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INTRODUCTION

Territorial Loss and the Construction of French Colonial Identities, 1763–1962

Kate Marsh

In an 1845 article advocating a more coherent colonial policy in the French territory of Guyane, the political commentator Cochut observed:

On entend souvent dire que les Français ne sont pas colonisateurs. Cette assertion est ridicule et fausse. Nos pères ont largement fait leurs preuves en ce genre; ils ont fondé les plus belles colonies dans les systèmes opposés: Saint-Domingue, avec l’esclavage des noirs; le Canade [sic], au moyen du travail libre de la race blanche. Dans l’Inde, ils ont préparé les bases sur lesquelles l’Angleterre a élevé sa merveilleuse puissance.1

The three geographical areas identified as providing evidence of France’s natural ability to colonize have two features in common: all had been established under the Ancien Régime, and all had essentially been “lost” by France by the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815. Under the settlement of 1763, which ended the Seven Years War, French territories in Canada were ceded to British control, while on the Indian subcontinent, the French political presence was reduced to five trading comptoirs scattered around the coast: Pondichéry, Karikal, Mahé, Yanaom, and Chandernagor. In 1804, the former French colony of Saint Domingue proclaimed its independence as the new country of Haiti. Thus what Cochut posits as examples of French colonial success are also examples of French colonial failure. Together, the three lost territories form the substantive part of the “first” French colonial empire, that of the Ancien Régime, which, viewed in contradistinction to the new colonies of the nineteenth century (Algeria, “Indochina,” and colonies in West Africa and the îles d’Océanie), has given rise to the historiographical practice, favored by Anglophone and Francophone historians alike, which neatly divides the French imperial project into two discrete periods or movements.2 It is one of the aims of the essays in this collection to challenge this convenient periodization, illuminating how perceptions of territorial loss sustained continuities—continuities which informed subsequent manifestations of French imperialism, and which, indeed, are evident today in metropolitan representations and memories of empire. The essays are drawn from an international conference which was held at the University of Liverpool in July 2008. The conference brought together Anglophone and Francophone scholars to interrogate the historical, cultural, and political legacies of the French colonial adventures, and more specifically the endings of the French empires; the resulting essays question the concept of territorial loss and seek to understand why and how nostalgia contributes to the problematic of French colonial “memories.”

Les épaves de l’ancien empire colonial français

Analyzing the longevity of tropes of loss can reveal much about the complex persistence of ideas concerning France’s identity as a colonial power both during and after periods of colonization. Said’s basic contention that knowledge of the Orient is linked to the exercise of colonial power has become an idée reçue in studies on colonialism,3 even among scholars who reject his argument that such knowledge was invariably exploited for the purposes of political domination.4 The symbiotic relationship between colonial power and discourses is especially problematic when it concerns a challenged imperial power. All the analyses offered by the contributors to the present volume reveal a basic premise: it is not simply successful conquest which creates a self-validating colonial discourse; failure can do so too. In his seminal lecture delivered at the Sorbonne on March 11, 1882, Ernest Renan recognized the role that grief could play in the generation of a collective sense of nationhood: “En fait de souvenirs nationaux, les deuils valent mieux que les triomphes; car ils imposent des devoirs; ils commandent l’effort en commun.”5 The essays here explore how memory of France’s territorial “bereavements” contributed to later French colonial projects and ideas.

There was no single monolithic French colonial project; over the course of four centuries, the French colonial “empire” expanded and contracted to encompass territories across five continents at various times. Any analysis of the material and cultural consequences (for both the colonized and the colonizers) of French colonialism therefore requires an awareness of chronological and regional specificities. Although Henri Froidevaux, in a publication to coincide with the Exposition Universelle of 1900, collectively termed the remnants of the Ancien Régime empire the “épaves de notre ancien empire d’outre-mer,” not all geographic territories had the same cultural prominence.6 For while the adjective “perdu” may have developed a certain resonance between the “loss” of India and Canada (1763) and the decolonization of Algeria (1962), the curtailing or failure of French colonial power over a given territory was viewed and represented in uneven and varying ways.

