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The Great War gave France her last chance to complete the tropical 
Empire which she had hastily assembled during the Partition of Africa 
in the late-nineteenth century .1 The vast majority of Frenchmen, it is 
true, showed no desire to seize the opportunity; interest in the reparti­
tion of Africa was limited to the few thousand members of the parti colo­
nial. French colonialists frequently bewailed the indifference of both 
government and public opinion to colonial affairs. This very indif­
ference, however, gave them a decisive voice in the making of African 
policy, as indeed it had done in the decades before the War.2 On those 
occasions when the French cabinet was forced to concern itself with 
African war aims, it all too willingly abdicated control over their for­
mulation to the colonial party. 

The colonial party's effectiveness as a pressure group depended upon 
its ability to operate inside as well as outside the official structure of 
policy-making. Its most influential supporter within the government 
during the early stages of the war was Gaston Doumergue, minister of 
colonies from August 1914 to March 1917. Doumergue had been a 
member of the pre-war groupe colonial in Parliament. He had also been 
president of the Mission Laique, an organization devoted to the fur­
therance of the mission civilisatrice through the expansion of secular 
education in the Empire.3 Doumergue's imperial vision was centred on 
Africa: 'C'est dans le continent africain que nos interets les plus con­
siderables sont engages et que notre action s'exerce sur la plus vaste 
etendue.'4 And wartime cabinets, preoccupied with the Western Front, 
gave him a virtually free hand to determine African policies. Nor did 
Doumergue's influence end when he lost office in 1917. He was to re­
emerge the following year as the dominant figure on the inter-ministerial 
commission charged with preparing French colonial objectives for the 
peace conference. 

.. ... 
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The colonialists also had allies among the permanent officials at the 
ministry of colonies. The most influential of them was the head of the 
African department, Albert Duchene, Tun des meilleurs et des plus an­
ciens ouvriers de !'expansion africaine' .5 For much of the war, the 
ministry had neither the desire nor indeed the capacity to formulate a 
coherent policy for the repartition of Africa.6 According to one post-war 
Parliamentary report, the administrative chaos into which it had col­
lapsed 'sera it de nature a provoquer, suivant le temperament de 
l'auditeur, ou J'indignation ou l'hilarite' .7 But when at last the ministry 
began to define its war aims in 1917, Duchene played the crucial part in 
drafting them. 

The colonialists were much more eager to define their African war 
aims. In its first issue after the outbreak of war, the official journal of 
the Comite de l'Afrique Franraise, the leading African pressure group, 
declared: 'Nous devons songer des maintenant aux solutions coloniales 
de la guerre; aux repartitions territoriales qui la couronneront; . . . 
(aux) negociations qui suivront la guerre et (aux) vastes reorganisations 
... africaines qui en resulteront. •8 But the colonial party also entered 
the war in a more than usually disorganized condition. It had been bit­
terly divided by the debate on the reform of the Algerian indigenat. 
Mobilization deprived its constituent societies of their supporters and 
their funds. Wartime censorship and shortages emasculated their pro­
paganda. All colonial societies had to reduce their activity; some had 
virtually to suspend their operations. In fact, less than a hundred men 
took part in the attempts to draft an official set of colonialist war aims, 
and only a handful of them had a significant influence on the result. 
During the war, as before it, the policies of the parti colonial were deter­
mined by an inner circle of its leading members. 

