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Shifting Territories
The Production of Space on Eighteenth-Century Hispaniola

Nathalie Bragadir

The sites and sights of the borderlands (as places simultaneously resistant 
to “others” and places of expressed resistance) provide territories where 
these two conditions can be juxtaposed. These are places where the act 
of mapping—of “taking measure”—can permit the speculation of alterna-
tive blueprints through which the essential connections between body and 
land are reshaped.

Teddy Cruz, Architecture of the Borderlands

For instance, a man is living in the state of Mississippi today, a cutoff oc-
curs tonight, and tomorrow the man finds himself and his land over on the 
other side of the river, within the boundaries and subject to the laws of the 
state of Louisiana! Such a thing, happening in the upper river in the old 
times, could have transferred a slave from Missouri to Illinois and made a 
free man of him.

Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippi

In the colonial archives of Sevilla and Aix-en-Provence and in the na-
tional archives in Santo Domingo, entire catalogs are devoted to “Border 
Affairs” between Saint Domingue and Santo Domingo. The archives have 
a way of speaking for themselves: the sheer number of documents alone 
indicates that this island’s colonial history centered on territorial claims. 
The French and Spanish diplomatic correspondence over border issues in 
Hispaniola during the eighteenth century shows that during this period, 
colonial authorities could not effectively isolate one side of the island from 
the other. Paradoxically, bilateral attempts to delimit a border, whether on 
the island or across the Atlantic, reveal a series of important dialogues—
sometimes cooperative, sometimes confrontational—between France 
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and Spain. This chapter provides a glimpse into the history of the border 
in Hispaniola and argues that the official treaties and mapping practices 
regarding the border reveal a volatile reality that created anxiety for offi-
cials on both sides as France and Spain pursued territorial possession. My 
analysis of the mapping and spatial practices during the creation of the 
colonial border reveals how status and racialized subjecthood centered on 
territorial possession and sovereignty. Whether they were actively cross-
ing the border themselves or having the limits redrawn around them, 
people have been crossing this border since its inception. Some had the 
power to transform their status through adopting a new allegiance, but 
others who were not so fortunate found themselves constrained by the 
border and without access to their freedom or their property.
 Pierre Ravel, a French freeman of color, is an example of the latter. 
He was arrested in 1768 by Spanish commander Nicolás de Montenegro 
for encroaching on Spanish territory near the border town of San Rafael. 
Because the French made only a feeble effort to arrange for his freedom, 
he was held for almost two years in the prisons of San Rafael and Santo 
Domingo. Calling himself a “loyal vassal among all nations,”1 Ravel was 
indignant about the fact that he had remained imprisoned for so long. 
Ravel said, “From the first step of my tragedy I have been treated as a 
criminal.”2 Why was he held responsible for a boundary issue that should 
have been settled between French and Spanish sovereigns? Why should 
he, as a Frenchman, have to ask permission of the Spanish side to pur-
chase a piece of property sold to him by another person of French nation-
ality? Ravel explained his position in testimony before the audiencia in 
Santo Domingo, the Crown’s appellate court in the colonies:

When a Frenchman wishes to acquire a certain property from a 
master or lord, he will only do so on French domain, not Spanish, 
whose limits should be known by the respective lords of both na-
tions, and in the case that some error should occur, he who bought 
the property in good faith, acquiring the title from its legitimate 
sovereign, should not be the victim.3

Ravel’s predicament revealed how these states’ inability to define and 
police firm boundaries between their territories created unpredictable 
and dangerous consequences for those who lived in this contested space. 
In his attempt to settle in highly contested territory away from Spanish 
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authority, Ravel realized too late that contact with both sides was neces-
sary for his survival.
 The notion of the borderland—not just the border—is crucial in ana-
lyzing Ravel’s case. Establishing the borderland as the starting point even-
tually leads to the social networks that reach across it. The limits of the 
border that were established in the French and Spanish maps and treaties 
by officials in capitals (on the island or in Europe) were far from recog-
nized on the ground (Fig. 1.1). Defining the unit of analysis as the con-
tested region that eventually became a border has the potential to deepen 
our understanding about imperial authority and power in daily life. Bor-
der studies scholars Michiel Baud and Willem van Schendel (1997) see 
this dynamic as a paradox:

From the perspective of national centers of authority, the border 
between countries is a sharp line, an impenetrable barrier. But from 
the perspective of the border, borderlands are broad scenes of inter-
actions in which people from both sides work out everyday accom-
modations based on face-to-face relationships. (216)

Sven Tägil notes another paradoxical quality: borders act simultaneously 
as dividers and connectors. He writes, “Boundaries separate people . . . and 
the separating qualities of boundaries influence interaction between 
them.” In his discussion about the U.S.-Mexico border, Stanley Ross also 
views the border as “a region where two civilizations face each other and 
overlap” (quoted in Baud and van Schendel 1997, 216; italics in original). 
In other words, while borders create political, social, and cultural divides, 
they also reveal the existence of networks of communication across them.
 Every border has a different history, and Hispaniola’s particular his-
tory of slavery greatly influenced the groups who became most associ-
ated with the border region and the ways border figures—maroon slaves, 
free people of color, military officials, and contrabandists—identified with 
one side or the other. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, Saint 
Domingue, the French side, was the more powerful because of a booming 
economy based in slavery and sugar production. On the eve of the Hai-
tian Revolution, more than 180,000 people lived in Saint Domingue, 90 
percent of whom were enslaved. Meanwhile, the Spanish side to the east, 
which was composed mostly of cattle ranchers, or hateros, was poorer and 
had a population about half the size of its neighbor, 15 percent of whom 
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were enslaved. Maroon communities of escaped slaves from both sides 
of the island occupied the still relatively unknown territory of the bor-
der region, which was also inhabited by freed people of color who made 
their living by buying and selling contraband goods that included cattle 
from the Spanish side and agricultural and manufactured items from the 
French side. These border subjects were a source of constant anxiety for 
the French and Spanish officials. They threatened the very core of colonial 
power with their illegal settlements and trafficking in contraband. These 
cross-border practices had the potential to undermine the colonists’ all-
important claims to territory and possession (Fig. 1.2).
 The anxiety over this zone is revealed in the Spanish use of the term tol-
erancia, abbreviated from raya de tolerancia (line of tolerance), to define 
the region that separated Saint Domingue from Santo Domingo. This term 
occurs frequently in the Spanish correspondence but does not appear in 
the French documents. “Raya de tolerancia” seems to have signaled the 
Spanish Crown’s concerns over French incursions into Spanish territory, 
since the borderline often shifted from west to east. The complicated pro-
cess of possession was the most important method of proving ownership 
of territory because it could be argued based on fact (and evidence) rather 
than on entitlement. Lauren Benton (2010, 7) has claimed that in imperial 
disputes over territory, rituals of possession on the ground, such as forts, 
markers, cultivation of land, and public declarations, were more effective 
methods for proving land sovereignty than diplomatic treaties and maps. 

Figure 1.2. Map of the island of Saint Domingue with alternative border, 1772, by De 
Boisforêt. Collection Moreau de St. Mery. Archives Nationales d’Outre Mer, Aix-en-
Provence, France.


