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Introduction 

Since the rekindling of the Movement for Black Lives in the summer of 2020, policing as 

an institution has come under fire like never before in recent memory. Visions for public safety 

that were considered fringe only a couple of years ago, such as defunding or even abolishing the 

police, have now entered the national (and global) conversation and are driving a collective 

reckoning with entrenched ideas of law and order. Our country is currently confronting a legacy 

of racist police violence which is, in many ways, uniquely American. At the same time, 

American history does not have a monopoly on the story of policing’s development or its 

associated violence. Indeed, at approximately the same time that America’s police forces 

crystallized into their modern form, comparable policing institutions in colonies overseas began 

to adopt—and abuse—their own forms of law enforcement power.  

At first glance, colonial policing does not look much like policing in the contemporary 

“Western” world, particularly in places where colonial rule was primarily extractive in nature. I 

contend, however, that many of the same questions that critics are posing today in America, such 

as “whom (or what) do the police serve?” or “what is the real role of police in society?” can be 

applied to historical cases of colonial policing. My project asks these questions of the particular 

case of French Equatorial Africa, or the modern-day Central African Republic, Republic of the 

Congo, Gabon, and Chad. Like the critics of today, I guide my study of these policing practices 

in the 1910s-1930s by interrogating the traditional assumption that police are (or should be) the 

answer to the question, “what makes a society secure and orderly?”1 I draw on a recent impulse 

in the scholarly discourse on policing to move beyond such standard definitions of policing—for 

 
1 Jean-Paul Brodeur, The Policing Web (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 4. 



5 

instance, the Weberian idea that the police are those individuals within a society who actively 

exercise the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of force—to build a more inclusive 

framework for understanding policing activity.2 In particular, the case of French Equatorial 

Africa, or Afrique équatoriale française (A.E.F., as I refer to it), presents an example of policing 

that is private as well as public; military as well as civil; and in the service of individual agendas 

as much as those of state or society. 

Policing in the colonies of A.E.F. was shaped by the brutal nature of the colonial 

extractive regime, which the French never managed to effectively disguise with the veneer of the 

“civilizing mission.” The French project in A.E.F. began in earnest in the late 1880s and 1890s, 

rather late in the history of French colonial acquisitions. Indeed, it was only by 1910, the year I 

take as a loose starting point, that the French government could make a claim to all of A.E.F., 

uniting Gabon and Chad (then a colony under military occupation) with their possessions in the 

modern-day Central African Republic (known to the French as “Oubangui-Chari”) and Republic 

of the Congo (then the “Moyen Congo” or “Congo français”). The process of consolidating 

A.E.F. and bringing its peoples under French dominion played out violently, as African 

communities resisted French domination in nearly every corner of A.E.F. As the following 

chapters will explore in greater depth, the struggle for control never truly ceased until 

independence, with localized rebellions against French rule erupting nearly continuously over the 

fifty-year period. 

 
2 Brodeur, The Policing Web, 6. 
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The immense size of A.E.F. contributed to the incompleteness of French colonization of 

these territories. Taken together, the four colonies, shown on the maps below, measured 3,000 

kilometers from north to south—five times the size of mainland France.3 

 
Léo Craste, Afrique Equatoriale Française -- A.E.F. After 1946. 124.5 x 85. FR ANOM 

0009Fi762. Archives Nationales d’Outre Mer, Aix-en-Provence.  

 

Carte ethnographique de l'AEF [Afrique équatoriale française]. April 1, 1944. 12 x 17. FR 

ANOM 30Fi76/2. Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer, Aix-en-Provence.  

 

 French control in A.E.F. was further troubled by the fact that the colonial administration 

was minimally staffed: their personnel numbered eight hundred in 1900; 2,006 in 1911; 1,932 in 

1921; 2,502 in 1926; and 4,692 in 1931.4 The government therefore relied on African auxiliaries 

to do much of the work of maintaining French presence. African policemen—and they were all 

 
3 Charles Chaumet, “L’oeuvre de M. le Gouverneur Général Antonetti,” in Editions de Propagande Sud-Ouest 

Economique, ed., L’Effort français en Afrique équatoriale (Bordeaux: Sud-Ouest Economique, 1930), 963. 
4 Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo au temps des grandes compagnies concessionnaires (Paris: Mouton, 

1972), np. 
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men—were particularly central to the functioning of the French administration in A.E.F. Their 

story is the story of a class of African intermediaries who did the day-to-day work of 

colonization: enforcing the French economic agenda, policing unrest, and generally handling 

much of administrators’ contact with local communities. In this respect, police operated both 

within the formal judicial system, which comprised a separate “native” court system for the 

application of the indigénat, or “native code,” and outside of it.5 

Despite these men’s centrality, colonial accounts are often unclear about the exact nature 

of their roles. Colonial administrators and other European observers used terms such as police, 

milicien (militiaman), garde (guard), and tirailleur (soldier) seemingly interchangeably. It is only 

by a careful analysis of government orders that it becomes clear that by 1910, the African police 

presence in A.E.F. had crystallized into two separate forces known as the “regional guards” and 

the African infantry or tirailleurs. Tirailleurs were soldiers from West Africa whom the French 

often uniformly referred to as Senegalese or “Hausa,” though many of the recruits came from 

other French possessions in Africa and did not speak the Hausa language. These foreigners in 

A.E.F. accompanied the French colonizers from the time of their first expeditions in the Congo. 

By 1905, a force of 1,667 tirailleurs constituted A.E.F.’s occupying troops (troupes 

d’occupation). Their numbers would fluctuate over the course of colonial rule depending on the 

government’s need for military force.6  

Meanwhile, the French administration established the “regional guards” (inaugurated in 

the Congo in 1897) to serve as a civilian police corps. These miliciens (“militiamen”), as the 

 
5 It is worth noting that it was very common for men to spend short stints in prison for violations of the indigénat. 

For example, by one estimate, 10% of Congo’s male population was incarcerated at the end of 1930. See Emmanual 

Blanchard and Joël Glasman, “Introduction générale,” in Le Maintien de l’ordre dans l’empire français: une 

historiographie émergente, ed. Jean-Pierre Bat and Nicolas Courtin (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 

2012). 
6 Comité de l’Afrique française, L'Afrique française: bulletin mensuel du Comité l'Afrique française et du Comité du 

Maroc (Paris: Comité de l'Afrique française, 1905), 366. 
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guards were known colloquially, were responsible for the “maintenance of public security, police 

services, and the execution of all law enforcement measures taken by the administration.”7 The 

decree inaugurating this “native corps” recognized that it was “essential to give administrators a 

means of action to allow them to practice an active surveillance and carry out the service in the 

lands placed under our authority.”8 These African policemen would accordingly support civilian 

administrators in the execution of their daily duties in what would become the four colonies of 

A.E.F. In addition to their yearly salary, monthly allowance, and food rations, each guard would 

receive the following uniform:  

a blue woolen vest with white metal buttons; woolen trousers in the style of the  

tirailleurs; blue burnooses [cloaks]; two cachou canvas vests; two gray canvas trousers  

modeled after the tirailleurs; a chéchia [a North African hat] with the buckle; a turban; a  

pair of shoes; a pair of sandals; a strap and a sling for a musket.9  

 

Trimming on the sleeves of each vest designated the rank of the wearer. As for weaponry, the 

guards and brigadiers (the two lower ranks) were equipped with muskets, while the chief 

brigadiers and principal guards (the two higher ranks) each received a saber and a revolver.10 

According to two early French administrator accounts, the color of the regional guards’ clothing 

and their red chéchias easily distinguished them from the tirailleurs, who wore red tunics.11 In 

 
7 “Elle est destinée au maintien de la sécurité publique, au service de police et à l'exécution de toutes les mesures 

d'ordre prises par l'autorité administrative.” “La Garde Régionale du Moyen-Congo,” L'Éveil de l’A.E.F., June 11, 

1932, 1.  
8 “...il est indispensable de donner aux administrateurs des moyens d’action leur permettant d’exercer une 

surveillance active et d’assurer le service dans les pays placés sous notre autorité.” All translations in this work are 

my own, unless otherwise indicated.  
9 “Une veste en drap bleu avec boutons de métal blanc; Un patalon drap de la forme en usage aux tirailleurs; Un 

burnous bleu; Deux vestes en toile cachou; Deux pantalons de toile grise modèle des tirailleurs; Une chéchia avec 

gland; Un turban; Une paire de souliers; Une paire de sandales; Une dragonne et une bretelle de mousqueton.”  
10 “Arrêté instituant un corps indigène de gardes régionaux au Congo français,” Journal officiel du Congo français, 

December 15, 1897, 2. 
11 Charles-Joseph-Alexandre Cornet, Au Tchad: trois ans chez les Senoussistes, les Ouaddaïens et les Kirdis (Paris: 

Plon-Nourrit, 1910), 294; Jean Léopold Deschamps, De Bordeaux au Tchad par Brazzaville (Paris: Société 

Française d’Imprimerie et de Librairie, 1911), 89. 
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this way, their uniforms identified regional guards and tirailleurs to both the indigenous 

population and their European employers.12 

Like their tirailleur counterparts, the regional guards were first recruited from West 

Africa—Senegal, but also Dahomey (Benin) and Sudan.13 It was even fairly common in these 

early years for West Africans to float between the tirailleur infantry corps and the regional 

guards, where they sometimes took on leadership positions.14 However, once news of the 

hardships of life as a milicien in A.E.F.—the difficult and unknown terrain, the unfamiliar 

illnesses, the resistance of local African communities to European incursion—began to reach 

West Africa, the French colonial administration found itself struggling to attract new recruits.15 

Beginning in 1898, therefore, the Commissaire General of the French Congo gave an order to 

recruit miliciens “sur place” in Brazzaville.16 The first indigènes from A.E.F. to be recruited for 

the regional guards were Bakongo. The French colonial administration then began to recruit men 

who were Yakoma, Bondjo, Baya, and Bangala—several of the largest ethnic groups in the 

territories of A.E.F.17  

The following table shows the early growth of the regional guard corps. By 1905, the size 

of the corps had doubled practically three times since its establishment in 1897. The total number 

 
12 See Appendix A for several photographs depicting regional guards and tirailleurs.  
13 Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo au temps des grandes compagnies concessionnaires (Paris: Mouton, 

1972), np. 
14 For example, see “Arrêté portant rengagement d’un ex-sergent et de dix-neuf ex-tirailleurs et engagement de 140 

recrues provenant du Sénégal, dans la Garde régionale du Gabon,” Journal officiel de la Colonie du Gabon, October 

15, 1905, 267.  
15 Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo au temps des grandes compagnies concessionnaires (Paris: Mouton, 

1972), np. 
16 “Arrêté portant création à Brazzaville d’une section de miliciens Bacongos recrutés sur place,” Journal officiel du 

Congo français, November 1st, 1898, 4. 
17 Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo au temps des grandes compagnies concessionnaires (Paris: Mouton, 

1972), np. See Thomas O'Toole, The Central African Republic: The Continent's Hidden Heart (Boulder, Colo.: 

Westview Press, 1986) for an overview of Central African ethnic identities. According to O’Toole, “overlapping 

groups, constant internal migrations, frequent miscegenation, orthographic errors, and poor research has led to much 

confusion” (7). 
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of guards for all of A.E.F. would vary but generally remain at around a thousand men for most of 

the remainder of French colonization. 

Table 1.1 

Year Total Number of Regional Guards in A.E.F. 

1897 120  

1899 320 (120 regional guards + 200 auxiliary guards) 

1902 700  

1904 Total for all of A.E.F.: 1,090 

Gabon: 300 

Moyen Congo: 500  

Oubangui-Chari: 210 

Chad: 80  

1905 930 (supposedly 1 guard per 10,000 inhabitants)18 

Sources: Data from the Journal officiel du Congo français (December 15, 1897, p.2; July 1, 1899, p.16; and 

November 29, 1902, p.2); the Journal officiel du Congo français et dépendances (July 2, 1904, p.13); and L'Afrique 

française: bulletin mensuel du Comité l'Afrique française et du Comité du Maroc 15 (1905, p.366). 

 

Based on the many references to “miliciens’ wives” in French colonial observers’ articles 

and reports, it seems likely that the regional guards were permitted and perhaps even encouraged 

to bring their wives and children to live with them while they were in the service. Meanwhile, 

tirailleurs, as elsewhere in Africa, married local women whom they met in the course of their 

service abroad.19 This phenomenon was apparently so pervasive that Emile Gentil, one of the 

first governors of the French Congo, promulgated an order in 1905 denying authorization to 

Senegalese tirailleurs and regional guards who hoped to “bring back to their country of origin 

women from Oubangui-Chari or Chad.”20 (Apparently, some of these women eventually ended 

 
18 This ratio is doubtful because the French had a very inexact knowledge of the true size of the A.E.F. population.  
19 Sarah J. Zimmerman, Militarizing Marriage: West African Colonial Soldiers’ Conjugal Traditions in Modern 

French Empire (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2020). 
20 “...d’emmener dans leur pays d'origine, des femmes provenant des territoires de l’Oubangui-Chari et du Tchad.” 

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k868504b/f2.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k8685330/f16.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k868655r/f2.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k91000373/f13.image.r=garde
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015030476611&view=2up&seq=372&size=150&q1=930
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up stranded in Libreville “without resources and asking to be repatriated,” a burden that the 

Gabonese administration could not, or would not, manage.)21 

What we know about these men and the context in which they lived comes to us despite a 

paucity of scholarly sources on A.E.F. In general, the history of A.E.F. is poorly researched, 

particularly when compared with the scholarship on French West Africa (A.O.F.). Part of this 

problem is due to the nature of archival preservation in A.E.F. Unlike in West Africa, where 

European record-keeping institutions date back to the sixteenth century, the colonial archives in 

A.E.F. were only truly established after World War II.22 With independence, Brazzaville and 

other Central African capitals kept documents relating to matters of colonial administration, 

while France retained documents relating to matters of “sovereignty,” or those papers connected 

with the highest representative of French government stationed in A.E.F.23 These documents are 

generally in worse condition and less accessible than their counterparts in A.O.F.24 

Despite the dearth of archival material, a small handful of historians—most of them 

French—have become experts on the colonies of French Equatorial Africa. Among the most 

prominent are Catherine Coquéry-Vidrovitch, an expert on A.E.F.’s concessionary company 

regime; Pierre Kalck, a French administrator of Oubangui-Chari and historian of decolonization; 

Jean-Suret Canale, a historian of French colonial Africa, including of A.O.F.; and Raphael 

Nzabakomada-Yakoma, a Central African historian who wrote the only work of length on the 

Kongo-Wara Rebellion, an uprising that shook A.E.F. in the late 1920s and early 1930s. All of 

these historians did the bulk of their research between 1960 and 1980; Catherine Coquéry-

 
21 “... l’administration locale du Gabon m’a fait savoir que plusieurs de ces femmes se trouvaient sans ressources à 

Libreville et demandaient à être rapatriées.” “Circulaire portant interdiction aux tirailleurs et aux gardes régionaux 

d’emmener des femmes provenant du haut-pays,” Journal officiel de la Colonie du Gabon, April 15, 1905, 108. 
22 Jean-Pierre Bat, “Les archives de l'AEF,” Afrique & Histoire 7, no.1, (2009), 302. 
23 Bat, “Les archives de l'AEF,” 303. 
24 Bat, “Les archives de l'AEF,” 304. 
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Vidrovitch, at the age of 85, is the only one of these four who is still alive. Unfortunately, there 

has been little recent work that focuses specifically on the colonial history of A.E.F.25 As a 

result, I draw on this older generation of historians with the understanding that their work—

though well-researched and fairly objective to my eyes—needs contextualization: Suret-Canale, 

for instance, was a Marxist scholar who studied colonization primarily through the lens of class 

struggle. Since the field of colonial studies has obviously evolved beyond the Marxist 

perspective in the decades since Suret-Canale’s time of writing, I bring in some other critical 

perspectives that have been absent (such as the advances of gender theory or critical race 

studies).  

Given the lack of recent attention on A.E.F., it is perhaps unsurprising—though 

disappointing—that there is little research on law enforcement in these colonies, given that the 

field of colonial policing is relatively new. Historians first turned their attention to policing as its 

own institution, not simply in the context of larger studies of the state, in the 1960s.26 But it was 

only several decades later, in the late twentieth century, that policing in a colonial context 

became an object of study in the field. Early voices in the late 1980s and 1990s, such as Mike 

Brogden, David Anderson, and David Killingray, called for an end to “tunnel vision” in policing 

studies by including the colonial dimension of policing.27 They saw a more globalized study of 

policing as necessary for a better understanding of the development of policing at home in 

Europe. In the view of these scholars, the ethnocentrism that prevented earlier historians from 

 
25 Several exceptions include Rita Headrick’s Colonialism, Health and Illness in French Equatorial Africa, 1885-

1935 (Atlanta: African Studies Association Press, 1994) and Julia Martinez’s 'Unwanted Scraps' Or 'an Alert, 

Resolute, Resentful People'? Chinese Railroad Workers in French Congo" in International Labor and Working 

Class History 91, (Spring 2017). 
26 Anja Johansen, "Future Trends in Historical Research on Policing: Towards Global and Interdisciplinary 

Perspectives," Crime, Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies 21, no. 2 (2017): 113. 
27 Mike Brogden, "The Emergence of the Police—the Colonial Dimension," The British Journal of Criminology 27, 

no. 1 (1987), 4; Anderson, David and David Killingray, eds., Policing the Empire: Government, Authority and 

Control, 1830-1940 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991). 
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grappling with the colonial legacy of policing also led them to be overly deterministic about the 

development of policing in the metropole.28 Brogden and other scholars wanted to use the 

perspective of colonial policing to show that metropolitan policing did not develop along a 

straightforward route of “progress” as dictated by modernization.  

