[image: Cover: Routledge Handbook of Francophone Africa, edited by Tony Chafer, Margaret A. Majumdar, published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group.]



Routledge Handbook of Francophone Africa

The Routledge Handbook of Francophone Africa brings together a multidisciplinary team of international experts to reflect on the history, politics, societies and cultures of French-speaking parts of Africa.

Consisting of approximately 35% of Africa’s territory, Francophone Africa is a shifting concept, with its roots in French and Belgian colonial rule. This Handbook develops and problematizes the term, with thematic sections covering:


	Colonial and post-colonial ties between France and sub-Saharan Africa

	Belgium, Belgian colonialism and Africa

	The Maghreb

	African Francophones in France

	Francophone African literature and film

	‘Francophone’ and ‘Anglophone’ Africa

	Beyond national boundaries and ‘colonial partners’



The chapters demonstrate the evolution of ‘Francophone Africa’ into a multidimensional construct, with both a material and an imagined reality. Materially, it defines a regional territorial space that coexists with other conceptualizations of African space and borders. Conceptually, Francophone Africa constitutes a shared linguistic and cultural space within which collective memories are shared, not least through their connection to the French imperial imagination. Overall, the Handbook demonstrates that as global power structures and relations evolve, African agency is increasingly assertive in shaping French–African relations.

Bringing this important debate together into a single volume, this Handbook will be an essential resource for students and scholars interested in Francophone Africa.

Tony Chafer is Emeritus Professor of African and French Studies at the University of Portsmouth and a Fellow of the Society for Peace Studies and Practice, University of Ibadan. He is a historian specializing on Francophone Africa and French relations with Africa in the late colonial and post-colonial periods. His monograph La fin de l’empire colonial français en Afrique de l’Ouest: entre utopie et désillusion was published by Presses Universitaires de Rennes in 2019. He edited (with Alexander Keese) Francophone Africa at Fifty (2013). He recently published ‘Beyond Françafrique – the state of relations between France and Africa’, Europa World (Routledge, 2023). He has also published widely on French military and security policy in Africa.

Margaret A. Majumdar is Emeritus Professor of Francophone Studies at the University of Portsmouth. She has published extensively on French political philosophy and the Francophone dimension of postcoloniality. Her publications include Post-coloniality: The French Dimension (2007); Transition and Development in Algeria: Economic, Social and Cultural Challenges (with M. Saad, 2005); Francophone Studies: The Essential Glossary (2002); and Althusser and the End of Leninism? (1995).
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‘Francophone Africa’ is a problematic term, which we use here in spite of its limitations, on the somewhat pragmatic grounds that it is, to date, the most readily understandable categorization of the parts of Africa with which we are concerned in this Handbook. On the one hand, its historical roots in the French colonization of Africa in the nineteenth century have proved remarkably resilient in the face of decolonization and subsequent developments. On the other hand, the notion of ‘Francophone Africa’ has evolved into a multidimensional construct, which conveys a material, as well as an imagined reality. As such, it can be characterized in a number of different ways.

For example, from a geographical perspective, Francophone African countries account for approximately 35% of the continent’s territory (nearly 11 million km2) and over 20% of its population (more than 300 million people). A key element in the definition of ‘Francophone Africa’ is the importance given to the colonial and postcolonial legacy of the French language. However, in Francophone African countries, only a minority of the population actually speak French: the highest percentage of French speakers is in Congo-Brazzaville (estimated at 58.9%) and the lowest in Niger (12.7%) and Rwanda and Burundi (5.8% and 8.4%, respectively). So, if we think of Francophone Africa in terms of the number of French speakers on the continent, we arrive at a figure closer to 125 million (Observatoire démographique et statistique de l’espace francophone, 2018, 153–158).

Scholars of F(f)rancophonie have sought to distinguish between these two definitions by using the term ‘francophone’ (with a small ‘f’) to describe a community of speakers who share a common language. This was the sense of the term as coined originally by the geographer Onésime Reclus in the second half of the nineteenth century (Reclus, 1886). In keeping with this definition, we use the term ‘francophone’ in this Handbook to refer to Africans who regularly use French as a means of communication, either as their mother tongue or as a second language. The term ‘Francophone’ (with a capital ‘F’), on the other hand, is increasingly used today in a geopolitical sense to describe a group of countries, members of the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF), that have decided to collaborate politically and within which French is the working language (Sanaker et al., 2006, 7–8). However, many OIF member countries outside Africa, such as Albania and Bulgaria, not only have very few French speakers but also do not have French as an official language. This is not the case in Africa where the term ‘Francophone Africa’ is generally used to refer to those African countries that have French as their, or one of their, official languages. But even this usage is not without its problems: firstly, because Algeria, which is frequently treated as a francophone country because it was colonized by France and is one of the countries with the largest number of French speakers on the continent despite Arabic being the national official language, has not joined the OIF (it has observer status) and is not officially part of ‘Francophone Africa’. Secondly, Ghana, a former British colony with no historical ties to France and a tiny number of French speakers, became an associate member of the OIF in 2006 (Figure 0.1).

Clearly, Francophonie as an international network and set of institutions is broader than the notion of Francophone Africa. At the same time, Francophone Africa is not constrained by these relations, which do not encompass the entire material and imagined reality that is implied. There is a wider, multilayered context to Franco-African relations, in which different parts of the continent and individual countries conduct their relationships with the former colonial powers in a variety of ways, in which economic, financial, security, military and geopolitical factors all have an important part to play, alongside cultural and linguistic influences.


Figure 0.1 List of African countries that are members of the OIF.

(see https://www.francophonie.org/88-etats-et-gouvernements-125, accessed 31.1.2023)


	Benin

	Burkina Faso

	Burundi

	Cabo Verde

	Cameroun

	Central African Republic

	Chad

	Comoros

	Congo

	Democratic Republic of Congo

	Djibouti

	Egypt

	Equatorial Guinea

	Gabon

	Guinea

	Guinea Bissau

	Ivory Coast

	Madagascar

	Mali

	Mauritania

	Mauritius

	Morocco

	Niger

	Rwanda

	Sao Tome and Principe

	Senegal

	Seychelles

	Togo

	Tunisia

	Associate Members

	Ghana

	Observers

	Gambia

	Mozambique


Nonetheless, if we talk today about a ‘Francophone’ (or ‘Anglophone’ or ‘Lusophone’ or ‘Arabophone’ Africa – though to a much lesser extent and mainly as a marker of difference from ‘Francophone’ Africa), it is because France, Britain, Germany and Portugal (and later Belgium) colonized Africa and left behind not only their respective languages,1 but also political institutions and practices, cultural and educational ties and privileged economic and trading links, as a legacy of colonial rule. These European powers also largely determined the modern borders of Africa. At the Conference of Berlin (1884–1885), they divided the continent up between them into ‘spheres of influence’, without input from Africans and without any African present. As Lord Salisbury put it in 1906:


We [the British and the French] have been engaged in drawing lines upon maps where no white man’s foot ever trod; we have been giving away mountains and rivers and lakes to each other, only hindered by the small impediment that we never knew exactly where the mountains and rivers and lakes were.

(Quoted in Anene, 1970, 3)


This partition of Africa by the European powers had a determining influence in shaping the map of contemporary Africa (see map of colonial Africa, p. xviii).2 It laid the basis for the new national borders that would emerge from the process of decolonization in the second half of the twentieth century and largely determined the territorial extent of what are today called Francophone, Anglophone and Lusophone Africa (Figure 0.2).

[image: This is a map, produced by the OIF, showing the distribution of its member states and governments across the globe, including Africa, Asia, Europe, North and South America, and the islands of the Caribbean, Indian and Pacific Oceans.]
Figure 0.2 Member states and governments of the OIF (International Organisation of Francophonie). (Reproduced from Resource Centre, OIF:⏎
The process whereby the production of ‘knowledge’ about Africa originated in Europe was not new. Explorers and missionaries, among others, had long produced knowledge about Africa, its primitivism, its savagery, to justify their actions and gain domestic support and sponsorship. However, with the European colonization of Africa, this was taken to a new level. Africa became a ‘blank slate’, an empty space, which Europeans divided up amongst themselves as they pleased. ‘Africanists’ who were colonial agents (administrators, officials, army officers) produced ethnographic knowledge in French about the people who they ruled over, or sought to rule over, presenting them as backward and in desperate need of civilizing. This was a key part of the process of colonization and of the legitimization of colonial rule. To be sure, this was not only a French process, as the other European colonial powers were no different in this respect (see Mudimbe, 1988; Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1997). However, the notion of the civilizing mission (mission civilisatrice) occupied a privileged place in French colonial ideology and was a central feature of French colonial discourse (Conklin, 1997). The metropole was the beacon of light, the civilizing centre, from which France’s universal values of enlightenment, progress and modernity were to be disseminated and circulated to the rest of the world (Figure 0.3).

[image: This is a map illustrating the expansion of the French Empire across the globe at its height. It uses the imagery of rayonnement, which signifies the ‘civilising’ Enlightenment influences being projected from the centre of the Empire in the French Hexagon to the different colonies. In Africa, it highlights the Maghreb (Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia), French West Africa, French Equatorial Africa and East Africa, with images of scantily clad men and local artefacts. The inscription in the bottom right corner reads ‘It is with 76,900 men that France brings peace and the benefits of civilisation to her 60 million Natives.’]
Figure 0.3 Poster, 1931 French colonial exhibition. B. Milleret ©Musées Nationaux de France.⏎
To be sure, the relationship between France and Francophone Africa has not remained unchanged. There are both continuities and ruptures from the colonial to the post-colonial period and then across the post-colonial period in terms of structures and institutions, patterns and types of resistance, and diasporic practices. For example, during colonial rule, the majority of people living in ‘Francophone Africa’ would not have been French speakers; only members of the elite who had undergone a French education and working people in close contact with the colonizers would have mastered the French language. However, with the development of greater access to education after independence, the number of French speakers increased enormously, especially in sub-Saharan Africa where French became the official language of the newly independent states (Diallo, 2011, 34). However, French was not their first language, and certainly not the sole first language of most people in Francophone Africa. By taking on French as their means of communication, they espoused a world view that was framed by the French language, but also provided the tools for resisting it. As Mamdani (2018, xiv) put it: ‘The response to power is in the first instance shaped by the very organisation and language of power’. We see this, for example, when anti-colonial movements in sub-Saharan Africa used the commitment to a ‘one and indivisible Republic’ comprising metropolitan France and its overseas territories to demand equal political rights and access to full metropolitan-style French education as the basis for African political progress (Chafer, 2019). A similar pattern was evident when African writers and intellectuals responded to President Sarkozy’s speech in Dakar in which he famously claimed that Africa’s problem was that it had failed to ‘enter into history’ (Gassama, 2008). In response, Cheikh Thiam denounced the ‘Eurocentrism’ which remained embedded in the anti-Sarkozy collections published in response to his speech. He spoke against a return to anti-colonial, reactionary theories of African self-affirmation and encouraged African intellectuals to concern themselves with:


the questions that really concern our peoples… . It is time for African intellectuals to give priority to what Africans make of Africa and how the African masses think about Africa. No one must fall into the same trap as the pioneers of African thought, who spent their entire lives responding to the West and only addressing the former Master.

