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This conference, organized by the Groupe de Recherche sur les Ordres Coloniaux (Research
Group on Colonial Orders, GROC), will be held from June 8 to 10, 2026, at the University of Bordeaux-
Montaigne.

FORCED MOBILITY IN COLONIAL EMPIRES (15TH20TH CENTURIES)

By focusing on forms of constrained mobility in the imperial context, this conference aims to
highlight all the movements imposed, supervised, or limited by a political, economic, or social authority,
in which individual freedom is restricted.! Through this approach, the goal is to consider exiles,
deportations, and forced migrations linked to precariousness or dependence. Also included in this
category are movements intended to evade or subvert colonial authority. Thus, constrained mobilities
encompass structural mechanisms by which empires organize, regulate, or instrumentalize movement,
as well as lived experiences of individuals within imperial worlds.? Whether the displaced are settlers
or colonized, we aim to examine the effects of displacement on the diverse range of statuses of people
engaged in mobility within empires.

The mobility approach is part of a broader turning point in the humanities, marked by the
rediscovery of space as a tool for analysis.> Emerging prominently in the 1980s and 1990s in the
English-speaking world, the Spatial Turn in the humanities has enabled a greater consideration of the
geographical dimensions of research objects, * which were often neglected in favor of temporal aspects.
Applied to imperial history, the mobility approach has proven fruitful in highlighting imperial networks,
the movements of actors within, between, and outside empires, as well as questions of representation
and the organization of space in colonial situations.’

These perspectives have largely inspired the proponents of New Imperial History.® The work
of these historians has made it possible to rethink mobilities on an imperial scale by analysing the
multiple interactions and connections between the colonies, the metropolis, and the rest of the world,
moving beyond a simple dichotomy between a centre and imperial peripheries’. This new angle of
approach has placed a greater emphasis on previously invisible or neglected circulations by expanding
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the focus to the lived experiences of individuals on the move.® Scholars have also examined forms of
immobility and spatial constraints accompanying these movements.’

ARGUMENT

The formation of colonial empires from the end of the fifteenth century until decolonization
represents a period shaped by forced mobility. On a global scale, these spaces witnessed large-scale
displacements of populations, as in the case of the slave trade,!'* or the forced requisition of men during
world wars.!" Such mobilities were fundamental to the functioning of empires: they testify to their
ability to control the space and populations under their domination. From the mita system, inherited
from the Incas,'? in early modern Spanish Peru,' to the forced labour for the construction of the Congo-
Ocean line,'"* or the coerced colonization of Western Siberia within the Russian Empire'®, these
displacements structured the daily lives of colonized populations and became defining markers of the
colonial situation.

However, these emblematic do not capture the full diversity of mobility under constraints
affecting displaced populations. Modern and contemporary periods are marked as much by forced exiles
as by more or less massive displacements. Alongside quantitatively significant mobilities under
constraints linked to the exploitation of territories (slave trade, forced labour, etc.), the exile of
indigenous sovereigns raises questions about the political dimension of constraint,'® its motivations, and
its consequences. The context in which these mobilities occur also allows for the observation of the
permanence and evolution of these dynamics between the first and second colonial empires. Thus, from
the judicial point of view, the expulsion of convicts to Louisiana between the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries,'” or to penal colonies in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,'® testifies to this same logic
of distancing elements deemed dangerous in metropolitan France or in the colonies. From this
perspective, this strategy of distancing was formerly employed to compel sovereigns into submission.
In 1609, the kingdom of Ryukyu, a vassal of the Chinese Ming Empire, was conquered by the Japanese
lords of Satsuma. Its ruler, Sho Nei, was then taken prisoner and detained in Kagoshima, Japan. This
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conquest allowed for indirect control of the territory and the collection of tribute from it,'® In a bellicose
context, the expulsion or control of the mobility of populations that had returned to the resistance was
an issue for the control of the territory, as evidenced by the “Great Upheaval” of the Acadians by the
British from 1755 onwards,?® or the internment of the Kabyle populations after the insurrection of
1871.2' Although they had different motives (economic, military, political, etc.), these forced
displacements nevertheless remained one of the tools used by the governments of colonial empires.

