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Recycling the Empire’s Unknown Soldier:
Contested Memories of French West African Colonial

Combatants’ War Experience

BRIGITTE REINWALD

Trans. Jane Rafferty, GHIL.

1 Francis Gouge and Benoît Hopquin, ‘L’Elysée étoffe le cérémonial d’ob-
sèques du “dernier des poilus” ’, Le Monde, 16–17 Mar. 2008.

Prelude: On the Vicissitudes of Burying Lazare Ponticelli

On 17 March 2008, in a ceremonial mass with military honours, the
French nation commemorated what was evidently its last veteran of
the First World War. After resisting for a long time, 110-year-old
Lazare Ponticelli finally consented, two months before his death—a
compromise by which he just managed to avoid more significant
post humous ‘privileges’, such as being laid to rest in the Paris
Pantheon or next to the Unknown Soldier under the Arc de Triomphe.
According to his own statement the prospect of figuring as a monu-
ment or memorial to the Great War was distasteful to the veteran
because his comrades, who like him had fought and survived, had
not been honoured in any way at all during their lifetimes.1 This crit-
icism, and his last, unfulfilled, wish to take his leave with his family
and friends only, earned him the epithet ‘misunderstood soldier’, as
an article in Le Monde put it. It is also reflected in the speeches made
at the ceremony. Here the veteran is claimed pars pro toto as the tes-
tator of ‘heroism without great words’ (by the historian Max Gallo),
as the last of those men and women of 1914–18 to teach future gen-
erations a lesson in the ‘greatness of patriotism’, in ‘love of one’s
fatherland’, and ‘abhorrence of nationalism’ (President Sarkozy); or
the state ceremony Ponticelli opposed for so long was in fact  justified
by the notion that ‘he was no longer entirely his own master’, since



he had ‘traversed history’, as Bishop Patrick Le Gal stated in his ser-
mon.2

This choreography of national remembrance which unfolded in
connection with the demise of the last combatant of the Great War in
uniform, illustrates the close interrelation between the ‘end of direct-
ly conveyed lived experience’ and the ‘increased demand for remem-
brance’. Again, the intensification of this call for remembrance in the
public space—both post-military and postcolonial—is closely con-
nected to the fact that those who lived through the great turning
points of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are dying out.3
As Pierre Nora has suggested, this could now lead to a causal rela-
tionship, in which the emergence of lieux de mémoire is directly attrib-
utable to the disappearance of milieux de mémoire.4 Yet this would
mean missing out on the opportunity to determine more precisely
the colours and threads of the material from which remembrance is
formed, as well as the irregular folds it creates. Or, to return once
again to the example of the last veteran of the Great War, one would
deny him and the group of ‘dead’ and ‘survivors’ to which he felt he
belonged (and in whose name he rejected the metamorphosis into a
‘memorial’ proposed for him) participation in the processes of
endowing meaning. Such processes are irrevocably tied to the gener-
ation, recognition, or rejection of lieux de memoire. In this sense the
veteran’s reluctance could be seen as articulating the memory of past
experiences, in this case his own, by which Ponticelli, as he said him-
self, sought to warn future generations that they should never again
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2 Ariane Chemin, ‘L’hommage de la nation au dernier poilu, celui “qui ne
s’appartient plus tout à fait” ’, Le Monde, 19 Mar. 2008. 
3 These are the concluding remarks made by Christine Deslaurier and Aurélie
Roger in their introductory article, ‘Mémoires grises: pratiques politiques du
passé colonial entre Europe et Afrique’, in the theme issue, Passés coloniaux
recomposés: mémoires grises en Europe et en Afrique, Politique africaine, 102
(2006), 5–27, at 27. 
4 For a condensed outline of Nora’s French sites of memory project and its
conceptual reflections which the present contribution seeks to assess critical-
ly, see Pierre Nora, ‘General Introduction: Between Memory and History’, in
id. (ed.), Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, 3 vols. (New York,
1996–8), 1–20.



subject anyone to the experience of the trenches.5 Under what condi-
tions and to what degree a call for remembrance of this sort, based on
rich personal experience, is likely to gain public acceptance; what
role is played in this by the (limited) political and social scope of var-
ious groups of actors; and how competing demands for and strate-
gies of remembrance are fed into broader political and social negoti-
ation processes at a national and transnational level, are different
questions altogether.