(Thiam, 2007)


The singular importance of its African colonies and protectorates to the French Empire, where the major part of its colonial interests were concentrated, has also had an influence. The existence and material reality of Francophone Africa is thus a colonial creation, but this does not mean that as an idea or a series of material realities, it any longer ‘belongs’ to France or remains under French control. In this Handbook, we do not adopt the point of view of ‘France vs. the rest of the French speaking world’, reproducing the centre–periphery divide that Cooper and Stoler (1997) denounced over 20 years ago. Just as the study of Francophonie now includes the study of the hexagon, so the study of Francophone Africa must include metropolitan France; as Dubois and Mbembe (2014) put it: ‘Nous sommes tous francophones’. The former metropole can no longer be the dominant norm against which any analysis of Francophone Africa is measured. The large Francophone African diaspora in France (Thomas, 2007) and the significant number of French nationals and bi-nationals in Francophone Africa (Bovcon, 2009) mean that such an approach is not viable. Not only are there more French speakers in Francophone Africa than in France, but Francophone Africa is today shaped as much by African as by French agency. The growing assertiveness of Africans within the France–Africa relationship and the increasingly significant role of other external powers, such as the BRICs countries, on the continent are fundamentally reshaping the relationship, making it a less exclusively Franco-French affair. Today, the relationship is a product of time and space relations that are at once shaped by, and contribute to, global power structures and relations.

In problematizing the term ‘Francophone Africa’, we show in this Handbook that it is not a stable concept. This is not only true historically, as we saw above; it has also evolved both in terms of its geographical location and as a concept. Its origins lie in former French Africa south of the Sahara, but it expanded spatially in the 1970s to encompass former Belgian Africa (Lott, 2018), as President Giscard d’Estaing invited Burundi, Rwanda and Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo: DRC) to participate in the annual Franco-African summits. Moreover, after the first Francophonie summit was held in Versailles in 1986, Francophone African countries and their relations with France became increasingly institutionalized as part of La Francophonie. The Intergovernmental Agency of the Francophonie (Agence intergouvernementale de la Francophonie) was formed in 1998 and in 2005 the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF) was formally created with the adoption of the Charter of the Francophonie (la Charte de la Francophonie) in 2005. Francophone summits take place every two years and three of the four secretaries-general to date (Boutros-Ghali, Diouf, Mushikiwabo) have been from Africa.

This institutionalization of Francophonie has not gone unchallenged, particularly in the literary sphere. In 2007, 44 writers, including prominent figures from Francophone Africa, signed a manifesto, ‘Pour une “littérature-monde” en français’, that sought to challenge the very notion of Francophonie, which its signatories viewed as the latest avatar of colonialism. They advocated ceasing to treat the French language as the expression of the soul of the nation and putting an end to the ‘colonial pact’, with the aim of setting the French language free from the umbilical cord attaching it to the French nation and enabling it to become ‘everyone’s property’ (‘l’affaire de tous’) (Le Bris, Rouaud et al., 2017). This debate questioning the very term ‘Francophone’ has been largely confined to the field of literature and has hitherto had few echoes in the politics and international relations field.

This may be beginning to change, however. In his speech to the 2018 OIF summit, President Macron sought to make his own the idea that the French language is the ‘property of all’, claiming that it is the language of a linguistic community ‘united by its ideals, hopes, and deepest desires: fraternity, peace, freedom, human dignity, and justice’ and underlining ‘the lively aspect of French language, always fuelled by new meanings, constructions and experiences thanks to the diversity of its members that are all part of the Francophonie “family”’ (Macron, 2018). Previously, in a speech to the University of Ouagadougou in November 2017, he had promised a plan to reform Francophonie and had sought to recruit African intellectuals to take part in discussions of his plan. In response to the president’s proposal, Alain Mabanckou wrote an open letter that was widely circulated in France and Francophone Africa, in which he rejected France’s ‘colonial designs’ in its former colonies that Francophonie perpetuates and accused the institutions of Francophonie of a guilty silence ‘when faced with autocratic regimes, rigged elections and lack of freedom of expression on the continent … [and its complicity with] the leaders of banana republics who are decapitating the dreams of African youth’ (Mabanckou, 2018).

Returning now to the notion of ‘Francophone Africa’ as a construct, it has both a material and an imagined reality. In terms of the former, it defines a regional territorial space that coexists with other conceptualizations of African space and borders – West Africa, Central Africa, the Maghreb etc. – but also comes into conflict with African regional and continent-wide organizations, such as the African Union, along with their conceptualizations of African space. This has far-reaching implications. Historically, it has been an obstacle to the diffusion of Pan-Africanism in Francophone Africa since, depending on your political alignment, being part of Francophone Africa defines historically who your privileged partners are in the economic field (currency, trade relations), the cultural sphere (language, education, cultural production) or for security interventions. To take just two examples, the Union Economique et Monétaire Ouest Africaine (West African Economic and Monetary Union: UEMOA) comprises eight countries, seven francophone and one lusophone (Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal, Togo), that share the CFA Franc as their currency. But these countries are also members of the Economic Community of West African States which comprises the UEMOA countries plus Cape Verde, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone, with the result that the former’s parallel membership of UEMOA has the effect of reinforcing the Anglophone/Francophone divide within ECOWAS and complicates the process of African regional integration. In the educational sphere, the fact that universities in Francophone Africa are members of the Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie (AUF) and their curricula are overseen by the Conseil africain et malgache pour l’enseignement supérieur (CAMES) perpetuates the Anglophone/Francophone divide in African higher education and makes cooperation across that divide more difficult.

‘Francophone Africa’ also has an imagined reality insofar as it determines one part of the identity of those who reside within it. Francophone Africa constitutes a shared linguistic and cultural space within which those who live there share collective memories, not least through their shared connection to the French imperial imagination. Although this imagined collective identity tends to obscure and draw a veil over perceived racial hierarchies, grounded in colonial and postcolonial history, it also provides a sense of unity and shared identity to those who identify themselves as francophone. In so doing, it is also a factor contributing to the division of Africans against each other through a process of othering of non-francophones as anglophones, lusophones, etc. Challenges to this state of affairs have been rare. The adoption of English as an official language alongside French and Kinyarwanda in post-genocide Rwanda stands out as an exception that proves the general rule, which is that the linguistic and cultural identities inherited from the colonial period remain important, even as they coexist with other definitions of identity, for example, by ethnic group or clan. Moreover, because francophones in Francophone Africa represented an economic, political and social elite that was able to perpetuate itself through privileged access to French education, this has complicated the processes not only of state and nation-building but also of regional integration in Africa.

The notion of Francophone Africa also creates divisions at another level, thanks to the historical distinctions between those North African countries identifying as the Maghreb/Maghrib, and officially Arabophone, and what has until recently been known as Afrique noire/Black Africa. When we talk about Francophone Africa, this is usually taken to refer to France’s former colonies south of the Sahara (including Madagascar). Yet the Maghreb countries also have a colonial history that links them to France, even if none of them was formally a French colony (the coastal area of Algeria was administered as an integral part of France, although the indigenous population did not enjoy citizenship rights, while Tunisia and Morocco were officially protectorates). None of them has French as its official language, although all are home to large numbers of French speakers. Further complicating this picture, Mauritania, which was administered during the colonial period as part of French West Africa, also does not have French as its official language, although it also has a significant number of French speakers, is frequently considered ‘francophone’ and is a member of the OIF.

Clearly, this Handbook concentrates primarily on the historical and current dimensions of the relationships between France and a number of African countries. The aim is also to bring out the differences, real and imagined, within these relationships. While the early phases of conquest and colonialism were very much influenced by the transatlantic trade and the trade routes to the East, a Francophone Africa Handbook clearly cannot ignore the Maghreb countries, not least because the second phase of empire-building, which resulted in France taking control of the second largest empire in Africa in the nineteenth century, was begun almost haphazardly by the invasion of Algeria in 1830. Then under the control of the Ottoman regency, France occupied Algiers largely for domestic political reasons, to strengthen the credibility of the recently restored French monarchy of Charles X. This quickly proved unsuccessful, although successive French regimes continued and developed the enterprise. Indeed, the occupation of Algiers set a precedent for the subsequent colonization of much of West and Central Africa in the second half of the nineteenth century.

What distinguished the conquest of Algeria from the French trading presence in other parts of Africa was its strong military dimension and the project to develop it as a settler destination (Sessions, 2011). Indeed, this was seen as a progressive social mission by some on the left, especially the followers of Saint-Simon and Prosper Enfantin (Adamson, 2002; Majumdar, 2007). There was a significant increase in settler migration from the ranks of the displaced in the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871), which was also seen as an opportunity to rebuild a livelihood for many of the French rural population, particularly Southern winegrowers, whose vines were affected by phylloxera from the 1860s. This was in spite of ongoing resistance on various different levels on the part of the existing population (Clancy-Smith, 1997). While there was a degree of cooperation by some Algerian notables, there was also fierce armed resistance led by, for example, the Emir Abdelkader in the 1830s and 1840s, Fatma N’Soumer in Kabylia in the 1850s and Mohamed El Mokrani in the early 1870s.

While never a majority, constituting at most a tenth of the population by the 1950s, the presence of a significant number of European settlers in Algeria led to it acquiring a very special status as an integrated part of French territory, divided for administrative purposes into three départements in the coastal areas in 1848, with much of the rest of the country under military control. This did not imply equal citizenship for all those living in the ‘French’ territory. Indeed, to gain French citizenship, it was necessary for the non-European inhabitants, who were subject to the regime of the indigénat, to renounce their own cultural and religious identity and status (Stora, 1991/2004).

French power extended into the other countries of the Maghreb, primarily as a means to ensure the security of their Algerian ‘colony’, particularly as other European powers also maintained a presence and close diplomatic and commercial ties. Morocco and Tunisia remained distinct units with their own political regimes, the monarchy of the Alawite dynasty in Morocco, and the Beylik in Tunisia. Aware of what was happening in neighbouring Algeria, both regimes tried various strategies to modernize the state, by reforms to the military and administrative, tax and legal changes, as a way of staving off colonization (Gilson Miller, 2013). With other European powers such as Britain, Germany and Italy also eyeing Tunisia, the French used the pretext of a security threat from the Khmir tribe to pressurize the Bey of Tunis to sign the Treaty of Bardo in 1881, establishing a French protectorate (Dewhurst Lewis, 2013).

Using the support given to the Emir Abdelkader by the Moroccan Sultan Abd al-Rahman as a justification for incursion into Moroccan territory, the French General Bugeaud defeated the Moroccan army at the river Isly in 1844. Again, it was not just France that was interested in gaining influence in Morocco; Spain and Britain were also in the game of gaining territorial or commercial advantage. Germany’s attempts to get in on the act in the early twentieth century led to an arrangement between the European rivals to allow France to become the dominant power and impose the 1912 Treaty of Fes, which made Morocco into a French protectorate, with some enclaves (Melilla, Ceuta and Western Sahara) under the protection of Spain.

Notwithstanding these different itineraries, the countries of the Maghreb, defined widely, also had much in common with each other, both in historical terms, as the southern flank of the Roman and other empires, and in the makeup of their population and culture. All have significant Berber peoples, with historical languages such as Tamazight still playing a role in present-day society, all have a considerable Arab population and the dominant Muslim religion, dating back to the Arab invasion from the seventh century onwards (Bessis, 2019; Entelis, 1989).

All shared a history of resistance and struggle. Following on from World War I, when France relied heavily on North African troops, and with the political impetus given to independence movements by the acceptance of the right to self-determination by US President Woodrow Wilson and others, the movements gathered momentum. In Morocco, the resistance led by Abd el-Krim, in what became known as the Rif War, required the cooperation of the Spanish and French to crush it in 1926. Resistance took on more political forms with the founding of the Tunisian Neo-Destour party. The Algerian Emir Khaled attempted to lobby Americans at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 in favour of Algerian self-determination, without success. The movement spread across the Mediterranean, with Messali Hadj, an Algerian living in the Paris region and originally linked to the French Communist Party, founding the ENA (Étoile nord-africaine), aimed at mobilizing Algerians, Tunisians and Moroccans to work for independence (Stora, 1987). There were also religious bodies such as the Oulema of Ibn Badis in Algeria and religious brotherhoods across the Maghreb that played a significant role in education, culture and the creation of identity (Ageron, 1979).

