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The last two decades have seen a certain amount of handwringing among
French historians, as the ending of the Cold War and the fading of bicenten-
nial energies seemed to sap the urgency from historiographical debates about
the French Revolution and call into question its defining place in the field’s
interpretive paradigms.*1 The opening up of new archives and the effects of
globalization have drawn scholarly attention toward the twentieth century, as
well as toward France’s manifold entanglements with the world beyond the
boundaries of the famous “Hexagon.” Colonial history has been one of the
great beneficiaries of these historiographical shifts, as a wave of new scholar-
ship has argued for the importance of the colonies and colonized peoples in
shaping national identity and political cultures in modern France. If there is
now a significant body of research showing the mutual constitution of repub-
licanism and imperialism during the French Revolution and the Republics of
the twentieth century, the field’s emphasis on republican imperialism has
nonetheless left important historical and interpretive lacunae in our under-
standings of the relationship between metropole and colonies under the non-
republican regimes of the modern period. As Emmanuelle Saada recently
remarked in the pages of this journal, “the attention to colonial phenomena
is now generating a feeling of ‘déjà-lu’ with studies that describe the ‘material’
or ‘symbolic’ violence of the colonial order in often a repetitive manner, while
underlining the ‘colonial contradictions’ of the Republic.… What we need
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now is more work that explores how imperial categories have informed defin-
itions of nation-state and citizenship over the long-term.”2

A revitalization of interest in the period following the French Revolution,
which has occurred more quietly alongside the so-called colonial turn, offers
one way forward.3 The years from the rise of Napoleon to the fall of his
nephew, Napoleon III, were long seen as a singular struggle for democracy and
social rights, in which embattled republican forces slowly fought toward their
ultimate triumph in 1870. More recently, however, scholars have begun to
consider the successive regimes of this period as imaginative, if ultimately
unsuccessful, attempts to find a stable balance between absolute monarchy
and popular republicanism. In the face of the political fragmentation, eco-
nomic transformation, and cultural anxiety that characterize the present
world of globalized neo-liberalism, this effort to shape the post-Revolutionary
order has increasing resonance, while disappointment with the recent failures
of French republicanism to cope with growing cultural diversity has prompted
renewed interest in the paths not taken in the nineteenth century.4 New his-
tories highlight the political experimentation of a society rebuilding from
decades of revolution and warfare. In the traumatic aftermath of the Revolu-
tion, Bonapartism, constitutional monarchism, liberalism, and socialism all
proposed political alternatives to republicanism as the foundation of the
French state, as well as new forms of citizenship and social subjectivity.5 Far
from a simple way station on the path from 1789 to the triumph of the Repub-
lic in 1871, the middle decades of the nineteenth century constituted a period
of ingenuity in which old and new were combined in novel ways by thinkers,
politicians, artists, and ordinary citizens seeking “to restore a cohesive society
and to find centripetal forces that might dampen the centrifugal impulses of
dynamic transition.”6 New histories show that the process of reconstruction
was both longer in duration and more thoroughgoing than previously recog-
nized, linking political changes with such intimate matters as family, senti-
ment, and selfhood.

The articles in this issue emphasize that the post-Revolutionary “recov-
ery” encompassed France’s overseas colonies as well. In the wake of the aboli-
tion, then restoration, of slavery and political assimilation in the colonies
during the Revolution and Napoleonic Empire, there ensued protracted strug-
gles to redefine colonial systems of labor, race, citizenship, and nationhood.
Until recently, scholars of French history interested in the “reciprocal influ-
ences and multidirectional flows between France and its diverse colonial pos-
sessions” largely overlooked this messy period of reconstruction.7 Historians of
specific areas formerly colonized by France or of themes within colonial his-
tory had identified unifying local or regional chronologies spanning this
period. Most notably, historians of the Atlantic World and of New World slav-
ery began in the mid-1980s to recognize the century from the 1780s to 1880s
as the “age of abolition,” in which slave revolts (themselves now usually
included in a broader “age of Atlantic revolutions” against European domina-
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tion), Enlightenment humanitarianism, and structural economic changes
combined to end African slavery in North America and the Caribbean.8 Histo-
rians of the Mediterranean, as well, have examined the influence of post-Rev-
olutionary ideologies on French relations with Algeria, Egypt, and the Levant,
charting the development of a technocratic, scientific, and cultural fascination
with the “Orient.”9 Nevertheless, dix-neuvièmistes have been slower than their
colleagues of earlier and later periods to recognize the interpenetration of met-
ropolitan and colonial histories.