Nevertheless, studies of policing outside of a European and North American context have 

remained limited until the past decade or so. Anja Johansen in conducting a 2017 survey of 

policing scholarship identifies recent shifts towards the inclusion of the policing of non-Western 

societies and “global interpretations” of policing history as two major emerging trends in the 

literature.29 She points to the proliferation of works in a variety of languages that tackle British, 

French, Dutch, German, Belgian, and Danish colonial policing, as well as to the new “inclusion 

of non-European voices,” in order to show that perspectives in policing scholarship are 

diversifying.30 These scholars challenge traditional explanations of metropolitan policing by 

bringing in the colonial dimension, while simultaneously expanding understandings of 

institutions associated with the colonial state. For example, Joel Glasman in his study of policing 

in colonial Togo emphasizes the importance of policemen’s agency as intermediaries between 

the colonial regime and the population.31 These works also explore the ways in which colonial 

policing represents the incompleteness of the colonial project—that peoples and territories were 

never fully brought under colonial rule but had to be constantly “reconquered.”32 

 
28 Brogden, "The Emergence of the Police,” 8. 
29 Johansen, "Future Trends,” 113. 
30 Johansen, "Future Trends,” 114. 
31 Joel Glasman, "Unruly Agents: Police Reform, Bureaucratization, and Policemen's Agency in Interwar Togo," 

The Journal of African History 55, no. 1 (2014): 79-100. 
32 Emmanuel Blanchard et al, "La professionnalisation policière en situation coloniale: détour conceptuel et 

explorations historiographiques," Crime, Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies 15, no. 2 (2011), 44. 
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However, much of this new literature has remained centered on British colonial policing, 

with relatively few works on French policing in an African colonial context. Meanwhile, within 

the small subfield of histories of French colonial policing, two of its most prominent scholars 

(Emmanuel Blanchard and Joel Glasman) have tended to focus on colonial policing in North and 

West Africa. Despite the fact that references to A.E.F.’s colonial police appear consistently 

throughout the major works by scholars such as Coquery-Vidrovitch and the like, there is not (to 

my knowledge) a single study devoted to French colonial policing in any colony of Afrique 

équatoriale française. In addition to the general lack of scholarship on A.E.F., I hypothesize that 

A.E.F. is not an obvious choice to study when it comes to questions of policing because colonial 

rule in A.E.F. retained the vestiges of overt military occupation (with the goal of resource 

extraction) with less of the veneer of the “civilizing” project of European settlement, where I 

believe policing activity is often most visible, at least to non-African scholars.  

With my thesis, I bring these two areas of scholarship—policing studies and scholarship 

of A.E.F.—into conversation with each other in order to extend studies of policing to this region. 

My goals for this convergence are two-fold: to enrich the study of colonial policing by adding 

the A.E.F. perspective, and to enrich the study of A.E.F. by adding the policing perspective. 

First, I hope that bringing A.E.F. into the colonial policing conversation provides another 

valuable perspective in the scholarly debate over the definition of policing, the question of what 

exactly “policing” entails. In particular, I think a study of policing in A.E.F. helps to challenge a 

series of dichotomies that have traditionally been used to define policing (and that have recently 

been called into question): that policing is civilian, rather than military; public rather than 

private; and a democratic rather than despotic form of state control.33 As I believe my study of 

 
33 Johansen, “Future Trends,” 117. 
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colonial policing in A.E.F. demonstrates, activities need be none of these three to be 

recognizable as “policing.” I also believe that a study of policing in A.E.F. (as in other colonies) 

troubles the conventional Weberian definition of state sovereignty: that the state has a monopoly 

on the legitimate use of force. The significant participation of non-state actors (including 

companies and African intermediaries) in the policing project in A.E.F. challenges the notion of 

a state “monopoly” on force. Meanwhile, the many instances of police brutality under the 

colonial regime—not to mention the immorality of the regime itself—challenge the idea that this 

supposed monopoly on force is indeed “legitimate.” In these ways, incorporating A.E.F. into the 

history of colonial policing holds important implications for our understandings of policing as an 

institution, even in the metropole.  

As to my second goal, I think that studies of A.E.F. could benefit from an analysis of 

state (and parastate) activity from a policing perspective. I think that drawing from studies of 

colonial policing outside of A.E.F. helps to contextualize the colonial regime in A.E.F. and 

reveal the ways in which its exceptionally brutal patterns of colonial rule held more in common 

with governance patterns outside of the colony than one might expect. And as in other colonies, 

“policemen” of all sorts were intermediaries between the colonial regime and the people who 

deserve a closer study. To bring these nearly forgotten agents of French empire into better focus, 

I explore who these men were, the roles that they played, and what it meant for them to exist in 

this position of relative authority while still subject to the same forms of colonial oppression as 

those whom they policed. In so doing, I write a more inclusive history of A.E.F. that reveals the 

true centrality of these African intermediaries and their relationships with the state, companies, 

and people; as Vincent Denis and Catherine Denys write, “colonial police were the most visible 
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and symbolic incarnation of colonial dominance, of which they were the basic element.”34 At the 

same time, I argue for an understanding of these men as individuals in their own right, men who 

both exercised considerable autonomy and faced significant constraints in the service of French 

colonization. 

I base my analysis on an array of primary sources, most of which I accessed digitally due 

to pandemic-imposed restrictions. Among the sources I was able to access are colonial 

newspapers; government records, maps, and images; personal memoirs; travel diaries; and 

missionary accounts. I also include some sources from before 1910 that I consider to be 

important for understanding A.E.F.’s evolution. I do not include sources from after the year 

1940, as I consider World War II and the emergence of the Free French Forces under the 

command of Charles de Gaulle to represent the beginning of a different era for law enforcement 

in A.E.F and French colonialism in general. The categories of sources that I have access to are 

not enough, unfortunately, to furnish much in the way of an African perspective on policing in 

A.E.F, either from the perspective of those doing the policing or of those being policed. 

Women’s perspectives are particularly absent, as they usually only appear in my sources in 

descriptions of sexual violence. More work is required to construct an understanding of women’s 

activities in this region during this time period, as well as their particular relationships with 

policemen and policing. For now, I read French sources against the grain to piece together some 

semblance of the experiences of those who were policed, including the experiences of women 

and “disfavored” ethnic groups. 

 In so doing, I develop my arguments along two axes: one thematic, one chronological. 

Each chapter examines a relationship central to the operation of policing agents in A.E.F. The 

 
34 Vincent Denis and Catherine Denys, “Introduction,” in Polices d'Empires XVIIIe-XIX' siècles ed. Vincent Denis 

and Catherine Denys (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2012), np.  
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first chapter looks at the relationship between police and the French concessionary companies in 

operation in A.E.F. to show that policing agents were the basic instrument of economic coercion 

in these colonies. With this chapter, I demonstrate that policing in A.E.F. was in the service of 

private interests as much as those of the state or society. I draw in part from travel narratives 

written by a series of high-profile French journalists and authors who toured France’s African 

colonies in the late 1920s and 1930s, spending a significant amount of time in the French Congo 

and the rest of A.E.F. André Gide, who later won the Nobel Prize for literature, was the first of 

these author-journalists, recording his experiences in his 1927 book Voyage au Congo which 

quickly became polemical in France for its open criticism of forced labor and other brutal 

colonial practices. Journalist Albert Londres and anthropologist Marcel Homet published their 

own narratives in the style of Gide several years later and provoked a similar reaction in 

mainland France.35 These accounts offer an outsider’s perspective on policing activities in A.E.F. 

without the official varnish. 

My second chapter looks at the relationship between police and the French state, on 

whose behalf the regional guards and tirailleurs ensured order and repressed unrest. This chapter 

contends that the tirailleurs and regional guards, rather than adhering to neat categories of 

military and civilian forms of law enforcement respectively, instead acted in hybrid military-

civilian fashion according to the needs of the French state. In particular, I bring in accounts by 

colonial administrators recounting military activity to demonstrate these areas of overlap. 

Finally, the third chapter turns the focus to the relationship between policing agents and the 

communities they policed as “les maîtres chez nous,” a phrase that I take from an opinion piece 

published by an African writing from Pointe-Noire. I loosely translate this phrase to mean 

 
35 Albert Londres, Terre d’ébène (Albin Michel: Paris, 1929); Marcel Homet, Congo, terre de souffrance (Paris: 

Aubier, 1934). 
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“masters at home,” suggesting that to at least some African observers, police seemed to take on 

the role of indigenous colonizers. Accordingly, my goal in this chapter is to work towards an 

understanding of these colonial police as a class of intermediaries between state and company on 

the one hand and population on the other. This chapter suggests that these African auxiliaries 

found themselves both constrained by their service to the French and the agents of a significant 

degree of autonomy, which they often used to their own profit. Among the central sources that I 

rely on in this chapter are colonial photo collections and excerpts from local newspapers. 

 Meanwhile, these chapters also proceed in a loose chronological order. The first chapter 

on policing and private companies focuses on the first two decades of colonial rule in A.E.F., 

with the establishment of the concessionary regime. The abuses that this regime inspired—many 

of them perpetrated by the regional guards and tirailleurs themselves—set the stage for the 

eruption of the Kongo-Wara Rebellion in 1928, the largest-scale uprising against French colonial 

rule during the interwar period. Lasting from 1928 through the early 1930s, this serious 

challenge to French presence in A.E.F. provoked a series of atrocities from the French side that 

remain mostly unknown in France today. My second chapter on the relationship between the 

French state and its African policemen centers on the rebellion years as a case study of policing 

as a form of state repression. Thirdly, my chapter on policemen as intermediaries between 

colonizer and colonized uses the rebellion as an inflection point in the story of French colonial 

rule in A.E.F. The aftermath of the rebellion demonstrates that though these African auxiliaries 

were unreliable agents of empire, they remained entirely necessary to the French colonial 

project, an ultimately profitable—and dangerous—position for these men. In my exploration of 

African policemen’s divided loyalties between state and population, I also return in this chapter 
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to the rebellion itself to examine the surprising phenomenon of regional guards’ and tirailleurs’ 

defection to the rebel side. 

 Together, these three chapters suggest that the case of policing in A.E.F., despite its 

historical specificities, implicates some of the same core controversies that law enforcement 

faces in other contexts, including our own. Questions such as, “who are the police?” “Whom do 

they serve?” “What is the role of military (or militarized) law enforcement in our public life?” 

“And what happens when protest and revolution come into contact with these forms of state-

sanctioned violence?” haunted the authors of French colonization in A.E.F. and central Africans 

alike, just as they haunt us today in America and around the world. This thesis provides a first 

attempt at an answer—however incomplete—for the case of A.E.F. 
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Chapter One: Economics by Gunpoint 
 

As a colony of extraction, Afrique équatoriale française (A.E.F.) existed to satisfy a legal 

regime whose primary purpose was to protect European property, commerce, and access to 

resources from internal and external threats. From the beginning of French occupation of A.E.F., 

the colonial state hired African auxiliaries to enforce laws facilitating economic extraction, 

giving birth to the first formation of the regional guards and tirailleur corps. As in most colonies 

based on economic extraction, police powers in A.E.F. became “in effect inseparable from 

economic and fiscal prerogatives.”36 These prerogatives spanned a wide range of economic 

activity, from taxation to labor recruitment and management, that directly implicated African 

communities in A.E.F. As this chapter will show, the colonial economy of A.E.F. could not have 

functioned without its police agents, who coerced local populations to participate in this project 

of extraction. In this violent process of economic coercion, police served private concessionary 

companies in operation in A.E.F. as much as they did the colonial state, a dynamic that 

complicates understandings of policing as a purely public, state-authorized and controlled 

activity. The fact that policing in A.E.F. was as much in the service of private interests as it was 

a public concern poses a direct challenge to the Weberian idea of a state “monopoly” on force. 

This hybrid public-private security arrangement originated with the beginning of French 

occupation and the birth of the concessionary company regime. In 1899, the French state 

chartered forty private companies that would have jurisdiction over plots of land known as 

“concessions,” provided that they turn the land to profitable use, to the benefit of the French 

 
36 “Les pouvoirs de police étaient en effet indissociables de prérogatives économiques et fiscales.” Emmanuel 

Blanchard, “Conclusion. Les forces de l’ordre colonial, entre conservatoires et laboratoires policiers (XVIIIe-XXe 

siècle)” in Polices d’Empires : XVIIIe-XIXe siècles, ed. Vincent Denis and Catherine Denys (Rennes: Presses 

universitaires de Rennes, 2012), np.  
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economy. Counted together, these concessions equaled 700,000 km2 out of the approximately 

900,000 km2 of A.E.F. as a whole.37 The French legislature had settled on this arrangement 

because prominent French politicians saw it as a cost-saving measure: by shifting responsibility 

for “developing” this land to private companies, the French state hoped that it could likewise 

shift responsibility for the massive investments in infrastructure and capital that would be 

required for the establishment of a profitable colonial economy in A.E.F. (known simply as the 

“French Congo” in 1900). At the same time, the French government would earn money, should 

the companies succeed, through “redevances,” or royalties. The charters clarified that the state 

would maintain sovereignty in these territories, but the reality on the ground suggested a 

different dynamic.38 The French government had a poor understanding of the true condition of 

the huge swaths of land granted to the concessionary companies and of the people who lived 

there: population counts were inexact, borders ill-defined, and administrative personnel 

extremely limited, to the extent that it was feasible for colonial officials to visit each village at 

most only once per year.39 Given that the state had, in practice, little control over and even less 

knowledge of these territories, companies wielded de facto sovereignty over their respective 

jurisdictions. 

 
37 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np. 
38 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np. 
39 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np. 
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Abandon de Concessions in La Dépêche coloniale illustrée, April 2, 1902, 8-9. Every number on 

this map denotes a concession. 

 

It soon became apparent that the French government’s cost-saving maneuver had failed: 

the concessionaires by and large showed little interest in infrastructural investment. Instead, the 

companies that managed to turn a profit did so by relying on the twin pillars of taxation and 

forced labor, two deeply coercive mechanisms of economic extraction. The system, at least in 

theory, functioned as follows: the colonial administration set and enforced a head tax on the 

population, usually to be paid in the form of rubber or ivory, especially in these early days of the 

colonial economy. Meanwhile, taxation quotas were imposed at the level of the circonscription 

(an administrative district), with resources for their governance allocated or revoked based on 

how well these minima were met.40 To generate these products for the tax, Africans had 

practically no choice but to work on the companies’ plantations. At other points, the colonial 

 
40 Pierre Kalck, Histoire de la République centrafricaine des origines préhistoriques à nos jours, (Paris: Berger-

Levrault, 1977), 187-188. 
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administration required that the tax be paid in French currency (francs). In 1901 in the Upper 

Sangha, for example, the administration implemented a tax of three francs per case (dwelling), 

later increased to five francs. Even in these cases, African workers were still forced to work for 

the private companies since these salaries often constituted the only source of available cash 

(since most of A.E.F. functioned as a barter economy at that point). After tax collection, the 

administration sold the exportable products to the concessionary companies at a low price, who 

in turn resold the products on the international market for a profit.41  

Taxation thus became one method of forcing the population to work for the French; 

forced labor was the other. Though forced labor was illegal (at least on paper), statutory labor, or 

required labor for the state, was not. The French administration implemented a nearly universal 

corvée (also known as prestations) which required most working members of the A.E.F. 

population to spend several days out of the year working for the French (either for the 

concessionary companies or on road maintenance and other infrastructural projects). Benoît 

Henriet points out in his study of policing in the adjacent Belgian Congo that both the Belgian 

colonial government and concessionary companies saw labor recruitment as inseparable from tax 

collection, and the execution of the two activities was often shared between public and private 

actors.42 This dynamic held true in the French Congo and the rest of A.E.F.: as in the Belgian 

Congo, policing agents forced Africans who could not pay the head tax to do extra days of 

statutory labor instead.43  

 
41 Kalck, Histoire de la République centrafricaine, 187. 
42 Benoît Henriet, “Ordering the Wetlands, Policing and Legitimate Violence in the Leverville Concession (Belgian 

Congo, 1911-1920),” in Emmanuel Blanchard, Marieke Bloembergen, and Amandine Lauro, eds, Policing in 

Colonial Empires: Cases, Connections, Boundaries (ca. 1850-1970), (Brussels: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2017) 48. 
43 Henriet, “Ordering the Wetlands,” 50. 
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Ultimately, this system failed for both the French state and many of the private 

companies. The foremost scholar on the concessionary regime, Catherine Coquéry-Vidrovitch, 

argues that “the tax fulfilled none of its objectives: with meagre financial support, it established 

forced labor under more or less latent forms; it had no other result than to encourage Africans’ 

passive resistance and the dispersal of villages, not to mention incessant sporadic revolts.”44 

Likewise, Martin Thomas notes that this colonial system of economic coercion—again, not 

unique to A.E.F.—was ultimately self-defeating because its lack of inclusion and reliance on 

violence ultimately created the conditions for mass resistance, as we shall see later in this chapter 

and the next.45 Despite its expectations, the French state generally made little money from the 

companies’ redevances, and the companies themselves were frequently in the red.46 Their 

financial situation hit its lows during World War I and the Depression era; the 1920s were 

slightly better. But particularly when compared with French West Africa, the French colonial 

project in A.E.F. could never be said to have been very profitable: at its pre-war height, rubber 

production—the main industry in A.E.F.—reached only one half that of Afrique occidentale 

française.47 Concessionaires’ refusal to invest in infrastructure and other development projects, 

or even to allow other private entrepreneurs to invest, only compounded this situation. With 

practically no investment in human capital (education, health care, etc.), it is no wonder that the 

colonial economy struggled. By 1928, the concessionary companies had all but disappeared, save 

one (the Compagnie française du Haut-Congo).48 

 
44 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np.  
45 Martin Thomas, The French Empire Between the Wars: Imperialism, Politics and Society, (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2005), 6. 
46 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np.  
47 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np.  
48 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np.  
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As the primary agents of economic coercion in A.E.F., police worked at the intersections 

of French state control and private interests. As specified in the early decrees, police 

responsibilities were to “facilitate the establishment of the head tax” by “implementing the 

collection” and “to give concessionary companies, by forcing the native to work, effective and 

necessary assistance.”49 At least on paper, the concessionary companies agreed to pay for the 

tirailleurs and guards—their salaries, supplies, housing, etc—who would enforce taxation and 

labor policies in their concessions, while the French colonial administration would take 

responsibility for their recruitment and oversight. The colonial administration intended this 

arrangement to preserve state control of policing agents while they directly served the private 

companies. But in reality, this system failed when companies often entirely circumvented the 

state and separately hired former tirailleurs or guards to act as vigilante law enforcement in their 

territories.50 At the same time, the French colonial administration still ended up paying 

significant sums for the upkeep of the regional guard corps: in 1925, for example, their salaries, 

as well as compensation for damages, cost the French state 891,885 francs.51 

When it came to tax collection in particular, a 1904 circulaire gave African policing 

agents the power to “remind the chiefs of the different tribes… that they must come to the station 

to deposit into our hands the sums that they owe.”52 Local police used their arrest power to force 

communities to pay up: Marcel Homet, in the course of his travels in A.E.F. in the early 1930s, 

recorded how in Brazzaville the “native police” would “go hunting,” and if the locals would not 

 
49 “...toute facilité pour établir l’impôt de capitation, en effectuer le recouvrement, donner aux compagnies 

concessionnaires, en obligeant [...] l’indigène à travailler, l’aide effective [...] nécessaire.” Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le 

Congo, np., citing Circulaire du C. G. Grodet. 
50 Pierre Mollion, Sur les pistes de l’Oubangui-Chari au Tchad, 1890-1930 : le drame du portage en Afrique 

centrale (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1992), 113. 
51 “Chapitre VI,” Comptes définitifs des recettes et des dépenses, January 1, 1925, 44. 
52 “[Leur] rôle consiste, purement et simplement, à rappeler aux chefs des différentes tribus [...] qu’ils doivent venir 

au poste pour verser entre nos mains les sommes dont ils sont redevables.”  Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np., 

citing “Circulaire du C. G. Gentil,” Libreville, April 24, 1904.  
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pay the tax, they would be sent to jail.53 Police often employed other, more forceful methods to 

extract the tax from villagers in rural areas. In his 1921 novel Batouala, Guinean administrator 

René Maran presented a fictional example of these tactics through his character Bissinbingui, 

who considered “joining the service”: Bissinbingui remarked that “[i]nstead of paying taxes, we 

tourougous [a local word for the regional guards] help to collect them—by pillaging the villages; 

both the villages that still have the taxes to pay and those that have already paid.”54 This 

“pillaging” commonly included the practice of imprisoning village leaders and taking women 

and children hostage to force a resistant population to offer up payment.55 For instance, 

according to Bissinbingui, the commandant of a circonscription might order “the entire 

population—chickens, chiefs, children, dogs, women, goats, slaves, crops” to be imprisoned. 

