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Abstract: This article argues that the panic over the ‘great replacement’ of White 
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context of demography as a science rooted in English and French settler-colonial 
projects. From William Petty to Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Robert Malthus, 
major formulations of populationism have been animated by the settler frontier 
and its double-sided promise of replenishment (for some) and annihilation (for 
others). ‘Excess’ populations have always been defined by their structural distance 
from Whiteness. Replacement theorists operate in this tradition. In a classic instance 
of anticipatory counter-revolution, they reassert a world-spanning hierarchy by 
imagining its dissolution. The supposed threat that racialised groups present to the 
imperial core therefore justifies their ongoing domination and virtually unlimited 
violence against them. Such weaponised pessimism reminds us that settler-colonial 
triumphalism has long been accompanied by deep anxiety about the prospect of 
defeat, incompletion and retribution. Only a careful assessment of demography as 
a science of global racial stratification can explain the enduring power of the idea of 
populations competing to the death in a zero-sum war for planetary space.
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On 14 May 2022, an 18-year-old White supremacist killed ten people and injured 
another three with an AR-15 semi-automatic rifle at a supermarket in a predomi-
nantly Black neighbourhood in Buffalo, New York. He wanted to ‘kill as many 
blacks as possible’, he explained in an online manifesto. The reason was simple: 
demography. ‘White birth rates must change. Everyday the White population 
becomes fewer in number’. Such unacceptable depletion was the result of a ‘sub-
replacement fertility rate’ alongside ‘mass immigration’. ‘This is ethnic replace-
ment. This is cultural replacement. This is racial replacement. This is WHITE 
GENOCIDE.’1 His words gestured across the Atlantic. In France, Renaud Camus 
had argued in his book Le Grand Remplacement (The Great Replacement, 2010) that 
immigrants – particularly Muslims from Asia and Africa – were replacing ‘indig-
enous’ Europeans through a process of ‘counter-colonisation’ that was enabled 
by governments of both the Left and Right.2 Camus’ argument had found recep-
tive audiences. By the time of the Buffalo massacre in 2022, replacement-style 
conspiracies had been cited by the perpetrators of attacks that had killed dozens 
of people in the United States and New Zealand. The deadliest of these massacres 
– of fifty-one people in New Zealand – was justified by a manifesto titled ‘The 
Great Replacement’.3

At the same time as it inspired acts of far-right violence, remplacisme bolstered 
its mainstream credentials. During the French presidential election campaign of 
2022, the idea that immigrants were replacing ‘native’ French people was invoked 
by multiple candidates and received persistent and sympathetic airing on main-
stream television channels.4 Giorgia Meloni, a far-right politician who had warned 
of the ‘ethnic substitution’ of Europeans, became the prime minister of Italy in 
October 2022.5 Replacement theory was mentioned in 1.5 million tweets on 
Twitter (now X) between 2012 and 2019.6 It was referenced by Tucker Carlson on 
over 400 episodes of his Fox News television show.7 And it was spread across the 
world by a ‘transnational network of extreme right ideological entrepreneurs’, 
which included politicians from Slovakia, Germany, Hungary, France, Denmark 
and Britain.8 An opinion poll in 2023 found that two in three Republicans in the 
United States agreed with its premises.9 It also found audiences in countries 
beyond the West, like India and Tunisia, at moments when nativist sentiments 
gripped political discourse.10 No single concept better captured the far-right 
worldview during the 2010s and early 2020s, or the ways in which neo-fascist 
ideas slid towards mainstream acceptance.

Why is reactionary politics in the 2020s framed through a specifically demo-
graphic catastrophism? What explains the deeply felt conviction among people 
with relative power that they are genuinely facing elimination – the overwriting 
of their bodies with the bodies of others? And what does this simplistic yet pow-
erful reduction of politics to demography – the ‘demographization’11 of myriad 
struggles – tell us about the complicity between population science and what 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore calls a ‘revanchist victimology haunted by demotion and 
loss’?12 In this article, I contextualise the panic over racial replacement against the 
backdrop of demography, which promises a scientific understanding of human 
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populations through statistical methods. The contemporary discipline was 
founded in the mid-nineteenth century, but its roots lie in the seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century population science that emerged alongside European settler-
colonial projects, especially those of England and France. Replacement theory 
must be understood in light of this history.

The vision of populations competing to the death in a zero-sum war for plan-
etary space has a long lineage. So too does the idea of colonialism in ‘reverse’ – 
part of a history of ‘reverse colonization narratives’, which, as David M. Higgins 
explains in a recent study, invite ‘the beneficiaries of empire to imagine what it 
feels like to be on the receiving end of imperial conquest’.13 By combining these 
two existing themes, remplacistes make world-ordering claims. In particular, they 
restate the classic claim of Whiteness to expansive possession: ‘the ownership of 
the earth forever and ever’.14 They do so through a classic form of counter-revo-
lutionary rhetoric, in which hierarchy is reasserted by imagining its dissolution. 
Today’s demographic catastrophism thus becomes a key element of what Alberto 
Toscano has called ‘a global ascendancy of extremely reactionary forces’ and a 
leading brand of what Lynne Stahl calls ‘extinction phobia’.15 It functions so effec-
tively, I suggest, because the lineaments of a global racial order lie already embed-
ded within the demographic imagination.