The repartition of Africa which most colonialists hoped for was to 
take two forms. The first could be stated quite openly: France would 
receive her 'fair' share of the German colonial empire, which in concrete 
terms meant the Cameroons and at least half of Togoland.9 The second 
required more circumspection. The existence of foreign enclaves which 
hindered the economic development of French West Africa had long 
been of concern to the colonial party and the government alike, and 
there had been several attempts before the war to obtain the Gambia in 
exchange for some fragment of the French empire in Asia or the 
Pacific.IO The war, it was hoped, would at last make it possible for 
France to create 'un empire africain d'un seul tenant' by acquiring 
British, Portuguese and Spanish-as well as German-colonies. 
Although the colonialists could not say so publicly, their 'desiderata' in­
volved claims upon the Allies no less than demands upon the Enemy. 
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The colonialists realized that the disastrous beginnings of the war in 
Europe and the deadlock which then developed along the Western Front 
made any campaign for the repartition of Africa premature. 11 They also 
had to worry about potential threats to the existing Empire, particularly 
about the possibility that the Japanese might be offered Indochina as the 
price of their participation on the Western Front.12 Doumergue, 
however, lost no time in preparing a French claim to German Africa. 
French and British troops from Dahomey and the Gold Coast invaded, 
captured and provisionally partitioned Togoland, all by the end of 
August 1914. By then the government had also sanctioned a joint ex­
pedition against the Cameroons-at his insistence and against the 
wishes of the General Staff.13 Still not satisfied, Doumergue next 
demanded joint action against German East Africa as well. Simply to 
consolidate the Empire was not enough, he told the prime minister: 
'Croire que notre domaine colonial suffirait pendant de longues annees 
a notre force d'expansion, c'est meconnaitre !'effort considerable ac­
compli par nos industriels ... par nos colons (et) par nos hommes d'af­
faires.'14 

Although French troops were excluded from the East African theatre, 
Doumergue's pressure paid dividends elsewhere. When the Cameroons 
in turn came to be partitioned in January 1916, the threat of a renewed 
French demand to participate in the East African campaign made the 
British government more than generous in its satisfaction of their West 
African claims. Franr;ois George-Picot, a member of the colonial party 
and Doumergue's chosen negotiator, asked for and immediately re­
ceived nine-tenths of the colony. Neither he nor his minister knew how 
anxious the British cabinet was to ensure that they 'made no claims to 
East Africa'. Had they known, Picot could have asked for all the 
Cameroons, and his British counterparts-who had orders 'to abstain 
from any haggling'-would have given it to him. 15 Doumergue was sur­
prised and delighted at the outcome. As he told the Budget Commis­
sion, the agreement gave France 'des territoires plus etendus que nous 
ne pouvions le prevoir ou l'esperer. 16 The colonial party was equally 
delighted. 'Cette delimitation', said August Terrier, secretary-general of 
the Comite de l'Ajrique Fram;aise. 'est tres avantageuse et depasse 
meme les esperances des coloniaux franr;ais' .17 

The Anglo-French negotiations of 1915-16, for whose success it could 
claim some credit, also stirred the parti colonial into action.18 As the 
London talks reached their conclusion, a group of colonialists in the 
Societe de Geographie began to draw up the colonial party's European 
and global war aims. 19 Auguste Terrier was responsible for the formula-
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tion of African desiderata. The report which he presented in June dealt 
only briefly with the German colonies. Terrier accepted the impossibility 
of making any serious claim to German East Africa, and he could hardly 
have asked for more in the Cameroons. Instead, he concentrated on the 
need to unify French West Africa by obtaining all the foreign enclaves 
between Senegal and Dahomey. The most important of these, of course, 
were the British colonies of Sierra Leone and the Gold Coast, for which 
he was prepared to offer French India and the French share of the New 
Hebrides Condominium. His colleague, Augustin Bernard, was ready to 
make concessions in the Middle East as well. Lack of global vision was 
never a colonialist failing . 

Terrier hoped that the various colonial societies would undertake 
their own studies and then reassemble to draft an official 'cahier des 
revendications du parti colonial fran~ais'. He was also confident of the 
government's support. Both the ministry of colonies and the Quai d'Or­
say, he declared, had been informed of the project and were fully in sym­
pathy with it. Terrier's hopes were quickly disappointed. The cabinet as 
a whole had no intention of repartitioning the world with Britain while 
the very survival of France was at stake in Europe. Indeed, its policy was 
not to deal with colonial issues 'd'apres un programme et des vues 
d'ensemble mais uniquement ... pour tenir compte des interets im­
mediats' .20 As the year wore on and the casualties on the Western Front 
mounted, the enthusiasm of the colonialists began to wane. 'Je dois ... 
avouer ... que, dans la situation pendante, j'ai bien de la peine a prend­
re au grand serieux ces recherches helasl trop academiq ues', one of their 
leaders confessed in December; 'du point de vue des applications prati­
ques prochaines, que nous avions en vue, je me suis un peu 
decourage. '21 

