H-Diplo Roundtable- French Empire Roundtable, Mafthomas (Author’s Response)

He . H-Diplo Roundtables

H-DIPLO ROUNDTABLE REVIEW:
The French Empire between the Wars and during the Vichy Regime

Martin Thomas, The French Empire Between the Wars: ImperialisniitiP® and Society
(Manchester University Press, 2005). pp. xxii 840SBN 0 7190 6518 6.

Jacques Cantier and Eric Jennings (eds), Empire colonial sous VichgOdile Jacob, 2004).
Pp. iii + 398. ISBN 2 7381 1544 6.

Roundtable EditorTalbot Imlay, Professor, Université Laval

Roundtable Participantd®Robert Aldrich, Associate Professor, University of Sydn&jjliam

A. Hoisington, Jr., Professor Emeritus, University of lllinois at €ago;Kim Munholland ,
Professor Emeritus, University of Minnesadtayin Wall , Visiting Scholar, Center for European
Studies, New York University, Professor Emeritugjugrsity of California at Riverside

H-Diplo Roundtables EditoDiane Labrosse Faculty Lecturer, Concordia University, National
Security Archive H-Diplo Fellow

Author’s Response by Martin Thomas
Exeter University

I'd like to express my thanks to the roundtabldipgrants and to its organizer, Diane N.
Labrosse, for putting together such thoughtful & grought provoking — reviews. Talbot Imlay
has done a fine job in summarizing them, andntyspleasure to respond to their comments.

As Talbot notes in his opening remarks, historigtdrest in France’s recent colonial past is
stronger than it has been for many years. The Jegacolonialism and its aftermath has become
strikingly apparent to western commentators in st4&old War world in which gross wealth
disparities between societies, disputes over qugserialistic interventions in sovereign states,
and scholastic arguments over the validity of tlash of civilizations’ concept show little sign
of easing.

If the recent history of colonial domination hasahuo tell us about the twenty-first century
world, any historian tackling it must first deciddere and when to begin their study. Difficult
choices of chronological and geographical focusr@®selection, and prioritization have to be
confronted. Investigating Europe’s colonial pastpae recent historian of British decolonization
has put it, is as close to ‘total history’ as oae get.[1] The very idea may seem, at worst, off-
putting; at best, daunting. But it makes a good desense nonetheless. The study of colonial
empire is not easily disaggregated into sociatucal, or purely ‘imperial’ history, into the
politics of decision-making at the centers of iniglgpower or life in the colonial ‘peripheries’
where those decisions had most immediate effestednl, historians of empire have to wear
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several subject specialist hats at once if theyarelate the discreet histories of individual
colonies to the actions of imperial governments tedracial, juridical and cultural arguments
that underpinned colonial exploitation. As Irwin IN&hrewdly points out, in a world blighted by
the iniquities of trade between affluent north desteloping south, a further aspect of this ‘total
history’ must be some awareness of the economicslohial dependency and their lasting
consequences. Then, of course, there is the prafidéaindsight. In his treatment of labour
history in post-war Africa, historian Frederick @&o has stressed that the fact that we know the
end point of formal colonial rule makes it hardeclarify the processes at work in
decolonization. It is all too easy to ascribe unohfieience to abstract forces of nationalism,
Cold War pressures or a collapse of will to ruleoamthe colonial powers. Such simplistic
generalizations leave no room for agency amongnizdal peoples themselves and treat both
rulers and ruled as essentially homogenous.[2]r dda colonial historians afford to ignore the
insights of their colleagues in political scientae complexities of colonial states, at once
nations in the making and societies denied thallmglblocks — ethnic, cultural, and
constitutional — of meaningful national identitgve been more thoroughly explored, at least at
the theoretical level, by political scientists.[3o0, too, scholars of political economy and
international relations have theorized most extatgiabout the ‘political topographies’ of post-
colonial nation-states and the loaded terminoldgfaded states’ in the developing world.[4]
The prevalence of political violence in former auld states and the origins of that violence in
the traumatic national paths to decolonization alsgage scholars trying to connect colonial
histories to contemporary societal conflicts. [5]

As several of the reviewers point out, the speatelecolonization is a recurrent theme in my
study of France’s interwar empire, the essenceyoirgument being that the French empire at
its zenith was a more tenuous construction thaveis$ physical extent and copious human and
material resources might imply. The twentieth ceyituWorld Wars were decisive in France’s
road to decolonization, but my feeling is that &sathe first of these more than the second that
marked the tipping point from an empire that Fracmeld manage to one that it could not. This
is not to dismiss the importance of the 1940 detbatFranco-French colonial civil wars of
1940-44, or the impact that the Vichy regime maplenuoverseas territories. Rather, it is to
suggest that many of the salient features of caldmeakdown from the 1940s onward:
nationalist mobilization, urbanization and colonadrker militancy, armed revolutionary
insurgencies, and chronic shortage of metropofitads for colonial development, all became
manifest in the interwar years. Underlying all thviags a more profound and ultimately insoluble
problem. How could colonial domination be justifiedsustained by its enthusiastic supporters
without the material backing of long-term stateastment to underpin the developmental,
cultural, and political projects they proposed? alieged benefits of republican acculturation, of
French language and tradition, could only go saddill the gaps left by lack of government
money, and this financial problem, already severthé early 1920s, became truly
overwhelming in the 1930s as the impact of depoesdiove France toward economic
expedients that pushed numerous colonies from Teutdshorthern Vietnam over the edge into
starvation conditions. In this sense, an imporsaiisidiary objective of my book was to put the
colonial and metropolitan impact of the depressibthe heart of the analysis of French
decolonization. How, then, can this generally peissic view of France’s interwar empire be
reconciled with the fact that a further three desaof French colonialism — Vichy and Free
France, French Union, bloody wars in Indochina Algeria — all lay ahead? Kim Munholland
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reminds us of the way in which the events of 190 mesmerize, captivating historians of the
late Third Republic like rabbits in the headliglensfixed by the inevitable juggernaut. With
colonial matters, this just won't do. While the D9dlefeat involved a heavy and still poorly
acknowledged spilling of colonial blood, it was ipderal to some colonial populations, and
welcomed by others. As Eric Jennings and JacqueseCa excellent collection makes plain,