Replacement theory cannot be understood apart from the widespread fears 
that have accompanied settler colonialism in its main forms since the early six-
teenth century: first, the fear of Native retribution (part of the broader ‘fear, anxi-
ety, and panic’ that characterises ‘settler consciousness’);16 and second, what 
Nasser Abourahme has called the deeply unsettled and ‘stuck’ nature of the set-
tler project – its fundamental ‘temporal irresolution’ in the face of Indigenous 
refusal.17 As a form of ‘right-wing annihilationism’ and thus bearing similarities 
to other such discourses like TERFism,18 replacement theory imaginatively inverts 
actually-existing power relations precisely in order to legitimise those relations. 
The supposed annihilatory threat that racialised groups present to the imperial 
core therefore justifies their ongoing domination and virtually unlimited violence 
against them. Such proleptic and organised fear is reminiscent of what Arno 
Mayer termed ‘anticipatory counterrevolution’.19 It reminds us that the trium-
phalism of imperial (and especially settler-colonial) expansion has long been 
accompanied by deep anxiety over the prospect of defeat, incompletion and 
failure.20

Demography and empire
I suggest that it is the scalar premise of demography – its racial hierarchisation of 
the populations of the whole world – that remains a vital source of its ideological 
power. Since race is a classificatory grid placed over a humanity spread across a 
knowable terraqueous globe, the hierarchy of bodies provided by the science of 
population has been crucial to its operation. And yet demography has no clearly 
articulated postcolonial subfield – a stark contrast to adjacent fields like sociology 
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and anthropology. Demography’s academically marginal and technocratic nature 
historically segregated it from university departments and pushed it into proxim-
ity with government bureaucracies, leaving it, as one scholar complained in 1996, 
‘relatively untouched by conceptual developments’ that had gripped the other 
social sciences.21 Critical histories of demography, which began in the early 1980s, 
did not draw substantively on the emerging postcolonial tradition of that decade 
and typically had little to say about demography’s origins as a colonial science.22 
More recent histories of the field have broadly followed in these footsteps.23 
Notwithstanding the vital but exceptional work of a scholar like Tukufu Zuberi, 
who has critically interrogated the construction of race in statistics,24 accounts of 
demography’s links to race or empire have largely come from outside the disci-
pline. A valuable set of studies has explored the use of demography within colo-
nised territories as part of the apparatus of what came to be known as colonial 
governmentality.25 In this article, I am interested in the demographic imagination 
over the longue durée. So rather than focus on specific colonised territories, I draw 
primarily on historical and theoretical work that has explored the history of the 
idea and science of population, focusing on its colonial and racial associations.26

The most cursory study of replacement discourse reveals its fundamentally 
gendered nature, bringing together the topoi of racial-gestational threat – typi-
cally hyper-fertile women and hyper-virile men – into contact with the pure, 
endangered and fragile White womb whose only defence is the assertive mascu-
line power of the White phallus. Looking at the recent history of this idea, Sarah 
Bracke and Luis Manuel Hernández Aguilar compare two visual representations: 
the first, a billboard poster by Alternative for Germany (AfD) in 2017, depicting a 
pregnant White woman’s stomach and the slogan ‘New Germans? We’ll make 
them ourselves’; the second, a cartoon by the blogger D. T. Devareaux in 2006 that 
depicts a grey female-coded skeleton whose face is covered with a supposedly 
Islamic garment and whose pregnant stomach is a bomb with the fuse lit.27 In 
each case, the womb of a faceless but clearly racialised woman contains within it 
all the hopes and terrors of the future. Such images gesture towards the deep 
complicity of remplacisme with a political project of anti-queerness, anti-feminism 
and transphobia, as well as with what Sophie Lewis has called a type of ‘enemy 
feminism’.28 Registers of racial-sexual desire, contempt, longing and fear have 
long inhabited the science of population, though often submerged beneath its 
claims to neutrality and objectivity. What Anne McClintock identifies as the deep 
anxiety of male imperial discourse – suspended in ambivalence between ‘a fan-
tasy of unstoppable rapine’ and a dread of ‘dismemberment and emasculation’ 
– has been endlessly restaged in the demographic imagination and its subsidiary 
projects.29

My approach to far-right ideas is to historicise them and see them as world-
ordering doctrines. This is in keeping with recent developments in far-right stud-
ies, which have explored the longue durée of the far Right and emphasised its 
irreducibly international dimensions.30 But I take a different direction to the bulk 
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of existing research on replacement theory specifically. Scholars have tended to 
explore remplacisme as a contemporary discourse – looking at its connection to 
Islamophobia,31 its spread across the word via message boards like 4chan and 
8chan,32 its embeddedness in the misogynistic online zone of the ‘manosphere’,33 
its strategic use of the politics of victimhood34 and fear.35 By focusing on the the-
ory’s longer lineages, I aim to take a step back from the present-day functioning 
of remplacisme and consider its complicity with a much longer history of hierar-
chically organising the world’s population.