There is also the question of the relationship of the Maghreb to the rest of Africa – just as there has been much debate about the positioning of Egypt within Africa as a whole or as part of the ancient foundational base of European culture, with the French influence there from the time of Napoleon and his Scientific Expedition (1798–1802) to later French interests in the Suez Canal. While there is considerable evidence of trading links and other cultural ties across the Sahara, including Ibn Battuta’s visit to the Kingdom of Mali, Mansa Musa’s journey on the hadj in the fourteenth century and travels via Egypt, going back many centuries (Ibn Battutah, 2002), it became common to see the desert as a great barrier between North Africa and the rest of the continent and to construct an imaginary division based on pseudo-scientific theories of racial hierarchy (Lydon, 2005). During the French colonial period, there was a powerful trend amongst European settler intellectuals to promote the ties between North Africa and Europe going back to Antiquity through the notion of Latin Africa in the 1920s and 1930s. This was primarily a cultural movement, inspired by the thinking of Louis Bertrand. At the same time, the idea of Eurafrica had been developed on a wider European level to emphasize the links between Europe and Africa, although, in this version of the concept of Africa as Europe’s backyard, the economic interests in African resources played a larger part than the cultural concerns. A similar mindset was still present well into recent times with ideas of a Euro-Mediterranean partnership between the European Union and the Southern Mediterranean countries, instituted through the Barcelona Process in 1995 (Joffé and Vasconcelos, 2001). This was later supplanted by the Mediterranean Union, initiated by the French President Nicolas Sarkozy in 2009, although it never came to real fruition.

As we have seen, France was not the only power to have an interest in the Maghreb. The internationalization of the region came to a head during World War II, when it became the battleground for much of the actual fighting. In the wake of World War II, the independence movements in the different countries, which had been developing for many years, really took off and Tunisia and Morocco became independent from France by treaty in 1956. In Algeria, it was the nationalist protests on the occasion of the celebration of the liberation of France on 8 May 1945 that sparked a fierce riposte, particularly in Sétif and Guelma, leading to casualties and a ruthless repression by the French authorities. It was not long thereafter, inspired in part by the French defeat in Vietnam at Dien Bien Phu, that the uprising took place on 1 November 1954, which launched the bitter war of national liberation by the FLN (Front de Libération Nationale), characterized by brutality, torture and extreme violence on both sides (Branche and Thénault, 2008; Rahal, 2022). During the war period, both Tunisia and Morocco provided material and political support for the nationalist fighters.

Eventually, the war was ended with the Evian Agreements leading to Algerian independence in 1962. Yet, there had been two major developments which were to have a lasting effect on Franco-Algerian relations. Firstly, the emergence of an extreme right-wing movement among the French settlers, known as the OAS (Organisation de l’armée secrète), which was responsible for many terrorist outrages and culminated in an attempt to overthrow the French State, with the aim of keeping Algeria within the French fold. Secondly, it was not just on Algerian soil that the independence struggle was waged, but also within the metropolitan heartland itself where a considerable number of Algerian workers were based. To some extent, this may explain why relations with France are still very problematic (Stora, 1992), whilst at the same time trade with France and the maintenance of strong ties through personal transnational family ties remain very important. There are other important partners though, not least, the former Ottoman overlord, Turkey, other countries within the Arab World and China.

There are also contradictions between the different countries of the Maghreb. Although, at one time, there was an effort to bring about closer ties through the development of the UMA (Union du Maghreb Arabe), set up in 1989 to foster cooperation between Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia (Aghrout and Sutton, 1990), this has not really been successful. There are ongoing disputes between Morocco and Algeria, mainly regarding the independence of the Western Sahara. There have also been major differences between the different countries in the years leading up to the so-called Arab Spring. While Algeria was still reeling from what has come to be known as the Black Decade, when Islamist political and military organizations were engaged in a brutal civil war with the civil, military and security forces in Algeria (Roberts, 2003), Tunisia was to be the first country to overthrow an authoritarian dictator, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, in 2011 and institute democracy in what came to be known as the Arab Spring. If this process has now stalled in Tunisia, a popular resistance movement known as the hirak has been steadily seeking to bring about change in Algeria since 2019.

With regard to relations with the rest of Africa, the Maghrebian countries have shown diverse and changing approaches. In the early post-independence period, when Algeria was a beacon for anti-colonial fighters across the globe, it was heavily invested in the Pan-African vision and played a major role in promoting economic, political and cultural events in support of this aim, such as the Pan-African Cultural Festival, held in Algeria in 1969. Morocco, which had responded to the admission of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (Western Sahara) into full membership of what was then called the Organisation for African Unity in 1984 by withdrawing from it, subsequently rejoined the African Union in January 2017. The Maghreb countries continue to have a complex and sometimes tense relationship with Francophone African countries south of the Sahara. For example, there is still today widespread resentment in Algeria of the soldiers from France’s sub-Saharan African colonies who fought on the French side during the Algerian war of decolonization, while Morocco recently applied unsuccessfully to become a member of the West African regional organization, ECOWAS.


Structure of the Handbook

Historians have long critiqued the idea of empire as something simply ‘done to’ passive or overwhelmed African states and societies by indomitable European powers. As Julia Clancy-Smith argued in 1997: ‘The French raj in Africa was built piecemeal and haphazardly rather than out of some grand master plan to subjugate an entire continent’ (Clancy-Smith, 1997, 258). Wide-ranging African responses to increasing European interference – and how these were calibrated in relation to Africans’ assessments of wider, or more localized, political, economic and cultural concerns – were central to shaping both the process of imperial expansion and the nature of colonial rule. Indeed, by the 2000s, the notion that the study of imperialism and colonialism could be limited to exploring the bilateral interactions between the ‘centre’ (European metropoles) and ‘periphery’ (the African continent) was increasingly problematized by historians. Mary Dewhurst Lewis (2008, 2013) uses the concept of ‘geographies of power’ to displace the metropole as the central actor and focus of analysis. Instead, imperialism and colonialism are best understood as part of a larger ‘force field’ of local, regional and transnational dynamics.

The study of decolonization in the 1950s and early 1960s is also now firmly located within these broader geographies of power. For example, the French claim that they successfully organized a ‘transfer of power’ in the late 1950s (with the protracted and bloody conflict in Algeria in 1954–1962 an awkward aberration) has been widely deconstructed, with scholars underlining how decolonization escaped the control of French politicians and policymakers and was profoundly shaped by African political and social actors (Chafer, 2002, 2019). Nationalist claims that independence was wrenched from the hands of the European powers through the popular force and unwavering message of nationalist movements have also been increasingly nuanced, notably through works which underline the multiple forms which the struggle against colonial oppression could take, in which the demand for sovereignty within the boundaries of a nation-state was one strategy amongst others (Cooper, 2005, 2014). Historians have also underlined the central importance of the ‘force field’ of the wider international relations context in the post–World War II period – and the ability of imperial and anti-colonial actors to leverage this, or not – in profoundly shaping the process of decolonization (Westad, 2006; Connolly, 2002).

Alexander Keese’s opening chapter thus provides key background for students of ‘Francophone Africa’ which enable contextualization of the subsequent chapters, whilst at the same time introducing key themes that run through the Handbook: decentring, or at least destabilizing, the centrality of, the ‘the metropole’; treating Francophone Africa/France as a single analytical space which is part of a wider transnational and global context; and underlining the multiplicity and diversity of actors involved in the creation, remaking and undoing of ‘Francophone Africa’. Chapter 2 explores post-colonial ties between France and Africa, within a transnational/international context. Tony Chafer shows how the term Françafrique has been used since the colonial period to refer to the notion of a ‘special relationship’ binding France to Francophone Africa. The term encompasses a dense network of political, economic, social, military and cultural ties, traditionally underpinned by highly personalized networks of public and private sector actors, which the former metropole has maintained with its former colonies in Africa since independence. This combination of closely intertwined institutional links and unofficial networks is a key feature of the relationship. However, as Chafer shows, the term itself is problematic, as it tends to homogenize what has in practice been a highly diverse set of bilateral relationships between France and Francophone Africa, which expanded from the 1970s to encompass former Belgian Africa. One crucially important aspect of this special relationship – the military dimension – is explored in Chapter 3 by Bruno Charbonneau. He draws attention to the continuity of French military interventions in Africa under every French president since independence that has led France to be dubbed the ‘gendarme de l’Afrique’. In order to understand this continuity, he proposes to go beyond explanations that focus on either the decision-making process (in particular the powers of the presidency) or the neocolonial nature of the Françafrique networks and relationships. In Charbonneau’s view, it is essential to situate these relationships within a wider global context that facilitates these interventions. By sustaining the label ‘Francophone Africa’ as a privileged space of French military intervention, it enables transnational elites to collude in order to sustain their power and protect their interests and, as Charbonneau argues: ‘construes the sphere of intervention practices within which the limits of Franco-African relationships find their expression’. In Chapter 4, Margaret A. Majumdar examines another key pillar of the France–Africa special relationship: the relationship between Francophonie and Africa. She shows how African political leaders from the independence era, such as Diori and Senghor, framed its discourse and how from the 1980s, France assumed a greater leadership role, having realized the potentialities of the linguistic and cultural dimension of the special relationship as an instrument for projecting French ‘soft power’ at the international level. She then retraces the growth and consolidation of the institutional apparatus of Francophonie that led to the establishment of the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF) and sets these developments, in the same way as Charbonneau did for the military dimension of the relationship, within their wider geopolitical context.

In the following two chapters in this section, François Gaulme (Chapter 5) and Adama Aly Pam (Chapter 6) explore two privileged areas of cooperation between France and Francophone Africa that have their origins in the colonial period but extend into the post-colonial period. In the chapter on financial and economic cooperation, Gaulme shows how there is an enduring continuity in the economic relationship, rooted above all in the Franc Zone. Created in 1945 to cement the economic ties between France and its sub-Saharan African colonies by creating a fixed rate of exchange between the metropole and its colonies south of the Sahara that facilitated trade and investment. As he shows, the CFA Franc even outlived the French Franc, which was dropped in France in favour of the euro in 1999, and the CFA Franc Zone has endured into the post-colonial period with many of its elements largely unchanged (Pigeaud and Sylla, 2018). The privileged economic and financial relationship between France and Francophone Africa faces an uncertain future. Yet, as Gaulme points out, one can see a cyclical trend in the economic and financial field in Franco-African relations and its future is thus difficult to predict in the context of globalization and decades of expanding national markets. In the chapter on health cooperation, Adama Aly Pam explores how Western medicine was an integral part of the French colonial project in Africa and the political and ideological implications of this. He uncovers the institutional history of the introduction of French colonial medicine in West Africa and the role of the French doctors in the birth, development and diffusion of the science of tropical medicine in French Africa. He concludes by showing how the intellectual closeness between French and West African doctors has favoured a multifaceted cooperation in the field of public health in the post-colonial period.