This relative neglect is, in part, a reflection of historical realities: the
French empire of the period was far smaller than the vast holdings of the Old
Regime or the Third Republic, and colonial reconstruction lacked much of the
drama that has drawn increasing scholarly attention to the period of the Rev-
olution and decolonization. But the neglect also reflects a longstanding
tyranny of republicanism in the historiography on France and its empire, as
scholars interested in the linkages between metropole and colony have sought
to understand the tensions between the egalitarian ideals of the Republic and
the inequalities and violence of colonial rule in the modern period. It is polit-
ical theorists interested in leading French liberal thinkers, especially Alexis de
Tocqueville, who have begun to break this exclusive focus on republican impe-
rialism.10 Important as their work is, however, it risks reproducing the focus on
imperial “tensions” and “contradictions” within otherwise admirable ideolo-
gies, simply substituting nineteenth-century liberalism for eighteenth- or
twentieth-century republicanism. The contributions to this special issue rep-
resent a new wave of scholarship that brings the insights of recent post-Revo-
lutionary historiography to the process of colonial transition, when people
across the empire saw in the uncertainties of the period opportunities and
obligations to restructure colonial states, economies, and societies and to
reimagine the relationship between France and its colonies.11

The trajectory of French colonialism between the First Empire and Third
Republic was, like that of the metropole, one of collapse and rebirth. How-
ever, we must beware, as David Todd and others have recently argued, neither
to exaggerate the Revolutionary break between the “first” and “second” colo-
nial empires, nor to underestimate the importance of the intervening
regimes’ new initiatives overseas.12 The French overseas empire entered the
post-Revolutionary period diminished in scope and strength after a half-cen-
tury of dramatic losses,13 but French diplomats managed to negotiate the
return of many former colonial territories at the Congress of Vienna, and
energetic pressure from the government of Louis XVIII restored important
Caribbean, West African, and Indian Ocean holdings to France.14 Thus despite
significant territorial contraction during the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, France quickly re-emerged as a major player on the global imperial
stage after 1815. 

The issue of slavery, both within the French empire and beyond, was of
critical importance to the economic and political fate of the empire across the
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revolutionary and post-Revolutionary periods, generating recurrent conflicts
within the French colonies as well as between France and other powers, espe-
cially the British. Forced by slave revolutionaries in the Antilles to enact the
first emancipation of its chattel slaves by a European empire in 1794, the
French Republic briefly extended metropolitan law to the colonies under the
Constitution of 1795, which declared them an “integral part” of the nation,
divided them into departments like the metropolitan territory, and reaffirmed
the 1794 abolition decree. The Directory maintained this civic and political
assimilation, although it was unevenly applied given the military situation in
the colonies and increasingly “emptied” of substance.15 The Constitution of
1799 restored the differential legal regime whereby the colonies were “ruled by
special laws,” which would remain in place in virtually all French constitutions
until the creation of the French Union after the Second World War. In 1802,
Napoleon reinstated slavery in those territories where emancipation had been
implemented.16 At the same time, a ban on the slave trade, initiated by Britain
in 1807 and signed by France in 1817, then again in 1831, sparked clashes
between the two powers over enforcement and led to labor shortages through-
out the European plantation colonies. The passage of the British emancipation
act of 1833 put further pressure on the French slave colonies and encouraged
the revival of the French antislavery movement, although the “second” eman-
cipation did not take place until after the February 1848 revolution.