By 1917 the colonialists were again on the defensive, this time against 
Italian demands for territorial compensation in the Middle East and 
Africa as the price of their participation in the war against Germany. 
Colonialist leaders debated the question at the end of March, rejected 
Italian claims for an enlarged sphere of influence in Ethiopia, the ces­
sion of Jibuti and the extension of Libya to Lake Chad, and decided to 
press their views directly on the government. Six weeks later, however, 
their delegation had still not managed to gain an audience. When the 
delegation finally saw Ribot, the new prime minister and foreign 
minister, on 23 May, they found him unforthcoming. Ribot, of course, 
was not about to sacrifice French interests; at St. Jean de Maurienne he 
had refused even to discuss Italian claims to Jibuti. But he was also 
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determined to avoid a public squabble with his Allies and therefore kept 
the colonialists on a short rein. He prevented them from organizing a 
campaign to protest against Italian pretensions or even from drawing up 
their 'cahier des revendications mondiales'. The congress which Terrier 
had advocated and which Eugene Etienne, the colonial party's elder 
statesman, had actually tried to summon after the meeting with Ribot 
had to be postponed, on government orders, 'a cause des retentissantes 
revendications de la Presse et des Revues coloniales d'une puissance 
amie' .21 

Once more, the initiative passed to the ministry of colonies. Ever since 
1916 the governors-general of West Africa, most of whom had connec­
tions with the parti colonial. had been drafting their own plans for the 
repartition of the continent. Angoulvant's programme included the ex­
change of Togo and Dahomey for the Gambia and Sierra Leone. Clozel 
hoped to pick up all the enclaves between Rio de Oro and Gabon­
including Nigeria-for unspecified concessions elsewhere in the world. 
Van Vollenhoven proposed nothing less than the creation of a vast 
Anglo-French Federation, incorporating both French West Africa and 
the British colonies.23 The ministry itself considered all these proposals 
premature; it was still opposed to any general discussion of territorial 
exchanges until the war was won and the fate of the German colonies 
decided.24 But at least it saw the need to prepare the ground, and in Oc­
tober 1917 the minister set up a departmental commission de documen­
tation coloniale to 'reunir ... tous les documents relatifs aux problemes 
politiques coloniaux d'apres-guerre' .2s 

As its name implied, the Commission de Documentation's terms of 
reference were limited to the collection of information; it was not to act 
as a policy-making body, nor was there to be any publicity about its 
work. But Duchene soon managed to enlarge its mandate. His 
voluminous reports were drafted quite deliberately to lay down the 
general lines of the African policy which France should pursue at a 
future peace conference-and were later used for this purpose.26 In 
tone, his reports were rather more moderate than those of his friend Ter­
rier. All France could hope for, Duchene maintained, 'c'est que notre 
empire africain, des maintenant assez large pour assurer l'avenir des 
generations qui vont suivre, se solidifie dans son ensemble, se fortifie sur 
certains points, d'une maniere generate revise et ameliore ses con­
tours . . . '27 In substance, his proposals were only slightly less am­
bitious. The additions to the West African empire were to include the 
Portuguese enclaves, most of Rio de Oro and , de facto if not de jure, 

--------------
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l'hranger. an important members of the 'Syrian party'. The Commis­
sion's rapporteurs. whom Fournol chose, included Terrier; Camille 
Fidel, secretary-general of the Societe d'Etudes Coloniales et Maritimes 
and the colonial party's expert on Italian colonial ambitions; Philippe 
Millet, 'very much in the inner circle of French colonial politics'; Henri 
Lorin , a future vice-president of the groupe colonial de la Chambre; and 
Robert de Caix, perhaps the most influential of the younger colonialist 
leaders.33 In effect, the Commission d 'Etude was little more than a col­
onialist pressure group. 