In Chapter 7, Françoise Blum shows how the introduction of French schools played a key role in cementing and consolidating the French presence in Africa: the physical conquest by military means was followed by the moral conquest of Africans through the introduction of French education. And this did not end with decolonization, as the cooperation agreements signed with Francophone African states at independence guaranteed them financial and technical help and the continuing provision of French teachers, thereby maintaining French influence. This was presented, paradoxically, as providing support for the process of nation-building, whereas she shows how, in reality, it placed a major obstacle in the way of Africanizing the curriculum and thus of building the African nation. Finally in this section, in Chapter 8, Ruth Ginio, in common with that of Charbonneau, underlines the importance of the role played by the military dimension in defining the Franco-African special relationship, although the focus of her chapter is very different from that of Charbonneau. She draws attention to the key role played by the Tirailleurs Sénégalais (Senegalese Riflemen3), established by the governor of Senegal, Louis Faidherbe, in 1854. They were the main tool used by the French to conquer the territories of French West Africa, maintain order in them and, later, protect other parts of the French empire (Indochina, Algeria) against anti-colonial movements. Given that they were such an integral part of the French colonial system and arguably its main tool of power, one might expect that the Tirailleurs would be remembered as traitors to the Senegalese nation. Yet, as Ginio shows, they are presented in official commemorations in contemporary Senegal as a symbol of reconciliation. While this is not universally accepted (Senegalese younger generations and some academics demand that the decolonization process be completed by eradicating colonial monuments and changing street names), it is consistent with a certain Senegalese vision of itself as a nation that manages to overcome differences and live in peace, even with its violent colonial past.

Section 2 deals with Belgian colonialism and its legacy. In Chapter 9, Guy Vanthemsche provides a historical overview of Belgian colonization and decolonization in Africa. The chapter covers the former Belgian Congo, which subsequently became Zaire and is today called the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and the former German colonies of Ruanda-Urundi, which were entrusted to Belgium as League of Nations mandates after World War I and became Rwanda and Burundi at independence. The chapter explains how the Belgian Congo was established and ruled, describes the transformations brought by Belgian rule and examines the chaotic and bloody process of decolonization and its aftermath in the three territories. These countries were formally brought into France’s sphere of influence – its pré carré – in the 1970s, when President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing invited them to take part in the regular France–Africa summit meetings. The section then continues with Chapter 10 by Fernanda Vilar on mutual influences and imaginaries between Belgium and the DRC. It addresses the question, which Belgium is not alone in confronting, of coming to terms with the country’s colonial inheritance. Vilar studies this question through a discussion of several artistic outputs that explore the memory of Lumumba in Belgium, as reimagined through the eyes of the Congolese diaspora. She concludes by wondering if this upsurge in artistic production dealing with Lumumba’s memory will finally lay his ghost to rest and open up a public space within which wider questions about Belgium’s colonial past can be debated. Finally, in this section, the theme of contestation and identity affirmation is central to Chapter 11 by Pierre Boizette. He shows how writers from Rwanda and Burundi have undertaken the deconstruction of ethnicity in an effort to promote new national identities in place of the ethnic ones inherited from the colonial era. In speaking out against a system regarded as perpetuating former colonial relations, Rwandan and Burundian writers from the continent and the diaspora are undertaking a process of mental decolonization with a view to renegotiating their relationship to the French language and F(f)rancophonie and inventing a new imaginary.

The Maghreb is the focus of Section 3. In Chapter 12, Yassine Temlali shows how the policy of Arabization has in practice involved a constant process of negotiation and arbitration between Arabic-speaking and French-speaking elites. The result of this was that in the 1980s, Algerian francophonie found itself in a fragile situation, thanks to the perception of French as the language of the colonizer, but he argues that this has been replaced by an uneasy coexistence between the two languages. In contemporary Algeria, the use of French is increasingly ‘instrumental’ and its cultural association to the former colonizer increasingly confined to the older generation that went to school during the colonial period or the three decades after independence. In Chapter 13, Charis Boutieri explores the promotion of multilingualism in modern Tunisia and the complex consequences of this. As she argues, the political institutions promoting multilingualism contribute, on the one hand, to preserving older linguistic hierarchies based on French, while on the other, through the promotion of English, they create new structures and networks of linguistic stratification in line with international democracy promotion and global market integration. However, language users and activists are not simply passive recipients of language, reproducing the power relations and inequalities that are inherent in the ways in which languages are available to speakers and operate within a specific political and economic context. They use their languages to challenge language hierarchies, both new and old, in ways that subvert established structures and practices. In Chapter 14, Zineb Ali-Benali analyses the history of francophone writing in the Maghreb and its complex relationship of those writing in French with the evolution of social and political history. While remaining closely connected with the issues facing the peoples of this part of Africa and sometimes reflecting and focusing on the political and cultural struggles related to colonialism, national liberation movements and the enduring legacies in the postcolonial period, these writers are nonetheless creators of literature. Thus, she stresses the literary dimension of the writing, with all its nuances and poetic elements, as well as recent developments that prioritize the autonomy of the author.

In Section 4, attention switches to Francophone Africans in France. Underlying all five chapters are questions of immigration and race, in particular how far their common experience as immigrants issuing from Francophone Africa created solidarities that transcended their diverse linguistic, economic and geographical backgrounds. Each of the chapters poses, in one way or another, the question: To what extent has the notion of ‘Francophone Africa’ shaped policy towards immigrants and perceptions of immigrants? Or does this ‘unifying’ factor dissipate once Francophone Africans arrive on French soil and they become ‘immigrants’ like any other? In Chapter 15, Jennifer Anne Boittin traces the history of the Black and Francophone African diaspora in twentieth-century France. Focusing in particular on port cities such as Bordeaux and Marseille, she recounts how the insecurity that derived from their migrant status compelled Africans to come together to practise what Boittin describes as ‘a diasporic blackness anchored in common histories of colonisation’. She shows how these diasporic practices functioned both to provide a sense of comfort and belonging and as a form of resistance. In Chapter 16, in contrast, Jonathan Lewis focuses on the problems faced by North African immigrants and their descendants in French society since World War II. He shows how the French republican model represented a particular challenge because of its attitude to, and treatment of, people of colour. It is not however a fixed target, as the model has evolved over time. Thus, at the end of the Algerian War, French institutions returned to a definition of ‘Frenchness’ that effectively excluded populations that were deemed too different (non-European, non-Christian, non-white), apparently ignoring the fact that the colonial project had been justified on the grounds of offering ‘Frenchness’, ‘civilization’ and republican values to peoples around the world. As Lewis states: ‘in the attempt to forget the trauma of the end of the French empire and the loss of Algeria, there was no collective reappraisal of French republicanism, its adherence to unity by uniformity and rejection of difference’. In Chapter 17, Rachel Anne Gillett shows how cultural Pan-Africanism in France sought to overcome the Black African/North African divide by bringing together people from Africa and of African descent, including those from the Caribbean, in order to transcend their differences and create a shared sense of Black identity across many different individuals and groups of African descent. Pan-African artists and intellectuals in France promoted a vision of Black unity and identity that drew on, and celebrated, African culture and history, but that also deployed it for political aims. In Chapter 18, Silyane Larcher presents and analyses the movement known as Afrofeminism, which has developed in response to the lived experience, both subjective and public, of Black women living in France, with a variety of diverse backgrounds and origins. She stresses the pluralism of the movement, in terms of both the range of problems being articulated and the creative and innovative strategies mobilized as part of the multifaceted struggles that challenge the dominant, traditional forms of political activity in France. Finally, in Chapter 19, Itay Lotem explores the memory of colonialism in France. While Lewis’s chapter showed how France’s republican model, and particularly the notion of republican colour blindness, has presented challenges for immigrants who sought to challenge racism in French society, Lotem shows how a new generation of anti-racist activists has turned recent colonial memory wars in France to their advantage in order to initiate a debate about race that has managed to bypass the traditional republican rejection of discrimination based on race as communautarisme.

In Section 5, we turn our attention to Francophone African literature and film. A recurrent theme in all the chapters is the ways in which Francophone African literary and cultural production both affirms and contests the notion of ‘Francophone Africa’. In Chapter 20, Saliou Dione provides a survey of Francophone literature in sub-Saharan Africa from the colonial period to the post-independence one. He identifies World War II as marking a turning point in the history of African cultural production, paving the way for a literature of resistance with the emergence of Négritude and postcolonialism that would challenge the French colonial order and represent an affirmation of African identity and culture. Dione highlights how this led to the


double dualism of Francophone sub-Saharan African literature, which [is] produced by the intelligentsia of the colonised nations to castigate the exploitative relationships between African political (mis)leaders and the masses and deconstruct the misrepresentation, clichés and stereotypes that European-centric texts and intellectuals have developed against the so-called periphery throughout the colonial period and even afterwards.


The theme of contestation and identity affirmation is also central to Chapter 21 by Laëtitia Saint-Loubert. Her starting-point is the lack of visibility and lack of transnational scholarship devoted to Reunionese literature. She shows how contemporary Reunionese literature situates itself at the intersection of several literary and oral traditions at the regional level that challenge the institutional and monolingual concept of Francophonie. She argues that, by relocating Reunionese literature within a regional, multilingual context at the intersection of African and Indian Ocean Studies, it is possible to go beyond the French versus Creole debate that has dominated much of the discussion of Reunionese literature and bring out instead the complex interactions and cross-pollinations at the heart of Reunionese identity and language. Finally, in Chapter 22, Amadou Koné shifts the emphasis to African film to discuss the specificity of cinematic language, which adds a variety of codes, techniques and methods to the medium of language, thus enabling communication with the audience across the linguistic divides. This has enabled cinema in Francophone Africa to transcend the domination of the French language and facilitate the emergence of a new, modern art form, accessible to all without linguistic boundaries.

In Section 6, the focus shifts to ‘Francophone’ and ‘Anglophone’ Africa. Chapter 23 by Gratien G. Atindogbé and Dissake Koumassol Midinette Endurence, on the one hand, and Chapter 24 by Raymond Nkwenti Fru, on the other, explore questions of language and its role in defining identity. Conflicts over language and identity have taken a distinct form in Cameroon, as their chapters show. Here, as a former colony of France and Britain, independent Cameroon inherited both English and French, both of which are now its official languages. With contemporary Cameroon being a bilingual country, everyone is expected to be able to settle anywhere, irrespective of whether they are anglophone or francophone. The resulting constant interaction between Cameroonians, as Atindogbé and Endurence argue, has rendered the divisions created by abstract linguistic notions such as ‘francophone’ and ‘anglophone’ increasingly obsolete: bilingual/multilingual Cameroonians are well on the way to outnumbering the ‘anglophones’ and ‘francophones’. Yet, as Fru shows, colonial discourses have dominated, and continue to dominate, post-colonial Cameroon and the colonial identity markers of ‘Anglophone’ and ‘Francophone’ (the use of capitals here is deliberate) are more commonly applied than tribal or ethnic identities. Hence, despite the evolutions described by Atindogbé and Endurence, deep-seated tensions between Anglophones and Francophones continue to define Cameroonians’ identity, fuelling struggles over colonially defined agency, or the lack of it, by one group or the other. Finally in this section, Mélanie Torrent in Chapter 25 discusses the question of cooperation between the Commonwealth of Nations and Francophonie. She argues that, while both organizations have provided a means for African states to manage relations with the ex-colonial power, their very different institutional cultures, priorities and ways of working have limited their ability to facilitate multilateral collaborations across linguistic and cultural differences. They have also not been in a position to support African region-building and regional integration, which in order to succeed need to overcome the Francophone–Anglophone divide. As a result, they have had limited success in helping to bridge the divides left by colonial rule between Francophone and Anglophone Africa.

