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Enfants de la Patrie: 
Francophone Literature and the Colonial Legacy in France 

 
Instructor: William Mitchell  
Contact: wcmitch@u.washington.edu 
 

 

 
In one form or another, France has been in the colonial business for approximately five hundred years.  
Its imperial forays began in the age of discovery in North America and the Caribbean, were redirected to 
Africa and Southeast Asia, and made other stops around the world along the way.  La Plus Grande 
France reached its height with the acquisition of new territories at the end of World War One and was 
second only to the British Empire in its scope and importance in the interwar period.  But in a few short 
and turbulent years, all of this unraveled.  In the wake of World War Two, France was left without the 
financial, military or political wherewithal to stem the independence movement that swept the global 
south, and the once vast French Empire was reduced to a handful of small holdings.  While the empire is 
now a thing of the past, its legacy continues to shape the social and cultural landscape of metropolitan 
France today.   

This course will provide an overview of the French imperial project while examining the theoretical 
discourse that accompanied and helped precipitate the breakup of the empire.  Our primary focus will be 
on the literary and cultural production of the Francophone world, with attention also paid to immigrant and 
second generation writers working in metropolitan France.  These texts will serve as points of departure 
to discuss, among others, questions of race, ethnicity, class and identity in the colonial and postcolonial 
context. 
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Objectives 

I believe that teaching should challenge students and yet show them the significance, the pertinence, and 
even the joy to be had in ideas.  I hope you will leave this class with both the ability to think and speak in 
an informed manner about the course material and its broader intellectual context, and also with a 
renewed enthusiasm for learning. 

With this in mind, by the end of the quarter students should . . . 

 Understand the historic and cultural problems that arose from the French colonial project and how 
they condition contemporary social and political issues. 

 Improve their close reading and analytic skills for approaching a diverse range of sources. 
 Gain an understanding of la francophonie and its literature. 
 Progress in their communication skills, both oral and written. 

 

Grades 

A successful final grade in this course will be the result of an ongoing commitment to the material, ideas 
and people with whom you work.  It will require that you complete readings on time, participate in class, 
and make an equitable contribution to collaborative projects.  Grades will be determined according to the 
following breakdown: 

Participation 

The success of this course will depend largely on your active participation in both class discussions and 
your work in preparing and presenting group projects.  Attendance is crucial but is only the beginning of 
creating a participatory environment; it is also incumbent that each student contributes his or her utmost.  
Participation will account for 20% of your grade. 

In-Class Free Writing 

Each week, students will be asked to write on the major themes of the week.  Papers that address the 
material and demonstrate that students have carefully considered the topic will receive a “+.”  Papers that 
show knowledge of the material will receive a “√.”  Papers that address the topic but that do not 
demonstrate any knowledge of the material will receive the low grade of “-.”  In-class free writing will 
account for 20% of your grade. 

Projects and Papers 

Assignments have been designed to engage course material in a variety of projects and papers.  The 
intent is to encourage students to explore course ideas through multiple modes of communication—
visual, oral, written.  Group projects will be evaluated based on both the final artifact produced and 
evaluations by each member of the team concerning the overall performance of its members.  Details for 
assignments will be handed out in class.  Projects and papers will account for 40% of your grade. 

Final 

The final will be composed of a meeting with me during the last week of class and a four to five page 
paper due on the Monday of exam week.  At the meeting you will be asked to evaluate your performance 
in the class and the class as a whole, and to present a working topic for your final paper.  Topics will be 
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largely open but must be approved by me during our meeting.  The final paper will account for 20% of 
your grade. 

 

Texts 

Aimé Césaire, Cahier d’un retour au pays natal. 

Camara Laye, L’enfant noir. 

Assia Djebar, L’amour la fantasia. 

Maryse Condé, Moi, Tituba, sorcière. 

Didier van Cauwelaert, Un aller simple. 

Y.B., Allah superstar! 

 

The remainder of the course readings will be available on e-reserve. 
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Unit One: The Age of Empire 

 

While France made major inroads in North America in the seventeenth century, the nineteenth century 
was the true age of empire.  The acquisition of large territories in Africa and Southeast Asia was set 
against the backdrop of social and political upheaval at home.  Why did this expansion take place and 
what was the place of the civilizing mission in a country moving toward a republican model of 
government? 

 

Week One 

How did France’s republican experiment lead to the largest colonial expansion in its history?  How were 
the ideas of the Enlightenment put to use in both the revolution and the pursuit of overseas territories?  
What form did these ideas take and why?  This week we will begin an overview of the history of France’s 
age of empire and ask how domestic events shaped the course of France’s colonial aspirations.   

Readings 

 Discours de Jules Ferry and Georges Clemenceau 
 Eric Hobsbawm.  “The Age of Empire.”  The Age of Empire.  London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 

1987.  56-83. 
 Etienne Balibar.  “The Nation Form: History and Ideology.”  Etienne Balibar and Immanuel 

Wallerstein.  Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities.  New York: Verso, 1991.  86-106. 
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Week Two 
 
The Revolution turned subjects into citizens; the first empire, citizens to subjects.  We continue our 
historical examination of the nineteenth century, paying special attention to the question of populations.  
What is the relationship of the French people to their government and how did it change under successive 
regimes?  With colonial expansion, who is even considered French?   

Readings 

 Ernest Renan.  “Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?”  Oeuvres complètes.  Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1947. 
 Patrick Weil.  Qu’est-ce qu’un français?  Histoire de la nationalité française depuis la revolution.  

