
7776  Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 8, No. 2, Fall 2016

Léo Dex (pseudonym of Édouard Deburaux), three reporters in Fachoda, Paris, Ancienne 
librairie Furne, s.d., 212.

French Reporters, Real and Fictional  
Transmitters of the Colonial Ideology 
(1890–1900)

 Mélodie Simard-Houde 
 Université Laval, Canada; Université Paul-Valéry—
 Montpellier III, France

Abstract: Colonial reportage crucially raises the issue of the reporter’s po-
litical engagement. An envoy of his homeland, the reporter must inform 
his readership about the state of the colonies, but often does so by putting 
forward information that is not neutral, structured according to a com-
monly admitted axiology liable to federate a gathering and to participate 
in the construction of the national identity. This article interrogates the 
way in which the figure of the reporter takes charge of the dissemination 
of the colonial ideology in the 1890s and 1900s, a period still marked by 
the conquests in Africa and the need to establish and stabilize the French 
colonial empire in the 1890s. I focus on two major reporters, Pierre Mille 
(1864–1941) and Félix Dubois (1862–1945), and examine their reports 
on the African colonies serialized in the general press. These examples will 
be compared to that of their fictional equivalent, the reporter of the geo-
graphical novel, as found at the same time in the novels of Jules Verne, Paul 
d’Ivoi, and Léo Dex. Comparing reportages and novels makes it possible to 
highlight views and representations that are common to both genres. In so 
doing, it will be possible to show that reportages and novels featured wit-
nesses committed to the colonial project while colonial culture was still in 
the making. These two types of stories share an educational perspective and 
contribute to building narrative axes that participate in the dissemination of 
a republican colonial ideology, of which the reporter, real or fictional, stands 
as a prime ambassador. 
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Like war correspondence, colonial reportage crucially raises the issue of the 
reporter’s political engagement. An envoy of his homeland, the reporter 

must inform his readership about the state of the colonies, but often does so 
by putting forward information that is not neutral, structured according to a 
commonly admitted axiology that is liable to federate a participation in the 
construction of the national identity.1 As such I will explore the way in which 
the figure of the reporter takes charge of the dissemination of colonial ideol-
ogy in the 1890s and 1900s, a period still marked by conquests in Africa and 
the need to establish and stabilize the French colonial empire. This expan-
sionist phase corresponds with a period of impregnation2 with the colonial 
culture in France, in which several mass cultural artifacts participate.

Both a press transmitter and a fictional character, the reporter will here 
be analyzed through the prism of two narrative genres, reportage and the geo-
graphical novel, both of which engage in a similar narration of the colonial 
ideology. Viewed in parallel, they make it possible to bring out certain con-
vergences of representations in the social imagination. I will focus on two ma-
jor reporters, Pierre Mille (1864–1941) and Félix Dubois (1862–1945), and 
examine their reports on the African colonies serialized in the general press. 
These examples of engagement will be compared to their fictional equivalent, 
the reporter of the geographical novel as found in the novels of Jules Verne, 
Paul d’Ivoi, and Léo Dex.3 This article falls within the scope of recent work 
on French reporting during the colonial situation, which has thus far received 
inadequate critical attention.4

A Figure Invested with Official Missions and Functions

The novelty of the colonial territories conquered at the end of the nine-
teenth century encouraged the undertaking of journeys that combined 

an informative purpose and an exploratory mission. In the 1890s, territories 
in Africa either were still unstable or only recently had been pacified. As a 
result, it frequently happened that reporters joined official missions, financed 
by government funds and in which soldiers and political figures took part. 
This was the case of Dubois and Mille, who both present an ambivalent pro-
fessional status. 

