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1	 I am pluralizing his title: John Lewis Gaddis, The Landscape of History: How Historians Map the Past (New York, 2002).

Jennifer Anne Boittin
Agnès Varda, in her 2009 retrospective film Les Plages d’Agnès, moves loosely from her birth to 
her eightieth birthday, but chronologically backwards (à reculons). She explains that ‘if we opened 
people up, we would find landscapes. If you opened me up, you would find beaches.’ A few minutes 
later she clarifies, while walking backwards on a Sète beach she knew as a child: ‘I’m returning, 
today, to this beach. Backwards. Backwards like this whole movie.’ To understand the present, she 
posits, one must step back(wards). Colonisations: notre histoire takes this tack by working back-
wards through the centuries in five parts. The section ‘After the colonies’ stretches from the 1960s 
to the present. ‘Towards independence’ brings the reader from 1930 to 1962. ‘The empire that 
wanted to be a world’ moves from 1815 to 1930. ‘The origins of empire’ analyses the first European 
empires from 1500 to 1815. ‘The worlds before: societies on the eve of colonisation’ dissects 
global history prior to European colonisation. Together they open up what John Gaddis has called 
landscape(s) of history.1
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2  •  Arthur Asseraf et al.

There is a logic to this approach: students and members of the public instinctively draw lines 
from a past they are taught to a present they think they know. Teachers and researchers of colonial 
history often feel a particular imperative to make such connections explicit. Colonial history has 
long been plagued by what Ann Laura Stoler terms ‘aphasia’, or a society’s inability to recall or use 
colonialism’s difficult words, like race.2 Thus historians have been pressured to teach their field in 
certain ways, for example by underscoring colonialism’s positive impact (article 4 of the law of 23 
February 2005, later reversed), or not to teach it at all. Colonialism’s researchers thus feel a double 
imperative to represent colonial history through rigorous research and to justify its relevance. By 
starting with the history of the present, Colonisations invites readers to contemplate the applica-
bility and proximity of colonial history, and seeks to avoid scolding or guilt-tripping sceptical or 
novice readers. Instead, it calls them in with the premise that colonial histories are everyone’s 
past. Like Varda’s film, Colonisations asks readers to advance à reculons while connecting epochs 
on their own.

Now a reader with some sense of colonial history will recognize the book’s authors as an 
impressive array of established and cutting-edge scholars, thinkers and (to a lesser extent) creators 
who collectively have produced much of the current knowledge about colonial settings and sit-
uations. That not all the field’s most cutting-edge thinkers are included in a work of this breadth 
and density attests to French colonial history’s current dynamism and vibrancy.3 In this sense, the 
notre histoire (our history) of the title reads as a promise of collaborations and exchanges to come. 
It also reads as a rejoinder to Pierre Nora’s Lieux de mémoire, a monumental project to catalogue 
the sites of France’s memory that sidelined the nation’s colonial past. Colonisations is more in line 
with Michael Rothberg et al.’s noeuds de mémoire (knots of memory), which urges researchers to 
move past territorial or identitarian ‘reduction’.4 Importantly, Colonisations shifts the focus from 
memory to the transmission in very condensed form of the work that historians and other creators 
of knowledge do on colonial questions.

Colonisations’ historical approach, or rather historical distancing, requires a delicate balance 
between welcoming readers and yet confronting them with the violence and silences of colonial 
histories. I thus found myself wondering what picking up a book that weighs in at 898 pages of 
text, excluding front and back matter, might be like for someone with little or no sense of colonial 
history. The volume seeks to keep its examples at a human and humble scale. The brief individual 
articles, two to eight pages on average, are an invitation to readers to scan, retain what interests 
them and follow up on their own, including by looking at the handful of references after each 
entry. As such, it is a useful handbook, but will people opt to read end to end, as this reviewer did, 
or rifle through pages, pausing when some topic draws the eye? I found myself hoping that both 
linear and flitting readers would make it to the concluding segment because the contemporary 
history with which the book starts is relatively well known through film, photography, bandes 
dessinées, novels and media. But the concluding section, which treats life before the European 
presence, is less well known. Pierre Singaravélou comments upon the ‘historicities that predate 
the European intrusion and, most of the time, subsist through the colonial period despite the 
attempt to impose through the Gregorian calendar an occidental temporality’ (p. 759). I would 
like readers to make it to the segments where historians showcase how people preserved history 
and time functioned before, during and despite the European presence.

2	 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Colonial aphasia: race and disabled histories in France’, Public Culture, 23 (2011): 121–56.
3	 Recent award-winning works on French colonialism include: Burleigh Hendrickson, Decolonizing 1968: Transnational Student 

Activism in Tunis, Paris, and Dakar (Ithaca, 2022); Rachel Jean-Baptiste, Multiracial Identities in Colonial French Africa: Race, Childhood, 
and Citizenship (Cambridge, 2023); Emily Marker, Black France, White Europe: Youth, Race, and Belonging in the Postwar Era (Ithaca, 
2022); Sara Rahnama, The Future is Feminist: Women and Social Change in Interwar Algeria (Ithaca, 2023).

4	 Michael Rothberg, ‘Introduction: between memory and memory: from lieux de mémoire to noeuds de mémoire, Yale French 
Studies, 118/119 (2010): 8.
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Colonisations: notre histoire  •  3

Turning from form to content, a careful reader will note that certain themes and historical 
figures recur. The story of anti-imperialism during the early twentieth century in relation to 
Négritude comes up in at least eight entries. Mamadou Diouf references its thinkers while framing 
French President Nicolas Sarkozy’s 26 July 2007 speech at the Université Cheikh Anta Diop in 
Dakar. Christine Chivallon and Jean-Pierre Dozon do so when presenting the anti-imperial move-
ment of the interwar years as one pillar of post-colonial studies. Martinicans such as the Nardal 
sisters (especially Paulette and Jane), Suzanne Lacascade and Suzanne Roussi Césaire are some-
times present, and sometimes absent, a direct reflection of how these foremothers of Négritude, 
marronnage in its intellectual form, and intersectional articulations of experiences of gender, race, 
and class were erased by some male intellectuals in their sociopolitical circles. Paulette Nardal 
and Lacascade appear in Silyane Larcher’s section ‘Am I not your sister? Black women and feminist 
tales’, but not in Guillaume Blanc’s informative introduction to ‘Towards independence’, which 
focuses instead on Léon-Gontran Damas, Léopold Sédar Senghor and Aimé Césaire’s publication 
of the word Négritude in 1935, and how it crystallized a movement that decentred European 
thought by celebrating non-European thinkers’ cultures and histories. Suzanne Roussi Césaire, 
her husband Aimé, René Ménil, Georges Gratiant, Aristide Maugée and Lucie Thésée (re)appear 
in Anny-Dominique Curtius’s presentation of the journal Tropiques, which opposed Vichy’s regime 
in Martinique during World War II and colonialism in general. Maëlle Gélin reminds readers that 
Aimé Césaire’s ‘wife, Suzanne, which history quickly forgot’ was nonetheless, like all those who 
brought such diverse strands of thinking to what is generally subsumed under the ‘anti-imperial’ 
category, part of notre histoire (p. 275).5

Anti-imperialists sought equality or independence, and comprised dissenters of North African, 
West African, Antillean, Haitian, North American, Southeast Asian, Indian and Malagasy origins. 
Their inclusion is an example of how Colonisations points its readers towards nodes, turning points, 
and knots of colonial historiography. Having written extensively about these anti-imperialists, I 
am primed to notice recurrences and nuances in how they surface, or not. But I suspect other 
attentive readers will also grasp variations in the attention they garner. After all, these repeated 
references are tied to one of the larger themes that traverses the book through space and time: 
that of how colonial hierarchies are constructed and deconstructed, accepted or resisted.