Before we leave the national commemoration of the last ‘French’
veteran of 1914–18, I should like to make one final observation point-
ing towards the historical vicissitudes of the national, which also
play an important part in admitting historical actors into the pan-
theon of public remembrance. A contingent of men in the out-dated
uniforms of the Italian mountain troops reminds us that Lazare
Ponticelli was not a child of France, but an immigrant from the Po
plain who, in the course of his military career, had belonged to vari-
ous national units before joining the French Foreign Legion. It is
tempting to say that the French nation honoured him as one of its
own and, if he had not prevented it, might even have posthumously
made him into the French symbolic figure of the First World War. Far
more problematic, and certainly not only in France, is the incorpora-
tion into public commemoration of colonial African and Asian com-
batants who were present in numerous twentieth-century theatres of
war in the service of France. On closer inspection, interesting paral-
lels emerge with the commemoration of Ponticelli, specifically in the
way in which the war experiences of those colonial soldiers are trans-
formed into national—in this case Senegalese—choreographies of
remembrance. The recent inflationary boom in remembrance sur-
rounding these men is also, as Ruth Ginio argues, an expression of
the ambivalent and difficult task of coming to terms, in postcolonial
Senegal, with its colonial past and present relations with France.6
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5 See Benoît Hopquin and Francis Gouge, ‘Les ders des ders’, Le Monde, 9
Nov. 2007.
6 Ruth Ginio, ‘African Colonial Soldiers between Memory and Forgetfulness:
The Case of Post-Colonial Senegal’, Outre-Mers 94/350–1 (2006), 141–55, at
142.



Debating Memory and History in the Postcolony

Taking the Tirailleurs Sénégalais as an example, this article will
investigate how competing demands, strategies, and practices of
remembrance interact with an ‘appropriate’ treatment of the colonial
past, and how various political and social groups were and are
involved in creating lieux de memoire that are contested between
France and West Africa. The article takes as its starting point the the-
sis that this is an enduring and unfinished process, characterized by
an ongoing struggle between various actors to gain the interpretative
upper hand as regards a common, but problematic, history. As the
episode surrounding Ponticelli illustrates, this process is peppered
with power constellations; in other words, it is characterized by the
varying scopes of the actors and groups of actors involved in it.
Hence we have to assume that not all competing practices and dis-
courses of remembrance are equally capable of asserting themselves
publicly. However, the hegemony thus implied is not set in stone, but
can, under certain conditions, become fluid. This has become appar-
ent in recent years in the fierce controversies in France over the
‘appropriate’ way to deal with the colonial past, in which various
social groups have enthusiastically put the demand for the integra-
tion of the ‘republic’s indigenous’ people on the political agenda.7

This lively ideological debate has recently induced sociologists
and political scientists working on ‘memorial phenomena relating to
the “colonial fact” in Africa and Europe’ to reconsider their analyti-
cal frame of reference when it comes to scrutinizing the ‘political
usages of memory’ in the sense of ‘mobilizing the cognitive, argu-
mentative, and symbolic resources of memory’. Instead of focusing
on ‘the collective memory of the colonial fact, understood as a nation-
ally unified memory’, they see the need ‘to consider different levels
where collective memories within a national community and beyond,
on an international plane, come to light’. Going beyond reductionist
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7 On the public controversies and parliamentary debates fuelled by the draft
of 24 Feb. 2005 on ‘the rebirth of the nation and the national contribution in
favour of French repatriates’, see the insightful article by Romain Bertrand,
‘La mise en cause(s) du “fait colonial”: retour sur une controverse publique’,
Politique africaine, 102 (2006), 28–49.



notions of individuals as being solely inscribed in a national commu-
nity also implies the need to investigate ‘constantly interacting
national and transnational, local and family, professional and asso-
ciative memories and to explore the very mechanisms of these inter-
actions’.8 Reconceptualizing the intricate links and tensions between
local and global, private and public, communitarian and national,
metropolitan and colonial agency pertaining to the appropriation
and negotiation of memorial phenomena, as suggested here, pro-
vides fresh incentives for research, in two respects in particular. First,
it takes up the call for a revised colonial history that transcends bina-
ry approaches to the colonial past by focusing on ‘process, on how
the trajectories of a colonizing Europe and a colonized Africa and
Asia shaped each other over time’.9 Secondly, it may also help to
recover the concept of lieux de mémoire from the blind alley it reached
as a result of the narrow Franco-French national frame of reference to
which Pierre Nora restricted it. 

Based on a strictly Eurocentric understanding of modernization
processes and almost completely leaving aside French overseas/
(post)colonial sites of memory, Nora’s approach has, over time, pro-
voked considerable criticism from various historians examining the
realms of remembrance and memory.10 This has not, however, pre-
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8 Deslaurier and Roger, ‘Mémoires grises’, 7–8. (‘Notre objectif était d’ap-
préhender les implications politiques des phénomènes mémoriels relatifs au
fait colonial en Afrique et en Europe. Toutefois nous voulions aller au-delà
de l’examen des “usages politiques” de la mémoire, au sens le plus instru-
mental de l’expression—celui d’une “tentation récurrente de mobiliser les
ressources cognitives, argumentatives, symboliques” de la mémoire à des
fins de légitimation du pouvoir ou de renforcement de l’unité nationale. . . .
Il s’agit donc ici de considérer non seulement l’état d’une mémoire collective
du fait colonial, entendue comme la mémoire nationale unifiée d’un pays . . .
mais encore les différents niveaux auxquels se font jour des mémoires collec-
tives, à l’intérieur même de la communauté nationale et au-delà, à l’echelle
internationale. . . . Mémoires nationale et transnationale, locale et familiale,
professionnelle et associative, etc. sont continuellement en interaction, et les
mécanismes mêmes de ces interférences doivent être interrogés.’)
9 Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History (Berk -
eley, 2005), 3.
10 The original French seven-volume edition was published as Pierre Nora
(ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, i. La Republique; ii. La Nation (in 3 vols.); iii. Les
France (in 3 vols.) (Paris, 1984–92); the English edition published nearly two