In this respect, the case of “French India” is exemplary. The five French Indian établissements, or comptoirs as they were popularly known, had a cultural importance which belied their geographic, political, and economic insignificance. Geographically disparate, these small enclaves (the surface area of all five totaling 500km2, with a population of roughly three hundred thousand inhabitants in the census of 1951) had none of the territorial grandeur of either Algeria or Indochina.7 Even at the height of French expansionism in India, under the governorship of Dupleix (1742–1754), revenue from trade was negligible in comparison with that generated by sugar grown on the colon-owned slave plantations of Saint Domingue.8 The chef-lieu, Pondichéry, was not a cohesive unit, consisting of outlying hamlets which were effectively islands stranded in British-controlled Indian territory until 1947, and all the comptoirs were economically dependent upon the surrounding Indian towns for essential supplies and communications, including electricity and the postal service during the twentieth century. Known collectively as l’Inde française, and thus gaining a linguistic unity which was contradicted by their geographical disparity, they were, by the middle of the twentieth century, an anachronistic hangover from the Ancien Régime, although pro-colonial lobbyists continued to view them picturesquely as “les ultimes confettis de l’Empire de Dupleix.”9 Their end was similarly unspectacular: the inhabitants did not win “independence”; rather, a transfer of power was negotiated. The completion of the Geneva Accords on July 21, 1954, recognizing the independence of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, and the subsequent withdrawal of the French from the former Indochina, allowed the attention of the government of Mendès-France to be turned to the issue of the French Indian comptoirs. On October 18, 1954 at Kijéour, a small commune of Pondichéry, 170 out of 178 members of the municipal councils and the Representative Assembly of the remaining comptoirs voted to secede (Chandernagor having already decided by referendum on June 19, 1949 that the “ville libre” should withdraw from the Union française). Following the signing of the transfer agreement in New Delhi on October 21, 1954 by the French ambassador, the comte d’Ostrorog, and the Indian minister for external affairs, R. K. Nehru, France’s diplomatic councilor, Pierre Landy, handed over power to Kewal Singh, as Pondichéry’s first Indian chief executive, on November 1, 1954. On the day of this de facto handover of power, hostilities broke out in Algeria and, fearful of setting a precedent, députés left the Treaty of Cession without ratification by the Assemblée nationale until July 12, 1962, after the end of the Algerian conflict. In other words, the decolonization of the comptoirs, sandwiched between the end of “Indochina” and the end of French Algeria, was inextricably linked to the end of the Union française itself.10 Pro-colonial politicians in 1962 argued that the Indian territories had been French longer than Corsica and the Savoy region, but had been abandoned by the Fourth Republic; their loss was posited as the precipitating act in the chain reaction which ended with Algerian independence.11 In contrast, socialists from 1954 adduced the successful transfer of power to the Indian Union to bolster the myth of French Republican fraternity, arguing that France had freely negotiated a non-violent settlement with the world’s largest and newest democracy.12

If the small French presence in India spanned the so-called “first” and “second” French colonial empires, the myth of Dupleix’s “lost” Indian empire had a similar longevity. The term “l’Inde perdue” did not become widely popular until 1935, when it was used by the ardent supporter of empire, Claude Farrère; but the notion of a “lost” French Indian empire had been propagated as early as 1766 in the debates surrounding the culpability of Thomas Arthur de Lally for the defeat of the French in India, a debate that contributed to his trial and eventual execution in May 1766.13 Within metropolitan France, the functioning of the “lost” empire in India as a reference point became even more important under the colonial projects of the Third Republic. Along with other geographic areas “lost” to France by 1815—Canada and Saint Domingue—India became a focal point for writers concerned with France’s duty to civilize. The colonial propagandist Charles Canivet exemplifies this tendency. Writing as France was increasing its territorial power in Africa, he evoked France’s former glory in India, remarking in the “Avant-propos” to his Les colonies perdues (1884):

Il n’est peut-être pas inutile, à l’heure actuelle, de rappeler sommairement ces faits. Si tristes qu’ils soient, ils ont leurs pages grandioses, et si de tels dévouements pouvaient inspirer des résolutions viriles, est-ce que nous n’avons pas une place à prendre en Afrique, dans cette terre à peine connue encore, où dorment tant de richesses inexploitées?14