Let us thus move from the granular story of historical actors who keep surfacing, to the broader 
theme of colonial hierarchies of race, class, gender, national origin, ethnicity, faith, sexuality or 
age, the latter two largely absent as categories. These hierarchies are explored through Négritude’s 
women but also through women’s history broadly writ. Readers can track their colonial roles as 
models or disruptors of hierarchies through all five sections. Since relative to British colonial 
history, it has taken longer for women to be centred in French colonial history, women’s sustained 
inclusion is a welcome thread that unspools throughout and ties Colonisations together. Women 
were, among others, settlers, colonisers, travellers, labourers, family members and around half of 
the Indigenous peoples in colonised regions. They were likely to be termed ‘undesirable’ when 
and as they moved independently through colonial spaces, including intimate ones, making them 
useful subjects for studying the hierarchies that hampered or were refused by women.6

A writer like Marguerite Duras represents a settler’s voice (but not only), whereas Assia Djebar 
talked for those who did not speak or write European languages. Christiane Taubira, a politician 
from French Guiana, appears as the force behind her 1998 law impelling France’s recognition of 
slavery as a crime against humanity. Women’s movements surface in the guise of supporters of the 
1947–48 strikes in West Africa and in Pascale Barthélémy’s overview of French feminists and women 

5	 On anti-imperialism, see also the contributions by Romuald Fonkoua and Vincent Bollenot.
6	 Elisa Camiscioli, Selling French Sex: Prostitution, Trafficking, and Global Migrations (Cambridge, 2024); Caroline Séquin, Desiring 

Whiteness: A Racial History of Prostitution in France and Colonial Senegal, 1848–1950 (Ithaca, 2024); Jennifer Anne Boittin, Undesirable: 
Passionate Mobility and Women’s Defiance of French Colonial Policing, 1919–1952 (Chicago, 2022).
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4  •  Arthur Asseraf et al.

native to colonized territories. Women’s engagements ran the gamut from Europeans’ attempts to 
liberate Indigenous women they assumed to be inferior, to activist local women’s suffragist demands 
that all overseas women with French citizenship be allowed to vote following World War II.7

Artists resisted stereotypes and violence, like Jenny Alpha, a Martinican actress and the 
Franco-American binational Josephine Baker, whose induction into the Panthéon cemented her 
global fame. Lawyers like the Franco-Tunisian Gisèle Halimi defended the Algerian Djamila 
Boupacha after her torture and rape by the French army during the war.8 Women are present as 
the last queen of Madagascar, Ranavola III, and as European imperial feminists, whose mater-
nalist approaches defined educators like Eugénie Allix, née Berlau. Women of faith also appear, 
like the nun Anne-Marie Javouhey, the Ursulines de Québec in the seventeenth century, or the 
prophet Dona Betriz Kimpa Vita, who in the eighteenth century, as a daughter of Congolese 
nobility, tried to end warfare in the region. Christelle Taraud introduces readers to prostitutes 
who no matter their origin elicited fantasies, much like the exoticized ‘congaïs’ of French Indo-
china described by Isabelle Tracol-Hunyh. The formidable Senegalese Signares of Saint-Louis 
built economic, social and intimate networks with European men starting in the seventeenth 
century and created generational wealth.9 The role of intimacy is difficult to treat respectfully 
within the short entries of such a volume, but even these elusive questions are present, for 
example, in Jennifer Palmer’s text.10

Colonisations, this history à reculons, is less poetically charming than Varda’s beaches, but it 
holds the potential to inspire teachers and scholars by reminding them what could, indeed should, 
be included in future classes or research on landscapes of history. It invites all readers to make 
this history our own, notre histoire, a subtitle that brings to mind the reggaeton band Sinsimelia’s 
track about the slave trade. In ‘De l’histoire’, from the 1998 album Résistances, they sing: ‘Of 
history/Our history/They’ve forgotten too many chapters/Selective amnesia …’.11 Through its 
many chapters, Colonisations hopes its readers can overcome this selective amnesia, by learning, 
and remembering, our histories for how they intertwine with others’ histories, which in so doing 
become ours as well.

W H AT  I S  AT  STA K E  I N  P RO D U CI N G  A  M U LT I FA CET E D  
H I STO RY  O F  COLONISATIONS?

Rose Ndengue
Discussions in France about colonialism reveal the obsessive neuroses of a society about its history. 
The spectre of an unpaid debt is haunting French culture and saturating public debate. Since the 
mid-2000s, we have regularly seen political,  media and also academic controversies about the 
analysis of colonial dynamics and their durable effects on post-colonial societies, notably on 
gender relations.12 An example is the recent media controversy aroused by the columnist 

7	 Topics covered by Elara Bertho, Magali Besson and Annette Joseph-Gabriel. See also Ophélie Rillon.
8	 See the contribution by Khedidja Adel.
9	 Topics covered by T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, Ryme Seferdjeli, Solofo Randrianja, Rebecca Rogers, Pascale Cornuel, 

Dominique Deslandres, John Thornton and Aissata Kane Lo.
10	 On intimacy, Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Berkeley, 2002).
11	 ‘De l’histoire/Notre histoire/Ils ont oublié trop d’chapitres/Amnésie sélective’…
12	 Le Monde avec AFP, ‘L’Incitation à reconnaître le “rôle positif ” de la colonisation à l’école suscite une levée de boucliers’, 13 

April 2005, https://www.lemonde.fr/societe/article/2005/04/13/l-incitation-a-reconnaitre-le-role-positif-de-la-colonisation-a- 
l-ecole-suscite-une-levee-de-boucliers_638767_3224.html; Nadjia Bouzeghrane, ‘La Loi du 23 Février 2005 et les “bienfaits” de la 
colonisation: quand des députés de droite torpillèrent le rapprochement Algéro-Français’, El watan, 23 February 2005, https://
elwatan-dz.com/la-loi-du-23-fevrier-2005-et-les-bienfaits-de-la-colonisation-quand-des-deputes-de-droite-torpillerent- 
le-rapprochement-algero-francais; Olivier Chartrain, ‘“Islamo-gauchisme” à l’université: Frédérique Vidal récolte la tempête— 
L’Humanité’, Humanité, 18 February 2021, https://www.humanite.fr/societe/universites/islamo-gauchisme-a-luniversit
e-frederique-vidal-recolte-la-tempete-700308; Samuel Hayat, ‘L’Islamo-gauchisme: comment (ne) naît (pas) une idéologie’, Le Nouvel 
Obs, 27 October 2020, https://www.nouvelobs.com/idees/20201027.OBS35262/l-islamo-gauchisme-comment-ne-nait-pas-une-
ideologie.html; Youness Bousenna and Pierre Gaussens, ‘Pierre Gaussens, sociologue : “Les Études décoloniales réduisent l’Occident 
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Jean-Michel Apathie’s comparison between the methods used by France during the colonization 
of Algeria and Nazi Germany.13 Another example is the resurgence of controversies around wear-
ing the veil, and Muslim women’s attire in general, since the law of 15 March 2004 that banned 
the wearing of the veil in schools.14 Polemics against the veil reflect an Orientalist obsession with 
controlling Muslim women’s bodies, rooted in a larger heritage of gender-based colonialism.15 
They instrumentalize for racist ends arguments about defending women’s rights, starting from a 
discursive construction that presents the (ex-)colonized as beings without agency, eternal victims 
of the men of their communities who need to be liberated and converted to European–Western 
values. In this ideology, racialized women have no say in the matter.

This is what the studies presented in Colonisations: notre histoire set out to contest. Presented 
as the result of a collective desire to respond to the recurrent conflations and approximations that 
overload French public debate about colonialism, this work provides a synthesis of the last three 
decades of research on colonialism in Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas. It is an ambitious 
epistemological project, bringing together 268 authors, with the aim of popularizing their research 
so as to ‘enrich our collective intelligence of the past’ by restoring to the public a complex and 
multifaceted history of colonialism. It aims to create ‘a new history of France and a groundbreaking 
way of understanding world history’ (p.7).

Without claiming to produce an analysis that accounts in an exhaustive way for the whole of 
the vast panorama offered by this synthesis, in this contribution I will set out to show that, while 
participating in the production of a plural and accessible knowledge, this project rests on a ques-
tionable process of decentring that includes not insignificant limitations.

Through a popularizing approach that seeks to be rigorous and relatively critical, Colonisations 
covers six centuries of French colonial histories from the sixteenth to the twenty-first century. It 
aims to reconstruct the plural reality of French colonization, through an interdisciplinary approach 
of opening up knowledge, with contributions fitting into different Humanities and Social Sciences 
disciplines (History, Sociology, Anthropology, Ethnomusicology, Geography, Economics, Liter-
ature, Archaeology). In addition, some of the contributors are independent researchers or even 
artists or novelists.