The successive post-Revolutionary regimes simultaneously turned their
ambitions to new areas and sought to restore French authority in the “ves-
tiges” of the Old Regime empire.17 Building on the growth of exploration,
missionary activity, and trade from the late eighteenth century, as well as ris-
ing international rivalries, they established new centers of French influence in
the Maghreb, sub-Saharan Africa, the Indian Ocean, Oceania, south-east Asia,
even Antarctica. France’s global acquisitions from these years included: Alge-
ria, invaded by the Bourbon king Charles X in 1830 and largely conquered in
brutal fashion by Louis-Philippe’s July Monarchy in the 1840s; Senegal, where
governor Louis Faidherbe defeated powerful local rulers to establish French
sovereignty and economic control during the Second Empire; the Marquesas
islands, Tahiti, and New Caledonia in the Pacific, of which French naval offi-
cers took possession in 1843 and 1853, respectively, following a period of
intensive scientific exploration and Catholic missionary activity; and
Indochina, where French domination began with a naval expedition against
the emperor of Annam and the occupation of Saigon in 1859, then expanded
to include all of Cochinchina by 1867 and the establishment of a protectorate
over Cambodia in 1863. Although the pace and scale of imperial conquest
accelerated dramatically under the Third Republic, especially in Africa, the
Restoration, July Monarchy, Second Republic, and Second Empire nonetheless
all made critical additions to France’s overseas holdings, while also negotiating
the transition from slave to free and indentured labor during the middle
decades of the century.
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Even as French domination expanded into regions usually associated with
the second colonial empire, however, it did not constitute a distinct entity her-
metically separated from either the first French empire or from other empires.
The contributors to this special issue highlight the dense networks of intra-
imperial connection that linked individual French colonies (past and present)
to one another and to France, creating new imperial formations that tran-
scended traditional geographical and chronological boundaries. As their arti-
cles show, newly acquired territories in Africa and the Pacific were
incorporated into existing French “networks of empire”18 and added new
strands to the administrative, economic, migratory, cultural, discursive, and
political webs that bound new colonies to old, and empire to metropole. Peo-
ple, ideas, and institutions not only traversed the upheavals of the revolu-
tionary and Napoleonic periods, they also traveled between colonial
territories. Thus, for example, the freedom suit of the falsely enslaved man
Furcy, recounted by Sue Peabody, took him from the Ile Bourbon, restored to
France in 1815, to Mauritius, which remained part of the British Empire, to
Paris, and drew on the support of Louis Gilbert Boucher, a magistrate whose
career and family connections spanned French imperial territory from
Napoleonic Italy to Saint-Domingue, Corsica, and Paris, as well as Bourbon.
Similarly, Allyson Delnore’s analysis of French deportation practices details the
“multidirectional” character of imperial penal policy, as political dissidents
were moved between old colonies, newly conquered territories, and the metro-
pole, depending on the needs of the state to maintain social order. Even
within a single territory, as Miranda Spieler’s study of French Guiana suggests,
“new” and “old” empires collided in the realm of law, albeit not without con-
flict between local “old timers” who continued to define the colony by its Old
Regime origins, and newcomers with a different vision of metropolitan
authority over the colonial state. Captured contraband slaves likewise moved
from the Old Regime world of the slave trade to a new legal regime where the
trade was outlawed, while maroons ran away from French masters into British
territory or areas that escaped French state control.

Political, social, legal, and imperial reconstruction worked out in uneven
and complicated ways across the imperial space that was “France.” Through-
out this period, debates about and reforms to legal categories such as citizen-
ship, freedom, enslavement, and emancipation created confusion and
discontinuity, as well as a means by which the French state tried to consolidate
its centralized control over both metropolitan and imperial spaces. The legal
pluralism of the empire reflected the institutional and ideological heterogene-
ity of the time, but it also, in conjunction with the spatial “lumpiness” of state
power, created opportunities for autonomy and negotiation for colonial resi-
dents, free and unfree.19 In the Furcy case, the free soil principle, which
applied in the metropole, dictated that Furcy was born free; however, as
Peabody demonstrates, the lumpiness of imperial power allowed colonists in
the Indian Ocean to ignore metropolitan law and deny him his freedom. Like-
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wise, Spieler’s article makes clear the extent to which the economic impera-
tives of the slavery regime could take a back seat—if temporarily—to a strug-
gle for power between colonists and the imperial state. Metropolitan
governors extended the authority of the colonial state into new regions of
Guiana and into the private households of individual slave owners, infringing
masters’ claims to their human property and redefining slave abuse as a threat
to public order and to the stability of slavery as an institution. As Jennifer Ses-
sions’s article on Algeria’s place in the Revolution of 1848 shows, domestic
transformations could trigger divergent, and even contradictory reforms in the
empire. Thus, the Second Republic emancipated and enfranchised the remain-
ing French slaves, while overseeing the political assimilation of Algeria’s
French colonists and the exclusion of both its indigenous people and immi-
grants from other European states.20