The settler-colonial origin of population theory

The science of population emerged in the wake of an apocalypse. Over the course 
of the sixteenth century, the ‘Great Dying’ saw approximately fifty-six million 
Indigenous people die across the Americas as a result of the colonisation of their 
territories by newly arrived Europeans from across the Atlantic.36 The establish-
ment of England’s first permanent settlement in the Americas, Jamestown, in 
1607 – in Tsenacommacah, land belonging to the Powhatan confederacy – was 
followed by the expansion of English settlement colonies along the Atlantic coast. 
The Southern Department was created in 1660 to manage English government of 
its colonies alongside the Privy Council’s Board of Trade and Plantations. Over 
the subsequent four decades, there was a major shift from a relatively ‘dispersed 
and underdeveloped’ set of English colonial interests – plantations in Ireland and 
the Caribbean, trading posts in Africa and Asia, settlements in North America – 
to a project that aimed to ‘convert these dominions into a more coordinated base 
of territorial power’.37 It was in this context that ancient practices of census-taking 
were first transformed into a modern science. The study of vital statistics was 
pioneered by John Graunt, a haberdasher who used London’s Bills of Mortality 
to draw up the first life tables and extrapolate population size in 1662. His friend 
William Petty developed these initial forays (of which, some have convincingly 
argued, he was the true author)38 into a science that he called political arithmetic. 
This became the essential foundation of demography.

Petty, a professor of anatomy and music in Oxford and London respectively, 
took leave from his academic duties in 1652 to travel to Ireland with Oliver 
Cromwell’s invading army. There he led the cadastral Down Survey in 1655–6  
whose purpose was to reallocate land confiscated from Irish rebels.39 Petty himself 
became ‘a powerful owner of around 100,000 acres of confiscated Irish land’.40 He 
conceived of political arithmetic with a specific ambition in mind: to ‘transmute the 
Irish into English’.41 To this aim, he conducted a census of the colonised territory 
and acquired possession of three baronies in County Kerry, at the centre of which 
he planted a ‘very prosperous’ Protestant colony. His key findings were published 
in his Political Anatomy of Ireland (1691).42 Thinking further afield, Petty was also 
interested in the success of England’s North American settler colonies. He offered 
a proposal for the demographic subsumption of Indigenous peoples through the 
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kidnapping of Indigenous girls and their forcible marriage to English colonists.43 
Political arithmetic was used by Petty’s immediate successors not only to survey 
colonial land but also ‘to calculate and project total world populations’.44

Rather than being developed in the metropole before being extended to the 
colonies, then, the political subject of the population first emerged as a method of 
exerting imperial control over subject peoples in settler territories – counting and 
surveying with the aim of controlling and even annihilating them. As Charlotte 
Sussman accurately observes, ‘population theory, and its attendant projects such 
as census taking, developed in the context of England’s consolidation of control 
over its first empire rather than originating as neutral metropolitan practices that 
were later exported as instruments of colonial domination’.45 Robert V. Wells, the 
leading demographic historian of the United States, has noted that ‘the first 
English attempts to collect precise data on a colonial population occurred in 
Virginia between 1623 and 1625’, despite the fact that ‘England did not begin to 
count her citizens at home on a regular basis until 1801’.46 Early conceptions of 
global population aimed explicitly to expand settler power. In 1751, Benjamin 
Franklin proposed to increase the global White population through both settler 
expansion and immigration control in the United States: ‘The Number of purely 
white People in the World is proportionably very small’, wrote Franklin, ‘but it 
might be made to increase via these methods’. The historian Matthew Connelly 
has suggested that this may have been the first ever proposal to control world 
population.47

Malthus and the world

Five decades later, the science of political arithmetic was transformed by Thomas 
Robert Malthus, who published his first Essay on the Principle of Population in 
1798.48 Malthus was employed as professor of history and political economy at 
the East India Company College in Hertfordshire from 1805 until his death in 
1834. In the first Essay, he argued that population growth was a major constraint 
to the visions of progress outlined by Godwin and Condorcet. Since the rate of 
population growth would, if unchecked, outstrip that of food production, 
attempts to improve the conditions of the poor could paradoxically worsen their 
lot by stimulating higher birth rates and increasing competition for food. Thus 
‘misery’ had a positive function: it ‘is the check that represses the superior power 
of population’.49

An injunction in the first Essay forms the latent basis of all Malthus’ subsequent 
thinking: ‘Let us take the whole earth, instead of one spot’.50 Data from specific 
countries had as its implicit backdrop ‘the progress of mankind to the full peo-
pling of the earth’, as he put it in his 1830 summary of his ideas.51 Alison Bashford 
and Joyce Chaplin have thus rightly stated that the scope of Malthus’ Essay was 
planetary: ‘His major ambition was to establish a universal, mathematically 
expressed, and therefore scientific principle about all of humanity, and to do so 
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he knew he needed to canvass the inhabited world and find a way to theorize his 
worldwide exempla.’52 But this planetary space was not in any sense neutral. It 
was a racially hierarchised global space cleaved between what Malthus frankly 
called in 1830 ‘the white population’ in ‘improved’ zones and the non-White pop-
ulation in ‘the less civilised parts of the world’. These ‘more uncultivated parts of 
the world’, as he also referred to them, would become an anxious fixation of the 
science of population that he pioneered.53 Populations competed in a world 
shaped by a hierarchy of civilisation. Europe was naturally at the apex. Non-
Europeans were destined to either strict tutelage or extinction. Thus, as he wrote 
in the second Essay in 1803, ‘Indians [in North America] will be driven further 
and further back into the country, till the whole race is ultimately exterminated’. 
The ‘inhabitants of the greatest part of Asia and Africa’ would survive, but the 
immense imperial labour required ‘to civilize and direct the industry of the vari-
ous tribes of Tartars, and Negroes, would certainly be a work of considerable 
time, and of variable and uncertain success’.54

