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“The only people to dominate the sea were those who established their power alongside the Ocean,”
Manuel Sevrim de Faria, 16251
Ports in a colonial situation were the subject of many studies, even before the process of
decolonization began. For the most part, these studies were urban monographs, often led by
geographers. Very few of the studies gave an imperial explanation, instead they were anchored to a
local, colonial scale. The only articles celebrating the grandeur of the Empire were economic reports,
used as propaganda tools or strategic information for companies working overseas, all raising
awareness of the specific place that one port or another occupied in the system that formed the empire.
These articles and studies, more numerous in the 1930s when imperial self-sufficiency was considered
a remedy for the global economic crisis, did not continue beyond the Second World War. The years of
bloodshed that followed were hardly favourable to this type of study, except in sub-Saharan Africa, and
with decolonization complete, a disinterest for colonial issues started to gain ground. The best example
of this comes from the 1960s, when Fernand Braudel established Area Studies in France, originally
founded in the United States in the 1930s. This field overrode and replaced the scholars of French
Imperial History, contrary to Great Britain which maintained its prestigious Imperial Studies. The last to
occupy the chair of French imperial history at the Sorbonne was Charles-André Julien, eminent
specialist in North Africa, largely engaged, as an academic, in the decolonization process. We have
witnessed a systematized, indeed, institutionalized, reinforcement of the disconnection between the
motherland “here” and the colonial “elsewhere”2.
In fact, studies on colonial ports experienced the full force of this compartmentalisation, which
separated studies on the motherland from those on its colonies3 and broke the connections between the
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colonies themselves. As and when they specialized, academics of cultural areas spoke less and less
with specialists in other areas. Worse still, over time, a narrowing appeared, an ultra-specialization
embracing the creation of the countries born from independence. Therefore, the Vietnam specialists, for
example, no longer spoke with the Cambodia specialists or experts on Algeria, Côte-d’Ivoire or on one
part of Oceania or another. In fact, historical research lost the thread of the connections that formerly
linked the empire, creating a dynamic system comprised of multiple interactions.
Nowadays, imperial history is once again the subject of historical research, revisited by the field
of New Imperial History in Britain, New Colonial History in the US, and the work that began in France in
the 1990s. The latter was largely inspired by the revival of the biographical genre, the Cultural turn and
the Anglo-Saxon Transnational turn as well as the Italian microstoria which, with its use of scale, is
particularly dynamic. It seeks to understand the movement of people, goods, ideas and practices
(military, legal, religious, scholastic, and so on.) within an imperial system 4, on the basis of the principle
that what makes an empire is not its borders (the map is not the territory) but instead what flows through
it.
In fact, the interest for these ways of making connections has re-emerged and the role of
colonial ports has become central again, falling resolutely under the umbrella of the field of Global and
Connected History. Formerly, the monographs on these colonial ports allowed the strength and fluidity
of the imperial economy in action to be celebrated. Today, they nourish historians’ reflections on the
colonial period and make it possible to unearth, on an imperial scale, the idiosyncrasies of this or that
hub of development or, in contrast, of places with a weak connection, or none at all, to the global
market.
However, it seems that the concept of the colonial port itself has not been investigated
systematically. It goes without saying that this concept refers to very varied realities. Indeed, what do
the following have in common: a simple trading post for the slave trade, a loge, or trading station, on the
coast of India for the spice trade in the early modern period and a large industrial-port complex during
the time preceding decolonization? Furthermore, in certain instances, such as in Asia (for example
Malacca, Canton), the Maghreb and the Middle East, the colonizer integrated into an existing port
network. Yet this was not always the case. The ports of sub-Saharan Africa and Oceania, for example,
where coastal or fluviomaritime cities were very often ex nihilo creations, such as Abidjan or Noumea.
The fact remains that at a time of a global or, at the very least, connected, history, when the field of New
Imperial Studies shows the organic links between ports in a colonial situation and globalisation, an
overview study of these themes seems necessary. Considering the colonial port as an operational
concept entails highlighting the elements which distinguish it, or not, from many of the motherland ports
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and those overseas which escaped colonial status, as well as from the colonial city in general, which is
difficult to define or, in any case, essentialise5, although it may have been studied as such6.
This article, intended as a work in progress, aims to present certain recently explored avenues
within the framework of a collective project on port themes in the French Empire from the 16th to the
20th century, in relation to colonial and imperial history. Although this article, and the larger project
which is broadly outlined within it, focus on the French Empire, forays into other empires are by no
means prohibited and a comparative approach is encouraged. This project brings together various
historians and historians of art of the early modern and late modern periods: Emilie d’Orgeix, Pierre
Guillaume and Alexandre Fernandez of the University of Bordeaux-III; Gérard Le Boëdec of the
University of Lorient; David Plouviez, Virginia Chaillot and Jean-François Klein, of the University of
Nantes; François-Joseph Ruggiu of the University of Paris-Sorbonne; Bruno Marnot, of the University of
La Rochelle; Claire Laux of Sciences Po-Bordeaux. This project also owes much to fruitful discussions
with Cécile Vidal and Alain Delissen of EHESS7, and to the support of Caroline Le Mao of the University
of Bordeaux-III, the Roland Mousnier Centre (Paris-Sorbonne), CEMMC (University of Bordeaux) and
CRHIA (University of Nantes). Lastly, a final epistemological detail: this project, on the whole, comes
under the tournant impérial or imperial turn, currently seen in French historiography, which leads to a
more systematic investigation of the national past without, from now on, overlooking overseas colonies8.