In Section 7, the contributors seek to situate Francophone Africa within a wider continental context. Chapter 26 by Kalilou Sidibé analyses the difficulties faced by the Pan-Africanist movement in Francophone Africa, where two opposing visions of Pan-Africanism emerged. The first favoured total independence from the former colonial power and emphasized African unity, whereas the second advocated a less complete break and the maintenance of close links with France. The first, radical current was represented by leaders such as Sékou Touré of Guinea, Modibo Kéita of Mali and Djibo Bakary of Niger, while the second, more moderate position was represented by Félix Houphouët Boigny of the Ivory Coast and Léopold Sédar Senghor of Senegal, among others. Even today, politics in Francophone Africa continue to be marked by the clear divide between proponents of the classic Pan-Africanism, who wish to free themselves from all forms of neocolonial dependency, and those who advocate compromise, believing that Africa can only prosper and experience development with continued support from the former colonial power. The following two chapters then set France and Francophone Africa within a global context. In Chapter 27, Claude Sumata examines the role of China in Francophone Africa through the rapidly growing trend of official development aid and trade. He points out that, while China’s interest in trade and investment presents opportunities for economic growth and the integration of Francophone African countries into the global economy, there are widespread concerns, expressed by many Western commentators, about the lack of transparency surrounding this new partnership and the long-term risk of debt unsustainability. Finally, in Chapter 28, Malte Brosig and Bastien Nivet explore France’s shift from a unilateral to a multilateral approach to military intervention through a case study of the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF), which has been formed by the Lake Chad Basin Conference (LCBC) to eliminate Boko Haram, and the G5 Sahel Joint Force, which is expected to contain Islamist terrorism in the Sahel. A novel feature of these multinational interventions in West Africa and the Sahel region is that the intervention forces have chosen to partner with ad hoc coalitions of groups of states, rather than work with established regional organizations such as the Economic Community of West African States. As the authors point out, such ad hoc coalitions have allowed France to extend and diversify the multilateralization of French policies and interventions in Africa. The smaller format of an ad hoc grouping such as the G5 Sahel also allows better chances for third actors such as France to play a leading role. The modus operandi of the French security guarantee in Francophone Africa has evolved since political independence, but France clearly has not abandoned its role as the gendarme of Africa.


Notes


	In fact, the arrival of the French, English and Portuguese languages in Africa predates European colonization, as they originally arrived on the continent, thanks to the establishment of trading posts on the continent and subsequently the Transatlantic slave trade.⏎

	Germany’s colonies were converted into League of Nations mandates under the control of the victorious Allied states at the 1919 Treaty of Versailles.⏎

	The name is actually misleading as they came from all across the colonial federation of French West Africa.⏎
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Introduction

From its inception, and in some ways continuing until the current day, research on the experience of French colonialism in sub-Saharan Africa has constituted an analytic engagement with certain colonial myths. Those include, first, the idea of the (Third) French Republic as creating an assimilationist colonial metropole, which offered ‘civilized’ Africans chances to obtain the rights of French citizens; second, laïcité (the separation of Church and State); and third, a democratic organization of the obligations of colonial subjects and protection of those subjects from ‘traditional’ structures (to be found in the chieftaincies or chefferies). These were the three guiding principles of the colonial presence.

This chapter spans the full period between colonial conquest and decolonization, but it focuses especially on the many structural issues that characterize the interaction between French colonial rule and the experience of local populations. It also attempts to point out the many complexities that were part of the experience. This is already the case for a section “Colonial conquest and violence” on colonial conquest, which was far less straightforward than certain commentators seem to suggest. In the section “Modalities of rule: assimilation, citizenship, association”, this chapter explores the French colonial myth of ‘assimilation’ and engages with the French ‘civilizing mission’ in the context of sub-Saharan Africa; “Taxation, indigénat and forced labour” discusses the various forms of organized discrimination that Africans experienced under French rule, notably through a discriminatory legal system and the omnipresent use of forced labour; “Economic conditions and economic actors” gives an overview of the logics of economic exploitation, between the model of concessionary company rule, and the impact of import–export firms, of intermediaries like the Lebanese and of economic roles taken by individual French settlers; “Religion” takes us away from a model of French laïcité in the colonial world, as it shows the different forms of cooperation created by the colonial rulers with Muslim Sufi clerics and with Christian missionaries, depending on the regional context; and “Education and changing gender roles” demonstrates the contradictory changes in education and gender roles under French colonialism. The impact of World War II as a watershed, the significance of which is frequently underestimated, is analysed in the section “Reform, the military experience and World War II”, while the following section seeks to make sense of the conflicting interpretations in historical research regarding the late colonial state and decolonization. The last section tries to contrast this development towards independence and the end of colonial rule with the more divergent evolutions of Cameroon and Madagascar, which, through their particularly violent experiences after 1945, are taken here as anomalies. A principal goal of this chapter is to go beyond a purely imperial history to show the impact of colonial rule on African populations.



Colonial conquest and violence

The phase of French colonial expansion can roughly be placed between the 1830s and the creation of the two large territorial ‘federations’, French West Africa (Afrique Occidentale Française/AOF, in 1895) and French Equatorial Africa (Afrique Equatoriale Française/AEF, in 1910), and of the government-general of Madagascar (1895). In reality, this phase combined a number of different trends of interaction with African populations, which only through their final result converged in the establishment of territorial colonies. By 1848, the French colonial effort was limited to the creation of new trading posts close to the classical French colonial stations on the Senegalese coast – Saint-Louis, Gorée, and Rufisque, with Dakar in the Cap-Vert peninsula being created from 1857/1858 (Klein, 2009; Nigro, 2022) – and some first examples of early gunboat diplomacy against real or alleged slave traders north of the Equator (including the creation of posts at Grand-Bassam, future Côte d’Ivoire and at Libreville, future Gabon, by 1842) (Diouf, 1990; Patterson, 1975).

The second half of the nineteenth century saw a pattern of expansion, which was often improvised (Kanya-Forstner, 1969). First, French governors of Senegal and military commanders reacted to the challenges identified within the activities of Muslim leaders calling for holy wars (or jihads) against neighbouring political entities in various large regions of West Africa; French responses to these challenges accelerated in the early 1880s. French campaigns then advanced quickly against the political entities in present-day Mali, created by the jihad of Tukulor Tijani leader, El-Hajj Umar Tall. Political units ruled by the sons of Umar Tall were violently incorporated into the French colonial empire; this extremely rapid conquest phase profited from the destabilization of the wider region through the ‘holy wars’. This situation made it relatively easy for the French to organize alliances and to enlist local mercenaries (Robinson, 1987; Sy, 2014).

The link between jihadist expansion and improvised French reaction was even stronger in the case of Samori Touré, architect of an empire and of a ‘Dyula revolution’, using the older networks of Dyula merchant activities and slave trading in the wider area between the interior of present-day Guinea-Conakry, southern Mali, northern Côte d’Ivoire and northern Ghana (Person, 1968/1975). The existence of this short-lived imperial structure, until the final elimination of Samori’s empire through conquest of northern Côte d’Ivoire and destruction of the last smaller client entities by French troops and their allies in the early 1890s, conditioned much of the French war effort, which, again, was clearly helped by the fragmentation of political rule and the opposition to the jihadist empire in the region (Peterson, 2008). The pattern of French campaigns targeting jihad movements was at various moments repeated in Senegambia (Getz, 2004: 146–147) – on a smaller scale – but was also behind French expansion from the small outposts on the Gabonese coast and at Bangui against ruler Rabih of Bornu, known as a ‘warlord’ from Sudan, but with connections to a particular Sufi brotherhood, the Sanusiyya. This led to the creation of a French military territory in Chad in the first half of the twentieth century (Triaud, 1995; Mohammed, 1997; Hiribarren, 2017).

A second, parallel trend – which has been neglected in more recent research – was the attempted extension of control over trade routes, starting with the negotiation of protectorates on the Guinean, Ivorian and Gabonese coasts, becoming much more frantic with the arrival of the British and, notably, the Germans. It can be argued that even as late as 1880, the French had no real strategy to transform these ‘rights’ into formalized colonial rule. The nature of the protectorate treaties was certainly in most cases misunderstood by local partners, who hoped to gain advantages in commercial exchange and to obtain military support to face the jihadist empires in the interior, in particular (Newbury … Kanya-Forstner, 1969).

As a third element motivating colonial expansion, one can identify French anti-slavery rhetoric, increasing from the moment of final French abolition in 1848. However, French colonial officials had to harmonize this alleged goal with those of African allies: during conquest, the French were frequently surprised by the strong flight movements, which made their alliances with slave-holding local elites very complicated (Roberts, 2000). Finally, as a fourth factor, the French took the formalization of zones of rule in the African continent, as a consequence of the all-European Berlin Conference of 1884/1885, as motive to modify the improvised structures of control into more durable forms. That also motivated the attack against the Kingdom of Dahomey at Abomey, present-day Benin, seen as a place of ‘strange cults’ and ‘human sacrifice’, between 1892 and 1894 (Bay, 1998: 284–311); the dismemberment of the ‘theocratic’ Muslim rulership of the Futa Jallon in Guinea, destroyed with the support of revolting clients of the Almaamies, in 1896 (McGowan, 1981); and the creation of a protectorate over the Moaaga (Mossi) rulers of Ouagadougou in the same year (Beucher, 2017).

The conquest phase was not finalized with the official creation of colonial territories. Revolts such as in Northern Dahomey in the years of World War I, the massive Volta-Bani revolt and the Lobi rebellion in present-day Burkina Faso shortly thereafter, the Wongo revolt in Gabon and the Kongo-Wara revolt in the Middle Congo during the interwar period, all showed that the architecture of French colonial control after 1900 remained rather fragile, especially in those parts of the colonies that were more distant from the capitals (Şaul … Royer, 2001; Engambé, 2013).

The scorched earth politics of jihadist rulers such as Samori Touré helped the French to find local allies. However, by the last decade of the nineteenth century, French troops also relied on massive violence during ‘pacification’. The most infamous episode in that regard was that of the brutalities of the Voulet-Chanoine mission during the conquest of Chad and Niger, in 1898/1899: after a chain of violence carried out in the future colonies, the French column massacred the inhabitants of Birni-N’Konni in Niger, before its commanding officers were murdered by their African troops (Fuglestad, 1980; Taithe, 2009). The repression of revolts after 1900, while not exactly reaching the same degree of brutality, remained notorious for its high level of violence.


Modalities of rule: assimilation, citizenship, association

In sub-Saharan Africa, French conquest meant excluding African subjects from the benefits of citizenship; they were subject to separate legal rules, which slowly became part of a more rigidly enforced system (the indigénat, first introduced in Algeria in 1881 and subsequently extended to the African colonies, starting with Senegal in 1887). However, this trend of creating colonial subjects competed with an older process, of giving limited legal and political rights to non-European populations in French colonial territories. Although this was not full citizenship in most cases, it included participation in national elections and protection against legal discrimination and practices such as forced labour. The parallel existence of both trends complicated the formulation of colonial goals and policies.

Political rights were given from the revolutionary periods of the 1790s and of 1848 onwards to colonial subjects in the Caribbean, but also in the Senegalese comptoirs (trading posts), which created a complicated precedent and a difficult model (Diouf, 2000). In the case of the Four Communes, fighting against racist discrimination and political strife, their ‘Black citizens’ imposed their majority against white settlers and métis (mixed race) families, bringing Blaise Diagne as first ‘Black African’ deputy into the French National Assembly in 1914 (Diagne, who also became high commissioner for recruitment during World War I, remained a highly ambiguous figure with regard to the rights of the wider African populations under French rule, a symbol of liberation and repression at the same time) (Johnson, 1971; Jones, 2013; Little, 2020).