vented a widespread, and arguably uncritical, use of the phrase ‘site
of memory’;11 nor did it until very recently initiate a serious debate
on what has been put outside the brackets in French historical acade-
mia itself. Only researchers associated with the Association connais-
sance de l’histoire de l’Afrique contemporaine (ACHAC), in tune
with the postcolonial studies approach, have attempted to assess the
limitations of Nora’s concept in the wider context of a re-evaluation
of France’s colonial legacies. They argue that it amputates ‘the colo-
nial versant of national history’ and thus fails to reveal ‘that colo-
nization has deeply impregnated the societies of the colonizing
metropoles, as far as popular and intellectual culture . . . discourse
and political culture, law, or forms of government are concerned’.12

From this insistence on the ‘pertinence of colonial representa-
tions’13 to explaining the present through the past is, however, a step
that might misdirect the search for the intricacies of memorial phe-
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decades later (Nora, Realms of Memory) contains a selection of only 46 of the
132 articles in the French edition, including Nora’s ‘General Introduction:
Between History and Memory’. The delay in publication of the English trans-
lation may partly explain why a critical assessment of Nora’s approach out-
side France was a long time coming, as Hue-Tam Ho Tai, in her thought-pro-
voking review of the English edition, ‘Remembered Realms: Pierre Nora and
French National Memory’, American Historical Review, 3 (2001), 906–22, aptly
remarks (at 906–7). However, see the pertinent critique of Nora by Jay M.
Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, in eid. (eds.), War and
Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1999), 6–39, at 25–7. For
further elaboration of this issue see also Gregory Mann, ‘Locating Colonial
Histories: Between France and West Africa’, American Historical Review, 2
(2005), 409–34, at 412.
11 One might point out here that the theoretical issues of Nora’s approach
have received far less consideration, if any, in recent Anglophone works on
memorial phenomena. See Tai, ‘Remembered Realms’, 915–16.
12 Pascal Blanchard, Nicolas Bancel, and Sandrine Lemaire, ‘Introduction: La
fracture coloniale: une crise française’, in eid. (eds.), La fracture coloniale: la
société française au prisme de l’héritage colonial (Paris, 2005), 9–30, at 13 (‘que la
colonisation a imprégné en profondeur les sociétés des métropoles
colonisatrices, à la fois dans la culture populaire et savante . . . dans les dis-
cours et la culture politique, le droit ou les formes de gouvernance’).
Henceforth the Association connaissance de l’histoire de l’Afrique contem-
poraine is referred to as ACHAC. 
13 Ibid. 11.



nomena, their contemporary political and social implications, and
history. In this context Deslaurier and Roger dismiss the ‘transfer of
memory’ approach as an untenable simplification of the ambivalent
articulations of ‘memory’ and ‘history’ when the (colonial) past is
evoked. Hence their call for colonial legacies to be dissociated from
colonial memories: whereas the former should be investigated by
carefully scrutinizing the nurturing of historical ‘transmissions from
colony to postcolony, a critical assessment of colonial memories
requires reflection of present conjunctures that generate the return of
the past rather than explanation of the present through cognitive fig-
urations of the past’.14

Pierre Nora recently warned against the ‘tyranny of memory’,15

thereby addressing the challenges faced by the historian when deal-
ing with memorial phenomena at a time when society is actively
debating how ‘to critically assess the postcolony’.16 His reservations
concerning ‘moral judgement’ and politically correct narratives of the
past superseding critically informed historical analysis and thus cur-
tailing the historian’s ‘intellectual liberty’17 are pertinent, and echo
various critical statements on the ‘competition of victims’ and de -
mands for historiography to support the redressing of colonial
crimes. Nora’s insistence on a strict delimitation of ‘history’ and
‘memory’ does not, however, provide a clue to resolving this intrigu-
ing issue. To consider ‘memory [as] susceptible to the magic, the sen-
timent, and only accommodating self-conducive information’, and
‘history [as a] purely intellectual and unfrocking procedure that
requires analysis and critical discourse’,18 seems first and foremost a
mere reiteration of his sharp distinction between categories of com-
munitarian milieux de mémoire ‘before’ history and nationally signifi-
cant lieux de mémoire of societies ‘in’ history. His is also an arguably
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14 Deslaurier and Roger, ‘Mémoires grises’, 10.
15 Pierre Nora, ‘La France est malade de sa mémoire’, Le Monde Deux, 105
(18–24 Feb. 2006), 20–7, at 26.
16 Achille Mbembe, ‘La République et l’impensée de la “race” ’, in Blanchard,
Bancel, and Lemaire (eds.), La fracture coloniale, 139–53, at 139.
17 Nora, ‘France malade’, 23.
18 Ibid. (‘On pourrait dire aussi que la mémoire relève du magique, de l’af-
fectif, et qu’elle ne s’accommode que des informations qui la confortent.
L’histoire est une opération purement intellectuelle, laïcisante, qui appelle
analyse et discours critique.’)



naive opinion of the historian’s standpoint as being bound to time
and space, particularly when he/she sets out to explore the field of
remembrance and commemoration that per se embraces past and
present.19

To bear in mind that memorial phenomena and historical know -
ledge evolve on separate planes is not, however, to dismiss the tem-
porality of practices and discourses of remembrance and the speci-
ficity of the mutually intertwined relationship between officially
choreo graphed commemoration and non-institutionalized dynamics
of remembrance and commemoration by members of civil society.

