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ABSTRACT

This introduction to the dossier “Wine, Economy, and Empire” surveys the place
of economic history in the field of French Empire studies over the last twenty
years. Drawing upon the concept of “economic life” as defined by William Sewell,
the authors argue that a renewed focus on economic activity within the French
Empire offers new opportunities to interrogate commonplace ideas about
chronology, imperial forms, and structures of power. The article briefly examines
some of the specific avenues of inquiry opened by a conception of economic life
as socially “embedded,” while highlighting recent works that exemplify the pos-
sibilities of this approach for scholars of empire.
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If the past twenty years or so of heightened interest in the history of the French
Empire has delivered a satisfactory return on scholarly investment, it seems fair
to say that the theme of economic life within that empire has received some-
thing of a raw deal. In this respect it is perhaps no different from the historical
profession as a whole, at least in the English-speaking world. For, as William
Sewell pointed out in a 2010 essay, the historical study of economic life—which
Sewell defines broadly (yet aptly) as “the history of human participation in the
production, exchange, and consumption of goods”—became an increasingly
fugitive presence in mainstream historiography from around 1980.1 In a time-
frame roughly coincident with the collapse of Marxist regimes (but also a more
assertive and expansive capitalism), more and more historians turned away
from economic determinism and instead accorded culture far greater power to
shape human society and politics. Much of the terrain of economic life was
ceded to the ever more technical field of economic history, whose practitioners’
quantitative methods and fixation on economic growth left non-adepts unsure
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how to respond or even, frequently, how to read. The revival of French imper-
ial and colonial history that began to take shape in the 1990s therefore
occurred when prevailing trends emphasized cultural constructions of human
difference (guided by works like Edward Said’s Orientalism) rather than eco-
nomic differences forged by imperialism and colonialism.2 Once familiar char-
acters in the dramatis personae of empire—the workers and peasants who
constituted the backbone of so many research projects through the 1970s and
early 1980s—were more likely to appear as bit players, if at all, while the hold-
ers of capital did not get much time in the spotlight either.

This picture is admittedly reductive, and some readers may immediately
wish to raise objections. Historians of the eighteenth-century French Empire,
for example, might claim uninterrupted engagement with political economy
and the workings of commerce, not only in the slavery-marked space dubbed
the “Atlantic World” but also on inland frontiers.3 The economics of empire,
and especially the business of empire, retained a relatively firm toehold (if per-
haps no more than that) in France into the 1990s and beyond through the
influence of scholars like Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Jacques Marseille,
and Hubert Bonin.4 It could also be argued that the effacement of economic
life in Anglophone scholarship on the modern French Empire was hardly
total,5 and even that there were some successful attempts to apply approaches
from cultural history to matters of economic significance: Alice Conklin’s
work on the “civilizing mission,” for example, illustrated some of the ways a
specific discourse had tangible effects on economic life in French-ruled West
Africa.6 Nevertheless, it seems to us difficult to deny that the past two or three
decades of historiography on France’s empire after 1830 has not preoccupied
itself greatly with how French dominance overseas set the contours of eco-
nomic activity in colonies and metropole and, in turn, influenced people’s
lives of work and consumption. 

The moment, however, seems ripe for redressing this relative absence. In
the years since Sewell’s article appeared, there have been signs of renewed
interest across the historical profession in the kinds of topics he identified as
deficient. Many of the more prominent works in this economic turn fall under
the rubric of the history of capitalism, sometimes with an avowedly global
field of vision.7 Others have explicitly addressed globalization and empire and,
particularly, how new technologies and flows of people and goods reshaped
metropolitan and imperial economic spaces in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.8 Meanwhile, commodity studies have drawn scholarly
and popular attention to an array of goods, especially colonial consumables,
and the commercial networks and consumption habits that intertwined the
fates of producers (often colonial) and consumers (usually metropolitan).9

For French Empire specialists seeking to recover “the economic” from the
sidelines, these broader trends warrant serious consideration, though with
some caveats. The new attention to capitalism, for example, has clear produc-
tive potential (and may return us to some older works for ideas).10 At the same
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time, the uneven distribution and reach of capital in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries means that a focus on capitalism alone cannot capture the full
variety of economic relations that developed within and beyond French impe-
rial space.11 Similarly, an emphasis on flows beyond borders must not obscure
the fact that nineteenth- and twentieth-century states were explicitly inter-
ested in regulating (and had greater capacity to regulate) the movement of
people and goods across imperial boundaries. Meanwhile, the study of com-
modities has great potential to integrate the spheres of production and con-
sumption, but at the risk of the commodities themselves overshadowing
human actors and the political and social contexts that shaped supply chains.
With these provisos in mind, we seek a more expansive approach that draws
together economic concerns with French colonial historiography’s abiding
interest in constructs of power and cultural and political processes. 