The Commission was anxious to win business support for further ter­
ritorial expansion. Personally convinced that France needed more col­
onies for her economic well-being, Doumergue expected the leaders of 
French industry and trade to provide him with the necessary arguments. 
He was sadly disappointed. The secretary-general of the Association de 
1'/ndustrie et de I 'Agriculture Fram;aises, in his evidence to the Commis­
sion, declared flatly: 'notre domaine colonial est suffisant. '34 Only two 
chambers of commerce, Lyon and Rouen, sent representatives to the 
Commission's hearings, and neither of them made any mention of fur­
ther expansion in tropical Africa. Even the Union Coloniale Fram;aise, 
the leading association of colonial businessmen, played only a minor 
part in preparing colonialist war aims. Although it spent much time 
discussing the effects of the war on colonial trade and on future plans for 
the mise en valeur of the Empire, it had still not discussed territorial 
changes when Joseph Chailley-Bert, its secretary-general, gave his 
evidence to the Commission in May 1918.35 Most French businesses in 
tropical Africa had little capital and restricted ambitions. They were 
also preoccupied with rivalries among themselves. Businessmen in 
Equatorial Africa, the least developed part of the French Empire, 
resented the more favourable conditions enjoyed by their counterparts in 
French West Africa. One of the major concerns of the Union Coloniale 's 
Section de l'Ajrique Equatoriale Fram;aise was to have the government 
prohibit members of the Section de l 'Ajrique Occidentale Fran~aise 
from buying up German businesses in the Cameroons, a right which 
they wanted to have reserved for themselves.36 Plans for the repartition 
of Africa owed little to the ambitions of French business. 

The Commission d'Etude thus had to produce its own rationales for 
continued imperial expansion . Duchene was made responsible for the 
African part of its programme. The policies he outlined were essentially 
the same as those he had elaborated in the Commission de Documenta· 
tion, and they received general support. Indeed, Doumergue wanted to 
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state French claims much more boldly: 'Nous devons,dans toutes les 
manifestations que nous ferons, dire que notre empire colonial est insuf­
fisant et qu'il ne peut suffire a nos besoins.'37 But Doumergue and the 
Commission were even more concerned by the threat of American op­
position to anything which smacked of annexationism. France, they 
realized, could not afford to appear imperialist. Her claims to a share of 
the German colonies had to be justified in terms of her capacity 'a les 
faire evoluer dans la voie de la civilisation' .38 For the same reasons, the 
work of the Peace Conference, where America was bound to play a lead­
ing role, would have to be limited to settling the fate of the German col­
onies. Anglo-French territorial exchanges, which could so easily appear 
'contraires au sens general de la paix', would have to be negotiated 
secretly, outside the Conference, safely removed from the possibility of 
American interference.3q 