To conceive of collective remembrance as a socially conveyed
process, that is, one borne by small-scale agents, and thus to make
each of their narratives into the object of historical investigation,20

does not therefore imply giving full rein to the ‘tyranny of memory’,
as feared by Nora. It means examining how these groups of actors
position themselves within a larger—social or national—frame of ref-
erence. Seen in this way, the West African war veterans, for example,
should be regarded both as participants in the Franco-African chore-
ographed staging of collective remembrance of past wars, and also as
members of a community of remembrance, made up of several social
groups. Such partially overlapping groups could, for example, be
members of the same year group,21 or the same unit. They could also,
as in the case of former prisoners of war, be formed on the basis of
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19 This problem has been discussed in Germany since the publication of
Etienne François and Hagen Schulze (eds.), Deutsche Erinnerungsorte, 3 vols.
(Munich, 2001), which adopted Nora’s concept. See Constanze Carzenac-
Lecomte et al. (eds.), Steinbruch Deutsche Erinnerungsorte: Annäherungen an
eine deutsche Gedächtnisgeschichte (Frankfurt am Main, 2000), and the review by
Beate Binder, ‘Rezension: Steinbruch Deutsche Erinnerungsorte’, <http://
hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/rezensio/buecher/2001/bibe0201.htm>,
accessed 9 June 2006.
20 On the concept of social agency in war remembrance, see above all the
seminal work by Jay M. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great
War in European Cultural History (Cambridge, 1995); and Winter and Sivan,
‘Setting the Framework’, 6–39.
21 When introducing themselves to the civilian interlocutor, veterans repeat-
edly mention the year of their conscription and thus point to a significant
marker of their personal and group identity as former soldiers, the war gen-
eration, so to speak. 



common experiences, or expanded by the inclusion of the civilian ele-
ment—family members, and/or future generations. In their entirety
these competing or dissident forms of remembrance, and the transi-
tions and collisions between fluid, that is, rapidly changing, and
more solidified institutionalized forms of remembrance, according to
Winter and Sivan, are constitutive of the ‘collective memory’ which
they consider a ‘matrix of interwoven individual memories’. ‘It has
no existence without them, but the components of individual memo-
ry intersect and create a kind of pattern with an existence of its
own.’22 If we bear in mind that within these groups the work of
remembrance is no less influenced by specific interests and discours-
es than the articulation of an official remembrance staged by social
and political elites, then this ‘dialogue between agents working with-
in civil society and state institutions’23 reveals how various social
groups behave within a field of social forces characterized by inclu-
sion and exclusion. In other words, it reveals the degree to which
social groups reproduce the existing order, or else bring to light unre-
solved conflicts suppressed by power constellations, and demand
that they be confronted.24

In the case of former colonial African soldiers, this ‘process of
ongoing contestation’25 is shaped by a field of social forces in which
metropole and (post)colony are intricately interlinked. The connec-
tion exists not only in the sense of various spatial and mental move-
ments made by these men back and forth between Africa and
France/Europe, resulting in their ambivalent personal and social pat-
terns of identification and strategies of negotiating their reintegration
into the late colonial and postcolonial milieu. It is also reflected in
ambiguous images of the colonial soldier which characterize the
mental appropriation of his supposed merits, virtues, and mis -
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22 Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 28.
23 Ibid. 39.
24 On the tensions caused by the identification of West African colonial sol-
diers with Franco-African comradeship and military culture and their (inner)
revolts against racial segregation, political and juridical inequality, and the
resurgence of these motifs in veterans’ narratives, see my case study on
Burkinabè ex-servicemen, Reisen durch den Krieg: Erfahrungen und Lebens -
strategien westafrikanischer Weltkriegsveteranen der französischen Kolonialarmee
(Berlin, 2005).
25 Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 39.



deeds—a kaleidoscope of multifarious representations viewing him
in turn as a hero and liberator of France, a collaborator, a traitor or
victim of colonization, a fighter for African independence—but hard-
ly account for the political balance of power and historical contin-
gencies that had made him a soldier fighting for others, let alone the
heterogeneous trajectories this could have entailed.