The post-Revolutionary state, which understood its sovereignty in imper-
ial terms, sought to regulate its ostensibly free subjects within the metropole,
as well, with similarly mixed results. Delnore’s account of the penal system
employed to remove malcontents from their sites of protest shows the extent
to which the “center” was inextricably dependent on its multiple colonial
“peripheries” in its efforts to impose its legal will even within continental
France. In a period marked by indigenous resistance to the expanding French
presence in Algeria and the growth and politicization of the “dangerous
classes” in the metropole, deportation proved a useful tool for successive nine-
teenth-century regimes to both uproot insurgency and demonstrate state
power both in the colonies and at home. In addition to removing dangerous
individuals from restive situations, deportation demonstrated, both to politi-
cal dissidents and to the public at large, the power and authority of the differ-
ent French political regimes of the 1840s and 50s, whether monarchical,
republican, or Bonapartist. Sessions’s article reinforces these lessons in chart-
ing the Second Republic’s repeated turns to Algeria in its search for stability in
1848, first in importing military manpower to put down radical challenges in
the June Days and then in creating new mechanisms for emigration to the
North African colony to replace the National Workshops in French cities.
These tactics backfired, however, as the deployment of colonial forces in
France fueled new political opposition, and the Republic’s Algerian coloniza-
tion scheme collapsed under the weight of the new colonists’ resistance to
state regulations.

Although focused on different geographical regions, the articles presented
here all explore the interrelations between colonial and metropolitan recon-
structions in the first half of the nineteenth century. Whether looking across
the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, or the Indian Ocean, the contributors empha-
size that the restructuring of the French political and social order echoed
throughout the empire and that colonial relationships were key to the process
of rebuilding state and society in France. Highlighting the dual need to bring
empire into the growing discussion about the post-Revolutionary period and

Naomi J. Andrews and Jennifer E. Sessions6



the post-Revolutionary period into the now-robust conversation about French
colonialism, they show us the critical role played by non-republican regimes
in the formation of the modern French empire and the central place of the
colonies in working out the Revolution’s legacies in the nineteenth century.

Together, these historians suggest new ways forward in thinking about the
relationship between metropolitan and colonial histories in modern France.
On the one hand, attention to nineteenth-century imperial developments
challenges traditional chronologies of the period. We see here significant con-
tinuities in state policy and personnel from the eighteenth century well into
the nineteenth—including the free soil principle and policing of black bodies,
conflicts between colonial councils and metropolitan-appointed bureaucrats,
questions about the legitimacy of the slave trade and slavery, and a state appa-
ratus that moved its subjects across the empire as a means of social control. At
the same time, there are also significant moments of reinvention that propose
alternative periodizations. The abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in
1817 emerges as far more important to “on the ground” dynamics considered
here than the collapse of the Napoleonic Empire just two years before. Simi-
larly, the overthrow of the Bourbons in 1830 had far less impact in the empire
as a whole (and even arguably in France itself) than did the conquest of Alge-
ria that predated it by a few weeks. On the other hand, in both the colonies
and the metropole, struggles over citizenship, rights, and sovereignty carried
through the decades between 1815 and 1870, when instability opened up pos-
sibilities for individuals to fight for rights within a wide range of ideological
and institutional contexts. The “tensions” of French empire were not limited
to the republican regimes that came before and after, and, indeed, as these
essays show, focusing on “contradictions” overshadows the ways in which
domestic and colonial developments were mutually constitutive rather than
antagonistic. By rendering fruitless the search for contradictions within some
ostensibly consistent ideological system, the pragmatism and hybridity of the
post-Revolutionary regimes free us to consider other linkages between colonial
and metropolitan histories.
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