Having permitted the colonialists to take over the Commission 
d 'Etude, Simon finally allowed them to draw up their own 'cahier des 
revendications' . In March 1918 Etienne again summoned his 'groupe­
ment des societes coloniales' , this time with official blessing.40 But the 
exercise proved to be much less significant than it had been intended. 
Etienne's groupement functioned largely as a channel for com­
municating the resolutions of individual colonial societies to the 
ministries and the Commission d 'Etude. 41 It prepared only one report of 
its own, and that was about Tangier. The seat of colonialist influence re­
mained the official commission, which drew up its conclusions 'en te­
nant compte des desirs des coloniaux' .42 These conclusions in turn 
became the policy of the ministry of colonies. Like many of his 
predecessors, Simon was won over to the colonialist cause during his 
term of office.43 The constant theme running through the programme 
which he outlined to the Quai d'Orsay in December 1918 was 'l'unifica­
tion definitive et complete de cet empire africain qui, aux portes de la 
mere-patrie , est une des plusfortes garanties de puissance politique et de 
force economique pour les generations qui vont suivre' .44 Like the col­
onialists, Simon was determined to preserve the integrity of the African 
empire from Italian or other threats. Like them, he was determined to 
secure the Cameroons and as much as France could get of Togoland, 
and to incorporate them into the empire with full rights of sovereignty. 
His territorial policy was to 'faire regner la paix fran~aise sur la totalite 
de l'ouest africain', a phrase which he was inclined to interpret literally. 
Simon did not altogether rule out the possibility of acquiring the Gold 
Coast and Nigeria in return for adequate compensation. Eugene de 
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Peretti de la Roca, the sous-directeur d'Ajrique at the Quai d'Orsay, 
was prepared to be more specific. If there were a real chance of picking 
up all the British territories in West Africa, he commented on Simon's 
proposals, France should not hesitate to sacrifice the Cameroons and 
her possessions in India, or to make the most sweeping concessions to 
the British in the Middle East.45 Thus by December 1918 it seemed as if 
the African objectives of the French colonial party had become those of 
the French government as well. 

But the appearance was deceiving. The ease with which colonialist ob­
jectives seemed to be accepted by the government masked fundamental 
conflicts over priorities both within the government and within the col­
onial party itself. For many colonialists, the gains which mattered were 
not to be made in Africa but in the Middle East. 'Un surcrolt de savanes 
tropicales et de Negres', declared Robert de Caix early in the war, could 
hardly be compared in importance to 'L'affirmation de nos titres 
hereditaires sur les pays des Croisades ... '46 For many others, like 
Philippe Millet, what mattered most was the consolidation of French 
power in North Africa. This was 'la necessite primordiale' even for the 
Comite de l 'Ajrique Fran~aise. 47 To achieve their objectives, some col­
onialists were even prepared to sacrifice the gains made in tropical 
Africa. Rober-Raynaud, the author of the groupement's report on 
Tangier, had earlier advocated the cession of the Cameroons for the 
Spanish zone of Morocco.48 In Millet's global geometry, most of the 
Cameroons was actually destined for restitution to Germany.49 On the 
question of territorial exchanges between Allies, the attitude of most 
colonialists was one of increasing nervousness as they came to realize 
that the British Empire, too, might have territorial ambitions which she 
would seek to satisfy at the expense of France. 'On craint d'etre dupe', 
Chailley explained to the Commission d 'Etude: 'comme nous no us 
trouvons en presence d'aillies qui ont de grands appetits ... chaque fois 
que nous nous trouverons en negociations, elles ne se tourneront pas a 
notre a vantage. '50 

Nor was the government's approval of a forward policy in Africa as 
firm as it appeared. It was relatively easy for the ministry of colonies to 
champion such a policy; its choice of priorities was limited by its sphere 
of competence, which did not include North Africa or the Middle East. 
These areas were the responsibility of the Quai d'Orsay, where Peretti's 
influence on the overall determination of priorities was relatively 
slight.51 Simon's proposals, moreover, were by his own admission both 
imprecise and incomplete. Nowhere did he stipulate the concessions he 
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would make to establish his Pax Gallica in Africa. This was not surpris­
ing, given the fact that his Commission d'Etude had already resolved not 
to surrender any essential part of the Empire. And since even such im­
perial relics as St. Pierre et Miquelon were considered essential, the 
scope for global bargaining was limited indeed.s2 The concessions 
Simon was prepared to offer in Africa-the cession of the Lower Niger 
leases and concessions in Wadai, on the Congo-Nile watershed or the 
Bornu frontier-were not the stuff of which big deals are made. 53 More 
seriously, Simon and his advisers assumed that the British were anxious 
enough for territories like /nde Fram;aise to become the 'demandeurs' in 
any negotiations and thus give France a certain tactical advantage.54 