Then the women might be “auctioned off” along with the animals and crops to increase the 

circonscription’s tax revenues.56 Otherwise, said Bissinbingui, this “plunder” was shared among 

the commandant’s cronies—and even the governor of the colony—as well as the tourougous 

themselves.57  

 Coercive tax collection is one example of how colonial administrators used pre-colonial 

structures to develop their policing practices; in reality, imported institutions of policing were 

often “grafted” on those that were pre-existing.58 French colonial administrators Maurice Eugène 

Denis and René André Marie Viraud in their account of the military occupation of A.E.F hinted 

 
53 “A Brazzaville, les policiers indigènes sont partis en chasse.”  Marcel Homet, "La vérité sur l'Afrique équatoriale 

française," Esprit (1932-1939) 2, no. 18 (1934): 923.  
54 René Maran, Batouala, trans. Adele Szold Seltzer, (Thomas Seltzer: New York, 1922), 139. 
55 Kalck, Histoire de la République centrafricaine, 188. 
56 Maran, Batouala, 140. 
57 Maran, Batouala, 140-141. 
58 Emmanuel Blanchard et al., Policing in Colonial Empires: Cases, Connections, Boundaries (ca. 1850-1970) 

(Brussels: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2017), 20; Emmanuel Blanchard, Quentin Deluermoz, and Joël Glasman, “La 

professionnalisation policière en situation coloniale: détour conceptuel et explorations historiographiques," Crime, 

Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies 15, no. 2 (2011): 35. 
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at this process of reinvention and adoption in their explanation of the practice of the razzia in the 

Ouaddai Empire (in what is now Chad), which apparently involved the armed pillaging of 

communities and the kidnapping of women, children, and livestock.59 According to Denis and 

Viraud, an enemy Ouaddian leader, along with a contingent of his troops, undertook to “collect 

the tax following the Ouaddian custom—that is to say, to razzier [perform a razzia of] the Batha 

Valley” in Chad.60 Denis and Viraud’s description of this “Ouaddian” custom seems to match 

Maran’s description of the “pillaging” of the tax in Batouala. These continuities suggest that the 

French colonial administration knowingly or unknowingly adopted indigenous African tactics of 

coercive tax collection—or at least their interpretation of those customs. 

 Africans responded to this form of coercion through three tactics: accommodation, 

evasion, and confrontation. First, to adapt to these demands, some Africans in A.E.F. turned to 

the underground economy for the necessary resources. For women in particular, this form of 

accommodation might have meant prostitution: according to Homet, a Brazzaville newspaper 

reported in 1933 that “towards evening, all the women, young and old...prowl the houses of the 

bachelors. Many are married and are looking to procure not only their tax, but also that of their 

‘man’.”61 Given his dramatized style, Homet probably exaggerated here the extent to which 

women in Brazzaville turned to sex work to pay the tax. All the same, his observations reveal 

that recourse to the underground economy was indeed a strategy for surviving economic 

coercion (though perhaps primarily in urban contexts).  

 
59 Maurice Eugène Denis and René André Marie Viraud, Histoire militaire de l'Afrique Equatoriale française 

(Paris: Imprimerie National, 1931), 308-309. 
60 Denis and Viraud, Histoire militaire, 304.  
61 “Vers le soir, toutes, jeunes et vieilles, jolies ou laides, sont à l'affût, rôdent autour des maisons des célibataires. 

Beaucoup sont mariées et cherchent à se procurer non seulement leur impôt, mais encore celui de leur ‘homme’.” 
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 In a more direct challenge to colonial rule, communities often met coercive tax 

collection—as in the neighboring Belgian Congo—with flight, when at times entire villages 

would “disappear” into the bush to evade the head tax.62 According to Denis and Viraud, as early 

as 1902, there were examples of this “emigration”: they reported that “[i]n the Ouesso region, the 

populations left their established villages along the river and retreated into the interior so as not 

to pay the tax.”63 Some communities even moved across colonial borders (risking confrontations 

with border guards): for example, one French administrator visiting Oubangui-Chari in 1907 

learned that fifty people from a nearby village had fled to the other side of the Oubangui river 

and into the Belgian Congo, bringing with them “a stock of manioc and cooking vessels” and 

“going to establish themselves in the other country until their existence became known by the 

nearest post.”64  

When French author André Gide toured the French Congo over twenty years later, a 

French sergeant informed him of some of the same patterns of flight in his administrative 

subdivision, with the number of those who had fled growing each year. Part of the problem, 

according to this sergeant, was that taxation was based on a census count that no longer reflected 

the diminished population, so that those still living in the villages had to “pay for the dead...and 

the fugitives.”65 If the rates of taxation actually matched the population, “each indigène would 

freely consent to pay” and “no one would think of fleeing,” the sergeant told Gide.66 Though 

 
62 Henriet, “Ordering the Wetlands,” 48. Homet, "La vérité,” 923.  
63 “Dans la région d'Ouesso, les populations quittaient leurs villages établis sur la rivière et s'enfonçaient dans 

l'intérieur pour ne pas payer l'impôt. Des chefs de villages situés à proximité du poste faisaient connaître leur 

résolution de s'opposer à toute pénétration.” Denis and Viraud, Histoire militaire, 130.  
64  “...tous quelquefois, opèrent leur déménagement, qui consiste à emporter une provision de manioc et les 

récipients pour le faire cuire et vont s'établir en l'autre pays jusqu'à ce que leur existence étant connue du poste le 

plus voisin...” Jean Léopold Deschamps, De Bordeaux au Tchad par Brazzaville (Paris: Société Française 

d’Imprimerie et de Librairie, 1911), 111. 
65 “...payer pour les morts...et les fugitifs.”  
66 “...que chaque indigène consentirait volontiers à payer. Personne ne songerait plus à s'enfuir." André Gide, 

Voyage au Congo (Paris: Gallimard, 1960, first published 1927) 834.  
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there might be some truth to this, the sergeant’s perspective overlooks the exploitative nature of 

tax-collecting police operations; it would not be surprising to see villagers flee at the approach of 

a company of tirailleurs on a razzia regardless of whether they could pay the tax or not. Perhaps 

paradoxically, by inducing native populations to constantly change locations and even cross 

colonial borders, coercive policing practices in the service of tax collection thus appear to have 

undermined one of the primary goals of the colonial project: to fix populations to a given 

territory. Through their mobility, Africans challenged this form of state control that depended 

upon control over peoples tied to land and subverted an economic system based entirely upon the 

availability of a population that could be put to work. 

 The colonial state—and by corollary, the concessionary companies—came to equate the 

successful imposition of tax policies with the effectiveness of French control over a population 

and territory. Administrators and the concessionaires therefore construed Africans’ most direct 

form of resistance to tax collection, confrontation, as resistance to the imposition of colonial rule 

as a whole. In Denis and Viraud’s account of the military history of A.E.F., uprisings against 

French control—particularly during the consolidation of A.E.F. around 1910 and the 

incorporation of French Cameroon after WWI—were usually marked by the refusal to pay taxes. 

For example, Denis and Viraud recorded the military campaigns sent to “pacify” the Kodoï in 

1910, the M’Bi in 1911, and the Linda in 1912 who had all refused to pay taxes.67 Conversely, 

payment of the tax coincided with political submission to French rule. For instance, Denis and 

Viraud remarked that once a military campaign had quelled the uprising of the Sangha-Sangha 

people, “the attitude of the populations was already indicating their desire to see an end to 

 
67 Denis and Viraud, Histoire militaire, 393, 142, and 194. 
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hostilities and to pay their taxes.”68 The fact that the successful collection of the tax implicated 

not solely the strength of the economy, but also the imposition of the colonial project as a whole, 

helps to explain why the regional guards and tirailleurs who served as local tax collectors for the 

colonial administration might make such quick recourse to extreme coercive tactics in the event 

that villagers refused to pay.  

Meanwhile, Africans’ resistance to colonial taxation, as well as the strong responses it 

elicited from the administration, reveal the incompleteness of colonial rule and that the 

“submission” of communities was a continuous process. The continuity of these challenges to 

colonization is highlighted by Marcel Homet’s (dramatized) observation of resistance to taxation 

when he visited A.E.F. in 1934, more than two decades after its supposed consolidation. He 

recorded that “before his eyes” he witnessed people “armed with sagaies, poison arrows, bows, 

and lances” who were rebelling “against the blood tax that from the north to the south of the 

colony is enforced with the same severity.”69 The existence in the 1930s of armed resistance to 

taxation, which presumably would have provoked an armed state response, demonstrates that 

even during the supposed height of colonialism French control in A.E.F. was never complete. 

Policing operations in the service of tax collection were thus one means by which the French 

state in A.E.F. engaged in this endless battle for submission. 

Besides collecting taxes, agents of policing in A.E.F. ensured the profit of the 

concessionary companies by “mobilizing the workforce,” a euphemism for forcibly conscripting 

workers: more often than not, African auxiliaries used many of the same coercive tactics 

 
68 “...l'attitude des populations indiquait désormais leur désir de voir les hostilités prendre fin et de payer leurs 

impôts.” Denis and Viraud, Histoire militaire, 160. 
69 “Armés de sagaies, de flèches empoisonnées, d'arcs et de lances les indigènes attaquent et pillent… “Ils se 

révoltent contre l'impôt du sang qui du nord au sud de la colonie est appliqué avec la même dureté." Homet, “La 

vérité,” 919.  
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deployed in tax collection—taking women and children hostage, sending in threatening military 

contingents, etc.—to force reluctant African communities to go to work for the French state or 

the French companies in operation in A.E.F. The colonial administration in A.E.F. also made it 

an explicit policy to leave the implementation of the corvée to policing agents: a circulaire 

published in a January 1915 edition of the Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française 

suggested that “to put to use this large inexperienced workforce who will be gathered at the 

stations, experience has already shown the advantages of multiple short corvées supervised by an 

intelligent milicien or a capita.70 (A “capita” was an overseer.) Similarly, Gide noted that though 

on paper the Governor General of A.E.F. had control over the management of the prestations, in 

reality the local administrator of each subdivision had the ultimate say, and that he “quite often, 

neglects to regulate [the prestations] in a precise manner and leaves them to the oversight 

(recruitment and work) of his native subordinates: interpreters, miliciens, or tirailleurs.”71 The 

result, Gide observed, was that in “all subdivisions, women and children of every age provide 

prestations,” while the lack of oversight led to a certain amount of corruption, with miliciens 

who “secretly and arbitrarily” exacted prestations from the population.72  

Recruitment for porters was one such example of “workforce mobilization” in which 

policing agents played the key role. In A.E.F., where transportation infrastructure was limited 

and the tropical terrain difficult to traverse, porterage—the practice of using humans to carry 

people and goods—was the main form of transportation until the 1920s, when automobiles 

 
70 “Pour l’utilisation même de cette nombreuse main-d’œuvre inexpérimentée qui sera réunie dans les postes, 

l’expérience a montré déjà les avantages de plusieurs corvées peu nombreuses encadrées chacune par un milicien ou 

un capita intelligent.”  “Circulaire Relative aux Travaux de Prestations,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale 

française, Brazzaville, November 1, 1915. 
71 “Celui-ci, bien souvent, néglige de les régler de façon précise et en laisse la surveillance (recrutement et travail) à 

ses subordonnés indigènes : interprètes, miliciens ou tirailleurs.”   
72 “Or, dans toutes les subdivisions, les femmes et les enfants de tous âges fournissent des prestations.” André Gide, 

“Appendice n° 1 : Les Routes en A.É.F,” in Daniel Durosay, ed., "Autour du "Voyage au Congo": Documents," 

Bulletin Des Amis D'André Gide 29, no. 129 (2001), 71. 
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became more widely available (though it remained common through the 1930s, when travel 

authors André Gide, Marcel Homet, and Albert Londres toured A.E.F.). Beginning at the time of 

occupation, the French military would “requisition” porters from across A.E.F. to supply its 

troops in Chad and in other “pacification” campaigns, a process that “decimated the populations 

and provoked numerous revolts.”73 The French state also relied on its regional guards and 

tirailleurs to requisition porters from an increasingly unwilling African population on behalf of 

the concessionary companies, who used porters through the 1920s to transport their products to 

trading posts. 

When Gide visited A.E.F in 1927, he was able to observe some of these same coercive 

forces at work: he reported that outside of Carnot “we encountered a large number of porters; 

then, escorted by guards armed with five-strap whips, a line of fifteen women and two men, 

attached at the neck by the same cord. One of these women carried a child at her breast. These 

are ‘hostages’ brought from the village of Dangolo, where the guards had requisitioned forty 

porters, on the order of the administration.”74 Gide’s account suggests that these guards had 

presumably employed the tactic of hostage-taking—the same form of coercion used in tax 

collection—to force the men of Dangolo to work as porters. And though forced labor was illegal 

on paper, this incident demonstrates the colonial administration’s willingness to overlook 

violations on the part of its emissaries, the guards, who committed coercive acts on its behalf.75 

Indeed, it appears that at least from the administration’s perspective, only armed guards capable 

 
73 Jean Suret-Canale, French Colonialism in Tropical Africa (London: Hurst, 1971), 26. 
74 “Nous croisons un grand nombre de porteurs; puis, escortés par des gardes armés de fouets à cinq lanières, une 

enfilade de quinze femmes et deux hommes, attachés au cou par la même corde. Une de ces femmes porte un enfant 

au sein. Ce sont des " otages " enlevés au village de Dangolo, où les gardes avaient été réquisitionner quarante 

porteurs, sur l'ordre de l'administration.” Gide, Voyage, 777. 
75 Kalck, Histoire de la République centrafricaine, 229. 
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of deploying extreme coercive tactics could have been successful at forcing these men to 

“volunteer” as porters, given the devastating impact of the work.  

 Policing agents were also key in recruitment for the Congo-Ocean Railway, built to link 

Brazzaville with Pointe-Noire on the coast. The concessionary company that had contracted to 

build the railway, the Société des Batignolles, required that the colonial administration provide a 

certain number of workers each day or pay a fee.76 Determined to avoid paying for this free 

labor, colonial authorities resorted to all means to round up men who could work. Recruitment 

for the construction of the railway, which lasted thirteen years (from 1921 to 1934), was 

therefore extremely coercive; as Kalck writes, it was carried out “by gunshot.” Africans were 

originally reluctant to volunteer to work on the “machine,” as it was known, because of its 

location: it was situated along an infamous route once used for the slave trade and caravans of 

porters.77 But after the first rounds of recruitment, when only 1700 out of 8000 men survived the 

arduous marches over huge distances, with no food provided, to the construction sites, panic 

spread.78 It quickly became apparent as well that the mortality rate of the workers on the railway 

was extremely high because of disease, insufficient supplies and shelter, and the precarious 

nature of the work. Due to this “mangeuse d’hommes” (eater of men), many of the people who 

left to work on the railway never returned home to their villages in Chad, Oubangui-Chari, or the 

Moyen Congo. 

 
76 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 202. 
77 Kalck, Histoire de la République centrafricaine, 231. 
78 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 203. 
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Chemin de fer Congo-Océan. Le Mayumbe. Viaduc au km 95 92.545. August 1, 1930. 13 x 18. 

FR ANOM 30Fi77/33. Archives Nationales d’Outre Mer, Aix-en-Provence. This photo was 

taken in Mayombe, a region where construction of the railway was known to have been 

exceptionally dangerous as workers were required to blast through rock with dynamite and dig 

miles of tunnels by hand. 

 

Therefore, in order to recruit a sufficiently large workforce—which included 

replacements for all those who died from the work—the colonial administration depended upon 

miliciens to force men to work on the railway as part of their statute labor.79 Gide, for instance, 

observed the miliciens’ role during the course of his travels through Fort-Archambault, which 

(according to him) was one of “the best populated” circonscriptions in AEF and therefore 

particularly subjected to recruitment for the railway. Gide reported that “miliciens charged with 

the recruitment of workers returned from their tour of the villages of the circonscription, with 

 
79 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 165. 
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fifteen hundred men who had to pass a medical inspection, and of whom Doctor Muraz must 

retain a thousand.”80 Homet’s account of his travels gives some insight into what this recruitment 

process may have looked like: he recounted one episode in which a chief of a circonscription was 

faced with a dearth of volunteers after the last round of recruitment sent most of the population 

fleeing into the bush. According to Homet, the chief  “gives some orders. Two hundred and fifty 

miliciens are assembled by the Loudima, Mayama, and Muyondzi subdivisions. They advance in 

a circle. The soldiers have full cartridges. From time to time gunshots break out. Finally l’hallali 

[the command to kill] is sounded. Thousands of pieces are on the board. The nicest are chosen. 

It’s a new contingent of volunteers.”81 Homet left it to be understood that the miliciens used the 

threat of potentially lethal force to form this new contingent. 

As a consequence of French companies’ insatiable need for labor, as well as their reliance 

on policing agents to supply it, the state of being unemployed became effectively criminalized. 