Between 1848 and 1957, the situation of the Four Communes remained an anomaly. Although the French had a debate on the use (and the problems) of ‘educated natives’ (évolués), who had a degree of ‘French schooling’ and were the typical group to serve as clerks at various levels, access to citizenship was rare. Between 1935 and 1949, in AOF, the average number of new French citizens was 17 per year, of which roughly half came from the Senegalese districts outside of the Four Communes (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 2001). Even so, reinforced through the political ideology of the Third Republic, assimilation remained a very powerful concept. Even for the most racist administrator on the ground, the principle was a watchword; between 1930 and the late 1950s, a growing number of more liberal officials became committed to the idea – although no one knew how to implement it. The fear of colonial populations acquiring too many political rights and ‘dominating the metropole’ was a mighty counterargument against too much ‘assimilationism’ (Shipway, 2011).

The idea of assimilation meant that French colonial rule should favour direct rule over administration through ‘traditional chiefs’, but this was only the rhetoric. Administrative practice was rather about a pragmatic course, in which ‘chiefs’ (as chefs de canton) were important partners in the administrative routine, including for ‘native jurisdiction’ (Ginio, 2006b). In a first phase of building an administration, much local power had been concentrated in the hands of certain intermediaries, especially interpreters, whose power was subsequently seen as dangerous, because their linguistic capacities and social prestige allowed them to manipulate the relations between the colonial rulers and the African subjects to their own advantage, or that of their particular local allies (Osborn, 2003; Mbayo, 2016). The career of Mademba Sèye, transformed in the 1890s from telegraph clerk in the French service and military leader during conquest into administrative chief and ‘traditional’ king (faama) of Sinsani in French Soudan, is the most impressively studied example of such processes (Roberts, 2022).

In the interwar period, colonial theory attempted to change the whole discourse of administration, calling for the use of ‘authentic’ chiefs as intermediaries and for the analysis of ethnic customs and ‘traditions’ (Jézéquel, 2006). This trend, called ‘association’ – which also combined with changes in education policies, calling for rudimentary rural mass schooling instead of a French education – only confirmed common practice on the ground. Moreover, many of the ‘traditional’ families had already diversified their strategies of participation in local rule (Zucarelli, 1973). Access to French education helped certain members of chiefly families to get into the ranks of ‘educated natives’ and into specialized professions, making them a reservoir of future African politicians after World War II. Félix Houphouët-Boigny in Côte d’Ivoire, a medical doctor, and Justin Ahomadegbé-Tomêtin in Dahomey, a dentist, are just two examples of this new trend.

The two territories of Togo and Cameroon were another anomaly. Inherited from German colonial rule after World War I as trust territories, first under a League of Nations and then under a United Nations mandate, the French did their best to keep international control out of these territories, which French authorities attempted to govern like full colonies (Callahan, 1999). In the interwar period, much unrest was caused through decisions to interfere with earlier German practices of organizing indirect administration and to remove clerks who had worked with the Germans (Nugent, 2002). After World War II, Togolese elites managed to mobilize the international forum in New York to protest, first to get rights for an ethnic Ewe territory and then to campaign for autonomy; Togolese leader Sylvanus Olympio was at the heart of this campaign (Lawrance, 2007). In Cameroon, access to international criticism as a resource was also mobilized (although with less success) by the leaders of the Union des Populations du Cameroun (UPC), whose activities I will discuss below in the section “Violence reemerging: the Madagascar and Cameroon anomalies” (Terretta, 2013).


Taxation, indigénat and forced labour

Colonial administrators were principally concerned by the collection of taxes. While in an early phase of French occupation, taxes frequently were ad hoc contributions, and while in some territories (such as for cotton in Chad and rubber in the Middle Congo) payment in kind was still possible into the 1920s, the practice became increasingly monetarized and routinized (Frankema … Van Waijenburg, 2014). The payment of a head tax was administered at the level of the district (the cercle), with a huge bureaucratic effort, but in most cases the chiefs (chefs de canton) negotiated the distribution of the burden locally (which could lead to huge disparities). The introduction of the head tax led in a number of regions to revolts (such as in the Chaillu Mountains between Gabon and Middle Congo in 1911; see Dupré, 1993). After the complicated phase of introducing colonial taxation, overburdening still caused occasional flight movements.

‘Recalcitrance’ in tax payment was one of the forms of behaviour targeted by the separate ‘native code’ – the indigénat – which was a form of legal segregation that was common to French and Portuguese colonialism in Africa. The indigénat gave the administrators control over rural populations, through punishment of ‘minor infractions’ (while justice over ‘natives’ for major crimes could be initiated by the administrator, but it remained under the control of magistrates) being judged by the official himself, sometimes in a tribunal with ‘native assessors’. The practice also allowed for the use of corporal punishment. The indigénat was abolished only in 1946 (Mann, 2009).

A third element of French colonial rule was the omnipresence of forced labour. Corvée labour had been an early practice, from the period of conquest onwards, and it remained an improvised practice until 1919. In 1919, new legislation meant the introduction of labour obligations in the form of a labour tax, the prestations. Male individuals normally had to undertake 10–12 days of forced labour in road maintenance or creation of infrastructure – but what could in theory have been a kind of ‘democratic exercise’ (which was also the version of French colonial propaganda) was highly violent for its victims, due to the many abuses during the selection process (mediated by chiefs and native guards) and on the labour sites. Other forms of forced labour were penal labour, both under the indigénat and for prisoners under long sentences, and production quotas, especially for cotton in the French Soudan and Chad. In some cases, and especially in the concession company period in AEF, the colonial administration also supported private capitalist actors, furnishing them with contract workers (Fall, 1993; Tiquet, 2019).

Finally, military recruitment – especially before World War II – had clear aspects of coerced labour. While some members of families of Wolophone dignitaries in Senegal joined the French forces as volunteers for World War I, much of the enlistment process was a form of manhunt. While 200,000 Africans were thus sent to the trenches of the war at the European front or the battle of Gallipoli, forced recruitment also caused a series of massive revolts, in particular in the interior of West Africa, the main recruitment region (Michel, 2003 [1982]: 49–63; Lunn, 1999).


Economic conditions and economic actors

Like in most constellations of colonial rule in sub-Saharan Africa, French policymakers widely refused economic investment in the African colonies. The principle was to administer colonial territories as self-sufficient; the ‘Plan Sarraut’ of 1921 attempted to break this logic, but without much success before World War II. Only from 1945 onwards would a massive surge in French public investment clearly change conditions in the colonies (Thomas, 2005).

Taxation was a way to forcibly stimulate export production, and much of the economic activity in France’s colonial territories in sub-Saharan Africa was indeed dependent on export agriculture, with some circumscribed zones of mining in the colonies. Mostly, products such as coffee in Côte d’Ivoire, palm products in Dahomey, peanut cultivation in Senegal and partly in Niger, rubber in the Middle Congo or cotton in Chad and in a triangle including parts of Upper Volta, Soudan and northern Côte d’Ivoire, were decisive for the export performance of a territory. Even if households remained within patterns of subsistence production, families would be compelled to either contribute to export production or engage in migratory labour schemes, like those from Upper Volta into Côte d’Ivoire, or, initially, into the British Gold Coast (Austin, 2010).

Initial organization of exploitation relied on the principle of the concession company for parts of AEF (Ubangi-Chari, the Middle Congo, Gabon) – corresponding to a colonial practice that was the mainstream over wide parts of Central and South-Central Africa into the interwar period. These companies obtained certain rights of administration and tax farming and they forced local populations to provide essential goods (rubber, tropical wood, cotton). The concession company model was linked to state–company collusion with regard to forced labour and led to massive abuses, flight movements and practically ruined the local economy before the model was gradually abandoned in the 1920s (however, some companies such as COTONFRAN in Chad remained until decolonization) (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1972; Gray, 2002).

A part of the export and import activity in the colonial territories was in the hands of two major companies, the Société Commerciale de l’Ouest-Africain (SCOA) and the Compagnie Française de l’Afrique Occidentale (CFAO) (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1975). These companies needed intermediaries for retail activities, a part that was frequently played by Lebanese merchant houses or traders. The example of the town of Bignona in Senegal’s Casamance region is an excellent, and extraordinarily well-documented, case to see the essential role of these migrants. However, it is also interesting for showing the very diverse fortunes of the members of this group.2 While some Lebanese merchants were extremely successful (and would arouse the jealousy of French settlers and new African elites alike), others failed and constituted a group of socially precarious residents in the towns of France’s African colonies (Arsan, 2014).

European settlers were not a sizeable group in AOF and AEF, and rarely to be found in most places outside of Dakar. They could appear as an economically powerful community nevertheless, if we take the case of the white coffee farm owners of southern Côte d’Ivoire before 1945, for example. Some settlers were quite important as creators of local infrastructure: in September 1955, Roger Peperty, district commissioner at Parakou, the principal city of Dahomey’s north, discussed with his superiors the case of Toubon, a settler entrepreneur of socially humble origins, who had himself created a small economic empire, as a shop owner, landlord and owner of sawmills in the wider region. Toubon had entered a phase of economic decline in the early 1950s, but his importance was so big that the administration attempted to actively save him.3

While the public sector was essential for the organization of the colonial infrastructure, namely through control over the various railway lines that were essential for the transport of export goods (the lines between Dakar and Bamako, Abidjan and Ouagadougou, Cotonou and Niamey, and the most infamous Congo–Océan railway line between Brazzaville and Pointe-Noire) (Daughton, 2021), economic life was different from the enormous parastatal sectors that would characterize the independent states of Francophone Africa. However, some first experiments started in the interwar period already, such as for irrigation agriculture in the inner Niger delta of the French Soudan, the so-called Office du Niger (Van Beusekom, 2002).

In many rural zones, subsistence agriculture remained dominant, with a push for the creation of cooperatives being mainly started after World War II. In some cases, African producers took over the export agricultural sector and created their own rural unions, such as for coffee production in Côte d’Ivoire, in which after World War II, the Syndicat Agricole Africain of Félix Houphouët-Boigny played a role analogous to that of cocoa producers in Ghana/Gold Coast (Gervais … Mandé, 2000). With regard to commerce, speakers of Mande languages retained a part of the commercial activities in the colonies close to the Gulf of Guinea under their control: the so-called Dyula remained important for certain types of overland trade, such as of Kola nuts (Werthmann, 2012). In Senegal, local merchants also maintained a part of their influence, especially within sectors of trade that interested local populations but were at a distance from export activities (Marfaing, 1991).


Religion

The rhetoric of French colonial expansion in West and Central Africa was in most cases clearly anti-religious, conforming to the discourse of laïcité dominating long periods during the Third Republic (1871–1940). In theory, the various types of Muslim brotherhoods and movements characterizing parts of West Africa in the second half of the nineteenth century were for French politicians a clear case of dangerous agitators and Islamic despots (the case of Samori Touré seemed to be confirming this French perspective). The relationship of the administration with the various Catholic and Protestant orders was also ambivalent, as colonial rule normally was not to help the missions (Daughton, 2006). Finally, colonial intervention also meant destroying certain local religions, such as during the conquest of Dahomey.