These assumptions could hardly have been more mistaken. Although 
the British government did consider the possibility of territorial ex­
changes, its 'desiderata' often included territory which the French were 
determined never to give up, just as its 'assets' included territory which 
the French did not want.55 Nor were the British likely to co-operate in 
hoodwinking the Americans. The end of the war revived all their old 
suspicions about aggressive French imperialism and led them to favour 
close co-operation with America to check excessive French appetites. 56 

Ultimately, the extent of colonialist influence depended, as it had 
always done, on the chaotic nature of French colonial policy-making. 
The French cabinet as a whole never discussed colonial war aims; in­
stead, their formulation was delegated to the ministry of colonies. The 
ministry in turn delegated the responsibility to a commission made up of 
civil servants, parliamentary leaders and former cabinet ministers. Its 
conclusions were then accepted by a minister who had no previous ex­
perience of colonial affairs and openly admitted his commissioners' 
superior competence.57 In part, this constitutionally bizarre procedure 
reflected a traditional absence of effective cabinet control over colonial 
policy. In part, it also reflected Clemenceau's indifference to the Em­
pire. But while the prime minister's indifference allowed the colonialists 
a decisive voice in the formulation of African war aims during the war 
itself, it placed those aims in some jeopardy at the Peace Conference. 
Clemenceau at the end of the war was a virtual dictator, dominating his 
cabinet-and the country-in a way unparalled by any other political 
leader of the Third Republic. His priorities at the Peace Conference 
virtually began and ended with the security of France's eastern frontier 
and his tactics were, in consequence, to 'faire des concessions a Wilson 
et aux Anglais sur toutes les questions qui n'interessent pas notre fron­
tiere pour pouvoir ensuite se montrer intransigeant' .58 

-
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The implications of these tactics for Africa were quickly apparent. 
The fate of the German colonies was the first territorial question to be 
discussed at the Conference. Well briefed by his officials, Simon put the 
case for the annexation of Togo and the Cameroons, and put it very well 
by all accounts.59 His prime minister simply overruled him. When 
President Wilson insisted that sovereignty over the colonies must reside 
with the League of Nations, Clemenceau agreed with only a token show 
of reluctance.60 In a matter of minutes the careful work of Simon's of­
ficials was undone. The minister of colonies, who had clearly not been 
consulted beforehand, was speechless. The colonialists were more vocal. 
calling on each other to demonstrate against the decision and showering 
resolutions of protest down on the government. Even Doumergue felt 
compelled to make his criticisms public.61 But their agitation had not 
the slightest effect. 

Once Simon and his officials had recovered from the shock, they 
made the best of a bad situation. Unable to prevent Clemenceau from 
accepting the Mandate principle, they tried to nullify its practical conse­
quences. Their new strategy was to ensure that 'dans les faits sinon dans 
les mots, la France (saura), sous le couvert d'une souverainete mediate 
et deleguee, exercer au Cameroun et au Togo un pouvoir immediat et 
direct'. When the form of the new Mandate system was discussed, they 
strove to enhance the Mandatory's freedom of administrative action and 
to limit the powers of the League as far as possible .63 In public, and in 
his negotiations with the British , Simon even maintained that Togo and 
the Cameroons would not become Mandates at all. In particular, he 
argued that the Council of Four's decision to make their final disposi­
tion the subject of a joint Anglo-French recommendation placed them in 
a special category, outside the formal Mandate system although subject 
to its general principles.04 As he explained to Parliament when submit­
ting the colonial clauses of the Peace Treaty, 'nous pretendons ad­
ministrer sans mandat, mais dans I' esprit du mandat' .65 

In general , the French had some reason to be satisfied with the out­
come of the Peace Conference. Although Simon's casuistry failed to im­
press the British, he and Lord Milner were at least able to agree upon 
the territorial attribution of Togo and the Cameroons. The joint 
recommendation which they submitted in July 1919 confirmed the 
Cameroons agreement of 1916 and modified the Togo agreement of 
1914 so as to give France the port of Lome and all the railway lines .66 