The author of a letter submitted to the Etoile de l’A.E.F. in 1932 spoke of how, early in the 

morning in Pointe-Noire, one could “glimpse in the road a line of men, rope at the neck, arms in 

the air, singing the hymn of the miliciens’ omnipotence” with the Commissaire de Police 

“peacefully following behind.”82 The author, presumably an African man, wrote with irony that 

in reality the arrested men had done “nothing so very serious as to justify the way in which they 

 
80 “...les miliciens chargés du recrutement des travailleurs revinrent de leur tournée dans les villages de la 

circonscription, avec quinze cents hommes qui devaient passer la visite médicale, et sur lesquels le docteur Muraz 

devait en retenir un millier.”  Gide, Voyage, 818. 
81 “Il donne des ordres. Deux cent cinquante miliciens sont rassemblés par les subdivisions de Loudima, Mayama et 

Muyondzi. On avance en cercle. Les soldats ont les cartouchières pleines. De temps à autre éclatent des coups de 

feu. Enfin l'hallali est sonné. Des milliers de pièces sont au tableau. On choisit les plus belles. C'est un nouveau 

contingent de volontaires.” Homet, “La vérité,” 920. 
82 “...vous apercevez dans la rue une file d'hommes, corde au cou, bras en l'air, chantant l'hymne de la toute-

puissance des miliciens; le Commissaire de Police qui dirige le convoi suit paisiblement derrière.”  E.T., “Les 

méfaits des miliciens.”  
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are treated; the reason that trumps all is: unemployed, therefore thieves.”83 The Commissaire’s 

assumption (as communicated by this author) that any African man seen to be out of work was 

probably a criminal demonstrates the extent to which policing agents interpreted the laws of the 

colony—and the duties of law enforcement—to exist primarily for the support and 

implementation of the colony’s extractive regime, and therefore the population’s participation in 

it through labor. According to the Etoile author, at least, the economic imperatives of law 

enforcement took precedence over those of justice or safety. 

 Just as with tax collection, villages often responded to these demands for labor by a 

combination of resistance and movement to evade recruitment. Suret-Canale, for instance, quotes 

a testimony by a missionary who witnessed this “fight or flight” reaction during the early days of 

the concessions: when “[t]he majority of the villages responded with a refusal to harvest 

rubber...flying columns of police were sent into the country,” causing “several thousand” of the 

villagers to flee to the Belgian Congo while others hid in the surrounding forest or in caves. It 

was only when “one or several policemen assisted by a certain number of auxiliaries” had 

occupied each village that “the rubber harvest began.”84 Many years later, the authors of the 

travel narratives observed similar reactions to recruitment for porterage. For instance, Gide 

recorded that near Spoua, his company received four new porters, all of whom were women. 

Upon asking why this was the case, Gide was informed by a guard that all of the men of working 

age had “slipped away into the bush at the last moment, to escape requisition.”85 Similarly, 

French journalist Albert Londres recounted that Africans whom he met in Oubangui-Chari told 

 
83 “On se demandera ce qu'ont fait ces hommes ; en réalité rien de très grave qui justifie la façon dont ils sont traités 

; la cause qui prime tout c'est : sans-travail, donc voleurs.” E.T., “Les méfaits des miliciens,” L’Etoile de l’A.E.F., 

March 26, 1932, 1.  
84 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 31. 
85 “...tous les hommes valides, nous dit le garde, s'étant esquivés dans la brousse au dernier moment, pour échapper 

à la réquisition.” Gide, Voyage, 767. 
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him that to be recruited for the Congo-Ocean Railway was “to be sent to death,” and that entire 

villages would flee into the woods or to Chad, the Belgian Congo, or Angola to avoid 

recruitment.86 Possibly, this frequent recourse to flight might explain the popularity of hostage-

taking as a method of coercion; perhaps agents of policing knew that the men they hoped to 

recruit would be less likely to flee if it meant that women and children would be put in danger. 

Alternatively, police led man-hunts and reprisals that entailed the destruction of entire villages in 

order to prevent people from fleeing the “requisitioning.”87  

 Finally, the colonial government in A.E.F. and the concessionary companies depended 

upon agents of policing to manage the workforce once it was recruited. Any travel via porterage, 

for instance, involved the accompaniment of miliciens or tirailleurs whose role was to supervise 

the party’s porters. For example, one administrator on a trip from Fort-Crampel (in Oubangui-

Chari) to Fort-Archambault (in Chad) remembered that each morning, miliciens oversaw the 

work of packing up to get back on the road: “miliciens led the porters in a line, one hundred and 

ten for the four of us, helped the boys to line up the crates outside, [and] placed each man before 

the load intended for him.”88 Here again, regional guards and tirailleurs carried out their duties 

with violence. Londres for example observed a moment that passed between one of the porters in 

his company and their accompanying tirailleur: the porter showed the tirailleur the torn skin on 

his shoulder, who then “judged the shoulder to still be in a good enough state” to allow the man 

to work, and “responded with a slap that all of the Mayombe [region] felt.”89 At least in this 

 
86 “...c'est courir à la mort.” Albert Londres, Terre d’ébène (Albin Michel: Paris, 1929), 235. 
87 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 203. 
88 “...les miliciens amènent les porteurs en file, cent dix pour nous quatre, aident les boys à aligner les caisses au 

dehors, placent chaque homme devant la charge qui lui est destinée.” Jean Léopold Deschamps, De Bordeaux au 

Tchad par Brazzaville (Paris: Société Française d’Imprimerie et de Librairie, 1911), 144.  
89 “Sans doute jugea-t-il l'épaule encore en assez bon état : il répondit par une gifle dont le Mayombe retentit.”  

Londres, Terre d’ébène, 245. 
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example, the tirailleur’s responsibilities seem to have been twofold. First, he had the authority to 

oversee the workforce’s physical condition and judge whether their bodies were in good enough 

shape to continue the work or if they had to be replaced. Second, he had the power to use 

corporal punishment to manage the workers. The tirailler’s role exemplifies a dynamic of 

colonization theorized by Cameroonian philosopher Achille Mbembe: colonization relied upon 

violence to discipline bodies for productivity.90 As intermediaries between colonial officials and 

the people they purported to control, miliciens and tirailleurs charged with the supervision of 

labor carried out in visceral terms this very physical form of colonial power. 

 On the Congo-Ocean railway as well, miliciens and other armed guards performed 

similar tasks intended to manage the workforce. Miliciens, for example, were responsible for the 

general policing of “the camps and construction sites,” in the words of one colonial report.91 

Along these lines, Homet observed a camp of railway workers near Comba who were “penned 

in” and “surveilled” by heavily armed miliciens.92 Miliciens were also heavily involved in the 

oversight of the construction, along with the capitas, who were sometimes white. Watching the 

railway construction in process, Londres saw the supervising miliciens use full force to discipline 

the Saras, an ethnic group commonly recruited to do much of the manual labor: “the miliciens 

struck the Saras,” Londres wrote, while “the Saras, as though by reflex, struck the rocks.”93 A bit 

further on, he watched as two miliciens along with three capitas forced two hundred men to use 

their bare hands to lift a huge tree that had fallen across the tracks. The miliciens whipped the 

 
90 Blanchard, Policing in Colonial Empires, 18.  
91 “...la police des camps et des chantiers.” “Où en est le Chemin de Fer Congo-Océan,” Bulletin économique de 

l'Afrique équatoriale française, Paris, January 1934, 27. 
92 “A Comba, dans le sud, les travailleurs du chemin de fer étaient parqués, surveillés par des miliciens baïonnettes 

au canon.” Homet, “La vérité,” 919.  
93 “Les capitas et les miliciens tapaient sur les Saras à tour de bras. Et les Saras, comme par réflexes, tapaient alors 

sur les rochers!”  Londres, Terre d’ébène, 246. 
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backs of the men but “the tree did not move a meter,” until Londres stepped in to stop the scene 

“by the sole authority that [he] was white.”94 Here, Londres exposed the specific racial caste 

system that supported (and was supported by) this kind of economic policing: at the top was any 

white man, who regardless of his background had by default the power of command; at the 

bottom were ethnic groups like the Sara people, whom the colonial administration regarded as 

best fit for manual labor; and somewhere in the middle were the miliciens and tirailleurs, people 

who were Black but usually recruited either from a different region of Africa (such as Afrique 

occidentale française) or considered to be from a “warrior race,” such as the Yakoma, Bondjo, 

Baya, or Bangala.95 As such, they were able to occupy an intermediate position which afforded 

them their limited power—a power that in Mbembian terms was mostly physical, as it concerned 

the management of bodies at work.  

 Any other type of forced labor—the work exacted as prestations or corvées—was usually 

overseen by miliciens. This statutory labor involved the construction of infrastructure, work that 

was frequently carried out by women despite laws that exempted women, children, and the 

elderly from the prestation regime. An article in the colonial newspaper L’Etoile de l’A.E.F. 

titled “Can the fate of the black woman be improved?” identified the pattern, often remarked 

upon by Gide and Homet, by which miliciens oversaw troops of women “occupied with the 

maintenance of the routes.”96 Roadwork seems to have been a particularly feminized occupation, 

and so pervasive that a missionary who had been stationed in neighboring Yaoundé for only 

three and a half months wrote home about “the women that are stolen by policemen and sent to 

 
94 “L'arbre ne faisait pas un mètre... Je fis arrêter le travail du seul droit que j'étais blanc.”  Londres, Terre d’ébène, 

248-49.  
95 Mario Azevedo, "The Human Price of Development: The Brazzaville Railroad and the Sara of Chad," African 

Studies Review 24, no. 1 (1981): 1-19; Coquery-Vidrovitch, Le Congo, np.  
96“...occupées à l’entretien des routes…” Mutima N’Gai, “Le sort de la femme noire ne peut-il être amélioré ?” 

L'Étoile de l'A.E.F. : journal hebdomadaire, Brazzaville, Léopoldville, February 7, 1935, 2. 
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work on the government road.”97 Women workers were not spared the kind of corporal power 

exercised by supervising miliciens: according to the Etoile article, these miliciens were “always 

ready to hit” the women or, as Gide witnessed, to force them to work excessive hours: 

encountering a group of women repairing the embankment of a road by hand, Gide was informed 

to his horror that “the milicien who managed them had made them work all night to repair the 

damage from a recent storm and permit our [Gide’s] passage.”98 Homet too encountered women 

at work during his travels, this time on the rubber plantations. In asking one of these workers 

where all the young women were, she replied that the miliciens had forced them to sleep with 

them.99 Similarly, the article in L’Etoile suggested that supervising miliciens often forced “the 

young girl or women who pleased them to follow them into the bush.”100 By these accounts at 

least, the miliciens’ power over bodies seems to have extended to sexual exploitation as well. 

Tax collection and labor management may have brought policing agents most directly 

into contact with the communities they policed, but these were not their only responsibilities 

regarding the functioning of the colonial economy. Guards and tirailleurs were also responsible 

for ensuring the physical safety of European property and commerce. Settlers and French 

administrators hired African policing agents to guard their means of production, plantations, 

trading posts, and even laboratories for making gold: a decree from 1940 “regulating the fusion 

and the titration of gold matter intended to be deposited as ingots at the Treasury” declared that 

the “permanent watch of this vault will be guaranteed day and night by an armed milicien, who 

 
97 Stella Whittier to the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A, Yaoundé, Cameroon, 

July 9th, 1924, 4, West Africa Mission Records, 1902-1966, Presbyterian Historical Society, Philadelphia. 
98 “...toujours prêts à frapper…” N’Gai, “Le sort,” 2.; “Nous avons appris que le milicien qui les surveille les avait 

fait travailler toute la nuit pour réparer les dégâts d'un récent orage et permettre notre passage.” Gide, Voyage, 739. 
99 Homet, “La vérité,” 936. 
100  “...toujours prêts aussi à obliger la jeune fille ou femme qui leur plaisait à les suivre dans la brousse.” N’Gai, 

“Le sort,” 2. 
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will be provided by the central portion of the Garde indigène.”101 Police likewise protected 

convoys of products in transit, as well as the European administrators or concessionaires and the 

African porters who accompanied them.102 At least in theory, a local colonial administrator 

provided guards to escort the convoys, whose salary the concessionary company was then 

responsible for paying.103 By acting as guards and escorts for European administrators and 

settlers, policing agents protected not just property and trade but also European lives, the most 

important cog in A.E.F.’s colonial economic machine. 

What about the regional guards’ and tirailleurs’ personal reactions to their work, to the 

economic coercion that they carried out? Maran’s fictional character seems to have struggled 

with—or at least recognized—his moral complicity in what he called “these deplorable 

methods.”104 With extreme irony, Bissibingui described the kind of French commandant who 

collected taxes by the method of “imprisoning the entire population” as “always being a just, 

sensible, clear-sighted man.”105 Other colonial police forces elsewhere in Africa took issue with 

the blending of their crime-fighting responsibilities, as they viewed them, with economic 

responsibilities: Justin Willis explains that the Kenya Police in Mombasa, for instance, 

“particularly avoided involvement with policing those laws which were directly associated with 

labour.” Even when told the location of workers who had deserted their employers in violation of 

their contracts, the Kenya Police “made little effort” to track them down, preferring to focus on 

 
101 “Une garde permanente de ce coffre sera assurée de jour et de nuit par un milicien en armes, qui sera fourni par 

la portion centrale de la Garde indigène.” “Arrêté réglementant la fusion et le titrage des matières d’or destinées à 

être déposées en lingots au Trésor,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française, July 1, 1940, 585.  
102 “Arrêté portant réorganisation des “Brigades de Garde régionale,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale 

française, January 1, 1935, 55. 
103 Mollion, Sur les pistes, 113. 
104 Maran, Batouala, 141. 
105 Maran, Batouala, 140. 
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more “glamorous” crimes.106 Though Willis is most likely correct in his assertion that “the 

policing of petty labour regulations” would have been less “rewarding for the average officer,” it 

is also possible that this kind of policing might have been especially difficult for the colonial 

policeman, as an intermediary figure, to take on: tracking down people whose only crime was to 

flee from their employers (whom we might easily imagine to have been abusive) would have 

required a police agent to pit himself against local communities and side with the colonizer in a 

way that might have been particularly socially isolating. 

Regardless of how they may have felt about it, the fact that in A.E.F. these intermediaries 

facilitated the collection of the tax, the recruitment and management of labor, and the general 

protection of European extractive processes meant that police primarily served private 

interests—the concessionary companies—though they technically worked under the auspices of 

the state. This analysis of policing as a privately-controlled enterprise, in the service of private 

interests, suggests that policing is not necessarily the prerogative of solely the state. Split 

between state and private companies, shared control of law enforcement thus reveals the limits of 

the state’s “Weberian” monopoly on force. The example of A.E.F. and its hybrid private-public 

security arrangement, though perhaps extreme, shares certain commonalities with policing 

practices elsewhere, even in the metropole. As Blanchard points out, much of policing in Europe, 

even through the twentieth century, was also aimed at controlling labor to protect the private 

sector.107 Meanwhile, one of the primary purposes of police forces in early America was to 

return runaway enslaved people to plantations, thus protecting white economic interests and 

property in the form of human bodies and labor. As in A.E.F., these coercive practices provoked 

 
106 Justin Willis, “Thieves, Drunkards and Vagrants: Defining Crime in Colonial Mobasa, 1902-32, in David 

Anderson and David Killingray, eds. Policing the Empire: Government, Authority and Control, 1830-1940, 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), 222. 
107 Blanchard et al., Policing in Colonial Empires, 26. 
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continuous resistance, perhaps the ultimate commonality among policing practices across time 

and geographic location. 
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Chapter Two: Police, State, and Rebellion 

 

While African police forces in A.E.F. may have assured the functioning of the colonial 

economy on a day-to-day basis, the core of their duties to the French state centered around the 

suppression of dissent and resistance. A.E.F.’s regional guards were thus tasked with law 

enforcement through civilian policing, while companies of tirailleur soldiers enforced French 

control through military means. This chapter takes up a recent movement in the literature to 

complicate traditional divisions of civil and military law enforcement by questioning their true 

differences in the case of A.E.F., and particularly in the example of the Kongo-Wara Rebellion, 

the largest rebellion in French Sub-Saharan Africa in the interwar period.108 Though originally 

the French conceived of separate systems of civilian and military command, in practice they 

developed a hybrid system of civilian-military law enforcement as a response to African 

resistance to colonial rule. After analyzing the civilian and military command structures in 

A.E.F. and giving a brief overview of the Kongo-Wara Rebellion, this chapter explores the ways 

in which the French deployed a counterinsurgency strategy that depended upon the sharing of 

civilian and military law enforcement responsibilities, the shifting of personnel between civilian 

and military systems of command, and a spectrum of material power that adhered imperfectly to 

the official guidelines for civilian and military use of force. 

 Ideas of “civilian” versus “military”-style governance and law enforcement take on 

different meanings in different contexts, with the case of policing in A.E.F. as just one example. 

But to the extent that it is possible to define the two in broad terms, “civil” governance tends to 

 
108 Anja Johansen, "Future Trends in Historical Research on Policing: Towards Global and Interdisciplinary 

Perspectives," Crime, Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies 21, no. 2 (2017), 116; Raphael 

Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, la guerre du Kongo-Wara 1928-1931. Paris: Harmattan, 1986, 

7. 
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refer to a system of control over populations and territory in which leaders are popularly elected 

or appointed through a bureaucracy with the primary purpose of providing government 

functions, while in systems of military command, it is the military—its leaders and hierarchies—

that is responsible for maintaining law and order (with the provisioning of public services usually 

relegated to a backseat). Military or gendarmerie forces are usually “equipped like soldiers” and 

report to a government agency such as a “ministry of war,” while civilian police forces report to 

a government agency such as the “ministry of the interior and/or of justice.”109 Though these two 

terms—civilian and military—usually define themselves in opposition to each other, in reality, 

styles of law enforcement are often situated along a continuum of control or involve multiple 

forms of civilian and military law enforcement simultaneously. The colonial context, in which 

empires ruled peoples and territories by force and not consent, offers rich examples of this 

duality of civilian and military rule, with the case of A.E.F as a prime illustration. 