Where to begin? The colonizer’s choice of a “good” port
The colonial port is, by definition, firstly anchored to a territory, that of the colony. This idea of
territory must be considered in the broadest sense, alongside the questions it brings up: is it possible to
identify a morphology specific to these ports? Which geopolitical and geostrategic rationales are at the
origin of their foundation and evolution? What relations do they maintain with the forelands and
hinterlands of the dominated, or soon-to-be dominated, regions? Note that the concept of foreland in
this article refers to the catchment area and the economic relations that a port maintains with the
overseas territories with which it is connected. The foreland relies closely on the hinterland, the backcountry, which very often determines both the supply and demand of port trade. We can extend this
economic concept, frequently used by geographers, to the political and cultural influence that the
colonial port exerts on its more or less dominated hinterland, the rest of the empire, the motherland as
well as the ports of other empires.
Geographical factors play a role at various levels in the choice of the settlement site, and also
the development of the port, which is subsequently in a “colonial situation”, to use Georges Balandier’s
5

Hélène Vacher (ed.), Villes coloniales aux XIXe-XXesiècles : d’un sujet d’action à un objet d’histoire, Paris, Éd°.
Maisonneuve et Larose, 2005, 191 p., p. 8.
6
See, for example, the very good, recent overview: Odile Goerg, Xavier Huetz de Lemps, La ville coloniale, XVeXXesiècle, Paris, Seuil, 2012, 464 p.
7
We would like to express our profound thanks to these researchers for their important contribution to our work.
8
Jean-François Klein, “Des écuries aux escaliers d'honneur ? Réflexion sur l’historiographie des colonisations
françaises”, Historiens & Géographes, May 2013, n° 423, p. 195-206.

concept9. A port, colonial or otherwise, is first of all a site (with good anchorage, sheltered as in Gorée
or Saigon) and a location with the possibility of spreading out into a vast back-country, in a central or
strategic position. The best examples of this are the island ports, such as Hong Kong, Nosy-Bé10,
Singapore11 and Zanzibar. The first point of contact between Europeans and their future colony is far
from always the site where they then established the colonial port. Admittedly, Cook disembarked in
Botany Bay, which became Sydney, but the first French contact with New Caledonia took place in
Balade harbour and it was only much later that they made the deliberate choice to found Noumea and
make it the port and capital of the archipelago. This is also the case for Papeete. The first French
settlements at the mouth of the Senegal River led to the creation of Saint-Louis. The establishment of
Dakar came much later, related to political colonization and the need to increase port capacity for
vessels of higher tonnage and a deeper draught, following the development of the gradually conquered
Sudanese hinterland, of which Dakar was the principal drainage point.
Physical constraints and risks
Colonial ports, located for the most part in the intertropical zone, with the notable exception of
the ports of North America, faced a number of their own specific constraints. Whether they were ex
nihilo creations or had been grafted on to pre-existing port structures, these ports had to be able to be
compatible with European sailing, which involved a number of technical issues that differed from one
region to another. In the Pacific, for example, Europeans had to seek out channels through the reef,
unlike Oceanians, who sailed on dugouts. Hawaiians, for instance, traditionally ran aground their
dugouts on the beach of Waikiki, while the foundation of Honolulu dates back to the discovery of its
channel by two Englishmen in 1792. On the African coasts of the Gulf of Guinea, the omnipresent rip
current necessitated the use of specialized pilots and drove Europeans to choose the river mouths that
offered more sheltered harbours. In the late modern period, from the 1880s, technological progress
made it possible to circumvent these problems by constructing wharves beyond the rip current and, at
the end of the colonial period, in the 1950s-1960s, by setting up vast port complexes as had been
realised in East Asia and South America12.
In the case of islands, the geographical constraints could initially play a role in islands
competing for port specialization. Indeed, until 1810, when Isle de France (currently Mauritius) and
Bourbon (currently Réunion) were both French, technical reasons meant that the former became a large
colonial port, a way station on the route to India, whereas Bourbon played only a secondary role, that of
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supplying Isle de France. In fact, Saint-Denis, directly battered by swells, offered very poor anchorage.
