aerial travel in the colonies in positive terms: “The plane, instrument of war, will become an instrument of peace. It is in the colonial domain and particularly in desert regions that aviation appears set to give almost immediate results.”49 Even if heat, distance, sandstorms, and the problems of how to send out an SOS and where to resupply persisted with air travel, it was still described as likely the most comfortable form of travel, and World War I planes could easily be redeployed overseas. In fact, cars might become the auxiliaries of flight, coming to planes’ rescue when needed.

          Airstrips in the colonies were relatively informal affairs, summarily cleared, with local administrators charged with handling emergency landings.50 Even though landings were easier with the small aircraft of the era, air travel was restricted for reasons of security and expense, so even in the case of an emergent situation, local administrators resisted turning to it.51 They made exceptions for professional aviatrixes who could bring glory to France. In her 1937 memoir Ailes ouvertes: Carnet d’une aviatrice (Open wings: Notebook of an aviatrix), Maryse Bastié described the experience of flying. She remembered at a young age being asked what she wanted to do with her life, only to be told that her chosen profession of sailor would not be possible because it was reserved for men. She briefly regretted not being a boy before realizing “a woman can live men’s dreams, when she makes the necessary efforts.”52 After World War I, Bastié married her second husband, a pilot named Louis Bastié, and followed him to Mérignac in southwestern France, where he worked as a flight instructor. She took flight lessons and learned early on that “they’re not tender with a woman” and “many around me wished me a hard time.”

          After her husband died in a plane crash, she continued to fly for pleasure and publicity, hoping to draw attention to her prowess so someone would give her a plane commensurate with her skill and ambition. Her goal was to break world records, but to do so she needed distance-worthy fuel tanks. René Caudron, a manufacturer of French planes later bought out by Renault, agreed to help if she proved her mettle, so she flew with little or no visibility, for 10.5 hours in blustery rain. She got her plane and in 1930 spent 37.55 hours flying in circles around Le Bourget to set a world record that would still not be beaten by the time she published her memoirs. She later explained flying such distances meant that “numbness from cold, intolerable cramping, crushing lassitude were followed by painful fatigue and the cruel demands of sleep.”53 One journalist noted Bastié systematically lost weight during flights. Her next project was to set a world distance record while flying in a straight line. Her first distance flight went three thousand kilometers east. Navigating by compass, and often no higher than two hundred meters from the ground, when she finally landed the confused crowd thought she needed a doctor. She flummoxed a different crowd during a landing in Moscow when she got out of the plane wearing silk tights and heels. Asked if she had flown the entire distance in such an outfit, she teasingly assured spectators she had. A photograph of Bastié hands on hips standing by her plane in 1932 (figure 2.3) shows her one-piece flight suit and cap—made of tough material to protect her lean frame from the elements—and her flight goggles perched on her forehead; a quick glance in her direction might not reveal her gender.

          Her attempts at setting a world record stalled when her son died, and the doctor who cleared female pilots for flight every four months—men were checked every six months—grounded her because of the personal tragedy. She spiraled downward, noting that “instead of encouraging me, they sought to sink me. Nastiness, jealousy, pettiness.”54 When she was cleared again, she headed into the empire; she flew from Paris via Algeria and the Sahara to Dakar in 1936 to gain familiarity with her plane, with a second woman, Suzanne Tillier, as copilot (see her first trip on figure 2.1). For her second trip (also on figure 2.1), she flew inland and arrived in Dakar to find turmoil: the Croix-du-Sud, a Latécoère 300 piloted by Jean Mermoz, had just crashed somewhere over the Atlantic, between Natal (Brazil) and Dakar, leaving five men presumed dead and their wives in Dakar, “desperate, grasping maybe vaguely at hope” that their husbands had survived.55 Flights over land were also dangerous, albeit slightly less so. When the German aviator Elly Beinhorn asked for permission to fly across the Sahara, the French army directed her to attest in writing that she understood the perils and risks of her voyage. When contrary winds and technical issues assailed her plane, she selected an alternate route across Mali, only for her motor to break down. So after taking off from Bamako on March 19, 1931, she made a forced landing somewhere between Goundam and Timbuktu and waited an additional three days to be rescued. An April 1 telegram confirmed she had given up on completing her trip and was working on breaking down her plane to transport it back to Dakar.56

          
            [image: Photograph of pilot Maryse Bastié next to her plane. Part of a series on female aviators, this photograph by François Kollar shows Bastié in a one-piece flight suit and flight hat, with flight goggles resting over the hat on her forehead. Her hands are on her hips and her elbows flare out. She appears in casual conversation with a woman who is warmly dressed in a long wool jacket with fur lapels. Both are smiling. They are standing under a wing of the plane with the propeller behind their heads. In the background there is a hanger. Several men mill about in the background, one smoking a cigarette.]

            
              Figure 2.3. Reportage on women in French aviation for Le Figaro Illustré (1932). Maryse Bastié, née Bombec (1898–1952): aviatrice. © François Kollar–RMN. © Ministère de la Culture / Médiathèque de l’architecture et du patrimoine, Dist. RMN–Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY.

            
          
          Fully aware of such dangers, Bastié nonetheless decided to pursue her own flight from Dakar to Natal, setting a new speed record for a flight across the South Atlantic and beating the New Zealand pilot Joan Batten’s record in the process. During her return flight to Dakar on a commercial plane, she described a moment when their plane crossed paths with “a ship whose passengers had gathered on the deck to watch us go by. . . . They were waving their handkerchiefs . . . and we on board, pilots, navigators, mechanics, we leaned out to signal them . . . joyously. A ship’s passengers don’t realize, I’m sure, all the joy a plane’s crew feels during such encounters. . . . It’s like a mysterious sign from below, an encouragement, a good omen.”57 After she landed in Dakar, Bastié saw her name in the headlines of Paris-Dakar and other newspapers and heard cannons set off in her honor by sailors who granted her the title of “honorary sailor,” her childhood dream of becoming a sailor indirectly fulfilled. When she returned to mainland France, she was inducted into the Legion of Honor.

        
        
          Dissuasion

          Entering the empire for sport, for tourism, or as part of everyday life demanded willfulness, endurance, and motivation, for women traveling alone faced repeated attempts at dissuasion. Like Cousturier and Bastié, they needed to justify to officials and their families their choices and their capacities, as women, to confront danger. When it came to modes of transportation and routes, the administration’s reasons for surveillance were practical and embedded in experience: breakdowns and deaths cost officials time and money. They could also be political: were some women spies? The result was that women who knew very little about transportation in West Africa and Indochina, and those who were highly experienced travelers, all ended up in the same administrative tangle of scrutiny and deterrence. Few had the public admiration and attention of a record-setting pilot like Bastié. Most had to scramble, dodge, and persuade officials to let them keep on moving. This section pays particular attention to cars and trucks as modes of transportation that elicited dissuasion and demanded willfulness.

          Incidents of European women not understanding colonial routes were extremely frustrating for local bureaucrats, who complained bitterly and persistently, for example in 1926 to Governor-General Jules Carde, that they could not keep up with the number of personalities wandering around AOF. Carde in turn wrote to the Ministry of Colonies in Paris to explain the situation. Those in charge of administrative circles in West Africa had to reorganize their weekly schedules and trajectories to greet these women and also spent their own (unreimbursed) money on food, lodging, and even equipment when individuals arrived underprepared.58 Even officially sanctioned travelers with means caused trouble.59 Some had the proper material, but kept breaking down. Von Gräfenberg wrote in her memoirs about travel through AOF:

          
            As my car and I were always announced by telegraph from one station to the next, nothing much could happen. Once or twice indeed when I had a breakdown, I was picked up on the road by the post commander in question, so that I never once spent a night out-of-doors. All the same, these breakdowns are a nuisance. By day, repairs are a catastrophe in the blazing sun without a single tree or bush: at night, there are the wild beasts. Filling-stations are unknown, water for the radiator is difficult to find. We always carried petrol for four hundred kilometers and a supply of water with us.60

          

          She mentioned how safe she felt, but not that the official in charge of that region had to drop everything to rescue her. In Cambodia, author Leuba likewise described how “a tire punctures; tedious stop. As soon as we start up again, another does the same. No other spare wheel; the chauffeur must repair and so decides to get the two inner tubes in working order.”61 The chauffeur in question was Cambodian. Keeping in mind the dangers women faced, but also the support they needed when they failed, administrators attempted to physically block the explorer Pierrette Bideau when she took off via car for a trip across the Sahara. She skirted the road barriers and drove to Timbuktu, where she was greeted as a hero: “The endurance, the courage, the initiative she showed during this difficult trip and the eminently sporting character of this exploit, garnered her many admirers in Bamako and Sudan.”62

          Bideau, Leuba, and von Gräfenberg prevailed, but travel via car was dangerous and stories did not always end heroically. In 1935, the British travelers Madam Knight, an aviator’s widow, and Mister Peyton broke basic rules of survival when traveling by car across the Sahara. They did not have enough gas and oil with them to recover from a breakdown, took a lesser-used road, and had not thought to bring the recommended five days of food and five liters of water per day plus a reserve of twenty liters of water. And finally, when their vehicle broke down, Knight and Peyton struck out across the desert on foot. Whereas their two passengers followed official recommendations to await rescue at the car and survived, Knight and Peyton died. The officers who found them at first were unable to determine the cause of death since both bodies were starting to decompose, but police later confirmed Peyton died of exposure to the sun. And approximately one kilometer past him and only slightly off course, although she still had half a liter of water and was very near the closest town, Guezzam, Knight had slashed her veins to take her own life.63 When it published the harrowing details of the episode, the newspaper La Dépêche coloniale concluded travel in the Sahara was perfectly safe as long as travelers followed basic rules regarding supplies and safety protocols, essentially turning their story into a lesson.

        
        
          Andrée and Willfulness

          The case of Andrée Marie Jacqueline D., which generated several years of communication among administrators throughout North and West Africa, is the story of a tenacious explorer colliding with an intractable administration, highlighting both dissuasion and willfulness. Born in Paris in 1866, Andrée was French via her Hungarian father, a banker, who had been naturalized French. Apparently divorced by the time she started her explorations of AOF, she presented herself to administrators as having ties to the newspaper Le Monde colonial and to the Société de géographie, claiming she had traveled to Lake Chad on its behalf. Administrators were never able to verify her references. When she first gained the attention of French authorities in Tunis (Tunisia), she did not appear to have a fixed domicile and did not answer when asked why she wished to travel through the Sahara.64 When, in May 1930, she entered the desert zone supervised by the French lieutenant governor of Niger, he telegraphed his frustration: “Am surprised that traveler penetrating colony desert zone without my assent and am telegraphing BILMA indicate free all responsibility regarding eventual incidents route possible.”65 A week later, Andrée, gravely ill, was forced to abandon her trip (see figure 2.1 for a map of all her trajectories, including those planned, traveled, and incomplete).66

          One year later, however, she reappeared on the administration’s radar in Algiers (Algeria). She was now described as an explorer, and her new itinerary involved a departure from Algiers followed by an inland arc mostly parallel with Africa’s west coast. From Algiers she would move to Colomb-Béchar and thence to Marrakech and Agadir (Morocco), to Tindouf (Algeria), and finally to Saint-Louis and Dakar (Senegal). To reach Tindouf and the sebkha of Idjil (the salt mines in central Mauritania near Ouadane), she projected traveling with little luggage and no escort. French administrators in every one of these places repeatedly attempted to dissuade her by detailing the physical dangers of her trajectory. The Cabinet Militaire in Algiers insisted her trip was “extremely perilous” before requiring her to sign a document acknowledging that she was proceeding against everyone’s recommendation and at her own risk and peril.67 So Andrée modified her route, to reach Mauritania from a different angle, heading instead through Adrer, Reggan, Bidon V, and Timbuktu. She mostly ignored the cacophonous outcry, although she did reassure the governor-general of AOF via telegram from her stopover in Timbuktu: “MY COMPLIMENTS – STOP – HEADING TO MAURITANIA – STOP – FOLLOWING DESIRE EXPRESSED BY GOVERNOR RELEASE HIM ENTIRELY OF ALL CONSEQUENCES RESULTING FROM THIS VOYAGE.”68 Immediately thereafter, however, she decided her trip to Mauritania would not be possible and decided instead to head to Bamako (Mali) via truck and dugout canoe.

          Administrators found Andrée to be problematic in other ways, so even as they warned her, they also gathered and transmitted data on her to one another and back to Paris. Her attitude during her failed Tunisian trip was described as “enigmatic.” They did not mean her “enigmatic” air might be linked to the serious illness that led her to abort her travels, but that she might be a spy.69 In contrast, the report from Algeria evaluated her as “moronic in her appearance and even slightly disabled,” even while acknowledging she had previously successfully completed dangerous and exhausting trips without an escort.70 A report out of Dakar described her as “irritably tempered, complaining about everything.”71 Some reports considered the fact that in 1930 she had made it alone from Gabès (Tunisia) to Bilma proof she knew what she was doing, whereas others pointed out that she never made it to her final destination of Faya (in the Tibesti Mountains) and had thus failed to demonstrate she was a serious explorer. One report from French Sudan noted that “what seemed bizarre was simply her intention to attempt a trip such as this at her age and in the state of health in which she finds herself,” an apparent reference to her stiff leg and trouble walking.72 She was also described as a drug addict who had tried to procure morphine, along with needles and the alcohol to sanitize them, from doctors in Bamako and Dakar.73 Collectively, officials branded a woman who had traveled alone across much of the Sahara as an irritable potential spy with a substance use disorder and viewed her injury or disability and her age as problematic.

          After Andrée failed to complete her second trip in June 1931, she headed from Koulouba, gravely ill, to Dakar, where the chief of the Sûreté visited her while she lay in bed at the Hôtel du Palais. She offered him a cigarette and explained: “The life of the explorer is intoxicating: the solitude of the desert, camel rides, the company of diverse races, all original, attracts me. . . . I don’t fear danger; I don’t think about it. I am free, independent.” He concluded his report about this independently mobile woman with a humorous tone tinged with something akin to admiration: “Hysterical, neurotic, adventurous. . . . A half hour of conversation does not suffice to make a definitive judgment when faced with such a cultivated woman . . . between forty-five and fifty years old.”74 His conclusion indicates he was aware of the discrepancies between his colleagues’ assumptions regarding her abilities in their dissonant and demeaning reports and the woman’s character and exploits. She returned to France via a ship for Marseille, promising she would head back to Mauritania in September.75

          By December 1931, Andrée had indeed returned to West Africa for a third exploration, intent upon completing her trip through Mauritania even though administrators again tried to push back. From Dakar she headed to Saint-Louis; then, in early February, she boarded the river steamer Archinard to Podor, where the Senegal River becomes shallower and is often impassible outside of the rainy season, hoping to continue via car from Podor to Atar (Mauritania). Angered by her persistence, one administrator bluntly categorized her as a morphine addict, adding that a doctor in Saint-Louis suggested she might need a surgeon to help treat pain in her kidneys.76 He did not realize, however, how poorly Andrée was doing. On February 21, 1932, the governor of Mauritania’s office telegraphed “that Madame [Andrée] D. died [February] 19 at 23:45 following hemoptysis,” or blood expelled from lungs or airways.77 She had died somewhere in the administrative circle of Atar, leaving a letter that served as her last will and testament. Thus, all the information administrators collected also served to document their lack of moral or legal responsibility when a wayward woman did not make it.

        
        
          Trucks and Intimate Letters

          As we have seen, travel in the colonies was not dangerous only for Europeans. As another example, the treks for women who came together from all across West Africa to study at the École normale de jeunes filles de Rufisque, in Senegal, were also fraught. The school, conceived of and directed after its 1938 opening by Germaine Le Goff, trained West African women within the secular, public French educational system to become schoolteachers and therefore French civil servants.78 These young women are recurring protagonists in this book, their passions for knowledge and socioeconomic mobility, and also for intimacy. Their trips both to and from their regions of origin took weeks or months, as detailed by the Togolese women Marguerite Thompson and Frida Lawson in letters to their former school director about the trip from Rufisque back to Togo at the end of their final school year in 1941 (their route, including how it split during the final segment, is mapped in figure 2.1). Thompson and her fellow students left Senegal on July 17 and only arrived in Lomé (Togo) on August 16; the trying trip back to their home colony had taken a month. Students could not always fit in the same bus or truck and so were split into two groups, overseen by two of the students deemed more responsible, with staggered departures and arrivals. When they stopped along the way, they were sometimes housed in the dormitories of local schools, whose directors were not always welcoming. They had to procure their own food, and at times went hungry while waiting for stipends to catch up to them. For days on end, they packed their bags each night in anticipation of a sudden departure the next morning, only to unpack them again: “We awaited, resigned and almost carefree, the moment of deliverance.”79 One local official invited them all to the cinema for “a love film, of course,” no doubt meant in the sense of a romantic comedy, since Lawson hastened to add it was nothing scandalous. Lawson’s group traveled for a while in a bus lacking most of its windows, so that “fine rain” kept them wet, with their luggage in a separate truck. She whiled away the time by jotting down the names of all the villages through which they passed. They slept in the truck or camped. In Bobo Dioulasso (Burkina Faso), the young graduates formed a guard of honor for Governor-General Pierre François Boisson, who was surprised to find them still in the midst of their travels. He promised to telegraph Lomé and Cotonou to have administrators send a truck to meet the returning students in Ouagadougou, the administrative center for Burkina Faso, to take them to their final destinations. From Bobo to Ouagadougou, Lawson traveled in a truck with a trailer, which bounced around so much it crashed into a tree. The students left the truck to push the trailer back onto the road. Although the governor-general had kept his promise, the Togolese students were so behind schedule they could no longer travel via Niamey, as planned, to see their classmate Elsie Hayworth’s “tomb,” the place where she had died in an accident.

          Instead, Thompson noted, after the group left Ouagadougou, the Dahomeans headed on to Niamey, whereas the Togolese headed south via truck, which allowed them to better admire the landscapes: “at times green, orb-shaped hills . . . at times artificial glades.”80 The Togolese also had a good road at their disposal; it was unpaved but was “wide, an even ground,” allowing them to travel for hours without stopping. Lawson likewise spoke of landscapes, but also of discomfort and poverty. As they traveled, she noticed agriculture, “corn, millet, peanuts, rice, beans, yams, etc. . . . We climb mountains from which we have quite lovely views over valleys; it rains from time to time. A rainbow forms over here, a waterfall gushes over there. So much unknown beauty.” And then, something on the road. A sheep? The driver braked from afar, and they saw a ghostlike figure, a boy, with “hollow stomach, haggard eyes, protruding spine! Such misery.” The medical students traveling with them suggested he had meningitis. The group had no more room in the truck, but they promised the boy they would solicit help from the hospital in Sokodé (Togo).

          In their letters, both Thompson and Lawson mentioned the death of one of their classmates, Elsie Hayworth, who should have been graduating with them had she not been killed in a transportation accident on the way to Rufisque in 1940, at the beginning of the school year. Lawson evoked the incident in her 1941 letter: “Oh! The Niamey accident! Dismal memory!”81 When the students reached home in 1941, after greeting their own families, several immediately visited Hayworth’s mother, Cécile Atayi, who had raised her daughter alone. Almost a year after the accident, Atayi wrote in her letters to Le Goff of her great suffering in the wake of her only daughter’s death.82 She had asked the students to return her daughter’s belongings at the end of the school year, perhaps not realizing that, like other students’ belongings, Hayworth’s had been swept away by the river during the accident. In fact, Lawson had been in the truck when it had slipped into the Niger River. The water flowing around and under her had lifted her out of the truck, and she was rescued, but her friend Hayworth had remained stuck beneath the luggage and died. All the students were traumatized by an accident involving the material loss of belongings, a brush with death, and most distressingly, the death of a fellow student.83 They paid their respects to Hayworth’s mother and cried and cried. Although these events took place during World War II, with the exceptions of a mention of an African soldier traveling with them and of “la vie chère,” meaning how expensive everyday items had become, the theater of war was not present in these West Africans’ letters to their now-former director. What they did express was a tender intimacy with Le Goff and a profound attachment to their families, in particular their mothers. They showed how the modes of transportation and routes they described in such meticulous detail allowed socioeconomic mobility to occur, but they also revealed frustration. Many felt pulled toward Senegal, and even while recognizing the economic and infrastructure advantages of returning to their colonies as teachers, also felt that socially and amorously they might be more comfortable in Senegal’s urban centers.84 About the draining potential for West Africans of colonial mobility, Cousturier wrote in her mission report: “The ports and commercial centers in AOF suck up the indigène’s sap, but do not pump it back; they are not like a heart that must receive the blood contained in an organism and return it renewed and vivified: they are like an open wound from which life drains permanently.”85 Between dissuasion and persuasion of officials, breakdowns and bumping along roads, socioeconomic advancement and sociocultural comfort, security and adventure, modes of transportation allowing women to pursue their routes also led them to continuously negotiate mobility and immobility. We shall turn now to the notion of dispersal in this third section about how an initial destination was rarely a final one.

        
      
      
        Dispersing

        Experiences on board a ship, train, plane, truck, or bus; how one disembarked; and who and what awaited one all decisively influenced the nature of individuals’ experiences of colonial spaces. Literary and journalistic descriptions of the voyage from mainland France to colonial port cities were consistent in their depictions of a steady degeneration of metropolitan mores during the trip, with old colonial hands settling into unyielding racial and classist lines and newer ones prodded to adhere to those hierarchies before they had ever set foot in a colony, but also rejecting them. Suspicion on board of social and political misbehavior—such as tending toward communism or entering into relationships, whether friendly or sexual in nature, outside one’s race or class—led passengers to spread rumors that in turn prompted authorities to take people aside, question them, and search their papers before allowing them to enter the colonies. Both the crossing and this welcome marked attempts to enforce colonial rank and order via social intervention and formal interrogation of suspicious women before they had ever set foot in the colony.86 Viollis’s highly critical thoughts on violence in the empire, to which we shall return in chapter 4, took shape during her crossing from the metropole to Saigon. Sailors, machinists, chambermaids, and deckhands, often from Indochina or West Africa, were also influenced by their disembarking. When officials searched them for anticolonial propaganda, they felt the injustice of entering or reentering a space in which they could not speak freely from a political perspective, or even engage in free intimacy: in port city brothels, European women were only supposed to work with European men, whereas Southeast Asian and West African women could work with anyone. Thus the in-between spaces of the ship continued in the port. From embarkment to disembarkment, travelers were tracked socially, politically, and sexually. And yet in spite of the ways they were regulated—in some cases even because of it—people dispersed across the empire not only as explorers (whose circuits usually had a metropolitan return point) but also to settle, to dwell for a while, or with the explicit goal of disappearing.

        
          Dwelling

          As author Marguerite Duras put it with respect to the trip from Saigon to France, “That trip lasted twenty-four days. The liners were already cities with streets, bars, cafés, libraries, lounges, encounters, lovers, marriages, and ports.”87 A photograph of Denise Colomb on board the Athos II likely on her way to Indochina in 1935 shows her in a swimming pool, relaxed, laughing, a swim cap on her head, knees folded as though to push back from the wall, giving us a sense of the luxury and city-like nature these liners to Indochina could provide, unlike those to AOF (see figure 2.4). I have included her photograph both to illustrate this luxury and the class elements of travel, and to turn the lens on Colomb before (in chapter 4 on violence) we discuss some of her documentary photographs of Indochina. Within these “cities,” passengers practiced a floating sociability, extraordinary because of its spatial containment, one Duras argued was particular for women: “Those were women’s only voyages. Mostly for them, but also for some men, voyages to reach the colony remained the true adventure of the enterprise,” a reference to the author’s mother, Marie Donnadieu, who became trapped in more ways than one once overseas.88 Duras devoted an entire novel (published in 1950) to a sea wall and her mother’s futile and agitated attempts to resist the agricultural fields’ repeated drowning, including by feverishly writing long letters to administrators. In the novel, the family expressed anger toward the cadaster, whose rules were stymying their ability to own the land outright.

          
            [image: Photograph of the photographer Denise Colomb in a pool on board the Athos II liner. Her fingertips grip ropes just above the water on the right side of the pool. Her knees are bent between her arms and her feet rest below the surface on the wall, as though she is about to push off from the wall and float backwards. She wears a swim cap and her head is turned to face the photographer, a big smile on her face. Light reflected in the water suggests the pool may have been outdoors. The surface of the photograph is finely scratched.]

            
              Figure 2.4. Denise Colomb aboard the Athos II (around 1935). Photo possibly by Gilbert Cahen. © Ministère de la Culture / Médiathèque de l’architecture et du patrimoine, Dist. RMN–Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY.

            
          
          The liberties fiction can take aside, at their core Duras’s depictions of her mother’s social and financial immobility are accurate. There are archival substantiations of Marie Donnadieu’s inability to resist the China Sea’s invasion of her land, and of letters she persistently wrote not only to officials in Cambodia, but also to officials in Paris. In a 1929 letter, Donnadieu explained that in 1927 she had obtained rights to the concession, which had previously been in the name of Tran Long Phung. She wanted it for her three children, aged nineteen, eighteen, and fifteen. However, the French government demanded concessions be cleared and farmed for one to keep the land, and both clearing and using the concession were proving difficult and slow tasks. To justify nonetheless retaining the land, she argued she had never asked anything else of the administration, even though she was a widow; her husband had been a director of education in Cambodia and there and in Cochinchina she herself a teacher and school director for twenty-four years. “I have already given much of my savings, and my sacrifices, alas, have resulted in very little recoupment.”89 In 1930, authorities responded by extending her temporary rights over the concession. During a brief trip to Paris in 1933, she handed the minister of the colonies documents to secure his support in making her provisional holding over the lands permanent. Through at least 1937, Donnadieu continued to write letters asking for rights and support from the administration. In response, authorities noted she had managed to clear two-thirds of the thirty hectares of land; however, clearing all the land was an obligation before the French government would grant her full rights over the concession, meaning the land would be inherited by her children after her death. Her attempts to farm the land were insufficient, but she had progressed despite the labor shortage in the remote region of Kampot, known for its pepper as well as its rice. As officials noted, her efforts “were not crowned with success, her rice fields being regularly drowned by sea water. [Nevertheless, t]he sea wall recently built to protect them should allow her to improve her parcels” and recoup her investment.90 Those words echoed Donnadieu’s and Duras’s descriptions of their family’s experience with the sea wall very closely, so despite Duras’s novels’ trope that no one read the mother’s letters, official reports closely echoed Donnadieu’s language. As Duras said, the trip itself was sometimes the most freeing aspect of overseas travel, but the sea could go from freeing to encircling, and a dwelling from a place of hope to one of despair.

        
        
          Disappearing

          Marie Donnadieu struggled with socioeconomic immobility despite her theoretically privileged status, as a retired civil servant and widow of a civil servant, but some of those who traveled overseas dispersed across the empire with another purpose in mind. Rather than dwelling and protecting their kinship or socioeconomic advancement, they sought to disappear, a right legally recognized under French law. These disappearances were often followed by letters written by families and spouses trying to track down those who did not wish to be found. For example, Marguerite Yvonne Tranquille took their child while her husband was hospitalized in Bordeaux and made her way to AOF, accompanying another man, Paul Garros. Garros then left Dakar for Côte d’Ivoire, and, according to a letter written in 1927, no one had heard from either of them since.91 Félicie Germaine Patard, known as Violette, also disappeared. Her sister attempted to locate her, but even authorities’ searches in the brothels of Dakar did not turn her up.92 Sometimes, the administration’s attempts to locate a missing person were epic. When Justine Guérin, who had arrived in Tonkin in September 1933 and was considered morally unobjectionable by the police in Hanoi, wrote to locate her ex-husband, authorities searched for him in Madagascar, La Réunion, Guadeloupe, French Guiana, Nouvelle-Calédonie, AOF, Cameroon, Océanie, the five territories in India, Togo, French Equatorial Africa, Djibouti, Saint-Pierre et Miquelon, and the list went on. . . . He was not located. This particular case was all the more mysterious because Guérin based the initiation of her search upon a letter in which her husband apologized for the fact that she was being watched, explained he had not initiated the surveillance, and encouraged her to “start your life anew, as I have. You will easily remarry as I did. Alas I have not married a rich woman, but she has other qualities that replace money.”93 Justine may not have realized when she first arrived that the very fact of her independent overseas mobility made her suspicious. Likely, Justine did not appreciate the mention of her ex’s new partner’s “qualities,” but mostly, in addition to freedom to move about without surveillance, Justine wanted child support.

          Several individuals were motivated by that particular issue. Madame Dodard needed her husband, Marie Joseph, to share his resources with her and their thirteen-year-old daughter. They had lived together in French Guiana, on the coast of South America, from 1928 to 1934, and she believed him to be in AOF. Her letter used the fact that he had abandoned her for another woman to motivate her interlocutors by turning their opprobrium against him: “He took off with the very young wife of the cashier . . . Paulette Marie, twenty-four years, née Bernier. . . . I believe that for the prestige of the natives and the good conduct of Europeans, you cannot tolerate cohabitation in your territory while a tearful, anguished wife, an abandoned little girl cry out for their husband, the father who for fifteen years was the best, the most conscientious of spouses. He acted under an attack of cerebral anemia to act this way.” Although the register of her language is creaky, moving from high to low, Dodard used affect, abandonment, heartbreak, and direct references to the necessity for Europeans to uphold white prestige overseas to ask for official help.94 The administration in AOF never found Dodard’s husband. Colonial authorities knew that even if they found the person who had disappeared, they could supply family members with location and contact information only if the missing people granted explicit permission, which some did.95 Yet in many such cases, women refused to allow those who claimed intimacy with them to know the specifics of their whereabouts, leading the administration to write back and confirm the person of interest was alive but that they could say no more.96 Some women did not even allow the administration to confirm they were alive.

        
      
      
        Reconstructing

        The right to disappear fueled the metropolitan imaginary regarding the possibilities laying within colonial mobility, but dispersal also hints at the latent invisibility of the vast majority of those who moved through the empire. In this chapter’s final section, we shall return to Lê-Thi-Hat’s story of passionate mobility, which stands out for its geographical breadth and for a second reason: it illustrates the difficulty of reconstructing stories of physical mobility, despite and in some cases because of how surveillance functioned around mobility. I nearly missed the story’s full range, for in 1936, it was not Lê-Thi-Hat, but Ly-The Hath, who walked into an office in Saint-Louis, Senegal. She spoke practically no Wolof, a language common in Senegal, and very little French and so could not write a letter. Instead, she addressed officials in person. They then transcribed the information they had gathered and circulated it to other colleagues, which is how we know her story. Could they help her? she asked. She could not find sufficient work as a laundress to make a living, and she needed to support three young children.97 Ly-The Hath’s plea succeeded; she returned to Haiphong by October 1936, suggesting she received repatriation along with financial aid. Known there as Widow Dembasi, she placed her two daughters free of charge in a Catholic school and lived with her son off the 500 francs proffered by officials in Saint-Louis. She also sold vegetables on the black market and received a small pension. We know these details because by October 1937, she again petitioned for assistance, this time from officials in Tonkin. Although they discovered that before departing Haiphong her husband had bought several plots within the paddy fields of Vĩnh Yên—plots Lê-Thi-Hat’s brother was now exploiting and the deeds to which Lê-Thi-Hat had given a Catholic priest—in 1937 she was nonetheless considered to be a good candidate for financial aid.98 Her morality and conduct were considered impeccable. Moreover, she was the widow of a French citizen and her Senegalese-Vietnamese métis children were French via the Blaise Diagne Law of 1916, which guaranteed citizenship to children of Originaires.

        Note the various spellings of the couple’s names: the Widow Dembasi (Demba Sy), born Lê-Thi-Hat (Ly-The Hath). These inconsistencies and the fact that I encountered the two parts of the story several years apart and in different archives are the reasons I almost missed the full span of her colonial routes. That may be one reason Lê-Thi-Hat is one of few figures I saw surfacing in both Indochina and West Africa. However, given the difficulty of travel for someone of limited means, her breadth of mobility was also likely rare. Lê-Thi-Hat’s story further confirms that officials maintained coherence across West Africa and Indochina in their handling of people who appeared out of place, including as potential undesirables from a sexual or financial point of view. She reliably turned to them, determined to find a way to exist within the parameters of the empire and to accompany and protect her kin. She knew how to present herself, invoking her domestic life via intimate and emotional details and also appearing a good woman. Officials responded by helping her, but they still gathered information on her, for Lê-Thi-Hat practiced radical acts of mobility.