About the ‘wretched’ Indigenous inhabitants of ‘barren’ territories like Terra 
del Fuego, Malthus was quite clear in the second Essay: they were ‘at the bottom 
of the scale of human beings’ – ‘a race of savages, whose very appearance indi-
cates them to be half starved, and who, shivering with cold, and covered with 
filth and vermin, live in one of the most inhospitable climates in the world’. They 
were comparable only to Indigenous peoples of ‘Van Diemen’s land’ (modern-
day Tasmania/Lutruwita), which was ‘inhabited by a race of savages still lower 
in wretchedness even than these’.55 While Bashford and Chaplin have pointed to 
strands of Malthus’ argument as providing a basis for a moral objection to settle-
ment,56 these passages give us some of the starkest examples of what Patrick 
Brantlinger has called ‘extinction discourse’, which situates Indigenous peoples 
as inevitably disappearing in order ‘to rationalize or occlude the genocidal aspects 
of European conquest and colonization’.57 Malthus was, Brantlinger points out, a 
key influence on the later representation of ‘savagery’ in political economy as 
‘irrational’ and ‘self-extinguishing’.58

As with his predecessor John Locke, Malthus drew key conclusions from the 
settler frontier.59 He ‘considered the United States to be the exception proving his 
rule that the availability of subsistence was holding human numbers in check’, 
explains Dennis Hodgson. After reading Malthus, Thomas Jefferson rejoiced in 
the potential for the United States to evade demographic constraints, at least for 
a time. In Europe, ‘the quantity of food is fixed, or increasing in a slow and only 
arithmetical ratio’, wrote Jefferson. But ‘here the immense extent of uncultivated 
and fertile lands enables everyone who will labor, to marry young, and to raise a 
family of any size’.60 Defenders of slavery in the US South and in the British 
Empire also drew on Malthus to argue that enslavement had a positive effect by 
limiting Black fertility. While Malthus rejected the use of his theory to defend 
enslavement, the way he did so is instructive. As Hodgson explains, he ‘argued 
that . . . Africa’s population was already being held in check by the availability of 
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subsistence’, while ‘the slave population in the West Indies was’, far from grow-
ing excessively, ‘constantly in need of new additions to keep from shrinking in 
size’.61 Thus Malthus did not reject the idea that Black and African population 
size was a problem to be contained and carefully monitored by European impe-
rial powers.

In the population science that arose from the writing of Petty, Malthus and oth-
ers,62 assertions about populations were dependably, if often implicitly, made 
against a world-scale backdrop. At the heart of Malthus’ permanent ‘struggle for 
room and food’ was a sense of insuperable competition between human groups. 
The ‘Malthusian crossover with lebensraum’ was, as Bashford points out, ‘neither 
incidental nor coincidental’.63 It endured in the thought of those inspired by 
Malthus: ‘all strands [of neo-Malthusianism] operate in a way that justifies and 
affirms the established order of inequality’, explains Soumaya Majdoub.64 In the 
United States, a biologistic view of politics, which saw the global pre-eminence of 
a racially advanced population as threatened by miscegenation with lesser breeds, 
was prominent in the language used to justify early systems of immigration con-
trol.65 The leader of the Immigration Restriction League explained that immigra-
tion control measures offered ‘a species of segregation on a large scale, by which 
inferior stocks can be prevented from both diluting and supplanting good stocks’. 
This process was similar to how ‘we isolate bacterial invasions, and starve out the 
bacteria by limiting the area and amount of their food supply’.66 Such bacterio-
logical language prefigured the Third Reich’s notion of ‘a life-and-death struggle 
between the Aryan race and the Jewish bacillus’.67

‘The imminent disappearance of our country’: depopulation anxieties

So far, I have discussed population science as it emerged in the British Empire. 
Yet the deep pessimism and fear that have come to characterise demographic 
thought cannot be located in British intellectual history alone. To understand 
contemporary anxieties about depopulation and replacement, it is necessary to 
turn to Britain’s imperial rival, France – the second major player in the history of 
demography. Here too the science of population was erected on a settler-colonial 
foundation. The first census ever conducted in North America was a counting of 
settlers by Jean Talon in New France in 1666 that conspicuously excluded the ter-
ritory’s Indigenous inhabitants.68 France progressively lost territory in North 
America from 1713. But its colonial enterprise in the Americas endured with the 
plantation economy it had established in the Caribbean – based on the labour of 
enslaved and forcibly transported African people – and an attempt to develop 
French Guyana into a settlement territory.69 During the eighteenth century, 
approximately a million enslaved Africans and 300,000 French migrants were 
transported to France’s Caribbean colonies.70 A recent study confirms that ‘it was 
in Canada and the Antilles that French authorities first regularly conducted nom-
inative censuses, invented tabular analyses of the causes of population change, 
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and considered how sex ratios, agricultural production, religion, “race,” and ter-
ritorial defense intersected to grow or limit the overall population’. Such colonial 
population censuses ‘frequently took the form of military reviews of “soldier-
settlers” [soldats-habitants]’.71