Although the nature of the colonies' future administrative system re­
mained in doubt, the French were eventually given the right to recruit 
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troops and to use them outside the territories in the event of a general 
war-the only African question of vital importance to Clemenceau and 
the one on which he stood firm.67 Reassured by Simon's explanation of 
the Mandate, Parliament-and the colonial party-welcomed the Peace 
Treaty. 'Nulle peroration ne pouvait etre meilleure', commented Le 
Temps on Simon's speech; 'le traite de paix consolide et acheve !'empire 
colonial de la France. •68 

The Peace Conference also confirmed the territorial integrity of the 
African empire. Immediately after the Armistice, renewed Italian 
claims to Jibuti, Ethiopia and the Libyan hinterland had again thrown 
the colonial party into a panic.69 But at least Clemenceau's policy of 
conciliating Britain and the United States did not extend to the Italians 
as well. In May the Council of Four did set up a commission to examine 
Italy's African desiderata, but Simon, the French representative, re­
mained absolutely firm in his refusal to offer anything more substantial 
than minor improvements to the Libyan border.7° On this question too 
the colonialists mounted their best orchestrated propaganda campaign 
of the Conference. 71 Eventually, the Italians had to give way. The Agree­
ment of 12 September 1919 modified the Libyan border so as to give the 
Italians the Ghadames-Ghat-Tummo caravan route, a concession which 
the colonial party had always been willing to make. Jibuti and French 
Somaliland, however, remained French. 

In a more roundabout way, the Conference settled the question of 
Anglo-French territorial exchanges as well. Although the general col­
onial negotiation which the French expected Britain to initiate never 
took place, the two powers were able to resolve their dispute over the 
Wadai-Darfur frontier. Ironically, the agreement deprived France of 
one of her few African bargaining-counters, but nobody seemed to 
notice. By the summer of 1919 the colonial party's enthusiasm for ter­
ritorial exchanges had vanished. 72 By 1920 it had disappeared from the 
government too. In February the new minister of colonies, Albert Sar­
raut, considered the possibility of reviving the pre-war negotiations over 
the Gambia, and rejected it. The British enclave was simply not worth 
the effort any more. San·aut was prepared to examine any British pro­
posal 'dans une esprit de bonne entente'; but, he concluded, 'l'interet 
restreint que nous y trouverons est insuffisant pour nous pousser a 
prendre la position de demandeur'. 73 

The Conference, however, failed to resolve the problem of the West 
African Mandates. The new partition of Togo could not come into force 
until the British government had ratified it, which the government per-
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sistently neglected to do. 74 The formal handover did not take place until 
October 1920. Meanwhile, Lome and the railway stayed under British 
control and, according to French reports, were deliberately run down.75 

More seriously, the British also refused to budge on the Mandate princi­
ple. Once France had been given the right to raise troops, they argued, 
there was no reason why Togo and the Cameroons should not become B 
class Mandates in exactly the same way as German East AfricaJ6 

As the British attitude became clear, the French colonialists resumed 
their campaign for the outright annexation of the German colonies.77 

Their pressure now was likely to be more effective than it had been the 
year before. They had the support of Parliament, where the groupe col­
onial. which reformed after the 1919 elections, soon became the largest 
single group in the Chamber of DeputiesJ8 They no longer had to con­
tend with Clemenceau, who retired in January 1920 after his unsuc­
cessful bid to become President of the Republic. The new President, 
Paul Deschanel, was a colonialist of long standingJ9 The new prime 
minister, Alexandre Millerand, was at once much less of a dictator than 
his predecessor and much more sympathetic to the Empire. More im­
portantly, the colonialists still had a friend at the Rue Oudinot. Before 
his appointment as minister, Sarraut had in fact briefly succeeded 
Etienne as president of the groupe colonial. When taking leave of his 
foJlowers, he had assured them: 'A cote du controle officiel, (je) reclame 
le contrale arnica! du groupe. '80 Nor was the assurance altogether 
platitudinous. Within a month of his appointment, Sarraut was warning 
the Quai d'Orsay about the strength of colonialist feelings on the Man­
date question and the need to give them some satisfaction.81 In June he 
publicly reaffirmed Simon's contention that Togo and the Cameroons 
were not Mandates at a11.82 Privately, he urged Millerand to settle the 
matter during his next meeting with the British at Spa, if necessary by 
making sacrifices in the Middle East.83 