Dubois came into contact with the colonies via journalism. Having writ-
ten on colonial issues from a distance for Le Figaro since the late 1880s, he 
made his first journey to Africa for L’Illustration in 1891, a journey that would 
give birth to La Vie au continent noir (Life on the Dark Continent).5 Du-
bois accompanied an official mission led by Captain Brosselard-Faidherbe. 
Its aim was to “ensure effective occupation, and to take possession by means 
of treaties, of the territories coveted”6 by France in West Africa, in the wake 

of the Berlin Conference (1885), which had formalized European coloniza-
tion of Africa. The mission’s leaders, joined by Dubois and Adrien Marie, an 
illustrator for L’Illustration, as well as a civilian explorer, Georges Warenhorst, 
were accompanied by a small escort of fifteen infantrymen, a sergeant, and 
servants.7 Dubois, apparently eager to conserve an ethos8 of intellectual in-
dependence, is evasive about the actual circumstances of the journey in his 
reportage, contenting himself with a few allusions to the “chief” of the mis-
sion. It is only in the postscript that he mentions him, while making sure to 
distance himself from the official objectives:

Organized by the undersecretary for the colonies, this mission became the 
basis for ours. While Captain Brosselard-Faidherbe, with a lieutenant, and 
Mr. George Warenhorst, whom he had taken on, were drawing topographi-
cal maps and making scientific observations, we were looking around us at 
the vibrant life, in its familiar detail, we were jotting down what was being 
said and, what was no less eloquent, the silences.9

In the following report, on Tombouctou, Dubois’s attitude becomes more 
complex as the reporter finds himself even more closely involved in the 

official milieus. It is for Le Figaro that he made the report in 1894, with the 
agreement of the newspaper’s director, Antonin Périvier. The latter requested 
an authorization for Dubois from the undersecretary for the colonies, Mau-
rice Lebon, who granted a substantial allowance worth 12,000 francs10 to the 
reporter for a study mission of “the regions that recently came under French 
influence thanks to the occupation of Tombouctou.”11 As various letters cited 
by his biographer show, Dubois received “official instructions”12 from the new 
minister for the colonies, Théophile Delcassé. The reporter sought to cam-
ouflage the partiality of his role less than in 1891; he presented himself as a 
lover and promoter of French Sudan, of which he made himself not only the 
observer, but also the historian and archaeologist, collecting rare documents 
and making archaeological visits. It should be noted that his adhesion to the 
colonial project was in large part the product of scientific curiosity rather 
than of expansionist ambitions. 

Mille also presented a pronounced link with official milieus, although of 
another nature. His voyage to the Belgian Congo took place in the company 
of a delegation of sixty guests on the occasion of the inauguration of the Con-
golese railway. Moreover, Mille, like Paul Bourde (1858–1914), who signed 
the preface to his reportage when it was published in book form, combined 
journalistic and administrative functions. Indeed, some ten years older than 
Dubois and Mille, Bourde presented himself as a titular figure through his 
dual career as a reporter and as an important administrator for the early impe-
rialism of the Third Republic. He debuted in colonial reportage by accompa-
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nying a parliamentary mission to Algeria (1879) for Le Temps, then undertak-
ing journeys to Tunisia (1880, 1889) and to Tonkin (1885) before occupying 
high-ranking posts in the colonies. Likewise, Mille became the “principal pri-
vate secretary to the general secretariat of Madagascar” from 1895 to 1896 
and, during the 1900 World’s Fair in Paris, was named “commissioner of the 
section of Côte d’Ivoire,”13 in addition to his journalistic occupations. 

Dubois and Mille’s situation of active political engagement seems to be 
the case for several late-nineteenth-century reporters with an interest in the 
colonial question. The reporter presents himself as a witness “enlisted among 
those who are working on the elaboration of new theories that are necessary 
to give our country a clear conscience of its new [colonial] destinies,”14 or else 
as an “embedded” witness, to use the term that Marie-Ève Thérenty borrows 
from American journalistic practices in Iraq.15