Whereas, on the geologically older Isle de France, Port Louis boasted the protection of a barrier reef,
making it one of the best harbours in the Indian Ocean, alongside Trincomalee. During times of war, the
island-cum-way station, Isle de France, was transformed into an island of corsairs, whose task was
essentially to attack East India Company craft, as part of a global strategy to damage Great Britain’s
power. The shipowner-merchants of the Mascarene Islands had thus very quickly grasped that the
economic heart of Great Britain was not the City or the colonies in the West Indies, but the trading
stations on the coasts of India, which were especially strengthened when the dominion of Company Raj
gradually expanded across networks of trading stations and controlled increasingly vast, inter-connected
territories. Contrary to Ponducherry, protected by its seawall yet separated from its Indian hinterland,
Port Louis had become an important layover port for French interests in the Indian Ocean. It then
became such a strategic place that the seat of the Mascarene government was transferred there by the
French ministry of the navy and colonies13. During the American War of Independence and then the
Napoleonic wars, Isle de France became a true thorn in the foot of the British, who did all they could to
conquer it as part of a global strategy (1809-1811) aimed at expanding a protective buffer zone around
the Anglo-Indian colonies and keeping veritable “Maritime Highways” open: the route from the Cape to
the Mozambique channel, from the Suez Canal and the Strait of Hormuz to Bombay and, from there,
from Bombay to Calcutta14. The Western Indian Ocean cordoned off, the British consolidated their
presence in the China Sea, controlling the Strait of Malacca, the southern coasts of Borneo and, from
there, the routes to China and Australia. A veritable thalassocracy whose interconnected ports formed a
vast network on a global scale that Niall Fergusson called the anglobalisation of the world15. Indeed,
Port Louis and Bourbon fell in 1810, when operations in Madagascar, Hormuz and Java were also
launched. Shortly after the Congress of Vienna, the British kept Isle de France, renamed Mauritius, as
opposed to Bourbon, which was returned to Louis XVIII. The rationale here was geopolitical: the
volcanic island, deprived of a natural port, whose coastal capital, Saint-Denis, its harbour defenceless
against the open sea, battered by large ground swells, did not present any danger to the East India
Company or the Royal Navy’s craft. The construction of a port then became essential for the French, on
a commercial and strategic level.
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Furthermore, located in coastal regions or on river banks by definition, these colonial ports
confronted the hardships of Mediterranean and subtropical natural environments in particular. Their
development was restricted for a long time by specific medical and technical challenges, such as
various illnesses, typhoons, cyclones, and so on. Colonial ports are thus often presented as the “tombs
of Europeans”, where catastrophic epidemics of malaria, typhus, cholera and yellow fever prevailed, for
example, in Batavia in Java, an unsanitary marshy region, and Grand-Bassam on Côte d’Ivoire on the
Gulf of Guinea coast, situated on the Ébrié lagoon. In most cases, these colonial ports became the
capitals of the new colonies, yet it would sometimes occur that geographical constraints or historic risks
meant that the principal cities were located inland. For example, in Andean America, Guayaquil and
Vera Cruz were the port facades of the capitals at altitude: Quito (2,750m) and Mexico City (2,200m). In
the French Empire, Madagascar comes to mind, with its capital, Tananarive, located on the populated
high plateaus of Imerina and connected, in particular, with its colonial port, Tamatave, and its secondary
port, Majunga, from where General Duchesne led his invasion in 1895. All these cases do not feature ex
nihilo constructions, instead, the conquerors ultimately integrated into the pre-existing political territorial
system that predated colonial rule.
From another perspective, it is important to remember that steam-powered navigation and the
innovations and technical progress of the late modern period minimised these risks to a certain extent.
Above all, these developments allowed the European colonizers to at least partly liberate themselves
from certain determining factors of the early modern period, such as the tyranny of the winds and tides,
seasonal weather patterns (trade winds, monsoons), and, in particular, the alarming death rates that
were reduced by the development of tropical medicine from the second half of the 19th century 16. At the
beginning of the 1840s, the British squadron charged with pursuing the Gulf of Guinea slave traders was
called the Coffin Squadron due to the decimation of its crews at the hands of yellow fever. Another
example, following an investigation carried out in 1871-1872, French Admiralty considered the
acceptable annual death rate for the infantry troops of the navy stationed overseas to be an estimated
average of nine per cent. An internal investigation estimated that after three years, the average
increased to twelve per cent in the West Indies, Guyana and Réunion. Whereas, after two years in
Senegal and Cochinchina, the death rate of troops exceeded twenty-seven per cent, causing the
admiralty to limit colonial tours to both of these colonies to two years. It goes without saying that these
rates were just as high, or even higher, within the populations of inhabitants, who did not benefit from
wintering, as was imposed in the first settlements at altitude, or from gradual acclimatization organised
by the admiralty in times of peace.