But Sarraut was fighting a losing battle. Millerand had more impor­
tant business to discuss at Spa,84 nor was he likely to surrender the Mid­
dle Eastern gains which he had made at San Remo just three months 
before. The Quai d'Orsay was already moving towards an acceptance of 
the Mandate principle, and even Sarraut was ready to settle for a 'C' 
Mandate as a last resort.ss In the end, of course, he had to accept the 'B' 
Mandate which the British had always insisted upon. But the difference 
was less significant than Sarraut feared. The joint proposal which Bri­
tain and France submitted to the Mandate Commission in December 
1920 satisfied his demands in substance if not in form. Within certain 

.. 



488 DALHOUSIE REVIEW 

limits, the Mandatory power would have the right to apply her own 
legislation and to 'constituer ces territoires en unions ou federations 
douanieres, fiscales et administratives, avec les possessions avoisinantes 
relevant de sa propre souverainete ou placees sous son controle' .86 In 
March 1921, without waiting for the Mandate Commission's final deci­
sion, the French government formally assumed administrative powers in 
Togo and the Cameroons, fixing their status by Presidential Decree. The 
colonialists, whose concern over the question was now much less than 
Sarraut himself imagined.87 accepted the settlement with relief. 'Le 
Cameroun et le Togo sont done definitivement confies a la France' , com­
mented L 'Afrique Fran~aise, ' . . . ces anciennes colonies allemandes 
(entrent) dans la vie de nos colonies d' Afrique. Elles y resteront.'88 

The disposition of the German colonies rang down the final curtain on 
the attempt to repartition Africa. Although ideas about a deal involving 
the Gambia continued to be floated from time to time , nothing ever 
came of them.89 The end was anticlimactic but not surprising. Simon 
and those colonialists who shared his extravagant ambitions were men 
living in the past. The dream of a vast African empire was a relic of the 
nineteenth century, the product of an age when the old diplomacy of 
imperialism still held sway. In a new world 'made safe for democracy' 
and a new age of 'open diplomacy' , it had more than a faintly ridiculous 
and disreputable air. But if the failure to repartition non-German Africa 
reflected the new realities of international relations, it also reflected the 
traditional concerns of French foreign policy. In 1919, as so often in the 
past , France had to choose between her imperial ambition and her need 
for European security. In 1919 the choice was clearer than ever. The 
future threat from Germany would come on the eastern frontier, not in 
West Africa, and to guard against it France had to have the support of 
Britain and the United States. Clemenceau 's decision to sacrifice 
everything for adequate European guarantees may have been tactically 
risky; strategically, it was obviously sound. 

At another level, the colonial party's less than wholehearted support 
of territoria l exchanges to enlarge the African empire was a reflection of 
the shift which had taken place in its global priorities since 1898. In the 
aftermath of Fashoda. the colonialists were the first to realize that the 
drive for a tropical African empire had been an aberration, diverting 
energies away from the proper areas of imperial concern in the Mediter­
ranean and North Africa .90 By the end of the war the reordering of co­
lonialist priorities was virtually complete. What most members of the 
colonial party, and certainly the most influential ones, hoped to gain 
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from a victorious peace was Middle Eastern sphere of influence centred 
on Syria, and a Morocco freed from its 'hypotheques internationales', 
incorporating Tangier. It was to these objectives that they directed most 
of their efforts and sought to direct the policies of the government. It is 
by their success in these areas that the extent of their continued in­
fluence upon the formulation of French imperial policy must ultimately 
be judged. But that is the subject for a book rather than an essay .91 
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