        Dispersal thus defines both people’s experiences of colonial mobility, such as the moment when a crowd leaves a ship, breaks up, and scatters across a port city and a colony, or a person disappears, and the archives of colonial mobility. Colonial administrators stitched together silences, excisions, moments when the intimate was clearly articulated by women, and moments when individuals dealt with the state’s constant collecting of colonial data by obscuring their whereabouts. Likewise, women’s colonial stories play out in multiple archival files preserved on different continents, inviting readers to reconstruct women’s circuitous routes and highly varied experiences of modes of transportation.

        Reconstructing mobility from the point of view of West Africans and Southeast Asians becomes easier with the help of post–World War II cinema and literature, when women increasingly shifted from being the subjects of Europeans’ novels or travel literature to writing not just letters, like Thompson and Lawson, but also publishing novels, or acting in films. Ousmane Sembène’s 1966 film La noire de . . . opens with images of a Senegalese woman, Diouana, who arrives in France via the Ancerville, a liner built in 1962, just two years after Senegal declared its independence from France. The first scene finds her standing by everyone’s luggage, waiting to be claimed by her new employer who, the viewer is invited to consider, may see her as a piece of luggage. While flashbacks to Dakar interlacing the metropolitan-based narrative show Diouana always on foot, once they are in France, her employer drives her to Antibes in a Simca Aronde car (based on photographs probably the 1962 model). The Senegalese novelist Mariama Bâ—like Thompson a former student at the École normale in Rufisque—also mentions transportation in her novel Scarlet Song, set around 1968. The Black Muslim student Ousmane walked to his French school to avoid the expense of Dakar’s buses. Meanwhile, the white Mireille, whose French diplomat father tries everything in his power to separate his daughter from her future Senegalese husband, finds herself forced into a car with a driver when her father obliged her to return to France, a car she describes as “timely gear shifts, a brutal jolt. The vehicle finally stabilizes on the parking lot near the Yoff airport’s VIP lounge.”99 There she is placed in the salon, filled with dignitaries, before finally curling up under various sweaters she uses as a makeshift blanket on the plane to Paris. In contrast, Senegalese novelist Mariètou Mbaye Biléoma (pen name Ken Bugul) in The Abandoned Baobab, set around 1970, describes a Senegalese woman leaving Dakar for Brussels as surrounded by a lot less luxury, but as equally overpowered by her emotions: “One had to walk to the plane. I had gotten a grip on myself but, at times, my legs interlaced and I stumbled two or three times before reaching the aircraft. . . . The gangway seemed eternal, like the end of the world to plod.”100 This was followed by the actual takeoff: “The aircraft left the ground in an intoxicating and almost hurtful rage. It took my breath away and instinctively I held onto the chair’s armrests. I had the impression of being ripped from myself.”101 Perhaps no one else in this chapter has so clearly articulated the link between transportation, the body, and the sense of self, moving us from the circumstances of travel itself to what travel can do to travelers at their core.

        

        This chapter has focused upon physical experiences of modes of transportation, or the mobility component of passionate mobility. Depictions of embarking, crossing, disembarking, and circulating preserved in archives, travel writing, letters, photographs, and novels exposed inequity and surveillance as critical features of routes over sea or land. Physical experiences of driving and flying went hand in hand with bureaucrats’ frustrations and peril for travelers. Voyages continued in the colony, as women dispersed and sometimes vanished, leading administrators and in turn historians to attempt multi-sourced reconstructions of women’s stories and routes. Although this chapter has focused upon women’s physical mobility, shaped by emotion, finances, surveillance, and the constant need to navigate around the undesirability tag, their passions have also constantly surfaced, including in Andrée’s pursuit of exploration and Bastié’s desire for sport and sponsorship. École normale students’ passions included education, socioeconomic advancement, family, and pride, and Lê-Thi-Hat was compelled to move by security, love, and companionship.

        There is exquisiteness and haunting truth in partial stories of colonial circulations because there is something very quotidian about losing track of someone, and perhaps only much later finding them. Everyday lives are filled with such comings and goings, with senses of loss, with disappearing and dispersing. Among other places, in film, novels, and poetry, Black women, and all those whose lands have been colonized, reappear. As Robin Coste Lewis shows us so movingly in “Voyage of the Sable Venus”—a minutely researched, respectful, and ethical poem created entirely from the “titles, catalog entries, or exhibit descriptions of Western art objects in which a black female figure is present”—they are never truly absent for those who look for them, for example, at “the Four Quarters of / the World, Holding / a Celestial Sphere.”102

        Oceans, seas, and the Suez Canal could not keep Lê-Thi-Hat from her companion, blockades of roads could not keep Bideau from barreling around them and into the Sahara, serious dissuasion could not keep Andrée D. from dying an explorer’s death in Mauritania, and the French state’s oversight of African women’s education could not save Hayworth from drowning or truly keep track of the majority of its citizens and subjects’ travels at all. Like these cases, the right to disappear was yet another explanation for why, no matter how diligently administrators tried to control a colony’s front doors—to track the fitness to move about not only of European women but also of all those whose ancestral lands had been circumscribed into twentieth-century colonies—women nonetheless found ways to experience modes of transportation. They moved through the bowels of ships or by dredging themselves in the sand of a desert, using their dusty, gold-shodden feet, rickety trucks, children-strewn buses, off-roading cars, open-air planes, and WC-less trains to melt into the expanses of cities, deserts, and forests. Settlers did not settle, local populations in West Africa and Southeast Asia were themselves regularly on the move, or as the scholar James Clifford writes, “Not so much ‘Where are you from’ as ‘Where are you between’” was the question structuring women’s circulations.103 The next chapter shifts from the salty tang left on their skin by the sweat and sea of physical mobility to some ways passionate mobility (re)shaped women’s claims of Frenchness, especially when they were women between.

      
    
  
    
      
        3

        “Man-Woman”: Siting Frenchness, Sites of Frenchness

      
      
        Hello Gentlemen. We were expecting a lady. . . .

        Denise Moran Savineau, Tchad

        Give me your pants and you’ll see how a woman conducts herself.

        Soukeyna Konaré

      

      “You are toubab, you are no longer a local girl” her neighbors told a former student of the École normale de jeunes filles de Rufisque after she left Senegal to return home. She expressed her distress in a letter to her director: “At school we can do everything you advise but at home and in the village it’s not possible.”1 She had become an outsider and learned, like many fellow African students from rural areas, that the fact of French schooling had turned them into toubabs. In Wolof, one of the languages spoken in Senegal, toubab can be used and received as both pejorative and laudatory. At its core, it means “white person,” but the layered term also indicates individuals perceived as foreigners or outsiders, including Africans with French education or wearing European-style clothing, people with wealth or social standing, or people who might be read as métis.2 Germaine Le Goff, the school’s white French director, did not seek to make students into imitations of white French women. To the contrary, she encouraged them to honor their African identities, including via their clothes, but the balancing act was a difficult one and observations that they had become toubab, or women who were “trying to play a white woman,” were common.3 Such comments highlight the nodes of language, education, race, nationality, religion, domicile, and gender at the heart of their lived experiences of Frenchness in the empire. Passions for education, social advancement, or careers led them to complete degrees and become schoolteachers or midwives, but also to juggle these newfound elements of their personhood with uncomfortable scrutiny by fellow West Africans.4

      Archives and travel literature reveal French women of West African and Southeast Asian descent, and European women who did not have French citizenship yet claimed Frenchness. They reveal figures whose bodies or clothes were not legible as femme or whose sexuality was not clearly hetero. Some had French citizenship, a status restricted by a person’s birthplace (jus soli) or parentage (jus sanguinis).5 The great majority of people in territories claimed by France, however, were French subjects and had no voting rights, among other rights denied. Yet as subjects living in a colonized territory they counted as French, in the eyes of other empires, and sometimes, like students called toubab, in the eyes of fellow West Africans or Southeast Asians. This chapter gathers women of whom the label Frenchness was assumed, those upon whom it was forced, and those who actively claimed it, to expose some of the tense ways Frenchness and femininity regulated colonial experiences of mobility.

      As the second chapter to delve into the mobility component of passionate mobility, this one surveys how women experienced and expressed their unstable positionalities as “French” “women” in the course of physical, socioeconomic, and sociopolitical mobility. As a term, Frenchness bursts at its seams, ill contained yet vital to a reading of how passion drove colonial mobility because of the role Frenchness played in women’s categorizations, representations, and self-perceptions in relation to gender, class, sexuality, and race, and hence of their potential for undesirability. In the course of mobility, Frenchness was something that reactions to their bodies caused women to think about and something they voiced in support of passionate mobility. As they moved, women were construed as sites of Frenchness, but they were also integral in siting Frenchness in others and in themselves, in particular through the lenses of race and gender, modulated by sexuality and class.

      

      The question of Frenchness is in part a legal one studied by historians, anthropologists, and sociologists, one in which permutations of race heavily inflected by gender played an explicit part.6 As just one example of definitions of Frenchness circulating during the early twentieth century, for an empire-wide survey commissioned by the Guernut commission of colonial inquiry, Adjunct Administrator Rebouillon wrote a report on the “French of Indochina.”7 Rebouillon explained that a person was French Indochinese if they had committed to living in one of the five territories of French Indochina and fit into one of four so-called ethnic categories: (1) French individuals born in the metropole (almost exclusively code for white) who were established in a colony and had no intention of returning to the metropole; (2) creoles, which here meant individuals born in a colony of two white metropolitan parents who had established themselves overseas; (3) individuals born of an Indochinese parent and a white French parent (métis); and (4) people from the colonized societies comprising Indochina who via a decree of naturalization had received the full rights and privileges of French citizens, and the relatives of people belonging to this category.8 Only a minority of French people in Indochina fit into the first two categories; these were white people who usually worked as civil servants or in industry, business, the liberal professions, or agriculture (on plantations). Those in the métis category made up the great majority of French Indochinese people, but lived precariously with the exception of a few low-ranking civil servants and employees. They were the ones who most worried Rebouillon and many others, because métis were presumed to be at home neither among colonists nor among Southeast Asians (or West Africans in AOF). Métis were alternatively perceived as either potential traitors or potential connectors, as people who could vote in French elections or support political movements for independence from France. Finally, those in the naturalized category were “Indochinese with means considerably above average,” either very highly educated or incredibly wealthy. Across the empire, variations around similar junctions between parentage, race, and geography determined citizenship, with women playing a key role as potential mothers.9

      Race was not supposed to “count” as a category within the land of human rights, yet as a concept defined by France’s history with slavery, colonialism, and racism, it did.10 Policemen and their informants in metropolitan France systematically named colonial migrants they observed variations of noir, nègre, métis, and mulâtre, or their feminized variants, terms rooted in and defined by slavery. The term indigène also racialized Africans, Asians, and descendants of Africans and Asians. In return, the people who either proudly claimed or had such categories forcibly attributed to them were conscious of the links between these terms, the slavery or colonialism they or their ancestors had endured, and nationalist politics in the twentieth century.11 Race as an attribute of Frenchness was regularly referenced and used socially, politically, culturally, and within administrative documents produced in the first half of the twentieth century, both in the metropole and in the empire, including around questions of whiteness and French prestige in AOF, in which women played key roles.12

      In 1945, Marie Larcher wrote to justify her reunification with an Ivorian prisoner of war whom she had met while he was in a camp in Rennes. She wished to head to Côte d’Ivoire to marry Lucien Adou and immediately brought up the question of race: “Of course he is black and I am white,” she wrote, but “why these double standards because he’s indigène but I think he’s done his part for France he was eight years under the flag including four years as a prisoner.”13 A metropolitan-based supplicant such as Marie knew that race served a precise purpose when it came to controlling the bodies, mobility, and rights of populations, including within the collection of government data, in her case data that might be used to prevent her reuniting with her Black companion. She also understood that race and Frenchness were not only tracked in the metropole, but also overseas where her whiteness augmented by her lower class and sex—she could have métis children—were potential impediments to her desired reunification. Tables counting populations in overseas France incorporated race- and gender-based data, like the demographic charts created in 1928 for Dakar, Senegal, and its surrounding regions that tallied the population using such precise terms as foreigners of the white race and French métis. One chart breaking down the population of Île de Gorée was titled “Summary Chart of the Black and White Population,” before the table’s subtitles switched from denoting race as color back to the preferred administrative terms European, indigène, and métis (the latter two grouped together and away from Europeans on the chart).14 Both groups were then subdivided into “men,” “women,” and “children.” A similar chart for the suburbs of Dakar added the term foreigner and specified African races, including Toucouleur, Lebu, and “other.” Even while recognizing the many ethnicities living in AOF, such documents show that race as color and gender as a binary were not only implicitly but also explicitly present as categories and data points in the French empire, used to count people and thus to denote who had which rights. Independently mobile women, including West African students who reacted with frustration to being called toubab, circulated against this backdrop.

      Rather than focusing upon who legally counted as French, the sources for this chapter instead invite us to consider how women reacted to constructions of Frenchness anchored in race and gender first via how French femininity was situated on their bodies and sartorial hedging, and then how women raised their voices to claim Frenchness.15 Their bodies were the first thing most observers noticed as women moved through overseas spaces. The hiccups and contours of bodily movements simultaneously signaled and upset presumptions regarding gender, sexuality, race, and nation and gave women self-awareness regarding their own positionality within the empire, in particular with respect to the ways in which their bodies were tasked with representing the abstract ideals of the republic.16 Embodiment meant the incongruity between what women were supposed to be—i.e., representations of abstract ideals regarding French civilization signaled by moving, dressing, and behaving in certain ways—and what they actually did. Women knew the homogenizing sociocultural pressures of their time and understood that some of the ways they were being evaluated as potential undesirables were rooted in bourgeois, European norms and how their moving bodies signaled or overturned those norms.17 This awareness, which they accrued through propaganda, education, and most intimately via passing comments, led some to consider what their bodies signified, and others to proclaim “I am French,” even and perhaps especially when they were not immediately legible as such.

      Women made their Frenchness heard as part of their passionate mobility to push back against such assumptions. This chapter starts by considering what sources reveal regarding the categories of “woman” and “French,” specifically as they were lived and rejected. What women learned about what people thought of their bodies moving through space could be an intimate and disconcerting experience, one they met with anguish, but also with pleasure, biting humor, or joy. Travel writers and women on secular missions, while circulating in West Africa and Indochina to expose political and gender-based inequities, also found themselves observed in explicitly gendered terms. Second, we turn to the ways in which West African students’ socioeconomic mobility not only led them to reconsider their place in society, but also to challenge, using racial terms and a gendered lens, white women’s abilities to inhabit the ideals of French femininity to which African students had been introduced at school. The final two sections turn to how women voiced Frenchness, first as supplicants interacting with the French administration, and then as women mobilizing in the name of politics by reclaiming Joan of Arc as their symbol, moving into and through public urban spaces to support demonstrations as tools of sociopolitical advancement and justice around their and their community’s rights to equal treatment with other Senegalese, who had the backing of the French administration.

      
        Man-Woman

        Upon her arrival in Fort-Lamy, Chad, which was part of French Equatorial Africa, the white, French author and activist Denise Moran Savineau was greeted with: “Hello Gentlemen. We were expecting a lady. . . . I laugh, and the error is cleared up. But do Madames usually trot along toward Chad in casino-type finery? There are excuses, and much bustling about. Was I not seasick in a whaling boat? Isn’t it a horrid trip, for a lady?”18 Savineau’s case of mistaken identity revealed some of the ways in which mobility forced women to rethink their senses of self, and those around them to rethink their senses of woman. A burst of laughter shaking her body had sufficed to reveal Savineau’s initially occluded femininity. Quickly, everyone reverted to insisting upon her lady-ness, assuming she must have been ill and vulnerable during her travels, even though laughter suggested her comfort and environmental adaptability. This section treats the question of embodiment via a consideration of how women saw their gender blurred by mobility. Even “French” “women” who socioculturally and legally counted as white, metropolitan, and bourgeois were keenly aware when they did not embody the ideals of their time. Just as importantly, they did not always wish to do so. Many opted to move, learn, and experience rather than embody. Thus, when deploying intimate stories in defense of privacy and autonomy, or telling stories about how their bodies were received to make social or political points, women pushed those who watched them to look with some discomfort beyond taxonomies such as woman, man, Black, white, heterosexual, homosexual, disabled, bourgeois, worker, married, single, alcoholic, and alienated. Women on sanctioned missions for the French government who were published authors were not in danger of becoming undesirables in the sense of indigent women, but they were still tracked by the state and society for their behavior and politics. That scrutiny led them to publish intimate information regarding how their bodies were read as out of place as they traveled. Alongside their books, this first section also uses archival descriptions of ambiguous gender or sexuality expressing the agitation observers experienced as they tracked women.

        In 1925, the French author Lucie Cousturier spent some time reflecting upon when she was in French Guinea and locals called her a “Monsieur-Madame,” a Mister-Mrs. Rather than take offense at such a label, Cousturier was impressed by “these followers of a misogynist religion [who] seek advice from a woman. They know how to disregard sexual difference.”19 She meant her use of the term “misogynist religion,” in reference to Islam, as a sarcastic dig at self-appointed French civilizers, who assumed Muslims discriminated against women. By praising some Black men’s practice of thinking beyond gender, Cousturier challenged France’s perception of its open-mindedness: here Black Muslim men showed more capacity for accepting complex femininities, indeed for broad readings of gender and women’s capacity for rational thought, than did white French men, who presented themselves as more advanced than Muslims. Cousturier wore her new title proudly, interpreting it as a sign of Africans and Muslims’ progressive attitudes, and specifically of their rejection of the sorts of bourgeois, gendered mores she saw predominating in metropolitan France. When Cousturier was writing, the term garçonne—a feminization of the French word for boy (garçon), signaling flapper-like dresses, cigarettes, cars, and carefree attitudes—had come to symbolize sexually and socially liberated women. In the metropole, individuals who appeared virile because of their masc clothes, short hair, sexual liberation, or lesbianism were put forth as examples of depravity and threats to social order and reproduction at a time when many in France sought a demographic boost in the wake of World War I.20

        Although not a self-proclaimed garçonne, Cousturier liked the idea of sensuality and sexuality playing a role in fostering connections between cultures and races, and the idea that she could be a Monsieur-Madame. Her first book, on West African soldiers she had met in the South of France during World War I, had already led her to question how French women were treated by French men in the metropole.21 In France, she had been in a position of alterity as a woman who could not vote, but she was aware she had the privileges of a colonist in AOF. Like Savineau, her time in Africa led Cousturier to seriously critique the French civilizing mission and French colonists and administrators more generally, first in a formal report to the minister and then, when she and after her Savineau realized nothing would come of their reports, via publications sharing their critiques of French colonialism with the public.22 In the course of her mission, Cousturier felt alienated from many of the colonists she encountered, whose politics and mistreatment of West Africans did not align with her own values. In Cousturier’s second and third books, set in West Africa, she also engaged in an introspection regarding how her body was perceived by Africans. This experience of Africans reading her mobile body pushed Cousturier and her readers to reconsider the categories of woman and French, colonist and indigène—not because she had a boyish appearance, but because Muslim West African men, themselves flattened by the indigène label, nuanced and accepted her as genderless and antiracist.23

        Savineau and Cousturier were white women whose left-leaning politics and critical readings of colonialism were out of place in the empire, and whose mobility incidentally revealed how their bodies were also read as out of place as they traveled. Other women were more aware of how unwelcome their politics could be overseas, but less aware of how they were gendered. In 1927, when the activist, feminist, and author Camille Drevet and her British colleague Edith Pye traveled to French Indochina as delegates of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom as guests of the Annamite Constitutionalist Party, they faced constant surveillance and constraint, starting with their shipboard confinement while the local Sûreté searched their papers upon arrival. On the way to Saigon, Drevet and her companions on the SS Cap St. Jacques had overheard other passengers vehemently protesting their presence on board, wanting more information “especially since these women were accompanied by an Annamite.”24 The other passengers’ goal was to prevent their very entry into Indochina because they had socialized and shared meals with a Vietnamese constitutionalist (who later died fighting against the French), Dương Văn Giáo.25

        Dương Văn Giáo had received his law degree in France, was married to a white French woman, and naturalized French, and he initially sought rights and representation in the empire. He, Drevet, and Pye arrived at a time when Indochina was undergoing a major political shift, especially in Saigon, which saw uprisings and strikes in 1926 and 1927, including by students and at the Ba Son shipyard.26 Such politics made her trip both socially and politically provocative, since most white French women would never travel alongside a Vietnamese man let alone one perceived as anti-French. When the Saigonese newspaper La Lutte published one of Drevet’s 1936 articles, French authorities in Indochina charged its managers with “violent, defamatory, and offensive attacks against Authority.” Later forced to explain these charges, Governor of Cochinchina Pierre Pagès argued that had they been published in France, for an “advanced French audience, capable of carefully evaluating the merit of the terms used,” her articles would not have been dangerous. Things were very different when her articles were published “in the Colony, inserted in the columns of a newspaper specializing in violence and attacks against Representatives of France and the metropolitan Government.”27 Yet potentially incendiary words were not the only things local authorities held against her.

        Several individuals who spoke with Drevet at a hotel near the ruins of Angkor Wat in Cambodia suspected she was “a man who might be disguising himself in feminine dress.”28 No one offered an explanation as to why a man might cross-dress as a woman while traveling overseas, but the Sûreté was intrigued enough to send the following directive telegram to its local officers: “request discreet surveillance to determine with all possible discretion sex and identity of pseudo-lady.” Drevet’s official reason for being in French Indochina was to study women’s questions in the colonies, a topic whose neutrality she had hoped would grant her relative freedom of movement when she started speaking to various nationalists. In fact, Cousturier, Drevet, and Savineau all gained access to overseas spaces by stating they were on a mission to study “women’s” questions. They all then departed from that script, but Drevet was accused of masculinity so excessive it distressed the public order and warranted telegrams among security agencies. The incident gives rise to several questions beyond that of how to discreetly determine a person’s sex: Why did her assigned sex matter so very much? Why was it acceptable to give the order, in writing, to violate her privacy so as to certify her genitalia type? Why was her body’s mismatch with its clothes sufficient proof of her gendered pseudo-ness? Drevet’s politics and willingness to travel overseas in the company of a Vietnamese man whom she considered her equal clearly qualified as suspicious.29 But she also did not fit her French heteronormative role. The problem was not her refusal to dress a bourgeois, feminine part, but that her clothes did not sit well on her body, making her a person who resisted, or whose body resisted, easy classification. Officials’ final reports on her trip asserted that for all the anxiety her arrival in Indochina had generated, behaviorally Drevet had engaged in nothing more troublesome than carrying herself in such a way as to suggest she was deviating from gendered norms.30 While Drevet was in Indochina, part of the accusation against her—the “pseudo” portion of her “pseudo-lady” title—reflected on her carriage, her body’s movements and mannerisms, and perhaps also, since the telegram mentions the moment when she speaks to others as the point of departure for these suspicions, her voice: its modulation, vocabulary, and pitch. In her case, feminine clothes accentuated her body’s supposed strangeness. In other cases, masculine clothes obfuscated womanhood; it seems likely Cousturier and Savineau sometimes wore pants as they traveled.

        Juxtaposed, the cases of Cousturier, Drevet, and Savineau reveal the possibility of imperial femininities, plural, and the entrenchment across massive geographic spaces of presumptions regarding what made a white French woman. They also illuminate some observers’ discernment regarding the fact that multiple femininities could reside in a single woman. Female, French bodies circulating throughout the empire were measured against their ability to successfully embody republican, cultivated, maternal, and domestic archetypes signaling the French civilizing mission and the mère patrie. This patriotic phrase describing France literally translates to “mother fatherland”; it was often used in connection with the iconic figure known as Marianne—who since the French Revolution in 1789 has served as an iconic representation of France—but also with individuals such as Joan of Arc.31 Women were in tune with their body’s relationship to the state’s ideals of Frenchness and womanhood. In fact, the very act of moving through the empire drew attention to their bodies and forced them to think about their senses of self in relation to the French empire.32

      
      
        Women Who Moved in All the Wrong Ways

        The body became a site of idealized Frenchness and white femininity overseas because it, and its clothes, could communicate even when people lacked a common language. White metropolitans received explicit dress guidelines. For example, the first item of practical information destined for schoolteachers on their way to AOF was a list of so-called hygiene precautions. First on the hygiene list was the colonial’s signature pith helmet, which people were told to don two days before arriving in Dakar, thus even before disembarking. The helmet was gendered, since women were tasked with selecting one described as “charlotte-shaped,” with an extended rim in front. While women were given permission to wear the same lingerie they favored in the metropole, they were instructed to bring skirts of white cotton, light blouses, and lined parasols.33 White clothes upon white skin under a bright sun: they were flares of colonial embodiment, and of purity, which white also symbolizes, visible from afar. Yet even such precise instructions could not prevent women from presenting differently, especially if they were not serving the French administration or married to one of its members. Nor could they stop West Africans or Southeast Asians from perceiving metropolitan bodies as they saw fit.34 Hence white women quickly learned that they were puzzling beings, sometimes even to themselves, as they circulated overseas and that their clothes mattered enormously in part because locals too could and did lay claim to Frenchness, a claim amplifying the onus administrators and society placed on white women to stand apart and act their civilizing, colonizing part. This second section moves us from published descriptions of bodies on the move to descriptions of bodies during informal chats, another intimate mode alongside letters used by students of the École normale in Rufisque, to whom clothes also mattered as signs of Frenchness and femininity, including when they posed for portraits alternately in West African and French dress, or wearing shorts for physical fitness classes. Along with individual portraits, they took group portraits with their friends. In figure 3.1 we see three young women looking straight at the lens, close together, a hint of a smile in their expressions, proudly and colorfully dressed to mark the occasion, from the leather sandals on their feet to delicate pendants or beaded necklaces around their throats, and finally elaborate and impeccable headwraps on their heads. The palm trees behind them mark a contrast with another portrait (figure 3.2), this time of four friends indoors, two on chairs resting on a tiled floor, and two standing behind them, all dressed in the matching white blouses and flowery frocks of the school. Their neatly styled hair, gathered back, reveals earrings on some. While the two on chairs have arms crossed or resting on their knees, the one standing on the right has her arm around her friend, hand resting on her right shoulder, who in turn is resting her hands on the shoulders of the woman sitting in front of her, to the left. The woman standing with a hand resting on her shoulder, and her hands resting on someone else’s shoulder, is the only one to display a hint of a smile, signaling an underlying warmth in a photograph that otherwise shows four commanding young women, looking directly at the lens, and embarking on significant careers.35

        These women’s conversations provide us with rare insight into the disconnect between how administrators hoped white women’s looks and movements would convey proper Frenchness and how their actual bodies were received, especially by West Africans who were themselves being trained to embody and even dress for the French civilizing mission when in class. One former student later proclaimed, “We were French!” before tempering her statement with “We were under French domination.”36 In the 1940s that particular tension was palpable. Students signed contracts in exchange for free schooling in Rufisque binding them to work as teachers for at least ten years after receiving their degree, work carrying with it the benefit of becoming French civil servants, a status difficult to attain for women of any origin in the metropole or overseas. Like students training to be nurses and midwives, these nascent teachers were working their way into respected careers, but ones tying them to the secular French educational system. They possessed an intraimperial sociogeographic mobility, but one forcing them to confront differences among West Africans from the various colonies in the federation, to travel great distances, and hence to elucidate variations of Africanness, Frenchness, and femininity within themselves and others.37

        
          [image: Photograph in the form of a portrait of three students in African dress. There is grass in the foreground, and additional greenery, and a structure that may have been one of the school buildings in the background. The three students fill most of the frame. The background is blurred.]

          
            Figure 3.1. Portrait, three students of the École normale in African dress, outdoors. Photograph from the private collection of Pascale Barthélémy. Originally published in Barthélémy, Africaines et diplômées à l’époque coloniale (1918–1957) (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2010).

          
        
        
          [image: Photograph in the form of a portrait of four students. They fill most of the frame and the background is a plain wall.]

          
            Figure 3.2. Portrait, four students of the École normale, indoors. Photograph from the private collection of Pascale Barthélémy. Originally published in Barthélémy, Africaines et diplômées à l’époque coloniale (1918–1957) (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2010).

          
        
        Those tensions and explorations are perhaps most clearly articulated within students’ coproduction with Le Goff of a 1939 unpublished essay titled “The White Woman Judged by the Black Woman,” in which they directly critiqued white women’s bodies in gendered terms. The students could engage in this appraisal because upon entering urban sites with higher concentrations of white women, such as Rufisque, they found more white women to observe. Moreover, as Black women trained to represent the French state, a training informed by their director’s pedagogy, which she anchored partly in metropolitan, domesticity-driven notions of girls’ education, they were literally being taught how to embody Frenchness.38 Le Goff’s approach to education was rooted in the domestic rather than in the intellectual because she sought to soothe the anxieties both of the male administrators who still doubted that educating African women should be made a priority and of African parents whom she had to persuade to trust the French state with their children. Thus students such as the Senegalese but also French citizen Annette Mbaye d’Erneville studied the morals, housekeeping, and even hygiene of the white metropolitan middle class, topics that would help them promote the French civilizing mission in their future classrooms while keeping their own behaviors in line with both French and African presumptions (which were not the same) regarding women’s broader societal roles.

        Students were pushed both by their displacement from their homes to the school and by their teachers in Rufisque to gain an awareness of the resulting complexity of their dual Franco-African sociocultural status. Legally, only some held French citizenship, including the approximately 13 percent of métisse students whose French parent recognized them.39 Those born in the Four Communes were French via their Originaire status (jus soli). In addition, students like d’Erneville, who was born elsewhere but whose father was Originaire, were French citizens via the 1916 Blaise Diagne Law (jus sanguinis). All the others were either subjects or protégés from Togo (under French mandate). In some ways, for women, the distinction between citizen and subject might appear less tangible than for men: after all, no French women could vote at the time and they remained legally dependent upon men unless they were widows. Nonetheless, differences of status mattered. In a massive geographic area held loosely together by a colonial system informed both by racism and by violence, gradations of identity—including national, linguistic, cultural, socioeconomic, and skin-inflected—shaped the relationships between all of these individuals via the rights they could access. They routinely sided with others who shared their colony or language of origin and distinctions of class. Race itself was a layered distinction in West Africa, with the term used to signal whiteness versus Blackness but also by Africans to differentiate between their linguistic and cultural backgrounds.40

        Students thus integrated elements of Frenchness into their sense of self but also honored the specificities of their precise origins within West Africa. When d’Erneville wrote to protest against what she saw as her mistreatment at the hands of another student, Marguerite Thompson (whom we last saw describing her voyage from Rufisque to Togo) who also worked as a supervisor at the school, d’Erneville used French republican language: “In a State School, we are all equal, rich and poor. There must not be any sort of favoritism. We must all follow the same regime! . . . The children of Mayors must be on equal footing with the children of public works Supervisors.”41 With references to the very French concept of a secular education and to equality, which anchors the “liberty, equality, fraternity” motto of France, she made the case for her right to be respected even if she was perceived as being of a lower class than her opponent in a schoolyard altercation. Figure 3.3 is a snapshot of the schoolyard, although in this image we do not see an altercation, but rather young women walking, standing, and reading, while a man in shorts who is putting his colonial pith helmet back on—perhaps he removed it to salute them—walks by in a blur. D’Erneville’s reaction contained no such leisure, instead reflecting the school’s emphasis upon training all its pupils to consider themselves “daughters of the French School” who were also “the Colony’s future.”42 It also reflects her métis family’s presence in Senegal since 1785 on the French side, when Annette’s ancestor Charles Jean-Baptiste d’Erneville established not one but two households, one with a signare named Catherine Miller in Saint-Louis and the other with Hélène Pateloux on the Île de Gorée.43 Signares held power and wealth at the time, which they usually transmitted to their descendants, yet d’Erneville felt she was being slighted because of her relative lesser class.

