A French Leader Defends Imperialism
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! Ithough Jules Ferry (1832-1893) first gained

” political prominence as an ardent champion of

secular public educarion, he was most famous for his
empire building. While he was French premier in
18801881 and again in 1883-1885, France
occupied Tunisia, extended its rule in Indochina,
seized Madagascar, and penetrated the Congo.
Criticized by conservatives, socialists, and some lefi-
wing republicans for his colonial expansion, Ferry
defended his policies before the Frenclh National
Assembly and also elaborated a philosophy of
imperialism in his writings.

In a speech to the Assembly on July 28, 1883,
portions of which follow, Ferrv answered his critics
and summarized his three main arguments with
brutal honesty. Note that Ferry adamantly insisted
ihat imperial expansion did not weaken France in its
European struggle with Germany, as some opponents
charged, bui rather that it increased French grandeur
and power. Imperialists needed the language of
patriotic nationalism to be effective.

M. Jules Ferry: Gentlemen, . . . I believe that
there is some benefit in summarizing and
condensing, in the form of arguments, the
principles, the motives, and the various interests
by which a policy of colonial expansion may be
fustified; it goes without saying that 1 will wy to
remain reasonable, moderate, and never lose sight
of the major continental interests which are the
primary concern of this country. What I wish to
say, to support this propesition, is that in fact, just
as in word, the policy of colonial expansion is a
political and economic system; I wish to say that
one can refate this system to three orders of ideas:
cconormc ideas, ideas of civilization in its highest
sense, and ideas of politics and pariotism.

In the area of economics, I will allow myself ro
place before you, with the support of some

figures, the considerations which justify a policy of
colonial expansion from the point of view of that
need, felt more and more strongly by the
industrial popuiations of Europe and particulatly
those of our own rich and hard working country:
the need for export markets. [s this some kind of
chimera? Is this a view of the future or is it not
rather a pressing need, and, we could say, the cry
of our industrial population? I will formulate only
in a general way what each of you, in the different
parts of France, is in a position to confirm. Yes,
what is lacking for our great industry, drawn
irrevocably on to the path of exportation by the

[ free trade | treaties of 1860, what it lacks more
and more is export markets. Why? Because next
door to us Germany is surrounded by barriers,
because beyond the ocean, the United States of
America has become protectionist, prorectionist in
the most extreme sense. . . .

Gentlemen, there is a second point, . . . the
humanitarian and civilizing side of the question.
On this point the honorable M. Camille Pellatan
has jeercd in his own refined and clever manner;
he jeers, he condemns, and he says “What is this
civilization which you impose with cannonballs?
What is it but another form of barbarism? Don’t
these populations, these inferior races, have the
same rights as you? Aren’t they masters of their
own houses? Have they called upon you? You
come to them against their will, you offer them
violence, but not civilization.” There, gentlemen,
is the thesis; I do not hesitate to say that this is
not politics, nor is it history: it is political
metaphysics. (“Ah, Ah™ on far left.)

. .. Gentlemen, T must spealk from a higher and
more truthful plane. It must be stated openly that,
in effect, superior races have rights over inferior
races. (Movement on many benches on the far lefi.)

M. Jules Maigne: Oh! You dare to say this in the
country which has proclaimed the rights of man!

M. de Guilloutet: This is a justification of slavery
and the slave oade! . ..




M. Jules Ferry: 1 repeat that superior races have
a right, because they have a duty. They have the
duty to civilize inferior races. . . . {Approval from
the left. New interruptions from the extreme left and
from the right.)

... M. Pelletan . . . then touched upon a third
point, more delicate, more serious, and upon
which I ask your permission to cxpress myself
quite frankly. It is the political side of the
question. The honorable M. Pelletan, who is a
distinguished writer, always comes up with
remarkably precise formulations. [ will borrow
from him the one which he applied the other day
to this aspect of colenial policy.

“If Is a system,” he says, “which consists of
seeking out compensations in the Orient with a
circumspect and peaceful sectusion which is
actually imposed upon us in Europe.”

[ would like to explain myself in regard to this. 1
do not like this word, “compensation,” and, in
effect, not here bur elsewhere it has often been
used in a treacherous way. If what is being said or
insinuated is that any government in this country,
any Republican minister could possibly believe that
there are in any part of the world compensations
tor the disasters which we have experienced {in
connection with cur defeat in the Franco-Prussian
War of 1870-1871], an injury is being infiicted . . .
and an injury undeserved by that government.
(Applause at the center and left.) | will ward off this
injury with all the force of my patriotism! (New
applause and bravos from the same benches.)

Gentlemen, there are certain considerations
which merit the attention of all patriors. The
conditions of naval warfare have been profoundly
altered. (“Very true! Very true!™)

At this time, as you know, a warship cannot
carry more than fourteen days’” worth of coal, no
matter how perfectly it is organized, and a ship
which is out of coal is a derelict on the surface of
the sea, abandoned to the first person who comes
along. Thence the necessity of having on the
occans provision stations, shelters, ports for
defense and revictualling. (Applause af the center
and left. Various interruptions.) And it is for this
that we needed Tunisia, for this that we needed
Saigon and the Mekong Delta, for this that we
need Madagascar, that we are at Diégo-Suarez
and Vohemar [two Madagascar ports] and will
never leave them! (Applause from a great number of
benches.) Gentlemen, in Europe as it is today, in
this competition of so many rivals which we see
growing around us, some by perfecting their
military or maritime forces, others by the
prodigious development of an ever growing
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populzation; in a Europe, or rather in a universe of
this sort, # policy of peaceful seclusion or
abstention is simply the highway to decadence!
Nations arc great in our times only by means of
the activities which they develop; it is not simply
“by the peacetul shining forth of institutions”
{interruptions on the extreme left and right) that
they are great at this hour.

... [The Republican Party] has shown that it is
quite aware that one cannot impose upon France
a political ideal conforming to that of nations like
independent Belgium and the Swiss Republic; that
something clse is needed for France: that she
cannot be merely 2 free country, that she must
also be a great country, excrcizing all of her
rightful influence over the desdny of Europe, that
she ought ro propagate this influence throughout
the world and carry everywhere that she can her
language, her customs, her flag, her arms, and her
gemius. (Applause at center and left.)

uestions for Analysis

1. What was Jules Ferry’s economic argument for
tmperial expansion? Why had colonies recently
gained greater economic value?

2. How did Ferry’s critics attack the morality of
foreign expansion? How did Ferry try to claim
the moral high ground in his response?

3. What political arguments did Ferry advance?
How would you characterize his philosophy of
politics and national development?

Source: Speech before the French National Assembiy, July 28,
1883, Reprinted in R. A. Austen, cd., Modern Imperialism:
Western Overseas Expansion and lts Aftermath, 1776-1965
(Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Feath, 1969), pp. 70-73.
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