To escape the coercive frameworks of empires, some individuals develop circumvention
strategies by imposing a move within an empire or outside it. While the motives may be religious, as in
the case of Iberian Jews,? or Protestants fleeing persecution in the Americas,? they may take on more
political overtones, such as Amad as-Sharif as-San{isi, who, after fighting the forces of the Entente and
Italy in Libya, was exfiltrated by the Germans before reaching Istanbul, where he led the fight against
the French in the 1920s.2* In other cases, people flee to preserve their freedom, as in the case of Central
Africans who were forced to leave for the south of the country to escape the raids of Muslim slavers in
the late nineteenth century.” These forced mobilities have a wide variety of causes, whether it is fleeing
armed violence, conscription, or forced labour. Beyond flight, however, they sometimes constituted a
form of struggle and resistance to the installation of colonial orders.

These different examples, if they do not claim to be exhaustive, place this conference on a long-
term basis in order to understand the forced and suffered mobilities in colonial empires in a comparative
perspective. It will then be a question of getting as close as possible to the actors in order to examine
the role of forced mobility: sometimes it serves as a coercive tool for the functioning of empires;
sometimes it constitutes levers of resistance for populations under foreign domination. In doing so, this
conference intends to highlight the continuities and discontinuities in the conceptions and practices
associated with these displacements, across different spaces and throughout the period under study.

This theme will also provide an opportunity to examine the mobilities of decolonization.
Whether they are referred to as “repatriates” in France from 1961 onwards,?® or “retornados™’ in the
Portuguese case, the issue of migrants coming to mainland France in the wake of independence has
raised many questions for states, whether from the perspective of compensation, integration, or the
memory of these populations. The aim is therefore to overcome the colonial rupture by also integrating
these categories of people.

Our diachronic approach to the colonial phenomenon, between the modern and contemporary
periods, aims to understand the permanence and innovations of these practices of forced displacement.
Far from limiting this conference to European empires over the period under consideration, we invite
researchers to consider the theme of constrained mobility in non-European empires. The study of
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empires and decolonization has been intended to decompartmentalize analyses on these subjects for
several years®® in such a way that an approach to forced mobility in colonial worlds cannot avoid the
study of the displacements operated by other imperial powers. In addition, this interest should also
highlight the significance of continuities, legacies, as well as ruptures, discontinuities, and
consequences when these populations, initially dominated by other indigenous powers, come under the
dependence of European powers, as in the Americas, Asia, or Africa.

AXIS 1: Imperial powers and forced mobility: control, repression, and circumvention

Contributions may focus on the imperial institutions whose mission is to organize and supervise
these mobilities under constraints. From a theoretical point of view, these entities develop complex
normative frameworks to enshrine these forced movements in law. They framed the daily lives of the
dominated populations and made it possible to repress critical actions in the broad sense of the imperial
presence overseas.”’

Following a conflict, sovereigns administratively organized the displacement of populations
deemed dangerous to resettle them in imperial margins or in areas of control, as in the case of the
resettlement of Thai elites by the Qianlong Emperor (1735-1796) in the eighteenth century.*® For the
French Empire, the generalization of the administrative and penal regime of the Indigénat from 1887°!
onwards to almost all the colonies allowed for the house arrest or detention of subjects, as well as the
imposition of forced labour on the “natives” (including requisition, service, annual colonial military
recruitment, and penal labour).*> While forced displacement was a major repressive tool, it could also
be used to reorganize empires. For instance, the population of Mazagdo, which was displaced from
Morocco to the Portuguese Amazon in 1769, was used to populate this space, which was still little
anthropized.* We invite the contributors to examine the development processes of these devices,
comparing them to their actual practice, at all scales.