        There was nothing easy about instilling a sense of Frenchness upon individuals who felt so strongly about their origins and rights and whose citizenship and status varied wildly. During the Thompson-d’Erneville quarrel, Thompson, who was Togolese, complained that part of d’Erneville’s insolence was her use of Wolof. After their confrontation, d’Erneville wandered back to a group of Senegalese friends and said “in her language a few words, no doubt unkind, that I did not understand.”44 In her response, d’Erneville was careful to specify that “all students, of every colony, were against” another woman implicated in the confrontation, Fatou Kane Diallo, who was friends with Thompson and had helped to provoke the incident.45 D’Erneville needed to detail this fact because, as a 1935 report on students of midwifery specified, “among those from the same colony, exists a spirit of camaraderie.”46 That camaraderie could divide along lines of language, geography, or class, but in this case, d’Erneville claimed, everyone had united against Diallo.

        
          [image: Photograph of the courtyard of the École normale. Blurred at the front of the frame are cacti and branches. The students and the walking man with the pith helmet, all wearing light colors, are further away. They are not looking at the photographer, making this an informal snapshot of schoolyard activity. Behind the students, trees and bushes push up against the light-colored school building, which makes up the backdrop of the photograph.]

          
            Figure 3.3. Snapshot of the courtyard of the École normale, with students reading, walking, or standing. Photograph from the private collection of Pascale Barthélémy. Originally published in Barthélémy, Africaines et diplômées à l’époque coloniale (1918–1957) (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2010).

          
        
        Such tensions resulted in a persistent strain no doubt at least partially alleviated when classmates had the opportunity to unite in humorously commenting upon white French women’s imperfections during the “moral chats” Le Goff compiled into “The White Woman Judged by the Black Woman.” These discussions formed part of the curriculum but were informal: “We shall not be rigid, our moral chats will preserve all the charm of naturalness.”47 Her understanding of the identitarian frictions troubling her school may have influenced Le Goff’s decision to use the terms Black woman, white woman, and judged in her title. The titular colors directly referenced skin and hence the contours of individuals’ bodies as defined by race as well as gender. In judging white women, they were paralleling French administrators who thought about women as critical embodiments of white and French prestige in the colonies. However, the students’ stakes and positionality were quite different, not only because they were Black women but also because they were being trained to hew close to an ideal of Frenchness, which gave them a particular kind of knowledge by which to judge white women overseas.

        Le Goff’s and her students’ focus upon the body and its actions is palpable throughout the document. Their emphasis on the physical reflects how administrators carefully selected the students who were accepted to the school. In another document, “Necessity of Educating the Indigène Woman,” an anonymous author who was most likely Le Goff explained that students—rather naturally since they were educated—would come from the social elite, but also from the “physical elite and if we dared we would add even aesthetic.”48 Administrators hoped alumnae would go on to marry and then literally reproduce the French mores they studied in school when they had children. As a result, the author said, the school should choose “above all healthy young girls, of sound constitution, as graceful as possible and with an intelligent and open physiognomy.”49 Since one young woman was dismissed not only because she was considered to be lazy but also because “her face bears hideous scars,” the focus upon the body (and face) was an explicit component of admissions.50

        So how did students from across West Africa regard the white woman? “You are a plaything, a sitting room doll,” noted one woman while another explained that “of all women the white woman is weakest, so weak that the man must lend a hand to help you out of the car, to support you when you climb the steps of a staircase.”51 Here students flipped European rules of etiquette on their head to poke fun at the white woman as an object, self-obsessed with her appearance and lacking in physical autonomy. At the same time, the white woman was “beautiful, graceful, charming” and had a “light and agile gait.” To understand why so few white women overseas appeared to have children, who were considered a critical marker of femininity by many Africans and Europeans at the time, one student posited, “Your beauty is fleeting, you know it, and that is why you do not wish to give birth” especially since “you want to preserve your full, ripe breasts.”52 Another noted, “You would suffer from withered breasts . . . and besides you want to sleep at night!” In truth, many French women sent their children to family or boarding schools in the metropole, which was considered medically safer. Yet that made them appear vain, lazy, and as though colonists preferred looks and leisure to babies.

        The document’s discrepancies between feebleness and agility, beauty and maternal instincts, reflect its many voices and perspectives but also the multiple kinds of white femininity overseas. Its teasing tone at some level served to knock white women off the pedestals upon which colonial propaganda had placed them, especially as respectable representatives of the civilizing mission. Instead, “you take up so much space that your husband becomes invisible” and “you command, your husband obeys.” A white woman’s body erased her husband’s, her voice his will. She showed “virile courage,” wore pants, carried rifles, hunted, drove cars, flew planes; “you fish, swim, ride horses.” The white woman’s physique and movements were a paradox such that no one could observe “your weakness and your temerity without concluding that you are a man-woman.”

        Yet another mention of the term man-woman suggests West Africans used it on a somewhat regular basis to reference white women moving through their lands. A variant of the expression also exists in Wolof and was used by a former student of the École normale, now more well-known as the novelist Mariama Bâ. In Scarlet Song (1981), she described how a young man with a hip-swaying walk was called gôr djiguène, which literally translates to “man-woman.”53 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the term—variations of which are used across West Africa, including in The Gambia, Mauritania, and Mali—signaled men who eschewed gendered simplicity: gôr djiguène took on female attributes by cross-dressing or effeminacy. Some had significant social or spiritual capital and accompanied upper-class women as masters of ceremony for weddings or baptisms. In the mid-twentieth century, the term shifted from its primary association with gendered ambiguity to take on sexual meaning. The term became synonymous with gay men, and men who have sex with men, and simultaneously took on pejorative connotations as a homophobic slur.54 These examples around male sexuality are not situationally equivalent to the use of man-woman to describe European women. Gôr djiguène designated individuals who gendered themselves as male. Yet that man-woman was ascribed to some European women suggests a correspondingly fluid reading of their gender in West Africa. Conceptions of gender expressed by terms such as gôr djiguène and man-woman underscore some of the ways in which post-nineteenth-century Western classification into two sexes (male and female) and genders (masculine and feminine) within a nuclear, Christian, heterosexual family structure did not accurately reflect the multiple types of persons formally recognized—socially, culturally, institutionally, and in other ways—in other parts of the world.55 Certainly, some women had experiences overseas moving them beyond any simplistic taxonomy as female and feminine to a far more expansive experience of gender, in which they were perceived as Monsieur-Madame or man-woman such that leaving Europe broadened the gendered options available to some.

        Thus not only did white women’s bodies move in surprising ways, but they also moved in oversexed ways. Students noted the white woman clearly adored “pleasure, all types of pleasure.”56 As “an immodest being who thinks only of love” in its physical form, she spent her time “close to her husband, on a quest for hugging and kissing and caresses . . . which is indecent because it is certain that only men have the right to daydream of such things, that an honest woman suffers through but does not provoke.” Simultaneously, white women had the indecency to smile and laugh for other men, even to speak to them and receive them in their homes when no one was else was present. In short, “Madame is free and can have aventures,” a French word translating both to adventures and affairs. She preferred sensual pleasures to motherhood.

        “The White Woman Judged by the Black Woman” condenses casual conversation into text, making it a hybrid oral-written document underscoring a palpable tension overseas regarding what made a woman and a French person. “White Woman Judged” does not clearly distinguish its voices, although occasionally quotation marks are tossed in among the sentences, seemingly at random. Yet its creators illuminate the informal remarks white women travelers, African students, and French administrators recorded regarding how women were differently sexed via a melting of the male-female, French-African binaries when overseas. West Africans read white women’s bodies both to challenge and admire them, both to hypersexualize them in a way more often associated with Black men and to foist upon them a virility more often associated with male bodies.57 Indeed, West African women were often assumed by Europeans to be sensual and always available, whereas their male counterparts were regularly stereotyped as pathologically obsessed with sex.58 At the École normale, perhaps that sexuality was interpreted as class inflected, in the long tradition of assuming women of lower classes were more highly sexed and available. After all, one student interjected, “Do you forget that hunger drove you from your country?”59 suggesting at the very least that Le Goff, and possibly also her students, knew many white French colonists were indigent or working-class. The question of class is nonnegligible given the critics cited in “White Woman Judged” were the elite, wealthier and with far more social standing than the so-called petits blancs, or poor whites of the colonies.60 These students may have resented the reductive appellation toubab, but they recognized that although Black and African, even those without French citizenship were not only better educated, but also more French in a properly bourgeois sense than many white French women. “White Woman Judged” thus also reveals in its playful critiques, occasionally laced with admiration for white bodies, the worth its authors placed upon their own Black bodies: strong, maternal, respected, belonging, feminine, and moving in all the right ways. This document was part of a series of “moral” chats, which prodded African women to think about their own future roles as wives and mothers, including how their higher levels of education slowed their access to domestic roles. The intimacy created through laughing banter may also thus have served as a sort of commiseration around the duty their schooling gave them to behave more French than white women and how this task shifted their ability to fulfill their families’ and societies’ expectations regarding marriage and children.61 Their descriptions of white women suggest they focused during their chats upon those who were out of place because of their exceptionality as travelers and political thinkers—the ones who wore pants, like Savineau and Cousturier—or because they were undesirables, showing public signs of autonomy, indigence, or flirtatious sexuality and a desire for pleasure. In some ways, then, thinking about the femininity and Frenchness of white women became a way for students to think about their femininity and Frenchness as Black women, and hence their socioeconomic but also domestic places where they resided and within West African society.

      
      
        “I Am a Frenchwoman”

        In the course of mobility, many life experiences led women to interact with the state by force or by choice: divorce, abandonment by a partner (heartbreak), death of a family member, loss of work, lack of resources more generally, fires, floods and other climate-related catastrophes, pregnancy, poor health (mental or physical), behavior (regarded as odd or inappropriate), age (youth or maturity), and violence experienced. They used a number of tactics to obtain support from the state. In ongoing correspondence from Marseille requesting repatriation to Senegal, the widow Raffin presented herself as a supplicant when she begged “your pity and your authority,” invoked climate and illness, floated the threat of prostitution (“born of an honorable family I will never give myself over to prostitution I prefer death”) and mentioned that “I’m counting on your humanity.”62 Six years later, Raffin had succeeded in repatriation to Senegal, but she continued to write letters, this time for financial aid. She walked a bold line in trying to shame then Governor-General Brévié, writing that “to die of hunger in my country that is really too sad when foreigners live comfortably here,” thus suggesting France would look very bad indeed if foreigners were better off than French citizens in Senegal.63 Emotional and legalistic, like Raffin, women invoked, again and again, when asking for support, their personal lives and their intimate experiences, and they did so with some emotion. Like West African students claiming “We were French!,” Raffin also claimed Frenchness, but in her case as justification for repatriation to Senegal and financial support once she got there.

        In the context of their travels, women of every origin understood that voicing Frenchness, or critiquing another woman’s ability to act properly French, was potentially a way to access certain rights. Thus far we have considered how French women’s mobile bodies blurred gendered lines and put into question ideals of Frenchness, and also invited African observers to valorize their own bodies and values as better models, regardless of race and citizenship status. Whether they accepted or rejected the ways in which their Frenchness and womanliness regulated their experiences of empire, women often returned to these categories to tell stories, ask for rights, or assert themselves. Whether or not a woman carried the full rights, privileges, and responsibilities of a French citizen, if she could make a convincing claim to Frenchness, she had in hand something altogether precious: a winning argument, one that had the potential to outplay the strictures of race, gender, and class. The final two segments of this chapter thus shift from women’s bodies to their voices. What did it mean for someone to voice the phrase je suis française (I am a Frenchwoman)? We shall look first at women who used that precise phrase as supplicants, their words preserved in archives amidst intimate stories of loss and indigence.

        Women invoked Frenchness to defend themselves, their persons, their words, their situations, and their political rights. Some women claimed Frenchness on behalf of their children. Jeanne Boitard used her French birth name to write to the resident superior in Cambodia. She had married the Chinese man T. Lam at a time when French laws still stipulated that a woman married to a foreigner lost, and therefore her children did not inherit, her birth nationality.64 Yet after 1927, the law had changed, and perhaps in part as a result, Boitard argued that “I myself of French nationality, I am eager to provide my five children a French education.”65 She asked that her Frenchness be culturally reproduced in her three eldest children, aged eight, six, and four, whom she wanted admitted to the École Norodom. After some administrative debate regarding whether an exception could be made for the children of a French woman married to a well-regarded foreign man in the colony, her two eldest received spots in the school. Another woman, Alice Cruz, née Reynaud, made a request before the 1927 law allowing women to preserve their French nationality after marriage to a foreigner. A twenty-two-year-old woman married to a man from Manila and living among Catholics, she was applying to study as a midwife at the École pratique des sages-femmes in Phnom Penh.66 In some segments of her dossier she was described as “white” and in others as a Franco-Annamite métisse who had become Manileño upon her marriage, making her another example, like Selim whom we saw in chapter 1, of a woman whose whiteness and Frenchness were interpreted as ambiguous. Whether because the decision was made before the law changed in 1927, or because of her racial mixity and lesser social status within the colony, and despite the fact that she had spent time in metropolitan France, authorities were not certain she could be admitted to a school reserved “for French subjects and protégés.”

        Madame Blin, née Meunier, followed her husband to French Indochina in 1920.67 She made use of Frenchness five years later, in April 1925, when she wrote to the governor of Cochinchina in Saigon to explain that her husband’s “violent nature and abuse and battering” forced her to leave him. She concluded her letter: “You will certainly realize, Sir Governor, that a French woman and her child cannot be left in such a situation.” Her language was echoed in a letter from the Association mutuelle des employés de commerce et d’industrie de l’Indochine (Mutual Association of Employees in Commerce and Industry of Indochina)—it seems she took refuge with one of its employees when she left her husband—which needled the governor: “I dare hope, Sir Governor, that you will not leave a French woman in this painful situation in Saigon.”68 Two months later, she was still begging the administration for help, and her entreaties had grown more desperate. Her letter explained she had already been, two months earlier, in “the most utter destitution.”69 Now that an additional two months and eight days had gone by, she noted, “I will have had, you must admit, with my child, time to die several times over of hunger. . . . If the Governor reckons that he hasn’t [a duty] to help a French woman and her child in distress in the Colony, to regain the Metropole, then I will be forced to appeal to the solidarity, the charity, of my fellow citizens.” Her initial request for pity had evolved into a threat; stating she would tell other people the French administration abandoned its own was her way of signaling this made France look weak overseas. Again, administrators made her wait. In July 1925, almost three months after her initial request for help, they summed up her situation: she had left her husband, he had used her departure to request a divorce (to which she had agreed), and thus he could not be made to pay for her return to France.70 A few days later, her certificate of indigence confirmed she owned no seizeable goods, and by July 29, 1925, the government had resigned itself to paying for her return to Marseille. From the government’s perspective, the main question was whether the ex-husband could be forced to pay for her trip back to France. He refused, claiming her child, born before their marriage, was not his and that since they were divorced, he could no longer be forced to pay. From Madame Blin’s perspective, what mattered was whether her combined femininity, which made her vulnerable especially as she exited an abusive relationship, and Frenchness meant the French administration owed her certain rights. Administrators agreed her extreme poverty meant she no longer belonged in the colony and was thus a potential undesirable. Yet while the spectacle of white female poverty generally caused administrators to fear for white prestige in the colonies, as long as someone respectable was housing and feeding Blin, which was the case, they could take time to try to find someone else to pay for her repatriation.

        Repeatedly, supplicants laced their letters of petition to various administrators with phrases such as “I was raised in France, I am French in heart and in mind.”71 Or “I am the archetype colonial woman,” a phrase used by someone who had arrived in Tonkin in 1905, had married there, and whose father, sister, two children (out of three total), son-in-law, nephews, nieces, and grandchildren also lived in Indochina. She used this extended family to claim Frenchness while talking and writing her way out of paying the deposit for the trip home required of most newcomers.72 Individuals also emphasized acquired Frenchness via phrases such as “French by marriage” or “my son, two years old, born French.”73 Madame Blin may have known to invoke Frenchness and shame because she was staying with someone whose job was to lobby and work with the French government. In invoking shame, she and others facing indigence understood that in poverty they would not only be less likely to properly embody French civilization overseas, but also more likely to actively weaken France’s standing overseas by making the colonial state seem as though it could not even care for its own. They did not hesitate to bring this failing to the state’s attention.

      
      
        A Senegalese Joan of Arc

        In 1935, Clotilde Chivas-Baron—who had lived in Indochina and traveled in Dakar and Côte d’Ivoire—wrote an article using women’s roles in the civilizing mission of colonialism to argue that French women, including in the colonies, should have the vote: “But, people will say, isn’t the colonial woman always white, are you asking for a voting ballot for the indigène woman? And why not. I obviously omit the ‘primitive’ woman, although many very ‘primitive’ individuals live under a sort of matriarchal regime that gives them many rights French individuals are denied, even permitting them sometimes to be the female ‘chiefs’ of their tribes. But the others? Not all indigène individuals are savages.”74 Her sardonic comment regarding metropolitan assumptions behind her, she went on to point out that colonial women, especially Antilleans, were already Ph.D.s, lawyers, or scientists (they were also medical doctors, nurses, and teachers), and this reality also held true for Cambodian, Laotian, Vietnamese, and West African women. Even while nodding to the common metropolitan idea that many women in the colonies were perceived as “primitive” and “savages,” her stance was rare in recognizing such terms as stereotypes, in its respect for matrilineal forms of power, and in its refusal to join many white French feminists who were increasingly vexed by the idea that some men in the French empire had started to vote before white metropolitan women. In practice, these men’s democratic representation in Paris was limited, and applying for French citizenship rarely worked: between 1937 and 1943, of 276 applicants, meaning 276 men who had enough cultural, financial, and social attributes to believe they could acquire citizenship, only 73 men actually obtained citizenship in AOF (in Indochina, rejections were also high, with citizenship awarded to only 160 people between 1926 and 1930 and a 55 percent rejection rate for Southeast Asians).75 Yet for many white French women, those were an additional 73 West Africans who had received the right to vote before them. Chivas-Baron’s ideas were, relatively speaking, progressive with respect to who could and should shape colonial politics, but some West African women had become integral parts of the political process in AOF long before they won the vote in 1945.76 Let us turn in this last section to another way women voiced Frenchness in gendered terms, namely by inserting themselves into the Senegalese body politic.

        Specifically, we find traces of Senegalese women involved in the political process in 1930, when administrators running surveillance in Dakar started paying attention to an organization based in Saint-Louis known as the Association Soukeyna Conaré, aka “Jeanne d’Arc”; the eponymous Soukeyna Konaré (as her name is commonly spelled in Senegal when French reports did not misspell it), who ran the association, called herself a second Joan of Arc.77 We still know too little about her, but she was an Originaire who lived in Saint-Louis and was often identified in relation to the men around her, including as a descendant of the Originaire Bakar Waly Gueye (as it was spelled in the police report but whose name is inscribed in stone on the town hall as Bacre-Waly), or as the politician Lamine Guèye’s cousin, or as the wife of a Malian leader. Moreover, she is often cited as connected with the 1945 moment, to which we shall return in the epilogue, when women and other key political figures pushed for Senegalese women’s enfranchisement after metropolitan French women won the vote but Senegalese women with French citizenship were refused it.78 In the 1930s, Konaré was not yet focused upon suffrage, but she had started espousing what the French termed anticolonial, anti-French, and independence-prone political leanings. She also pushed for a profound change to the political status quo, making the argument that Senegalese women could shift the course of elections by mobilizing men via gender-inflected language and by appropriating French symbols, namely Joan of Arc, as their own rallying cry.79

        As Hilary Jones has argued, just because African women could not vote does not mean they were not powerful advocates when it came to the rights they wished granted to them or had seen diminished under colonialism, using tactics long practiced by disenfranchised people.80 Konaré and her associates inserted themselves into the political fray by uniting against Blaise Diagne, whose Republican-Socialist Party remained in power from 1914 until his death in 1934.81 He faced growing political challenges toward the end of his life, including from Galandou Diouf and Lamine Guèye (occasional political opponents of one another), for example around elections to the Conseil Colonial (Colonial Council) on May 4, 1930, when French administrators deployed both police and the military in Dakar and Saint-Louis to preempt those who might be displeased by the results.82 Diagne and his party eventually won all the electoral seats in the region, but despite the presence of armed forces, pro-Diouf groups violently clashed with Diagne’s supporters and destroyed ballot boxes.

        French police reports understood Konaré to be playing a decisive role in the street violence, and her powerful words backed that assumption. In the context of these elections, Konaré declared herself pro-Diouf, or more precisely anti-Diagne, and she incited men in and around Saint-Louis to protest by provoking them with emasculating language. If pro-Diouf supporters feared killing Diagne’s supporters, Konaré claimed women would do for them what Joan of Arc had once done for France, namely lead men into battle against Diagne and the French who supported him: “If you are scared to strike and kill, give us your breeches and we’ll do what ‘Joan of Arc’ knew to do.”83 Seeing his lack of physical engagement in the turmoil, Konaré taunted her own cousin, Lamine Guèye, rationalizing that he should not be scared because she was a woman and she was unafraid. If he was too frightened, she offered: “Give me your pants and you’ll see how a woman conducts herself.” According to police reports, she even handed sticks and riding crops to demonstrators. Perhaps in response to such taunts, Lamine Guèye does not mention any woman activist by name in his memoirs, focusing instead on his own role in Senegalese politics.84 Yet Konaré led a group of women in her goading, including Lala Guèye. Lala Guèye was portrayed in reports as a griotte, a term often used dismissively by the French but actually a title for a profession combining wordsmith, historian, storyteller, genealogist, adviser, spokesperson, mediator, interpreter, musician, composer, teacher, warrior, and exhorter.85 Lala Guèye harangued young men, telling them to hit and kill, knowing that Lamine Guèye would defend them before the tribunal (where many did in fact end up) because he was a degree-holding lawyer.86 Fatou Malado (described as the mistress of another Senegalese political figure, M’Baye Salzmann), upheld Lala and Konaré’s push to violence, while Magatte Bathiely, Lamine Guèye’s aunt-by-marriage, tried to talk Guèye’s uncle into sending men to the gatherings women were organizing over tea, stating she and the others could bring those young men into the opposition to Diagne because “for us women, nothing is impossible.”87 Of course, police reports went a step further, insinuating Konaré had rented locales that functioned as brothels as part of this recruitment effort, assuming sex acts were women’s only powers of political persuasion. The state was casting about for ways to discredit them and make them look undesirable and thus unworthy of backing. The only verified social event, however, was an evening of dancing followed by tea, during which attendees contributed money to the defense of those imprisoned following the May 4 elections.88 Here, Senegalese women not only threatened to sartorially emasculate Senegalese men, but also to culturally emasculate French colonists by appropriating a French symbol and claiming that a Black Joan of Arc lived among them. Senegalese women constructed themselves as Franco-African men-women who would set everyone free while freeing themselves of numerous gendered, cultural, and national strictures regarding who shaped Franco-Senegalese politics. Using emotional pleas and ferocious sentiments, these women went for their male Senegalese counterparts’ genitalia but also celebrated the strength of their own bodies (able to fight and to mobilize) and made their own Frenchness known. Dismissed as the cousins, wives, aunts, mistresses, and companions of Black French politicians, they argued that despite lacking the backing of French colonial authorities, they could command the attention of the young men who were the potential future of French elections in Senegal better than the actual political figures who were running to oust Diagne’s party from political power.

        

        The question driving this chapter has been how the movement dimension of passionate mobility, around the empire and into its streets, led women to pay attention to their bodies as vectors of Frenchness and womanhood. As white French women traveled and articulated passionate support for the rights of local populations in West Africa and Indochina and denounced racism, they also reflected in the course of their secular missions upon how their bodies were received as male or female and what they felt about that gendered blurring. As West African women traveled in the name of socioeconomic mobility and education, they reconsidered the varying ways femininity and Frenchness played out, in particular with respect to race, gender, and class in AOF. As they incited men onto the streets of Saint-Louis and Dakar, Senegalese women expressed frustration, anger, and a strong sense that their own political mobility around the vote and away from French oversight depended upon first mobilizing mass protests and bringing people into the streets and dance halls, even if this meant ridiculing the male politicians in their circles, those who could actually be elected in the name of change. In all these instances of passionate mobility, we have seen that Frenchness, and the reason individuals took the time to say “I am a French woman,” had much to do with prevailing assumptions—many held by women themselves—regarding who did or did not best embody the archetype categories of “woman” and “French,” even as they pursued their chaotic, inhabited realities. Knowingly leveraging such categories as part of her passionate mobility, a woman might justify her presence overseas by stating that her female body allowed her to further the civilizing mission by gaining her access to certain domestic, political, or educational spaces closed to European men. Using this framework, she could ask for funds to go on official missions around women’s questions, like Cousturier, Drevet, and Savineau, or start a school for African educators, like Germaine Le Goff. A woman could claim the need for protection and receive assistance based on the paternalistic mores of the time, much as Madame Blin did as she reminded administrators that her well-being went hand-in-hand with France’s prestige. As for Konaré and her associates, Frenchness and womanhood became the bases for insults, which got men taking to the streets. Thus assertions of Frenchness and womanhood could lead some to greater mobility, signaling freedom from barriers to which others were subjected. However, “French” remained a troubling signifier for “white,” as remarked upon by both Chivas-Baron thinking about which colonial women should gain access to suffrage and the École normale students as they thought about what it meant to be toubab.

        So declaring “I am French” could mean, depending upon who invoked it, either that a woman was white and therefore deserving of the colonist’s privileges or that she was not white but nonetheless qualified for such privileges because of her education, citizenship, or social standing. Frenchness could be used to destabilize a woman, rendering her achievements lesser, such as in the case of a Black woman called toubab and dismissed as less African because of her education or that of a “White Woman Judged” who poorly embodied Frenchness and femininity because she hunted and flirted. Claiming Frenchness was also political. A Black Joan of Arc made a place for herself in a political system in Senegal in which only Senegalese men who were French citizens could be elected. In her original incarnation Joan of Arc was martial, pious, followed by men into battle, and burned at the stake; in retrospect, she became a French heroine appropriated by groups with various political leanings. Joan of Arc’s second incarnation in Saint-Louis led Senegalese men both to the ballot boxes and to the streets during furious protests against gerrymandered voting. Konaré, herself French by virtue of being Originaire, used a symbol of Frenchness in her anti-French politics. She and other women knowingly and, one suspects from how they phrased their challenges, with some sense of humor manipulated supposedly well-defined categories, opting or threatening to take on masc clothes or a virile physicality; though in so doing they found their femininity questioned, or their politics derided as sex work, they also furthered their careers or allowed their intellect, reason, or activism to become the prism through which they would instead be viewed.

        “French” “women” reacted to the implicit and explicit categories and systems shaping their experiences. In their stories and in portrayals of other women’s lives, they went into intimate detail about clothes, sex, insults, bodies, maternity, lovers, or husbands to reveal that not only race and gender (the terms sex and woman were more prevalent in the early twentieth century), but also related ideas such as sexuality, violence, victims’ rights, advocacy, and activism were an important part of French women’s praxis overseas, meaning the strategies and arguments women deployed while actively engaging with state institutions and their officials. Women thus lived and, just as importantly, analyzed their experiences. Women reflected upon encounters shaped by intersections between race, gender, class, sexuality, age, disability, and religion; how their bodies signaled their obligations to society and nation; how people had trouble reading their sex as a result of how they acted or dressed or treated them in certain ways because they were women; and how their skin, origins, and citizenship informed their treatment. They expressed a powerful understanding that they were dealing with male officials and relatives whose masculinity and race shaped those interactions, either to the advantage or to the disadvantage of each woman. Women were particularly aware that their bodies signaled complex spectra of Frenchness and femininity in the empire. French prestige, white prestige, and patriarchal presumptiveness regarding European, African, and Southeast Asian men’s societal and political dominance coexisted as formative systems shaping women’s fluctuating experiences around mobility and positionality overseas. Embodiment is a particularly important concept when thinking about intimate data, undesirables, and their use of passionate mobility because it invites us to think about how nonstate actors—which the great majority of independently mobile women were since they were not in the service of the state—escaped the state and society’s grip on them.89

        Women knew what it meant to be French in the empire and thus who counted as (potentially) undesirable. Colonial state and society had shaped what the conjoined attributes of “French” and “woman” should resemble, but the focus here has been on women’s intimate thoughts of how their bodies were received, which surfaced in mission reports, publications, informal chats, and administrative declarations of Frenchness, over dancing and tea, and in invectives flung at meek kin. Learning what other people thought of their bodies could be jarring, unnerving, liberating, or just plain funny, and led many to push back by proposing a more inclusive definition of womanhood and Frenchness, yet another way to move those around them as they pursued passionate mobility and as they hoped to achieve a sense of belonging. Frenchness and femininity could shape access to rights and security, so why did so many independently mobile women appear out of place? Why did white women wear feminine clothes that did not fit their bodies, or masc clothes? Why did women of every origin appear defenseless when they beseeched administrators for aid? Why did West African students center respectability in their critiques of white women? In part because Frenchness alone did not guarantee mobility, and femininity also exposed women, like Madame Blin trying to escape her battering husband, to threats of intimate violence, the subject of which we shall turn to now.
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        “The Law Has Been Violated in My Person”: On the Anatomy of Intimate Violence

      
      
        There is but one name for violence, Father, she said. It’s violence.

        Ananda Devi, Le sari vert

        You are a bad white man.

        Anta

      

      One day in French Indochina, the journalist and activist Andrée Viollis recorded that she had seen “barging into my bedroom a high-ranking public official of the Sûreté. – What are you doing? he says, now you’re crisscrossing the roads with Annamite nationalists, you’re going to visit, at his home, a revolutionary? It’s very careless! You could have been kidnapped, sequestered.”1 Perhaps this French representative of the Sûreté was truly concerned for her safety; or perhaps he was trying to scare Viollis because through the Vietnamese locals—none of whom actually kidnapped, sequestered, or threatened her—she was sure to learn something of the torture techniques used by the Sûreté.2

      In 1935, Viollis published Indochine S.O.S., a book in which she recounts her 1931 experiences in French Indochina with clear political intent and shares testimony linked to legal cases from 1933 involving Vietnamese dissenters and French legionnaires.3 Her descriptions of torture are excruciating to read, but she explains to her metropolitan readers that she made the choice to force their discomfort by reproducing substantive excerpts from the formal depositions she was shown by nationalists.4 She writes that Vietnamese women were tortured via “all the treatments that could offend their modesty, from the fact of being regularly locked up in men’s rooms where an unbearable promiscuity reigns, to suffering the most odious of violences.”5 She then cites one of the depositions: “Young women aged sixteen to eighteen are brought by night to the delegation: rapes, hanging by their big toes, whipping of the thighs and the soles of the feet, insertion of ants’ nests into intimate parts, their arms and legs tied, until they declare that they are members of a Communist organization.”6 As she tells these stories of what motivated the three Vietnamese men who served as her informants to become nationalists, Viollis also notes the “humiliations [these men] constantly endure, degrading tutoiement, insolence,” with tutoiement a reference to the use of the informal pronoun tu, which in tense situations of domination clearly indicated French people were infantilizing and disrespecting Southeast Asians.7

      A body crawling with ants, rape both threatened and real, and the use of the informal tu. . . . In her text, Viollis named violences, plural.8 While her focus was firmly upon violence enacted by the French state and its representatives upon Vietnamese bodies, her story of the Sûreté hinted at another one: Viollis might be sequestered or kidnapped. Not only did such warnings seek to intimidate women into avoiding freedom of movement, but their repetition over time often led women to internalize the idea that with mobility came a host of physical threats, awaiting them at every twist and turn, solitary walk, and encounter with a man. Internalized as fear, and often revealed at the level of daily lived experiences, individual women’s stories of intimidation and peril were part of an empire-wide, systemic violence that was further shaped by each individual’s status and environment. In a single text, Viollis gave examples of three kinds of intimate violence enacted or feared: physical (torture), sexual (targeting of genitalia), and emotional (use of tu and police barging into her bedroom), and made clear the exceedingly dissimilar consequences for the targeted people in each case, because of their different backgrounds.