In the territories of Senegal and Mauritania, French military administrations initially imprisoned the leading Sufi clerics of brotherhoods. Most famously, Shaykh Ahmadu Bamba, founder of the Muridiyya, was exiled to Gabon and Mauritania; against the leader of the Fadiliyya, Sa’ad Buh, the French administration also played the card of deportation (Robinson, 1997). However, in the 1910s already, French administrations changed their strategy with regard to Islam in French West Africa altogether. Bamba’s movement, which had been a reformist movement in Senegal’s Eastern Bawol, could from 1912 onwards count on increasing support, which helped them to establish a real position of power in Senegal, based on their positions in the towns of Touba and Diourbel (Babou, 2007). The same was true for the Tijaniyya, which could count on French sympathies; the religious awakening in the city of Kaolack in favour of Tijani cleric Ibrahima Niasse was only possible thanks to French tolerance (Seesemann, 2011). In Mauritania, the alliance with Muslim leaders such as Shaykh Sidiyya Baba led to a deliberate pro-Muslim policy (Robinson, 1999a). In Niger, Chad and partly in the French Soudan (Mali), the colonial administration adopted similar political strategies. Even if one considered it as slightly misleading to perceive France as a ‘Muslim power’, as David Robinson (1999b) held it, it would remain obvious that French colonialism created spaces of Islamic proselytization – French colonial rule then attempted to consolidate the position of the Sufi brotherhoods, and moved against a new wave of anti-colonial Islamic associationism, as it appeared under the label of the Union Culturelle Musulmane in the 1950s (Gomez-Perez, 1997).

Cooperation with missionaries was a clear programme for the French colonial state, in all those colonies where Christian proselytization could push into spaces left by ‘traditional religions’ apart from Islam. This was the case in southern Côte d’Ivoire, Dahomey (Benin), Gabon, the Middle Congo and the Ubangi-Chari, while in territories of Islamic expansion, missionaries secured an influence in certain zones (such as in the western Casamance in Senegal’s south, and clusters in Upper Volta, Chad, and to a lesser degree in Guinea-Conakry). The idea that the missions were simply an annex of colonial interests is unconvincing, as the religious orders helped in various cases to create a local counter-elite (Foster, 2013; Walker-Said, 2018).

The issue of local religions was complicated: on the one hand, French officials regarded ‘fetish religions’ as difficult to administer; on the other hand, colonial administrations integrated local belief into their first-layer legal system, and punished crimes under the category of ‘sorcery’ or ‘witchcraft’, including by capital punishment (Lawrance, 2007: 90–120). Often – and mostly without any proof – the adherents of local religions were called potential ‘cannibals’, and a number of ‘crimes’ were judged in that direction. This was typical for the Guro community in the forest regions of Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea-Conakry (Gendry, 2018). A similar ambivalence can be shown towards societies in the Congo Basin, of which many interpreted the body as inhabited by a ‘witch substance’ that could be tackled by banganga spirit healers, or sorcerers (Bernault, 2006: 213–214, 216–217; Bonhomme, 2017). Colonial administrations became even more worried when faced with movements combining Christian and local religious elements and turning them against the repressive routines of colonialism. Matsuanism in the Middle Congo was one principal example of such religious mobilization – although it never reached the social dimensions that similar groups had in the neighbouring Belgian Congo (De Goede, 2017; Gondola, 2021).


Education and changing gender roles

Following the anticlerical religious discourse of the French Third Republic, politicians called for public schools as a principal vehicle to bring ‘civilization’ to colonized populations. This was mainly propaganda. In the early phase of the French colonial presence in the African continent, the creation of schools relied on cooperation with Catholic missionaries. Even the pressures from 1903 to finally move to a public school system were limited (Bryant, 2015). The creation of the Ecole Normale William Ponty in Senegal, destined to educate an elite of future African schoolteachers, doctors and clerks, remained an elitist exception (Sabatier, 1985). Much of the effort was invested in village and regional schools with mixed curricula, and only the urban schools awarded a metropolitan certificat d’études primaires élémentaires, while by 1909 a professional turn led to the definition of a certificat d’études primaires professionnelles, a degree specifically created for ‘less civilized’ Africans.

Many of the struggles around education were initially led by Senegalese urban populations with their growing political rights. After World War I, the French territories saw more options for secondary schooling, but only in the major colonial cities, while in rural regions the concept of the rural school became even stronger (Gamble, 2017). Only after World War II did access to primary schooling in the sense of a first layer of education slightly become more general. Access to French universities for (an initially very small number of) African students started in the interwar period, but it became a widespread phenomenon after 1945 only (Dieng, 2011; Matasci, 2021). The creation of the fiercely anti-colonial Fédération des Etudiants d’Afrique Noire en France (FEANF) in 1950 is an expression of the importance of that group in the context of anti-colonial mobilization (Dieng, 2009). The first university in the French colonies in sub-Saharan Africa, the Université de Dakar, was only founded in 1957.

The effect of colonialism and colonial-missionary intrusion in local education had a complex (and yet to be analysed) effect on gender relations. In some cases, it is known that colonial control shut out women from certain economic and production processes. Thus, in Soudan/Mali, the production of cotton textiles, which had been a joint activity, now ended up in the hands of men; this might have interacted with the spread of Islam and have contributed to exclusion of women (Osborn, 2011). In Congo-Brazzaville, it is known from the Loango region that the influence of French missionaries triggered social changes, including the loss of control over land that formerly was owned by women (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1994: 103–120). However, at the same time, women of the Congolese coast actively sought missionary education to improve their status and they had a clear preference for marital partners who had a mission background. Colonialism also interfered in questions of childbirth, hygiene and, eventually, sexuality. Nevertheless, many of these changes remained initially confined to urban spaces; the education and the use of midwives are a good example of this process and its limits. In 1918, the colonial rulers created an Ecole des Sages-Femmes (Midwives School) at Dakar, but the profession was for most of the colonial period restricted to the urban centres (Sheldon, 2017).

Finally, women have been identified in positions of power and leadership over political movements during different periods of French colonialism in Africa, but it remains an open question to what extent this could be generalized. Female chiefs Yá Sègén and Alaba Ida in Dahomey’s (Benin’s) south-eastern Kétou region are one example; they were initially accepted as intermediaries by the French and only removed in 1915 (Semley, 2011). In 1933, the market women of Lomé engaged in violent activity when the French colonial government decided to introduce more restrictive conditions for markets (this experience was known as the ‘Révolte des Femmes’) (Lawrance, 2007: 76–89). In 1942, Aline Sitoué Diatta, a prophetess in Senegal’s Casamance region, led a resistance movement motivated by the wartime exactions which was brutally repressed (Baum, 2016). The different images remain ambiguous. Even for the period of grassroots political mobilization under late colonial rule, more research is urgently needed. For instance, it is well-known that women played an essential role in new political movements and electoral or protest campaigns (Rillon, 2016). However, it is still unclear if beyond spectacular activities – such as during the women’s March of Grand-Bassam in 1949, to free party militants of an Ivorian prison (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1994: 280–288) – there was a real plan for a changed society and a different role for women therein.


Reform, the military experience and World War II

World War II was a critical watershed for French colonial practices in sub-Saharan Africa. The French experience certainly integrated itself into some wider trends, such as those leading to the first decolonization processes (Indian decolonization in 1947/1948, to start with), the setting of new international norms (the 1945 United Nations Charter as a result of the San Francisco conference), and the more general loss of prestige of the old colonial metropoles and their governments, faced with two new superpowers – the Soviet Union, which was clearly anti-colonial, and the United States, which used a more ambiguous discourse but was not necessarily positive about colonial rule (Sherwood, 1996). In such an increasingly hostile environment, French politicians had to adapt colonialism – which in the French case meant insisting on common grounds with the colonies (arguably starting with renaming the French Empire the French Union – Union française), which, between 1946 and 1958, was an ambiguous entity federating the colonial territories in sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere with the metropole, and defining a status of union citizenship whose rights, beyond the right to vote – in principle and with clear limits – for French parliamentary institutions would remain ill-defined.

However, the principal effect of the war years in France’s African colonies was to bring two important issues together – a negative response to earlier reform and the effect of massive recruitment. This happened in an unusual framework, in which the experience of the metropole was extended into the colonies. AOF experienced three years under Vichy rule, with part of the related ideology spilling into debates on the disenfranchisement of those Africans who had been early privileged partners of the administration, such as the inhabitants of the Four Communes or the ‘évolués’ (Ginio, 2006a). In AEF, the ‘Free French’ took control, used Brazzaville as a symbolic centre of France’s ongoing (and mostly limited) role during the war, and installed a ‘Black Governor-General’, Caribbean (Guyana)-born Félix Eboué, who nevertheless endorsed forced labour and held local populations to be unfit for political participation (Lewis, 2002; Jennings, 2014). From 1943, the ‘war effort’ became an omnipresent legitimation for increasing colonial exploitation.

On the one hand, this episode was linked to earlier recruitment experiences. After World War I, in spite of ambivalences and the hardships they had suffered at the various fronts, veterans had become an important social group. They were able to profit from networks built up around their military promoters, and they managed to aspire for certain positions in their territories of origin, including those of chief or of ‘native guard’. World War II sometimes had the same effect, and especially so for African soldiers who would later be used on the battlefields of Indochina or Algeria (Mann, 2006). But the chaos provoked by the fall of France in 1940 left deep wounds: soldiers were demobilized without payment of bonuses, then in many cases remobilized by 1943 and sent to the metropole for the final months of the war, and finally again repatriated and sometimes again with pay arrears and missing bonuses. Protest and massacres such as in Thiaroye in 1944 accompanied this experience (Akpo-Vaché, 1996; Mourre, 2017). The uncertainties African soldiers in the French service lived through between the late 1940s and 1960 would remain a burning issue: they were mobilized and used for the French campaigns in Indochina and Algeria, and they constituted an important social group within the colonized African societies. Their attitudes towards political change became more complex after 1945. While some would endorse anti-colonial attitudes, others would be openly hostile to the nationalist movements (Ginio, 2017).

On the other hand, both Vichy rule and the ‘Free French war effort’ allowed a revision of the important if timid modifications made to colonial rule in the years 1936–1938. The government of the Popular Front had experimented with reform – this meant less repressive means, less forced labour and the prospect of legal trade unionism. Colonial administrators were relieved to see that pendulum swinging back. Under Vichy rule, but especially during the ‘war effort’ between 1943 and 1945, brutal extraction of products, through forced labour, was again possible (Lawler, 1990).

At the end of the war, local populations were outraged and traumatized by these hardships, and some officials wondered what compensation would be necessary to satisfy their demands and find a new balance. The late colonial state, multifaceted as it was, sought to give an answer to these questions.


The late colonial state and decolonization

French late colonialism is a complex mixture of different trends and it has frequently been unduly simplified. We know that by 1957, graduates of the Ecole Nationale de la France d’Outre-Mer, which trained colonial officials, were increasingly critical and in favour of autonomy of colonial populations. However, this new ‘generation’ did not really come into responsible positions. Instead, French administrators and policymakers were highly ambiguous about their goals and more liberal positions were in the 1940s and 1950s often combined with a predilection for repressive measures in other fields. Yet another important question, which frequently fails to connect with local, grassroots experiences, is about French involvement in international debates and organizations, and the effects of this involvement in the African territories, for example, in United Nations programmes on improved health policy (Pearson, 2018).

Clearly, the general mood after World War II was about political and social concessions. The Conference of Brazzaville in 1945 was a symbolic step, but it paved the way for concrete measures that were introduced in the months to come: voting rights for African subjects and laws abolishing the indigénat and forced labour after the end of the war, in 1946, was revolutionary in their consequences. Another important moment of concession-making and attempted integration of potentially ‘troublemaking’ African leaders was in 1951, in light of the compromise brokered between French policymakers, under François Mitterrand as Minister of Overseas France, and the seemingly ‘radical’ Rassemblement Démocratique Africain (RDA), the biggest African political party under the leadership of Félix Houphouët-Boigny (Benoist, 1982; Chafer, 2002). By 1954, French officials regarded political life in Abidjan and Côte d’Ivoire in particular as a successful symbiosis between French guidance under Governor Pierre Messmer and the influence of territorial leader Houphouët-Boigny (Keese, 2003).