In a context where hegemonic knowledge still remains largely male-dominated, one of the 
great advantages of this book lies in valuing research produced by women, and in promoting 
the historiographical renewal of the study of colonialism, starting from the exploration of female 
experiences. The editors’ interest in women’s perspectives can be seen in the number of female 
contributors present in this volume. They represent just over 40 per cent of contributions. 
Moreover, Colonisations includes nearly twenty contributions specifically about women, not 

à un ectoplasme destructeur”’, Le Monde, 24 November 2024; Nicolas Bancel, ‘Que faire des postcolonial studies ? Vertus et déraison 
de l’accueil critique des postcolonial studies en France’, Vingtième siècle: revue d’histoire, 3 (2012): 129–47; Nicolas Bancel and Pascal 
Blanchard, ‘La “Théorie décoloniale ” ou l’invention d’un ennemi commun’, Politis, 21 January 2022; Akhesa Moummi, ‘L’Université 
remise en question: la critique des études décoloniales’, Carnets d’études politiques, 2 July 2021, https://doi.org/10.58079/mahu; 
Capucine Boidin, ‘Études décoloniales et postcoloniales dans les débats français’, Cahiers des Amériques latines, 62 (2009): 129–40.

13	 Le Monde avec AFP, ‘Jean-Michel Aphatie quitte RTL après ses propos sur Oradour-sur-Glane en Algérie’, Le Monde, 9 March 
2025, https://www.lemonde.fr/actualite-medias/article/2025/03/09/jean-michel-aphatie-quitte-rtl-apres-ses-propos-sur-oradour-
sur-glane-en-algerie_6577552_3236.html.

14	 See in particular Joshua Cohn, ‘Du foulard à l’abaya: 30 ans de harcèlement islamophobe à l’école’, Révolution permanente, 15 
March 2024, https://www.revolutionpermanente.fr/Du-foulard-a-l-abaya-30-ans-de-harcelement-islamophobe-a-l-ecole-33360; 
Sophie Laubie, ‘Laïcité à l’école en France: vingt ans après la loi de 2004, toujours des remous’, Middle East Eye édition française, 15 
March 2024, https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/actu-et-enquetes/laicite-lecole-en-france-vingt-ans-apres-la-loi-de-2004- 
toujours-des-remous; Bernadette Sauvaget, ‘Vingt ans après la loi sur les signes religieux: le voile islamique, une obsession française?’, 
Libération, 14 March 2024, https://www.liberation.fr/societe/religions/vingt-ans-apres-la-loi-sur-les-signes-religieux-le-voile- 
islamique-une-obsession-francaise-20240314_SW2JRPZ2P5HIHJR4AA4KD5GCCA/; Team Mouv’, ‘Port de l’abaya, que dit 
vraiment la loi de 2004 sur les signes religieux à l’école ?’, Mouv’, 28 August 2023, https://www.radiofrance.fr/mouv/port-de-l-abay
a-que-dit-vraiment-la-loi-de-2004-sur-les-signes-religieux-a-l-ecole-3602388; Françoise Lorcerie, ‘La “Loi sur le voile”: une entreprise 
politique’, Droit et société, 68 (2008): 53–74; Natalie Benelli et al., ‘De l’affaire du voile à l’imbrication du sexisme et du racisme’, 
Nouvelles questions féministes, 25 (2006): 4–11.

15	 María Lugones, ‘La Colonialité du genre’, Les Cahiers du CEDREF, 23 (2019): 46–89.
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https://www.liberation.fr/societe/religions/vingt-ans-apres-la-loi-sur-les-signes-religieux-le-voile-islamique-une-obsession-francaise-20240314_SW2JRPZ2P5HIHJR4AA4KD5GCCA/
https://www.radiofrance.fr/mouv/port-de-l-abaya-que-dit-vraiment-la-loi-de-2004-sur-les-signes-religieux-a-l-ecole-3602388
https://www.radiofrance.fr/mouv/port-de-l-abaya-que-dit-vraiment-la-loi-de-2004-sur-les-signes-religieux-a-l-ecole-3602388
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counting those that mention women’s activism within general analysis. Although the number 
of sources on female experience are limited, their clear presence in this project allows light to 
be shed on swathes of history that are still understudied and little discussed, namely the different 
modalities of women’s participation in the writing of history before, during and after 
colonization.

To cite just a few examples, several contributions remind us that African women occupied 
important positions of political and religious leadership before colonization, such as in John 
Thornton’s chapter on Kimpa Vita. We also learn that, across time and space, colonization was 
not only a men’s affair. In the seventeenth century, missionary women actively participated in the 
subjection of non-European peoples in the Americas through the process of religious conversion 
(Dominique Deslandres). Throughout the eighteenth century the signares (Black and mixed-race 
female traders) of Senegal and White women in France and the Caribbean participated in the 
development of the slave trade economy and the racial hierarchies that underpinned it (Aissata 
Kane Lo, Jennifer Palmer). In contrast to the female agents of the slave trade and colonization, 
we encounter those women who fiercely rebelled and resisted it following the example of La 
Mulâtresse Solitude in Guadeloupe (S. J. Zhang), or even African women of the twentieth century 
and Afrofeminists of the twenty-first century (Pascale Barthélémy, Ophélie Rillon, Silyane 
Larcher).

Nevertheless, undeniable as the contributions of this work of synthesis are, this should not 
prevent us from taking a critical look at the overall dynamic of this work, which includes limita-
tions that reflect an incomplete process of decentring.

To examine Colonisations from an approach that comes under the decolonization of knowledge 
leads us to take an attentive look at the vaunted multiplicity of voices, so as to interrogate the 
manner in which the ‘geopolitics of knowledge’ is deployed there.16 A critical examination of the 
geographical location of the authors reveals that, if of diverse origins and from different academic 
institutions across the world, the immense majority live in and/or are affiliated to institutions 
located in the Global North. Of the 268 contributors, less than twenty have been identified as 
situated in the Global South, of whom six are women. This means less than 10 per cent of all 
contributions are from the South, and among them, less than 3 per cent are female contributions 
from the South. It is evident here that we need to revisit the question posed in the mid-1980s by 
Spivak, which aroused attempted responses: can the subaltern speak?17 In fact, what is the place 
allocated to perspectives/narratives of subalterns from the South on colonization and on decol-
onization processes in projects initiated from the Global North? In light of the statistics of con-
tributions to Colonisations, the Global North remains the centre of knowledge production, to the 
detriment of other geographies (Africa, Asia, South America), which should nuance the claims 
of the book to multiplicity. In a context where there still exists an important differential in terms 
of dissemination of academic work produced by ‘subaltern’ thinkers, this collection can hence be 
analysed as an (unconscious?) reproduction of the colonial matrix of power in the production 
and distribution of knowledge.18

Here it is not a matter of underestimating the importance of the inclusion of contributions 
produced by non-White thinkers living in the Global North, whose knowledge remains equally 
marginalized. It is rather a question of deepening critical reflection on the construction of the 

16	 See notably the interview with Achille Mbembe and Walter Mignolo on pp. 160–66.
17	 See in particular Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Les Subalternes peuvent-elles parler ? (Paris, 2020); Marie-Eveline Belinga, Yaël 

Eched et Rose Ndengue, ‘Les Féministes des marges peuvent-elles parler ? Retour sur un “échec” académique et ses implications 
épistémologiques et politiques’, Genre, sexualité & société, 22 (2019), https://doi.org/10.4000/gss.5816; Guillaume Tremblay, ‘L’Ex-
périence subalterne: conscience et violence épistémologiques dans l’écriture de l’histoire’, HistoireEngagee.ca, 10 February 2017, 
https://histoireengagee.ca/lexperience-subalterne-conscience-et-violence-epistemologique-dans-lecriture-de-lhistoire/; Warren 
Montag, ‘“Les Subalternes peuvent-elles parler ?” et autres questions transcendentales’, Multitudes, 3 (2006): 133–41.