      

      Violence was gendered and inherent within the colonial migratory experience. As Mauritian author Ananda Devi writes in one of the epigraphs to this chapter, “there is but one name for violence,” meaning no matter its form, no matter who tried to find another way to explain or justify violent experiences, they remained clearly identifiable as violence. Yet not all interactions with violence were equivalent even in the context of violence that was intimate, carnal, and had the potential to occur daily. In their stories of bodies imprisoned, bodies entangled, and bodies assaulted (including verbally) women revealed facets of colonial violence not only in the ways the bodies were originally ill-treated by an aggressor, but also in their stories’ subsequent treatment. The latter disclosed the racist, sexist, ableist, and colonialist structures guiding individual and formal administrative responses to both the intimate violence itself and to attempts to call attention to injustice. Even when it came to violence, undesirable women could find ways to persuade the system to flex for them by invoking passions both political and angry, but intimate violence made it difficult to escape the stultifying, pressurizing stratification of colonially inflected structures also informed by patriarchy and racism: first a person’s body was injured physically or morally; then the person was ignored, expunged, exiled, expelled, or otherwise abused.

      This chapter looks at how women described and exposed intimate violence. We have previously seen how women came to realize that bodies in motion were construed as sites of embodied Frenchness, and how their moving bodies positioned women to voice requests for rights in terms of Frenchness, so as to move others. The sources for this chapter continue to emphasize bodies in motion as well as voices demanding rights, but with a key variation. When women interpreted and transmitted stories of violence done to women’s bodies in which immobility served as a tense counterpoint to mobility, the passionate dimension of passionate mobility rose to the surface, namely via passionate’s definition as “easily aroused to anger,” and “filled with anger.” Both as targets and as perpetrators, women also voiced emotions such as dread and apprehension. Crucially, this chapter considers how women not only suffered but also perpetrated such violence.

      Intimate violence was anchored in everyday colonial life rather than embedded in significant events such as conquest, war, or rebellion.9 Intimate violence was also carnal, by which, inspired by Ann Laura Stoler, I mean etched in manipulations and violations of the flesh, including disrespect of the body via racism, intimidation, or humiliation. Colonial policing and security often focused upon incredibly intimate details of bodies and their most private of behaviors, which is how intimate violence came to be recorded in archives.10 The cases constituting this chapter fit into three often intersecting categories within the “intimate” that all link back to the carnal: physical violence, including slapping, shoving, hitting, torture, imprisonment, and the use of weapons; emotional violence, including threatening, frightening, insulting, and humiliating; and sexual violence, including assault, harassment, being forced into certain acts, degrading comments, and so forth.11 Sexual violence is the most reliably gendered of these forms of violence, with specific body parts such as breasts or genitalia targeted. Emotional violence can be about the threat of physical violence (objects thrown in proximity) and public (humiliation), but like sexual violence is less seen. Physical violence often leaves the most tangible proof of violence upon the body. Each individual story in this chapter is quite different because the ability to tell such stories in the first place, let alone to force accountability for intimate violence, was highly dependent upon nuances tied to origin, status, and race. Yet the cases are similarly marked by how the women in them attempted to make colonial institutions accountable for their rights in relation to incarceration, torture, and rape, as well as more generalized experiences of humiliation. These individuals flipped the script, acting in the state’s stead when it did not appear to give violence against women due diligence and, in the process, revealing the intimate violence women saw, experienced, and committed.12 Women’s stories of intimate violence expose how they confronted the gendered and structural nature of intimate violence on the ground.

      In the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, women were regularly invoked as potential or actual victims within colonial power struggles. White men worried about myths such as white slavery, the oft-imagined idea that white women were routinely kidnapped and forced into prostitution for the pleasure of Southeast Asian or African men.13 West African and Southeast Asian men invoked the violence done to women from their regions in order to build up anti-imperial movements and challenge the idea of France’s civilizing mission, as did Nguyễn Ái Quốc, now better known as Hồ Chí Minh, in the metropolitan-based newspaper Le Paria.14 He wrote of France and French men: “It’s painfully ironic to note that civilization—symbolized in all its forms, liberty, justice, etc., by the dulcet image of a woman and defined by a category of men reputed as champions of gallantry—makes its living emblem suffer the most ignoble treatments and shamefully assails her in her mores, her modesty, and her life.”15 Surrealist photographer Eli Lotar helps us comprehend the subtleties that were lost in such descriptions of assumed victimhood in a 1938 photograph of a woman in white dress, one of hundreds he snapped during his travels in Indochina. Looking at first glance straight at but upon closer study very slightly to the left of the photographer (see figure 4.1), the woman’s white dress was in the Qi Pai style, so she may have been Minh Hương (Vietnamese for descendants of ethnic Chinese) or from China. She is surrounded by both European and Asian men, some in colonial whites, and appears unnoticed. A woman wearing dark clothes and a light scarf over her hair stands just behind her. The woman with the scarf has her hand to her mouth as though eating or drinking something. The woman in white appears vulnerable, almost as though she feels naked, arms wrapped across her chest as if to protect herself, but not from the cold since she has dark outerwear tucked under her right arm. At the same time, her penetrating gaze and set mouth suggest determination, perhaps even a refusal. A man might seek to make her a symbol, but she is an extant woman, whose humanity is both her vulnerability and her resolve.

      
        [image: Photograph of an Asian woman, wearing white, outdoors. A man in colonial whites and pith helmet is in the foreground with his back to the camera. Just behind and to the right of the woman in white an Asian man sits on a wicker chair, also wearing whites and a tie. The woman in white is elegant and unsmiling. No one in the photo is smiling and no one is looking directly at the photographer. Palm trees in the background appear to be in the dark, and the photo is generally dark, but there is more intense light behind the woman in the scarf and on the upper-right wall. It could have been taken at night since Lotar did take photos at night during this trip, or he is standing in sunlight, perhaps setting, and photographing a covered area.]

        
          Figure 4.1. Voyage en Indochine, woman in white dress, by Eli Lotar, 1938. Photo © Centre Pompidou, MNAM-CCI, Dist. RMN–Grand Palais / image Centre Pompidou, MNAM-CCI / Art Resource, NY.

        
      
      Indeed, at the heart of this chapter lies the question of resolve, specifically how women told and repurposed their own stories of intimate violence, and who in recording their stories, often when they turned to the state for assistance, transferred the physical and symbolic violence done to bodies—European, African, and Asian—into the colonial archive. This chapter gathers together Southeast Asian, West African, and European women seeking safety, advocating for justice, hoping to exist without fear, acting from places of entitlement, and confounded by the limited options available to them as they sought to react to intimate violence. From places of resilience, determination, survival, or discomposure they showed anger, or reacted to it. And although neither the state nor the archives intended it, their bodies became an archive of passionate mobility within the archive, containing and productive of knowledge of intimate violence. Via a wide range of case studies showcasing very different kinds of repercussions for those who experienced or perpetrated intimate violence, this chapter moves forward in three parts, starting with what sources tell us of physical violence, then emotional violence, and ending with sexual violence.

      
        The Work Torture Does

        Andrée Viollis, a passionate antiracist advocate of local populations in colonized regions, was intent upon writing about physical violence and sexual violence as egregious violations of human rights. Viollis’s advocacy was both public and private: she not only published Indochine S.O.S. but also tried more intimate means of persuasion, namely personal letters she wrote to her “Dear Minister [of the Colonies] and Friend” Marius Moutet, who was minister from 1936 to 1938 under the left-leaning Popular Front government. She told him of the sinister regime in the infamous French archipelagic penal colony Poulo Condore off the coast of southern Vietnam, her distress that several of her informants later became prisoners there, and her general sense that the minister was not doing enough to redress local acts of barbarism and starvation.16 In his response, Moutet also referred to her as “friend,” but his reaction was not what she sought. He agreed with her that the director of the Sûreté in Indochina, whom she named “the awful Grandjean,” needed to be investigated because he appeared to be “corrupt, addicted to morphine,” and was “threatened with dismissal for swindling”; however, Moutet otherwise chided her for falling prey to propaganda.17 Her only sources were Vietnamese people committed to anti-imperialism and therefore necessarily biased and prone to exaggeration, he replied, thereby also insinuating colonists and administrators were unbiased.

        Viollis was not persuaded by Moutet’s suggestion that she had been misled any more than she was inclined to ignore the leads she had unearthed in Indochina in the first place. The violence that nationalists described or that she occasionally witnessed firsthand drowned out such remonstrations. And at some level Moutet did take her and therefore her informants seriously. Although Viollis was accused of publishing a polemical or—according to French colonists and administrators in Indochina—misleading text, she became one of the few women (Denise Moran Savineau, also a polemical writer, was another one) to formally participate in the wide-ranging Guernut commission.18 Indeed, what colonists and administrators in Indochina most held against her was that metropolitans seemed to both listen to and believe her and her Vietnamese informants. And she made the French colonial apparatus look bad, especially in the wake of other uprisings colonial administrators had had to quell, with ripples reaching the metropole. Some metropolitans were growing increasingly concerned that a repressive colonial regime, including a prison system resting upon forced labor, brutal beatings, and ruthless administrators, was directly responsible for agitating anti-French fury in Indochina, and could therefore weaken France’s control over the region.

        In 1931, while Viollis was in Indochina, the French government was still handling fallout from the mutiny of Vietnamese troops in French service at Yên Bái on February 10, 1930, and from the French repression of the 1930–1931 Nghệ-Tĩnh soviet movement more generally. When questioning Vietnamese prisoners, sometimes for over twenty-four consecutive hours, some interrogators used techniques that can only be termed torture.19 So even if some of the profoundly jarring depositions and eyewitness accounts Viollis cited were amplified by her informants, they were rooted in documented practices. Her work was recognized by Vietnamese intellectuals such as Vũ Trọng Phụng for originating an amnesty movement in favor of the liberation of political prisoners in Indochina.20 That recognition was significant, for beyond the question of what sort of torture occurred, there was the question of what work torture—even exaggerated, even fictional—did, and for whom.

        The body of a Vietnamese person was imagined as subjected to invasive duress and this torture as being perpetrated in the name of French state security. To what end? To paraphrase historian Robin Mitchell, someone needed that torture to be real.21 Vietnamese people sought to bring attention to their plight by transmitting descriptions of their brutal treatment to Viollis. For her part, Viollis acted in turn as a cognizant conduit for nationalists and communists, one who could use her situation as a white metropolitan woman traveling only briefly through French Indochina to export her informants’ stories of abuse back to mainland France via her numerous newspaper articles and her book.22 Beyond the shock value of such vivid stories and testimonies in court, which would quickly draw eyes to their plight, her Vietnamese interlocutors felt an additional need to ensure that Europeans perceived people in Indochina as human.23 By relating victims’ descriptions of their inhuman treatment, Viollis was hammering home that Vietnamese bodies felt pain and deserved sympathy. Photographers such as Denise Colomb, who traveled through Indochina from 1935 to 1937, picking up a Super Nettel 24×36 equipped with a 50mm Zeis camera in Port Said, on her way there, reinforced the humanity of those they encountered. In figure 4.2, for example, Colomb captures a smiling group of what she calls Moï (mọi) men, women, and children. She used the term mọi instead of the French montagnard (mountain folk), perhaps not realizing it was also used by the Kinh, the dominant ethnic group, to denote others in the region as savage. A group of fully clothed and smiling people was at odds with standard ethnographic photography at the time, but she was a budding reportage photographer, and portraying smiling groups became a particular skill of hers. This photograph may have been taken in a hill station, such as Dalat. The crowd appears to be a mix of Vietnamese and ethnic minority men and women, wearing fedoras, colonial pith helmets, and colonial whites, with whites not only difficult to clean in dusty Indochina, but also a funeral color that could distress older generations as symbolizing death. Critically, Colomb captured people looking straight into the camera, a direct and familiar gaze. She only displayed her Indochina photographs after World War II (in fact changing her last name from Loeb to Colomb to survive the war), but from the start humanistic photography was her objective. Colomb also photographed portraits, including a Tonkinoise woman (see figure 4.3). With no makeup, photographed in semi-profile, not looking at the lens like the people in the group photograph, her long hair parted in the middle and swept up in a velvet turban, this woman wore traditional dress, likely a dark-colored four- or five-paneled dress, at a time when many her age were wearing the more fashionable Lemur tunic and shortening their hair and wearing makeup or bright colors. She may have been upper class, and likely was not pulled off a street to pose, so the customary dress may have been selected for the occasion. She exuded elegance, refinement, poise, tradition, and humanity. Indeed, both photographs fixed sentimental attention upon people’s humanity.

        
          [image: Photograph of Southeast Asian men, women, and children by Denise Colomb. The crowd takes up most of the frame, and a building behind them suggests an urban environment.]

          
            Figure 4.2. Indochine Moï, by Denise Colomb (around 1935–1937). Photo © Ministère de la Culture / Médiathèque de l’architecture et du patrimoine, Dist. RMN–Grand Palais / Denise Colomb / Art Resource, NY.

          
        
        
          [image: Photographic portrait by Denise Colomb of a Vietnamese woman’s face and shoulders. The background is a light wall with nothing adorning it.]

          
            Figure 4.3. Tonkinoise, by Denise Colomb (around 1935–1937). Photo © Ministère de la Culture / Médiathèque de l’architecture et du patrimoine, Dist. RMN–Grand Palais / Denise Colomb / Art Resource, NY.

          
        
        In contrast, stories of torture also served a purpose for the French state, which sought to define rebellion in French Indochina as a crisis of security instead of one of failed French governance. Attempts to enforce concrete control over Vietnamese bodies via physical violence occurred when other forms of control over the colonized space eluded administrators and colonialists.24 However, stories of physical torture also served as a form of emotional violence, destined to scare Vietnamese people away from rebellion and communism and to break nationalistic movements. Thus, when she relayed her sources’ descriptions of torture, Viollis added her own commentary, namely by calling out a tension at the state’s heart, one harking back to the 1789 French Revolution and the moment when a nascent democratic republic was already imperial, benefiting from the slave trade, and highly paradoxical in its treatment of women. Specifically, she decried in writing the friction between colonization, violence, and human rights.25 In Indochine S.O.S., she wrote, disingenuously and with disillusion: “I do not wish to speak here of the principle of colonization. It is what it is. But because Black deputies sit in our Chamber, because the Revolution granted natives of our old colonies a right to vote that they still have, I had lived with the thought that France used colonizing methods that were more humane and intelligent than England’s.”26 Viollis preferred in this publication to take on the situation in Indochina specifically, rather than the entire principle of colonization; however, her bitter “it is what it is” resentment and mention of Black deputies like the Senegalese Blaise Diagne gave her exposé an empire-wide perspective regarding all the ways in which the French state did not, as it nationalistically touted via such concepts as the civilizing mission, respect its ideals of human rights overseas. France was no better than Britain, an inflammatory statement given that Britain was a rival imperial power and France liked the idea of being perceived as more humane than its rivals.27 As she transmitted descriptions of nauseating physical violence, Viollis tried to provoke a reconsideration of what had defined France as a revolutionary republic since 1789, and therefore of what defined France as a colonial power. Hers was a political consideration of violence in opposition to humanism, intended to incite, via descriptions of mistreated humans that her informants and testimonies during court hearings had revealed, a public reaction of outrage.28 In the metropole, Viollis sought to support her Vietnamese sources by relaying their testimonies of physical violence, humanizing her informants, and shaming the French state and members of French society who supported such actions in Indochina. Yet in Indochina, the bodily violence done to Vietnamese women who were trying to mobilize politically contributed to widespread emotional violence, as their stories of intimate violence sent a message regarding the dangers of challenging France’s ongoing control over the region.

        
          Bad White Men

          While Viollis’s examples of physical violence were enacted upon a group and recounted, perhaps with some exaggeration, by multiple political figures and advocates, physical violence was often tied to solitary figures, and in the case of domestic violence kept private, unless it became a so-called crime of passion, which was both a recognized crime and legal defense under French law.29 In contrast to the collective physical violence described by Viollis, Anta’s story, set in Côte d’Ivoire in 1930, was tied to a sudden outburst of anger by the woodsman Thiot, who had recently been fired when he visited the hunter Fabre and the planter Favier. Thiot was accompanied by his mistress, Anta, with whom he had been living for two years.30 During an argument, Anta called her partner a “bad white man” (un mauvais blanc) and refused to stop taunting him in this race- and gender-inflected manner even after he threatened to kill her.31 So he carried out his threat. He shot her with his rifle. His first shot lodged in her stomach, and as she kept moving toward him, his second hit her face. He was described by his friends as neither violent nor immoral, but in fact, they had not seen the crime; one of their Ivorian mistresses, who was Anta’s friend, and an Ivorian manservant were the witnesses. Thiot turned himself in, and the ensuing investigation revealed he had previously battered Anta and almost killed another African woman. Nonetheless, the French prosecutor tried to find excuses for him, such as a pathology or illness leading to his “momentary lapse.” He was allowed to remain free during the investigation, in part because during its course, he formally recognized his son. He had previously rejected the child, implying he had been cuckolded by Anta because, Thiot believed, she could not have had such a dark child with a white man. But during the trial he chose to recognize his son, thereby both bestowing his French citizenship upon the child and recognizing Anta’s role as a vector for that Frenchness. “Mistress” was the word used to describe Anta and other Ivorian companions in the reports surrounding this incident, yet even if some of those men were married back in metropolitan France, the word sidesteps both the extent to which some West Africans felt they were coerced into relationships with white men and the extent to which some West African women felt true companionship with their European partners. The word mistress does underscore, however, the ways even white men’s informal relationships with West African women were starting to be frowned upon in the early twentieth century, in part because of the question of how and what sort of Frenchness was reproduced by children born of such relationships, and of what those children signaled for the white or French prestige that administrators were trying to uphold.32 Anta named her man’s entitlement (white) even as she named his failure to achieve white masculinity (bad), and he shattered her for it. He did not go unjudged, but he lived and had the sympathy of a prosecutor searching for medical excuses for his act, while she died. Although as a result of her death her words are only indirectly transmitted to us, via witnesses and archives, they have endured. In a single slur, she named the hierarchy underpinning colonial violence, a discerning insight into her own disquieting death at the hands of intimate physical violence rooted in domestic violence.

        
        
          Bad White Women

          Within the “bad white man” hierarchy Anta named, white women held an unstable status, as clearly revealed in stories of how they perpetrated intimate violence, which had aftermaths, versus how they experienced it. Nguyễn Ái Quốc’s mention of civilization as the “dulcet image of a woman” is reminiscent of the notion of embodiment. We have already seen that the idea of having to embody a particular ideal did not sit well with many women circulating overseas, who sometimes very openly resisted the norms they were assigned and were then categorized as undesirable. French women were so often presented as ideals of white womanhood and appropriated as potential victims by administrators who saw themselves as masculinist protectors defending the prestige of the nation as they defended white women that they are less often studied for their roles in engendering violence in the French empire.33 The point here is not to rehash the false premise spread by white men that imperial spaces became racially tense only after white women arrived in them and in fits of jealousy started to push back against the interracial sexuality they observed.34 Indeed none of the instances in this segment were rooted in sex or jealousy. The point, rather, is to move beyond the social vision, with political implications, explained by Nguyễn Ái Quốc when he wrote provocatively of how France made women the “dulcet image” of French civilization but also “makes its living emblem suffer the most ignoble treatments and shamefully assails her in her mores, her modesty, and her life.” The “dulcet image of a woman” was a reference to the symbolic (like the Marianne) and embodied white French woman, and the woman shamefully assailed was Vietnamese. In the colonies, with different political and security ideas in mind, European, African, or Asian women in the aggregate were often constructed by the patriarchal figures of their respective societies as violated and passive, with Europeans harping on white prestige, and West African and Southeast Asian men underscoring how unsafe women in those colonies were in the hands of French civilization. Such societal assumptions regarding women’s victimhood played a role in nationalist politics, but also obfuscated how women committed acts of physical violence in the course of their daily lives.35 This section of the chapter looks at white women who perpetrated physical violence rooted in anger and frustration.

          In August 1940, the white women Moutet-Jourdran and Fournier entered a store in Hanoi to buy some wool. Realizing they had selected a color that was slightly off from the one they had used to start their sweater a few weeks prior, they returned to exchange the yarn. The shop owner approached and then started insulting Fournier, who in turn pushed him away. He then slapped her. She did not wish to pursue him in court but trusted he would receive a severe reprimand. The incident was seen by French officials as a direct consequence of “current events that naturally are not of a nature to enhance French prestige,” a reference to the recent outbreak of World War II, which led France to lose control over Indochina, and is part of a thick dossier recording quotidian moments of interracial violence in which white prestige and French security seemed to be at stake, but which actually revealed stories of white women who perpetrated violence.36 Here French officials accepted Fournier’s portrayal of herself as a victim, and her treatment as emblematic of France’s sliding grip upon superiority in the region. Yet if we read the description of the event more closely, we may note the following detail: first she shoved him, an act of physical violence, and one might imagine in a small store he could have lost his balance or been pushed against a display or shelf, and only then did he react with a slap. If some white women rejected the inherent violence of a colonial system that marginalized such details, others absorbed that violence or even used it. They had an uneasy place within the racial patriarchy of the colonies, but one that allowed them to benefit from a particular status as white, female colonists especially if they were part of the middle class, under the male authority ideally of a family figure, or otherwise perceived as belonging in the hierarchy of French colonial society.37

          This sort of racial violence was a regular occurrence but was heightened, especially with respect to who was penalized, by local tensions. In the 1940s there was a coalescence of violent interactions between French and Vietnamese in Hanoi, ensconced in everyday life. A woman named Foulon was in the process of getting divorced when she fired her cook, Vû-Dinh Chiem, and told him to return six days later to be paid.38 When he returned to her home, she claimed to have no change. Her former cook became outraged. She threatened the cook with a broom, which he then grabbed and used to hit her over the head before taking twenty-five piastres from her and some silver cutlery. She initiated, and he responded in kind. Gradit was seventeen when a tailor named Nguyen Viêt Diên, himself only twenty-one, started debating with her the price of some blouses she had asked him to make: “A dispute took place during which he punched me in the stomach even though I was pregnant.”39 A European witness confirmed her version of the story, but Nguyen Viêt Diên rejected it, saying he had never hit her and she had never paid for her order. He was fined fifty francs, augmenting his financial loss. Dantier, in 1942, complained that a Chinese cook by the name of Tchang Han, twenty-one years old, slapped her. He responded that he had been provoked. He had bumped into her on a crowded marketplace, and she hit him first.40 Bui Thi Quang explained that a woman named Chapel had been buying vegetables from her in the market but had complained that the carrots were not at the proper price: “My client then insulted me and she kicked me several times in the belly.”41 These were all incidents primed by hierarchical tensions and heightened by both the immediate setting of France losing its grip on its colonies and the open wounds of years of violent colonial governance and the nationalist politics that had responded to that governance. The violence was often mutual, but in almost every case listed here, the white woman had the sympathy and the clout of the legal and police systems. Even when Wulfinch got into an argument with one of her servants and pulled a revolver (still wrapped in paper, according to her) on him, both she and the boy (term often used, as in AOF, for male domestic workers) were charged with assault and battery rather than Wulfinch alone being held responsible.42

          There were exceptions to the latitude given white women: After realizing Dussossoy’s bicycle did not have a license plate, a red light, or the proper tag proving she had paid the bicycle tax for 1942, the public servant Vu Van Cu wrote her up. She called him an idiot and slapped him in public in front of fifty witnesses. In this case, a rare exception, she was written up for contempt of an agent of the forces of law and order.43 An important line for white women not to cross appears to have been physically and publicly attacking men who worked within the colonial administrative system: those with greater status within the hierarchies of race, gender, and class overseas. Yet even though white women were sometimes reprimanded after committing an assault, they clearly still felt primed by regional sociopolitical tensions and emboldened by their status overseas to insult or batter Vietnamese people.

          Another exception was the case of Madame Dufau. Her male victim, Nguyen-Viet-V., was in front of Dufau’s Hôtel des Mines in the vicinity of Hòn Gai when her dogs started barking at him. One, a black dog, bit him. He pulled out a knife to defend himself, but rather than call off her dog, Madame Dufau called Nguyen-Viet-V. a “dirty race” and then also set her husband on him.44 In her version of the story, she was neither racist nor physically violent. She argued that he had provoked her dogs by swinging his hat while he walked and that she had warned him they might bite, only for him to answer “dirty woman.” She denied the racial slur and deflected it by claiming he had uttered a gendered slur. She did acknowledge holding his arm and yelling for her husband, who then “kicked him in the buttocks.” The husband confirmed in his testimony that he “had slapped the Annamite and placed my foot upon his derriere.” But the husband and wife’s stories did not quite match. She claimed the black dog of which Nguyen-Viet-V. had complained had stayed by her side the entire time. Her husband claimed the black dog had been indoors and that the two dogs outdoors had been “inoffensive,” implicitly acknowledging that the black dog was, in fact, an attack dog. A domestic worker in the Dufaus’ household simply said he had seen two dogs running after an “Annamite” who was waving his hands to chase them away. Although all the actors and witnesses diverged, a medical certificate supported the reality both of a dog bite and of a beating. Nguyen-Viet-V.’s own letter attested that Madame Dufau had called him a “dirty race” and piled on other racial slurs. Further, the authorities’ follow-up ascertained that after the incident, Nguyen-Viet-V. had shown signs of neurasthenia—nervous debility at the time perceived as a psychological disorder and regularly associated with women—in the wake of the attack and concluded: “Madame and Monsieur Dufau went too far vis-à-vis the victim.”45 The authorities also did not seem to believe Madame Dufau had been slighted and noted that her declaration had “numerous gaps and improbabilities.” Finally, the administrator charged with the affair, Quesmoy, argued it was not the first time Dufau had been accused of physical violence, although usually it was against domestic workers, and that he had warned her in the past of the troubles she would face if she kept assaulting people. Even if he had exaggerated some of the circumstances of his assault, Nguyen-Viet-V. had been attacked by someone who regularly engaged in acts of physical violence against the Vietnamese, and so she was admonished. However, Dufau’s case was set in 1934, and the official overseeing Nguyen-Viet-V.’s complaint may not have censured her in the same way had this violence taken place during World War II, when France was at risk of losing the region. Even in 1934, she faced limited repercussions, suggesting even a “bad white woman” whom administrators found undesirable had little to fear after racism-fueled anger led her to commit acts of physical violence against a Vietnamese man.

        
      
      
        Two Stories of Incarceration

        The first section of this chapter has focused upon physical violence, which often became entangled with emotional violence. We just saw how Nguyen-Viet-V. was described as mentally reeling (showing signs of neurasthenia) as a direct consequence of Dufau’s physical violence, and before that we saw that torture also served to inculcate dread in those who heard about it. Emotional violence was often rooted in some form of physical or sexual violence, either threatened or real, but tended to come up most often either when people spoke of the longer-term effects of that initial violence, or when they described the emotional violence of insults and other demeaning acts rooted in race, gender, class, and colonial hierarchies more generally. The second part of this chapter shifts to women’s stories of emotional violence, either experienced or triggered in another person.

        Let us start with a second case of domestic violence committed by a white man, but this time vis-à-vis a woman who was his employee, not his companion. In a report to his superiors at the Ministry of Colonies, L. Josselme related the story of Nguyen Thi Con, who was in the service of Captain Paul Monet in metropolitan France when her contract came to an end. She asked Monet to pay for her repatriation to French Indochina, which he legally owed her.46 In response, he sequestered her in her room and threatened to “kill her then bury her in the garden of his villa if she did not reimburse the one hundred stolen francs.”47 Although she had not stolen any money, fearing bodily harm and death, she gave him one hundred francs from her savings. He then used the money she handed him as proof that she had stolen from him in order to bring her to trial, in the hope that he would not have to uphold his contractual obligation to pay for her repatriation. She was acquitted, and then launched a countersuit, detailing the emotions she felt when he threatened violence in stark terms, leading the press to grab ahold of the event and spread awareness regarding domestic workers uprooted from their homes in Indochina and left unprotected in the metropole. Indeed, Vietnamese, Cambodian, or Lao domestic workers were routinely brought to France, where they felt isolated and vulnerable, and so to preempt extensive collective outrage over a migration that they sanctioned, officials tied to the Ministry of Colonies and the Centre des affaires indigènes, which oversaw and spied upon colonial migrants, pressured Monet to pay for her return ticket, as was in any case stipulated in Nguyen Thi Con’s contract.48

        L. Josselme concluded his report with a less obvious explanation for why the administration had to move so quickly to shut down the case. Someone in the court’s audience named Félix Moulin, whom Josselme described as a “good Frenchman,” had personally driven a lawyer who was also chairman of the bar from Toulon to the nearest court of appeals to defend Nguyen Thi Con, who was also housed by Moulin while she awaited the outcome of the trial. Moulin had lived and made his fortune in Cochinchina and, Josselme speculated, was paying for her defense. Moulin took an interest in the case because he did not like Paul Monet, whom he perceived as treacherously hypocritical because Monet was the author of Français et Annamites (French and Annamites). In the first volume, published in 1925, Monet had vehemently critiqued French colonists in Indochina.49 Monet was also the founder of the Institut franco-annamite in Toulon and of the Foyer des étudiants annamites (for students) in Hanoi. A former captain in the army, he would go on to be inducted as an officer of the Legion of Honor in 1937.50 Yet he had threatened to kill and bury the woman who worked for him, a fact that without giving evidence Moulin claimed was a pattern of behavior for Monet, and one he threatened to reveal via a whole series of legal actions against Monet. The threats of murder against Nguyen Thi Con and her actual incarceration in a room were part of a motif of emotional violence against her, the import of which becomes more clear when we contrast hers with the case of Susanne Pons’s brief incarceration.

        In 1938, Susanne Pons wrote from Grand-Bassam in Côte d’Ivoire to the minister of justice in Paris to describe the “scandalous events that led to my incarceration in a men’s prison.”51 More specifically, “having felt too unwell when I got out of prison as a result of the shock suffered, I take the liberty of sending you the present letter to lodge a protest with you and to ask for your high protection.” She argued the unnatural shock of being held in a men’s prison for Africans was intended as intimidation by local authorities. In short, “to quench political passions the law has been violated in my person.” Susanne described her own case as an example of emotional violence, of “shock,” in which the threats of physical and sexual violence played a part. A closer look at her files, however, grants us particular insight case into the ways that race, class, status, and gender inflected intimate violence overseas.

        Susanne’s lengthy back-and-forth with metropolitan authorities revealed that she had been incarcerated because she had slapped a political figure during a semiofficial sporting event inaugurating a newly refurbished stadium. The man she slapped was Alcide Delmont, a Black Martinican lawyer and government official who was at the time Côte d’Ivoire’s delegate to the Conseil supérieur de la France d’outre-mer (1936–1940).52 Susanne believed her incarceration had been intended as persecution and humiliation because she did not hold the same political beliefs as administrators, colonists, and Delmont, who had local dignitaries’ support as an elected delegate. In a letter written in her defense by her husband, Paul Pons, and two other men who with Paul ran the socialist newspaper Les Échos de l’AOF, her situation was summed up in many capital letters as “the monstrous illegality that consists of locking up a DISABLED WOMAN AND HER TWO-YEAR-OLD BABY IN AN INDIGÈNE PRISON FOR MEN.”53

        Confronted with maternity, an unspecified infirmity, an invocation of race and gender, and the yelling of many capital letters, local administrators were forced to quickly mount a point-by-point defense of their choice to imprison a white French woman among African men. They countered that they had incarcerated her only because her public gesture was caught in flagrante delicto and therefore impossible to ignore.54 They added that the crime was worse because it was premeditated, a premeditation to which she had admitted, although in a letter to the minister of the colonies in Paris, the governor-general of AOF called her confession into question with the parenthetical phrase “(without any details provided regarding the manner in which this confession was obtained).”55 Even correspondence from the governor-general’s office therefore hints that the time Susanne spent in a men’s prison may have led her to sign under constraint a statement that was used to implicate her husband and the other two men running Les Échos de l’AOF as her accomplices in the aggression. It is unclear whether she saw her child in prison or at the ambulance, a term for a hospital (often a military one), where she spent the rest of her incarceration. If Susanne saw her young child while in custody, administrators in Côte d’Ivoire argued it was an act of kindness benefiting both mother and child rather than an additional indignity. Perhaps most importantly, local administrators clarified that Susanne only spent a few hours (somewhere between two and four) in the African men’s prison.