We must also consider certain risks specific to the natural environments in which the colonies
were situated, starting with natural disasters, whether climatic or linked to the relief, in particular in
volcanic regions. The best-known example is that of Saint-Pierre, the colonial port capital of Martinique
until 1902, when it was destroyed suddenly by the volcanic eruption of Mount Pelée. The port was then
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transferred to Fort-de-France, since it was sufficiently distant from possible subsequent eruptions and
possessed a good harbour. Indeed, these incidents could call into question imperial stability as a whole
and define new strategies, generating the search for new, more suitable sites.
What does the port open on to? The geopolitics and geostrategy of colonial ports
In a colonial context, these places had, first of all, a military function, particularly in the early
modern period. With the exception of factories and simple commercial trading posts, these ports were
initially forts, which allowed the colonizers to set up defensive networks on an imperial scale. This issue
also arose, albeit in different terms, in the late modern period. Thus, Singapore played the role of
advanced naval fortress in the China Sea as well as that of the Anglo-Indian emporium open to trade
with Canton before being connected in 1841 to Hong Kong, which developed similar functions. A
strategic base, where ships could load coal and do business, fusing the two driving forces of
contemporary imperialism – the geopolitical prestige of the flag and the commercial activity of the
trading post – into one modus operandi, nullifying, to some extent, the old dispute between the
supporters of different causalist explanations for the Western expansion across the world.
The role and the place of colonial ports in the processes of colonization and controlling the
territories, which differed from one empire to another, from one geographical region to another, and from
one era to another, is yet to be defined. The islands, therefore, seem to be preferred places of
settlement in these colonial port spaces, insularity creating the effect of a “natural fortress” and
considerably simplifying the issue of security while often offering positions of control in significant
regions. This was the case for Gibraltar and Penang, which controlled two strategic straits, just as Saint
Helena covered the coasts of Equatorial Africa while offering a vital way station on the route to the
Cape. As for Hong Kong, a small island deprived of a fresh water source, its deep port created a safe
roadstead for the opium clippers of the Anglo-Indian traffickers before the outbreak of the First Opium
War (1839-1841). It was an “inhospitable island”; uninhabited, it was rarely visited by Chinese fishermen
who would generally use it as refuge from typhoons. Indeed, generally speaking, in the process of
colonial appropriation, an island often appears easier to extract from the sovereign country on which it
depends. This was the case for Macao, yielded by Beijing to the Portuguese, and Penang, sold by the
sultan of Kedah. Inversely, the small artificial island of Dejima in Nagasaki Bay was built by the
Japanese to create an artificial lock to house the crews of the Dutch VOC and keep them away from the
land of Shōgun Tokugawa. As for Singapore, yielded by the sultan of Johor-Riau to Thomas Stamford
Raffles, lieutenant-governor of Penang, this decision seems to be extremely judicious and foresighted
with respect to Malaysia and the Dutch Indies, then in the making, by defining an imperial no man’s land
in the middle of the Strait of Malacca17.
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Colonial ports thus seem to be one of the tools of domination. Once settled on the ground,
either by force or compromising with the local rulers, contact with the local population began; a meeting
in a colonial situation. Europeans, and later the Japanese and the Americans, rarely settled on a
deserted site (for this reason, Hong Kong and the small island of Qeshm in the Persian Gulf are
exceptions). Consequently, the colonial port city became a contact zone, to use Mary-Louise Pratt’s
expression18, and the place of compromise, where, perhaps more than anywhere else, the “hegemonic
transaction”19 that represents colonial society took place.
The issue of the centrality of the port in the process of controlling the territory on the part of the
colonizer then arises. In what way and how did the port become the bridgehead of an invasion into the
hinterland, often militarily progressive and culturally diffuse? The intensity of trade with the indigenous
populations and the extent of their integration into the established colonial system are good markers for
the type of relationships maintained by the colonizers with those they subjugated, more or less severely,
according to time and place. It is, therefore, essential to raise the issue of the place that the economy
and strategy occupied not only in the hinterland, but also the foreland. Not to mention the extent to
which the port developed connections with the motherland or other regional ports, whether legal or
otherwise, as was the case in the Caribbean world before the abolition of exclusive trade, which was
often imposed by the motherland to the detriment of the colonies.
This issue differs between cases of ex nihilo constructions by European colonizers and the
occupation of a pre-existing port by colonizers. The latter was sometimes alongside a previous
colonization, such as the case of Zanzibar, formerly an Arabic colonial port under the Sultanate of Oman
where many commercial communities from the whole of the Indian Ocean basin were found20. Malacca
is another example: the port-capital of an interconnected commercial empire that was founded in the
15th century by a sultan who had built up his capital to fight against the dominant thalassocracy of
Srivijaya (Sumatra). Portuguese since 1511, Malacca was used as a bridgehead for further expansion of
the Portuguese Empire in Asia21. A landmark in fortified trading posts, like Elmina on the Gulf of Guinea,
it became a possession of the VOC, allowing the Dutch company to block the spice trade route from
French and British competition before it came under British rule in 1795 and ensured strategic control
for the East India Company on the route to Canton. In all these scenarios, as in places seemingly more
disconnected from the international market that Europeans imagined were bound to be poor without
them, such as in Muscat or Nosy-Be, the colonizers slipped into urban and port structures and the
commercial networks that predated them. While they were sometimes able to model the structures and
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networks to their needs, they could never erase the indigenous character completely, proof of the layers
of a space which must be read synchronically, in an imperial context, but also, diachronically, by cultural
area.