the Vichy years would be a more decisive experidocenost. Furthermore, as Irwin Wall notes,
the empire survived World War Il in spite of theshite attentions of stronger powers and the
impact of Vichy. But, as he further points out,rhés something false, or at least arbitrary, in an
‘either — or’ judgment that insists on the primaxdya particular date or event in determining that
France’s empire would collapse. My point is not tine French empire was about to collapse on
the eve of war in 1939, but that it had alreadynbd@®ught close to collapse by 1939. In other
words, the seeds of its destruction were alreadynday the end of the interwar period, even if
the nature and timing of the outcome remained uaerLong-term neglect from Paris, reforms
aborted or blocked time and again, and simmerinmfao discontent all pointed to impending
crisis, even if the precise form of this crisis lyad to take shape.

What, if anything, does this suggest about the @blempire in French society and culture, a vital
point raised in Robert Aldrich’s review? As he rtihere is something of a dichotomy between
the ‘minimalists’ who focus primarily on politicsd economics, and the ‘maximalists’ whose
cultural approach points up the omnipresence afrgal exoticism in French culture and its
concomitant impact on popular attitudes to empaee, and gender relations. Certainly, French
colonial history has been transformed over receatyby the closer attention paid to these
markers of popular imperialism, and is much theerdor it. Furthermore, as both Robert and
Irwin comment, perhaps the deepest, most lastifegtsfof France’s colonial enterprise are to be
registered in the cultural, not the political ooeomic sphere: in the spread of language, the
transformation of former colonial cities, the comgtion patterns of the French and their former
colonial subjects. Here, as Robert gently suggésesperhaps left too much unsaid, driven, I'm
afraid, as much by limitations of space as by ats@h mind. But, insofar as my book falls into
a minimalist school, it does so because it triesefparate the pervasiveness of colonial cultural
symbols in interwar France from the lack of acipaditical or economic engagement with
colonial problems during the interwar years. Cabrssues, as Robert notes in his guise of
devil's advocate, did loom large on the radar sheonterwar governments, the National Bloc of
the early 1920s and the Popular Front of 1936-péaally. Yet neither of these administrations,
nor their successors, followed through with anyhefinvestment projects, limited constitutional
reforms, or social policy initiatives that they détd. Settlers, an obstructionist Senate, and
powerful colonial lobby groups were partly to blarBait so, too, was the absence of much real
popular engagement in France with the most pregsiolgjems of colonial rule and life for
colonial subjects. In this sense, empire in Framae everywhere and nowhere at the same time,
or, as Irwin Wall neatly frames it: it was “an emgpthat wasn’t”.

Perhaps the more interesting conceptual diffichéiye is quite how historians of empire should
measure the persistence of cultural remnants ofrerirpformer colonies and ‘mother country’
next to the more abrupt endings of formal politicahtrol that customarily dominate the
timelines of decolonization. Factoring post-cold®eonomic dependence, currency alignments,
and patterns of trade into this equation makeadkk harder still, but seem to indicate that the old
certainties of the ‘transfer of power’ school ofpemial history must be rethought. Here, too, my
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point about the political and economic decline @rfee’s interwar empire is that it should form
part of a longer-term continuum of colonial disont&tion that attaches as much weight to World
War | as to World War I1.

And so we come full circle, back to the nature ef@onization, its duration and extent, and its
resonance in the twenty-first century. Both Williduisington and Kim Munholland reflect on a
fundamental question: ethical considerations asuds, empire worth it for France? Inevitably,
the interwar aspect of this question invites a mhisesponse. Politically, imperial problems did
not bring down governments or split parties. Howetleose same problems confronted the
French parliamentary right with the strict finarndimits to its imperialism while exposing the
hypocrisies of the ‘colonial humanism’ and inten@sivorker rights that supposedly informed
the actions of the Communist and non-Communist @&ftonial commitments drew off
relatively little budgetary expenditure and closetbnial economies offered some reassurance
to otherwise uncompetitive export producers iniclift economic times, albeit at appalling
human cost to colonial peoples. Those same colooramitments created insoluble strategic
dilemmas for France, many of which would becomeenamparent after 1940. Culturally, for
better or worse, metropolitan France and its ce®mere in some ways drawn closer together,
but always in a hierarchical, one-sided, and rjc@idered relationship whose adverse
consequences remain with us today. But can weyrlesle matters there? Can we ever put the
ethical considerations aside? At a time when ‘eepostalgia’ of various types seems
dangerously prevalent, surely it is most incumlmnthe colonial historian to reiterate the most
salient point of all: whatever it purported to belonial empire was a system of racial
exploitation. Ultimately, it was as untenable asats unjustifiable. Over the course of the
interwar period, driven in large part by the effect the depression on France and its empire, it
seems to me that this underlying reality becamesagingly manifest.
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