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Joseph Alexandre Le Brasseur

Date of Birth About 1741
Place of Birth Rembouillet (France)
Date of Death 15 June 1794
Place of Death Paris

Biography
Joseph Alexandre Le Brasseur was born in Rembouillet, France, son of 
Pierre Le Brasseur, who was estate manager to the Duke of Penthiève  
(a grandson of Louis XIV). Both 1741 and 1745 are suggested as his 
possible year of birth. Little is known about him before he began his 
career as a government employee in 1763. Le Brasseur spent most of 
his life in the French colonies, including Saint Lucia, Île de Gorée, Saint 
Domingue (now Haiti), Île de France (now Mauritius) and Île Bourbon 
(now Réunion), serving in a variety of capacities and eventually rising to 
the rank of chief commissioner of finance and later chargé d’affaires of  
the Île de France and Île Bourbon. He retired in July 1792 and died at the 
guillotine on 15 June 1794 in Paris. 

MAIN SOURCES OF INFORMATION
Primary
C. Becker and V. Martin, ‘Détails historiques et politiques, mémoire inédit (1778) 

de J.A. Le Brasseur’, Bulletin de l’Institut Fondamental d’Afrique Noire,  
series B (sciences humaines) 39 (1977) 81-132, pp. 83-5 ( details of Le Bras-
seur’s personal papers and reports kept in the Archives nationales de 
France)

Secondary
Becker and Martin, ‘Détails historiques et politiques’

Works on Christian-Muslim Relations

Détails historiques et politiques, ‘Historical and 
political details’

Date 1778
Original Language French
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Description
Détails historiques et politiques (in full, Détails historiques et politiques 
sur la religion, les moeurs et le commerce des peuples qui habitent la côte 
occidentale d’Afrique depuis l’Empire de Maroc jusqu’aux rivières de Casa-
mance et de Gambie, ‘Historical and political details about the religion, 
customs and commercial activities of the peoples who inhabit the west 
coast of Africa, from the Moroccan Empire as far as the coasts of Casa-
mance and Gambia’) was written by Joseph Alexandre Le Brasseur, who 
served from 1774-9 as the French chief commissioner and later governor 
on Gorée Island (present-day Senegal). In its manuscript form, it is about 
55 pages long, dated Rambouillet, June 1778, and dedicated to the Duke 
of Penthiève. No published or edited versions are known; all the three 
extant manuscripts seem to be draft editions, with minor dissimilarities 
between the texts.

Charles Becker and Victor Martin have published a critical edition of 
what they consider the most complete text, being the manuscript located 
at Archives Nationales de France, collection Colonies, série C6, box 29. 
They suggest that Détails historiques et politiques may have been part of 
a larger document or a collection of documents, since the numbering of 
the manuscript starts at page 85 (and ends at page 140). The first 84 pages 
seem to have gone missing. In the box, Détails historiques et politiques is 
followed by another text entitled Nouvelles réflexions sur l’éntrée de la 
rivière de Cazamance (pages 141-4), possibly by the same author, and fol-
lowed by an additional 12-page manuscript entitled Mémoire sur la néces-
sité d’un établissement aux Isles des idoles, also written by Le Brasseur.

Détails historiques et politiques describes the political history of the 
area from present-day Mauritania to Guinea Bissau and details the com-
mercial prospects and commodities (gold, slaves, gum, millet, cattle, etc.) 
that were bartered at the various riverbank and coastal ports. The text is 
a compilation of Le Brasseur’s personal observations and notes, together 
with oral traditions he collected during the years he served at Gorée 
Island. The latter make the document particularly valuable. Le Brasseur 
cites extensively oral traditions regarding the Trarza Moors and their 
relations with neighbouring groups such the Brakna, as well as with the 
Moroccan Empire. He also records oral traditions about the history of the 
Wolof and Cayor Empires and the gelwars of Sine-Saloum, the Bur Niumi 
and the Bur Casamance, and the royal lineages of the various states. By 
recording the traditions, the text fixes a moment in the interpretation of 
the oral history of the region, and provides details that are not found in 
similar form in later sources. Of particular interest for the history of Islam 
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in the region is an oral tradition that presents Ndiandian Ndiaye, found-
ing ancestor of the Wolof, as the son of a man called Abdulrahman, who, 
according to the tradition, was sent by the Prophet Muḥammad to West 
Africa to instruct the Wolof in the teachings and the excellence of the 
Qur’an (Becker and Martin, Détails historiques et politiques, p. 94). This 
seems to suggest that by the 18th century Islam had become an integral 
part of the foundation myth of the Wolof and therefore of Wolof identity.

Le Brasseur writes rather disdainfully about Islam: he speaks of the 
‘monstrous fables of the Qur’an’, ‘a superstition so absurd’ that the mighty 
no longer believe it (p. 89), and mockingly describes marabouts as wine-
drinking charlatans who had no knowledge of the Qur’an and swindled 
innocent people (p. 109). He records that Islam south of the Sahara was 
less influenced by Arab Islam and therefore had begun to lose some of 
its ‘pretended purity’ (p. 89). 

Despite his contemptuous tone, he proves an astute observer of local 
Islamic beliefs and practices, and describes several local varieties of Mus-
lim festivals, such as the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday, of Tabaski 
(ʿĪd al-Aḍḥā) and of Tamharat (New Year). According to what he says, 
Wolof Muslims ate copious amounts of food during Tamharat, believ-
ing that this would bring prosperity for the coming year. Another Tam-
harat tradition he records is that all Wolof Muslims (male and female) 
covered their heads during the daylight hours of Tamharat because they  
believed that during this time the angels exhumed those who had died 
during the previous year and carried them to another place. Any sand 
that fell from their shrouds and touched people would bring illness  
and misfortune in the year to come (p. 99).

Significance
The text illustrates the extent of the process of Islamisation among the 
Wolof, which by the 18th century had resulted in a refashioning of the 
Wolof foundation history to incorporate Islam. 

Also, the differentiation in Le Brasseur’s text between a ‘pure’ Arab 
Islam and a ‘less pure’ Islam in sub-Saharan Africa signals a distinc-
tion between Islam arabe and Islam noir, which later became central to 
French colonial policy vis-à-vis Islam and Muslims.

Publications
MS Paris, Archives Nationales de France – Collection Colonies, série 

C6, box 29, pp. 85-140 (1778)
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MS Paris, Archives Nationales de France – Collection Moreau de 
Saint-Méry, Colonies, F3, registre 61, fols 4-33 (1778)

MS BNF – français no. 12080, Ancien supplément français, 30 fols (1778); 
ark:/12148/btv1b9061566r (digitised version available through BNF)

Becker and Martin, ‘Détails historiques et politiques’
Studies

Becker and Martin, ‘Détails historiques et politiques’

Martha Frederiks