 In order to understand law enforcement’s civil and military roles in A.E.F., it is first 

helpful to understand the hybrid nature of the colonial administration itself. In theory at least, the 

French administered the colonies of A.E.F. through a primarily civilian system of hierarchical 

control.110 The Governor General of A.E.F. sat at the top of this pyramid and oversaw the entire 

administration of the federation, while Lieutenant Generals oversaw the administration of the 

four colonies. Lower-level bureaucrats ran individual circonscriptions (districts within colonies) 

and circles, the smallest French unit of control. (Villages were even smaller than circles, but they 

were generally administered by an African chief who was usually appointed to his position by 

the French.111) A circle commander reported to his circonscription commander, who reported to 

 
109 Clive Emsley, "Policing the Empire Policing the Metropole: Some Thoughts on Models and Types," Crime, 

Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies 18, no. 2 (2014), 7.  
110 See Appendix B for a visual representation of A.E.F.’s civilian administrative structure. 
111 Jean Suret-Canale, French Colonialism in Tropical Africa (London: Hurst, 1971), 322-323. 
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the Lieutenant General of the colony, who reported to the Governor General himself. Meanwhile, 

a system of military command ran parallel to this administrative structure, complete with 

generals, lieutenants, captains, and sergeants. The Governor General, as the most powerful 

French administrator in A.E.F., united these systems with both the power of law and supreme 

command of the armed forces.112 

 However, in actual practice these neat systems of command translated into a much 

murkier reality for a number of reasons. Within hierarchical structures, there was surprising 

fluidity: for instance, the Governor General of A.E.F. also served simultaneously as Lieutenant 

General of the Moyen Congo in the 1920s and 1930s. And then there was the fact that the 

administrative structure of the federation (from circle to district to colony to federation) changed 

frequently over the nearly fifty years of French rule in A.E.F. The French added new territory, 

periodically combined or restructured districts, and even made the entire federation into one 

unique colony for a brief span of a few years in the 1930s.113 Frequent administrative 

restructuring meant that the responsibilities of each French administrator and their hierarchical 

relationships with one another shifted frequently, as well. Perhaps as a result of this fluidity and 

the confusion it must have produced, higher-level commanders often accused their subordinates 

of not adhering to changes in their orders and responsibilities. Whether for personal motives, 

because of a lack of accountability, or out of sheer confusion, the lowest-level administrators—

those who had the most contact with African communities and spent the most time engaged in 

 
112 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 309. 
113 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 310-311. For instance, in 1934, the four colonies became “regions” and the 

districts became “departments”: see “Ce qu’il est utile de savoir sur la réorganisation de l’A.E.F.,” L’Etoile de 

l’A.E.F., December 27, 1934, 9-10. 
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the work of actual governance—often deviated from the prescribed structure and took matters 

into their own hands.114 

 Meanwhile, the interplay between the civilian and military systems added a new layer of 

complexity. Civilian administrative structures could not simply be imposed with the beginning of 

French occupation of a territory. As in French West Africa, French colonial officials envisioned 

an evolving process in which military structures of command (necessary in the beginning of 

occupation in order to retain control of the territory) would be slowly phased out once 

“pacification” was complete and replaced with civilian systems of administration.115 Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, this evolution from military to civilian control did not always take place, and 

certainly not in a linear fashion. For instance, out of the Moyen-Congo’s fifteen circonscriptions, 

three were still under military control as late as 1920.116 In places where military control was 

retained, it was often because the African population in the region refused to submit to French 

rule. Local communities’ refusal to pay taxes or to work for private companies, as well as 

periodic small-scale uprisings, made it difficult for the French to imagine abandoning the 

military model while still maintaining control of the territory. At the same time, civilian-led areas 

might revert to military occupation if local unrest got out of hand, as happened in the Kongo-

Wara Rebellion.  

 
114 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 313. 
115 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 307. 
116 “Une Mission d'Études Pratiques au Moyen-Congo,” Renseignements coloniaux et documents (Paris: Comité de 

l'Afrique française, 1920), 188. 
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Carte indiquant les divisions militaires de l’Afrique équatoriale française (Gabon, Moyen-

Congo, Oubangui-Chari, Tchad) in A travers le monde 17, 1911. Light purple denotes districts 

under French military administration as of 1911. 

 

 The occupation campaigns for control of the newly unified A.E.F. between 1908 and 

1912 set a precedent for the establishment of military rule as a hybrid system of governance. In 

these campaigns, the French administration under Governor General Merlin sent out companies 

of tirailleur soldiers, led by a handful of Europeans, to bring the entirety of A.E.F. under French 

dominion. In order to do so, these forces invaded parts of the Moyen Congo, Oubangui-Chari, 

Gabon, and Chad that had never before recognized any form of European rule. For the French, 

recognizing French authority meant, in concrete terms, that villages paid taxes and complied 

with forced labor demands. A 1921 account of the 1908-1912 occupation campaigns, written by 
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some of the French officials involved, explained how these administrators understood the 

implementation of military command in the newly acquired territories. According to these 

officials,  

regions occupied by military troops are nothing other than circonscriptions where the 

administrators are the officers of the occupying company [of troops]. Military occupation 

has the same goal and uses the same methods as administrative occupation. These 

circonscriptions are simply regions where submission is not yet complete, where a fire 

poorly extinguished could still relight; the presence of military troops in an area is not of 

a repressive nature but rather a preventative one.117 [Emphasis added.] 

 

Here, the authors deliberately blurred the distinctions between military and civilian 

administration so that the theoretical dichotomy, in which military and civilian rule define 

themselves in opposition to each other, no longer held. The military was supposed to take on the 

roles of both systems: to administer regions (that is, to provide public services and represent the 

French “civilizing” presence) and to enforce order via military means. Governor Merlin 

envisioned this process in 1909 as a “peaceful occupation,” in which the French forces would 

limit all military action to “rebel villages and groups.”118 Otherwise, they were to win over the 

local population with the superiority of French civilization, by “the spectacle of our creative 

force and our organizational genius.”119 Unsurprisingly, Merlin’s vision of a “peaceful 

occupation” was not realized. 

 
117 “Les régions occupées par les troupes régulières ne sont pas autre chose que des circonscriptions où les 

administrateurs sont les officiers de la compagnie qui occupe la circonscription. L’occupation militaire a le même 

but et se poursuit suivant les mêmes méthodes que l’occupation administrative. Il ne faut voir dans ces 

circonscriptions que des régions où la soumission n’est pas encore effective, où un foyer mal éteint peut encore se 

rallumer; la présence des troupes dans un pays n’a pas un caractère répressif, mais un caractère préventif.  

Gouvernement Général de l’Afrique Equatoriale Française, ed., Une étape de la conquête de l'Afrique équatoriale 

française 1908-1912 (Imprimerie-Librairie Militaire Universelle: Paris 1921), 9.  
118 “...cette politique de pénétration pacifique.” “L’action elle-même doit être...strictement limitée aux villages et 

aux groupement rebelles.” 
119 “...le spectacle de notre force créatrice et de notre génie organisateur.” “Congo français,” Bulletin mensuel du 

Comité de l'Afrique française, January 1, 1909, 350. 
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The authors of the 1921 account also elaborated on the exact structure of military 

occupation: “the company of tirailleurs is the unit of occupation; the commanding captain is the 

leader of the circonscription; [and] the lieutenants are the leaders of the subdivision…”120 Thus 

military forces, including tirailleurs as law enforcement agents, directly stood in for civilian 

administrators. The main difference between a civilian and military administration became the 

addition of the military structure of command—the tirailleurs, captains, and lieutenants—and the 

force that it commanded (“no fewer than 50 guns” with each unit), which allowed the French 

occupiers to shift into military action at a moment’s notice. It was essentially a gendarmerie 

force with sole control of a territory. 

 The powers and responsibilities of policing agents—namely, the regional guards and the 

companies of tirailleurs—thus reflected this ambiguity between military and civil-style law 

enforcement, similarly changing over time and context-dependent. In theory, the regional guards 

were supposed to serve as the main police force of the colonies, stationed in each circle to protect 

and serve the commanding civilian administrator. Meanwhile, tirailleur soldiers were subject to 

the military chain of command, to be deployed in situations where more force was required. 

However, orders issued by Governor General Augagneur in 1921 reveal that these 

responsibilities and reporting structures were often shifting and overlapping in practice. In an 

effort to rein in to some extent Europeans’ use of force against the African population, 

Augagneur decreed that from then on his subordinates would not “undertake any operation of 

repression, none of the operations known as reconnaissance or police rounds, without [his] 

 
120 “La compagnie de tirailleurs est l’unité d’occupation; le capitaine qui la commande est le chef de la 

circonscription; les lieutenants sont les chefs de la circonscription…” Gouvernement Général de l’Afrique 

Equatoriale Française, ed., Une étape, 9. 
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formal consent,” which he would only give if convinced of its justification.121 Augagneur further 

clarified his orders to his subordinates: “in no case will you use military forces, even restricted to 

or borrowed from a single company, without my formal consent.”122 By “company,” Augagneur 

meant tirailleur soldiers, but he clarified that his orders held for the regional guards, as well: 

“The militia guards constitute a police force intended to maintain order, by intervening where 

order is disturbed, to arrest the delinquents or criminals. All operations of a military character, 

requiring the assembly of a number of guards, must be proposed to the Governor General and 

may only be undertaken upon his authorization.”123 Augagneur’s distinctions suggest that 

administrators had been using regional guards in paramilitary operations, with missions that went 

beyond simply arresting troublemakers. Similarly, his orders suggest that though tirailleurs were 

supposedly subject to military command, civilian administrators had been deploying them on 

their own behalf. These must have been common practices if Augagneur felt compelled to 

address them.  

Thus we see that the regional guards, supposedly a civilian-led police force, often 

undertook paramilitary or counterinsurgency activity, while tirailleur soldiers, supposedly a 

military-commanded force, might take on the role of civilian police—conducting a police round, 

collecting the tax, or surveilling a population. Augagneur’s language, in which he spoke of 

“delinquents” and “criminals,” is an attempt to reestablish a separation between the civil and 

military spheres of law enforcement: “delinquents” and “criminals” belong in the civil sphere, 

 
121 “J’insiste spécialement sur l’obligation de n’entre prendre aucune opération de répression, aucune des opérations 

dénommées reconnaissances ou tournées de police, sans mon assentiment formel…”  
122 “En aucun cas, vous n’emploierez les forces militaires, mêmes bornées ou empruntées à une seule compagnie, 

sans mon autorisation formelle.”  
123 “Les gardes de milice constituent une force de police destinée à assurer l’ordre, en intervenant là où l’ordre est 

troublé, à arrêter les délinquants ou les criminels. Toute opération de caractère militaire, exigeant la réunion de 

gardes en nombre, fera l’objet des propositions adressées au Gouverneur général et ne sera entreprise que sur son 

autorisation.”  “Discours d’Augagneur,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique française, October 1, 1921, 475. 
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where they are policed by the regional guards, not a military force. He seems to have intended 

military operations, on the other hand, to target actual fomenters of rebellion. This distinction—

between (from the French perspective) petty criminals and rebels, the actual threats to the 

regime—was not easy to draw in practice, particularly because the many forms of African 

resistance to colonial rule were both shifting and ongoing. 

Indeed, the reality was that localized uprisings and the colonial military campaigns sent 

to repress them did not end with the initial “pacification” campaigns of 1908 to 1912.124 Though 

these campaigns represented one of the largest consolidations of military forces in A.E.F. at any 

given period under French occupation (with 4,800 military personnel in operation in the colonies 

by 1911), they were not able to enforce complete submission.125 At the conclusion of the 

pacification campaigns, French officials knew that much of A.E.F. was still not loyal to French 

rule: an official report in the 1913 edition of the Comité de l’Afrique française stated that “the 

occupied regions have risen following recent efforts from 26 to 60% [of the territory] between 

1908 and 1912,” but that there “remained still 40% of the territory where our administration in 

reality exercises only a weak influence and of which 20% represent regions yet unpenetrated.”126 

The period after World War I represented a new period of major turmoil, when the communities 

that had been most targeted for requisitioning for the French forces erupted in renewed 

insurrection.127 French control of the colony of Gabon in particular remained unstable, even 

through the 1920s. According to an article printed in a 1920 edition of the Journal officiel de 

 
124 Suret-Canale, French Colonialism, 107-108. 
125 Merlin, “Discours d’ouverture,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française, October 15, 1910, 520.  
126 “...si les régions occupées s'étaient élevées à la suite des efforts récents de 26 à 60 % de 1908 à 1912, il restait 

encore 40 % de régions où notre administration n'exerce en réalité qu'une faible influence et dans lesquelles 20 % 

représentent des régions encore impénétrées.” “L’organisation militaire de l’Afrique Equatoriale française,” Bulletin 

mensuel du Comité de l'Afrique française, 1913, 44. 
127 Pierre Kalck, Histoire de la République centrafricaine des origines préhistoriques à nos jours (Paris: Berger-

Levrault, 1977), 220. 
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l’Afrique équatoriale française, “unrest and rebellion were repressed without ensuring the 

establishment of a definitive peace, so that there still remain, currently, passively resisting, 

hostile and even impenetrable zones” in Gabon.128 Though the author suggested that “within two 

or three years” the whole territory might be completely “pacified,” a rebellion by the Awandji in 

western Gabon between 1927 and 1929 reveals that this vision was never fulfilled.129  

The fact that pacification was a nearly constant battle in A.E.F. meant that the 

enforcement of “law and order” by policing forces required the encroachment of military style 

policing into the civil sphere, however much administrators like Augagneur might try to enforce 

a separation of the two. This hybridization of law enforcement styles is exemplified by the lead-

up to and the eventual repression of the Kongo-Wara Rebellion, the largest-scale insurrection to 

challenge French control in A.E.F. The rebellion erupted in the fall of 1928, in the Bouar region 

that served as the border between Oubangui-Chari and Cameroon.130 A Gbaya leader known as 

Karnou was at the center of the movement, preaching nonviolence resistance to French rule 

through boycotts of French goods and the refusal to pay taxes. Karnou and his followers drew on 

the hostility against the French that had been simmering for decades in this primarily Gbaya-

speaking region, particularly in the Upper-Sangha circonscription. This was a region that the 

French had targeted particularly heavily when recruiting for plantation labor, porterage, military 

forces, and most recently at the time of the rebellion, labor on the Congo-Ocean railway.131 Men 

who were forced to work in these capacities often never returned. As we saw in the previous 

 
128 “Les désordres et les rébellions étaient réprimés sans qu’on se fût assuré si la paix définitive était établie, de telle 

façon qu’il subsiste encore, actuellement, des zones de résistance passive, hostiles et même impénétrées.”  “La 

situation politique,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française, February 1, 1920, 63. 
129 Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, “Introduction” and “Chapter Three,” Le Congo au temps des grandes 

compagnies concessionnaires (Paris: Mouton, 1972.), np. 
130 Philip Burnham and Thomas Christensen, "Karnu's Message and the 'War of the Hoe Handle': Interpreting a 

Central African Resistance Movement," Africa: Journal of the International African Institute 53, no. 4 (1983), 4. 
131 Thomas O'Toole, "The 1928-1931 Gbaya Insurrection in Ubangui-Shari: Messianic Movement or Village Self-

Defense?" Canadian Journal of African Studies 18, no. 2 (1984), 332. 
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chapter, the construction of the Congo-Ocean railway was particularly lethal: estimates of the 

number of deaths that occured on the railway between 1921 and 1929 range from ten thousand to 

sixty thousand, out of the over 120,000 men who were recruited.132 Already depleted after 

decades of exploitation, living partially in the bush in makeshift encampments so as to evade 

French recruiters, the people of Haute-Sangha neared a breaking point under the pressures of 

recruitment for the railway.  

Karnou’s role as a prophet thus came at a time when it seemed that his community’s 

survival was at stake. Hostilities opened in June 1928, when 200 to 250 armed villagers forced a 

French administrator and his guards to flee for their lives while on a tour of the circle in Haute-

Sangha.133 Thus began the first of three phases of the conflict, as defined by Central African 

historian Raphael Nzabakomada-Yakoma. In this first phase, Karnou’s influence spurred 

communities throughout Haute-Sangha to refuse to pay taxes and respond to French presence 

with armed aggression. After a months-long march through Oubangui-Chari from Bangui, a 

French military column finally traced Karnou to the village of Nahing and killed him on sight. 

The French thought that Karnou’s death would end the conflict, but it only marked the end of the 

first phase. Several months later, in March of 1929, fighting broke out again on a large scale. 

Filling the vacuum left by Karnou’s death, two chiefs in particular instigated a series of uprisings 

across Oubangui-Chari and Cameroon in which former miliciens and tirailleurs played a major 

role by siding with the rebels.134 By methodically scouring the region through the spring and 

 
132 Mario Azevedo, "The Human Price of Development: The Brazzaville Railroad and the Sara of Chad," African 

Studies Review 24, no. 1 (1981), 12. 
133 O'Toole, "The 1928-1931 Gbaya Insurrection in Ubangui-Shari,” 334. 
134 Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 89, 91. 
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summer of 1929, the French military forces succeeded at repressing much of the uprising to the 

point that many of the rebellious regions were again paying taxes by October 1929.135  

A year then passed in which small, localized unrest continued to plague French 

administrators, but full-scale mobilization was not required until November of 1930, the 

beginning of the third and final phase of the war. The instigating factor for this final phase was a 

brutal incident in which a group of rebels targeted a camp of regional guards in retaliation for 

abuses committed by the guards over the previous months, when the French had relied heavily 

on its militia forces to maintain order. According to a French lieutenant’s report, the rebels 

chased the wives and children of the guards into a house and set it on fire, killing about fifty 

people.136 Nzabakomada-Yakoma calls the French military operations in this last phase of the 

rebellion a “true war machine,” with 500 tirailleurs and militiamen mobilized.137 Also known as 

“the cave war,” this phase of the conflict was mostly fought in the mountains of the Bouar 

region. The insurgents—which sometimes included entire communities—camped out in 

mountainous caves, from which they launched guerilla attacks on French forces. The French 

responded by “smoking out” the rebels: soldiers would start a fire at a cave entrance and then 

shoot at random as those within tried to escape suffocation.138 It is therefore unsurprising that 

this final phase of the war was the most deadly and destructive, and yet official reports obscure 

the extent of the atrocities. It was only through oral interviews with former rebels and guards in 

the 1970s that Nzabakomada-Yakoma was able to fill in some of the gaps in the record and 

construct a more accurate narrative of this final phase. 

 
135 Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 102. 
136 Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 111. 
137  Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 112. 
138 The French used this highly lethal counterinsurgency tactic elsewhere in the empire as well, as early as 1845 in 

Algeria and as late as the 1950s in Vietnam. 



56 

Throughout these three phrases, French officials used language that suggested a 

difference between “opérations de police” (police activity) and military counterinsurgency 

operations. In theory, these two ought to be distinguishable by their responsibilities for the 

maintenance of law and order, leadership or chain of command, and use of force. Instead, the 

French administration’s deployment of the regional guards and tirailleurs in response to the 

Kongo-Wara Rebellion demonstrates the ways in which civilian and military modes of law 

enforcement became entangled in A.E.F., particularly during these moments of an acute 

challenge to the colonial regime. 

Both regional guards and tirailleur soldiers had a role to play in the repression of the 

rebellion. Particularly during the lead-up to and throughout the war, the French relied heavily on 

police operations carried out by a handful of regional guards who accompanied a civilian 

administrator on a round of the villages in his circle or circonscription with the goal of 

supporting the civilian administration in its maintenance of order.139 To this end, regional guards 

were tasked with making arrests and imprisoning “trouble-makers,” surveilling a community to 

gather information and detect signs of unrest, evacuating endangered European colonists and 

loyal chiefs, and serving as bodyguards for the French administrator on duty. Regional guards 

carried out these kinds of duties in times of relative peace, as well. For example, a 1939 edition 

of the Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française named two miliciens who were assigned 

by their circonscription leaders to transfer a prisoner from Tchibanga to Port-Gentil.140 Of all of 

the functions of the police presence in A.E.F., these appear to have had the most in common with 

 
139 Raphael Antonetti, “Discours d’ouverture,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française, December 1, 

1928, 1127.  
140 “Divers,” Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française, August 15, 1939, 986.  
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conceptions of a “modern” civilian police force. As “normal” functions of the regional guards, 

none of these responsibilities necessitated the use of military force, at least in theory.  