Not all territorial losses, however, were considered equal, and the strategies used to represent them differed significantly. Since the publication of Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past (1995), much has been made of the “occlusion” of the Haitian revolution in European narratives of the French Revolution and eighteenth-century colonialism,15 and Canivet’s polemic illustrates how different losses were narrativized. Although India, Canada, and Saint Domingue are all included in Canivet’s “colonies perdues,” Saint Domingue does not conform to the author’s central argument explaining territorial loss. Canivet’s thesis concerns the loss of both Canada and India to France’s traditional imperial competitor, Britain;16 he argues that both territories were “abandoned” to the frère ennemi as a result of the indifference of the Bourbon monarchy:

C’est ici que la fortune de Dupleix prend, avec celle du grand et infortuné Montcalm, une étonnante analogie. Le titre que nous avons donné à ce double résumé de deux tristes pages de notre histoire, n’est peut-être pas celui qui leur conviendrait le mieux. C’est Colonies abandonnées qui nous aurions dû écrire sur la première page de ce petit livre.17

Instrumentalization of the loss of India and Canada in order to advance a new colonial ideology was common throughout the nineteenth century and early twentieth century across the French political spectrum. Consistently positing two culprits (the Bourbon monarchy and perfidious Britain) for the loss of French territories, writers as varied as the monarchist Comte Alexis de Saint-Priest (in 1845), the historian Emile Lonchampt (in 1886), the pro-colonial lobbyist Cas-tonnet des Fosses (in 1889), Ferrand, the author of the school textbook Géographie de la France et de ses colonies: Cours moyen—certificat d’études (1904), and the novelist Judith Gautier (1913), all subsumed the former French possessions under a European narrative.18 In the cases of Canivet and Castonnet des Fosses, the lost territories of India and Canada were mobilized as propaganda for Third Republican expansionist policies.19 Similarly, writing under the Third Republic, the colonial commentator Marcel Dubois welcomed the creation of Indochine as recompense for what he called France’s “lamentable loss” of India during the eighteenth century.20 In other words, the new colonial venture of the nineteenth century was narrativized with reference to the failed endeavor of the eighteenth.

If it was possible to interpret the loss of India and Canada during the eighteenth century as an intra-European affair, this was not the case with Saint Domingue. The revolutionary overthrow of French imperial rule by slaves was an embarrassment that lent itself to national amnesia.21 As previous commentators have noted, the “unthinkable” event was either written out of French history (notably the historiography of the French Revolution) or its significance was diminished.22 Canivet, for example, denies the agency of the slaves in their own liberation, skewing his chronology to assert erroneously that liberation was achieved with an act of abolition passed by the Revolutionary Assemblée in Paris in 1794.23 In contrast to the twelve chapters given over to Canada and the eight chapters devoted to India, Saint Domingue is tagged on in a composite chapter which also deals with Mauritius. The defeat of Leclerc’s forces is attributed solely to disease and the tropical climate; the trading significance of Saint Domingue is manifestly distorted:

Quant à Maurice et Saint-Domingue, leur perte, si minime à côté de pareils désastres, ne pouvait entraîner de conséquences graves ni provoquer d’énormes regrets, au milieu des bouleversements de toute sorte qui remuaient l’Europe, et des complications dont la France était le théâtre. Et si nous leurs avons donné place, en quelques lignes, à la fin de ce livre, c’est que l’une et l’autre, après avoir prospéré sous notre domination, comptent aujourd’hui parmi nos colonies perdues.24

In recent years, the “lost” narrative of the Haitian Revolution has been “recovered” and has begun to assume a certain prominence in postcolonial studies and histories of French colonialism, chiefly thanks to the work of Laurent Dubois.25 However, while French writers over the course of the nineteenth century may have underplayed its significance, the Haitian Revolution is not absent from French texts. Manipulated and circumscribed to fit various agendas—colonial, anti-monarchical, anti-British—the slave revolution is invoked, along with other territorial losses, in order to
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