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The Mediterranean embodied a key element in the Second Empire’s foreign policy. Napoleon III had 

the ambition to turn the Mediterranean Sea into « an almost French lake ». At that time, England 
could not prevent the construction of the Suez Canal and the Ottoman Empire had to reckon with 
France, which was able to successfully maintain its influence in the Levant. Moreover, the outcome 

of the Crimean War weakened Russia’s ambitions in the Mediterranean region. 

The Second Empire established a foothold on the opposite shore (Tunisia, Morocco) and later 
deployed the most original form of its Mediterranean policy across Algeria. Though the emperor did 

not show previous interest in this colony, his first trip to Algeria in 1860 left a strong and positive 
impression on him. From this point forward, his interest in the Arab world strengthened. Napoleon 
III was moved by the conditions to which indigenous people were subjected to by colonists - the latter 

being supported by the military which carried out a particularly violent policy. He considered himse lf 
to be « as much the emperor of the Arabs as that of the French », advocated for equal rights and even 

considered building an « Arab kingdom ». However, colonists and the military gained the upper hand 
over this generous and undoubtedly prophetic policy. 

Saint-Simonianism would remain the common thread of the Second Empire’s Mediterranean policy; 

translated for instance in the building of the Suez Canal as well as in providing Algeria with economic 
infrastructure. Can the Mediterranean thus be considered the « bridal bed » uniting the East and the 
West? Napoleon III did indeed dream of bringing both communities together in a spirit of fair sharing 

of the wealth generated by materiel progress. 