In a military counterinsurgency operation, by contrast, the goal was to eliminate all 

resistance by any means necessary. Administrators and military leaders often made this 

distinction at moments when it seemed that the rebellion was taking a more serious turn: for 

instance, civilian administrator André Faivre wrote to the governor general in May 1929 that 

“this is not a simple case of unrest that can be suppressed by a police action. It’s a true revolt 

against which military means must be employed.”141 Similarly, the civilian administrator of the 

Lobaye circonscription marked the opening of the third phase of the conflict by reporting that “it 

is no longer a question of police operations but of a military operation against armed bands while 

maintaining a well-defined zone.”142 Of these “military means,” the go-to manoeuvre entailed 

tirailleur soldiers capturing a center of rebel activity and then using that village as a base from 

which to patrol the region and arrest camps of fugitives. For instance, during the war’s second 

phase, the French and their African auxiliaries divided the rebellious territory into squares, 

patrolled each one systematically, and wiped out any resistance they encountered until the region 

as a whole was “secured.” Of course, as Denis and Viraud note, this strategy “was not always 

followed” because the action moved so quickly; in reality, changing centers of resistance often 

 
141 “Il ne s’agit pas d’une simple effervescence pouvant être supprimée par une action de police. C’est une véritable 

révolte contre laquelle doivent être employés les moyens militaires…” Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale 

insurgée, 94, citing “Rapport d’inspection de Marchessou,” 5D47, Archives nationales d’outre mer, Aix-en-

Provence. 
142 “...il ne saurait être question d’opération de police mais d’une opération militaire contre des bandes armées et 

tenant une zone bien délimitée.” Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 108, citing “Rapport du 

capitaine Berthelot, chef de la circonscription de la Lobaye,” 5D79, Archives nationales d’outre mer, Aix-en-

Provence. 
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forced French army personnel to abandon one operation for another one where the threat was 

greater, thus slowing down the process.143 

As opposed to civilian operations which set out with the goal of arrest, military 

auxiliaries were empowered to assassinate rebel leaders such as Karnou on sight: according to 

Nzabakomada-Yakoma, once the French column came within range of Karnou in Nahing, a 

tirailleur by the name of Pougoulou fired at Karnou and his brother with a machine gun, killing 

them instantly.144 Slightly at odds with this account, a Gbaya eyewitness reported in an 1960s 

interview with ethnologists that “Karnou’s house caught fire” and “burned to the ground; then 

they started shooting.”145 The French command, after identifying the bodies, left them at the 

village entrance so that (in the words of the commanding French lieutenant) the rebels could 

“see” and “touch the body of Karnou” so as “to avoid the legends that might form later on about 

his death.”146 Assassination as opposed to arrest was therefore an intentional counterinsurgency 

strategy. 

However, despite these identifiably separate civilian and military responsibilities, African 

auxiliaries often ended up taking on the roles of their civilian or military counterparts in response 

to the resistance they encountered. In each phase of the war, for instance, columns of guards led 

by civilian administrators acted as auxiliaries for their military counterparts in counterinsurgency 

operations. For example, on the march to capture Karnou, two civilian administrators and a 

contingent of armed guards played a hybrid military-civilian role by surveilling the area ahead of 

 
143 Maurice Eugène Denis and René André Marie Viraud, Histoire militaire de l'Afrique Equatoriale française 

(Paris: Imprimerie National, 1931), 229. 
144 Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 74. 
145 Eyewitness account cited in Burnham and Christensen, "Karnu's Message and the 'War of the Hoe Handle'," 10. 
146 “Voient, qu’ils touchent le cadavre de Karnou pour éviter plus tard les légendes qui pourraient former sur sa 

mort.” Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 75, citing “Journal de route de Boutin,” 82-43, 

Archives de l’Ecole nationale d’administration de Bangui. 
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the military column of tirailleurs.147 Similarly, during the second phase, the circonscription 

commander Fieschi-Vivet commanded “a guard detachment” that “explored” one side of a 

riverbank while the military column continued its march towards the nearby towns of Béra-

Ndjoko and Macao.148 In these cases, an ostensibly civilian force provided auxiliary support to 

the military force by performing the more typical police functions of surveillance or arrest.  

As the war progressed, these civilian policing units often found themselves in situations 

of open conflict that forced them to take on a “military” function and engage in combat. For 

instance, the administrator Maurice-Jean-Charles-Antonin-Clément Fieschi-Vivet was awarded 

the Legion of Honor in 1930 for his “conduct during the troubles in Haute-Sangha in 1929.”149 

According to the official description, he and a contingent of fifteen guards out on a patrol held 

off “several hundred fanatical natives” who had “come to pillage the villages that did not want to 

join the rebellion.”150 Fieschi-Vivet, “having encountered them on the banks of the Niabiolo 

river, on March 16th, 1929, held firm for the entire day, despite repeated assaults, and repelled 

the aggressors.”151 This confusion between law enforcement strategies thus plays out on a 

rhetorical level: this description uses the language of battle to describe the confrontation, in 

which Fieschi-Vivet, a civilian administrator, is portrayed as a war hero. Only the last word—

“aggressors”—seems to break with the military rhetoric, almost evoking instead Augagneur’s 

“delinquents” whose worst offense was to threaten the peace. Perhaps using a military term such 

as “enemy” to describe the rebel groups would only have served to legitimize their cause, thus 

 
147 Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale insurgée, 70. 
148 Denis and Viraud, Histoire militaire de l'Afrique Equatoriale française, 232. 
149 “Très belle conduite lors des troubles de la Haute-Sangha en 1929.”  
150 “Ceux-ci ayant décidé de venir piller les villages qui ne voulaient pas se soulever, s’est porté seul avec 15 gardes 

au-devant de plusieurs centaines d’indigènes fanatisés.”  
151 “Les ayant rencontrés sur les bords de la rivière Niabilolo, le 16 mars 1929, a tenu toute une journée, malgré des 

assauts répétés, et a repoussé les agresseurs.”  “Légion d’honneur,” Journal de l’Afrique équatoriale française, April 

15, 1930, 336.  
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revealing yet another layer of confusion: in the French imagination, French civilian law 

enforcement might at times slip into the realm of the military and its language, but their opposing 

African forces could not be allowed to do the same. 

As for each branch’s structure of command, it might seem in theory that based on the 

French colonial administrative structure, the military leadership would handle all aspects of the 

counterinsurgency operations while the civilian command would occupy itself with civilian 

policing operations. But just as the actual separation of the military and civilian administration in 

A.E.F. was overlapping in practice, so too was the division of civilian and military authority 

when it came to law enforcement operations on the ground during the Kongo-Wara Rebellion. In 

reality, responsibility for these operations was often shifting and shared between military and 

civilian leaders. Based on the intensity of the rebel action and the colonial capacity to respond, 

civilian administrators might take on more or less military responsibility. This shifting of 

military responsibilities onto civilian actors culminated in September 1928, when Governor 

General Antonetti “by special delegation” officially conferred Lieutenant General Lamblin of 

Oubangui-Chari with military powers. His order gave Lamblin “the sole command of the 

measures necessary to restore calm in the currently rebelling regions of the Haute-Sangha and 

Oubangui-Chari.”152 Working in tandem with the military general Thiry, Lamblin would take 

control of military operations in the colony for the remainder of the war. On the military side, 

meanwhile, Lieutenant Boutin of the colonial infantry was given control of the entire region of 

Bouar-Baboua after Karnou’s death, the center of the action during the first phase of the war. 

The region became one united circonscription which Boutin governed as a military district 

 
152 “...délégation spéciale, la direction unique des mesures à prendre pour ramener le calme dans les régions 

actuellement troublées de la Haute-Sangha et de l’Oubangui-Chari.” Nzabakomada-Yakoma, L’Afrique centrale 

insurgée, 64, citing “Antonetti à Lamblin,” September 15, 1928, 5D75, Archives nationales d’outre mer, Aix-en 

Provence. 
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(under military occupation) for the rest of the war.153 Here again, we see a military official taking 

on the powers of a civilian administrator in response to African uprising. 

In the course of the action, officials also often shared civilian and military 

responsibilities. Lieutenants commanded contingents of guards on “police operations”  

while civilian administrators occasionally led columns of tirailleur soldiers during 

counterinsurgency operations. The second phase of the war was particularly characterized by 

overlapping leadership, when Governor General Antonetti and General Thiry directed a 

combination of both military and civilian officers to restore order in early 1929, including two 

lieutenants and two circonscription commanders.154 Accordingly, the civilian commander of the 

Ouham-Pendé circonscription alongside two French lieutenants led the mobile detachments that 

moved out from the French centers of control into the countryside.155 Making matters even more 

complicated, one of these two lieutenants replaced a civilian administrator as deputy to the leader 

of the circonscription of Bouar-Baboua in May 1929, so that he took on civilian responsibilities 

in the midst of the fighting.156 

Finally, when civilian leaders called on military officials for support in what was 

considered “counterinsurgency” rather than “policing” operations, it was usually because the 

military was able to operate with more material power, both in terms of personnel and 

ammunition—a final ostensible difference between civilian and military-style law enforcement. 

For example, when civilian administrator Pierre Crubilé sent an urgent telegram to Lamblin in 

July 1928 requesting “the largest possible number of guards” to be sent to his post immediately, 

 
153 Denis and Viraud, Histoire militaire, 230. 
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70 total militimen commanded by three civilian administrators arrived in Baboua.157 By contrast, 

when the military intervened several months later under General Thiry, the number of tirailleurs 

and guards in A.E.F. reached over a thousand during what became the peak of the first phase of 

the war, between 1928 and 1929.158 For the march to Nahing to capture Karnou, Lieutenant 

Boutin alone commanded 120 tirailleurs, two French lieutenants, and nine European sub-officers 

and corporals.159 The civilian administration on its own (without war powers) simply did not 

have access to this level of mobilization without military intervention. Similarly, while regional 

guards often patrolled without cartridges, tirailleur soldiers could wield significant gunpower.160 

For instance, in January 1931 Lieutenant Boutin again commanded a detachment composed 

primarily of tirailleurs (79 Senegalese and eight militiamen) which alone was equipped with 

“17,000 cartridges, 4,200 cartridges for the machine-guns, 700 shells, [and] 192 shells V.B.”161 

Thus heavily armed, a tirailleur company had the capacity to mow down rebel opposition in a 

way that a guard contingent could not.  

At the same time, however, the fact that systems of command shifted and responsibilities 

were shared between the civilian and military branches during the rebellion meant that regional 

guards sometimes wielded a surprising amount of force, violating the separation of material 

power that administrators like Augagneur had sought to establish. For instance, in the first few 

months of the rebellion in summer and fall 1928, civilian administrators conducting “policing” 

rounds of the region of Haute-Sangha began to increasingly arm their regional guard escorts, 

aware that they ran the risk of facing armed combattants. For example, in the round in June that 
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served as the catalyst for the rebellion, a civilian administrator Pierre Crubilé took only five 

unarmed guards and a corporal with him to try to arrest Karnou.162 Crubilé and his escorts 

learned their lesson when they soon encountered hundreds of men armed with spears blocking 

their path, forcing them to retreat in what would become known as the “Crubilé affair.” By early 

September, the situation had escalated to the point that the French administrator in Carnot took 

“nine guards armed with 75 cartridges each” when he embarked on a policing mission to rescue a 

threatened chief who was loyal to the French cause.163 In November, civilian administrator 

Gaëtan Germain took “thirteen guards armed with 100 cartridges each” with him when he 

conducted a patrol ahead of the military column marching to Nahing.164 Though they might have 

been considered civilian agents, there would have been effectively little difference between these 

heavily armed guards and a contingent of tirailleur soldiers. 

In general, this pervasive overlap in civilian and military law enforcement 

responsibilities, leadership, and material power during the Kongo-Wara Rebellion came down to 

two overarching factors. The first and most important was, again, the continuity of African 

resistance; French rule was extremely contested, especially under Karnou’s influence but 

continuously throughout the history of the federation. To rise up against the endless brutality of 

European exploitation in A.E.F., rebel groups effectively relied on the vast landscape to launch 

guerrilla warfare against French personnel—a tactic that was very difficult to wipe out 

entirely.165 The Kongo-Wara Rebellion in particular demonstrates that simple “opérations de 

police” led by a civilian officer were not enough to effectively counter this local resistance. 

Though Governor General Antonetti argued in November 1929 that the Kongo-Wara movement 
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“could have been neatly stifled right at the beginning,” in an implied criticism of the lower-level 

administrators who handled the origins of the crisis, the reality was that the French 

administration simply lacked the capacity to adequately suppress resistance of this scale—the 

second larger factor at play.166 Maintaining control of this immense territory and enforcing 

taxation and labor policies practically required a highly militarized state presence, but at the 

same time, the French administrative presence in A.E.F. was small compared with most other 

regions of the French empire. The colonial administration of A.E.F. did not have the resources to 

maintain a paramilitary state in high alert in every part of the federation, which meant that 

relying on small groups of guards accompanied by just one administrator was often the only 

option for enforcement of the regime. As a result, the French state operated in a condition of near 

constant “crisis management,” deploying in law enforcement activities a range of military force 

that depended on the intensity of the resistance movement and the threat it posed to French rule. 

This ad hoc strategy on display during the rebellion became official policy in its aftermath: a 

1935 decree ordained that the regional guards, “in times of war or unrest,” would serve as 

“reinforcement for the troops of A.E.F.” and could be placed under the command of the highest 

military commander (as opposed to the civilian government).167  

 By explicitly relying on this flexibility of law enforcement modes, the French 

administration in A.E.F. tried to advance two arguments that existed often in tension: one, that as 

a primarily civilian system of governance, it was humanitarian, and two, that it was effective at 

maintaining order through physical force. As the author of an opinion piece in the Étoile de 

l’A.E.F. from March 1931 points out, the administration often failed to convince spectators of 
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either one. The author, who was a European settler living in the Upper-Sangha at the time of the 

rebellion, writes mockingly that “in just three months machine guns had brought to reason 

people whose force originated nowhere else but in the infinite mercy, the attentive care of the 

civil administration!”168 From his perspective, the administration was hypocritical to suggest that 

it cared about the wellbeing of the African population when it resorted to extreme force to 

maintain order. At the same time, the administration’s use of force was (from his perspective) 

insufficient for maintaining order when compared with that of the military: he writes that “where 

the civil administration, parsimoniously, had placed a young man of twenty-five and thirty 

miliciens, the army placed five officers, fifteen sub-officers, two hundred and fifty well-armed 

tirailleurs, a hundred miliciens. The colons [settlers] flourished. Finally, it was possible to 

work.”169 

 The French colonial administration in A.E.F. was not alone in its untenable position. 

Other colonial administrations elsewhere in Africa were similarly caught between the 

imperatives of enforcing control and the restrictions of a small policing force. In German South 

West Africa, for example, the police and army were separate entities but the work they 

performed was much the same. At 750 men in 1907 (and only 450 by 1913), this police force 

“rode through their respective districts to remind the indigenous population (estimated at the 

time to be about 60,000) of the presence of German soldiers (about 1900 of them in 1913), and to 

protect German farmers and other settlers (about 14,000).”170 In Algeria, the colonial 

 
168 “En quelque trois mois, les fusils mitrailleurs eurent rendu à la raison des gens dont la force ne provenait que de 
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de miliciens. Les colons s'épanouissaient. Enfin, la possibilité de travailler.” “Sous la botte,” L’Etoile de l’A.E.F., 

March 14th, 1931, 5. 
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administration recruited native auxiliaries to support “the thousand or so gendarmes” responsible 

for policing the rural areas between towns—i.e., the vast majority of the territory.171 These 

examples suggest that the hybridity of law enforcement styles was not unique to A.E.F. but 

rather a common feature of colonization, in which “normal” policing activities became 

militarized and military-style law enforcement became normalized. The complexity of the 

colonial situation suggests that civilian policing and military modes of control ought to be 

recognized as different manifestations of the same state imperative for control over populations 

and territories. The possibility that styles of law enforcement exist not as a binary but rather 

along a spectrum of militarization holds implications for studies of policing in the global colonial 

context, in the metropole, and even in our contemporary societies. 
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Chapter Three: The Intermediary’s Quandary 

The previous chapters have discussed the role of policing and policing agents in 

relationship to both the private concessionary companies and the French state in A.E.F. This 

chapter turns the focus to the relationship between A.E.F.’s police and the communities they 

policed: the opportunities that guards and tirailleurs gained from these interactions, the 

privileges they enjoyed, the abuses they perpetrated, and the complicated loyalties that their 

intermediary position inspired. In nearly all these ways, police proved themselves to be imperfect 

servants of the state, to the extent that during the Kongo-Wara rebellion many even turned 

against the French to side with the same communities they were supposed to police. And yet, 

despite these men’s considerable opportunity for individual autonomy in the course of their 

policing interactions with the African population of A.E.F., Europeans continued to rely on them 

to do much of the real “work of empire.” In analyzing policing agents’ agency and the ways they 

used it in relation to the population, I dispute the idea, common in the literature on colonialism, 

that attributes police abuses to a minimal European colonial presence. I argue instead that these 

men were both empowered and constrained in their actions by their French superiors. 

 Life as a regional guard or tirailleur in A.E.F. involved certain dangers, especially since 

these colonial intermediaries worked at the whim of the French administrator and were thus 

subject to his individual temperament. A Spiritan missionary stationed in Brazzaville and 

charged with treating sleeping sickness in the 1920s remarked that “those who lived the closest 

to the administrator, miliciens and domestic workers,” were the least likely to come by the 

mission since “the authority was very little concerned with the treatment of his own 
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employees.”172 French administrators could be not simply neglectful but outright abusive. Réné 

Maran in his 1922 novel Batouala presented a fictional example of this kind of violence: when a 

tourougou (regional guard), on his drunken commandant’s orders, made an arrest “rather 

gently,” the commandant “went into a fury and threw an empty bottle at his head,” causing the 

tourougou to fall from the blow while blood streamed from the wound.173 Though this incident is 

fictional, it is not difficult to imagine that guards and tirailleurs faced similar abuses in the 

execution of their policing responsibilities. Administrators in these remote locales in A.E.F. had 

immense license in the performance of their office. As Maran’s character Batouala pointed out, 

they were particularly susceptible to corruption and drunkenness of which African policing 

agents could easily become the target.174 Moments like these serve as a reminder that the 

relationship between French administrators and their African intermediaries was ultimately one 

of domination founded in the same racist ideologies that underpinned the colonial endeavor and 

justified this kind of violence. 