18	 Toyin Falola, Decolonizing African Studies: Knowledge Production, Agency, and Voice (Rochester, NY, 2022)
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legitimate thinking subject, by showing how the approach favoured by Colonisations maintains 
the domination of the Western system of knowledge, in its diversity, through giving priority to 
the voices of non-Western researchers circulating at the heart of its imperial geographies. This is 
all the more significant given that this approach also reinforces gender asymmetry, where once 
again female thinkers producing knowledge in the South are made even more invisible.

A project that aims to produce a multifaceted narrative of colonizations must take seriously 
the challenge of problematizing the invisibilization of subaltern narratives exposed by feminist, 
post-colonial and decolonial approaches. It should demand critical reflection on how to refound 
the international epistemological order, through a veritable decolonization and demasculinization 
of the production and distribution of social science knowledge.19 This approach supposes a decen-
tring that recognizes the political dimensions of epistemology. It demands adopting a posture of 
systematic vigilance and epistemological humility, which explicitly admits the situated dimension 
of all approaches, while working to correct the removal of knowledge produced from the margins.

R E A D I N G  B A CKWA R D S, LO O K I N G  F O RWA R D S
Brett Rushforth

On 17 April 1825, France formally recognized Haiti as an independent, sovereign nation, 
twenty-one years after Haiti declared independence. France’s reluctant acknowledgement came 
after two decades of violence, embargo and diplomatic isolation designed to punish and weaken 
the new nation. In exchange for formal recognition, King Charles X demanded a massive ‘indem-
nity’ from Haiti: a reverse reparations scheme that required formerly enslaved people and their 
descendants to pay French slaveholders for their freedom. To mark the 200th anniversary of the 
event in April 2025, French President Emmanuel Macron acknowledged the injustice of the 
arrangement and promised that France would ‘face this history head-on’. Rather than vowing to 
return the extorted funds, however, Macron established a committee of scholars with a vague 
charge to study the shared histories of France and Haiti ‘in order to draw lessons and build a more 
peaceful future’.20

Connections such as these between the present and France’s colonial past frame the ambitious 
new volume Colonisations: notre histoire. The book features short essays by more than 250 leading 
historians covering the global span of French colonial activity across five centuries. Bringing 
together researchers from twenty-five countries on six continents, the editors hope the collection 
will ‘mark a milestone in the essential process of globalizing the writing of colonial history, which 
cannot be done without incorporating the rich scholarship conducted in African, Arab, Asian, 
Caribbean, and Oceanian universities’ (p. 10). The result is a global history of French colonial 
projects presented from multiple viewpoints and framed by a range of methodologies and 
priorities.

In the preface, Pierre Singaravélou identifies a basic challenge in writing such complex histories, 
a problem evoked by the plural/singular tension in the book’s title. On the one hand, the ‘plurality 
and infinite diversity’ of French colonizations (emphasis on the plural) fragments the colonizer’s 
narrative and troubles schematic interpretive frameworks, with the welcome effect of decentring 
France as the key actor and point of reference. Yet this very plurality also makes it difficult to 
conceptualize a collective, enmeshed history that reflects the shared experiences and mutual 

19	 CIC 2022: Décoloniser la recherche en Afrique par Mareme Touré Thiam, 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QC 
HP1MY6jJY.

20	 ‘Macron announces creation of joint commission to examine Haiti’s independence debt to France’, Le Monde, 17April 2025, 
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/france/article/2025/04/17/macron-announces-joint-commission-to-examine-haiti-s-independenc
e-debt-to-france_6740350_7.html; Benjamin Dodman, ‘Haiti’s independence ransom: Macron offers “truth,” Haitians want repa-
rations’, France 24, 17 April 2025, https://www.france24.com/en/americas/20250417-haiti-independence-ransom-macron-offer
s-truth-haitians-want-reparations-slavery.
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influences that connect France and its former colonies: our history. What emerges is not the 
falsely coherent narrative presented in many colonial histories, all too often driven (and distorted) 
by an obsession with French institutions and motivations. Instead, the volume exposes the fiction 
of colonial order even as it demonstrates the destructive capacity of French colonial expansion.

To give shape to the volume, essays are grouped into five chronological sections, arranged in 
reverse order from the present to the pre-colonial past, each with an introduction written by one 
of the editors. This principled teleology ensures that the stakes of the project are immediately 
clear: within France and beyond, the legacies of colonialism continue to shape millions of lives 
in profound ways. Racism, religious bigotry, employment and housing discrimination and 
extractive economic relationships rooted in colonial processes leave many on the margins. Wide-
spread poverty plagues former French colonies, including those incorporated into France as 
overseas departments. Echoes of colonialism in France and former colonies sound in many 
different registers: food, clothing, music, territorial boundaries, languages, religion. ‘The colonial 
past’, writes Nadia Yala Kisukidi, ‘still weighs on the present’ (p. 17). If that weight is inescapable, 
it is not always identified or named. Historians must therefore ‘find what has been erased or 
buried under the silences, the affects, the words of official accounts, in scattered or closed 
archives’ (p. 26).

Meanwhile, the French state refuses to grapple with the persistent effects of colonization at home 
or abroad. In a controversial 2005 law, French teachers were required to emphasize ‘French’ history 
and culture over that of colonized others, and they were obligated to show students the ‘positive 
role’ France played in its overseas colonies (p. 125). Two years later, French President Nicolas Sar-
kozy visited Senegal and delivered an infamous speech in which he Eurosplained ‘the tragedy of 
Africa’ to his hosts, insisting that the weak and backward culture of ‘African peasants’—not centuries 
of colonialism—was to blame for the region’s poverty and political instability.21 French law forbids 
evidence-based assessments of racial inequality, making it easier for national officials to deny struc-
tural inequities established by colonial power relations and persistent racism. The vast and varied 
body of evidence presented in Part I offers a welcome corrective to such wilful blindness.

The book’s reverse chronology also provides a meaningful global framework for the 
post-Napoleonic empire, anticipating its trajectory from diffuse local perspectives. In Part II con-
tributors trace the varied, yet related, pathways to independence pursued by colonized societies 
within the French Empire. They also highlight the important role played by subversive historical 
narratives, which grounded independence in local political and cultural contexts. Reading the 
history of nineteenth-century French expansion in light of these anti-colonial perspectives and 
post-colonial histories shifts the frame of reference and denaturalizes colonization. If many of the 
individual histories in Part III focus on French actions and aspirations, they enter a narrative 
landscape already populated by non-French critiques of colonization. This sequence offers the 
best argument for the lecture à rebours chosen by the editors.

As readers move back in time, from the modern to the early modern period, however, the costs 
of the volume’s contemporary focus and reverse chronology sometimes outweigh the benefits. 
The editors should be applauded for devoting nearly two hundred pages to the period between 
1500 and 1800, an era too often ignored in favour of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Contributors—leading authorities in their respective fields—range broadly to represent much 
of the best recent scholarship on early modern French colonial expansion. The strength of these 
essays makes this an excellent entry point for studying the intersections of early modern France 
and the wider world.

21	 Diadie Ba, ‘Africans still seething over Sarkozy speech’, Reuters, 5 September, 2007, http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-africa- 
sarkozy-idUKL0513034620070905.
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The collection is especially rich on the Indian Ocean in the late-seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, including essays by Mélanie Lamotte, Dana Agmon, Krystel Gauldé, Richard B. Allen, 
Sue Peabody, Nathan Marvin, Myriam Paris, Gregory Mole, Valérie Magdelaine-Andrianjafitrimo 
and Joy Varkey. Lamotte’s introduction sets the tone with its emphasis on global entanglements 
and the heterogeneity of colonial experiences, both temporally and geographically. The other 
contributors reveal the growing integration of Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds during the eigh-
teenth century, leading in some cases to shared legal and administrative cultures but in others to 
diverging approaches to cross-cultural marriage, racial hierarchy, commercial production and 
political organization. These insights alone make Colonisations among the most innovative con-
tributions to French colonial scholarship for the pre-revolutionary period.