In this scenario, does the colonial port strengthen or supplant a pre-European port system? It is
necessary here to emphasise the issue raised by both communication and port infrastructure, put in
place by the colonizer in order to carry out these relations. Understanding the infrastructure
subsequently allows us to measure to what extent the scale of connection with the wider world changed,
entailed by the colonization of the site. In general, the more technologically developed the port, the more
significant its outreach became. However, ports that were less technologically developed, in particular in
terms of lifting equipment, also existed, such as Saigon. The coolie workforce paled in comparison to
cranes, however, this did not prevent the large fluviomaritime port at the mouth of the Mekong from
being largely open to the southern China Sea and, beyond, towards the Pacific, the Indian Ocean and
the Mediterranean via Suez.
Various questions arise here: as in the case of the motherland ports, can a gradual separation
between the city and the port be noted over a long period of time precisely because of the development
of port infrastructure? Can we, therefore, observe a dichotomy between the processes of urban and
economic development? And, on an urban level, does the port form an incomplete city, its spatial
development limited by the waterfront? This phenomenon is much more prevalent than sites that
prevented the city from expanding due to a naturally hostile hinterland (mountainous region, marshes)
or resistance from the indigenous population. On the other hand, the concessions in China and the first
European trading stations on the Indian coast are examples of the yielded area depending solely on the
local ruler. In these cases, the settlers were unable to leave without extremely rigid state monitoring,
making concessions in China veritable commercial lazarettos, encysting Westerners on the Chinese
coastal borders22. A phenomenon that lasted until the treaty of Shimonoseki imposed on Beijing by
Tokyo in 1895 and which opened up the entire Qing imperial territory to the appetites of the global
powers.
In another problematic case, as in the regions of Andean America previously mentioned, where
the most densely populated areas were not found on the hostile coasts, one of the problems that arose
for the colonizer was that of connecting the ports to the dense settlement regions of a colony which
sometimes experienced strong demographic and economic growth. Once again, the link with the
hinterland proved vital to creating an effective outreach and a multipurpose command centre (political,
economic and cultural) with a firm grip on the colonized territory. In addition, one of the essential,
defining elements of these colonial ports was, of course, the status of the regions where they were
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established. A colonial situation requires dominance and imbalance in favour of Europeans, and not
simply trade or even influence. The case of the port of Busan, which came under Japanese rule in 1876
(forty-five per cent of the population were Japanese) while the rest of the kingdom of Joseon remained
independent, although still subject to an informal Japanese influence, allows what was truly colonial to
be measured. A concession that allows consular law to be enforced – extraterritoriality – and gives
residents the right to own land, is proof of colonialism recognized within the framework of international
law as determined by the Concert of Europe.
Colonial or imperial ports?
One of the most rewarding and interesting ways to investigate the concept of “ports in a colonial
situation” is to introduce a change of scale and connect the history of colonization and colonial
empires23. Exploring scale can be done on a political level: are the ports integrated into a colonial or
imperial project? As well as on an economic level, ports are defined by flows of people and goods.
Clearly we should question whether or not these flows have a specifically colonial dimension. The issue
of these ports’ political status and, more broadly speaking, of their relationship to the colonial empires of
which they form a part, becomes particularly pertinent. Are they withdrawn into the imperial unit and
their motherland? Or, on the contrary, do they maintain natural links with their neighbouring territories
and, on a smaller scale, with other imperial spaces, their colonial ports and motherlands?
Ports in colonial or imperial systems
The principal difficulty, then, is that, in many cases, until the middle of the 19th century, the
status of these ports was not clearly defined and could fluctuate. This is the case, for example, with the
ports of the Near East and the trading posts on the coasts of Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. This issue,
of course, relates to the matter of relationships with non-colonial ports. The exclusive trade issue
obviously has a central role in the definition of colonial ports. Their influence could vary widely in
amplitude (including over time); some of these ports were only linked to their political motherland,
others, on the contrary, acquired a trans-imperial dimension and their commercial activities became part
of complex trading within the same empire, or, indeed, between several empires, such as in the
example of New Orleans and Kingstown in Jamaica. The extent to which these ports integrated into
empires varies on a scale from the specialized port to the emporium or hub, and includes the trading
post, factory, layover (e.g. Port-Said at the Mediterranean entrance to the Suez Canal), island way
station port, Gateway Port and so on.