We embrace the term “economic life” here because it seems to offer the
most open-ended invitation for historians to investigate the social realms of
imperial economic experience as well as the full range of institutions and ide-
ologies that enabled or set limits on economic action. It is, in short, the “life”
part of economic life that interests us most. This is not to deny a continuing
role for the kinds of cost-benefit analyses that economic historians have often
favored (and whose value to imperial and colonial historians was recently
demonstrated in an article by Elise Huillery in the Journal of Economic History,
Sewell’s benchmark for trends in the profession).12 Nor are we impugning quan-
titative methods in general; indeed, “digital history” as it develops may provide
useful analogs to the kinds of data-mining techniques that seem increasingly
prevalent in certain branches of the social sciences. It is, instead, to advocate an
approach toward economic history that is attentive to large-scale structural
transformation yet remains grounded in local, concrete activities and practices.
The history of economic life in our view implies two approaches in particular:
first, an effort to keep human actors as close to the center of the frame as possi-
ble, whether they are on the move or embedded in specific locations; and sec-
ond, an understanding that economic activity is socially “embedded” and (in
Sewell’s words) “governed as much by social ties, cultural assumptions, and
political processes … as by purely ‘rational’ economic action.”13 Taken together,
these two approaches offer historians of the French Empire an opportunity to
interrogate anew ideas about chronology, imperial forms, and structures of
power that have become commonplace in the field. In what follows, we briefly
point to some of the avenues of inquiry opened by this conception of economic
life, while highlighting recent works that exemplify the possibilities it offers.

Rethinking the French Empire in Time and Place

In the last twenty or so years, historians of the French Empire have settled into
a temporal framework defined above all by political processes emanating from
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the metropole and moments of formal imperialism or imperial crisis. When
viewed through the lens of economic life, this chronology necessarily retains
many familiar contours. Though we may assume that economic life is hap-
pening at all times, economic intensification or hardship naturally draws
attention toward some historical moments more than others, and for good
reason: moments of economic upheaval are routinely accompanied by signif-
icant social, political, and cultural transformation. Times of war provide an
obvious case in point. In both world wars, a variety of forces drove colonial
administrations to increase their extraction of local resources (including
labor), and, in turn, set some territories up for more intense “development”
after armed conflict ended.14 Equally, no historian of empire can write about
the 1930s without some consideration of the impact of the Depression.15

Nonetheless, a new focus on economic life may redirect attention to periods
frequently neglected, such as the wide stretches of the nineteenth century
that witnessed the transition from the first to the second wave of French impe-
rialism. To be sure, historians of Algeria and the “old colonies” have long con-
sidered the social and political structures linking the two moments of
empire.16 However, as David Todd has argued, there may be more to French
imperial activity between 1814 and 1870 than meets the eye if one is willing
to adopt the notion of “informal imperialism” so familiar to British historians
of that period and thereby recognize efforts to spread French influence, and
not least economic influence, as “imperial.”17

To some extent one finds a similar type of clustering around particular
places and spaces. Studying economic life requires consideration of sites of
production, exchange, and consumption. Yet certain sites still tend to attract
attention (and yield archival sources) more readily than others: plantations
producing cash crops like rubber more than subsistence-oriented smallhold-
ings, port cities more than inland market centers, and (remembering their
trade-promoting origins, never entirely lost) colonial exhibitions more than
humbler sites of consumption like cafés, bakeries, and market stalls.18 The
process of contextualizing and establishing the historical importance of even
the lowliest place or space, though, can highlight the wide webs of circulation
that linked goods, capital, labor, and economic ideas.19 These connections
often spanned metropole and colony but also extended well beyond those
boundaries, pointing to the limits of the metropole-colony dyad as a histori-
cal framework and the need to situate the French imperial space within a
wider, more “global” context. For, even in moments when the idea of a “colo-
nial pact” that channeled trade between colonies and the metropole acquired
new weight (and in some situations looked like a reality),20 colonial exchange
was rarely if ever purely bidirectional. Algerian and Tunisian alfa or esparto
grass was sold to British paper manufacturers, Vietnamese rice consumed in
China, and frozen meat from Madagascar purchased in Egypt and Italy.21 Sim-
ilarly, the perfume manufacturers of Grasse, in southern France, sourced a
great many of their raw materials from French colonial possessions—lemon-
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grass from the French Congo, benzoin resin from Laos, vanilla beans from
Tahiti, and so on—but in the end their resource networks were global in scope,
and they made many of their sales beyond France and its empire.22 Greater
attention to economic life and especially the broad trade networks that con-
nected disparate places therefore promises to make the French Empire look
more global and less like a closed circuit.