It was in the context of French colonial expansion and rivalry with other 
European empires, especially Britain, that the notion of the French population 
emerged in the eighteenth century. The French population was not simply a 
nationally-bounded entity but a tool of expansive world-shaping power. Jean-
Baptiste Moheau, the bureaucrat who is considered one of the founders of French 
demography (Foucault called him ‘the first great theorist’ of biopolitics) pub-
lished his treatise Recherches et considerations sur la population de la France in 1778, 
the same year that a major Anglo-French war erupted over control of the English 
Channel, the Caribbean, the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean.72 In the book, 
Moheau explained that if ‘man is the principle of all wealth’, the power of this 
human wealth was properly realised at ‘moments of crisis when Nations dispute 
over Empire, and when one mass of men conspires the destruction of the other’. 
Such warlike moments revealed how it is the ‘action and the preponderance of 
the population’ that ‘decides these great quarrels of nations’.73 In September 1792, 
the French Legislative Assembly passed a law that granted state municipalities 
sole authority to recognise births, marriages and deaths. The statesman Pierre-
Victurnien Vergniaud argued that such regulation was necessary because ‘mar-
riage .  .  . exerts an influence upon the power and splendor of empires; upon their 
power by increasing population’. Collecting population data became a central 
function of the state.74 Alexandre Moreau de Jonnès, the first director of the 
Statistique Générale, compared the emerging science of statistics to the ‘hiero-
glyphics of ancient Egypt, where the lessons of history .  .  . and the secrets of the 
future were concealed in mysterious characters’.75

Achille Guillard, who invented the term ‘demography’, explained in 1854: ‘We 
mean by human statistics the mathematical knowledge of populations, of their 
general movements, of their physical, intellectual, moral, civil and social state. Its 
domain is very vast; it embraces the succession of generations, the duration of 
life, the relations of man with nature, in one word, all the type of facts and studies 
which are directly related to the species, its needs, its suffering, and its well being.’ 
Libby Schweber, who cites the above passage in her comparative study of French 
and English population science, comments that ‘demography followed in the tra-
dition of Condorcet and Comte. It called for a comprehensive social science based 
on the scientific, and in this case statistical, study of society.’76 Guillard was a 
resolute anti-Malthusian who rejected fertility as a cause of poverty.77 But the 
totalising promise of his demography – his claim that demography’s domain ‘is 
very vast’– cannot be understood apart from the work of Petty and Malthus 
before him. At the same time as demography sought to tabulate and comprehend 
populations inside states like France, it also located those populations in a global 
space that was being ordered by European colonialism.
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Population decline and imperial ambition
Populationist optimism did not survive the nineteenth century in France. From 
being Europe’s most populous country in 1801, France found itself with fewer 
inhabitants than Russia, Germany or Britain by 1900.78 One estimate puts the 
number of French military deaths caused by the Napoleonic Wars at 916,000.79 
The Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1, which ended French dominance in Europe, 
claimed another 150,000. By the close of the nineteenth century, nationalist voices 
warned of nothing less than ‘the imminent disappearance of our country’.80 The 
National Alliance for the Growth of the French Population was founded in 1896.81 
Pronatalist sentiments were expressed in political tracts like Jacques Bertillon’s Le 
Problème de la dépopulation (1897), which saw France as slipping down the league 
table of great powers. And they appeared in novels like Emile Zola’s Fécondité 
(1898–1902), an ode to the procreating rural French family against the corrupting 
influence of modern birth control.82

It is vital to understand these laments to national decline in the context of a 
wider sense of transnational demographic loss. The precipitous decline of the 
French population had tracked the diminution of its imperial ambitions. The 
obverse to French distress was British triumphalism at the entrenching hege-
mony of ‘English-speaking peoples’. Charles Wentworth Dilke, the politician 
and author of the influential 1869 travelogue and Anglo-imperial tract Greater 
Britain, thus wrote that ‘no possible series of events can prevent the English race 
itself in 1970 numbering 300 millions of beings .  .  . Italy, Spain, France, Russia, 
[will] become pygmies by the side of such a people’.83 In 1884, William Gladstone 
exclaimed: ‘What a prospect is that of very many hundreds of millions of people, 
certainly among the most manful and energetic in the world, occupying one 
great continent .  .  . United almost absolutely in blood & language, & very largely 
in religion, laws & institutions.’ The ‘prospect,’ he added, ‘is at once majestic, 
inspiring & consolitory’.84 By contrast, though French governments had colo-
nised Algeria since 1830 and encouraged successive waves of settlement, France’s 
settler project in Algeria was ‘underpowered’ relative to comparable Anglo proj-
ects, as the historian James Belich explains, in part due to the reluctance of French 
capital to invest in the frontier.85 Anglo-Saxon superiority: to what is it due? asked 
a book by Edmond Demolins in 1889.86 Many agreed with him that Anglo-Saxon 
power was demonstrated in ‘the constant installation of new settlers on all the 
points of the globe’ leading to ‘the incessant extension of the Anglo-Saxon 
world’.87