During these same years, fiction took note of this engagement and devel-
oped plots in which the reporter took part in a mission, whether official 

or secret, on which rested the fate of the colonies. In Verne’s L’Étonnante aven-
ture de la mission Barsac (The Surprising Adventure of the Barsac Mission), 
the reporter Amédée Florence accompanies, like Dubois, an official mission 
to French Guinea, whose members form “the high staff of the extra-parlia-
mentary committee tasked by the central administration with making a study 
journey.”16 What’s more, Florence is a reporter for a leading daily called—the 
title is rather eloquent—L’Expansion française (French Expansion). Likewise, 
in Dex’s Du Tchad au Dahomey en ballon (From Chad to Dahomey by Hot 
Air Balloon), a reporter character, Phocle, accompanies a military mission, 
the Goermain column, to Sudan, to the town of Kouka, an ally of France, 
which must fight against the rebel troops of a local chief. Two years before, in 
Trois reporters à Fachoda (Three Reporters in Fashoda), Dex had related the 
adventures of the French reporter Victor Olovant, entrusted by the Negus of 
Ethiopia with a secret document, which he had to carry to Fashoda, where 
none other than Captain Marchand, a striking colonial figure, was waiting 
for him; his political mission—which, however, he would fail to fulfill—was 
to prevent the annexation of Fashoda by the British. These novelistic fictions 
highlight the role of the press and of its actors in the colonial project. They 
convey a representation that is coherent with the official functions of the fig-
ures evoked above: in this time of expansion and impregnation with colonial 
culture, the reporter is not an infantryman, but he imposes himself on the 
general public and on the social imagination as an active member of the colo-
nial project and a defender of French interests, placed at the heart of political 
intrigues, moving to the front line of colonization alongside the military and 
the explorers. 

An Educational Objective

Furthermore, the observations made by Mille and Dubois in their respec-
tive reports are similar: there is much to be done to promote and high-

light the French colonies in Africa—whether the French Congo or the Niger 
valley—and an audience which the reporters, like their editorial teams and 
publishers, believe it is necessary to enlighten on colonial issues. The reporter 
is thus invested with the roles of making the subject accessible to readers 
and of educating them. The announcement of Félix Dubois’s departure for 
Tombouctou by Le Figaro’s editorial board provides an exemplary illustration:

At this time when colonial questions have developed so considerably, such 
a journey undertaken by a competent and experienced journalist could not 
but draw the attention of the general public, all the more so since the most 
elementary practical data about our colonies are lacking, since most of the 
country barely knows them by name, and since they ignore their resources, 
their aspect, their climate and their hopes for the future. . . . Mr. Félix Du-
bois hopes to fill this lack through an in-depth study.17 

The reporter aims to combat the misapprehensions circulating in France18 
on the climate, resources, and customs, and on the efforts made and those 
remaining to be made.

This educational objective is underlined by the publication in book form 
of the journalistic tales of Mille and of Dubois, publishing events that were 
far from being applied systematically to grand reportage. It shows that colonial 
reportage is considered of public interest, sufficiently documented to have 
an impact on the public, and captivating enough to draw the attention of 
readers. Paul Bourde, in his preface to Pierre Mille’s reportage in the Belgian 
Congo, evokes the political role assigned to the reporter, witness, and guide 
of public opinion: “What a fortunate idea you had to pick up again the corre-
spondences you had addressed to the Temps, to complete them and turn them 
into a book. They had proven to be a great success in the newspaper and they 
had the most useful influence on the still hesitant public about the value of 
our possessions in Equatorial Africa.”19 

As early as 1879, Bourde had insisted on the role of transmitting colonial 
reportage in the public sphere and in political discussions.20 Through both 
their conception of their role of transmission and the hybridity of their ca-
reers, Mille and Dubois appear as his heirs.

Moreover, it should be noted that Dubois’s La Vie au continent noir was 
published by Hetzel in the Bibliothèque d’éducation et de récréation (Edu-
cational and Recreational Library), alongside Verne’s Voyages extraordinaires. 
Likewise, Dex’s novels found a home in Furne’s series Aventures scientifiques 
(Scientific Adventures) or in Hachette’s Bibliothèque des écoles et des familles 
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(Library of Schools and Families). This fact shows that colonial reportage 
and the geographical novel were intended for an overlapping audience, just 
as they shared an educational objective that relies on entertainment and the 
narration of an adventure. Like reportage, the geographical novel seeks to 
convey information about the colonial territories: it is dotted with remarks 
on the country’s fauna and flora, geography, and local customs. To illustrate 
this, we can compare the following two passages that both describe butter 
made from the shea, a tree from Western Africa. The first comes from Verne’s 
novel L’Étonnante aventure de la mission Barsac, while the second comes from 
Dubois’s reportage, Tombouctou la mystérieuse (Mysterious Tombouctou): 