        Together these points might have amounted to a successful defense of administrators’ actions. Susanne and her alleged accomplices were heavy-handed in their political fervor and clear provocateurs, and Susanne had a history of attempting to extort loans from local dignitaries. She and her spouse were plantation owners, and according to French reports not particularly popular with Ivorians. Moreover, they had orchestrated the public slapping of a Black man who was a member of the Ligue des droits de l’homme and shared some of Pons’s left-leaning tendencies, which suggested racism may have played a role in her decision to target him instead of a different official. Yet despite these troubling details, the menace of assault both literal and figurative embedded in the spectacle of a white woman in an African men’s prison was not treated lightly back in Paris.56 So when, in February 1939, she again telegraphed Paris, as well as the governor in Abidjan and the governor-general in Dakar, this time contending her newspaper, Les Échos de l’AOF, had been illegally seized, Minister of the Colonies Georges Mandel signed a telegraph to the governor-general in Dakar ferociously condemning the attempt to block her right to freedom of the press.57 Les Échos de l’AOF, with Paul Pons as its director and R. Léandri as its manager, was based in Grand-Bassam. Initially describing itself as a monthly independent newspaper, it was printed on a single page, front and back, but promised readers that it would become a more substantive weekly in January 1939. Articles purported to defend Ivorians and certainly critiqued colonial administrators, even taking the tack of publicly embarrassing those believed to be immoral in their private conduct, and agitated for reform in the colony’s administration. The November 1938 issue, for example, contended that whenever “the particular and personal life of an individual is mixed up with his public life, whenever his conduct and character affect the performance of his duties, he is answerable to public opinion and it is the responsibility, often very difficult, of newspapers to bring it to light in order to persuade him to change in the general interest.”58 In the newspaper’s fourth issue, an article titled “Indigène Justice: A Scandal” acted upon this admonition. After Acké M. was arrested, his wife brought food to him in prison, at which point M. Danel, president of the tribune indigène, “invited her to sleep with him, while promising that her husband would be released after his sentencing.”59 She did, receiving fifty francs in return. After relating the sexual violence, the editors tempered it via a reference to its alleged nature, which the justice system would need to sort out, but this was the issue that appears to have hastened the local authorities’ seizing of the newspaper.

        The newspaper’s contents were discomforting, but someone in Paris, with at the very least a show of support from the central administration in Dakar, was most perturbed by the link between the newspaper’s seizing and Susanne Pons’s imprisonment several months earlier. Perhaps one of the arguments presented by Susanne, namely that “there are a series of events that are a slur on French prestige in Black lands both because of my personal situation and because of the great number of foreigners who live in Côte d’Ivoire,” played well with her metropolitan audience.60 She pointed to her female body, its whiteness, and its imprisonment in connection with France’s prestige, to which in Côte d’Ivoire not only Ivorians but also foreigners were paying attention. Susanne Pons had the advantage of being able to directly insert herself into a discussion of individual rights and incarceration. Indeed, by seizing her newspaper, local authorities triggered further inquiries into the men’s prison scandal. In March 1939, administrators in Grand-Bassam again had to defend their actions, crafting a three-point response to explain first that Susanne Pons had been placed in a prison for men only because there were no quarters for Europeans in the women’s section of the prison. Her whiteness trumped her femaleness in West Africa. Yet she had claimed the prison was for African men. So sensing that, alone, such an explanation might still leave potential holes in their story, local administrators tackled the legality of their position in their second point.61 They reasoned that the law of November 11, 1885—which Susanne had explicitly invoked because it stipulated that women should be given “special quarters” in prison (quarters separated from men)—was not, as she had asserted, a “law” but rather a decree, and the text “had never been promulgated in the colony.”62 Therefore, they argued, her incarceration alongside men was not technically illegal. Local administrators were invoking colonial exceptionalism; in colonial spaces, metropolitan laws, decrees, and principles either no longer applied or did not apply in the same ways.63 They were also, however, revealing that humanistically driven common sense regarding why it might be a bad idea to incarcerate a woman alongside men did not have its place overseas. Third, they argued that if Susanne Pons was correct in stating circular no. 4.973 of December 2, 1924, was designed to limit the overseas abuse of preventative detention, such detention was still necessary in the case of a blatant offense such as a slap. Local administrators claimed they had the freedom to determine what constituted an abuse of preventative detention within a colonial context; they controlled how to apply the law and to whom and had this leeway not only regarding the cases of West Africans subjected to the Code de l’indigénat, but also regarding a white French woman.64

        Susanne’s complex case illustrates multiple dimensions of colonial violence and how its structures were rooted in invocations of overseas exceptionalism.65 She slapped a Black man during a premeditated assault, an action made possible by her status (access to a dignitary during an event) and she probably assumed that she would face no repercussions as a white French woman. In response, local colonial officials utilized imprisoned African men to float the threat of sexual or physical violence if she did not denounce accomplices, perhaps relying upon racial and gendered stereotypes regarding the menacing nature of incarcerated men in general, and of Black men’s sexuality in particular. Thus on the one hand, had Delmont not been a high-ranking Martinican administrator, had Susanne not also been in the midst of publicly naming and shaming other colonial administrators, including for sexual violence against Ivorian women, had she not been helping to publish a socialist newspaper at a time when leftists were in power in metropolitan France but such political tendencies were not always welcomed in West Africa, French officials might have reacted with more restraint. On the other hand, Susanne had the standing and platform to name the supposed culprits: those who had incarcerated her and impounded the newspaper and, via the newspaper, the French official who had coerced an African woman into performing sexual acts. Slapping a Black male body, imprisoning a white female body among Black male ones, violating a Black female body: these were three forms of intimate violence—physical, emotional, and sexual—tethered to Susanne’s unruly story. The convoluted permutations of rights in relation to race, gender, class, origin, and status revealed by her story and those whose stories became attached to hers makes Susanne an example of how status shaped intimate violence overseas, and in particular how women could or could not seek redress for intimate violence. She named the emotional violence done to her and explained how it affected her intimacy, including the domestic implications of incarceration for her child and family. She also voiced the lingering trauma caused by even hypothetical physical or sexual assault during her time in prison and how she suspected it was engineered to coerce her into admitting premeditation, naming her accomplices, and remaining silent regarding abuses she witnessed in Abidjan. Even though she had successfully petitioned the ministry in Paris, she anticipated that local officials would continue to watch her closely and to inconvenience her.

        When compared, Nguyen Thi Con’s and Susanne’s cases revealed another twist regarding what could be done about intimate violence: both relied upon people in the metropole to stand up for them. Nguyen Thi Con in principle lacked standing, yet she was protected by public opinion, even though her story predated Vietnamese-language tell-all reportages such as Vũ Trọng Phụng’s 1936 Household Servants, and by the legal system in metropolitan France. Even if the administration technically charged with her security and surveillance only took notice because a wealthy white man had taken up her cause, the call for justice worked in her favor.66 Susanne Pons was somewhat protected for similar reasons, but she had the advantage of direct access to public platforms for defending her own cause, and the disadvantage of living overseas, where French laws and decrees did not uniformly apply, and public opinion did not favor her, in part because she had an undesirable reputation as a political troublemaker, someone who publicly assaulted men with status, and someone who exploited some Ivorians even as she defended others. Both women’s petitions in defense of their rights succeeded to some degree, and both escaped the place that caused them to fear for their safety, but only Nguyen Thi Con’s was a story of exploitation and possible death.

        
          Tutoiement and Swearing

          This final segment on emotional violence concentrates upon how humiliating language injured people and filled them with anger, with highly uneven consequences for individuals of different standing when they defended themselves. In 1944, the French woman Madame Grosbois was running the rubber stand at the Exposition Artisanale in Hanoi when she was slapped by a Vietnamese medical student, or so she claimed. Upon investigation, witnesses agreed only that the student, Nguyen Dinh Hoa, had involuntarily bumped into Madame Grosbois. After that instance of alignment, versions diverged. She may have said, “Idiot! Can’t you pay attention,” to which he may have answered, “What about you! You cunt, shit,” leading a passerby, the French man Monsieur Cheminel, to slap Nguyen Dinh Hoa.67 After he was slapped, Nguyen Dinh Hoa then returned with friends to confront Cheminel on two different occasions. Even though the word con present in the original French translates to “cunt,” which in American English reads as a serious term of abuse, in French and Irish English con is used so frequently today to signify something between “ditz” and “asshole” (its equivalent is also regularly used in Vietnamese) that many people forget it is a term for the vulva; it is used to signal the insulted as simultaneously obtuse and feminine (and when applied to men calls into question their masculinity).68 Albeit common today, both con and merde (shit) were scandalous swear words in the first half of the twentieth century, especially in a colonizer-colonized confrontation.

          Grosbois insisted in her testimony that she had not used the word idiot and that she had used vous, not tu, an important distinction. Vietnamese people (and West Africans) regularly complained the French were disrespectful to them when they defaulted to tu. Switching to tu denoted that someone had reacted to the body and clothes of the person in front of them as indicating that certain attributes anchored in race, class, or status made it acceptable to treat them with insolence, and was thus received as a pernicious quotidian form of racism overseas linked to the body and to an emotional form of intimate violence. To default to tu, especially in a volatile, explosive, or sensitive situation, was to remove that choice, signaling dominance and the invasion of intimacy, since normally it was only in intimate settings, within certain left-leaning political circles, or in certain working-class spaces, that one would expect to be called tu. When Europeans used tu to address Africans or Asians in the colonies, the latter interpreted the term as a way of putting them in their (lesser) place with a devious and cutting affront, with the relational pronouns used in Vietnamese making them particularly aware of the power held in a pronoun.69 Using tu was a destabilizing, infantilizing provocation serving to signal who held power.

          In the first half of the twentieth century, when children were still addressed with the formal vous by teachers, other adults, and even members of the same household—and married couples, or in-laws, might use the formal vous with one another—using tu was rarely a slip of the tongue. Thus in her report on students at a school in Katibougou (Mali), the author and activist Denise Moran Savineau, who produced hundreds of pages of reports while traveling through AOF in 1937 and 1938, explained that even if we put “aside the informal tu that [teachers] use, and which wounds these young evolved Africans who deserve consideration, they treat them harshly and demand services of them that one doesn’t even ask of a ‘boy’ [male colonial domestic worker].”70 So the debate regarding who used tu and how at the Hanoi Exposition might appear to be mere verbiage at first glance but actually went to the heart of who had clout and how they could use it. Nguyen Dinh Hoa contended he had used the informal tu while defending himself but had never used the words cunt and shit. The latter was a word considered so rude at the time that in one report on the incident, the mayor of Hanoi preferred the euphemism “word of Cambronne,” a historical allusion to French General Pierre Cambronne’s supposedly having said merde to the English during the 1815 Battle of Waterloo, which Napoleon Bonaparte’s army lost.71

          The Hanoi altercation took place in front of a rubber exhibit, with rubber plantations sources of hard physical labor for Southeast Asians, and against the backdrop of World War II, when France was anxious to retain control over the region. In such a context, tu represented both a recurring form of quotidian discrimination and years of violence and oppression.72 To wit, the longer-term repercussions were most damaging for the medical student. Although both Grosbois and Nguyen Dinh Hoa had played a role in the altercation, only Nguyen Dinh Hoa was interrogated (twenty fellow students showed up in solidarity) and then expelled to Cochinchina, from which he had originated, his studies and career abruptly terminated. Both claimed to be standing up for their rights, with Nguyen Dinh Hoa maintaining that his Vietnamese origins signaled by his physical appearance had led Grosbois to assume she could be aggressive, informal, and launch insults at him. The emotional violence she inflicted upon him was amplified by a system that kept her embodiment of French prestige in mind, leading a passing white man to slap Nguyen Dinh Hoa and then the French policing and legal system to end his career. In the next section, we shall see more examples of how intimate violence could be amplified into emotional violence by bureaucratic and legal procedures via the way officials responded, or failed to, to stories of sexual assault.

        
      
      
        On “Being Seduced” and the “Real Culprit”

        In the last section of this chapter we turn to sexual violence, a third form of intimate violence documented in the archives, transmitted via stories told by the students of the École normale de jeunes filles de Rufisque.73 Physical intimacy was complicated for students by the fact that pregnancy meant not only immediate dismissal, but also an expectation, stipulated in their contracts, that they or their families would have to reimburse the French government for expenses incurred as they trained to become the colony’s future schoolteachers, including boarding and book fees and travel to and from Rufisque.74 These young women nonetheless had sex, like Camille who had a liaison with an African schoolteacher drafted as a gunner during World War II and then discovered they would be having a child. He took full responsibility and committed to marrying her but also begged that she not lose her place at the school because “I am the real culprit.” When officials confirmed she could no longer continue her studies, she was forced to leave the school and move in with his sister.75 Camille felt bitter about her expulsion, but many cases linked to expulsion involved no such warm companionship, as the school’s director, Germaine Le Goff, discovered when questioning three students who were concurrently between three and four months pregnant. Jeanne “was seduced” by a polygynous married man with whom she had been placed during a two-week theater tour put on by students from both the men’s and the women’s normal schools. Although the passive construction in the original French of “was seduced,” with all it implies regarding who holds power in intimate situations, is standard in French, this construction also suggests Jeanne must have thought she had been under some compulsion as a guest in this man’s home. Administrators described the second young woman, Sofiatou, simply as having disobeyed her parents: a vague explanation of how she had ended up pregnant. Administrators considered both Jeanne and Sofiatou responsible for their pregnancies, revelatory of the sort of sexuality they associated with undesirability, and so they summarily dismissed them from school. The third case was that of Arielle, an orphan “seduced by [her legal guardian] in circumstances that render his act despicable.”76 Here the problematic power dynamics lying within the term seduced are even more starkly revealed than in Sofiatou’s case, since the rest of the sentence clearly conveys sexual assault. Usually dismissal meant that administrators sent the student home, but instead they placed Arielle with a family in Dakar that had close connections to her brother, a missionary priest who, because of his function, could not serve as her legal guardian. The director orchestrated the placement because Arielle’s conduct had been “beyond reproach” even while she had been “materially and morally abandoned.”

        The sway held by her legal guardian coded Arielle’s assault as a particularly abhorrent crime. Yet administrators did not consider yet another case, that of Clara, to be as clear-cut. Clara initially stated she had given in to her monitor at the school she attended before arriving in Rufisque only after she was “gagged and rendered unable to resist.”77 Yet she had not been able to maintain the “rape version” of her story after sustained questioning by the female director and a school nurse. Rape was therefore a term that administrators considered using only when a woman had been physically incapacitated beyond any shadow of a doubt. To wit, the word was not used to describe Arielle’s experience with her guardian, even though he had committed a “despicable act.” Although rejecting the term rape, administrators conferring over Clara’s case did not completely dismiss her accusations. Her aggressor had clearly used his “post to demand rendez-vous of the woman who became his mistress” at his workplace, a boys’ school. Although Clara was sent back to her home in Dahomey, the governor-general of AOF personally wrote to insist her aggressor be thoroughly investigated by local authorities and fired if Clara’s amended story held up. He also presumed, and by his presumption appeared to advocate, that her family would or should formally confront the man via the judicial system.

        Three of these cases were stories of sexual violence, but all four, including Sofiatou’s ambiguous disobeying of her parents, speak to multiple strata of intimate violence, including violence that had everything to do with the colonial structures through which women told their stories. Much like earlier cases we saw of emotional violence accompanying physical violence, emotional violence was also tied to sexual violence. We have seen hints throughout this chapter of how administrators for the state and police handled those who had endured intimate violence: that institutional treatment could itself be received by women as a form of emotional violence. So let us turn now to the system itself: whether, how, and to whom women revealed the nature and details of sexual violence, and what engagement with officials meant. As their starting point, administrators wondered whether students may have hoped that by emphasizing sexual violence three or four months after the assault, when their pregnancy was uncovered, they could prevent dismissal from their school or avoid having to reimburse the costs of their studies. Such concerns may have underpinned the insistent questioning faced by Clara, and no doubt the others, and which caused her to change her story, but beyond the financial, other sociopolitical concerns also came into play.

        First, the administrative responses to these four stories were well in line with French legal and sociocultural definitions of rape in the early twentieth century. From a legal perspective, the Civil Code of the French (1810, also known as the Napoleonic Code) continued to govern definitions and judicial responses to rape and indecent assault (attentat à la pudeur, articles 330 and 331) in the 1940s. On paper, the code’s definitions acknowledged the possibility that individuals of any sex could be raped. In 1832, the code was bolstered by a law recognizing the role played by moral violence: i.e., the violator’s exertion of pressures other than physical ones upon a victim in order to force carnal submission. This expansion of the legal treatment of rape paid special attention to children who might fall victim to moral violence but also held true for adults. Children were defined as eleven or younger until April 18, 1863, after which they were defined as thirteen or younger. Despite such adjustments, in the early twentieth century, the rape of an adult still rarely came to the attention of the justice system and was even more rarely censured.78

        In legal principle, then, administrators should have been aware that individuals who had been deceived into thinking they were having sex with their spouse when in fact another had taken the spouse’s place, had been forced by someone who had threatened a member of their family, had been incapacitated or intoxicated, or had been taken advantage of by someone abusing a position of power (such as an employer or teacher) had all been raped. But colonial administrators were not part of the theoretical apparatus of the judicial system, and as Clara’s case shows, the prevailing thought model was one of profound suspicion of any but the most clear-cut instances of incapacitation and of people’s possible motivations for reporting they had been sexually assaulted. This context clarifies why Clara’s case was not coded a rape by her defenders, but rather viewed as an example of moral violence. A person had to experience a high degree of physical violence and incapacitation before sexual violence was treated as rape, meaning she had to describe her experiences and face interrogation and potential disbelief, all of which could be felt as emotional violence.

        Second, the inclination toward suspicion may have been reinforced in Clara’s case by the French educational mission (itself a part of the civilizing mission), which hung upon persuading West African families to let their daughters travel to Senegal under the safekeeping of the French administration. Formerly, missionaries had been in charge of most education in AOF, and Germaine Le Goff and her associates were trying to create a secular alternative that hinged upon the cooperation of West African elites.79 Le Goff and her colleagues no doubt felt a particular imperative to differentiate between students who had acted of their own volition and students who had been inarguably violated and for whom the French administrators might then be held responsible, at the very least by the families that had entrusted their offspring to the secular school system. Around the same time, British officials debating female students’ sexuality in Zanzibar (East Africa) interpreted their potential promiscuity as dangerous, in part because some of these young women were aware of the power they held via their sexuality and desire, including over European officials.80 Similarly, in AOF, officials sought to distinguish between students who actively sought out sexual relations or whose sexuality could be qualified as dangerous from those who were assaulted. These debates and searches for the undesirable extended to other secular schools in AOF, including elementary schools and orphanages for métis children.81 Savineau told some of their stories in one of her reports on orphans in Bamako (Mali).82 Madeleine’s mother had been married to a respectable police officer before disappearing with another man. Consequently, Madeleine ended up in the Bamako boarding school. Elisabeth, who was placed in the same school, was the daughter of a shop owner who died before he could recognize her. Both young métisses became pregnant while at school. They were treated worse than criminals, Savineau argued, expelled without any sort of due process. Some teachers in the school agreed with her, also remembering the disquieting case of Juliette: in 1931, she was expelled from school and returned to her village, where authorities alleged her mother encouraged her to take up sex work, a very common accusation made against the mothers of métisse girls. That she was placed in the orphanage while her mother lived raises complex questions regarding child removal in colonized societies, as does the supposition that her mother pushed her toward sex work, but observers mostly decried her expulsion from school as contributing to what should have been an avoidable tragic end: two years after her return home, Juliette died of tuberculosis and syphilis, and her child also died. Savineau argued that since all three girls had been in a French boarding school, the “orphanage is very clearly responsible for their misfortune.”83 The added moral burden of protecting students who still had concerned families was all the heavier for the École normale, whose students belonged to elite families of AOF. Her duty to their parents did not keep Le Goff from caring deeply about her students, who called her “mother,” but she remained hampered by the structure of the French colonial state in which she had anchored her school, those to whom she answered, and her own sociocultural ideas regarding undesirable women within the educational system.84

        So the attention to humanism expressed by Le Goff and the governor-general when they wrote to defend a student like Clara coexisted with at least five gradations of violence. First, there was the initial sexual violence, which for the École normale involved older students, often sixteen to twenty years old, who no longer legally counted as children in the context of sexual encounters, and which for the orphanages could involve younger students. The other four forms of violence were emotional. Thus, second, narrow understandings of rape and French assumptions regarding local cultural practices in West Africa, including that sexuality, marriage, and pregnancy were standard experiences for young West Africans, contributed to students’ vulnerabilities in the face of gender-based violence; a propensity toward undesirable sexuality was assumed of those in orphanages, and despite the greater social standing of their families, École normale students, especially when métisse, faced similar skepticism. Third, the administration’s fears that it could be perceived as responsible for these young individuals’ violations led officials to dodge their potential liability for sexual violence by further highlighting students’ sexuality as undesirable and socioculturally irrepressible, and by keeping in mind that all the impregnators in these cases were African.85 One was a Muslim man whose polygyny disqualified him from applying for French citizenship, since he was not following French standards of behavior in his private life.86 That the presumed assaulters were African, even if some worked for the French administration or hosted students who were on official school theater tours, fed into prevailing ideas regarding Black and Muslim men’s sexuality and, the French administration hoped, partially absolved it from this lack of oversight. Some reports did not specify a man’s origin, in at least one case implying European men may also have approached students at the École normale, but either those incidents were not discussed in writing, which seems unlikely since Le Goff meticulously reported inappropriate flirtation with or by her students, or they did not end in documented sex or sexual violence, possibly because no pregnancy was discovered.87 Somehow, the administration appears to have avoided the question of interracial sexual violence in the context of this school. Fourth, the French administration’s inability to consider that pregnant students might have the ability to combine motherhood with schooling, a failure of imagination within the societal norms of the epoch, also meant that administrators forced these students back to the domestic sphere rather than allowing them to finish their education and start a career. Fifth, students who became pregnant were held hostage to politics of respectability, which held that West Africans who hoped to become representatives of the French state had to behave in ways enshrined by the ideals of the French bourgeoisie. Such strictures were not imposed upon men, such as Camille’s schoolteacher–turned–World War II gunner; he was allowed to continue his career after having had sex out of wedlock.88 Reasons two and three were rooted in structural colonial violence, both racial and gendered in nature. Reasons one, four, and five were prime examples of gender-based violence. After all, most men were not excluded from their programs or professions for impregnating a woman. All but the initial sexual violence were forms of emotional violence women experienced as they engaged with representatives of the state in the wake of their initial trauma.

        

        Women’s descriptions of torture, sexual assault, tutoiement, slaps, and dismissing pregnant students from a secular French school had a certain stratification in common. Women voiced how intimate violence was rooted in contempt for their bodies, which in turn led to further emotional distress as the initial harm reverberated within hierarchical colonial institutions. Even when administrators, bureaucrats, or police worked to support them, those who experienced intimate violence still found themselves drawn into a prolonged race-, gender-, age-, status-, origin-, and class-based reckoning of rights and personhood. Stories of intimate violence in colonial settings exposed not only its omnipresence in women’s daily lives, but also the ways in which the more unambiguous forms of violence—the initial carnal violence—were often merely the legible tip of a longer bureaucratic process in which a person’s status and level of undesirability shaped the outcome. Beyond revealing how women as victims or perpetrators were handled very differently depending upon their standing and—especially around World War II in Indochina—the immediate historical context, the superimposition of their stories also invites a consideration of how women ended up writing or voicing experiences of their bodies’ treatment into colonial archives. At times knowingly and more often unwittingly, they created a form of archive within the archive.

        This archive within the archive came into being because of what many women understood as a double violation: first the intimate physical, emotional, or sexual violence itself, and later French institutions’ inadequate or nonexistent responses, a second stage of emotional violence women tried to overcome using some of the tactics embedded in passionate mobility. In particular, they sought ways to move those around them, including onlookers, an overwhelmingly male administration, and in some cases public opinion, which meant contacting those groups multiple times, and in turn that those groups preserved their stories in various ways: an enfolded archive of the body and intimate violence.

        Women’s mobility could expose them to intimate violence, as in the cases of the École normale students, Viollis, Anta accompanying her abusive companion, or Southeast Asian domestic workers pursuing socioeconomic mobility through work and finding themselves battered or incarcerated by employers. Intimate violence could also stymie mobility, such as when it was threatened or an internalized apprehension. Women’s passion-infused motives for mobility, including at the metalevel for movement toward equal rights and antiracism, and in a quotidian context for security and freedom from fear, led them to identify personal threats and intimidation as well as instances of collective or individual injustice and inequality overseas. Passions played a central role in stories of intimate violence, in particular around anger and related emotions such as resentment, aversion, entitlement, dislike, and rage. Depending upon the woman’s standing, politics, and whether she was Southeast Asian, West African, or European, these expressions of anger could lead her to defend herself and other people, with more or less success, or to physically and emotionally attack them, as we saw in the cases of white women in Indochina. In the first half of the twentieth century, women found words to describe not only the carnal violence they experienced but also how this violence was reinforced, reflexively as well as consciously, by empire-wide inequalities embedded in the procedures that structured surveillance, monitoring, protecting, and controlling individuals.89

        Thus Viollis spoke of torture in Southeast Asia, a form of physical and emotional violence she considered so inarguably egregious that she could use it to invoke fundamental human rights and discuss the denaturing of democracy by colonialism. Torture was an extreme form of endemic police violence inscribed on racialized bodies, making it simultaneously a warning and a scare tactic. In contrast, in her communications around sexual violence in West Africa, Le Goff inadvertently exposed a system ill equipped to deal with systemic, gender-based violence against women, namely rape and socioeconomic immobility, which when combined could lead to social demotion. Administrators sought solutions for students that would be as humanistic as possible, and in the case of Arielle, they worked with her family to extract her from the hands of the legal guardian who had done violence to her. Yet at least in their correspondence, officials never referenced the jarring nature of both the initial inclusion in the École normale—with its promise of physical and social mobility—and the endpoint exclusion as a result of pregnancy, which signaled immobility and caused emotional violence to West African students.

        Intimate violence visited upon women’s bodies in Indochina was invoked by nationalists such as Nguyễn Ái Quốc and activists like Viollis to make a political argument about the dehumanizing nature of colonialism. The issue of violence against women’s bodies in West Africa was raised to discuss the tension created by motherhood, a function envisioned as such a totalizing form of identity that neither the tyranny of the impregnating act nor the higher calling of serving the French state could coexist with it. How individual women spoke of intimate violence, then, helps us to better understand not only how they read the French colonial system, but also how they inserted themselves into it, as activists or as French civil servants, but also as very complex actors navigating but also recording in archival remains the specificities of the history of colonial violence.

        Women like Dufau and Grosbois, who perpetrated physical and emotional violence such as slaps, shoves, drawn weapons, or the unwelcome familiarity of defaulting to tu, thrived in colonial hierarchies. The colonial order gave them spatial power, status, and standing, and such entitlement impelled some men and women toward aggression, including belittling, shaming, and dehumanizing West Africans, Southeast Asians, and in some cases Europeans. Many West Africans, Southeast Asians, and Europeans were too focused upon seeking security for themselves and their kin to explicitly call out or challenge intimate violence, especially as a systemic issue, precisely because they were in the midst of enduring (or in some cases profiting from) the mode of administration, troubled by racist, classist, and patriarchal tendencies, that framed that violence.

        Intimate violence emotionally or physically threatened, impacted, or breached flesh and skin. When she was first confronted by an agent of the Sûreté, Viollis said very clearly that he had barged “into her bedroom.” Therein lay a form of violence more subtle than the physical or sexual violence she instead described in her book, but it too was an example of intimate violence. In referencing the bedroom setting, Viollis drew her readers’ attention to the police’s disrespect of her intimacy, which represented a veiled sexual threat and constituted emotional violence. Madame Pons showed her shock at being imprisoned alongside men by invoking a similar sense of threat. When she wrote “the law has been violated in my person,” she associated her body (“my person”) with the word violée, which translates to English as both “violated” and “raped.” Pons also revealed why her potential sexual assault was specifically colonial: a woman in metropolitan France could not be legally imprisoned alongside men. Likewise, Southeast Asian domestic workers like Nguyen Thi Con and West African educators exposed both physical and sexual violence and the emotional violence embedded in the patriarchal limits of colonial authority, which in West Africa precluded returning to school after a pregnancy. Paradoxically, however, placing Nguyen Thi Con in the metropole or the West African students in Senegal gave them a bureaucratic platform from which they could make a case for their rights, one that forced the colonial state to contend, however awkwardly, with the physical and emotional violence to which Southeast Asian and West African women in its care had been subjected, and which led to repercussions for at least some of the men who had assaulted them. For others, like Camille when she was expelled from the École normale for pregnancy, the violence was exclusively emotional, because up until that moment she had not been physically violated but moved by a craving for sex and companionship. Camille’s kinds of sentiments powerfully shaped passionate mobility, which is why the next chapter shifts from intimate violence and anger to the undesirables who described their passionate mobility as driven by affection, and a desire for intimate company.
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        They “Allegedly Had Intimate Relations”: Gossip, Desire, and Companionship

      
      
        The Monsieur in question had, it seems, the habit of using jam during his intimate frolics. (Our newspaper being an information newspaper and not a pornographic newspaper, we would not dare go into detail.) But he also had the habit of not paying the lady, who was happy to trust him until the day she learned that her demanding client was to leave for France via a banana boat. Furious, she preceded him on board and then patiently awaited him. As soon as the chair transporting Monsieur was, with the customary well-known smoothness, slammed down on the deck of the ship, he had the disagreeable surprise of seeing the woman suddenly appear to claim her dues, accompanying her just complaints with magisterial slaps to the face. Pursued, insulted, slapped, and the laughingstock of the ship’s personnel, he was forced to comply and pay. . . . But he refrained from recounting his little story to Monsieur the Prosecutor, as he is wont to do when he has an altercation. What a shame, for we would have, thus, in a public forum, learned precisely how the jam was consumed.1

        “Amour et confiture,” Les Échos de l’AOF, 1, no. 4, December 1938, 2.

      

      As historian Arlette Farge writes, “Some words are akin to waves. They swell, unfurl, then break and die, leaving in their wake a brief moment of respite”—and traces in police reports and the archives.2 Les Échos de l’AOF told the above story of a local man with status and a young woman known only as “the lady” to embarrass a public figure in Côte d’Ivoire, no doubt known to the controversial newspaper’s immediate audience. We glean from the article that the lady was independently mobile (elsewhere they mention she is passing through); probably a Black African woman since few unaccompanied white women passed through Abidjan at the time; and perhaps a sex worker since the man was her “client,” but possibly also someone in the ambiguous situation of “living off of her charms,” since he did not pay her after each of their encounters. The lady pursued mobility when she traveled to Abidjan, dwelling there a while to spend time with this man, who promised her comfort and security through compensation. And while her voice appears entirely excluded, her gestures of slapping and insulting speak volumes. She had a furious reaction to his (impending) absence and showed no shame while she displayed her feelings in public, even though they were anchored in intimate details.