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In fact, we discover a wide variety of localised port functions, specific to each colony. In the
British Empire, several multipurpose colonial ports can be found, port capitals boasting high populations
and diverse economic activities. The growth of Indian ports was particularly spectacular and does not
have a true equivalent in the French Empire. Calcutta had the role of capital of the Company Raj, and
beyond, since the capital of the British Raj not was transferred to Delhi until 1911 and then to New Delhi
in 1927. In fact, until the disappearance of the East India Company in 1857, the governor general of the
EIC was based there. Calcutta, with a population of over one million in 1900, was ranked 14th in the
world and required the adoption of the town planning conceived by E. P. Richards. As for Bombay, until
1850, before being a city-trading post, it was the first commercial, industrial and financial centre of India
and acquired important economic administrative duties (banks, financial firms). Its 10,000 inhabitants in
1660 reached 250,000 in the middle of the 19th century. Bombay, the second city and relatively
autonomous, extended its power across the whole western basin of the Indian Ocean and, in particular
across the Persian Gulf, which contributed to creating the geopolitical concept of the Middle East24.
However, colonization could, on the contrary, lead to high port specialization and geopolitical
influence and here we find an aspect of the hegemonic transaction previously mentioned. This was the
case, for example, for New Orleans and Lome for American cotton, and the Niger Bend, Dakar
(Senegal) and Grand-Popo (Dahomey) for oilseeds (groundnut and palm kernel oil 25; Haiphong or Port
Wallut for Tonkin coal; the Burmese rice dispatched from Yangon, in accordance with imperial demand,
to Calcutta, Singapore and Hong Kong; Brisbane for merino wool, and so on. As we progress through
the late modern period, through the decades that preceded decolonization, we increasingly come across
ports that had the role of dispatching only one resource, with the specialization of the boats themselves,
and we see coal wharves, methane tankers, and oil tankers developing. Other ports, such as Hong
Kong and Algiers were hubs and fully fulfilled their purpose of storage and redistribution centres on
various scales. Additionally, we find that the majority of these ports, excluding the hubs, are
characterized by fundamental inequalities and imbalances. The capital ports, where goods flowed, were
exchanged and redistributed, logically offered much more balanced traffic. Hong Kong was the third
ranking port, in terms of financial value and tonnage, in the British Empire. One of the principal elements
of differentiation was due, therefore, to the nature of the empires to which these ports belonged, with
significant differences between the ports of global and more restricted empires. It is clear that the ports
of the Italian Cyrenaica could not compete with the Cape or Batavia.
Specific port flows
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Furthermore, it is necessary to investigate the flows of goods, capital and workforce specific to the
colonial situation, which gave these ports their colonial identity. In the early modern period and, in fact,
until the 1840s, these flows, dominated by sailing ships, were subject to seasonal risks, in particular
wind patterns. Therefore, in all cases, flows cannot be reduced to binary exchanges between
motherland and colony. South-South trade was set up, such as the Indian trade in India or triangular
trade26 in the early modern period. These flows intensified in the late modern period, in particular
concerning the coolie trade, with certain colonial ports, such as Singapore, becoming global hubs. The
ports were indeed the necessary crossing points for migratory movements, as well as a number of
individual displacements caused by colonization. There was also an environmental dimension to these
ports, through which certain foreign plants were disseminated. In this area, ports also carried out the
role of way station and crossroads in a process of globalisation27. Colonial ports, like their motherland
counterparts, organized and catalysed flows but, in certain cases, could also hinder them, in particular
due to infrastructure that was either too specialized or insufficient.
In all cases, the port was, by definition, a place of loading and discharging. Therefore, the colonizer
had to consider connecting with the rest of the region, colony or empire by other means of transport:
river navigation, roads and tracks, railways and aerodromes, at the end of the late modern period. It is
essential to note that, in many instances, the port was established as the head of the rail network, as
was the case with routes such as Abidjan to the Upper Volta (Abidjan-Ouagadougou later reached
Niamey, in Niger). The same applies to the Dakar-Koulikoro line. However, connections were not only
on land, short sea shipping often played an important role in regional redistribution, such as in Papeete,
where redistribution was carried out by galleys or small steamships, guaranteeing short sea traffic from
island to island.
Lastly, consider the issue of the colonial port as a space of accumulation and valorisation of capital.
The role of credit institutions, the scale of the network of bank branches from motherland banks, local
banks, banks from other parts of the empire or other countries and/or colonial empires, is a good
indicator of the place a specific colony and its related port occupied in terms of economic influence. The
most obvious example is that of the Hong Kong & Shanghai Banking Corporation Limited, founded in
1864 by Scottish family, the Keswicks, close relations of Jardine, Matheson & Co that spread throughout
the empire, and by the group which revolved around Thomas Sutherland, one of the figureheads of the
P&O28. On a smaller scale, the Banque de l’Indo-Chine, bank of issue of the Indochinese piastre, was
the fruit of a consortium of the principal motherland commercial banks that spread beyond Indo-China,
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reaching Noumea, Papeete, Réunion and Ponduchery29 and, like the Comptoir d’Escompte of Paris,
was an imperial bank, by means of its colonial branches. Many social actors revolved around these
financial establishments and can be a way of tracing the formal and informal networks that held the
empire together.