Several contributors also shed new light on colonial bureaucracy (Marie Houllemare, Jacob 
Soll), formal and informal economies (Pernille Røge, Jennifer Palmer) and especially slavery and 
the slave trade, which is another of the volume’s disproportionate strengths. Consistent with the 
volume’s larger themes, we see the enslaved encountering a variety of regulatory regimes and 
racial ideologies, which they met with equally varied survival and resistance strategies. Essays by 
Dominique Rogers, Jean-Pierre Le Glaunec, Nathalie Dessens, Dominique Cyrille, Jean Moomou 
and Jessica Pierre-Louis centre the experiences of the enslaved, who found ways to build mean-
ingful communities as they developed strategies for survival, resistance and joy.

The limitations of the volume’s modernist framework and reverse chronology become most 
visible in its two areas of uncharacteristic weakness: the Indigenous Americas and French overseas 
activity during the sixteenth century. The literature on French–Native relations is vast and com-
plex, stretching back generations and published extensively in French as well as English. Yet in 
this volume, Indigenous polities appear only sporadically, even in essays where their histories 
could be central to the analysis. Accounts by Dominique Deslandres and Mary Dunn, for example, 
discuss French efforts to convert Native Americans in seventeenth-century Canada but focus 
instead on French religious figures. Andrea Daher’s account of French colonization in Brazil offers 
no information about Tupi-Guarani cultures, diplomatic or commercial priorities, or relations 
with anyone but a handful of French adventurers. Arnaud Balvay’s contribution on 
French–Amerindian diplomacy and warfare might have provided a counter example, but the essay 
relies on outdated scholarship and overlooks the most important historical dynamics shaping 
Native communities. Balvay fails to mention French colonists’ widespread trade and exploitation 
of enslaved Native people, despite devoting half of this essay to the Fox Wars, a conflict driven by 
the French traffic in captive teenagers and children. Gilles Havard, a leading authority on Native 
North America, focuses his essay on the French side of building a North American empire.22

This is not meant as a criticism of these authors, all of whom have published careful and insightful 
work on Native American history elsewhere. That they wrote these essays for this book suggests 
something about how the subject fits—or was perceived to fit—within the book’s framework. 
In Parts I and II, which establish the contemporary significance and anti-colonial interpretations of 
French colonization, Indigenous Americans are discussed only very briefly, and only in reference to 
the lingering ‘French imprint’ on North America (p. 58). It would be hard to argue that contempo-
rary Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) or Dakota (Sioux) entanglements with French colonialism are on 
par with those of Senegal or Morocco. But this standard for historical relevance distorts the French 
colonial past and decentres the powerful Native nations that shaped both colonial and post-colonial 
futures. More careful and sustained attention to the Indigenous Americas would undoubtedly illu-
minate the ‘reconfigurations and ruptures’ that the editors emphasize throughout the book (p. 8).

22	 Gilles Havard, Empire et métissages: indiens et français dans le Pays d’en Haut, 1660–1715 (Québec, 2003); Brett Rushforth, 
‘Slavery, the Fox Wars, and the limits of alliance’, William and Mary Quarterly 63 (2006), 53–80; Catherine Desbarats, ‘Avant-propos’ 
in Richard White, Le Middle Ground: indiens, empires et républiques dans la région des Grands Lacs, 1650–1815, trans. Frédéric Cotton 
(Toulouse, 2020).
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Perhaps more notable is the sparse coverage of French overseas activity during the sixteenth 
century. Contributors follow the remarkably durable interpretation established by Marc Lescarbot 
in his 1609 Histoire de la Nouvelle-France. Looking back on the sixteenth century, Lescarbot con-
cluded that the whole embarrassing saga of French colonial activity could be reduced to three 
humiliating failures: Canada in the 1540s, Brazil in the 1550s and Florida in the 1560s. Each of 
these short-lived ventures appears in Colonisations, but the complex world of French trade, diplo-
macy and human trafficking that surrounded and inspired them does not. As Allan Greer notes, 
‘it was only belatedly, and in stages, that a French state in the process of formation attached a 
colonization project to this initially maritime and private presence’ (p. 581). Røge offers a similar 
distinction, also focused on Canada, acknowledging that sixteenth-century private trade in furs 
and fish preceded official sponsorship for colonies in the seventeenth century. Patrick Boucheron 
and Romain Bertrand discuss a few isolated voyages to West Africa and Brazil, but only hint at 
the broader patterns of which they were a part. By the mid-sixteenth century, French merchants 
were engaged in an extensive slave trade between West Africa and the Americas, first seizing and 
re-trading captives from Iberian vessels, then delivering enslaved people directly from Cape Verde 
and the Gulf of Guinea to Brazil and the Caribbean. French trade with Brazil was substantial by 
the 1510s and continued throughout the century. The settler colony of France Antarctique was 
neither representative of nor very important to French-Indigenous trade and settlement in early 
modern Brazil.23

How would an appreciation for these earlier colonial activities shape the already rich and 
complex early modern histories presented in Colonisations? What can it tell us, for example, that 
the Code Noir, first issued in 1685, appeared at nearly the precise midpoint in France’s long history 
of enslaving sub-Saharan African people, which began in the 1520s and continued until France 
abolished the practice in 1848? How would our understanding of Senegal’s long, fraught history 
with France change if we reckoned with the history of French trade and seasonal settlement at 
Cape Verde during the 1560s, 1580s or 1620s? And, returning where we began, what difference 
would it make to acknowledge that, by the time France recognized Haitian sovereignty in 1825, 
French merchants, colonizers and slave traders had been profiting from Haiti—and from the 
forced labour of West African captives there—for three centuries? If Colonisations cannot answer 
all of these questions, it is a testament to the book’s importance that it sparks new and challenging 
lines of enquiry.

CO LO N I A L I S M  A S  H I STO RY  A N D  H I STO R I C A L  ST U DY
Robert Aldrich

In 1988, I published a short article on ‘the renewal of colonial studies in France’, prompted by the 
opening of the Centre des Archives d’Outre-Mer in Aix-en-Provence the previous year and by 
the appearance of the first volume of a six-volume history of French colonialism edited by Bernard 

23	 For a sampling of recent literature on the sixteenth century, see Laurier Turgeon, Une Histoire de la Nouvelle-France: français 
et amérindiens au XVIe siècle (Paris, 2019); Phillip Boucher, France and the American Tropics to 1700: Tropics of Discontent? (Baltimore, 
2008); Laurent Vidal, ‘La Présence française dans le Brésil colonial au XVIe siècle’, Cahiers des Amériques latines 34 (2000), 17–38; 
Christophe Maneuvrier, et al., ‘Les Importations de bois de Brésil en Normandie dans la première moitié du XVIe siècle’, Revista 
Portuguesa de História 49 (2018), 189–213; Michael Wintroub, A Savage Mirror: Power, Identity, and Knowledge in Early Modern 
France (Stanford, 2006); Michael Wintroub, Voyage of Thought: Navigating Knowledge across the Sixteenth-Century World (Cambridge, 
2017); Beatriz Perrone-Moisés, ‘L’Alliance normando-tupi au XVIe siècle: la célébration de Rouen’, Journal de la Société des américanistes 
94 (2008), 45–64; Brad Loewen and Vincent Delmas, ‘The Basques in the Gulf of St Lawrence and adjacent shores’, Canadian Journal 
of Archaeology/Journal Canadien d’Archéologie 36 (2012), 213–66; Gabriel de Avilez Rocha, ‘Evasion ecology in the contact era: 
fugitive social movements and the Atlantic dimensions of marronage, 1480s–1530s’, William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 82 (2025), 
3–48; Casey Schmitt, The Predatory Sea: Human Trafficking and Captivity in the Seventeenth-Century Caribbean (Philadelphia, 2025) 
and Christopher Hodson and Brett Rushforth, Beyond the Ocean: A New History of France and the Atlantic World from the Crusades 
to the Age of Revolutions (New York, 2026).
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Lauzanne.24 The time seemed right for a retrospective on colonialism now that, some thought, 
political passions had supposedly abated and wounds of the end of empire had healed. In the next 
few years, other general histories of the empire were issued, bringing together the research of a 
generation of scholars who had advanced work on ‘colonial history’ as the field had lost 
ground—compromised by association with colonialism—to other specialities or perspectives 
such as ‘regional studies’.25