Reconsidering the Means and Loci of Economic Life

To understand how Tunisian alfa growers or Grasse perfumers pursued oppor-
tunities presented by the wider market requires attending to the economic
structures and markets that facilitated—or hindered—these exchanges. Large-
scale infrastructural projects, technology, financial institutions, and markets
clearly played an essential role in shaping imperial commerce, and have
received the lion’s share of attention. Nonetheless, formal economic struc-
tures (and the colonial state that backed them) neither determined the
entirety of economic life nor the ways in which individual actors used tech-
nologies and institutions for their own purposes.23 Analyzing concrete eco-
nomic activities, particularly in relation to formal mechanisms and avenues of
economic exchange, can offer a nuanced understanding of how individual
actors engaged in ordinary economic activities contributed to the uneven
nature of state authority within the French Empire.

The word “infrastructure” may immediately call to mind forms of trans-
portation commonly associated with modern imperial expansion, such as
steam shipping, typically dominated by a few powerful companies or wealthy
families,24 or railroads, whose workers have provided a focus for some histori-
ans.25 But non-industrial forms of transport were also economically signifi-
cant, from the canoes operated by Adouma men that remained essential to
movement along the River Ogooué in Gabon well into the twentieth century,
to the rickshaws that propelled Europeans and middle-class Vietnamese
around cities like Hanoi and Saigon in a similar period.26 Alternatively, the
word “infrastructure” may evoke what were often state-led projects to manage
water via dams or irrigation or to spread power sources like electricity.27 At a
lower level and on a smaller scale, in contrast, a recent strain of historiography
has directed our attention to the ways that colonized people adopted, adapted,
or rejected particular technologies either in agriculture or in urban settings
(bicycles, sewing machines, typewriters). Users of “everyday” technologies
sometimes found a measure of economic empowerment and new productive
powers that point to the continued importance of the household as a locus of
economic activity and innovation.28

Historians can also choose different levels of entry when considering
what we might call financial infrastructure. Though the topic of banking and
empire tends to revolve around elites, investigation of credit-granting insti-
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tutions or organizations may allow historians to access economic decision-
making at the grass roots—by Algerian peasants who joined sociétés indigènes
de prévoyance, for example, or European colonists in rural Algeria who turned
to cooperative lending institutions in pursuit of their goals; indeed, cooper-
atives and mutual aid societies assumed importance in many colonial set-
tings.29 Unions served a similarly useful financial function for a number of
colonial workers, including Guadeloupean smallholders seeking greater inde-
pendence from centralized sugar factories.30 Colonialism also affected every-
day exchange through efforts to regulate currency, especially as colonial
states built their tax-gathering capacity.31 French colonial taxation, both the
modes of its collection and reactions to its demands, stands out as an under-
studied topic.32

As much as colonial officials and institutions sought to impose their
authority and constrain commerce to formal markets and taxable forms of
legitimate trade, a great deal of illicit or unregulated business took place
around the structures that empire put in place. Charges of speculation, smug-
gling, illegal dealing, and piracy were often, like charges of treason, a matter
of dates, shifting borders, and changing legal regimes. Nowhere were the ten-
sions over what constituted “legitimate” commerce more evident than at the
porous boundaries that separated formal colonies from protectorates and
mandates within the empire. As Mary Lewis has argued in her work on
Tunisia, the border between the protectorate and Algeria offered Tunisians
ample opportunity to manipulate colonial ideas of nationality and identity
and, in the process, evade onerous tax obligations.33 In other cases what the
colonial state called smuggling was simply the continuation of old trade
across new borders.34 While colonial governments were naturally sensitive to
any such challenges to their finances and authority, their own economic
behavior was sometimes so inimical to local moral economies that it fed the
opposition they hoped to avoid. The state’s monopolies on alcohol and
opium as well as salt in French Indochina represents a particularly good
example. The alcohol monopoly, as Gerard Sasges has argued, may have made
a significant contribution to the development of the political power of the
government-general of Indochina—the monopoly’s economic contribution
was more ambiguous—but it also inflamed opposition and all but dared local
people to break the law and produce the rice alcohol they wanted.35 Not all
colonial interventions so obviously warped local economic life, and, more-
over, one can certainly find examples of colonized people taking advantage of
new (if often fleeting) economic opportunities, either in spite of or in inter-
action with the colonial state.36 Yet French colonial systems of rule and law
were always subject to the charge that what they prescribed as legitimate eco-
nomic behavior was at best questionable and at worst unfounded on any
legitimacy at all.
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Placing People and Networks in an Imperial Context