      There is an additional, crucial layer to the lady’s story; it exposes how gossipy intimate information was used by French administrators and the community at large to track and regulate sexual behavior overseas. Public rumor revealed who was having sex with whom, the roles played by feelings and material needs in relation to sex, and the emotions and assumptions of those tracking sex. Initially the authors of this vignette, likely the troublemaking husband-and-wife editors Pons—Susanne Pons assaulted a Martinican man and spent time in a men’s prison, as we saw in chapter 4—suggested they would detail the jam’s use if doing so were not pornographic. A few sentences later, they lamented the lack of judicial inquisition, which meant no one would ever know enough. From the jam’s flavor to the bodily part or sex act with which it was paired, these details of potential pleasure relegated to the imagination, already in 1938 and even more now, are an accurate rendering of how enigma guides readings of others’ (or even one’s own partners’) intimate, affective experiences. In the title “Love and Jam,” love not only served as a coy code for sex, but also as a term adding an emotional dimension to the story’s erotic one. The lady’s actions substantiated not merely a story of sex, but also of love, material need, financial security, false promises, and exploitation. The lady’s story also illustrates that what people thought they knew of others’ experiences of intimacy, even the passions of those they considered to be closest to them, was mostly just guesswork and dangled bits of innuendo.3

      

      This chapter’s sources bare the passionate, in the sense of desiring, elements of passionate mobility, first by showing how administrative and social attempts to regulate intimacy were rooted in spreading, tracing, and recording rumors and thus how gossip about sexual matters created intimacy among the gossipers. Second, this chapter’s sources reveal how women reacted to the use of gossip as an instrument of surveillance. Rather than accepting the ways others’ framed their sexuality as the singular driving force behind their mobility and hence their undesirability, they redefined their stories to show officials what they missed regarding how people experienced intimacy when they relied upon “public rumor” to track women assumed to be “living off of their charms.” Authorities used the “charms” phrase to describe those who were not formally registered sex workers yet appeared to benefit materially from nonmarital relationships, and public rumor drove the reports of vice that summoned the phrase. Yet innuendos were unstable sources: what they imparted was not precisely how sex acts and emotional connections took place but rather that someone was invested in constructing such gossip. They also conveyed that entities like the French colonial Sûreté, government, and society capitalized upon gossip by recording and repeating whispers as facts, leading to a sort of state-sanctioned gossip mill. Historian Luise White reminds us that gossip exposes “the ideas on which experience can be based,” for “hearsay is a kind of fact when people believe it.”4 Within the colonial state’s surveillance system, rumor and scandal intended to restrain, control, and regulate its targets also served to prevent bad behavior among gossipers, who were reminded how to act properly overseas when they discussed how others (mis)behaved.5 Finally, the very fact of exchanging gossip produced intimacy.6 Administrators and colonists like the Ponses recorded gossip for the record not only because they cared about who was allegedly having sex with whom and allegedly how. Beyond tracking information, they were invested in gossip because their own emotions and beliefs regarding what French colonial society should resemble were at stake during discussions of sex. Public rumor was an entity of sorts, a social force that reports even cited: “Public rumor is unanimous in admitting that she had intimate relations with the noncommissioned officer” appeared as a powerful statement of fact.7

      Intersections between sex, affect, and creature comforts motivated women to react with resilience to tracking rooted in gossip, for sex in the colonies was rarely merely physical, but almost always at some level also about affective and material ties to, or breaks from, individuals and communities. Not only did public rumor miss that crucial detail as it tried to identify undesirables, but historical studies of the Global South have also tended to analyze sex in relation to power rather than also exploring it as part of an abundant cultural and historical system of emotions and needs.8 As historian Rachel Jean-Baptiste has argued, “Analyses of the history of sexuality in Africa have insufficiently considered that sexual expression is also about emotions—such as desire, pleasure, yearning, and pain,” which were not only situated at the level of state regulations but also within individuals’ personal lives.9 The sources for this chapter invite us, in the words of scholars Jennifer Cole and Lynn M. Thomas, to “approach love as an analytic problem rather than a universal category.”10 The individuals who had sex, their communities, and the administrators they sought to persuade as they pursued mobility were all caught in feelings.11 One of those feelings was officials’ fears that the emotional ploy of passion worked, both because passionate women were difficult to stop and because officials were so moved by their intimate stories. This chapter explores encounters between women, their companions, and gossipers in three parts: the role played by rumor in attempts to regulate conduct; examples of how officials missed the critical role played by the affective dimensions of overseas relationships when they focused too much upon sex as a business transaction; and finally how women described the intimate dimensions of their mobility. Their passions muddled hierarchical distinctions in colonial spaces, and highlighted emotions and other concrete benefits of companionship rather than the sex over which observers obsessed.

      
        Of Good Conduct and Character: Regulating Passion

        Concretely, the administration regulated women’s passion via official certificates stating whether women were too sexual or too emotional (understood as meaning they were edging toward “insanity”). In figure 5.1, another photograph in Eli Lotar’s Voyage en Indochine series from 1938, we see a European man wearing dark shorts, and light shoes, knee-high socks, and shirt, standing alongside a stylish woman, like him wearing sunglasses. She is likely a middle-class Vietnamese woman, since many métisses wore European clothing, and she appears to be wearing a Lemur tunic (originally designed by Nguyễn Cát Thường). She is likely also urban and certainly seeking to make a fashion statement. Eyes were drawn to the pair, but the way Lotar captures them, the man’s head turning but his feet and body still angled toward her, her hand partially raised and covering her face, neither quite smiling, perhaps realizing at the last moment that they are being photographed, illustrates the ways even friends of a similar social status but different genders and races, by standing near one another, might become the source of rumors. The next day, people might say, Did you see them together yesterday at the racetrack (where they were heading)? Photographs such as these remind us that the gaze of onlookers was omnipresent, even when there was no so-called misbehavior. When there was passion, it was recorded as part of formal investigations that determined who deserved sympathy, financial support, a job, or a spouse. A certificate of bonne vie et moeurs, or “good conduct and character,” stood at the heart of many imperial administrative transactions.12 To pass judgment on a woman’s right to the document, often a policeman was dispatched to a woman’s neighborhood to listen to public rumor generated by the community at large. Such a certificate listed at the top the authorities delivering the certificate (for example, the governor-general of AOF, colony of Senegal, or city of Dakar). The left-hand column prompted an anthropometric description. Such descriptions often stood in for identity photographs and were widely used by “scientific” racists and police alike.13 The certifier provided adjectives to describe hair, eyes, forehead (angle, height, width), and nose (length, tip, height, prominence, width) as well as mouth, shape of face, “tint” of skin, and finally height. There was space for the official to add distinguishing marks. On the right side of the document, the official filled in the blanks of the following statement:

        
          I the undersigned [name of official], of the city of Dakar (Senegal) certify that the named [name of subject] born in [city and date] son/daughter of [father’s name] and of [mother’s name] has always had good conduct since their arrival in our city on [date of arrival] and that there are grounds for delivering the present certificate of good conduct and character for all legal intents and purposes.14

        

        
          [image: Photograph by Eli Lotar of a Southeast Asian woman and European man on their way to a racetrack. Both wear sunglasses. Nothing adorns their heads. In the background there are palm trees, a building with windows, and a crowd. Most of the people appear to be men. They are of Southeast Asian and European origins. All are wearing light colors or white. At least one other woman in the background is dressed in a style resembling that of the woman wearing sunglasses in the foreground.]

          
            Figure 5.1. Voyage en Indochine, Man and woman outside the racetrack, by Eli Lotar, 1938. Photo © Centre Pompidou, MNAM-CCI, Dist. RMN–Grand Palais / image Centre Pompidou, MNAM-CCI / Art Resource, NY.

          
        
        The certificate was validated with a signature, date, place of delivery, and official stamp.

        The literal translation of bonne vie is “good life,” whereas moeurs can be translated as “propriety,” “habits,” “ways of life,” “mores,” or “morals.” Moreover, the French translation of “vice squad” is brigade de moeurs. So the formula “of good conduct and character” really determined a woman’s lack of vice: her lack of undesirability in terms of nonnormative, extramarital, and potentially paid sexual proclivities and other bad habits. The certificate regulated the ability to work, travel, or become a French citizen (for colonial subjects) and, for a woman, also the right to marry, especially if her fiancé worked for the French administration or military, or if his family worried she might not be up to its societal standing. This “certificate of morality destined to enlighten the Superior Administration in view of granting a favor or job” was to be delivered only following a thorough police investigation into the supplicant’s life and social habits.15 Yet reality often fell short, and a certificate of good conduct and character was sometimes delivered alongside a police report detailing “scandalous” behavior. Why was the certificate nonetheless delivered? In order for a woman’s repatriation to another part of the empire to be reimbursed, the administration initiating and therefore originally paying for the repatriation had to prove to the relevant ministry (usually either the Ministry of Colonies or of Foreign Affairs) back in Paris or to the governor-general (if another part of the empire was in play) that the “backgrounds of the applicants are recognized as good from the point of view of conduct and morality.”16 Those delivering the certificates could be motivated by purely financial reasons to make even a bad woman who too openly expressed either her emotions (“insane”) or her desires (“lived off of her charms”) look good if they were trying to force her out of their colony. The certificate did not apply to women moving about in their capacity as registered sex workers, who had their own papers.

        Officials relied heavily upon salacious rumors to evaluate individuals’ relative badness and produce these reports. Gossip, rumor, and scandal thus functioned together as unofficial colonial vice squads, tracking and sanctioning purportedly bad women. [Le sergent] aurait eu avec elle des relations intimes, which translates to “[the sergeant] allegedly had intimate relations with her” was a common phrase in police reports.17 Those writing the reports suggested bad behavior by using the conditional mode of conjugation to signal their information’s gossipy origins without directly admitting they really did not know what that woman had actually done with that sergeant.18 When Cros, a mechanical engineer for the Tahure airplane, asked his superior for permission to marry the Franco-Cambodian métisse woman Suzanne Coedès, Captain de Corvette asked for a report on her morality before acceding to the request. The report affirmed her excellent morality and that her prominent and powerful European father was the director of the École française d’Extrême-Orient in Hanoi.19 In contrast, when Anna sought employment as a typist in Dakar, the information was mixed, emphasizing her strong work ethic but allowing that “some claim that her private conduct could be called into question. These allegations could not be verified.”20 So an anonymous claim in the conditional mode that she was perhaps not demure enough could derail her ability to find employment. Anna also had a higher moral bar to clear as an autonomous migrant who was therefore not legally or socially dependent upon a man. There was an exception regarding who was suspected of impropriety: in AOF, when faced with a dearth of teachers, in part because attachment to a husband who also worked in education was usually a requirement for these posts, one recommendation was that the metropole should start sending “female primary schoolteachers who were bachelorettes and old enough to remain so.”21 The age proposed in the report was thirty-five, which said a lot about a woman’s supposedly declining craving for passion as she aged, not to mention men’s assumed, and often borne out, longings for increasingly younger women as they themselves aged.

        
          Sonorous Sex and Public Rumor

          Certificates of good conduct and character were administrative documents that women needed to pursue work or to marry, yet many independently mobile women did not meet the marriage obligation for securing most administrative work and did not seek to legally marry. Still public rumor tracked them, and even when officials did not reach out to neighbors, neighbors would reach out to them, so that social and bureaucratic disciplining of potential vice was tightly intertwined. In 1944, in Saint-Louis, Senegal, Renée D. was investigated after several of her male neighbors wrote formal complaints about how she made too much noise; her ostentatious pleasure taking was distracting them. Working for the French police force, the Senegalese agent Thierne Sall was dispatched to Renée D.’s domicile. One imagines his ear pressed to her door, for Sall reported that he listened carefully for twenty minutes but heard nothing. An investigation was nonetheless initiated. One neighbor claimed she received visitors, “mostly of the masculine sort,” who often knocked on his door instead of hers, waking him up at all hours of the night.22 The inclusion of “mostly” is worth noting. While it could reference female friends, in the context of the rumors radiating around her, it hinted at women desiring other women.

          Why “mostlys” matter when looking for what José Esteban Muñoz calls archival “evidence of the queer” becomes clear when we contrast that “mostly” with Marguerite Duras’s writings.23 Well-known for her fictional depictions of her Indochinese lover, in one of her three novels on the topic, The Lover, Duras also touches upon the main character’s closest friend at a boarding house, the only other white boarder; all the others were Eurasian. Of Hélène—whose real name is used in the novel—Duras writes, “I am consumed by the beauty of Hélène Lagonelle’s body lying against mine. This body is sublime, free under the dress, a hand’s reach away. The breasts are like none I’ve ever seen. I never touched them.”24 She writes in frustration: “I would like to eat the breasts of Hélène Lagonelle as he eats my breasts in the room in the Chinese town where I go every night to increase my knowledge of God. . . . I am consumed with desire for Hélène Lagonelle.”25 If in contrast to such eroticism, Renée’s rumored “mostly” appears rather pallid, it was also more typical. Historian Anjali Arondekar suggests this erotic anemia is true to the history of colonial homosexuality, for “the homosexual is most himself when he is most secret, most absent from writing.”26 So even when state archives are not as sensually evocative as Duras in her description of same-sex desire, via a “mostly” here and a sex-engendered noise complaint there, innuendo creeps through their dusty pages in ways that illuminate sexuality’s fluidity.

          With respect to Renée D.’s “mostly,” back in Saint-Louis another neighbor also described male voices speaking English and a ruckus that woke his children. Several times, reports explained that she was notorious among both Europeans and Africans. Her behavior was considered all the more scandalous because she was a secretary who worked for the French colonial administration. She was severely admonished and threatened with expulsion to Corsica, where she claimed to be from (although no one was able to verify this origin) or North Africa (from whence she had arrived). One report claimed she was “a deviant and an adventuress” who was regularly seen drunk in the company of sailors, “deviant” also intimating the “mostly” might indeed be suggesting that women who visited her did not do so merely with platonic intent.27 She should be shown “pity,” some argued, albeit by being repatriated to another part of the empire. With all these accusations launched at her, Renée D. calmly wrote to ask whether she could meet privately with the lieutenant governor of Senegal, stating she would like to discuss “personal things” and no doubt requesting financial aid, since, in a 1943 letter, she had already complained of illness, trying to care for two children, and the fact that she was an unattached woman.28 She never apologized for the volume at which she expressed her ardor, instead putting forth her status as single (and therefore unprotected by a man) and mother to trigger her interlocutors’ masculinist protection. Their sentimentalism, she hoped, would cast a different light upon her passions.

          Louise, in contrast, did not garner “pity,” likely because she had tried to harm the patriarch of her family. A nurse-midwife, she had arrived in Senegal in 1927 and by July 1928 was requesting repatriation. Her correspondent decided he needed more information. She was forty-eight, and her son was sixteen. They had traveled from the metropole to join her husband, who was employed at the intendance militaire (supply corps) in Dakar. Soon thereafter, in an angry sort of passion, the mother and son threw their allegedly lazy and drunk patriarch out a window. He survived and refused to take the case to court but was still recovering in a hospital. Louise was considered “a marginal . . . of very bad morality, prostitutes herself with natives, and her bad character as well as the slander she spreads on everyone means she is despised in the neighborhood.”29 As with Renée D. of sonorous pleasures, however, the problem was not just her immorality but her crossing of the color line. The same report concluded she worked as a nurse-midwife for the local Senegalese population and had sold all her furniture, and hence must have some money hidden away from that work and the sale.

          There were some discordant elements in her dossier. Louise was censured for having sex with Africans, but delivering their babies was considered commendable and in line with the civilizing mission. She was employed as a nurse-midwife but also assumed to be an unregistered sex worker rather than a woman with passions that crossed the color line. Moreover, in the series of letters she wrote to administrators, she argued that she had traveled to AOF because she had received reassurances from the governor himself that her husband was employed, only discovering upon her arrival that he was not. Her goal had been to bring her son closer to his father, grandfather, and two aunts, all of whom lived in Dakar. She also pointed out that she had demanded her legal separation from her husband only after everything else had failed, an indirect way of explaining her extramarital sexuality. Yet the administrators were unsympathetic with Louise, making no mention of “pity.” Like Renée D., she was unrepentant, but she also had family in Dakar that could care for her. Moreover, husbands had the legal right to set the domicile for their household, and she was not yet divorced from her Dakar-based husband. Both Louise’s case and Renée’s show how women’s passions triggered gossip in their neighborhoods in ways that got them into trouble. Sometimes they could use that trouble to their advantage, like Renée D. did when requesting aid, while others, like Louise, were deemed unworthy of administrative time and money. A final difference was that gossip caught up with Renée D., for she did not initiate the intervention into her intimacy, whereas Louise asked for help, thereby inviting officials to comb through gossipy data and her finances and enter her into the public record. In both cases, however, public rumor attempted to regulate women’s private behavior.

        
        
          Gossip and Scandal as Generative of Intimacy

          The stakes around gossip rose considerably when it augured scandal, which usually occurred when men of some stature became swept up in women’s unruly behavior, with potential repercussions within the ranks of the bureaucracy, armed forces, or judiciary. In Hanoi (Tonkin), Eva became outraged during her divorce proceedings when a presiding judge, de Maynard, used details of her relationship with one “sieur V . . . [sic]” against her even though her own husband had not listed adultery as a motive when he initiated the divorce. She argued that de Maynard was using his presumptions of her immorality, based on gossip, to rule against her, by allowing her ex-husband to keep the children and not allocating her a living allowance. She was correct, since de Maynard stated in his ruling that “it is common knowledge that Eva grants her favors to sieur V . . .” and that V . . . had picked her up from her home and driven her to a “compartment” in Hanoi. That de Maynard’s legal case against her rested upon public rumor in the form of “common knowledge” was remarkable, and she indignantly requested that his ruling be overturned and that he be sanctioned.30 The thus-far unnamed V . . . went one step further with the judge. He sued de Maynard for “nonpublic insults” and threatened to challenge the judge to a duel if superiors did not suitably sanction him.31 Whether or not he and Eva had had sex, he sought to preserve their right to privacy. She, in turn, mustered masculinist protection from representatives of the judiciary system who were less judgmental and from her alleged lover, who was of a high enough class to threaten a duel, generally a resolution reserved for men of the upper class, which would mean scandal among colonist higher-ups.32

          Cases holding the whiff of full-blown scandal often united the officials handling them, as they sought to preempt widespread knowledge of such scandals.33 Related documents were marked SECRET in red capital letters, indicating how tightly officials guarded the gossip. Still, I found only one potential scandal among potentates deemed so sensitive that officials tried to keep it confidential by writing and typing their own reports so that even their assistants would not know the content therein, leading to unusual specifications such as “I typed this letter myself using a typewriter.” In Tonkin, Colette was married to Lieutenant Guy.34 Antoinette was married to Charles, a customs officer. The two households were so close that Colette took Charles as her lover, and Antoinette took Guy as her lover. When Lieutenant Guy learned that his wife, Colette, had become pregnant by Charles, he demanded Charles sign a recognition of debt and contribute a down payment of five hundred piastres for the abortion. When Antoinette learned of the pregnancy and exchange of money, she became violently angry both with her husband, Charles, and with her lover, forcing Charles to tear up the recognition of debt and her lover, Guy, to reimburse the five hundred piastres he had received as a down payment.

          The falling out between the households, described as previously having been very intimate with one another, was linked to the moment when Colette became “ill” and went to Hanoi for “treatment.” The word abortion was explicitly used in some documents summing up the scandal. Since Guy’s household was linked to the army and the trip to Hanoi had not been authorized by Lieutenant Guy’s superiors, both men were severely admonished. Private correspondence was part of the problem, for, as the adjunct administrator Manau wrote in the letter he found it imperative to type himself, when the households had vacationed together back when they had been on better terms, things happened that were “inadmissible, which letters, no doubt preserved, would permit, perhaps, to prove,” a phrase that strongly suggested the scandal was not just about two heterosexual extramarital affairs, but more collective and all-encompassing sex acts and the written traces thereof.35 Charles was pressured to request his immediate transfer to separate the households, but in a final dramatic twist, before the date of his departure, Charles died, leading his wife, Antoinette, to claim that he had been poisoned by her former lover Lieutenant Guy. She was sent away from Yên Bái with her husband’s body, and Lieutenant Guy was sanctioned with a forced return to mainland France. One of the administrators handling the case finished his final letter with the words “after this double departure, the French colony of Yênbay [Yên Bái] will regain the peace of mind that these incidents made it lose,” a tranquility that had been thrown into disarray by passionate interhousehold relationships and forced the residents’ displacement and their labeling as undesirable.36

          Gossip as fact, queer innuendo, the presence or absence of a patriarch, scandal involving powerful men in the judiciary, army, or bureaucracy, sexual practices perceived as deviant, and illegal medical acts in the form of abortion turned on the morality of European women, even though their alleged misbehavior generally involved one or several European, West African, or Southeast Asian men. Public rumor tracked these women because they were tasked with embodying idealized French bourgeois roles and their desires had publicly visible consequences, such as pregnancies out of wedlock and, in cases of interracial sexuality, métis children. Similarly, officials tied to the army, judiciary, and bureaucracy gossiped as they acted as collectors and scribes of public rumor, transmitting hearsay to colleagues and superiors. There was certainly something of the rumor monger in men handwriting letters, a sort of archival stage whisper paired with a glance over their shoulder, their capital-letter SECRET and CONFIDENTIAL warnings potentially drawing as many eyes as they intended to avert. Even as they recorded rumors, they were heavily invested in erasing certain kinds of information from the public sphere. Their masculinist protectionist roles as defenders of white and French prestige were especially threatened by white women whose behavior imperiled morale within the armed forces and colonial government. At some level, colonial officials upholding the French civilizing mission overseas also drew from its principles to better civilize white French undesirables in the colonies.37

        
        
          Dangerous Morality

          Gossip about sexual matters created intimacy among those who exchanged it, whether they were neighbors, fellow officials, or, as they felt their way through this affective empire, West African and Southeast Asian women with claims to Frenchness, who also gossiped about sex and in so doing revealed both delight and anxiety. Administrators branded as debauched those West African students who attended the École normale de jeunes filles in Rufisque and were sexually active, as the following example indicates: “Above all, this student’s morality is a deplorable example and a danger for her female companions, over whom Gabriella appears to have acquired influence. . . . [She] maintains clandestine relations with young men, using to this end illicit and unexpected methods.”38 The administration sought to silence Gabriella by expelling her because the school had constructed a definition of femininity that precluded premarital sex and emphasized respectability, and she was presenting an alternative vision of sexuality, one that her fellow students found attractive.

          Other students faced similar penalties, such as Lucie, whose letters to a pen pal in France were intercepted. She was labeled as having a mental illness not because she indicated that she occasionally dreamed of harming fellow students, but because she described how at the school “the most languorous tangoes unfolded in bed, between two sheets.”39 Administrators were concerned that the student’s metropolitan correspondent might get the wrong idea about the École normale’s function if she learned that students were having sex with men, or with one another, in their dormitory. Assuming Lucie owed nothing of value to her African roots, the board charged with evaluating her case determined that “this young African woman, who owes to France her education, her culture, the elements of her moral life,” had written to a young French woman in a manner that would completely distort the school’s mission, in particular with respect to morality. Never mind that other intercepted letters allowed the director, Germaine Le Goff, to discover that “a gunner of Barguy who for several days had been pursuing one of our older métisses with his love” was responsible for “penetrating” the students’ rooms at night, a word choice that was no doubt intentional, and a story that showed languorous tangoes did unfold on school grounds as well as beyond them.40 That student was not expelled, however: perhaps the hint of same-sex attraction led to greater harshness in Lucie’s case.

          Within the context of French schools in Hanoi, the problem was married young men who attended the same schools as their white French counterparts, some of whom were girls. A fifteen-year-old Vietnamese boy in 4e B (eighth grade) shared hallways with twelve-year-olds. “There is, for French parents, real cause for concern” because the boy was married and presumed sexually active, which was just one instance leading to a broader opposition from French parents to Vietnamese children attending colonial schools alongside French children.41 The immediate concern in this instance was not the Vietnamese boy’s sexuality, but instead a fear of what historian Todd Shepard has termed “sex talk,” or “widespread and varied references to sex, sexual morality, deviance, and normalcy” across racial and gendered lines and with a colonial backdrop, including what might happen if European daughters were exposed to such information.42 Absent from these discussions was the reality that young people were already exposed to and engaging in their own forms of “sex talk” even if unmarried and, in some cases, experiencing some degree of sexual contact. Those running the École normale tagged Lucie as having a mental illness and Gabriella as hypersexualized, but their stories of pleasure were in the same archival dossiers as students’ critical readings of white female women whom they perceived as sexually unrestrained and of stories of sexual assault. Students already knew about sex and had strong feelings about it, either as something to celebrate and pursue as part of a broader sentimental experience that might include love, or as something to eschew in the name of respectability.

          In West Africa, some of the resistance to sex talk and sex thus came from fellow students, a different example of how the intimacy of gossip functioned. Not all those who attended the École normale were comfortable with their peers’ sexual activities. After a month-long trip home to Togo at the end of her studies in 1941, Frida Lawson wrote to Le Goff. Frida noted that some students, under the guise of meeting up with supposed relatives, “behave very badly” and added “it’s a disgrace!” She and a few others had tried to calm their peers’ passions by mandating that they formally introduce their so-called relatives to the group before leaving in their company.43 Sex forced these students to think about whether and how intimacy could be part of their transformation into French civil servants, in part because they had been taught that a proper French woman would not open herself up to frivolous encounters. While they realized white women did not adhere to these norms, West African students also felt an imperative to act more respectably than their white counterparts, precisely because they understood that as Black African women in the French colonial system, their feelings and hopes for the future mattered less and the onus upon them to be respectable was greater.44 The métisses among them faced an added burden of sexual respectability. Their mothers were often perceived both by French officials and their West African or Southeast Asian peers as immoral, and so when unrecognized by their European fathers or not removed from their mothers and raised by the French nation in orphanages and schools, people feared the daughters would also turn to prostitution.45

          Lawson’s discussion of African women’s sexuality was not about reinforcing stereotypes of Black women’s hypersexuality and availability to the white man.46 The individuals she critiqued were interacting with African men, since they were passing them off as family, and her letter was to her headmistress, a correspondence she may have considered intimate and private since she wrote of her headmistress as a mother figure.47 Rather, hers was an expression of how public rumors about passionate West African students associated with the École normale might spread and what those rumors could do to reinforce the hypersexed, unrespectable stereotypes already hounding African women and women of African descent, and thus to end their potential careers. As these students aimed to be French civil servants, suspicions of vice counted. Their sexuality was not merely a gossipy interest in fellow classmates’ intimacies. Their private lives could quite literally upend their professional ones. They did have more freedom to work as teachers than did unwed European women, who when applying from the metropole to work as primary school teachers in AOF were consistently turned down solely because they were unmarried.48 In contrast, Africans trained as schoolteachers could be single but needed to avoid rumor and pregnancy. In this instance, Black women had more, not less, flexibility to work independently than their white peers. Yet to adapt Candice Jenkins’s observation of African Americans’ private lives, the vulnerability of being African or Asian women in French colonies was a “doubled vulnerability.”49 Colonization augmented the attention paid to nonwhite women’s sexuality and domesticity even as ideas regarding ideal forms of domesticity were being recast by colonists and missionaries.50 One lapse and students might lose their status and socioeconomic mobility, and they could less easily rely upon sympathetic officials or repatriation than European women. Lawson’s reaction was to double down on respectability, not only her own but also her fellow students’ propriety and capacity for family stability in the bourgeois, European, no-children-out-of-wedlock sense of the term. Like the French men who worried about fellow administrators’ scandalous behavior with undesirable women, Lawson realized that sex was also about how one woman’s passions could negatively impact a broader community. Women like her worried about the sorts of feelings that might lead to sex, for they were watched by the French state and fellow West Africans and knew their profession’s reputation was at stake.51 She acted to limit her colleagues’ trysts precisely because her interest was not in depending upon someone else for material aid, but in preserving her chances of independently securing material comfort. The women we shall see in the next section had similar concerns about material comfort, although they were not concerned about being labeled undesirable because they had no set professional path, but instead saw sex augmented by companionship as their pathway to security.

        
      
      
        “Living Off of Her Charms”

        In defying propriety in their intimate behavior, women also became undesirable because they were gaining greater independence from domestic and state-wide patriarchal norms and regulations, an independence that became especially troublesome when their defiance appeared to be a form of work, allowing them to ensure their survival and at times their comfort and to support their mobility. Thus, gossip about passions also extended to the stories of individuals who did not pose the threat of taking down higher-ups or directly harming the administration or its representatives’ reputation, but rather threatened to find alternative pathways to socioeconomic mobility, rooted not in propriety but in a flow of intimate practices spanning the sexual and the domestic. When they were not tracking full-blown scandal, officials listened closely to gossip alleging a woman was suspected of being in the amorphous and gossip-engulfed business of “living off of her charms” or “trading her charms.” Much like the conditional mode so often found in police reports, these phrases euphemizing women’s body parts were anchored in gossip rather than fact: if the police could prove a woman was a sex worker, they would force her to register as such. Skirting the prostitute category meant avoiding registration as a sex worker and invasive weekly medical checkups for sexually transmitted infections.52 The gray zone between survival and pleasure was one into which many women fit or were suspected of fitting. Officials faulted such individuals for receiving something material, but in so doing they overlooked the extent to which both people in the relationship sought something more than sex or money; they also desired a well-rounded intimacy, practical considerations such as a place to live, and in some cases domesticity, or at least a semblance of domesticity, however fleeting.53 While reading the phrase “living off of her charms” tends to draw its reader’s eye to the word charms, which signaled attributes of women’s bodies, the term living was what independently mobile women sought: not merely to use their body parts to aid in their survival but a way to live as fully as possible while on the move, which is the focus of this second section of the chapter.

        As cases of West African students at the École normale showed, women could lay claim to being legally or socioculturally French when interacting with the administration, using that Frenchness to obtain work. However, individuals were unevenly recognized and treated as French citizens and this created financial disparities. Access to employment ensuring financial autonomy was regulated by education, marital status, and social status, and salaries were further shaped by the same factors. For example, when French métisses and white women worked together in the department stores of Hanoi, Europeans did less work than the Franco-Vietnamese women because they had neither their bilingual skills nor their motivation. Franco-Vietnamese women had less social standing, were unmarried, and hence entirely dependent upon their salaries.54 Yet although married and providing their households’ second income, white individuals were paid more than them.55 One report built upon assumptions that the mothers of métisses had already modeled prostitution for their offspring to conclude that the financial disparity on display in these department stores prodded some métisses to sell themselves to wealthy customers in order to make up for their inadequate salaries.56 Jeanne was an example of such a métisse, who according to public rumor had spent twenty years “selling her charms to the highest bidder” and had been regularly duped by her lovers.57 Even after being fined twenty-five francs for keeping her as a concubine under his roof, her current lover still wanted her in his life, without marrying her. She appeared to confirm the métisse stereotype. Yet her passionate practices were linked to the emotional, the material, and the domestic, which explains how she avoided registration as a prostitute.

        Emilienne likewise pursued affect, pleasure, and security. A white French citizen, she was described as an unaccompanied woman who had arrived in Dakar in 1929 to marry Sergeant Bernier, on the surface a clear example of passionate mobility driven by love. Once she arrived, however, she lived for a while in the Au Bon Coin hotel, accruing a debt of 1,342 francs. She then moved to a furnished flat and finally settled at the Hotel Royal, where she spent her days before heading out at around ten or eleven at night. Although Sergeant Bernier met up with her, he also “seems to grant her freedom to engage in nocturnal promenades during which she easily strikes up conversation with passersby and does not resist when she is invited to spend a few moments in the company of one of these people encountered at random.”58 No one directly accused her, but public rumor assumed she must be a prostitute and Bernier her pimp. Those who saw her thus also presumed she was incapable of freely disposing of her own body and time or of taking her pleasure with more than one man without being paid.