Conversely, imperial institutions led to the displacement of populations to escape their yoke.
These mobilities of resistance were carried out under constraint as their purpose was to flee or
circumvent the colonial system. By fleeing their homes, the enslaved joined clandestine maroon
societies in hard-to-reach regions.>* Colonized populations sought to avoid taxes, censuses, and forced
labor through their mobility.*> Activists fled their region or went into the bush to avoid being arrested
and imprisoned by the colonial authorities.>® Thus, the institutions of imperial control are also push
factors in mobility: it is a question of measuring the forms and modalities of resistance and
circumvention of these institutions through the weapon of mobility.

AXIS 2: The materiality of mobilities under constraints: logistics, traces, and experiences

These policies of displacement and the resistance they induce can be questioned through the
prism of their materiality as a lever in their own right for the construction of space and the colonial
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imaginary. Returning to the materiality of displacement leads us to focus on the circuits, vectors, and
logistics that enable individuals to be set in motion and retained.>” However, we cannot overlook the
material consequences of these travel policies on the territories, the displaced, the supervisors, and also
on those who remain.

Starting from an analysis of the material conditions of displacement, the contributions will offer
an opportunity to reinterpret the range of sources available to participants, incorporating the effects and
consequences of displacement dynamics into their analysis. Thus, whether it is a question of mobilizing
corpora of legislative, judicial and administrative archives (identity papers,*® tax registers, censuses,
etc.) or discursive archives (writings from the private forum, travel accounts, etc.),* economic (private
accounts, inventories, etc.) or iconographic (engravings, maps, photographs*, etc.), we invite the
speakers to analyse the lived and affective experiences of displacement and highlight the physical and
psychological experience of uprooting, violence and the resistance that accompanies it.

This attention to the experiences of individuals cannot be limited to displaced people alone; the
colonized, colonists, their helpers, and witnesses can also be studied. This attention to the objects, traces,
and vestiges of these displacements, as a support for memory or experience, thus gives us the
opportunity to reflect on the formation and contestation of colonial orders.

AXIS 3: Social practices and experiences of constrained mobility: gender, family, and intimacy

This axis privileges a “bottom-up” approach, extending beyond narratives that focus solely on
political structures to examine the concrete social practices and experiences of displaced populations.
It focuses on the effects of constrained mobility on family relations, gender relations, and forms of
sociability within imperial spaces.

Researchers are invited to examine the gendered dimensions of mobility under constraint.*!
While historiography has often focused on adult men, particularly in military or colonial contexts, this
conference aims to highlight other figures who are often invisible: the “relatives”, in particular women,
children, and the elderly. It will also be necessary to consider the impact of displacement or, conversely,
forced immobility on the reconfiguration of roles and norms within families and communities. Male
mobility, such as that of infantrymen or workers, also had indirect effects on the domestic sphere,
particularly the entry of women into the labour market and the contestation of conjugal norms.*

The proposals may be based on a variety of cases, such as the wives of Senegalese infantrymen
who followed the military column during its movements,* mixed-race children repatriated from
Cambodia during the post-colonial period,** or the forced displacement of Korean “comfort women”
in the Japanese empire, * or other situations where mobility allows for a better understanding of gender
roles in travel management. The objective is to reconstruct the strategies of resistance or adaptation, as
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well as the reconfigurations of the domestic and affective spheres in the face of the imbalances created
by mobility.*

HOW TO APPLY

This call for papers is open to all researchers, including both young researchers (PhD students and
postdoctoral fellows) and tenured professors. Proposals for papers, consisting of a title, a 300-word
abstract, and a short biographical note, are expected by February 6, 2026, 12 p.m. (Paris time) and
are to be sent by email (groc2026mobilites@gmail.com) or deposited at the following address:
https://groc2026.sciencesconf.org

CALENDAR

Application deadline: February 6, 2026
Notification of acceptance: April 6, 2026

SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEE

Pierre-Emmanuel Bachelet (ENS de Lyon, Institute of East Asia)
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Romy Sanchez (CNRS, CERMA)
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ORGANIZING COMMITTEE
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