 As demonstrated throughout the Kongo-Wara Rebellion, African policing agents in 

A.E.F. were also particularly targeted in ambushes on the French and in other attacks. A report in 

a December 1928 edition of the Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française composed by 

the Governor General of A.E.F., Raphael Antonetti, recounted a particularly bloody episode in 

which a regional guard was killed during a mission to arrest an “assassin.” When the guard 

reached the assassin’s village, he was surrounded by the villagers. “Not having received the 

order to make use of his weapons,” he was “immediately pierced by a hundred sagaie [javelin] 

 
172 “Les plus négligents à se présenter furent ceux-là même qui vivaient le plus près de l'administrateur, miliciens et 
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blows and had his head crushed by the blows of the village women’s sticks.”175 Of course, the 

French administrators who contributed to Antonetti’s account could have exaggerated the 

violence, especially since it is unlikely that they were present for the actual episode and most 

likely heard about it instead through word of mouth, by which facts can be distorted. However, it 

seems indisputable that the people of this village in Baboua reacted to the presence of the guard 

with violence and killed him, whether to protect their neighbor (the “assassin”), to make a show 

of defiance against the French in the context of the early Kongo Wara rebellion, or by some 

combination of the two. Either way, the reality was that, as both the symbolic face of the French 

colonial endeavor in A.E.F. and as its most essential instrument of coercion, regional guards and 

tirailleurs often bore the brunt of Africans’ resistance to colonial rule.  

 Policing agents in A.E.F. as intermediary figures in the colonial hierarchy thus found 

themselves threatened in two directions: from above, by their superiors, and from below, by the 

population they were attempting to police. If police work was so difficult and dangerous—even 

lethal at times—why did these African intermediaries choose to take it on? The answer to this 

classic quandary of the intermediary lies in the “bargain of collaboration,” in which working for 

an oppressive regime in a position of relative authority allowed intermediary figures to pursue 

their own interests and agendas.176 For police in A.E.F., these interests were primarily economic; 

as already discussed in the first chapter, their position afforded them a consistent and liveable 

salary, an asset that was relatively rare under French colonial rule. Beyond their salary and their 

exemptions from the head tax and forced labor, guards and tirailleurs received other economic 
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benefits as well that would not have been shared by the population at large. They were afforded 

discounts on colonial services, such as travel on the Congo-Ocean Railway once it was 

completed: the yearly economic report for A.E.F. in 1931 announced that “native travelers 

[would] pay 0.45 francs per kilometer” with the “exception of military personnel, miliciens, and 

police agents who [would] pay only 0.30 francs.”177 Their wives received first pick at the market: 

in Pointe-Noire, according to one African informant, “no other woman has the right to buy 

before the miliciens’ wives are served as they please. These ladies, protected by their husbands 

under whose authority the market functions, pay the price that they like and not the one fixed by 

the market women.”178 Unable to make a fair profit at the market, the women of Pointe-Noire 

were forced to sell their wares elsewhere.179 Thus the wives of the regional guards also profited 

from the economic advantages that their husbands’ occupation offered. Though the colonial 

machine in A.E.F. was admittedly overwhelmingly male, this example demonstrates how women 

were able to use their husbands’ positions to reap benefits from a kind of “informal access to the 

colonial state.”180 

 Economic privileges were not the only reward for the job. Policing agents in A.E.F. also 

enjoyed a certain social status. Europeans and Africans alike noticed the special authority that 

seemed to distinguish guards and tirailleurs from the rest of African society in A.E.F. For 

example, in the course of his 1932 road trip across A.E.F., French tourist Jean-Marie Pichat 

remarked, “who has not seen a milicien presiding on his chaise-longue at the center of a village 
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or a group of workers.”181 Regional guards and tirailleurs physically stood out from the rest, by 

virtue of their uniforms. A 1905 decree had even made it illegal for non-service members to wear 

a “chéchia, fez, or red cap similar in style to the chéchia” in recognition of the chéchia’s status as 

“one of the distinctive symbols of the infantry troops and of the regional guard of Congo.”182 In 

this sense, regional guards and tirailleurs enjoyed an exclusive prestige that emanated from their 

association with the French military and its achievement of territorial conquest. Official sources 

often extolled regional guards who performed well in the service of the French. In 1910, for 

example, the Journal officiel reported that guards Oranga and Téné would be promoted “for their 

fine conduct under fire and the wounds sustained in the course of their operations against the 

Babembé” people, as well as the guard Seyliman-Fall “for his brilliant conduct during a police 

operation.”183 Regional guards even received formal military honors: L’Etoile de l’A.E.F. 

reported in 1933 that “three sub-officers of the regional guard have been decorated with the 

Black Star of Benin” during a military inspection in honor of July 14th (Bastille Day).184 And 

like their counterparts in the metropole, the regional guards were responsible for performing 

military-band concerts at government functions.185 This ceremonial role suggests the extent to 

which the regional guards were incorporated into French military culture and supposed to 

represent French ideals of valor and patriotism.  
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As in French West Africa, policing agents often lived in “camps” separated from the 

general population. In Togo, for instance, the “native guards” lived in camps that were supposed 

to supply them with “material benefits” such as “housing, security, medical services, education, 

access to water and food, etc.”186 For the French administration in Togo, these camps were a way 

to both highlight guards’ privileged status as servants of the state and to bring their actions under 

close state observation and control.187 The guards’ differentiation in the eyes of both the French 

and the Togolese population therefore elevated their status while simultaneously restricting their 

autonomy. It can be assumed that the guard camps in the colonies of A.E.F. served similar 

purposes (in the absence of any A.E.F.-specific analysis). For instance, a photo from Gabon 

captioned “tirailleur huts and the Haoussa village” depicts a collection of well-maintained, 

thatched houses fenced off from the surrounding area. 
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Just like the regional guards’ camps in Togo, this well-defined space physically separated 

law enforcement agents from the general population, in this case emphasizing their status as 

foreigners in the region. It is possible that the tirailleurs brought their Senegalese wives along to 

live with them in Gabon and thus formed a self-contained “Hausa” community within the 

enclosure, as they did in Togo, Western Sudan, and indeed across the French empire.188 And as 

in Togo, the regional guard camps also served as a locus of administrative observation and 

oversight. For example, the Journal officiel reported in 1911 that the Governor General himself 

had inspected “the camp of the milice” in Brazzaville for its order and cleanliness but also to take 

note of “certain aptitudes for the armed profession” exhibited by particular guard contingents.189 

For the Governor General, the guard camps served as a defined geographic location in which to 

observe his African auxiliaries at work.  

 The camp was also a place for administrators like the Governor General to formulate and 

employ systems of racial classification as a justification for service members’ special status in 

the colonies of A.E.F. During his tour of the Brazzaville camp, the Governor General noted that 

the contingent that was so apt at wielding arms was “pahouin,” a French word for the Fang 

ethnic group from Gabon (and elsewhere in West and Central Africa).190 This passing reference 

to ethnicity likely alluded to the French preoccupation with so-called “martial races”: like the 

British and other European colonial powers, the French defined and propagated a hierarchy of 

African “races,” in which some ethnic groups were considered to be inherently “warrior-like” 

and thus better suited for pursuits such military participation and law enforcement. For the 
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French in Africa, the preeminent “martial race” were the “Senegalese” and “Hausa,” used as 

umbrella terms to encompass a variety of ethnic groups—in fact, most of the West African 

soldiers whom the French labeled as “Hausa” did not even speak the language.191 Joe Lunn 

attributes the formulation of this ideology in the French context to General Charles Mangin, a 

strong proponent of West African military recruitment in the early twentieth century. Mangin 

laid out an ethnic hierarchy based on “degrees of civilization” as well as ideas of biological 

determinism.192 Senegalese tirailleur soldiers posted in A.E.F. benefited from this assumption of 

racial and cultural superiority in the French imagination. Even when tirailleurs were recruited on 

an “exceptional” basis from Chad in 1918, it was because the French considered Chadians to be 

“hardy, untouched by sleeping sickness, [and] sometimes of a warrior instinct” in a 

demonstration of both biological and cultural racial (and racist) logics.193  

 The status within this hierarchy of the regional guards, on the other hand, was more 

ambiguous because they were often recruited from the A.E.F. population itself (rather than from 

West Africa). An account by an administrator in Chad provides evidence that tirailleurs, at least, 

considered regional guards to be of a lower social rank. According to this administrator, 

Senagelese ex-tirailleurs who had joined the regional guards in leadership positions after the 

early military campaigns were apparently offended when conflated with the regional guard 

corps, since “for a Senegalese there [was] more distance between an enlisted soldier and a 

milicien...than there was between a cuirassier and a country warden.”194 Some African non-
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service members apparently took a similar view of the regional guards. For example, an African 

man living in Pointe-Noire published an opinion piece (apparently unedited) in the Etoile de 

l’A.E.F. in 1932 that argued that “the miliciens are from races that are more savage than we are,” 

speaking for his victimized community in Pointe-Noire, and had done more harm to the colonial 

endeavor.195 The author, who went only by the initials “E.T.,” thus drew on the French 

classification of races based on a supposed hierarchy of culture (implicitly tied to loyalty to the 

French cause) to argue that the regional guards should not have enjoyed their elevated status in 

Pointe-Noire. His words exemplify how non-service members in A.E.F. could both internalize 

these French racial logics and use them to make an argument for better treatment, in a form of 

resistance to exploitative policing practices. 

 Regardless, regional guards and tirailleurs alike enjoyed a special form of influence in 

matters of politics and colonial administration, a third area in which their occupation offered 

them a unique advantage and protected them from challenges such as the one posed by the Etoile 

article. Like colonial clerks and interpreters, policing agents in A.E.F. had a say in the 

“implementation of policy and production of knowledge” at the local level, since circle and 

district commanders were dependent upon them for information about the communities they 

policed.196 As Maran’s character Bissibingui put it, “the commandants don’t know the language 

of the country well—our country, our language.” From Bissibingui’s perspective, the 

commandments’ ignorance made them easy to manipulate: a tourougou could tell his 

commander “one of those delightful stories that have neither head nor tail” about a village that 

had wronged him, prompting the commander to take retaliatory action to the benefit of the 
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tourougou.197 From the perspective of the anonymous author of the Etoile letter, the regional 

guards enjoyed a misplaced trust: “the miliciens’ claims are never questioned” by the (European) 

Commissaire de Police, he argued.198 Guards even played a role in their employers’ local power 

struggles: a Spiritan missionary stationed in Gabon recounted how on his medical rounds, he 

would sometimes be turned away from a village by one of the local administrator’s guards who 

knew that his employer considered the missionary to be an “undesirable.”199 “Out of fear of the 

commandant or to please him,” the guard would “oppose his service” in claiming, “Father is not 

a doctor...I have no need for his service.”200 In this example, the guard in question found a degree 

of autonomy in his ability to act as a representative of the local administrator and used it to 

advance his own position in the eyes of his French superior. 

 As these examples suggest, in the pursuit of their personal agendas, policing agents 

sometimes used the privileges of their occupation to exploit the communities they policed in an 

expression of their agency as intermediaries. The fact that it was common for armed workers to 

illegally don the chéchia in imitation of the regional guards, so as to be able to commit “acts of 

extortion to the detriment of the natives with greater ease,” is a testament to the relative power of 

the position.201 The first chapter has already discussed how regional guards and tirailleurs took 

advantage of their tax-collecting responsibilities to “pillage” villages, sometimes holding leaders 

or even women and children hostage to exact payment. These instances demonstrate again the 
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limits of de facto colonial control, particularly outside of cities; local administrators and their 

indigenous auxiliaries had much leeway to perform their jobs in ways that suited them.202  

However, the common view in the literature on colonial policing that these abuses 

resulted from the minimal colonial administrative presence—the “thin white line”—suggests that 

an increased number of European administrators would have been sufficient to curb such 

exploitation.203 But even in urban environments, supposedly the locus of colonial control, 

administrators turned a blind eye to and even facilitated the abuses of law enforcement. Policing 

agents were, for example, subject to allegations of participation in the very crimes they were 

supposed to police: the author of the Etoile article, for his part, alleged that the regional guards 

were sometimes “accomplices or even authors of the major thefts committed in Pointe-Noire.”204 

For proof, the author pointed to the fact that  

these thefts take place in locations where the police are supposed to be; that the  

perpetrators are rarely brought in; that those perpetrators who do end up getting caught  

are generally of the same race as the miliciens; that once condemned, these thieves  

always manage to escape, though Louango prisoners are carefully guarded.205  

 

The author’s allegations suggest that policing agents’ privileged status lent them a level of 

impunity: at least in this case, it seems that the regional guards enjoyed a kind of tacit permission 

from administrators to use the authority of their jobs to assist in activities outside the scope of the 

law. This impunity again rested on claims of racial hierarchy, in that the guards and their 
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accomplices of the same ethnic group received different treatment than other populations (for 

example, the Louango).  

 Policing agents also used their positions for sexual exploitation. It was not uncommon for 

guards and tirailleurs to sexually assault the women whose work on the roads they oversaw, 

according to the authors of the travel narratives. The author of the Etoile article testified that 

guards received impunity for their sexual abuses, as well. According to his account, guards 

would treat unaccompanied women in Pointe-Noire as sex workers, force women prisoners to 

perform sexual favors, and rape women in the course of their village searches. The supervising 

circle commanders or Commissaires de Police either turned a blind eye or participated in the 

violence.206 Though the Etoile author represented a lone voice reporting these abuses—and a 

male voice, at that—his words corroborate the observations of the authors of the travel narratives 

to lend further proof that such sexual violence was indeed widespread. 

 The Kongo-Wara Rebellion demonstrated even more explicitly how French colonial 

personnel were not absent from but rather complicit in violence committed by guards and 

tirailleurs. Raphael Nzabakomada-Yakoma recounts for example the “rule of terror” led by 

fifteen guards who were given sole command of a post in the Bocaranga region, where the last 

phase of the war broke out.207 According to Nzabakomada-Yakoma, the guards acted as “petits 

commandants” in the absence of a European administrator, committing sexual violence against 

local women and forcing the surrounding villages to supply them, their families, and their 

servants with food and other goods. Meanwhile, the guards reportedly used the prison at the 

Bocaranga post as a “torture center,” where they punished those who had fled the prestations 
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(forced labor) with violence and humiliation.208 By mentioning the “absence” of European 

supervisors, Nzabakomada-Yakoma seems to fall back on the common, though paternalistic, 

rhetoric of the “thin white line” which attributes the responsibility for guards’ behavior to the 

presence or lack thereof of French administrators. And yet at the same time, Nzabakomada-

Yakoma notes that these guards were charged with “preventing any movement of rebellion 

against French authority” as well as with the “destruction of the camps de brousse” (constructed 

by villagers to evade forced labor and used as “havens of passive resistance”).209 Therefore, 

French officials were indeed responsible to some extent for the guards’ abusive behavior, but not 

by their absence; rather, the guards’ commanding officer had directly given the guards orders 

that allowed for or even required violence and abuses of power. It is quite possible that no 

European administrator explicitly commanded the guards to rob the villages or use the prison as 

a torture center; that could very well have been the guards’ own intepretation of their orders—

providing a powerful, though highly upsetting, example of their agency. At the same time, it 

seems clear that French administrators lent a tacit approval to these actions—adding to their own 

complicity—simply by their lack of intervention. As this example demonstrates, the “thin white 

line” explanation of policing agents’ abuses fails to capture the complicated ways in which 

policing agents were both empowered and constrained by their relationships to their French 

superiors. 

 The violence at the Bocaranga post, unsurprisingly, turned the villagers against the 

guards to the extent that they were ready to exact reprisals: in November 1930, a group of rebels 

targeted a guard camp and set it on fire, killing the wives and children of the Bocaranga 
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guards.210 This atrocious incident only intensified the hatred between the guards and the general 

population in Bocaranga, serving as the catalyst for the third and final phase of the Kongo-Wara 

Rebellion. While this moment represents a low point, to say the least, in the relationship between 

policing agents in A.E.F. and the people they policed, guards’ and tirailleurs’ status as colonial 

intermediaries meant that their real loyalties were often more complicated than might appear at 

first glance. Police in A.E.F. wrestled with the reality of working for the occupier and sometimes 

sided against the French in solidarity with their Central African neighbors and family members. 

These intermediaries’ divided loyalties made them ultimately unreliable as “guardians of 

Empire.”211 

Joel Glasman identifies three modes of resistance common to colonial law enforcement 

officers, particularly in a militarized setting: indiscipline, desertion, and outright rebellion.212 

Guards and tirailleurs in A.E.F. participated in all three of these modes. From the time of its 

earliest editions in 1910, for example, the Journal officiel de l’Afrique équatoriale française 

printed official notices of policing agents’ misdemeanors. Guards were frequently fired for their 

“indiscipline,” “negligence,” or “serious mistakes in the service.”213 Three guards from the 

Bakougni detachment even received “thirty days in prison without pay” for their violations.214 

Such records of policing agents’ misbehavior hint at their deviance from their prescribed roles, 

which can be read as a kind of resistance or at least as a use of their own authority in ways that 

were not condoned by the colonial state.215  
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Later, during the Kongo-Wara Rebellion, guards and apparently a certain number of 

tirailleurs combined defection with rebellion when they deserted the French army to join the 

rebel side—a surprisingly common phenomenon. For example, during the initial march to 

Nahing to “capture” Karnou, some guards reportedly lost faith in the French army the closer they 

got to the epicenter of rebel activity. In a particularly vicious attack that killed three guards and a 

tirailleur, the guards’ bullets failed to fire so that the “miliciens believed for a moment in 

Karnou’s power and all but abandoned the column.”216 This moment suggests that in the early 

days of the conflict, the regional guards—who were after all recruited from the very population 

now rebelling against French rule—were not solidly convinced of French military superiority 

vis-à-vis Karnou’s mystical power. A demonstration of weakness on the French side—the 

dysfunctional guns—was enough to fuel their doubt and even lead them to abandon the French 

cause.  

As the war progressed, the numbers of guards who deserted the French army to join the 

insurgency began to catch French officials’ attention. The leader of the Bertoua district in 

Cameroon sent a cablegram in early 1929 notifying his superiors of the “possibility” that “two 

ex-miliciens, Amadou and Samaki,” could be using weapons and ammunition in support of the 

rebel cause. The administrator included the identifying features of each ex-guard, such as their 

heights, scars, and language ability, a gesture that suggests that apprehending these rebels was of 

particular importance to the French—perhaps because their French weapons made them 

particularly dangerous.217 By the time the second phase of the war began in earnest, a significant 

number of former regional guards and tirailleurs had joined the resistance movement, a fact that 
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the commander of the French counter-insurgency operation, Jean Marchessou, noted in an 

October 1929 inspection report.218  

Due to a lack of personal testimonies, it is possible only to imagine the reasons why these 

policing agents would have defected from the French side to join the rebellion. One possibility is 

the one suggested by Nzabakomada-Yakoma: that in the early days of the conflict, guards and 

tirailleurs actually became convinced of the rebel side’s strength and Karnou’s power and joined 

this prophetic movement out of true conviction. Nzabakomada-Yakoma notes that the rebels 

commonly attributed to Karnou’s power the killings of two administrators who were important in 

the quelling of the rebellion, even though both deaths occurred after Karnou himself had died.219 

Memory of Karnou’s power as a messiah-esque revolutionary held strong sway in the hearts and 

minds of the people of Haute-Sangha and A.E.F. in general, and it would not be surprising if 

regional guards were among those who shared this reverence. It is also possible that these 

policing agents chose to join the rebel side out of loyalty to their families and communities, 

whom they hoped to protect from French violence (rather than participate in that violence). Since 

tirailleurs were largely West African and foreigners in A.E.F., it is particularly interesting to 

note that they too joined the rebel side, since they would not necessarily have had those personal 

connections to the population. It is possible that these tirailleurs’ relationships with local women 

may have led them to side with their wives’ communities rather than their French employers. 