The Tirailleurs Sénégalais
Introducing a Phenonomen of Franco-African Colonial History

Several hundred thousand Africans fought as conscripts in the
French army in the two world wars and the subsequent French colo-
nial wars in Madagascar, Indo-China, and Algeria. To this day these
contingents continue to be known under the collective name of
Tirailleurs Sénégalais (Senegalese Rifles), a colonial term that obscures
both the origin of the combatants and their number. The majority of
the men came from the colonies of Upper Volta (today Burkina Faso),
Sudan (today Mali), Guinea, Senegal, but also Oubangi-Chari (today
Central African Republic), Djibouti, Gabun, Congo-Brazzaville, and
so on; in other words, all the territories of French West and Equatorial
Africa.26

The contingent for the First World War comprised around 170,000
men, mostly conscripts, from sub-Saharan Africa. Some 135,000 of
them fought on the Front, in Flanders, on the Somme, in Verdun, on
the Aisne (Chemin des Dames), in Reims, the Dardanelles, and
Macedonia.27 Almost 30,000 died in the battles and trenches, fell vic-
tim to German poison gas or pulmonary diseases, or froze to death.
In the Second World War a total of 200,000 soldiers from West and
Central Africa fought with the French.28 Of these, 100,000 were mobi-
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26 To complete the picture, the Tirailleurs Malgaches consisting of soldiers
from Madagascar and the Comoros should also be mentioned.
27 For a detailed evaluation of African soldiers’ agency in the diverse theatres
of the First World War, see Maurice Rives and Robert Dietrich, Héros mécon-
nus, 1914–1918, 1939–1945: Mémorial des combattants d’Afrique Noire et de
Madagascar (Paris, 1993), 12–115.
28 Considering that there were two French armies (1939–40; 1942–5) and a prob-
ably significant number of repatriated African soldiers who joined de Gaulle’s
FFL in North Africa, only rough estimates of total numbers can be given.



lized in 1939–40 in the Forces Françaises Libres (FFL), and a further
100,000 soldiers from West and Central Africa joined the FFL from
1942 to 1945. In 1944, 20,000 of them formed part of the Allied troops
who left North Africa (Libya and Tunisia) and landed on Corsica,
Elba, or in Provence, and pushed forward to the Rhine via the Jura
and Alsace.29 Further evidence of the uninterrupted deployment of
colonial troops is provided by the military operations against anti-
colonial uprisings and liberation movements, by which the French
colonial power sought to maintain its overseas possessions. Some
18,000 sub-Saharan soldiers were deployed in 1947–9 against the
uprising in Madagascar;30 60,000 took part in the Indo-China War
(1945–54);31 and, finally, a further 15,000 in the Algerian War
(1954–62).32 In addition to these contingents of sub-Saharan soldiers,
subsumed under the collective term La Colonial, another half a mil-
lion men from the North African territories of Algeria, Morocco, and
Tunisia were deployed in the theatres of war just mentioned; they
belonged to the Armée de l’Afrique.33

As these rough figures demonstrate, Africans conscripted for mil-
itary service and deployed in war on behalf of the colonial power
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29 Rives and Dietrich, Héros méconnus, 196–279.
30 Jacques Tronchon, L’insurrection malgache de 1947: Essai d’interprétation his-
torique (Fianarantsoa, 1986), 62–4.
31 Michel Bodin, ‘La géographie du recrutement des soldats africains,
1944–1954’, Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains, 48/189 (1998), 123–34,
at 123–4.
32 Anthony Clayton, The Wars of French Decolonization (London, 1994), 120–1.
33 The history of these contingents has been explored in a number of case
studies. For an instructive overview see Anthony Clayton, France, Soldiers
and Africa (London, 1988), 244–306. On Algerian soldiers in the First World
War see Gilbert Meynier, ‘Les Algériens dans l’Armée française, 1914–1918’,
in Gerhard Höpp and Brigitte Reinwald (eds.), Fremdeinsätze: Afrikaner und
Asiaten in europäischen Kriegen, 1914–1945 (Berlin, 2000), 35–55; and Belkacem
Recham, Les musulmans algériens dans l’armée française, 1919–1945 (Paris, 1996),
whose work focuses on both world wars. On Moroccan troops see Driss
Maghraoui, ‘The Moroccan Colonial Soldiers: Between Collective Memory and
Selective Memory’, in Ali Abdullatif Ahmida (ed.), Beyond Colo ni al ism and
Nationalism in the Maghrib: History, Culture, and Politics (New York, 2000),
49–70; and Maghraoui’s still unpublished, exquisite Ph.D. thesis, ‘Moroccan
Colonial Troops: History, Memory and the Culture of French Colonialism’
(University of California, Santa Cruz, 2000).



constituted a mass phenomenon. Their economic, political, and social
significance has been examined in several instructive general
accounts of military history and in a series of social history case stud-
ies.34 I shall now look at how these foreign units inscribed themselves
in the Franco-African memorial landscape, using as an example a
war memorial in Dakar which changed location on several occasions.
This is just one of the ways in which this process materialized, a
process that was given extra dynamism by competing practices and
discourses of remembrance surrounding the phenomenon of the
African colonial soldier.35 I shall divide my analysis into four chrono-
logical sections: the building phase (1920s to 1930s); the structural
cracks (1940s to 1980s); the interim phase (1980s to 2000s); and the
recycling (2004 onwards).