The catastrophic 1.3 million military fatalities suffered by France during the 
First World War only strengthened these existing narratives.88 There was an erup-
tion of pronatalism during the late 1930s and especially during the Vichy years 
(1940–44). Contraception and abortion were banned. So was ‘anti-conception 
propaganda’ in any form: ‘book, writing, print, poster, drawing, image or adver-
tisement’.89 It became compulsory to teach demography in schools. Even the 
French Communist Party abandoned its prior opposition to antiabortion laws 
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and adopted a pronatalist programme in 1938. Demographic institutions created 
between 1939 and 1945, including the Ministry for the Family and le Haut comité 
consultatif de la population et de la famille, established population policy as a 
matter of statecraft to be guarded from the influence of party politics.90 After the 
war, the Fondation Carrel of the Vichy state became France’s leading demo-
graphic research institute, l’Institut national d’études démographiques (INED). 
The major institutions of the French welfare state were developed in significant 
part with birthrate promotion in mind, as Susan Pedersen and Paul-André 
Rosental have shown.91

Recurrent panics over demography have since been a marked feature of French 
national life. During the interwar years, France pioneered a modern regime of 
immigration control as the country faced what the sociologist René Maunier 
called ‘penetration’ by ‘thousands, hundreds of thousands of natives’.92 
Hierarchies of bodies conflicted with the abstract individualism of republican 
doctrine in theory but not in practice. The whole history of French natalism was 
a dedication to the fertility of ‘native’ French people – ‘put simply, French women 
were not having enough French babies’.93 To reconcile this with the abstractions 
of republican doctrine, a ‘hybrid Republican form’ was created ‘which facilitated 
the proliferation of racialized embodiments’.94

The French nation was, as the French statesman and colonial administrator 
Albert Sarraut put it in Grandeur et servitude coloniales (1931), not an abstract entity 
but a racial spirit. It represented an evolved form of humanity that spread across 
the planet in the service of those less fortunate. It carried a unique ‘national soul’, 
which had been ‘gradually formed, modeled, kneaded, bathed’ by its defining 
influences, which, ‘by a sort of capillarity’, had ‘gradually spread throughout the 
race’. These influences made the French ‘represent a heredity still on the path of 
freedom, a heredity of light which, in the colonies, comes to the aid of a heredity 
of stagnation and darkness’.95 It is this form of demography – competitively impe-
rial, constitutively racial – that has made France into the intellectual home of the 
contemporary far right and the source of its preponderant concepts: great replace-
ment, ethnic substitution, Eurabia, and White genocide.96

The world population problem

Anticolonial movements began articulating demands for global justice in newly 
confident and radical ways after the First World War. During the same period, 
Margaret Sanger, the founder of the American Birth Control League, found her-
self horrified at the global abundance of excess human life. In 1922, after an eight-
month world tour, she was ‘led to agree with H. G. Wells when he says that the 
whole world at present is swarming with cramped, dreary, meaningless lives, 
lives which amount to nothing and which use up the resources and surplus ener-
gies of the world’.97 Colonial public health officials put the same sentiment more 
simply: ‘They are born too much and they don’t die enough.’98 After the Second 
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World War, the ineluctable movement of African and Asian states towards for-
mal independence was accompanied by the idea of a population ‘explosion’. 
Widely distributed tracts warned of the ‘millions who can turn to revolution .  .  . 
or who may explode out of national boundaries to find food’. In Our Plundered 
Planet (1948) and The Limits of the Earth (1953), the eugenicist Henry Fairfield 
Osborn warned of environmental apocalypse due to human fecundity. The New 
York Times envisaged ‘billions of half-alive, starving peasants’ and ‘forcible inva-
sions of national borders by hordes of human beings’. ‘They’ could be ‘here’ too, 
populating what Moynihan called ‘the urban frontier’.99 There were unprece-
dented state- and international-level projects to intervene in the management of 
populations and especially to manage and control fertility.100

Historians have pointed to the multiple lineages and constituencies implicated 
in the idea of a world population problem. Alison Bashford describes how it com-
bined strands of post-Darwinian biological science with vitalist geopolitical ideas 
that saw nations as living organisms struggling for space in a world of limited 
land and resources. The divergent paths that radiated from this idea were all 
‘part of the long, modern trajectory of an aspirational one world’.101 Matthew 
Connelly highlights the ‘diverse kinds of political projects’ and ‘unlikely alli-
ances’ that emerged from the population control movement.102 And yet world 
population was not a neutral problem space: its preponderant formulations were 
always those that reinforced rather than challenged what Patrick Wolfe calls the 
‘chromatic taxonomy’ of race, in which non-White populations are stratified 
below a dominating Whiteness that remains the foundational claim to global 
privilege.103 The basic premise of global population management articulated by 
Benjamin Franklin in 1751 – encouraging the relative growth of populations des-
ignated as White – remains inescapably latent  in all its subsequent articulations. 
If anticolonialists like Tarak Nath Das have been able to speak ironically about a 
‘white peril’ (or Public Enemy a ‘Black Planet’, for example), these resistant for-
mulations have taken their power precisely from the fact that they subvert a 
hegemonic discourse in which it is always a surplus of Black, Brown, Yellow and 
Red bodies threatening a besieged White population.104