Such historians as Henri Brunschwig (1904–89) had lived through the ‘triumph’ of the French 
Empire in the 1930s and its subsequent crises and decline, and the following cohort of scholars, 
like Charles-Robert Ageron (1923–2008), and younger anti-colonialist ones such as Pierre 
Brocheux (1931–2022) and Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch (b. 1935) had supportively witnessed 
the struggles of decolonization. Their works often explored the transition from the colonial to 
the post-colonial world.26 Their scholarship—and that of other historians already becoming estab-
lished in the 1980s and active for long afterwards—suggested varying interpretations of veteran 
themes and explored new ones.27 A few professional historians (and other chroniclers and mem-
oirists), Raoul Girardet (1917–2013) notable among them for his opposition to the independence 
of Algeria, remained defenders of empire.28

The breadth of research and the number of publications that have appeared since the end of 
the 1980s, however, surpassed what I and probably others expected. Indeed, colonial aspects 
of French history, writ large, have become a central area in French historical studies (and, 
outside of France, arguably the dominant one judging by the proliferation of journal articles, 
books and theses). Several reasons explain the change. The passage of time has meant most 
archival material covering the entirety of the colonial period is accessible (except for documents 
controversially classified for security reasons). Edward Said’s work and its enormous influence 
sparked interest in ‘Orientalism’, and the ‘cultural turn’ in history-writing meant that iconog-
raphy, literature, architecture, expositions and similar topics gained almost hegemonic prom-
inence. A new focus on race in modern history, alongside class and gender, drew attention to 
colonial ideologies, institutions and policies. The place of women in colonial situations, here-
tofore minimized or neglected, became a key aspect of study. The ‘geographical turn’ pointed 
to the importance of place in colonialism, while ‘global history’ necessarily mandated exam-
ination of colonialism and its aftermath.

The ‘new imperial history’ (as it was labelled in the English-speaking world, even though not 
all topics encompassed were really new) opened up multiple fields of enquiry, for instance, on 
ecology and the environment, inter-colonial links, the emotional history of empire, sexuality and 

24	 Robert Aldrich, ‘A note on the renewal of colonial studies in France’, Contemporary French Civilization 12:2 (1988), 263–68. 
The generic title of Denoël’s six overview volumes, and more than a dozen complementary monographs, produced under the general 
editorship of Bernard Lauzanne, was L’Aventure coloniale de la France: destins croisés (Paris, 1986–97).

25	 Among other general works were Jacques Thobie, Jean Bouvier and René Girault, La France impériale, 1880–1914 (Paris, 
1982) and Jean Bouvier, René Girault and Jacques Thobie, L’Impérialisme à la française, 1914–1960 (Paris, 1986). A two-volume 
survey was Jean Meyer, Jean Tarrade, Annie Rey-Goldzeiguer and Jacques Thobie, Histoire de la France coloniale: des origins à 1914 
(Paris, 1991); Jacques Thobie, Gilbert Meynier, Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch and Charles-Robert Ageron, Histoire de la France 
coloniale, 1914–1990 (Paris, 1990). A two-volume Histoire de la colonisation française, ed. Pierre Pluchon and Denise Bouche (Paris, 
1991), covered the overseas empire from the ancien régime to 1962. In English, Raymond Betts, Tricouleur: The French Overseas Empire 
(London, 1978) was a standard work.

26	 Notable among these scholars was Henri Brunschwig (1904–89), whose books ranged from La Colonisation française (Paris, 
1949) to L’Afrique noire au temps de la l’impérialisme français (Paris, 1988); Charles-Robert Ageron (1923–2008) published widely 
on North Africa from the 1970s and Pierre Brocheux (1931–2022), Histoire de l’Asie du Sud-Est: révoltes, réformes et révolutions (Paris, 
1981) foreshadowed a number of key works on Indochina. Brocheux also had a long tenure as head of the Revue de l’histoire des 
colonies françaises. Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch (b. 1935) became the dean of historians of sub-Saharan Africa with prolific pub-
lications on pre-colonial, colonial and independent Africa, and pioneering works on such topics as women and cities in Africa; in Le 
Choix de l’Afrique (Paris, 2021), she reflected on her personal and scholarly life and engagement with Africa.

27	 To cite only two examples: Jacques Marseille, author of Empire colonial et capitalisme français: histoire d’un divorce (Paris, 1984) 
and a pioneering volume on images with a title that now rings hollow, L’Ȃge d’or de la France coloniale (Paris, 1986). The first of many 
works on Algeria by Benjamin Stora was Messali Hadj: pionnier du nationalism algérien (Paris, 1982).

28	 Raoul Girardet, L’Idée coloniale de la France (Paris, 1972).
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private life, colonial leisure and the lived experiences of ordinary individuals and overlooked 
groups.29 Approaches associated with exchange, movement and the complex itineraries of people, 
commodities and ideas broke down boundaries of nation-based and single colony-based studies. 
Old paradigms, such as economics as the ‘taproot of imperialism’, were revised. Binaries between 
‘collaboration’ and ‘resistance’ were blurred. Increasingly historians saw the colonized and the 
colonizing as part of the same terrain of analysis rather than separate areas, and the colonial became 
firmly part of the national. Post-colonial theory and the demand to ‘decolonize’ history-writing, 
curricula, museums and national narratives—even if those approaches did not gain consensus 
and took root later in France than in some other countries—forced re-examination of the colonial 
record and its legacy.

The new approaches owed much to scholarship in the Anglophone world. The most substantial 
achievement in colonial history-writing in recent decades has been the Studies in Imperialism 
series of Manchester University Press, with John McKenzie as foundation editor.30 With the 
world’s largest empire, but without (for some) the level of trauma left in France by wars of decol-
onization, and without the constraints of the French academic boundaries, British and Common-
wealth historians readily explored new topics and reconsidered older ones. So, too, historians in 
North America—with consuming interest in the history of enslavement, the early influence of 
post-colonial theory, the long general tradition of study of France and for Canadians the real 
legacy of French dominion—took part in revivifying research.31

Developments in French life pointed to the long-term effects of empire: the événements in New 
Caledonia and debates on nuclear testing in French Polynesia in the 1980s,32 the ‘affaire du foulard’ 
in 1989, the 2005 French law containing a clause (subsequently rescinded) about teaching of 
‘positive’ aspects of colonialism, debates surrounding immigration from former colonies, multi-
culturalism and laïcité, continuing discrimination against French people of colour. The seemingly 
inexorable rise of the extreme Right provoked a response from militant groups who saw in colo-
nialism the source of many of France’s ills. More recently demands for apologies for colonialism, 
removal of colonialist monuments, repatriation of objects taken from colonies and compensation 
for colonial misdeeds have been voiced. Instead of the passing of years cooling the passions about 
the colonial era, these developments inflamed them once again.

Some historians have continued to assert that colonialism occupied a limited place in the 
history of European politics and life, directly concerning a restricted number of people and interest 
groups only at moments of colonial crisis.33 A ‘minimalist’ argument can still be put with consid-
erable evidence. However, a more ‘maximalist’ view about the colonialism in French national life 
has become orthodox, and is implicitly evident in the volume discussed in this forum.

With the benefit of new sources, research strategies, theoretical orientations and political per-
spectives, research over the past quarter of a century or so—now primarily by scholars with limited 
(or no) direct experience of the colonial period—has come together in the massive and admirable 
Colonisations.34 The plural in the title—parallelling the plural used since 2000 by the journal 
Outre-Mers, founded in 1913 as the Revue de l’histoire des colonies françaises—rightly refers to the 
different and varying phases, sites, policies and experiences of colonialism over more than five 
hundred years. The subtitle ‘notre histoire’ anchors colonialism within and as an integral part of 

29	 See Stephen Howe (ed.), The New Imperial Histories Reader (London, 2020).
30	 Andrew S. Thompson (ed.), Writing Imperial Histories (Manchester, 2013).
31	 Among other authors, Frederick Cooper, one of those pioneering new approaches, in Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, 

History (Berkeley, 2005) takes stock of some of the issues.
32	 These developments initially focused my own interests in colonial history in The French Presence in the South Pacific, 1842–1940 

(London, 1990) and France and the South Pacific since 1940 (London, 1993).
33	 See, for example, Bernard Porter, Absent-Minded Imperialists: Empire, Society and Culture in Britain (Oxford, 2004).
34	 In the interest of full disclosure, I should say that I was invited to contribute to this volume, but because of other commitments 

was not able to do so.
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the metropolitan history of France. The organization of the volume, beginning with the 
post-colonial period and moving backwards to the ancien régime, provides an unexpected trajec-
tory that further connects present to past and emphasizes the colonial effects, in France and former 
colonies, on contemporary life. The fifth section looks eclectically at selected societies on the eve 
of European colonialization.