It is clear, then, that individuals across the empire routinely circumvented
expectations about how they should act economically, with important conse-
quences for how colonialism operated at the ground level. By expanding the
framework in which we situate “economic” activity—and challenging assump-
tions that the economic, political, or cultural can be treated as discrete realms
of activity—the study of economic life opens new perspectives on the people
who inhabited the French Empire, the networks that connected them (how-
ever tenuously), and the conditions (rarely of their own choosing) under
which they made their lives and livelihoods. 

That the state played a significant role in shaping people’s economic
behavior is obvious, and especially so in the case of labor regimes across the
empire. Here the state intervened in multiple ways, for example by overseeing
forced labor,37 policing free labor at moments of conflict,38 or simply by
employing an array of white-collar workers for its everyday needs.39 At the
same time, the state’s influence over labor patterns extended far beyond the
marketplace. As Charles Hirschman has argued in reference to British Malaya,
“the political and economic framework sponsored by imperialism” helped
underwrite the construction of racial ideologies that in turn did much to
determine ethnic preferences for particular types of labor.40 In this way a polit-
ical economy of race fed into the elaboration of myths about the supposedly
in-built aptitudes of Kabyle workers vis-à-vis those of Arabs in Algeria and the
superiority of Indian indentured laborers relative to freed slaves in post-eman-
cipation Guadeloupe and Martinique.41

Although a major figure in the labor market, the colonial state nevertheless
was only one factor shaping employment patterns. Some of the best studies of
labor and empire have focused on labor migration, either within colonial terri-
tories or, especially after World War I, in France as well. This scholarship has
demonstrated the statistical over-representation of certain populations in the
supply of colonial labor, such as the Soninke of West Africa.42 Studies of migrat-
ing workers, to which one might also add trade diasporas like that of the
Lebanese (or Libano-Syriens, in colonial-era parlance),43 all depend in some
sense on uncovering the networks that helped people acquire what the South
African labor historian Charles van Onselen termed “market intelligence”—in
essence, the knowledge or confidence that a particular move represented a
good economic prospect.44 Though the social and institutional contexts may be
very different, this emphasis on networks and knowledge is equally prominent
in histories of the imperial dealings of the patronat or business community.45

Records of chambers of commerce or annual company reports are among the
sources that can help historians investigate the kinds of human connections
that facilitated capital flows and shaped employment needs.46

Colonial “labor,” of course, took many forms, not all of which fell under
the typical rubric of wage labor. Colonial agents, for example, represented
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another kind of labor force whose economic activities held significant import
for the way colonial rule worked in practice. A key objective of the recent wave
of scholarship on the French Empire has been to seek a better knowledge of
the colonialists—the social worlds they came from and created overseas, their
habits of mind, the understandings they developed of the peoples they ruled.47

This interest among historians has increasingly extended to non-state actors,
with a burgeoning literature on French missionaries representing one good
example.48 Greater attention to economic life can help with this process;
indeed, the economic impact of missionaries themselves—if not also indige-
nous religious movements—merits fuller study.49 But surely there are countless
opportunities to expand upon the range of actors and contexts for economic
activity that historians have often seemed to favor (male, urban, migratory).

The two essays presented below both focus on a specific commodity, wine,
in relation to a specific part of the empire, Algeria. Each essay reveals ways in
which economic activity in Algeria was also woven into the economic lives of
many residents of the metropole, though the ambiguity of Algeria’s “imperial”
status often made this relationship contentious. Elizabeth Heath examines
how the wine crisis of 1907 brought wine producers based in the Midi and
Algeria into conflict, ultimately mobilizing the southern metropolitan popu-
lation to seek new regulations of imperial trade based on the idea that Midi
wine was a cultural rather than an economic commodity, and thus deserving
of state protection. Owen White shows how a technological innovation in the
transportation of wine in the 1930s provoked labor conflict as well as some
unexpected alliances both within and across multiple port cities in Algeria and
France. In revealing some of the “social ties, cultural assumptions, and politi-
cal processes” that shaped the operation of Algeria’s wine industry and metro-
politan responses to it, both of these two essays call attention to the socially
embedded nature of imperial economic activity and hope to contribute to a
renewed historical emphasis on the economic life of the French Empire.
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