Demba and Dupont: Revisiting a Franco-African War Memorial

The Building Phase: 1920s–1930s

On 30 December 1923 in Dakar, the capital of French West Africa
(AOF), on the Place de l’Etoile,36 close to the Ecole de Médecine
founded in 1918, a monument was dedicated ‘to the glory of the
black troops and the dead creators of the AOF’ (see Fig. 3.1). At the
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34 The main work of social history here is still Myron Echenberg, Colonial
Conscripts: The Tirailleurs Sénégalais in French West Africa, 1857–1960
(Portsmouth, NH, 1991) who also engages with the formation of the
‘Senegalese’ as auxiliary troops of French colonial expansion and ‘pacifica-
tion’, 1–25. On the broader implications of the French West African war effort,
see Marc Michel, L’Appel à l’Afrique: Contributions et Réactions à l’effort de guerre
en A.O.F., 1914–1919 (Paris, 1982), slightly revised and republished as Les
Africains et la grande guerre: L’appel à l’Afrique, 1914–1918 (Paris, 2003). On post-
military lives of Burkinabè ex-servicemen, see Reinwald, Reisen durch den
Krieg, which also contains an update on the state of research, 28–30. On
Malian veterans, see Gregory Mann, Native Sons: West African Veterans and
France in the Twentieth Century (Durham, NC, 2006). 
35 On the discussion of other sites of memory in Dakar, see Ginio, ‘African
Colonial Soldiers’.
36 This square was renamed Place Charles Tascher in Feb. 1956, and Place
Soweto in 1983. Cf. Colonel Mamadou Lamdou Touré, Les Tirailleurs
Sénégalais: Leurs combats, leurs gloires, leur héritage (Dakar, 2005), 47.



Figure 3.1. ‘Demba’ and ‘Dupont’ 1923. Postcard no. 1803 in Cartes
postales de l’Afrique de l’Ouest/West African postcards 1895–1930.
Association Images & Mémoires, UNESCO/Memory of the World. 
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behest of the French government the sculptor, a certain Ducuing, cre-
ated two figures. One represented the ‘Senegalese Rifleman’, the
other a French soldier. Each holds an olive branch in his right hand;
the Frenchman’s left hand rests on the African’s shoulder; the two are
marching, as the historian and former Senegalese Education Minister
Iba Der Thiam put it, ‘together to victory’.37 They are standing on a
plinth with five pictures round the edge. These show General
Faidherbe (1854–65), military conqueror and first Governor of
Senegal, and, not to be forgotten, founder of the Rifles units. Then
come four Governors General who determined the fate of French
West Africa between 1900 and 1917: Noël Ballay (1900–2); William
Ponty (1908–15); François Clozel (1916–17); and Joost Van Vollen -
hoven (1917).38 The aim of the French colonial government in setting
up this monument was ‘to celebrate both the greatness of France’s
civilizing work, embodied in certain figures whose action for France
in the service of colonization has been regarded as exemplary, and
also the fidelity and loyalty of the African populations to the mother
power’.39

Thus to some extent it was also a companion piece to the statue of
Faidherbe, which stood as a symbol of French greatness in West
Africa opposite the Governor General’s palace.40 A coloured postcard
that can be dated to 1915–20 (see Fig. 3.2) shows this statue, flanked
by a unit of the Tirailleurs Sénégalais, whose provenance and rank
are revealed by their headgear: African soldiers wearing the red fez
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37 Thiam in an article in the Senegalese pro-government paper Le Soleil, 7
Sept. 1983, which was reprinted by the critical daily Wal Fadjri L’Aurore, 25
Aug. 2004. Quoted in Ligue des droits de l’homme Toulon, ‘Demba et
Dupont: le retour’, <http://www.ldh-toulon.net/article.phb3?id_article=298,
2004>, accessed 14 May 2005.
38 Présidence de la République, ‘Dakar—la place du Tirailleur’, <http://
www.elysee.fr.elysee/francais/ressources_documentaires/afrique/senegal/
dakar-la_place_du_tirailleur.27703. html>, accessed 14 May 2005, 1.
39 Thiam, Ligue des droits Toulon. (‘Désirant célébrer à la fois la grandeur de
l’œuvre “civilisatrice” de la France incarnée par certaines figures, dont l’ac-
tion au service de la colonisation avait été jugée exemplaire, et l’expression
de la fidélité et du loyalisme des populations africaines à la Mère-Patrie.’)
40 It was also a ‘companion’ in the sense that it was ultimately removed,
along with the statue of the two soldiers, in Aug. 1983. See the subsequent
section on the interim phase, 1980s–2000s.



Figure 3.2. Tirailleurs Sénégalais marching up in front of General
Faid herbe’s statue, Dakar 1915–20. Postcard no. 1667 in Cartes
postales de l’Afrique de l’Ouest/West African postcards 1895–1930.
Association Images & Mémoires, UNESCO/Memory of the World.