The colonial port, essential wheel of trans-colonialism
One of the specifically colonial aspects of the ports is that they contributed to giving empires an
internal coherence. Trans-colonial knowledge and practices originated from and were directed towards
the ports of the colonies. Trade networks and circuits were therefore set up that could escape the
motherland and that contributed to giving shape to the concept of an empire by the movement of
soldiers, engineers, architects, and workers, who participated in the creation of technical and doctrinal
bodies of knowledge as well as construction methods from one colonial port to another30. The colonial
ports, as economic, social and cultural interfaces, thus seem to have been characterized by the flows of
goods and people that were tapped by the ports themselves. However, they were also characterized by
their own sociology resulting from these flows, as well as by the imagery and representations related to
it, which sometimes hardly reflected the material aspects they produced.
Can we speak of specific colonial port civilisations and colonial ports as matrices of colonial
societies?
At this point, the idiosyncrasies of the composition, structures and sociabilities of colonial ports must
be considered in comparison to those of colonial cities in general and, more widely, of the frontier cities.
These ports emerged as the cradle of colonial civilization, but at the same time they developed specific
forms of sociability and even specific cultures.
Demographics of ports in a colonial situation: hybridization and interbreeding
A place of loading and discharging, the port is where everything in the colony disembarks and
from where it all sets out again: goods, people and cultures. The port city is thus also the ultimate place
of hybridization, interbreeding and transculturation. Transculturation, a process that was generally
imposed on the colonized by the colonizers but, also, vice versa, from the colonized to the colonizers,
who, although fewer, were sociologically superior to those they dominated. The history of this
phenomenon also makes it possible to revisit the issue of women in colonial societies, who were always
over-masculinised31. In fact, whether in settlement colonies or those for financial exploitation, the matter
of the place of women – colonizers or colonized – is always extremely pertinent. We can already
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propose, with a whole range of qualifications, that the role of women was slightly different in the ports
than in other parts of the colonial world. This was the result of the doubly unbalanced gender ratio: on
the one hand, due to the traditional male overstaffing of the ports (sailors, merchants, explorers and so
on), and, on the other hand, because of the presence of largely male populations of migrants in transit
(volunteers, slaves, coolies, colonizers). All of which led to situations that were sometimes more fraught
in the ports than in the rest of the colonial world. While issues such as prostitution in the port
environment were stressed by all observers, such matters have rarely been the subject of specific
studies.
In the same vein, the issue of work in ports in a colonial situation must be explored. As porters
and dockers can be found in all ports in the world, researchers must consider the idiosyncrasies
generated by the colonial situation. Indeed, particular racially segregated sections of the population
were reserved for often perilous port activities, such as the kru stevedores, who, on wharves, loaded
and unloaded cargo liners anchored in the rough waters of the Gulf of Guinea as best they could.
Certain “peoples of the sea” in precolonial societies reinvented themselves through port work, such as
the Bugis in Indonesia or certain Malayan groups of the West Indies.
Material sociabilities and cultures in ports in a colonial situation
The phenomena of segregation, encounters and colonial compromises specifically declined in ports,
even though ethnic segregation by district, characteristic of colonial cities, is apparent in the existence of
the European district, the indigenous district/s, and the district/s of non-European migrants. Recent work
has brought to light various details that, on the one hand, demonstrate how porous the “color line” is,
and, on the other, show that spatial division of culturally different groups was a common feature in
precolonial ports, in particular from the Mediterranean to the China Sea. The best examples of this are
the Egyptian ports and their funduq, as well as Malacca, where, from the 15th century, various peoples
mixed, including Malayan, Persian, Arab, Jewish, Chinese, Indian and so on. Be that as it may, the
specific colonial dimension (or lack thereof) is yet to be explored. The urban structure specific to these
situations creates and reinforces certain ambiguities: places of contact and trade, of diversity and
segregation. Ports such as Noumea in New Caledonia or Suva in Fiji seem to be multiethnic and
multicultural cities, when considering the markets for example, while simultaneously displaying a highly
segregated urban space. A sense of community often developed in these markets, which is rarely found
on the sea fronts seized by colonizers. The unsettled nature of these port societies, as much on the part
of the colonized as the colonizers and workers in transit, raises the issue of the permanence of these
sociabilities, as well as that of beliefs and religious practices in ports, where many forms of belief often
mixed, each generating its own codes and sociocultural behaviours.