Dozens of chapters, frequently only a few pages long, are written by French and non-French 
scholars, frequently summing up the authors’ monographs. Some resemble encyclopaedia entries, 
others offer emblematic case studies. Most readers will dip into the volume rather than reading 
from cover to cover. The editor and section co-ordinators abjure a grand narrative, mono-causal 
explanation for colonialism, a ‘party line’ or political partisanship. Given the extent and longevity 
of colonialism, the creation of a mosaic rather than a panorama has distinct rewards. A few bib-
liographical works for each chapter helpfully lead to further reading. The volume includes an 
index of names but not places or themes; understandably there has not been an effort to compile 
a bibliography.

Even readers well versed in colonial history will make discoveries. I learnt from Arthur Asseraf ’s 
contribution, for instance, that the Orangina beverage was developed in colonial Algeria; from 
Marie Aberdam that a thousand Cambodians studied in metropolitan schools from the late 1800s 
to the early 1900s and from Ivan Jablonka that the French social service administration sent two 
thousand young people (abandoned children, those ‘in difficulty’, etc.) from La Réunion to met-
ropolitan France between 1963 and 1982. Other essays return to familiar figures and themes. 
Slavery, of course, occupies a large space. It is good to see essays on economic history, which was 
for a time sidelined in the historiography by cultural perspectives. Articles on individual figures 
avoid predictable grands hommes such as Brazza or Lyautey (though not Fanon), and include 
several women. The only essay specifically on a French city with colonial links concerns Cherbourg 
(by Stéphane Valognes) rather than the more obvious Marseille, Lyon or Bordeaux. There are 
several essays on France and North America, but also on little-known French colonial efforts in 
Brazil (by Andreas Daher), a reminder of failed colonial ventures. Malika Rahal’s contribution 
highlights the songs and dances associated with national independence (rather than well- 
documented chansons coloniales). The editorial team has thus tried to move into less well-travelled 
pathways of colonial history.

Even in such a wide-ranging book, of course, it is possible to find lacunas. There is, for example, 
nothing on sport, little on smaller diasporic populations in the colonies, not much on the natural 
world. Connections between colonialism and diplomacy are overlooked. A surprising absence is 
discussion of the navy, one of the key promoters of overseas expansion, transmitter of knowledge 
about foreign places and source of administrators, as well as a vital force in conquest. Greater 
comparison between French colonialism and that of other empires at various stages would have 
been interesting.

A number of points strike the reader, as those responsible for the book no doubt envisaged. 
The plethora of French colonial experiences is evident across time, space and the diverse objectives 
of colonizers. In fact, colonialism might be thought of as an umbrella under which multiple inter-
ests and individuals sheltered, pursuing sometimes contradictory goals; the paradoxes are revealed 
in this volume. For most participants, in radically different ways, colonialism represented a utopian 
project: to restore and increase French grandeur (to ‘make France great again’), discover eldorados 
and reap profits materially and otherwise, better the life of ‘natives’, spread traditions inherited 
from the old regime (such as Christianity) or disseminate ideals of revolution, secularism and 
modernity. Empire was a symbol, a mirage, in which promoters and detractors, empire-builders 
and anti-colonialists conjured up hopes and fears, dreams and nightmares. However, colonialism 
also represented a quest for knowledge, an opportunity for experimentation (scientific, social and 
political), and more prosaically a career for some and an unchosen fate for others.
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Colonial history has been a battleground for the ‘culture wars’. Several works in French and 
other languages have challenged what is, too facilely, called a ‘politically correct’ or ‘woke’ version 
of history—colonial history-writing, after all, has always been politically charged.35 Even those 
who disagree with imperial apologists may still feel that obsessive attention to questions of vocab-
ulary and nomenclature, and mantra-like condemnations of every aspect of colonialism can 
unduly shift attention away from the dynamics and dialectics of colonial processes and the nuances 
of personal and collective experiences. Blaming all of the problems of former colonies (or 
metropoles) on colonialism is unwarranted, but attempts to whitewash the colonial record are 
not only historically dubious but dangerous. Colonisations rightly stresses the experiences of Indig-
enous people and the use of violence to impose colonial authority, but also the long and varied 
campaign (including that waged by ‘white’ French men and women) against the evils of colonial-
ism. It points to the links between colonialism and globalization, the designs of great powers and 
resistance to them and the repercussions of amicable or antagonistic cultural encounters—certainly 
key stakes in today’s world.

In the context of renewed imperialistic expansion in transmuted forms by Russia, China, the 
United States and other states and non-state movements, populist ideologies of national grandeur, 
erection of real and metaphorical protectionist walls and warfare around the globe, the volume 
shows how the study of colonialism remains important (and fascinating). It demonstrates that 
the legacy of empire is still deeply imprinted on the former colonizers and colonized. And it proves 
that the history of France cannot be understood without consideration of its colonial history.

R E S P O N S E  F RO M  T H E  COLONISATIONS  E D I TO R S
Arthur Asseraf, Guillaume Blanc, Nadia Yala Kisukidi, Mélanie Lamotte, Pierre Singaravélou
We would like to thank the editors of French History for making this roundtable possible, as this 
is our first opportunity as co-ordinators to explain some of the choices we made in this book, and 
to discuss some of its achievements and shortcomings. Until now, we have presented and discussed 
the book with a range of audiences, from Cayenne to Tunis to Bordeaux. It is a different and all 
the more valuable exercise to respond in writing to scholars who have engaged with the volume 
so thoughtfully, and whose own work has been highly influential in shaping the intellectual land-
scape that made Colonisations: notre histoire possible. A big book like this raises many questions, 
and in what follows it will not be possible to answer all the points raised by the four reviewers. 
We will briefly touch upon some of the remarks that were shared between reviewers, before 
focusing on some of the more substantive critiques.

All reviewers commended the volume for its expansive global scope and its rare longue durée 
approach, which spans over five centuries. They also expressed enthusiasm for the volume’s reverse 
chronology. While preparing the volume, we were trying to make this vast colonial past surprising 
and novel to readers, by undoing a familiar narrative of the rise and fall of empire, and steering 
away from clichés and great men. The reverse chronology was one way to do this, as well as offering 
a variety of perspectives, both in terms of scholars and historical subjects presented. We often 
voluntarily eschewed a more famous case in favour of a fresh one, and this seems to have resonated 
with the reviewers, who praised the volume’s novel perspectives, noting as Aldrich does that ‘even 
readers well versed in colonial history will make discoveries’. This was also true for us as 
co-ordinators: we learnt a great deal exchanging between ourselves and with the scholars that 
contributed to the volume. We learnt to stretch our thinking across unfamiliar geographies to 
other continents, to compare dynamics of imperialism across multiple centuries and to approach 

35	 For example, Pierre-André Taguieff, L’Imposture décoloniale: science imaginaire et pseudo-antiracisme (Paris, 2020) and Nigel 
Biggar, Colonialism: A Moral Reckoning (London, 2023).
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familiar questions with new methods. In particular, the book’s fifth section, on the many worlds 
that preceded colonialism, taught us all a great deal about the multiple forms of globalization and 
history-writing that preceded European domination, which have never been gathered together 
in the same work.

Several reviewers, most notably Boittin, praised the consistent attention both to women and 
more broadly to gender throughout the different periods covered by the volume. This is the 
welcome outcome of a long-term shift in the historiography, carried by works of scholars such as 
Boittin herself, that has showed how central the grammar of gender, sexuality and desire were to 
both colonial rule and resistance to it. Any work on the French Empire must contend with gender 
as a central pillar and not as a marginal topic of interest, and this volume is a reflection of that.