41 Like ‘Dupont’ in France, the male first name ‘Demba’ is widespread in
northern West Africa. It is an open question whether this correlation of a
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and French NCOs the white sun-helmet. Comparison of the two
monuments shows the change that had taken place in France’s colo-
nial doctrine since the early 1920s. The strategy of subjugation and
assimilation, symbolized by the solitary figure of the general, is suc-
cessively replaced by association and participation by the colonized
in the civilizing work of the mother country, which paved the way
for the colonized to be called into service for the Great War. This is
evident in the statue depicting the two brothers-in-arms. It may be
mentioned in passing that this monument illustrates just one facet of
this call to service. For while it represents the men’s path to the Front,
it obscures the fact that large numbers of African civilians—including
women, and the young and old of both sexes—were drafted into
colonial forced labour and mobilized for the war economy. The effect
of this monument on the people of Dakar at the time has not yet been
examined. All we know is that colloquially the two figures were
given family names (‘Demba–Dupont’), and thus to some extent res-
cued from anonymity, though when this happened is unknown.41 In



Figure 3.3. War Memorial for Combatants from French West Africa
(1929), Dakar. Post card, undated. Éditions Moreau, Dakar (in pos-
session of the author).

French surname and a West African first name alludes to the common colo-
nial habit of generally addressing Africans by their first name. 
42 Léopold Sédar Senghor, ‘Prière aux Tirailleurs’, in id., Œuvre poétique (Paris,
1990), 71 (‘Que l’enfant blanc et l’enfant noir—c’est l’ordre alphabétique—, que
les enfants de la France Confédérée aillent main dans la main, Tels que les
prévoit le Poète, tel le couple Demba-Dupont sur les monuments aux Morts’).
43 Serge Barcellini, ‘Les monuments en hommage aux combattants de la
“Grande France”: Armée d’Afrique et Armée coloniale’, in Claude Carlier and
Guy Pedroncini (eds.), Les troupes coloniales dans la grande guerre (Paris, 1997),
113–53, at 113 (‘où la France se vivait grande’). According to Barcellini’s three-
phase scheme, this period lasted from 1918 to 1950 and was superseded by the
era of radical changes and new concepts (1950–70) and a phase, setting in
from 1975, characterized by ‘multiple ways of memory recycling’ (‘un temps
où la mémoire est réutilisée de manière plurielle’), ibid. 113–14.
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any case they seem to have been mentioned for the first time in writ-
ing in Senghor’s ‘Prayer of the Senegalese Riflemen’ of April 1940.42

In terms of monumental history the sculpture fits into the period
‘when France saw itself as great’ and should be understood as such,
the historian Serge Barcellini argues.43 The third and final landmark



of this sort was erected in 1929 in Dakar, in the city centre on the
Place Protet, today’s Place de l’Indépendance. Dedicated to ‘the dead
of the Great War, all European and indigenous combatants who set
out from French West Africa’, it shows two soldiers facing one anoth-
er, on the left an African, and on the right a Frenchman, each extend-
ing his right hand to the other. The undated historical postcard repro-
duced here (see Fig. 3.3) gives an impression of the massive, over-
whelming dimensions of this monument, which testifies quintessen-
tially to the Franco-African brotherhood-in-arms as one of the kernels
of the triumphant idea of Greater France that the architects of this
monument wanted to immortalize in stone in such an overarching
manner. In popular belief, this colossus was torn down after
Senegalese independence because especially in such a prominent
position, it cast too great a shadow of the past over the young repub-
lic and its visions of the future. It seems that the only thing consid-
ered worthy of preservation was its mid-section with the two figures,
which survived the vicissitudes of time in a corner of a Dakar ceme-
tery.44

Structural Cracks: 1940s–1980s

Socializing in the army, and the common experiences of fighting and
suffering undoubtedly led to the formation of a cohesive military us-
community, to which West African combatants felt just as loyal as
their French comrades, although this did not undo their experience of
exclusion and unequal treatment on the basis of skin colour and sta-
tus. How this eventually led to demands for equal treatment on the
part of West African soldiers and veterans has been discussed else-
where.45

Although the Franco-African military community generally sur-
vived the endurance tests it faced during the Second World War,
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44 On other memorials of the Great War which depicted the Franco-African
brother-in-arms motif, see Reinwald, Reisen durch den Krieg, 116–23, and
Mann, ‘Locating Colonial Histories’.
45 For a detailed survey of Second World War experiences and itineraries of
West African combatants in the French Army and the Allied troops, see
Myron Echenberg ‘ “Morts pour la France”: The African Soldier in France
during the Second World War’, Journal of African History, 4 (1985), 363–80,
and, on veterans’ remembrances, Reinwald, Reisen durch den Krieg, 139–90.