Millet . . . is a cereal similar to wheat. Mixed with the butter of the shea or 
cé, because the tree from which it is made bears these two names, it consti-
tutes a quite passable sauce, on condition that the butter is nice. This butter 
is extracted from the fruit of the tree, a sort of nut or chestnut. It is obtained 
by a series of grindings and fusions, and lastly one purifies it by melting it 
one last time and, while it is boiling, adding a few drops of cold water. It 
then becomes very pleasant.21 

Guided by our sense of smell, we soon found ourselves in front of a hut and 
in front of a large earthen pot in which a brownish mass was simmering. 
That is where the well-known aroma came from, and these were shea nuts 
that were being boiled to extract their vegetal butter. The fruits of the shea 
look like nuts, wrapped on the outside in a flesh that, to the taste, recalls the 
taste of the peach, and from which the locals prepare a dish.22

In each case, the author describes the extraction of the shea butter and its 
dietary use in a brief didactic sequence that momentarily interrupts the 

narrative thread. Although generally speaking reportage emphasizes the edu-
cational and informative objective while the novel grants the plot a promi-
nent position, both share, in the late nineteenth century, the same desire to 
transmit to the readership exclusive knowledge on the new colonies, which 
must be accessible and integrated in a story. It is a question of stimulating 
the audience’s curiosity and, beyond that, in an even more significant and 
propagandist manner, of nourishing a feeling of belonging with regard to the 
overseas territories through the prism of a colonial culture. For in spite of the 
political consensus that it generated at the end of the century, we must not 
lose sight of the fact that the colonial project was still mainly supported by 
specific political groups (the transverse “colonial party”) and remained for the 
vast majority of French citizens “a distant, if not little-known fact”23—on this 
point, reporters, publishers, and press managers were right in their belief that 
there existed in the public a curiosity to be awoken and a lack of information 
to be filled. However, the active role they gave themselves also bears witness 

to the fact that the colonial culture of which they wanted to be the producers 
reflects less the conceptions already shared by the metropolitan population 
than the republican ideals to be promoted.

The “We” and the Others: A Shared Axiology

As supports for the dissemination of colonial culture, reportage and the 
geographical novel shared similar narrative mechanisms regarding repub-

lican colonial ideology. These enabled them to implicitly support “the values 
of colonization in their very structure,”24 like the narratives of the weekly 
Journal des voyages (Travel Journal) studied by Matthieu Letourneux.

As a witness-ambassador, in the words of Géraldine Muhlmann, the 
reporter makes much use of the collective “we” and the possessive “our,” 
through which there emerges a feeling of belonging and representativeness: 
Mille speaks on behalf of his nation of “our colony in the French Congo,”25 
of his “homeland,”26 which he likes to recognize in the colonial territory, 
and lauds the “patriotism”27 of the personnel in Brazzaville. Likewise, Dubois 
evokes “our moral and civilizing influence . . . , our political action”28 in West 
Africa. Didn’t the mission he joined seek to have the indigenous people sign 
the protectorate treaties and, at the same time, to distribute “red, white and 
blue flags”?29 

To this French, white, adult, civilized, and civilizing “we” represented by 
the reporter, both Dubois and Mille oppose the indigenous, the barbarian, 
the savage, the child, the colonized. No allegory better embodies colonial ide-
ology than the following statue described by Mille, located in the public gar-
den of Léopoldville, “Civilization extending its hand to a beautiful savage,” 
a “work cast in plaster for our arrival.”30 On several occasions, Mille evokes 
the struggles of the colonizers against the “countless barbarians,” unfortunate 
pioneers who met a “terrible end in the cooking pots of cannibals.”31 Like-
wise seeking to highlight the merits of civilization, Dubois draws an extended 
metaphor that compares indigenous customs and life in the Middle Ages, 
the latter being understood “only in the way in which it is crude, brutal and 
rudimentary.”32