‘While the political control of colonies has greatly decreased, large parts of the 
world and its people remain under imperialism by economic power’, said W. E. 
B. Du Bois in one of his final speeches in 1960. ‘We might then regard the world 
outside Europe and the United States as still colonial.’105 Rectifying this still-colo-
nial world economy was the central aim of the Declaration on the Establishment 
of a New International Economic Order (NIEO) in 1974. As part of what 
Christopher Dietrich has described as an ‘oil revolution’ that sought to remake 
the international economy in the interests of formerly colonised countries, the 
NIEO represented a ‘vision of justice through a restructuring of the international 
economy’.106 It coincided with the apex of the population control movement – 
during the Indian ‘emergency’ in 1976, 6.2 million men were sterilised – and rep-
resented an alternative explanation for global inequality, as a recent study has 
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suggested.107 Thus demographic anxiety continued to embody a central affective 
and ideological response to threats to global hierarchy and proposals for distribu-
tive equalisation. In the 1980s, when these threats receded, so did populationist 
gloom. Race itself continued to operate, however, in the globalised production 
chains of the ‘new circuits of imperialism’, which kept the world-scale bifurcation 
of the colonial era essentially intact.108 It returned during the ‘War on Terror’ with 
a novel emphasis on Muslim peoples as the great overpopulation threat. The 
early 2000s witnessed an eruption of catastrophism that prefigured the great 
replacement theory of the 2010s. A paleoconservative commentator warned in 
2002 that ‘European peoples’ were ‘a vanishing race’.109 The historian Niall 
Ferguson wrote in the New York Times in 2004 that ‘a youthful Muslim society’ 
was ‘poised to colonize – the term is not too strong – a senescent Europe’.110 The 
‘Eurabia’ conspiracy and ‘counter-jihad’ movement, which both date to 2005, 
imagined the multiplying and invading Muslim as the central agent of their 
extinction phobia.111

The panic over replacement, seen in its proper context, is therefore not an 
aberration but part of a longstanding defensive strategy: what W. E. B. Du Bois 
recognised as the ‘marvelous contrivances’ that ‘white and European civiliza-
tion’ has found for ‘enslaving the many, and enriching the few, and murdering 
both’.112 Du Bois’ claim reminds us of the longstanding Black radical critique of 
fascism as a structural feature of the imperial order, indissociable from the selec-
tive liberties granted by the same order to its privileged classes. That tradition 
calls into question the apparently provincial defensiveness of the remplacistes, 
who claim to be preserving localised populations from overwhelming migratory 
pressures. It suggests that their claims are better recast as a project of ‘anticipa-
tory counter-revolution’ on a world scale. The central concern of this counter-
revolution is the maintenance of global North-South bifurcation and its 
concomitant hierarchies of power – what Du Bois called ‘the concentration par-
ticularly of economic power’ that ‘puts the majority of mankind into a slavery to 
the rest’.113 In this sense, replacement theory operates within the premises of 
demography: both naturalise the racialised stratification of the world. As a colo-
nial science of population management, demography is always premised on the 
Apollonian scale enabled by European expansion, even when it operates at 
apparently smaller scales.114 It has not simply worked to justify the bifurcation 
of that world but also to anticipate and resist any attempts towards decolonisa-
tion, understood as a form of global equalisation. It has thus ably produced doc-
trines of ‘anticipatory counter-revolution’, of which remplacisme provides the 
latest illustration.

Replacement theory and the idea of population
Let me conclude with some final words on the population as a political subject. In 
this article, I have insisted on locating replacement theory within the mainstream 
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of the science of population that arose alongside the colonial bifurcation of the 
world. Populations – what Michelle Murphy has called ‘figures of massified 
life’115 – are thus entwined with the spatial expansion of political horizons that 
accompanied the metastasization of European empires across the world and the 
creation of a stratified global system. They were never imagined in isolation but 
always in comparison across world-spanning space. Populationism should, then, 
properly be understood as a form of global thought. The populations conceived 
of by demography were never in any simple sense national. They were situated 
in a global racial order, hierarchised and stratified, in competition with one 
another, and yoked to settler-colonial projects. The imperial globe was the terrain 
on which individuals coagulated and competed. The colonial roots of demo-
graphic science indicate why, if the ‘population’ was, as Foucault argued, a new 
political subject, it was a constitutively colonial subject that was situated in an 
irreducibly global space. It is precisely this scalar vision at the heart of demogra-
phy that gives it such ideological effectiveness during periods of planetary flux. 
Like Whiteness, with which it was indivisibly tied, the idea of the population 
naturalised hierarchy on a world scale.