        The very expressions used to describe them show how women who pursued passions outside of marriage, either by moving from one longer-term partner to another without marrying or by taking on other partners even while primarily devoted to one man, were always assumed by public rumor to be driven by material, rather than complex affective and physical, desires. Fernande Aurore, also assumed to have “lived off of her charms,” pursued passionate mobility when she left France in 1928 to follow a Chinese chemical engineer to Hong Kong. She then went to Saigon, where she met Chief Sergeant F., in garrison in Cap Saint-Jacques.59 Two serious partners in four years led administrators to suspect her of selling her “charms.” Individuals who went from man to man without marrying or settling into domestic, child-rearing cohabitation were suspect, especially when they crossed the color line, even if each relationship lasted several years. In Dakar, Flavié was seen “flaunting herself in one of the city’s restaurants in the company of an indigène man whose bearing could leave customers no manner of doubt as to the sort of favors, intimate as well as fleeting, that he had obtained, or was proposing to obtain, for a fee, from his companion in fortune.”60 Seen in public only once with an African man, Flavié, a white French woman, was assumed to have engaged in or agreed to engage in sex; also assumed was the exchange of money in lieu of passion and the temporary nature of their intimacy. In Haiphong, Elisabeth K., the Czech-born German wife of a German Jewish foreign legionnaire, was surveilled because of her complex social relationships, especially during World War II; might she be a spy, or perhaps a communist colluding with indigène nationalists?61 A Chinese man named Hoang-F. had a room next to hers, and they sat at tables for hours, chatting in French. No one could figure out what they discussed, nor whether they continued conversing up in one of their hotel rooms. Although French by marriage to a foreign legionnaire, her German origins in a time of war made her suspect, as did her behavior. One juicy report claimed that in June 1940, Elisabeth K. chatted at length with a man called Phuc before meeting a legionnaire (not her husband) who went shopping with her, waited outside while she purchased two bottles of sparkling lemonade, and then went to a room with her for about one hour. According to this report, even Vietnamese people considered her to have “loose morals” and to be prepared to do anything for money.62 These cases focused on women who were not registered as sex workers and had long-term companions or were seen alone with only one man, but when the man was Southeast Asian or West African, the woman became socially and politically suspect. Married women like Elisabeth K. posed a particular problem within the “charm” zone, leading administrators to hope they might divorce, and thus lose their French nationality. They could then more easily be expelled from places like Tonkin; marriage served Elisabeth K. as a form of immunity.63

        Many stories about women suspected of using their charms for material and, in some cases, also social advancement could be plucked from the pages of the journalist and satirist Vũ Trọng Phụng’s 1934 The Industry of Marrying Europeans. He tracked and interviewed Vietnamese and métisse women involved with French legionnaires. His work was a meticulously documented story and a satirical and sarcastic commentary on Franco-Vietnamese relations via their sexual manifestations. The story opens with three scenes: In the first, a French husband and his French-speaking, “Westernized” Vietnamese wife and two children stand together. She “still manages to maintain her dignity, even though she has been married to a colonialist.” In the second, an older Frenchman and his only partially French-speaking Vietnamese wife live on the outskirts of the city, and he must have “been accustomed to hearing cannons at the Battle of Verdun, so was not bothered by the uncivilized sounds being slaughtered by this barbaric woman.” The third scene, however, depicts a woman in a courtroom who, when asked her occupation, replies “marrying the Europeans!”64 The first two scenes are of happy families respectively well off and struggling, the third of a woman who lived off of her charms to attain a form of social mobility. The text followed Vietnamese women who entered into such relationships, one of whom, a métisse named Suzanne, defined love as “when two people have the same level of social status, are intellectually compatible, and need and love each other, that is love.” The material and emotional were not incompatible in these women’s worlds; they were indissociable.65

        Many individuals found nonmarital, nonfamilial material ways to pursue their own versions of domesticity. That the administration had trouble formally registering these women as prostitutes was telling; their “charms” allowed them to eat, drink, and have a place to sleep, to enjoy themselves and perhaps to love, to live fully, but not necessarily to earn a formal salary. They moved from one man to another, or had one central relationship and several entanglements on the side, making them atypically domestic, but not, for all that, nondomestic. For the months or years they stayed with one man, it was, as Vũ Trọng Phụng noted as a contemporary of the métisse and Vietnamese women in such relationships, a bond they took seriously, in both material and affective terms. What gossip and a focus on how French and white prestige might be disrupted by interracial relationships caused officials to miss was the intertwining of affective and material needs. In limiting French women’s opportunities for employment or decent salaries, employers also limited independently mobile women’s autonomy and pathways to comfort, which was of course partly the goal but also what inspired women to find intimate alternatives. In the third section of this chapter, we now turn to documents revealing how women prodded officials to look beyond sex and instead support passionate mobility. They did so by fully expressing their feelings about the companions with whom they sought to live in AOF and Indochina.

      
      
        “Our Loves” across the Colonial Color Line

        “I am like a madwoman lost in the world, separated from my honorable friendship of whom I dreamed of realizing, one day, my dream. . . . If it’s still possible to marry the one who is half of my life, and also the one who was years in danger, justly, under the authority of the Armies. . . . In my despair, Sir Minister of the Colonies, do not refuse me I beg of you.”66 The above extracts from Angèle’s 1946 letter to the minister of the colonies are moving, intimate, and rare. A white woman speaks directly of her desire and love for a Black man. She uses her own voice, unfiltered by a police report or an informant’s transcription of a conversation. She does so to request free passage to West Africa from the French state. Her somewhat disjointed French suggests that her background is more working than middle class. She also cannot quite control the rawness of her emotions, the messiness that undergirds her request. Still, she understands her role as supplicant and knows enough of the codes of the administration from which she wants something to emphasize that hers is an “honorable” relationship, meaning not that of a sex worker. She does not use the word love, but she expresses emotions of pain and pleasure, hope and despair, that are often associated with love.

        Angèle hoped to locate and reunite with Jean C. in French Guinea, and she was partly successful, for she wrote with enough swaying rhetoric and convincing substance to persuade French administrators from Paris to Guinea to track Jean C. When they found him, however, Jean C. supposedly declared to a local administrator that he wanted nothing to do with Angèle, and besides had never met her, and had most definitely never had any relations with her. The administration did not pay for her ticket. While she was “like a madwoman lost in the world” and had enough data in hand for the French government to track him, her beloved claimed to remember nothing of the woman he had met in France during World War II.67 Similar cases suggest that either Jean C. truly wanted nothing to do with Angèle and was using the administration to make this persistent woman go away, or that administrators or his family coached him to give a cold response so that Angèle would stay in Europe. They also may have dangled rumors leading Jean C. to believe that the only white women who had sex with Black men were sex workers, and thus not worth marrying. They may have “alleged” that she had engaged in “intimate relations” with a lot of men. Administrators had a stake in such stories because they feared the financial repercussions on their budgets should anyone be disappointed and need free passage home again and the damage to white prestige should white women start to follow their flames overseas.

        The satirist Vũ Trọng Phụng and archive-based stories stressed two sex-related issues: the blurred lines between sex for pleasure and sex for income—with neither serving as an accurate description of the passions that drove women’s mobility—and how sex across the colonial color line intensified the gossip mill’s focus upon potential vice overseas. Having started with the function of gossip overseas and moved on in its second section to how passions were made up of the material as well as the affective, sexual, and social, this chapter turns in this third and final section to individuals like Angèle, who spoke of being “like a madwoman lost in the world” in order to counter whatever tactics officials tried to muster in response to such overwhelming emotion. While archives continuously preserved everyday matters related to love, we find a particular concentration of women’s raw and moving affective expressions in the aftermaths of World War I and World War II, when soldiers from the colonies were demobilized back to West Africa and Indochina and thus separated from their European companions. To remain together, partners married before soldiers left Europe; men requested demobilization in France; or if the departure could not be prevented, women made stirring arguments for passionate mobility, either their own or that of their partner.

        Some of the most explicit mentions of white prestige occurred when administrators across the empire attempted to dissuade white women from finding or reuniting with West African or Southeast Asian partners. Yet in 1943 alone, as just one example, there were fifty-nine so-called mixed marriages in Saigon alone, fifty-one of which involved European men and Southeast Asian women, but eight of which involved European women and Southeast Asian men.68 Despite such statistics denoting domesticity, a particularly disingenuous supposition undergirding sexuality and what W. E. B. Du Bois termed the color line was that all white women who slept with West African or Southeast Asian soldiers were sex workers, making them all undesirable presences in the colonies. The initial assumption was that “tirailleurs’ women, present or absent [from their husbands], almost all prostitute themselves.”69 That impression was then extrapolated to suggest all white women interested in tirailleurs were naïve, lower class, and probably sex workers, and that no one need take their requests seriously.70 Administrators actually shared such suppositions with soldiers, with the understanding that if West Africans and Southeast Asians thought the only white French women who had sex with them did so professionally, then soldiers would not expect or pursue a serious relationship with them. If both officials and soldiers looked for bad (and bed) behavior of white French women who acted as “Mesdames Tirailleurs,” then this explains why they were so vocal regarding the affective dimensions of their relationships.71 They felt an imperative to emphasize that their passions were not merely sexual in order to validate their colonial mobility.

        Like Angèle, Paulette wrote letters in relatively poor French explaining to bemused interlocutors that she had met Albert while he was in captivity and then hosted him in 1944, after what she called the invasion (presumably she meant the liberation) of France: “This encounter resulted in the declaration of our loves, from where I have a child currently fifteen months old.”72 “Declaration of our loves” was code for the physical acts that engendered a child. That she linked affect and sex in this way is a good example of how cognizant women were of the importance of mentioning love as opposed to lust as the force impelling intimate encounters. Love, the stuff of affect, was not just something individuals such as Paulette really experienced as part of their sex lives: it was respectable. Over the course of a series of sometimes self-contradictory letters, Paulette told her story.

        She had met Albert in May 1941 when Germans organized a camp for 3,500 British citizens. African prisoners of war were sent to the town of Vittel to maintain the camp, and as the Secretary of Police Roger Batal explained, “these soldiers of color were soon thereafter frequented by certain female elements,” especially since soldiers had easy access to cigarettes, Nescafé boxes, and so forth.73 Two men claimed to have crossed paths with Paulette at the time: Albert, who became the father of her daughter Micheline, and Joseph. As the father, Albert could demobilize in France, but because Paulette had initiated the request, no one seemed certain whether he wanted metropolitan demobilization.74 Meanwhile, Joseph was attempting to woo Paulette while accusing Albert of stealing Paulette from him by making her believe he was dead.75 If this story sounds confusing, it was. Even administrators were unnerved by her multiple relationships: “It seems to me thus preferable to limit to the strict minimum the intervention of the Administration in this rather murky affair, because of its intimate character.”76 They suspected she would take any man to help care for her child, but they also insisted that whatever her motivations, “we cannot contest her freedom to choose between her two suitors.”

        Was material support for her child her primary motivation? It seems not. Joseph actively sought to fill the role of husband and father, but Paulette kept rejecting him, wanting instead “our loves,” a sentiment she expressed only in relation to Albert. Her use of the plural, “our loves,” reflected the layering of passions, both affective and physical, that she had experienced with Albert. In 1947 and 1948, she was still writing to ask for Albert’s return to the metropole, restating for her interlocutors his unlikely claims that he could never find space on board ships from West Africa. Eventually, her letters fizzled out, with administrators’ deducing in their asides that it did not seem Albert wanted to reunite with her. Men sometimes hoped distance and silence would lead women to give up. Her emphasis upon “loves” and her hope that someone in the administration could help her “for the love of humanity” were rhetorically persuasive since she gained the administration’s help, but her beloved did not return her sentiments.77 Some women wrote in pain or desperation, hoping to maintain an attachment, perhaps because their memories evoked pleasant times with their partners, or because they had already invested so much time and energy in the relationship, or because the material aspects of raising a child or children mattered even long after the objects of their affections had detached themselves.78 Paulette’s persistence hints at the hopes some individuals embedded in their colonial mobility: was escape from their metropolitan lives at times even more important than the desired men themselves?

        
          Bureaucracy versus Passion

          The intricacies of women’s motivations and sentiments flustered the military and civilian officials handling the onslaught of interracial relationships during and after both world wars.79 Administrators and military personnel debated among themselves how to respond to requests for tickets to the colonies and how to dissuade bystanders from making such requests. The urgency they felt when faced with the onslaught of requests for reunification was revealed in the title of a report, “Marriage of Tirailleurs with Européens,” in which the spelling Européens gendered that word as male, designating male Europeans. One reader circled Européens in red and wrote “Oh!” in the margin of the report, as though even a typo hinting at that particular nonheteronormative sexuality was beyond the pale in the midst of an onslaught of communication around women’s cases.

          The first reflex among civil servants faced with these problems was to attempt dissuasion, which they did by circulating cautionary tales and attempting scare tactics. One cautionary tale was that of the white French citizen Marie-Louise B., who in 1920 paid her own passage from Marseille to Haiphong to meet up with her Vietnamese lover, Vu Van G. His sister would meet and take her to their uncle, the rich owner of a coal mine near Quảng Yên in northeastern Vietnam. When she met the woman who presented herself as Vu Van G.’s sister, Marie-Louise B. learned the two of them would share a room with the sister’s lover, but not to worry because they would find Marie-Louise B. some rich European lovers. Soon thereafter, “seeing that after having been despicably deceived she was going to be shamefully exploited,” Marie-Louise B. asked for repatriation to France, which she was granted. The administrator telling her story to officials back in France concluded that he had taken the time to speak of her suffering in great detail to:

          
            show you once again the dangers of relations between indigènes currently living in France and European women; the story of [Marie-Louise B.] could serve, if need be, to edify young women desirous of marrying an indigène man on the fate that awaits them in the colony. The sending of Indochinese indigènes to France has already come with enough drawbacks from the point of view of morality and French prestige for the Administration to try to limit its lasting consequences.80

          

          The administrator saw hers as the model story to be shared with other women of a naive young woman exploited in the wake of World War I, of French prestige challenged, and of Southeast Asian men seducing innocent white women and then debauching them overseas, with hints of the “white slavery” myth. This was precisely the sort of story that tugged at officials’ heartstrings and led them to pay for repatriations. Unluckily for the administrator, Marie-Louise B. rejected her repatriation (perhaps an administrator had pressured her into requesting it in the first place), making her undesirable because she preferred to remain overseas and find solutions independently. Told without that ending, however, her story could still serve a moralizing purpose, one form of dissuasion.

          Another form of dissuasion involved contacting women’s families and using soldiers’ mores or poverty against them. One civil servant tried to deter a woman from marrying a Vietnamese man because “polygamy is permitted to nonnaturalized natives” in French Indochina, so she could become a second wife, a claim made also made to deter marriage with West African men, who might be Muslim or polygynous.81 As for poverty, when in 1917 the Vietnamese soldier Vo-Thanh-Long signaled his desire to marry Mademoiselle Baillas, she and her parents were both informed of the “serious disadvantages of unions of this nature.”82 On paper, though, he seemed a good potential husband: he had arrived in France as a domestic worker; had volunteered to sign up for the duration of the war in August 1914; had been wounded and had his right thumb amputated in July 1915, subsequently being awarded the Croix de Guerre; had received a grant to study French before returning to Indochina; and finally, had opened a restaurant named L’Indochinois in Saint-Médard-en-Jalles. Yet the possibility that he might one day return to his colony weighed heavily in administrative correspondence swirling around the case. After researching his family situation in Indochina and finding that he was unmarried but from a very poor background, authorities in Annam disapproved of the marriage: “Vo-Thanh-Long has no property and is from a poor family. Because the interested party does not have, if he brings his wife to Indochina, sufficient means to provide for her upkeep, I have the honor of returning, attached, this matter’s dossier with an unfavorable verdict with regards to marriage project.”83 Vo-Thanh-Long had shifted from performing domestic labor to becoming a casualty of war and finally to opening his own restaurant, but he was not considered marriage material because he remained a colonially mobile subject without property who as the male spouse could set his household’s domicile and, if he chose Indochina, might make his wife a spectacle of white poverty. While many tactics and solutions were proffered, none involved finding Southeast Asian or West African men jobs in Indochina or West Africa that paid enough to maintain European women in the material conditions European men believed would continue to signal French prestige via French women’s standing overseas, nor did they involve allowing independently mobile women access to such positions when they tried to travel overseas using their own means.84 Lower salaries for women and French colonial subjects appeared to serve as an additional deterrent to independent mobility.

          Yet women and their families often rejected such conclusions, especially if the men were hard workers, breadwinners, or upwardly mobile. Moreover, not all women wanted to remain in the metropole. When Albertine was trying to marry Honyé in Dahomey, he had already recognized their daughter and was initiating their marriage from West Africa while she requested free passage there. The letters she wrote were replete with errors of grammar; she was white and French but not well educated. They had a daughter together, and “he recognized his daughter and put her in his name.”85 Even though the administrator Laurentie tried to justify a refusal of passage to West Africa by explaining that “the ex-tirailleur Hone [sic] is a farmer without means, and the conditions of life in the Colony are very different from those to which this French woman is accustomed,” she persisted.86

          A second bureaucratic tactic used to deter such unions was challenging the legality of the marriage. Marie had married Sergeant Toumani and was desperate to have the father of her children back by her side in the metropole. Although he had been demobilized in France and had found employment at the Forges et aciéries de Pompey, she claimed that a marabout who was also his military superior had then forced him to return to Bamako (Mali). The mayor of Champigneulles and the deputy of the department of Meurthe-et-Moselle both wrote the minister of the colonies on her behalf to beg that her husband be repatriated to France because she could not work to put food on the table and care for their children at the same time.87 The response from the ministry was convoluted. First, they attempted to challenge the marriage’s validity, wondering whether Toumani had received permission from his superiors for the marriage since he had been mobilized at the time. Then they asked whether the banns had been published in both Mali and France and finally whether all the proper legal documents had been obtained, especially the incredibly elusive—for a subject born in the colonies—official birth certificate.

          When all their attempts to challenge a legal marriage recognized under French law failed, they focused upon their discovery that in 1933 he had already married Anna, following Islamic rituals. They had had two children, since deceased. Toumani claimed he had repudiated his first wife in 1941, following Islamic customs. However, French officials back in West Africa questioned the validity of such a repudiation given that he had been a prisoner of war in France in 1941 and nowhere near his first wife. The thorny legal question became not whether the two women might now be in a polygynous marriage with Toumani, but which marriage was binding for a man of Muslim personal status.88 Fatigued officials prodded Marie to request that he send her money for her needs and those of their children. The administration assumed her desire was venal; no one seriously considered her affective state even though at least twice her desires had moved her to become pregnant by him and she had mobilized an entire administrative region of France to support her passionate cause. Of course, she herself did not directly invoke passion as a motivation, instead focusing more upon the material, which in comparison to cases of successful reuniting suggests that those whose rhetoric turned on affect rather than money were more persuasive if their end goal was reuniting with a companion. As for Toumani, he could no doubt have found a way to return to France upon demobilization, since he was married to a French woman, so he was choosing or, as Marie suggested under pressure from his kin, to stay in Mali. When they closed her file, Marie remained legally married to Toumani under French law.

          A third practice of the administration was a complicity with soldiers who did not want to hear from a European woman, like Paulette or Angèle, with whom they had been intimate. Some soldiers progressively stopped replying, and others refused to acknowledge women with whom they had a relationship once they returned to West Africa or Indochina. Others responded more like Sacoura, who was described as a French “citizen” (complete with suspicion-laden quotation marks). Sacoura reacted to a letter sent to track his whereabouts by explaining that he had not been aware his companion Andrée was pregnant before he left the metropole and hence had presumed her pregnancy was a ruse.89 Now that he was back in his country, surrounded by his compatriots, the marriage was no longer possible. His milieu (poor) and religion (Islam) were two other reasons he advanced. Finally, Sacoura said that even if Andrée found a way to join him overseas, he still would not marry her.

          Officials writing from West Africa about such reunifications often added sarcastic notes to their reports, such as “a bush indigène cannot bring home a European woman unless we think it desirable to teach Frenchwomen what cohabitation with a former tirailleur is like.”90 Such an experience, they implied, would push white women to rush straight back to Europe, disgusted by what they saw. That approach, however, would have been an expensive one for the administration to actually practice, since these women would then have turned to it for financial help with their repatriation. So preemptive dissuasion remained the first response, and clear noes such as Sacoura’s were possibly coached to mimic the administrator’s own thoughts on Afro-European marriages and were always a relief for officials.91 No one minded, as one official put it, that many of these men “rely implicitly upon the snags caused by the Administration to help them out of a thorny situation.”92 The administration was acutely aware of its own role in enabling separations. Additionally, Sacoura’s turns of phrase indicate he may also have been pressured by his family to steer clear of a woman whose origins and religion differed from his.

        
        
          When Passions Prevailed

          Attempts at dissuasion worked, and relationships failed, but interracial passions also thrived. Philibert Sezaco, who may have been métis, volunteered to fight during World War I and was both a “navigator” and a translator from Chinese and Vietnamese to French when in Marseille.93 On July 31, 1920, he married a French woman named Marie-Louise F., and they had a child, and once he was naturalized French on May 20, 1925, his record indicates that his wife regained her French citizenship, which she had lost when she married a foreigner, a term that extended to colonial subjects. This was another way to dissuade French women from marrying colonial subjects.94 He was a police informant for the Centre des affaires indigènes, which aided and surveilled colonial migrants in France. When Sezaco returned to Hanoi in 1933 to find work, his explicit goal was for his wife and child to later join him. Lamine Senghor, a World War I veteran and active Black anti-imperialist, was unwilling to leave his white wife’s metropolitan side even when he became gravely ill and his doctors suggested he return to Senegal for the better climate. Instead, he asked for repatriation to Senegal for him, his wife, and their two children. Recognizing that as husband, he set his wife’s domicile, authorities resisted, officially because they feared she would be miserable in Senegal and then want repatriation the state would have to fund. Unofficially, they resisted because he was an anti-imperialist and they preferred not to see his politics in Senegal. He died in the metropole.95 The extent to which his politics played a role in the administration’s treatment of Senghor’s case becomes clear when juxtaposed with reactions to the news that Dương Văn Giáo’s wife, Germaine Henry, had achieved passionate mobility by finding a job as a trainee teacher in Indochina. She accepted the position, but administrators were worried that if she had a permanent position in Indochina, her husband, whom we last saw in chapter 3 being searched on his way from the metropole to Saigon, would remain a permanent fixture there. It was his home, but he was politically suspect as a result of articles he had published in La Tribune indochinoise, Le Paria, and other so-called anti-French or nationalist newspapers, and authorities wanted to keep him in metropolitan France.96

          We can contrast cases in which anti-imperial politics shaped civil servants’ attempts to break up functioning legal marriages or spatially cordon them off in the metropole with the reaction to the story of Jeannette, from France, and Damba, from Louga (Senegal), who met in 1944 in Toulon in the south of France. Jeannette was passing through the city, and Damba then traveled several times to see her in Tarascon, where she “soon became my mistress.”97 Those passions led her to give birth to a boy, and in 1945, when his entire regiment ended up in Tarascon, Damba took care of mother and child with the little money he had. In January 1946, he was sent to Dakar for his demobilization and started mailing her coffee, cacao, soap, rice, and a portion of his very low salary. He wanted to join her in Tarascon. Jeannette, a child of the French welfare system, also wanted his return. In this case, an orphan whose feelings might have been read as mattering less, just as her companion’s African body might have made his sentiments appear less valuable, prevailed; with the full support of the administrators tracking the couple’s case, they reunited in the metropole.

          There were other cases in which companions made strong arguments for their affective ties and achieved passionate mobility. Claire, wife of Abdoulaye, a Muslim, had found a husband described as “level-headed, polite, modest, his education makes him similar to a European.”98 With eight thousand francs of income, enough to sustain a European lifestyle overseas, he aimed to ensure that his wife, the daughter of workers, would have a situation similar to or better than what she would expect with a European man. Her passionate mobility was successful because he was a relatively wealthy man and they were already married. Madame Doffonou explained that she had done her research in 1946 before writing one of several insistent letters asking for financial assistance to pay for the ticket that would allow her to join her Dahomean husband overseas. She specified that she understood the “warnings and drawbacks for a Frenchwoman going to settle with her indigène husband in the latter’s country” so as to preempt her interlocutors’ dissuasive tactics.99 She and others knew that administrators such as Texier, writing out of Dakar, would tell them that if they went to Africa they would “face definite disappointment.”100 Research into her husband confirmed that he had more money than most, but the administrator Legendre nonetheless concluded that “despite the distinctly European manner of the interested party, I do not believe that it would be appropriate for Madame Doffonou, fifty-two years old, to go to Dahomey and live there properly with her husband who is only thirty years old.” The African-European barrier in this case meshed with another one: twenty-two years of difference in age, which this administrator pointed out in his very unsubtle phrasing—most reports never mentioned the age gaps between partners—was inappropriate.101 However, although administrators could object, no one could legally stop her from reuniting with her husband. So she left for Dahomey, forced to pay the deposit for her return ticket but otherwise free.102 She was wily enough to ask someone else to pay for her ticket, but also serious enough about her passionate mobility to find other financial means when the administration refused her.

          In this back-and-forth between separated lovers and civil servants rested the uncomfortable facts that such relationships were legal and that under French law at the time, husbands set the household’s domicile. Especially in the aftermath of World War II, at the highest echelons, bureaucrats in Dakar and Paris sent memos to remind local governors that wives in legal marriages could not be kept from joining their husbands, no matter what this might signal for French prestige.103 Even so, officials continued to attempt to uphold French prestige on the ground, and so in frustration, after they tired of administrative stratagems or of waiting for their partners to reply to them, some women tried to contour bureaucracy and the deposits required to travel overseas. When it departed Bordeaux, the Compagnie des chargeurs réunis’s liner the SS Cap Tourane had not one but three white women stowed away on board, including Madame C., married to a French man with whom she had children, whose lover, an African officer, had paid 18,000 francs for her clandestine passage overseas.104

          These women’s passions overwhelmed the administration, which kept trying other tactics. When dissuasion failed, administrators tried a spatial strategy. To stymie disorderly and occasionally illegal migration from metropole to colony, civil servants tried to persuade African men to return to the metropole to marry their partners: “I think that this return to the Metropole must be, from every point of view, preferable to the arrival in the Colony of the wife or fiancée, and, in consequence, facilitated in every way.”105 One administrator in Dahomey argued in favor of lowering the deposit of 21,000 francs so that Africans could afford the deposit for their return ticket before heading to France. After all, clandestine passage was cheaper than the deposit. In September 1946, the Ministry of Overseas France, which had replaced the Ministry of Colonies that same year, understanding how rough the separation had become for pregnant individuals and parents of young children, formally recommended that whenever possible, administrators should simply pay the way back to the metropole for demobilized African soldiers. Women’s acts and words of passion had shifted migration flows, on a small scale, but it was a significant reversal nonetheless; a few women made their way south, and far more made room for their overseas companions north, in the metropole.

          

          In this chapter, sources have shown how the colonial state tried to regulate sex, and how its gossip-informed gestures were often akin to clenching water in a fist. Expressions of passion and love, including along interracial lines, were not confined to fiction, poetry, cinema, painting, or photography. Archives rooted in public rumor at times burst with raw and sensual invocations, musings and emotions, words reminiscent of a romance novel, and thus with intimate data that left the individuals collecting them to feel bemused, scandalized, or even manipulated. Colonial states were both less panoptic and more arbitrary than studies of sex have often suggested.106 Fact, gossip, and public rumor became one and the same as people tried to regulate behaviors without ever really knowing what precisely was happening in private rooms. The passions in archival stories were anchored in desires and expressed with emotional intensity because women invested in countering tactics employed by bureaucrats, classmates, neighbors, or kin hoped that words and acts of love might move those around them to support their mobility. Individuals in the archives perhaps lacked the elegant words of novelists, but they invoked similar passions as they sought companionship and security in West Africa and Indochina. Even the gossipers created intimacy among themselves in the process.

          Women openly practiced passion as an aggregation of sex, love, and material desires, but the administration tended to ignore the role of feelings in women’s passionate practices, and did not appear to acknowledge the variety of exchanges surrounding sex. Women’s individual stories of sex and love add messy detail to valuable histories of states’ investments in regulating sex, and in particular help us to better understand what those whose sexuality placed them on the colonial state’s radar as undesirable did in the face of surveillance. In reaction, women modulated their stories of sex by voicing a complex interlocking system of passions, in which companionship, a comforting meal, safe housing, human curiosity, children, and desire all played parts. There was something radical and powerful about how they used descriptions of intimate moments to nuance the dominant values and mores of their time and achieve mobility in the name of affection. That power was made evident in the ways they destabilized officials.

          Perhaps the most famous articulations of a woman’s desire set in this period remain those of Marguerite Duras. She wrote explicitly of her own (fictionalized) erotic past, in particular of her sexual experiences with her—in this particular novel Chinese, but his racial identity shifts throughout her body of work—lover, as “pain. And then after that pain is taken in turn, it is changed, slowly torn away, swept into pleasure, embraced into it. The sea, without form, simply incomparable”: her first orgasm with a man or, she hints, perhaps her first orgasm ever.107 Published in 1984, and fictionalized, Duras’s The Lover was nonetheless a story of her lived experience of adolescence in French Indochina during the interwar years. And like many archival stories, hers was a story of desire in which race, class, and gender all intersected: a wealthy, older Chinese man and a poor, but white, girl. In all three of the novels in which she retells her story, the main character, like many of the individuals in this chapter, held power, including the power of her lover’s desire for her and the power to sway an audience with her passions. Duras’s character also had the power of mobility. The limousine from which her lover first saw her reappears when Suzanne starts her return voyage from Indochina to the metropole: “Then the ship said adieu once again, emitting anew horrifying howls, so mysteriously sad that they made people cry, not only those traveling, those who were separating, but also the onlookers.” Standing against the balustrade, Suzanne watches her lover’s limousine on the dock and mourns what she finally realizes, right at the end, may have been about something more than sex or the money she could get from selling her diamond engagement ring; perhaps love had played a part in their affective intimacy after all, and she had “loved him with a love that she hadn’t seen” until she was leaving Indochina.108

          “Magisterial slaps,” “jam in intimate frolics,” “languorous tangoes,” “I am like a madwoman,” “our loves,” living (“off of her charms”): these phrases were neither as explicit, nor as poetic, as Duras’s “sea, without form, simply incomparable.” The women whose passions they evoked were West African, European, Southeast Asian, or métisse and had very different statuses and stakes: survival, aspiration, reputation, lust, kinship, a home, or security. But their words were archivally stored vocalizations of similarly incomparable intensities, articulated, perhaps poorly but also audaciously, after the sea faded and land came back into focus and the lover was gone, leaving in their wake not just the pain and withdrawal their absence caused but also all the messiness, from distance to children to gossip and rumors, that Angèle and others sought to sort out, including by assailing administrators with the impassioned complexities of their yearnings, no matter how undesirable their desiring caused them to appear.

        
      
    
  
    
      
        Epilogue

      
      
        We are ready to act.

        Anta Gaye

        To forge our history differently.

        Coordination des femmes noires

      

      During and after World War II, the students of the École normale de jeunes filles de Rufisque pursued their studies or, for those who received degrees, went on to work in education. Many built families and branched into other careers, like Mariama Bâ, who published novels that are still widely read, or Annette Mbaye d’Erneville, who studied as a journalist in France, launched Awa magazine, and published children’s literature and work on women. Also during World War II, Andrée Viollis, who by 1938 was writing articles for the communist daily Ce Soir, joined the Resistance in the south of France and continued to publish, for example a clandestine brochure titled Le racisme hitlérien, machine de guerre contre la France (Hitlerian Racism, War Machine against France).1 After the war she resumed work for Ce Soir and continued to travel internationally to write reportages, dying at age seventy-nine in Paris. Maryse Bastié, who ended her memoir with a list of pilots who had died in flight-related incidents while she wrote, continued her exploits and went on to join the Resistance, before also dying in a plane crash, on July 5, 1952, during an airshow in Lyon.2 Yet once their archival dossiers were closed, with a few exceptions like these, we do not know what happened to most of the women whose stories have structured Undesirable. We can, however, understand something of how women continued to pursue and invoke passionate mobility in response to assignations of undesirability in the postwar years, both as individuals struggling to survive and also more regularly with the collective support of political movements and coalitions that tackled issues related to anti-imperialism, women’s mobilization (including feminism), and antiracism in relation to intimate daily experiences of mobility.

      After World War II, France continued to lay claim to AOF and French Indochina even as West Africans and Southeast Asians accelerated toward independence. Nationalists and anti-imperialists believed demands for equality had gone unheard for too long and a transition toward self-government was the only answer to French colonialism. The fundamental injustices of colonialism included inequitable food distribution, hard labor, imprisonment, perverse applications of the law, misuses of bureaucracy, physical, emotional, and sexual violence that too often went unpunished, and indigence. Self-proclaimed anti-imperialists have not been Undesirable’s primary focus. Yet like anti-imperialists, women who responded to evaluations of their potential undesirability with passionate mobility—that is, both the act of moving and the use of intimate stories so as to assert their autonomy or gain support—revealed the fractures in colonialism. Alleged undesirables exposed how French officials labored to care for let alone regulate European, Southeast Asian, and West African women claiming Frenchness in the colonies. Undesirables’ stories of searching for security and self-sufficiency revealed them to be complex and ambiguous in their beliefs and actions, with wildly different experiences of colonial structures depending upon their personal statuses. Their stories simultaneously disclosed the contradictory actions of the French colonial state’s representatives, who even when they sought to support women struggled to move past the racial patriarchy and class-based assumptions so profoundly embedded in colonialism.