The loi-cadre, a framework law voted in the French National Assembly on 23 June 1956, prepared a kind of semi-autonomy for the colonial territories in Africa. This law was probably the child of a particular, liberal lobby group within the administration, including notably Pierre Messmer, Léon Pignon as Director of Political Affairs in the Ministry of Overseas France, the governor of Dahomey, Casimir Biros, and the former colonial inspector Pierre Sanner, with Houphouët-Boigny being the principal African contact person for the reformers (Shipway, 2013). In part, this lobby group was made up of officials who had been severely shocked by their own Indochinese experiences. It is complicated to judge if this was a genuine drive towards decolonization and how far these reforms were supposed to go. But it is fair to insist that even the inner circles of France’s administrative presence in Africa were not aware of the far-reaching consequences of the 1956 decision (Chafer, 2002). The hope to retain influence over semi-autonomous territories failed. Within the government councils (in reality a council of individuals with ministerial functions created within each territory), African leaders quickly managed to seize the principal levers of power. When in September 1958, French Prime Minister Charles de Gaulle, freshly returned to power and soon-to-be President of the new French Fifth Republic, invited these African leaders to vote yes in a constitutional referendum creating the Fifth Republic and giving the African territories the status of états autonomes within a French Community, this was initially endorsed by all these leaders except Guinea’s Sékou Touré (and the Nigérien Djibo Bakary, whose campaign for a ‘no’ vote was neutralized by the French just in time), with Touré probably being pushed by a grassroots movement of militants (Schmidt, 2007). However, between the end of 1958 and independence of practically all those former colonies in 1960, it became rapidly clear that these leaders were no longer ready to share power, and that the French had no chance to step back from the concessions already made.

What were the motivations of French officials behind the various steps taken? The degree of worry with regard to successful or ongoing revolt in other parts of the French Union varied between officials. However, a considerable amount of anti-Communist panic was quite important as a trigger for reactions. Between 1946 and 1951, the different leaders of the RDA were interpreted as dangerous Communists – and this included future close allies of French neocolonial efforts, such as Houphouët-Boigny and Gabonese politician Léon M’Ba (Keese, 2004, 2007a, 2008). By 1951, the aforementioned consensus was found, but colonial officials and policymakers continued to be immensely worried about Communist thought and agitation. A common stereotype was to regard young activists, notably within the youth, student and trade union movements, as particularly vulnerable to such infiltration (Chafer, 2002). This vision, and fear, has been underestimated in historical research on late colonialism, but it was a very important factor.

The other fundamental question is about the goals of the new African elite, but also of African voters and militants. Here again, historians need to discuss gradual changes and accept the existence of complicated priorities. Certainly, African leaders and militants wished to improve the status of African subjects, but independence was not an early watchword. The assimilationist programme of the French colonial state might have lost its attraction by 1945, but both public sector employees and the larger group of rural (and an increasing number of urban) populations were quite sensitive to material improvement and enlarged rights. The general strike in Dakar 1945/1946 and the strike by AOF railway personnel in 1947/1948 showed quite clearly the possibilities in that regard. This included the end of the indigénat and of forced labour in 1946 – although there were clandestine continuities (Keese, 2014) – substantial raises in salaries and the adaptation of categories. The status of the public employee in France’s African colonies slowly became analogous to that of public staff in the metropole. The victory in the battle for the Labour Code (Code du Travail) in 1952 demonstrated the gains that could be obtained within the colonial system (Cooper, 1996). Although the principal trade unions became increasingly politicized – with anti-Communists in the colonial administration believing it a good strategic move to support a break of the principal trade union sections in Africa from the French Communist trade union, the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT), and to encourage trade union leaders to set African priorities, thus creating their own, anti-colonial ‘monster’: this was the new trade union, the Union Générale des Travailleurs de l’Afrique Noire (UGTAN) under the presidency of Guinean leader Sékou Touré. Unsurprisingly, social emancipation remained appealing to many Africans.

Beyond the narrow world of the public sector, material improvement was obvious even in many rural districts – the acquisition of bicycles, radio sets and agricultural equipment demonstrates this evolution. As far as participation in elections was concerned, it led to widespread enthusiasm, but by 1950, much of the engagement was not really channelled against the colonial presence, but rather formulated in relation to territorial party rivalries. The end of forced labour and repressive forms of agriculture was indeed very popular, and local populations seem to have had long and critical memories when reprimanding the postcolonial regimes for ‘colonial-style’ politics (Keese, 2019).

Even for the new political elites, their goals are not always that easily defined. Nicolas Bancel (2022) has referred to different generations of militants: young ‘radicals’ – former university students in France – were much more aggressive in their verbal attacks, and more committed to Marxist vocabulary; however, while they were instrumental in mobilization in France, and remained an important force of an anti-racist, Pan-African nature into the 1960s and 1970s (Dedieu … Mbodj-Pouye, 2021), members of the group did not necessarily play a leading political role in the new countries: they were at best co-opted into the junior ranks of autonomous, and later independent, governments and frequently shut out of power (Bancel … Devisse, 1994). The generation that led the transition was, in spite of a nationalist tone, rather compromising (Mamadou Dia and Léopold Sédar Senghor in Senegal, Sidi Mokhtar ould Daddah in Mauritania, Félix Houphouët-Boigny in Côte d’Ivoire, Hamani Diori in Niger, Maurice Yaméogo in Upper Volta, Hubert Maga in Dahomey (Chafer, 2002), Léon M’Ba in Gabon, Fulbert Youlou in Congo-Brazzaville (Bernault, 1996), François Tombalbaye in Chad, David Dacko in the Central African Republic), this included even leaders who were seen as potential pro-Communist radicals by the French (notably Sékou Touré in Guinea-Conakry, but also Modibo Keïta in Mali, the former Soudan, and Sylvanus Olympio in Togo). Frederick Cooper (2014) has argued that the nation-state as the goal of political engagement was not at all the exclusive option for these leaders, and that many were ready to experiment with solutions on a federal or confederal or even a kind of Pan-African level. However, if that was the case, we need to gain a clearer idea of how seriously the alternatives were reflected upon.


Violence reemerging: the Madagascar and Cameroon anomalies

It is certainly impossible to attempt in two paragraphs a summary of the particular case of Malagasy history. Its history of conquest is specific, as colonial conquest meant the substitution of an island-wide kingdom (and this conquest profited from various long episodes of the massive spread of malaria on the island) by a colonial administration; this phase was dominated by a prolonged, bloody period of ‘pacification’, and was embedded in initial plans for ‘white settlement’ that entirely failed (Jennings, 2017). Between 1895 and 1945, the island was characterized by a particularly rigid practice of forced labour, which left its traces (Fremigacci, 2013).

Malagasy elites were integrated in the first projects of enlargement of political rights taking effect all over sub-Saharan Africa at the end of World War II. However, politicians of the Mouvement Démocratique de la Rénovation Malgache (MDRM) were perhaps most outspoken regarding the goal of a special autonomy status for the island. It is still disputed in research how MDRM activity was ultimately connected to a revolt in Madagascar from March 1947 onwards; some of the insurgents were nationalists, but the activity also seems to have been linked to certain types of grassroots mobilization, including secret societies. As part of the widespread anti-Communist panic (fearing a new Indochina-style rebellion), French authorities resorted to massive repression, killing up to 30,000 Madagascans, outlawing the MDRM and putting leaders and Malagasy deputies in the French National Assembly, Joseph Ravoahangy, Jacques Rabemanjara and Joseph Raseta into prison, only amnestying them in 1956. Afterwards, Madagascar returned to a more common French decolonization path for the African continent: strong investments by the French late colonial state improved the infrastructure and local political leader, Philibert Tsiranana, managed to organize with the French a transition of power comparable to those in AOF and AEF (Duval, 2002).

Anti-Communist panic was also behind repression in Cameroon, but the trajectory was quite different. As an RDA section, the Cameroonian UPC under Ruben Um Nyobé rallied similar support and received a similar degree of French repression between 1948 and 1950 as other RDA-affiliated parties in AEF and AOF. However, the difference was that the UPC leadership refused to accept an official rupture with the French Communist Party in the early 1950s. This convinced French authorities that the UPC was dangerously Communist and led to a trajectory in which the party, and its militant cells, were driven into an armed guerrilla war (Terretta, 2014). By 1956, political leaders of other parties, first André-Marie Mbida and then Ahmadu Ahidjo, played the card of a negotiated takeover, defending the link to France before the United Nations, while internally increasing their power base (Michel, 1999). At the same time, Ahidjo in particular had an interest in perpetuating French military operations against UPC rebels on the ground – which led to a ‘hidden war’ continuing until 1971 (Deltombe et al., 2011).

We find a similar, if less spectacular trajectory in Niger, where the Sawaba party of Djibo Bakary was at various phases suspected of being pro-Communist; here, French intervention is less obvious, and the French, who are held in some publications to have used massive repression against the ruling party before the 1958 referendum already, seem rather to have awaited the moment when Bakary was beaten in elections, only to militarily support the new alliance that took power after 1958 against trends towards a Sawaba insurgence (Van Walraven, 2013). In most cases, however, the search for a modus vivendi and a kind of symbiosis, while retaining certain remaining elements of colonial control, partly through the imagined charisma of governors and local officials, was more easily subverted by the local African partners.


Conclusion

More popular discussions tend to read into French colonialism in Africa, and into the French late colonial state in particular, the deliberate creation of the roots of one of the most important neocolonial schemes of all. This vision is potentially justified by the large number of continuities that can be found for a good number of former colonial territories after their independences; however, it is somewhat dangerous as it tends to overstate the manipulative goals and capacities of French officials and representatives (in the sense of converting colonial rule into neocolonial exercises of power). The fact that some protagonists of France’s African policy after decolonization, including the seemingly almighty Secretary for African and Malagasy Affairs, Jacques Foccart, deliberately exaggerated the importance of their schemes and activities also contributed to make of this ‘great conspiracy’ an ever more popular idea.

This being said, French neocolonialism is a reality, but in complex ways, depending on the independent states and their elites. Researchers need to understand the limits of manipulation, and the frequently improvised nature of neocolonial practices (Keese, 2007b; Wyss, 2021). Beyond neocolonial connections, many of the elements of French rule in the social and cultural life of the societies in question retained considerable importance after independence, to a degree that goes beyond other forms of impact of colonial legacies.


Overview of the literature

The literature on French colonialism in sub-Saharan Africa and the experiences of African populations under French rule is abundant. The dividing line between imperial/colonial history and African (social, more rarely cultural) history remains important and has probably increased somewhat during the last two decades. The analysis of colonial conquest has receded as a theme, while the logics of exploitation have found detailed interpretation in the pioneering work of Coquery-Vidrovitch (1972) on the Middle Congo’s concession companies onwards. The discussion of African resistance has also produced a number of excellent studies; the leading study is that of Şaul and Royer (2001). For the importance of World War II, the relevant chapters in the edited book by Byfield et al. (eds., 2015) set a new standard of comparative discussion. On the process of decolonization of the French colonies in Africa, the interested reader finds clear contradictions between the principal interpretations offered (Cooper, 1996, 2014; Chafer, 2002; Keese, 2008; Bancel, 2022), but these contradictions have not led to a real discussion of their pros and cons and a more nuanced discussion remains a necessary future task.


Notes


	Research for this chapter, and its publication, received generous support from the Swiss National Science Foundation Research Professors programme, project number 157443.⏎
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