Paris: Grasset, 2002.  Introduction and pp. 165-181. 

 

Unit Two: Independence 

 

The loss at the battle of Dien Bien Phu marked the beginning of the end of the French occupation of 
Indochina.  It was followed rapidly by the dissolution of French interests across Africa, from Senegal to 
Madagascar.  What caused the sun to set on the age of empire?  What were the intellectual movements 
that gave voice to those seeking independence? 



Enfants de la Patrie 
Page 6 

 

Week Three 

Was the civilizing mission inherently flawed?  Was the dissolution of the empire destined from its 
republican beginnings?  What was the experience of the empire from one of its subjects?  This week we 
delve into the internal ideological tensions of the French colonial project and the personal experience of 
one of its most eloquent critics. 

Readings 

 Nicolas Bancel and Pascal Blanchard.  “Les origins républicaines de la fracture colonial.”  La 
fracture coloniale: la société française au prisme de l’héritage colonial.  Paris: Editions La 
Découverte, 2005. 
 

 Aimé Césaire.  Cahier d’un retour au pays natal.  Paris: Présence Africaine, 2000. 

Week Four 

What is the future of colonial identity after the dissolution of empire?  What is the psychology of the 
colonial subject and how does his/her past condition the possibilities of future structures of social 
interaction?  This week we investigate different forms of resistance to the colonial project.   

Readings 

 Franz Fanon, excerpts from Peau Noire, Masques Blancs.  Paris: Points France, 1971. 
 Léopold Senghor, selected poems. 

 

Unit Three: “The Empire Writes Back” 

 

In the post-independence era there has been an incredible flourishing of literature issuing from the former 
colonies.  Though often drawing its subject matter from the colonial era, the work of this period has also 
established the francophone world as a major source of literary innovation.  We devote this unit to the 
study of four influential novels that have become part of the new canon of francophone literature. 
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Week Five 

Slavery, migration, violated maternity, religion—Condé’s novel is, in many ways, a reflection of the 
Caribbean experience.  Her handling of history and the recovery of her protagonist, however, set this 
book apart.  What can we know about history and in whose voice is it narrated?   

Readings 

 Maryse Condé.  Moi, Tituba, sorcière.  Paris: Gallimard, 1988. 

 

Week Six 

How does one negotiate the pull of poles that brook no space between?  Laye’s novel presents 
us with many such polarities and the inevitable conflict that arises from the choices they impose.  
Tradition and progress, home and the métropole—these are only two of the many choices the 
narrator must navigate. 

Readings 

 Camara Laye.  L’enfant noir.  Newburyport, Massachusetts: Focus Publishing, 2005. 

 

Week Seven 

Assia Djebar is at once educator, historian, and novelist.  L’amour la fantasia is a complex work 
that defies simple categorization, much like its author.  Our primary questions for the week will 
center on the problem of memory and identity within the colonial context.  What role does 
education and language play in the formation of subjectivities?  Whose memories and whose 
voices are these, anyway? 

Readings 

 Assia Djebar.  L’amour la fantasia.   
 

Week Eight 

Colonialism created fractures in indigenous populations that had long lasting and devastating 
effects even after occupation.  This week we look at those internal divisions as they appear in 
the work of Vietnamese author Nguyen Tien Lang.  Often overshadowed by its African and 
Caribbean counterparts, francophone literature from Southeast Asia provides yet another voice 
to help understand the colonial experience and its legacy. 

Readings 

 Nguyen Tien Lang.  Les chemins de la révolte.  Yerres, France : Y Viêt, 1989. 
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Unit Four: Bringing Empire Home 

 

France has had a troubled history vis-à-vis its immigrant populations, a situation that was only 
exacerbated by the large influx of non-white immigrants after the Second World War.  Today there are still 
serious obstacles for these populations to access their rights as French citizens and the opportunities 
those rights afford.  Foremost among them is the persistent inability of immigrant groups to be considered 
French, even when they do hold French citizenship.  In this unit we will read two novels by immigrant 
writers whose works ask what it means to be French and what it means to be excluded from that 
designation. 

 

Week Nine 

Identities, despite their incremental evolutions, have a patina of permanence and stability.  Yet many of 

the fundamental elements of our identities are the product of chance—where and to whom we are born; a 
car accident; an illness.  This week we look at the flexibility of identity and the implications certain 
identities have for their subjects.  What does it mean to be an immigrant?  What does it mean to be 
considered an immigrant in the country where you were born and raised? 

Readings 

 Didier van Cauwelaert.  Un Aller Simple.  Paris : Editions Albin Michel S.A., 1994. 
 Gérard Noiriel.  “Immigration Amnesia and Memory.”  French Historical Studies 19.2.  Fall 1995: 

367-80.   
 Rosello, Mireille.  Postcolonial Hospitality: The Immigrant as Guest.  Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2001.  Introduction, chapters 1 and 4 
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Week Ten 

What is the situation of a young Arab in Paris living between two parallel identity paradigms?  What are 
the options available to you when you feel alienated from the thing you desire the most?  Allah Superstar! 
details one young man’s attempt to answer these questions with humor, vivacious language, and tragedy.   

Readings 

 Y.B., Allah Superstar!  Paris: Grasset, 2003. 
 Hargreaves, Alec.  “Ethnic Identification and Mobilization.”  Immigration, Race and Ethnicity in 

Contemporary France.  London, New York: Routledge, 1995.  85-148. 