Another explanation is that reprisal attacks against communities that stayed loyal to the French, 

combined with the rebels’ tendency to particularly target guards and tirailleurs in ambushes, 

might have coerced these African auxiliaries into switching sides. But regardless of the factors 
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that influenced these former guards’ and tirailleurs’ choices, their defection highlights policing 

agents’ own agency, their solidarity with the population they were supposed to police, and the 

incompleteness of French control over their African intermediaries. 

 Indeed, the administrators leading the military response to the third phase of the rebellion 

took extra pains to sow enmity between their African auxiliaries and the rebelling communities 

in an attempt to prevent defections. According to Nzabakomada-Yakoma, the rebelling Pana and 

Karré peoples “were represented by the administrators as ferocious beasts, ‘guard-killers,’ 

enemies of civilization and, finally, as foreigners in relationship to the troops and who didn’t 

merit pity.”220 By labeling the Pana and Karré rebels as “enemies of civilization,” French 

administrators were reminding their African auxiliaries of the “moral” justification for colonial 

rule—that the French were responsible for bringing “civilization” to A.E.F.—in order to combat 

the power of the liberation movement and keep their tirailleurs and guards on the French side. 

Ironically, the emphasis on the Pana and Karré peoples as “foreigners” in particular suggests the 

extent to which French authorities were concerned about their African auxiliaries’ possible 

identification with the rebels. As this example demonstrates, French administrators had to 

continuously make the case for loyalty to their policing intermediaries, especially in moments 

like these during the rebellion when the legitimacy of French presence in A.E.F. faced a serious 

challenge.  

 Where these attempts at rhetorical persuasion failed to keep African auxiliaries on the 

French side, disloyal guards faced serious punishments after the war. Records from a report 

conducted at the end of the rebellion demonstrate that “police” figured prominently among those 

indicted for participation in the insurgency. In the records, police faced deportation for five or 
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ten years for their transgressions, an outcome that highlights the gravity of guards’ and 

tirailleurs’ choice to switch sides and fight against their employers.221 To the extent that they 

were aware of these possible consequences, policing agents must not have taken the choice to 

defect lightly. At the same time, it was also the regional guards who inflicted violence against 

arrested resistance fighters during the judicial trials following the rebellion, which 

Nzabakomada-Yakoma calls more of a “public performance of torture and beatings” than a real 

attempt at any kind of justice. According to oral testimonies from witnesses, these blows were 

often fatal.222 In a sense, policing agents therefore acted as both executioner and executed in the 

aftermath of the rebellion in a perfect demonstration of their intermediary quandary. Caught 

between these two forces, guards and tirailleurs demonstrated loyalty to one side or the other at 

considerable risk. 

 Despite policing agents’ divided loyalties and questionable reliability as servants of 

French empire in A.E.F., the Government General continued to rely heavily on its “native 

personnel” for law enforcement after the rebellion. Under Antonetti, the districts that had been at 

the center of the uprising in Haute-Sangha were transferred to military control, in some cases 

through the 1930s.223 Antonetti then stationed standing military units in these districts to surveil 

local communities and remind them of French control.224 Records from A.E.F.'s annual Comptes 

définitifs des recettes et des dépenses (“Final counts of revenue and spending”) also show that 

spending on the regional guards, though registering declines through the 1930s, ultimately 

remained above pre-revolution levels for several years following the rebellion (see Table 1.2). 

The French administration therefore maintained its heightened investment in the regional guards 
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even after Kongo-Wara, most likely retaining the elevated number of personnel. At the same 

time, in 1931 Governor General Antonetti increased the number of military troops to supplement 

the Senegalese force, recruiting locally from the colonies of A.E.F. rather than from West 

Africa.225 The rebellion had demonstrated to colonial officials the necessity of being able to 

mobilize a sufficient number of armed troops at a moment’s notice, but the choice to draw from 

local communities must also have come at a cost: as the French learned during the second phase 

of Kongo-Wara, their policing agents’ proximity and connections to the rebelling communities 

made them more likely to defect to the other side.226 In short, recruiting locally produced less 

reliable auxiliaries for the purposes of law enforcement.  

Table 1.2 

Year Total Spending in Francs on Regional Guard Salaries in the Moyen Congo 

1927 828,934.64  

1928227 341,414.32 

1929 This edition is not available digitally. 

1930 1,301,374.95  

1931 1,383,499.85 

1932 1,460,299.82 

1933 1,399,698.86 

1934 1,274,108.90 

Source: Data from Comptes définitifs des recettes et des dépenses, Brazzaville (1927, p.32; 1928, p.32; 1930, p.30; 

1931, p.30; 1932, p.32; 1933, p.32; 1934, p.32) 

 

 The fact that the French investment in their policing agents remained relatively high after 

the war reveals the importance of these African auxiliaries to French colonialism in A.E.F. 
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despite their proven unreliability as intermediaries. In theory, the French administration could 

have decided that, based on policing agents’ defections during Kongo-Wara, continuing to rely 

on them as the principal enforcers of the colonial regime was too much of a risk. And since the 

practice of arming guards backfired when they defected to the other side, bringing their weapons 

with them, one might expect the level of investment in and commitment to highly weaponized 

military methods to have decreased after the war. The opposite result suggests that abandoning 

their African auxiliaries and still maintaining French colonial presence simply was not feasible, 

even though policing agents’ connections to the populations they policed, whether through 

family ties or simple solidarity, meant that they were far from perfect servants of empire. The 

“thin white line” argument and the limited European administrative presence explains this 

dependence on colonial policing agents, but not the complicated ways in which these 

intermediaries interpreted and carried out their responsibilities in relationship to the communities 

they policed. Due to their importance to the colonial effort, policing agents were able to preserve 

a degree of individual agency which their colonial supervisors perhaps did not anticipate. As 

historian Benoit Henriet points out in the similar case of the Belgian Congo, the colonial state 

had to settle for simply “orienting coercion in a direction” that would not challenge its presence 

in A.E.F.228 As a consequence, these men are owed a recognition of responsibility for their own 

actions, be they abusive or heroic towards the communities they policed. 
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Conclusion 

This final chapter aims to outline some possible ways that colonial policing in A.E.F. 

could have influenced policing trajectories in the region post-independence, as well as its 

connections to the development of policing in France. In doing so, I hope to provide some 

possible answers to a line of inquiry that I opened in my first chapter: how can studies of colonial 

policing—particularly in the context of A.E.F.—expand and challenge our understandings of 

policing in general, even outside of the colonial context? By bringing out these continuities 

between policing in A.E.F. and policing elsewhere or during more recent time periods, I suggest 

that a problematization of the dichotomies I explore—private versus public, civilian versus 

military, the collective versus individual agenda—may also apply to cases of policing that 

perhaps seem more familiar to us. 

To my knowledge, there have been few (if any) studies of policing in the former colonies 

of A.E.F. after their independence in 1960. Of course, political scientists in particular have 

devoted a certain amount of attention to military activity in these four countries as they went 

through periods of civil war or political violence following independence, but any connections to 

policing have not been made explicit.229 Therefore, absent actual research on contemporary 

policing institutions in the former A.E.F., any connections drawn between their colonial policing 

structures and those of the current day must remain conjectural. However, recent work on the 

development of policing in independent African states outside of A.E.F. indicates several ways 

in which remnants of colonial policing in A.E.F. might have remained even after independence. 

As Marielle Debo and Joel Glasman point out, these continuities are reflected in modern African 
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languages: for example, the word for “police” in Bambara is the cognate polisi, while the 

colonial term askari is still used in Tanzania.230 Similarly, the word for “police” in the Bantu 

language Lingala (spoken in the Republic of the Congo and the Central African Republic) is 

“polísi” or “pulusi,” suggesting that a similar process of the internalization of law enforcement 

language happened in the countries of the former A.E.F.231 This adoption also indicates that to 

Lingala speakers, policing was ultimately a practice imported by the colonizer, as opposed to an 

organic outgrowth of pre-colonial structures.  

Scholars have demonstrated that across Africa, modern-day forces of order exhibit 

significant autonomy in continuity with the kinds of agency that they enjoyed under colonial 

rule. Debos and Glasman point to a rebellion by the Force Publique in the Belgion Congo in 

1960, as well as more recent examples of soldiers’ mutinies across Africa, as examples of this 

independence.232 Meanwhile, a 2015 study on the relationship between the prisons, police, and 

low-income neighborhoods of Yaoundé—a city whose colonial experience had much in common 

with the cities of A.E.F.—found that Yaoundé’s police force is implicated in some of the very 

crimes it is supposed to police in these neighborhoods, echoing the testimony of the anonymous 

Etoile informant who exposed the considerable license that allowed Pointe-Noire’s miliciens to 

engage in criminal activity under A.E.F’s colonial government.233 The same study also found 

that the colonially-produced image of the African laborer as prone to laziness and suspicious 

when idle still figures in contemporary “discourse about the popular neighborhoods of 
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Cameroon’s capital,” as well as of other cities in Africa.234 It seems more than likely that the 

capitals of the former A.E.F. are among those cities where these entrenched prejudices still hold 

sway, which would suggest that ideas about criminality produced by the French colonial 

imagination have unfortunately outlived the colonial project itself.  

Just as colonial institutions have affected the development of policing in the now-

independent former colonies of A.E.F., so too have they influenced the development of policing 

at home in the metropole, with legacies that are perceptible to the current day. Again, reference 

to recent work in colonial contexts other than that of A.E.F. could suggest some possible ways 

that policing tactics in A.E.F. influenced or at least bear certain commonalities with French 

policing. For instance, focusing particularly on the British empire and its post-colonial 

manifestations, Georgia Sinclair explores the circulation of officers, knowledge, and practice 

between the metropole and the colonies that continued even after independence, influencing the 

tactics of British policing.235 One example of this kind of circulation of personnel in the case of 

A.E.F. occurred during the years of World War II, when a handful of A.E.F.’s administrators and 

military commanders returned home to France to play a part in either the resistance movement or 

the Vichy regime, where they could have influenced French military culture.236 More research is 

required to know what happened once A.E.F.’s small administrative force was repatriated to 

France after 1960, and whether these men subsequently exerted any influence over the 

development of law enforcement in Paris or elsewhere.  
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Joel Glasman and Emmanuel Blanchard contend that the French colonial obsession with 

identification is one of the ways in which the prerogatives of metropolitan policing began to 

reflect those of colonial policing overseas. For example, in 1925 the Parisian police force 

established a “Brigade nord-africaine” partially as a means of collecting information on the 

growing number of Algerian Arabs who had emigrated to France.237 The French interest in the 

numbers and demographics of this community reveal how concerns about the identification of 

colonized populations began to drive policing at home in Paris. Beginning around the same time 

period and continuing through the Algerian War of Independence, French police targeted 

immigrants from the colonies in “repeated identity checks, recurrent roundups, and 

administrative internment.”238 In particular, the Parisian police targeted neighborhoods with high 

concentrations of Algerian immigrants in raids that often ended in arrest and internment.239 After 

1960, France’s border control and immigration services took up this state concern with policing 

and surveilling immigrant populations, particularly those from Africa. In some cases, former 

colonial administrators took charge of immigration services, providing continuity with modes of 

control employed in the colonies.240  

The history of policing in France during the twentieth century is also marked by moments 

of violent repression against protest and unrest by immigrant communities. For example, when 

the Algerian anti-colonial Movement for the Triumph of Democratic Liberties marched in 

solidarity with Algerians overseas on July 14th, 1954, they were met with gunfire by the Parisian 

police, who ultimately killed seven of the participants. On October 17th, 1961, Parisian police 

killed up to several hundred Algerians demonstrating on behalf of the Algerian National 
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Liberation Front in what is now known as the “Paris Massacre.” The protestors died not by bullet 

but rather by beating or by drowning after police officers forcibly threw them into the Seine. The 

brutal violence on display in this episode could rival some of the darkest moments of policing in 

A.E.F.—which, at this point, had already been independent for one year. As Glasman and 

Blanchard remind us, “massacre was an option in the police repertoire,” even in Paris, even in 

the age of decolonization.241 

These colonial legacies continue to shape French policing today, though silence on the 

topic of this violence and discrimination precludes the development of a mass movement on the 

scale of #BLM in the U.S. This silence is partially due to the fact that research on race in France 

is constrained by European privacy laws. However, there has nonetheless been enough evidence 

to suggest that contemporary Parisian municipal police disproportionately target men who appear 

to be from France’s former colonies, particularly men of African descent. An oft-cited 2007 

study by the Open Justice Initiative provided some of the first quantitative data available on the 

demographics of those stopped by the Paris police. Returning to five locations around Paris over 

the course of one day, the researchers observed that of the people who passed through these 

public spaces, those who looked Black or Arab were intensely overrepresented in police stops.242 

Black people made up the largest category of those stopped by the police, though only 23% of 

the people the researchers observed passing through these spaces were Black. French 

anthropologist Didier Fassin conducted his own observational study, published in 2011, that 

supported the Open Justice Initiative’s conclusions: spending days and nights on the job with 

Parisian police officers, Fassin noticed that they continuously (and openly) stopped men of 

 
241 Blanchard and Glasman, “Introduction générale,” 19. 
242 Indira Goris, Fabien Jobard, and René Lévy, Police et minorités visibles: les contrôles d’identité à Paris, (New 

York: Open Society Justice Initiative, 2009), 27.  
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African descent in public spaces who were not doing anything obviously wrong.243 Research 

conducted since these studies came out have provided further support to these conclusions, 

suggesting that in Paris young non-white men “are two to 15 times more likely to be stopped by 

the police than other categories of the population.”244 The French have also reported in surveys 

(67% of respondents) that interactions with the police are the number one circumstance in which 

“a person of foreign origin is very likely or fairly likely to suffer discrimination.”245  

Though today’s targets of police profiling in France may not necessarily have roots in the 

former French empire, the “racialization of police work” as a whole certainly does, as a 

consequence of the ongoing influences and connections between (former) colony and 

metropole.246 Fassin draws on a concept he calls the “colonial situation” from a 1955 work of 

anthropology on Congolese society (The Sociology of Black Africa) to suggest that the Parisian 

banlieue and public housing are France’s reinvented “colonial situation” where law enforcement 

still act out these historic tensions.247 The parallels are indeed uncanny: in these mostly Black or 

Arab neighborhoods, the descendants of colonized communities and the spiritual heirs of French 

colonial law enforcement enact similar dramas revolving around power, violence, work, and 

survival.248 

 This past summer, at the same time as the George Floyd protests in the United States and 

around the world, tens of thousands of people gathered in front of the Tribunal de Paris to protest 

police violence against immigrant communities in France. The young organizers made demands 

to the French government to investigate the death of the brother of one of their leaders and to 

 
243 Fassin, Enforcing Order, 91. 
244 Blanchard and Glasman, “Introduction générale,” 35. 
245 Fassin, Enforcing Order, 149. 
246 Blanchard and Glasman, “Introduction générale,” 35. 
247 Fassin, Enforcing Order, 44. 
248 See, for example, the famous French film La Haine (1995) that dramatized this struggle in the banlieue. 
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reform policing tactics. At the same time, these young activists spoke up, and continue to speak 

up, against a system that marginalizes and disempowers Black and Arab communities.249 Like 

the parallel American Movement for Black Lives, these new voices offer hope for change. But as 

in America, it is only by returning to the past to understand the history of today’s police 

violence—whether it be slavery or colonialism—that the new generation can hope to truly 

reckon with these legacies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
249 Laura Collins, “Assa Traoré and the Fight for Black Lives in France,” The Atlantic, June 18, 2020. 
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Glossary 

 

Antonetti, Raphaël (1872 - 1938): Governor General of A.E.F. from 16 October 1924 to 17  

November 1934 

 

Augagneur, Victor (1855 - 1931): Governor General of A.E.F. from 5 September 1920 to 21  

August 1923 

 

Capita: an overseer of labor 

 

Chéchia: the distinctive cap of the regional guards 

 

Circonscription: administrative district smaller than a colony but bigger than a circle 

 

Commissaire de Police: Captain of Police (a position that existed mainly in cities, such as 

Brazzaville or Pointe-Noire) 

 

Concession/Concessionaire: A concession was a grant of land made by the French government 

to a private company. A concessionaire was the European who ran the concession. 

 

Corvée: statutory labor 

 

Gentil, Emile (1866 - 1914): interim “Commissaire Général" (the pre-1909 title for the Governor 

General) from 21 January 1904 to 28 June 1908 

 

Governor General: the chief administrator of A.E.F. 

 

Indigène: an indigenous person (a derogatory term now used only historically, like “native” in 

English) 

 

Merlin, Henri (1860 – 1935): Governor General of A.E.F from 1908–1917 

 

Milice/Milicien: “militia”/“militiaman” (informal word for the regional guard corps) 

 

Prestations: statutory labor 

 

Redevance: royalties paid by private companies to the French government 

 

Regional Guard(s): the civilian police force of the colonies of A.E.F. 
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Sénégalais: Senegalese (often used to refer broadly to West African tirailleur soldiers) 

 

Tirailleur: infantry soldier from sub-saharan Africa employed by the French military. In A.E.F., 

they served as a military policing force. 

 

Tourougou: a local word for “police officer” in a dialect of Oubangui-Chari (used by René 

Maran in Batouala). 
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Appendix A: Photos of a Milicien and Two Tirailleurs 

 

Heckenroth, Ferdinand. Le milicien Paté. 1907. 10.8 x 4.3. FR ANOM 23Fi30/58. Archives 

Nationales d’Outre-Mer, Aix-en-Provence. 

 

 
Tirailleurs soudanais. 1905-1907. 7.5 x 7.2. FR ANOM 8Fi347/1. Archives Nationales d’Outre-

Mer, Aix-en-Provence. 



97 

Appendix B: A.E.F.’s Civilian Administrative Structure 

This diagram shows the reporting structure of the civilian administration in 1928. Each colored 

rectangle represents a unit of control, while the title of the lead administrator is listed below it. 
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