      This epilogue connects the stories of the so-called undesirables whose voices have structured this book to the postwar period via a few examples of how independently mobile women have since accessed passionate mobility as a tool for responding to surveillance, policing, and societal or state-imposed restrictions upon their rights. Individuals’ intimate expressions of how race, sexuality, gender, disability, age, or class shaped their experiences of belonging and ability to feel secure have continued as (post)colonial migrations have accelerated, more regularly in the second half of the twentieth century, from the Global South to the Global North. As the formal empire receded and well into France’s current Fifth Republic, when perceived as potential “undesirables” women have told intimate and highly emotional stories of belonging or of being rumored out of place.

      After World War II, some Southeast Asian and West African women still hoped France would grant them all the rights and privileges of other French citizens, and others continued to refuse to be French. This competing chorus of demands crisscrossed the empire, surging through political movements and anti-imperial wars for independence. France fought and lost two brutal wars back-to-back, in Vietnam and Algeria, faced complex negotiations, and both used and experienced violence while untangling itself from what was left of the empire throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. As this decolonization played out, a handful of territories in the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean won recognition as French overseas departments or territories. The rest of the groups dwelling in these regions, including across Africa, extricated themselves from formal French governance by winning national independence, but rarely achieved complete freedom from France’s persistent financial and political influence. “Françafrique” is one of several terms indicating the ongoing ties and power struggles between France and West Africa after independence.3 These forms of control that have endured explain why people originally from the Global South often place an asterisk next to terms used to describe the era that followed formal decolonization, such as (neo)colonial, (post)colonial, and (de)colonial. In a similar vein, coloniality is a term that signals how racial hierarchies defined by colonization and enslavement continue to shape power relations and structures and people’s experiences across the world today.4 In this context, scholar Ann Laura Stoler has remarked upon France’s “aphasia,” or inability to remember or use the words marked by its colonial past to understand its present.5

      Surveillance, physical mobility, questions of belonging and Frenchness, intimate violence, sex, love, work, and education as driving forces for migration, and perceptions of undesirability, all remained central to individuals’ experiences of passionate mobility after World War II. We shall explore this continuity in three ways: first, via how passionate mobility shaped Vietnamese women’s struggles against France; second, via the postwar focus upon French and white prestige through the political passions of Senegalese women’s push for sociopolitical mobility; and finally via women’s reactions to the surveillance and evaluation of their intimacy and movements from French colonies past to the French metropole present including when—like d’Erneville for her studies in journalism—they migrated to and from metropolitan France.

      
        “Why Do We Not Have the Right to Behave as Human Beings?”

        Throughout the interwar years, debates raged about equality between the sexes in Indochina. The friction between tradition and women’s increasing participation in resistance to imperialism were part of the framework for the impending Vietnamese revolution, also known as the First Indochina War, which started after the declaration of independence in 1945.6 Morality and mobility collided in men’s observations of them: “The higher that women are able to study, the more income they will squander, the more their sensual desires will be inflamed, the more destitute they will end up” quipped Nguyen Ba Hoc, one of many critics of Vietnamese women’s departures from tradition, in 1919.7 Such critiques were not helped by France’s repeated statements regarding its role in liberating women in Indochina, which made new prospects for women appear imposed by colonists. Both evaluations minimized the role Southeast Asian women played in emancipating themselves and the ways in which their desire for autonomy was not just about “sensual desires,” but also driven by anger and politics, with communism and anti-imperialism melding as vectors for women’s intensifying mobilization.8

        In reaction to the violence and pain they witnessed around them, many in Indochina increasingly saw uniting against the colonizers as the only logical response. This coming into collective political consciousness was reinforced by the Communist Party’s emphasis, at least on paper, upon equality between the sexes. Nguyen Thi Kim Anh, for example, excoriated suffrage as a bourgeois concern because such a system would only imperfectly emancipate women; she argued that power would remain in the hands of the upper classes. She went on to state that because of colonialism, women were the “most exploited of all, both in the family and in society,” a situation made worse by female intellectuals, who, she argued, represented the patriarchy and stood in the way of most women’s revolutionary efforts.9 Even while debating how to secure equal rights, women engaged forcefully in the growing movement for independence, in 1938 participating by the thousands in a May Day demonstration in Hanoi. Observers likened demonstrators to the Trưng sisters, historically recognized female heroines of resistance against invaders in Vietnam, but also to Joan of Arc.10 By 1945, as union organizers and as part of the military, women were fighting the French as members of the Việt Minh.

        The story of Bao Luong and the 1928 Barbier Street affair underscores the roles played by passionate mobility in the migrations that were part of the revolution in Vietnam. This affair started when a man with anti-imperial politics was murdered by fellow revolutionaries. Bao Luong was among the accused. Carefully woven together from her aunt’s memoirs and the archives by Bao Luong’s niece, Hue-Tam Ho Tai, Bao Luong’s story illustrates how women advanced the revolutionary cause. An article from 1929 described Bao Luong as “a person of strong feelings. Although female, she does not like to sew and embroider. Instead, she prefers to think and to read. Instead of the normal feminine preference for beautifying oneself, she actually donned men’s clothes on a few occasions. When she came of age, she refused several offers of marriage.”11 Bao Luong’s passions were political before they became intimate, yet her degree of femininity defined her in the eyes of others. She opted for training in China as part of the Revolutionary Youth League, dressing as a man to get there.12 Once they were in China, one of her fellow trainees declared his love for her, under a full moon, while a stringed instrument played in the distance, but Bao Luong refused any notion of marriage with him: “Our generation cannot afford to think of love. The promise we must make is not of marriage but of commitment to the revolution.”13 Her refusal to engage in romance while in the service of the revolution made her implication in a crime—portrayed by the press and French Sûreté as a crime of passion because she supposedly seduced a man to set up his murder—all the more incongruous to those who knew her.

        The crime was more accurately one of political passion. Lang, a man in Bao Luong’s revolutionary cell, had threatened to denounce his anticolonial peers. They first attempted to poison him, but the dosage was off, so in the end they killed him with a Swiss knife. Then, they staged the scene as a crime of passion, by pulling his pants down and asking Bao Luong to write a letter suggesting that intimacy and revenge were the reasons behind the murder. Although her claim remains unverified, she later hinted that she was motivated to help in part because she knew that Lang had attempted to sexually assault another woman in their political cell. Albeit not physically present during the killing, Bao Luong was arrested and, like others caught in the nets of the Sûreté, interrogated, tortured, and imprisoned for eight years. She deduced in the process of her trial and incarceration that their alleged crime of passion served the French goal of gathering data on and then rounding up communists.

        The driving force behind her mobility was aversion to French colonialism. When asked if communists hated the French, she answered, “They hate all imperialists.”14 During her interrogation, she refused to follow her lawyer’s advice or be cowed by French judges who oversaw the case, instead proclaiming, “We must make revolution to free ourselves from slavery and recover our independence and liberty. . . . There is no reason to prevent us from working to recover the rights we have lost, such as freedom of thought, of speech, of writing, and doing what is right. Let me ask: Why do we not have the right to behave as human beings?”15 Her lawyer, Giaccobi, agreed with her that “loving one’s country is not a crime,” although he would have preferred for her to hide the depths of the passion that had pushed her to sneak from Indochina to China and back again and would eventually land her in prison. There, she joined a community of women, crossing paths for the first time with an open lesbian, who laughed as she informed Bao Luong of her marriage to another woman. Prison was also where Bao Luong met the young male nurse whom she later married. After her release, she and thousands of women joined what became the Việt Minh to fight for Vietnam’s independence. Throughout, Bao Luong used the tactics of passionate mobility; from her initial departure from home, to her refusal to marry or even think about love for a while, to her joining the Revolutionary Youth League, Bao Luong drew upon sentiments of solidarity and resentment and persuaded fellow revolutionaries and her kin that she belonged as an independently mobile woman in the struggle against France.

      
      
        “Wishing, with All Our French Heart, to Be and Remain French”

        The struggle against France took on different valences in Senegal, where the question of women’s rights was tied to a discussion of human rights and equality among the races. On May 7, 1945, at 6:15 p.m., in front of an apartment building, Gnagna Sène spoke first, in Wolof; she had called on the women in her neighborhood and as a result of her canvassing and organizing, she was their delegate from the south side of Dakar. They all agreed, she explained, that the time had come for “indigène women citizens” to vote. Anta Gaye, also speaking Wolof, backed up her friend. “We are ready to act,” Gaye said; if necessary, we would “block on election days European women if we are forbidden from voting.”16 To a person, individuals in the activist crowd nodded and voiced their support. Packed together, they alternated between attentively listening and passionately calling out yet another colonial injustice. Later, they wrote to the governor-general of AOF that “the male and female citizens wish and want with all their French heart to BE and REMAIN FRENCH, without restrictions or reservations. They are deeply affected, even humiliated, by this exceptional measure that ‘wounds’ them in their sentiments of profound French loyalty.”17 They carried their right to Frenchness in their hearts, so theirs was an affective reaction, with sentiments of frustration and humiliation feeding into political action.

        As the momentum for formal decolonization started to build, Senegal faced an issue.18 Metropolitan French women had finally won the right to vote on April 21, 1944, and by November 20, 1944, women of African and Asian descent who were French citizens on the overseas island territories of Martinique and Guadeloupe, in the Caribbean, and La Réunion, in the Indian Ocean, had also won the vote. The decree of February 19, 1945, then extended suffrage to French women of African descent in French Guiana and Madagascar. Suddenly, Black female French citizens of the Four Communes of Senegal felt quite alone in their race- and gender-based disenfranchisement and so in March 1945, Dakar and Saint-Louis tensed up. Over the course of at least seven different jam-packed demonstrative meetings in a single week, people speaking mostly Wolof gathered to demand full voting rights for Senegalese women who were also French citizens. One gathering drew fifteen hundred inhabitants, fifteen of whom were women; another mobilized three hundred women and two hundred men; and a third drew three thousand (genders unspecified).19 Orators included women delegated by their neighborhoods, who spoke with heat about their right to this particular form of sociopolitical mobility.20

        The first public meeting, however, attracted only fifteen women. French authorities tried to use that attendance figure to reject the activism undergirding women’s demands as mere political contrarianism or posturing orchestrated by men, ignoring the other meeting that had gathered more women than men. Some information gatherers thus initially misunderstood or dismissed the power held by the women who spearheaded the movement. For along with Gnagna Sène and Anta Gaye, organizers included Aminata Diagne (a delegate of the Sor neighborhood), Ndaté Yalla Fall (the politician Galandou Diouf’s cousin), and Soukeyna Konaré, the self-proclaimed Senegalese Joan of Arc, whom we last saw in 1930 challenging her compatriots’ masculinity by demanding, “give me your pants and you’ll see how a woman conducts herself.”21 Moreover some Europeans, including two women, attended these meetings and announced their solidarity with the movement.22 So dismissing this push for suffrage as male-driven grandstanding meant not recognizing that the individuals at its heart, like Konaré, had a long history of political engagement that relied upon marketplace politics, menaces of or actual violence, impassioned language, and negotiations with male politicians—and that this achieved results.23

        Other local administrators recognized from the start that such women could stir up trouble, which is why they infiltrated meetings, an extension of how they treated all potential undesirables in the empire. They simultaneously brainstormed ideas for arguing against Senegalese women’s suffrage. These included using Senegalese women’s threats to physically stop European women from reaching the ballot boxes as an excuse to declare that no woman of any origin would vote in Senegal. They also attempted an easily disputable argument, since Originaires’ right to vote was linked to place of birth, about the right to vote being tied to the spillage of blood in the course of war.24 However, the arguments officials most hoped might work rested upon long-standing European assumptions regarding Islam, namely that the “autochthons’ personal status [was such that] women because of their religion are diminished,” as well as regarding West African women more generally, namely that “the autochthonous woman is behind men in her evolution.”25 Yet that reasoning also failed to hold up to scrutiny, for France had developed primary and secondary schools for girls across West Africa, which Muslims also attended. One report concluded in evident frustration that “in short, a valid argument based on the ‘inferior’ condition of the Senegalese woman can’t be made and we can’t, without being accused of racism by the indigène element, refuse her the right to vote like a man.” No plausible reason opposed granting “the right to vote to Muslim, Senegalese women, citizens jus soli,” meaning by place of birth in the Four Communes.26

        The phrase “accused of racism” used in conjunction with trying to deny Franco-Senegalese women suffrage sidestepped a critical issue, which was that women categorized as undesirable voters by virtue of being Muslim or uneducated received the assessment of their personhood as undeserving of suffrage as race-, gender-, and religion-based discrimination.27 Nonetheless, in meetings women and their allies framed the suffrage issue mostly as one of Frenchness and race because they knew two race-based concerns informed French officials’ fears of being “accused of racism.” The first issue was revealed by Pierre Cournarie, who became governor-general in 1943 as a representative of General de Gaulle and the Free French. Although not tied to Vichy, he hesitated to grant Originaire women the vote, and rather than acknowledging Senegalese women’s longstanding political engagement, he blamed African American aviation auxiliaries at the Yoff airstrip near Dakar for provoking discontent.28 By placing the blame upon Black internationalism, Cournarie indicated that ideas about rights and equality among the races and sexes were imports from the United States, rather than acknowledging that conditions under colonialism could prompt women to conceive their own demands regarding rights and equality. Cournarie also recognized that foreign observers threatened French prestige in the region: “It is not possible that we let American eyes question the very principles of our democratic action, and that is why I am driven to propose that you extend, despite inconveniences that I do not conceal, the right to vote to all women who are French citizens residing in Senegal.”29 The second issue was that people like the members of Combat, one of the largest formal branches of the French Resistance from May 1941 onward, claimed that Vichy, not colonialism, had originated racism in AOF.30 American eyewitnesses in fact did help Senegalese women, as did the expedient notion of racism as a solely Vichy import to Africa. To make that version of colonial history truth in the eyes of observers, officials had to capitulate to Franco-Senegalese demands regarding women’s suffrage. Arguing that racism was a Vichy problem somewhat resembles the immediate postwar idea that France was primarily a nation of resisters during World War II.31 A more nuanced portrayal of a nation comprising degrees of resistance, collaboration, existence, and survival emerged in the decades that followed, including via scholars’ research and trials of collaborators, but no equivalent demystification of the ways in which racism shaped colonial governance occurred along that same timeline.32 This narrative regarding Vichy, racism in the colonies, and outsiders causing trouble by naming racism became one of the original strands of France’s “postracial” myth, and undesirable Senegalese women seeking the vote exposed that turning point.33

        The administration’s internal dilemma ended on April 18, 1945, when the minister of the colonies formally petitioned to add Senegalese women to the list of French citizens with voting rights. No legal or ethical argument justified disenfranchising Senegalese and Muslim citizens, just as fears that Konaré, Fall, and their sisters in activism might physically attack white women who tried to vote on election day did not justify disenfranchisement.34 By May 31, 1945, official language stating that “women French citizens are voters and eligible for election to office under the same conditions as male French citizens” formally applied to Senegal.35 A final twist involved the “electable” clause; once they achieved suffrage, five women—one European and four African—presented themselves as candidates for office. Although this movement was less about equality between the sexes and far more, from the Senegalese perspective, about equality between races, women used the outcome to formally insert themselves into the political system. Still, this victory for Senegalese French citizens did not apply to the vast majority of Africans, who remained subjects. Most individuals remained “less than” across France’s African colonies. Therefore, in other parts of West Africa, women constrained by subjecthood started their own challenges to principles of government, colonialism, Frenchness, and belonging, in places like Cameroon and Guinea.36

        The question of Franco-Senegalese women’s voting rights in Senegal inadvertently revealed that the ongoing thorn in the French administration’s side, namely that of how to uphold French and white prestige, continued to play out after World War II through the undesirability of women, both West African and European, both with respect to how women inserted themselves into politics and with respect to their sexuality and socioeconomic status. With Vietnam mired in a brutal war and the Senegalese clamoring for voting rights for women and, in so doing, more than doubling the number of Senegalese people who could vote, concerns regarding French prestige had become amplified. White French women thus continued to be viewed with suspicion as potential undesirables and signifiers of France’s fading control over its empire. In their passionate mobility, they joined African partners overseas even as the Marthe Richard Law of April 13, 1946, abolished regulated prostitution in France and shuttered civilian brothels (the law did not apply to mobile military brothels, nor did it evenly apply overseas, so that it was promulgated in AOF and French Equatorial Africa, but not Indochina).37 Closing brothels exacerbated the problem of how to maintain white prestige by making it more difficult to differentiate European sex workers from women who informally exchanged sex for various forms of comfort or companionship. Administrators thus continued to worry about the spectacle of poor white women overseas even as several publicity campaigns generated by employment agencies in the metropole, which had no official standing with the French government, continued to seduce individuals with promises of long trips, comfortable lives, or work overseas. One particularly striking slogan prodded people in all capitals: “STOP VEGETATING, GO TO THE COLONIES.”38 In 1952, this call to keep migrating was referenced by the director of security in West Africa, R. Guidon-Lavallée, who claimed the call worked: “We see people of both sexes arriving in AOF who quickly fall into utter destitution” and do whatever they must to survive. Other individuals—for example, married women who had pursued passionate mobility into the colonies but then “regained their freedom,” code for separation or divorce—could not find respectable work, and so started to “make a business of their charms” with West Africans. Between metropolitans who lived in extreme poverty in AOF and European women who slipped into sex work or cohabitation—considered morally as problematic as sex work—with West Africans, the spectacle of undesirable white women continued to distress local administrators and other patriarchal figures.

        The demands for Franco-Senegalese women’s suffrage underscored first that women continued to mobilize and speak with passion, to threaten violence, to speak of solidarity (in the case of métisses who refused to register to vote to support their sisters’ cause), and to take to the streets to defend their rights after World War II. Second, the debate highlighted how French officials remained focused upon notions of women’s undesirability in conjunction with French prestige, so that discussions around suffrage were ponderings not just regarding whether women could vote but also whether Muslim women and uneducated women should vote, and what place white women had in post–World War II AOF. In voicing their feelings about Frenchness and rights first in their own homes via reassuring intimate gatherings conducive to sharing individual stories, and then by taking to the streets to reiterate their feelings about their status in public, Senegalese women sought to overcome the colonial structures that made it so easy to dismiss them as undesirable voters.

      
      
        Are We All Undesirables?

        During the era of decolonization, Vietnamese women joined a revolution, West African women claimed rights and decried racism and imperialism in the empire, and some European women were shown as failing to properly embody Frenchness in the empire, while others showed solidarity with Southeast Asians and West Africans, like Viollis writing an antiracist pamphlet during World War II. All held potential undesirability and strove to pursue political and sociocultural forms of mobility, in which they centered intimate stories. Two final snapshots of passionate mobility will help us understand how such ideas continued to play out after decolonization, sometimes within a more explicitly feminist and antiracist framework, but still with an ongoing attention paid to individual voices, solidarity, security, and freedom from fear, whether the desires were political or sociocultural. The first snapshot is linked to migration from the Global South to France in the 1970s. In 1978, Awa Thiam, a Senegalese leader of the Coordination des femmes noires (Coordination of Black Women), a collective of Antilleans and Africans who had migrated to metropolitan France, explained that “where the European woman complains of being doubly oppressed, the Black woman of Africa suffers a threefold oppression: by virtue of her sex, she is dominated by man in a patriarchal society; by virtue of her class she is at the mercy of capitalist exploitation; by virtue of her race she suffers from the appropriation of her country by colonial or neocolonial powers.”39 Thiam spelled out how intersecting attributes shaped women’s experiences. She did so while leading a movement that spoke explicitly and intimately about what it felt like to be women whose every move was watched, by states and societies in Europe and the Global South, understanding that women could collectively tap into the emotions provoked by such surveillance of their intimacy to respond to the states and societies that sought to discipline and control them.

        In July 1978, the Coordination des femmes noires printed a manifesto, which built upon all the questions of independent migration, regulating of women and their bodies, and reactions of unconcealed emotion that had led individuals to be historically termed undesirable in the colonies. Yet now, their individual experiences were compiled into a collective voice that few women moving through the colonies independently of men could access in the first half of the twentieth century, with notable exceptions like students in Rufisque and Senegalese women around a new Joan of Arc, Konaré. Using as its axes colonialism, neocolonialism, and migration, in powerful terms the document’s authors rejected the idea that their bodies should conform, assumptions regarding their undesirability, and the questioning of their belonging in France. They understood that they seemed out of place and failed to properly embody various French, Antillean, or African ideals regarding what women should be, as well as the issues those same societies had with their passionate mobility, both in the sense of literal migration and in emotional explanations for it. For example, in all capitals they sardonically affirmed, “SOCIETY PUNISHES US WHEN WE USE THIS BODY WHICH IN ACTUAL FACT [according to society] DOES NOT BELONG TO US!!”40 They observed that “as soon as we live our sexuality ‘too’ fully [they] label us ‘whores.’”41 Women attracted to women were simply negated by society, and, in a remark that resonated with one made by African students of the École normale (“an honest woman suffers through [sex] but does not provoke” it), they explained women were supposed to put aside pleasure: “Our only right is to ‘endure’ the sexual act.”42

        Women could react to such policing by resisting any and all such strictures upon their bodies, their pleasure, and their political engagement. “WE WILL LIVE OUR PLEASURE DIFFERENTLY,” they thundered, again in all capitals. They named and rejected “white supremacy” in the French overseas colonies that had become French overseas departments after World War II.43 They described how those who fought for liberation, like Vietnamese and Algerian women, were defied because they refused to assume traditional roles in society and because they were unapologetic activists. They named the ways women’s rights were repeatedly violated to keep them down, via physical, emotional, and sexual violence when they were “tortured, raped, often impregnated by their torturers.”44 This torture included undressing, sophisticated sexual assault, and outright rape, all with the goal of destroying their humanity. They owned the insults thrown at individuals who named violence and inequity, in poetic form:

        
          Monsters, Witches

          Criminals, Gangsters

          Badly fucked, Whores, Girl-boys

          Political avatars. . . .45

        

        Girl-boys like the “Monsieur-Madames” we have seen traveling the empire, and women reduced to sex, whether they were having too much of it or not enough: these activists understood that independent migrants from Africa, the Caribbean, or the Indian Ocean to France in these postwar years “face aggression every day, as women, as immigrants and as workers,” an immigration, an unrooting, that they experienced as an extension of the colonial histories of the places from which they had come.46

        These activists concisely addressed the intertwining of undesirability and passionate mobility that has organized this book’s chapters, although I read their manifesto only after drafting Undesirable. The archival sources, in which individuals described how they resisted disciplining and named the surveillance of their bodies and movements, were early iterations of precisely what this manifesto describes: physical mobility, embodiment and who belongs in France, violence against women, pleasure and sexuality in relation to respectability, and how to resist the policing of all these things by moving others with words and acts of passion. The Coordination des femmes noires’ conclusion, in all capital letters, remains a chilling reminder of how women experienced and reacted to their migratory movements by using their bodies and voices to survive, exist, sometimes belong, and even defy the scrutiny that tracked them. In their conclusion, the Coordination declared itself against racism, segregation, imperialism, patriarchal power, and torture: “WE WILL NOT LET OURSELVES BE MASSACRED, SENT AWAY, LOCKED UP, ASSIMILATED, WELFARED, BARTERED, ETHNOLOGIZED, ANTHROPOLOGIZED, EXOTICIZED, EXPLOITED: WE ARE GOING TO FORGE OUR HISTORY DIFFERENTLY.”47

        The final snapshot of passionate mobility is linked to a movement started by descendants of migrants from across Europe and the Global South. In the twenty-first century, women continue to describe the ways they are watched, question who gets to define who counts as French, and wonder how to feel a sense of belonging in societies and states that constantly look for and track people presumed to be out of place. They also continue to pursue passionate mobility both as a motivator of movement and as a tactic for moving those around them. On the website of the French National Assembly, photographic remnants mark a 2003 exhibition.48 The exhibition celebrated the “March of neighborhood women against ghettos and for equality,” which represented women from peripheral urban areas, known as banlieues. Worried about routine discrimination, their security and that of their kin, and their futures, women from these areas started to ask for material support from the French government and to decry the violence done to their own, including Sohane Benziane, who had been burned alive and left to die by an ex-boyfriend involved in the local drug trade. In 2002, some of them created an organization, Ni putes, ni soumises, officially translated as “neither whores nor doormats.” Soumise, however, more directly translates to “submissive,” and was the term historically used to describe a registered prostitute: a person whose body was regulated, and used here also to signify any woman society believed should better conform, like the women suspected of “living off of their charms,” whom we saw in chapter 5. The organization’s title implied a clear understanding of the ways complex personhood, ideals of womanhood and Frenchness, passion, mobility, and belonging continued to collide in the twenty-first century.49

        In 2003, organizers and other advocates took to the streets with a march that started in Benziane’s hometown and wound its way around France.50 In its wake, the National Assembly covered its facade with an exhibition of outsized photographic portraits of fourteen marchers. Titled Mariannes d’aujourd’hui (Today’s Mariannes), the exhibition reimagined these leaders as heirs to the French Revolution of 1789 dressed as an iconic symbol that emerged from it, a well-known archetype of French democracy: Marianne.51 Town halls around France display sculptures of her bust, but in these photographs, each Marianne was an extant woman, wearing some version of the cocarde: a red, white, and blue flower made of cloth that signaled support for the 1789 Revolution’s ideals and self-identification as a “citizen,” the term revolutionaries used to address one another. Individuals pictured in the exhibition denoted migrations to metropolitan France from North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa, as well as from northern and southern Europe, while women with Asian origins appear less visible.

        Each photographic subject’s voice was also heard via a quote printed below the photograph showing how women perceived and dismissed as undesirables for where they lived, what they looked like, their socioeconomic status, how they spoke or behaved, and more generally how they appeared out of place in the metropole, continued to draw upon passionate mobility in intimate terms to make a place for themselves and to move an audience. Who was Marianne? For Samira, “she’s a rebel (unsubmissive) opening the way. . . . It’s someone who is not afraid to express herself, even in danger. This rebellious streak makes her attractive to me.” Her words packed a particular punch given that she had survived a gang rape and then published a book about it to raise awareness regarding intimate physical, emotional, and sexual violence done to women, in the vein of calls to see Vietnamese people as human and to force the French colonial state to contend with intimate violence done to Southeast Asian, West African, and European women, as we saw in chapter 4.52 Caroline said of Marianne, “For me, it’s any woman engaged in politics and society,” signaling that change did not need to come from the formal political realm but could also be practiced more intimately, in social settings. Others spoke of Marianne as a mother looking to the future, proud of being French, a commander, a pacifist, always in very personal terms. Much like the Vietnamese May Day demonstrators and Konaré, who were Joan of Arcs, these metropolitan-based Mariannes embodied a traditional symbol of Frenchness and drew from the emotions they felt as they experienced discrimination, violence, stereotyping, and the imposition of behavioral norms in the course of their everyday lives, to remind people that nonetheless they belonged even as they circulated independently.

        The most recent generation of activists, disruptors, and individuals who know they may be perceived as undesirable when they move through the world have turned more and more to collective action and radical political engagement. But like generations of women past, they continue to tell their stories as intimate ones, via social media and blogs, hoping to move people—including, in the case of the “Marche,” officials representing the French government itself—into supporting them as they seek security, better ways to exist, and a sense of belonging even when society and authorities continue to suspect they are out of place.53 The Senegalese sociologist Fatou Sow reminded readers in a 2008 interview that African women have the “right to speak” regarding their history, and to be listened to with respect for how they have described their own experiences and priorities, rather than what Americans, Europeans, imperialists, or men thought those should be.54 Like the African women described by Sow, the Mariannes or the potential undesirables we saw in chapter 1 are unapologetic in the ways they seek to name, via intimate stories told in their own words, inequality, injustice, and rights owed alongside a desire for security, freedom from fear, and a daily existence devoid of tracking and control by state and society. The Mariannes walked, a literal mobility as discussed in chapter 2, and iterated their Frenchness to demand rights, as we saw in chapter 3.

        In the twenty-first century, people have continued the tradition of utilizing words and acts of passion to eke out an existence, find ways to belong, reject the surveillance of women’s comportment, and use personal experiences to frame the right to an independent mobility, whether physical, political, cultural, or socioeconomic, that incorporates security, belonging, and ideally freedom from fear. Via social media and blogs, or during informal conversations, women today draw upon intimate details of their daily lives to tell stories of surveillance and mistreatment: threats of rape, racist, classist, sexist, homophobic, ableist, ageist, and religion-based insults and police brutality against them or their kin, but also stories of the desires that drive or are revealed by mobility. In the early twentieth century, when enough women shared such emotional stories of affection or physical, intimate, and quotidian violence to move people, officials feared for an empire’s prestige and hence sustainability. In the twenty-first century, when enough such stories are shared by independently mobile women, they remain that woman’s intimate story, but more easily become movements. Black Lives Matter, founded by Black women even though it took a while for women to also be recognized as targets of police violence, became a global phenomenon because people made connections between many individual everyday experiences of mistreatment, from tutoiement, to rough handling, to unwarranted frisking during routine police stops to check one’s identity, to maiming and death. These stories coalesced into protests that mobilized tens of thousands to name victims of police. Many of those protests were organized by transgender and cisgender African women or women of African descent, such as Assa Traoré, who was among those gathered on June 13, 2020, at the Place de la République in Paris, to denounce the sort of police brutality that had left her brother, Adama Traoré, dead after an odious encounter with police.55

        Thus, even such collective movements depend upon individuals’ experiences and expressions of the tracking, surveillance, and disciplining of their daily, often intimate, behaviors and movements. Women who speak up first in private and then in public to describe what it feels like to go through such things are telling stories to keep moving themselves and to get other people moving, so that justice starts with compelling listeners to recognize and respect the storyteller’s humanity and aspirations. We have seen in this epilogue another persistent theme of Undesirable: women underestimated. Vietnamese women asserting their place in a budding revolution and Senegalese women instigating their own feelings and actions around the vote—as opposed to Senegalese men or African American aviators authorities assumed were responsible for this suffrage movement—were initially overlooked. The actions and tactics that make up passionate mobility, generated and relayed by intimate stories of everyday life, were likewise often dismissed or overlooked as personal matters or interpreted as expressions of irrational emotion. The passivity assumed of women was, as we have seen throughout, a valence embedded in passionate mobility. Yet the ways women have been historically underestimated could lead passionate mobility to be undervalued and unconsidered as a historical driver, rather than recognized for its role in facilitating women’s independent impulses toward companionate reunifications, socioeconomic advancements, or political movements. Likewise, to pursue passionate mobility, women sometimes played with the ways they were underestimated along an affective passion-passive register. Knowing passions signaled a propensity toward suffering and emotionality, some used the vulnerability expected of them or their knowledge of what made them appear undesirable to secure assistance in the course of migrations and circulations. Stories of passionate mobility have thus also shown that women were feared for their sentiments precisely because passions not only drove women to act but also moved others to assist them. In turn, officials and onlookers who witnessed or told rumors about their intimate stories created the traces in archives that have preserved the history of passionate mobility. The platforms now available to women have become more public, more easily accessible, but the root impulses remain the same as for potential undesirables engaging in passionate mobility in the French empire during the early twentieth century: to sway others into supporting them, to avoid state and societal discipline, to find some sort of security, or even to assert autonomy.

        

        The women who used their intimacy in defense of their passionate mobility did not all see themselves as resisting the empire itself in the early twentieth century. Their goals often appear more mundane and less precise: they saw themselves as finding ways to exist, to make a place for themselves or their kin, perhaps to be at ease, and in every case to pursue a way of life as free as possible of the social, political, economic, and cultural strictures that could bind an independent woman. Yet across the geographical expanse of the empire, including its metropole, individual persons who claimed Frenchness and asserted the right to exist without policing by the state and society forced onlookers to continuously rethink who had the right to belong, whose voices would be heard, and how and why women’s claims to circulate and exist on one’s own terms were interpreted as signaling the unraveling of France’s empire. In all their intricate, complex variations, these women’s intimate stories told in the pursuit of passionate mobility submit to us, over and over, a proposition: in such circumstances, are we not all potential undesirables?
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