In addition, the matter of social control in port populations, which were, by definition, on the move
more so than in other colonial cities, sometimes, but not always, refers to particular methods, such as
instating port police forces. The port was also the place where information of any kind would collect and
where the colonial power was often based, the bridgehead of power that gradually expanded outwards,

into the seas, and stayed connected to the whole imperial system with sailing boats and then telegrams.
In the same vein, we come across the issue of medical facilities in such places, simultaneously affected
by particular climatic conditions and the presence of floating populations. The famous lazarettos of
certain colonial ports demonstrate how the colonial port could be, for both the colonized population and
the colonizers, the place where the most brutal forms of death originated 32. A lock between there and
here, between land and sea, the port was also a lock between life and the beyond. It was, therefore, a
question of bringing over a metropolitan port model, with the goal of limiting the risk of disease
spreading in Europe from colonized regions.
Ports in the imagination
The port is where, in novels and accounts of expeditions, the Western hero and the colonial world
first come into contact. Yet, even though Marcel Roncayolo paved the way in the 1990s 33, and despite
being commonplace in exotic imagery, in particular in colonial literature, representations of ports in a
colonial situation are rarely the subject of specific studies. The theme of exoticism is generally at the
heart of the colonizers’ representations of the colonized world. However, the colonial port often seems
to be a less exotic intermediate zone. Clearly, it was the buffer zone between the motherland and the
colonized country. It is important to note that, as emphasised by Henri Copin in relation to colonial
literature in general34, ports appear to be hazy crossroads. There, clichés and stereotypes of the
“exoticized” other and the spirit of adventure35 mixed with the first analyses and recognition of the
indigenous culture and with the first reflections on the effects of different civilisations meeting. These
reflections were encouraged by the intermingling and hybridization that occurred in ports more than
anywhere else.
The richness of the representations of colonial ports varies largely according to geographical region
and the importance of the port, its years of service as well as, quite simply, whether the present
populations were amicable or tensions arose. For example, until decolonization, the colonial ports of
South East Asia were a space of high investment and frequent encounters between the imaginations of
the Europeans and the inhabitants bordering the China Sea 36. These representations also vary largely
according to the time period. Regarding the colonizers, many historians and colonial literature experts,
such as Copin, emphasise how the awareness of the colonial relationship changes and broadens as the
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late modern period progresses. The colonizers, the colonized, and the travellers, were increasingly able
to comprehend each other’s point of view. At the same time, a marginal group of colonial
representations distanced themselves from the official colonial discourse, with the port often the focal
point of criticism, as can be seen in the work of Albert Londres, such as in his vitriolic Terre d'ébène
[Land of ebony]. As time progressed, the representation of the colonial port as a boundary between
civilization and supposed barbarity increasingly diminished, the latter, incidentally, having been reduced
by various means. The colonial port was, in fact, sometimes represented as a bridgehead of European
civilization, the place from which it spread. At times, however, it was presented as an island of
civilization, a “fortress”, in the middle of the “savages”. Similarly, regarding missionaries, for example,
two contradictory representations can be found37.
But the issue of representations clearly does not only concern external considerations of colonial
ports, it is also closely linked to urban and port lives in a colonial situation. It is not only a question of
images, but also sensibilities and sensations. Surprisingly, for the majority of authors who consider
these matters, the port stays in the background when analysing urban life38.
Colonial marks on the port landscape
The urban landscapes developed by Europeans in colonial ports demonstrate how they rebuilt a
society overseas. How many American cities does this relate to, such as Newport and New Orleans, for
example?. In the late modern period, with the end of exclusive trade, how many also developed regional
autonomy in relation to the motherland? These ports thus obtained a number of their own purpose-built
boats, which, through their significance and spatial location, include these ports in the colonial situation.
In the same vein, the division of port cities into districts tells us how the various ethnic and social groups
found their place and expressed themselves in these urban landscapes, recording a colonial port culture
in buildings and cadastral division. This does not only concern the concept of town planning as the
reproduction (or lack thereof) of motherland cities and as a way of managing of racial issues;
interbreeding and hybridization also became part of the architecture and urban landscapes through
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negotiation, imitation and compromise39. The specificities in this regard are numerous, with a subtle
difference to consider between the ports created ex nihilo by the Europeans, Japanese and Americans
and the precolonial ports taken and transformed by the colonizers. For example, the ports of North
Africa, such as Algiers and Bône, predated the colonial conquest. However, they see their economic
purpose and urban landscapes just like the representations linked to, modelled and transformed by the
conquest, which began in the ports with, in particular, objectives of military control of the city and port
infrastructure40.

To (not) conclude
As we stated at the beginning, this article is, resolutely, a work in progress. Therefore, we cannot
provide any conclusion to this five-year-long research project, which is currently at the half-way point.
However, by asking these initial questions, we have tried to show in what way the colonial port is
heuristic. We have also sought to open avenues of study that we consider stimulating and that, we
hope, will inspire historians working on other imperial spaces to undertake comparative research.
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