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How global were the American Revolution and the War of American Independence? Against
the background of the Cold War, Jacques Godechot and Robert R. Palmer saw in the French
intervention against Great Britain in the summer of 1778 the Atlantic origins of the European
and, more broadly, Western liberal democracy. Andrew Jackson O’Shaughnessy and the late
Trevor Burnard investigated the impact of the revolutionary moment on the British Caribbean
plantation societies, steeped in race and slavery. Eric Schnakenbourg and other experts of
neutral commerce have shown how, between 1778 and 1779, the Mediterranean Italian small
states formalized their neutrality to preserve their position in the balance of trade and, perhaps
more importantly, affirm their sovereignty vis-a-vis the threatening great powers of the Old
Continent. Despite Jeremy Adelman’s insistence on the imperial gist of the revolutionary era
and David Armitage’s and Sanjay Subrahmanyam’s timely call for a global interpretation of the
Age of Revolution, historians have heeded much less the echoes of the Thirteen Colonies’ strug-
gle for independence in Asia and the Indian Ocean. Massimiliano Vaghi’s latest book compel-
lingly urges us to fill this gap. And Vaghi, an established scholar of the French presence in early
modern Asia, did this by introducing and editing a neglected but invaluable source, Claude-
Frangois-Parfait’s Boutin’s manuscript Journaux des mes voyages, written between 1782 and 1786
and kept at the Parisian Bibliothéque de I’Arsenal.

The book includes an insightful and bibliographically up-to-date introduction by Vaghi, the
critical edition of Boutin's Voyage de France aux Indes (1782-83), Voyage de 'Isle de France a
Pondichéry (178S), Voyage de I'Isle de France @ Bourbon (1785) and Tournée dans l'intérieur de
U'Isle de France (1786), the author’s conclusive remarks and a useful appendix of maps and por-
traits. Anyone interested in the imperial rivalry between France and Great Britain and the geo-
politics of India and the Indian Ocean in the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War will find Boutin’s
observations on events, people and environments particularly inspiring. As remarked by Lucien
Bély in his Préface, the idea that, after the 1763 Treaty of Paris—which only left Ile de France
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(Mauritius), Ile Bourbon (La Réunion), Pondichéry, Chandernagor, Mahé, Karikal and Yanaon
to France—the French monarchy almost abandoned Southern Asia needs profound reconsid-
eration. Frangois-Joseph Ruggiu, John Shovlin and plenty of other historians would undoubt-
edly agree. Still, Vaghi’s contribution adds something new to the debate.

A cultured member of the French capital’s noblesse de robe, Boutin, born in 1759, chose a
military career. Thanks to a letter of recommendation provided by the State Secretary of the
Navy, Marquis de Castries, he served as aide-de-camp under Charles de Bussy in the East Indies
between 24 February and 20 August 1783, when, due to illness, he had to settle on ile de
France at least until 1786 (‘je jouis de la reception qu'on fait aux héros de I'Inde’). While in
the French colony, Boutin married in Port-Louis Marie-Henriette-Cécile Céré, the daughter
of the renowned botanist Jean-Nicolas Céré, a close collaborator of the more famous Pierre
Poivre. Never seduced by the ‘myth’ of Joseph Frangois Dupleix nor Anglophobe like many of
his fellow countrymen, Boutin demonstrates that notwithstanding the bold operations led by
Admiral Pierre-André de Suffren between 1781 and 1783 and, on land, by Bussy himself, the
so-called French nababisme against the British East India Company was not a coherent and fully
planned strategy of territorial predominance. In fact, both Dupleix and Bussy are better under-
stood as the promoters of a kind of informal imperialism (‘contréle territorial indirecte’) akin
to the nineteenth-century protectorates and, therefore, different from the Old Regime com-
mercial colonization via chartered companies such as the French East India Company and the
later model of colonial conquest. In Vaghi’s words, Boutin allows us to ‘comprendre que, pour
les élites politiques et financiéres frangaises ( ... ) le dernier conflit mondial franco-britannique
connecté a la révolution américaine reste marqué par un intérét lié a 'économie des petits étab-
lissements cotiers et des iles a sucre’.

Aside from the diplomatic and political issues at stake, Vaghi’s work should also draw the
attention of the growing scholarship on the French colonial Enlightenment, recently problem-
atized by April G. Shelford with respect to the Caribbean region. Boutin is clearly a man of the
‘Lumiéres tardives’ In particular, his 1785 and 1786 notes testify to his networks of enlightened
sociability as a colonist, his penchant for economic improvement, agronomy and botany—on
Ile Bourbon, he met Joseph Hubert, enslaver and cacao, nutmeg and clove planter (‘J’avais pour
lui une lettre de M. Céré’)—and his racist aversion to interracial intimacy. Ultimately, imperial
and colonial historians can only be grateful to Vaghi for publishing and contextualizing such a
thought-provoking and relevant source so well.
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