Just as we can talk of a “witness-ambassador” in reportage, it seems appro-
priate to describe as a “hero-ambassador” the fictional reporter who likewise 
embodies a French agent of dissemination of the light of colonization. The 
fictional character intensifies and fixes in a single type the national and politi-
cal dimension that characterizes the attitude of his real counterpart, in plots 
that are structured along the same axiology. Unlike the distinction between 
the national “we” and the colonized Other, the novel emphasizes the compet-
itive relationship between the colonizing European nations, including France 
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and England, exacerbated at the end of the 1890s by the Fashoda Incident. In 
Trois reporters à Fachoda (Three Reporters in Fashoda), besides the Frenchman 
Victor Olovant, we find two other reporters, a Russian, Ivan Oursoff, and 
an American, Mr. Hinley. Each is defined by national stereotypes, according 
to the Gallo-centrism and imagology that dominate the representations of 
foreign peoples at the time.33 Olovant, the Frenchman, is by temperament 
lively,34 frank,35 talkative, and pleasant.36 Oursoff, for his part, is “patient and 
supple like all Slavs,”37 superstitious and fatalistic,38 while Hinley possesses “a 
typically Anglo-Saxon pride,”39 a taciturn and phlegmatic character,40 who 
likes order and correction.41 Not only do the three reporters represent the 
features that are stereotypical of their compatriots, but on a broader scale they 
embody the relations between the respective nations: the spontaneous sym-
pathy that unites Olovant and Oursoff42 evokes the Franco-Russian Alliance, 
and Olovant’s distrust of Hinley43 that of France towards a possible alliance 
between Anglo-Saxon countries, which would limit its colonial interests. Like 
d’Ivoi’s La capitaine Nilia (Captain Nilia), Dex’s novel is an exemplary case 
where the reporter character becomes the messenger of the French colonial 
project, through a novelistic project that bears a clear axiology: opposite the 
sirdar and the English stands the trio of reporters, representatives of the allied 
Western forces—Russia and America, led by France. 

Whether a hero-ambassador or witness-ambassador, the reporter appears 
as a key figure of the dissemination of colonial culture. His politi-

cal engagement is in part implicit and sometimes hidden, but nevertheless 
manifest when we go beyond the claims of objectivity, which the reporter 
otherwise expresses. If his fictional role can resemble in this respect that of 
other characters of the geographic novel, such as the engineer, the explorer, or 
the hunter,44 his journalistic function gives him a greater influence and helps 
to inscribe him on a long-term basis in the social imagination as a transmit-
ting figure of republican values. The reporter thus distinguishes himself with 
regard to other heroes of the colonial conquest, by his double role as actor 
and transmitter (taking part himself in the construction of his media image 
and discourse).45 

The particularity of colonial reportage of the late nineteenth century is 
to bear witness to an almost unshakable adherence to imperialism, which 
enables Dubois to conclude La Vie au continent noir with these words: “The 
early enthusiasm for these mysterious lands, wonderfully lovely and rich, has 
not decreased. My faith in their destiny has remained intact.”46 This univocal 
observation is linked to the engagements of reporters as well as the particular-
ity of the fin-de-siècle moment, characterized by “the construction of a colo-
nial consensus that contrasts, in the 1890s, with debates initiated ten years 

earlier,”47 for instance Pierre Loti’s sharp critique of the French army’s actions 
during the 1883 Tonkin Expedition. But it is also the case that French colo-
nialism is still, in part, a project; the time had not yet come for the inter-war 
insurrections that would herald the wave of independences and would force 
reporters, even those most favorable to imperialism, to cast a critical gaze on 
the conditions in which it was implemented.48 At the same time there would 
emerge a more engaged and dissident form of colonial reportage, written by 
intellectuals and women reporters, that would rattle the certitudes of the gaze 
cast on the Other.49 
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