In some ways, replacement theory is the recrudescence of a much older theme 
in western thought: civilisational decline occasioned by invading barbaric 
hordes.116 And yet – as with critical analyses of race that refer to ancient distinc-
tions between barbaric and civilised peoples – such an approach can miss what is 
new about contemporary anxieties. Replacement theory is contingent on the idea 
of population as the central body of ‘massified life’ into which individual hopes 
and destinies are subsumed. Though his analysis was spatially circumscribed, 
Michel Foucault was right to emphasise the relative lateness of the ‘population’ 
as a political subject that had been ‘absolutely foreign to the juridical and political 
thought of earlier centuries’.117 This important shift in thought is overlooked in 
Colin Bossen’s recent (and otherwise illuminating) attempt to explain remplacisme 
in terms of the ‘theological construction of race’ in fifteenth-century Catholic the-
ology.118 By contrast, as Sarah Bracke, Luis Manuel Hernández Aguilar, and Mark 
Davis show in their recent studies of replacement theory, biopolitics continues to 
offer a valuable paradigm through which to contextualise present-day demo-
graphic fears and fantasies.119 But that paradigm must be expanded beyond its 
original form in order to see the expansive scale of empire as the fundamental 
context to this shift in juridical and political thought.

Any attempt to understand replacement theory must emphasise the indisso-
ciable complicity of the political subject of the population with imperialism and 
especially settler colonialism. The promise to regulate and promote certain kinds 
of human life was always the inverse of a form of power that also undertook to 
extinguish other kinds of human life. If this is partly captured by Foucault’s dis-
cussion of racism as inserting into biopower ‘the break between what must live 
and what must die’,120 it is also elided by his unwillingness to see that break as 
corresponding to the bifurcation of the world into White and non-White, or what 
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Barnor Hesse has called ‘the colonially constituted “European”/“non-European” 
distinction and its territorialization on to diverse human bodies’.121 This cleavage 
of humanity across global space was the essential basis of demography, whose 
enormously productive promise for some people was inseparable from its radi-
cally destructive ambitions for others. Demography thus became part of the ideo-
logical apparatus of what Achille Mbembe has referred to as ‘necropower’ 
– ‘maximally destroying persons and creating death-worlds’.122

‘Race suicide’: old and new anxieties
Demography has evolved since its prehistory in the seventeenth century and cod-
ification in the nineteenth century. Yet it is striking to observe the durability of its 
key premises. From Petty to Malthus to Camus, major formulations of popula-
tionism have been united by their allegiance to a global racial order in which 
‘excess’ populations are defined by their structural distance from Whiteness. In 
this view, the notion of a White surplus is literally inconceivable. What remains 
is an image that would have been familiar to commentators of the 1880s, 1920s 
and 1960s: innumerable multitudes from the South and East inundating a racially 
elite ‘European people of white race’, to quote Renaud Camus.123 Though Camus 
is a figure of the far Right, his arguments gain much of their power from their 
enduring proximity to liberal discourse.124 He argues that ‘France is much more 
colonized by Africa than it has ever colonized Africa’ because ‘demographic colo-
nization is a hundred times more serious than military colonization’.125 The inver-
sion reminds us of the Janus-faced nature of the population as a political subject 
since its inception in political arithmetic – stratospheric growth for some, merci-
less annihilation for others. ‘The rude, fierce settler who drives the savage from 
the land lays all civilized mankind under a debt to him’, explained Theodore 
Roosevelt. It was of ‘incalculable importance’ that places like ‘America, Australia, 
and Siberia should pass out of the hands of their red, black, and yellow aboriginal 
owners, and become the heritage of the dominant world races’.126 Such triumpha-
lism was never distant from terror at the prospect of defeat. And so it was the 
same Roosevelt who warned starkly of White ‘race suicide’, a proto-remplaciste 
concept that was coined by the sociologist Edward Alsworth Ross in 1901.127

A weakened Europe overrun by its uncivilised enemies: this image neatly 
inverts the triumphalist Anglo settler and racial-colonial literatures of the nine-
teenth century, which had imagined the decaying world beyond Europe as being 
replenished and its peoples replaced by the vitalist energies of White bodies. This 
idea of a wave of ‘counter-colonisation’ evokes notions – ‘reverse racism’, ‘anti-
White racism’, ‘White genocide’ – that symbolically rehearse the overturning of 
an established hierarchy.128 This language can appear to be a form of aberrant 
racism, distant from mainstream population science. Yet the power of replace-
ment theory to travel into mainstream and liberal discourse has revealed some-
thing quite different. The invocation of replacement operates on the level of global 
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order. There it acts as a restatement of Whiteness: a material claim to global 
power. And there it finds an uneasy yet undeniable proximity to dominant ideas. 
Liberal demography has been deeply troubled by its inability to offer an alterna-
tive to far-right demographic catastrophism. An ostensibly sanitised and non-
ideological demography remains, despite all its ameliorative efforts, awkwardly 
close to the vision of racialised populations competing in a war for planetary 
space. Meanwhile, for the prophets of remplacisme, the magnitude of the threat 
merits a substantial response. All options are on the table. ‘I prefer war to submis-
sion’, writes Camus.129
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