It is inevitable in this kind of volume that many aspects will be missed out. Each scholar will 
regret the absence of a different topic, whether a theme like sports, or particular colonial territories 
or events (societies in the Pacific, for instance, feature but probably insufficiently). Indeed, we 
each individually as contributors had to sacrifice some of our own favourites. But one critique 
coming from Aldrich pointed out a major absence and called for further expansion of the scope: 
why, as he writes, stick only to the national history of France and not look at other colonial 
empires? This was not an oversight but a deliberate choice that can be better explained here. In 
our own experience, looking at multiple European empires tends to reinforce Eurocentrism and 
methodological nationalism rather than dissolving it. When looking at multiple empires, scholars 
often fall into the trap of reifying the ‘Portuguese’ or ‘British’ Empire as a single entity, imbuing 
these formations with a false sense of consistency. It leads to a popular set of national stereotypes 
about different styles of colonialism that colonial administrators themselves used to be very fond 
of (who was more thrifty, violent, assimilationist, efficient etc.). These make minor differences 
between European states the main variable.

Our approach, by contrast, was to dissolve the national approach to the ‘French Empire’ not 
by going wider, but deeper: to truly understand colonialism, it must be looked at from the per-
spective of Haitians, Algerians and Haudenosaunee, as well as French people. This required a 
great deal of effort (a point that we will return to), both in terms of building connections with 
scholars based around the world who could do justice to these perspectives, and in dedicating 
space to making sure these perspectives were given space to breathe and were not a coda to a 
European narrative. Something is gained by understanding empire from Hanoï, Montréal and 
Dakar that cannot be done if one is busy shifting between London, Brussels and Lisbon. Our 
work thus goes much further than placing France in an ‘international’ context of multiple com-
peting empires. It shows how multiple national histories from post-colonial states, including the 
French Republic, came out of the destructive magma of European colonialism. It would not have 
been possible to do to this on a scale that included all European empires, and we think this is a 
more original contribution than a more synthetic work on European colonialism.

A different kind of critique comes from Brett Rushforth, who approaches the volume as a 
specialist of Indigenous America. Rushforth praises the volume’s focus on the early modern 
period, ‘devoting nearly two hundred pages to the period between 1500 and 1800, an era too 
often ignored in favour of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’. This is indeed unusual: most 
works on the French Empire focus exclusively on the so-called ‘Second’ colonial empire post-1800, 
ignoring continuities and precedents set by earlier phases of colonialism. He also points out that 
the volume does not merely summarize existing scholarship for this period, but that this section 
makes ‘Colonisations among the most innovative contributions to French colonial scholarship for 
the pre-revolutionary period’.

Rushforth wishes the book would have provided further coverage of Native American polities 
and on the earliest phase of French colonialism in the sixteenth century. Though the volume does 
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provide coverage of both of these aspects, as is often the case in collective volumes, some special-
ists were unavailable at the time of commissioning.

As a result, it is true that Native American polities appear only intermittently throughout the 
volume. Rushforth is right to note that sustained attention to the Indigenous Americas would 
have further illuminated the ‘reconfigurations and ruptures’ that we seek to emphasize throughout 
the book. During the early modern period, the French in North America and Madagascar made 
particularly ambitious territorial claims—claims that, in practice, largely concerned areas under 
de facto Indigenous control. As American historian Kathleen DuVal has shown in her ground-
breaking study of the Arkansas River Valley, at the time, European countries asserted sovereignty 
solely ‘vis-à-vis one another’.36 In North America, Senegambia and Madagascar, it was ultimately 
local leaders who ‘called the shots’ before the nineteenth century.37

What Colonisations hopefully makes possible is a reconsideration of the role of these Native 
American polities within the wider history of the empire: were French claims to sovereignty in, 
say, the twentieth-century Sahara so different from those in sixteenth-century North America? 
As Rushforth writes, gathering scholarship on such a vast chronological and geographical scope 
makes for gaps, but it raises productive new questions that we all otherwise tend to ignore when 
we are siloed in a particular period and place. We hope that future surveys will engage more fully 
with this important area of enquiry, and that our attention to the legacies of French colonialism 
in the present-day Americas will generate further research and connections.

Possibly the most far-ranging criticism comes from Rose Ndengue, who points out that the 
book does not go far enough in decentring European scholarship and perspectives. We share her 
diagnosis: our book is founded on the observation of a profound imbalance in the historiograph-
ical power dynamics between researchers in major Western universities and those working in 
universities within formerly colonized regions.38 Colonisations aims to promote a new relational 
ethic that fosters fairer cooperation between scholars from the Global North and South. A signif-
icant aspect of our work involved commissioning contributors who were based at institutions in 
the Global South, and we are proud that the contributors from the book are based in Algeria, 
Brazil, Cameroon, Haiti, India, Madagascar, Morocco, Brazil, Senegal, South Africa, Togo and 
Tunisia, to name but a few, and not just in France, the United States or Canada. Nearly half of the 
authors work outside of hexagonal France, which involves a necessary decentring of perspectives. 
There is no doubt that much remains to be done, as Ndengue’s count of contributors shows. But 
this structural imbalance is far wider than this book and it cannot be resolved by a single group 
of scholars alone: we could point out similarly that all the reviewers for this French History round-
table are based in institutions across Europe or North America. Too often, it is only by migrating 
to institutions in the Global North that scholars gain visibility and recognition for important work 
that was originally conducted in African, Asian or South American institutions.

We might also add nuance to some of the arithmetic that Ndengue assembles, and use it to 
complexify her map of academic geopolitics. It was essential to us that colleagues based in uni-
versities in Guadeloupe, Martinique, Guyane, New Caledonia and Réunion were well represented 
in the book. Too often, they are dismissed in the French academic world, in favour of colleagues 
in either Parisian or Anglophone universities. Whether we count these as part of the Global North 
or South, the West or the Rest, is in itself to ask some of the major issues about the ongoing nature 
of French colonialism that the book tries to raise. Other nuances appeared in the editorial process: 
commissioning scholars in Francophone universities in Senegal or Morocco, for example, was 
much more simple as we often had existing links with them, while finding connections in Vietnam 

36	 Kathleen DuVal, The Native Ground: Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the Continent (Philadelphia, 2006), 8.
37	 Quotation from DuVal, The Native Ground, 12.
38	 This observation was also the subject of an article by Thomas David and Pierre Singaravélou, ‘L’Histoire globale est-elle globale ?’ 

in David and Singaravélou (eds), ‘Histoires globales/Global Histories’, Monde(s), 21 (2022).
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or Cambodia where the academic publishing happens less in French or English was much more 
difficult. It is a particular regret that no scholar based at a Southeast Asian university forms part 
of the volume.

Ndengue connects the composition of the contributors to an insufficient intellectual decen-
tring of Europe. We might note that the location of writing is not in itself always a guarantee 
of an epistemological shift. Robust traditions of national history-writing in numerous countries 
in Africa and Asia, much like in Europe, attempt not a decentring, but simply to posit an alter-
native centre.

Our work does perform an epistemological decentring that is largely unaddressed in the major-
ity of works on colonialism. Aside from covering a range of epistemological issues from an inter-
disciplinary perspective in Part I, which will hopefully lead readers to further investigation of 
these issues, its very structure interrogates the biases of Western historiography by reinserting 
colonial domination into the long history of Indigenous societies, both before and after the colo-
nial period. Accordingly, in Part V, we focus on the vernacular social, political, cultural and eco-
nomic dynamics that preceded European intrusion and, in some cases, endured beyond it. This 
also involves denaturalizing the classical concepts employed by Western scholars to narrate this 
history, by restoring the diverse ways in which Indigenous societies represented their own past, 
developed a unique relationship with their territory and conceptualized their connection with 
the rest of the world. It is precisely this reflexivity on the modes of writing history, and on our 
own positions, that enables the creation of a more comprehensive, albeit at times discordant, 
history in France and globally.

To summarize, the landscape of academia, just like the rest of the global political economy, is 
marked by a huge fracture engendered by colonialism that continues to operate as well as mutate. 
This book observes it and attempts to address it, but it is not in itself sufficient repair. We hope 
that it will act as a preliminary point d’étape in what remains an incomplete process of trying to 
produce a genuinely global form of knowledge that can help us navigate our shared, divided, 
burning world.
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