these nevertheless caused certain structural fissures. The West
African soldiers not only became increasingly aware of them, but
also felt prompted by them to review their position in the hierarchi-
cally structured microcosm of the army. The first crack in the plinth
upon which ‘Demba’ and ‘Dupont’ were marching emerged as early
as June 1940 when, as a result of French capitulation and occupation,
the myth of France as great and unvanquishable collapsed. The fact
that up to 48,000 African combatants ended up as German prisoners
of war in the course of all this, and that many of them were mur-
dered, tortured, starved, and humiliated by their captors, was a great
trauma. And there was more: from February 1943 onwards the
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht redeployed German sentries to the
Eastern Front and commissioned French military personnel to super-
vise the prisoner-of-war camps for Africans in the occupied half of
France. Certainly this meant that the Frontstalags46 became more
lenient in various places, that is, more Africans escaped and many of
them reached the free zone with the help of resistance networks, or
joined French resistance groups. Yet the recollections of those who
ended up as prisoners of war leave no doubt that they felt complete-
ly abandoned, especially because in the camps they were generally
segregated from their French comrades and officers.47

The testimonies of former prisoners of war or soldiers who took
part in the Allied operations in North Africa, Italy, and southern
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46 Frontstalag is the abbreviation of the German Frontstammlager, a term used
for the approximately twenty-eight camps set up for African POWs by the
German Wehrmacht in the north, north-west, and east of France, but also in
Belgium and the Netherlands. For a ground plan of these camps, see Catherine
Akpo, ‘Africains dans les stalags’, Jeune Afrique, 1934 (1998), 46–9, at 46.
47 The recurrent theme of German atrocities motived by racial hatred and
particularly directed to African soldiers and POWs permeates former
African POWs’ testimonies, which have been dealt with in several African
historical case studies, such as Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts; Nancy E.
Lawler, Soldiers of Misfortune: Ivoirien Tirailleurs of World War II (Athens, OH,
1992); and my own work (see Reinwald, Reisen durch den Krieg, 109–14, and
155–64). For an excellent military history investigation of these war crimes
committed by the German Wehrmacht during its campaign against France,
which is based on extensive research in German and French archives and
thus backs up evidence derived from oral history accounts, see Raffael
Scheck, Hitler’s African Victims: The German Army Massacres of Black French
Soldiers in 1940 (Cambridge, 2006).



France show, however, that these extreme experiences also enhanced
their self-esteem and awareness of the contribution they had made to
winning the war, as well as the quid pro quo owed them by liberat-
ed France. This growing self-esteem was articulated in very different
ways, and while it by no means led to a process of mental and/or
political emancipation among all soldiers/veterans, as feared by the
metropolitan and colonial authorities during the last years of the
war,48 the majority were convinced that they had done France a great
service and had made huge sacrifices for the cause. For some, how-
ever, their experiences gave rise to a feeling of inferiority as Africans;
they saw themselves as an instrument of colonialism that was to
secure and legitimize domination. This process later culminated in
political engagement for the decolonization movement or in veter-
ans’ associations, where they fought for African soldiers to be given
the same status as their metropolitan comrades. The extent and dura-
bility of this engagement has so far hardly been examined by social
historians, largely because the sources are extremely fragmentary.
However, the few testimonies available suggest that former prison-
ers of war in particular seem to have played a crucial role here, as
expressed in a statement by a Senegalese veteran—a former prisoner
of war and chairman of the Senegalese veterans’ association—who
himself played a part in the movement they initiated:

The prisoners of war were something quite extraordinary! We
were not all in the same camp. . . . We were spread throughout
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48 From 1942, the governments of the United Kingdom and the United States
were concerned that governments in Africa and Asia were increasingly los-
ing control of colonized populations, and feared that demobilized soldiers
might support or initiate liberation movements. On this ‘imperial panic’, see
Frank Furedi, ‘The Demobilized African Soldier and the Blow to White
Prestige’, in David Killingray and David Omissi (eds.), Guardians of Empire:
The Armed Forces of the Colonial Powers c.1700–1964 (Manchester, 1999),
179–97. After the French surrender in June 1940, colonial administrators in
French West Africa received orders to keep repatriated soldiers under sur-
veillance. Informal reports from all French West African territories confirm
fears of colonial soldiers being stirred up by German propaganda, and, from
1944 onwards, being contaminated by the Communist Internationale
(Archives of the General Government in French West Africa, Dakar, series 2
D—Périodes de guerre, 1941–8; and series 5 D—Organisation militaire,
1944–8).



France. And there was a certain wind blowing everywhere. I
was personally very surprised by the movement to push
through the demands, and its breadth! We said to ourselves,
we have come through difficulties, we have overcome obsta-
cles, whites and blacks have been dealing with one another for
years, so that each knew what to expect of the other. Con -
sequently equality was a quite normal thing.49

Closely linked with this demand for equality, which the West African
returners saw as their elemental right, is a second, far deeper crack in
the colonial plinth, which was caused by something that happened in
the Thiaroye transit camp near Dakar on the night of 1 December
1944.50 The immediate cause of this event, certainly the most difficult
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49 Doudou Diallo, interview with Manfred Prinz and Papa Samba Diop, 16
Apr. 1987, in Janós Riesz and Joachim Schultz (eds.), ‘Tirailleurs Sénégalais’: zur
bildlichen und literarischen Darstellung afrikanischer Soldaten im Dienste Frank -
reichs (Frankfurt am Main, 1989), 260–4, at 262. (‘Les prisonniers de guerre,
c’etait quelque chose d’extraordinaire! Nous n’étions pas tous dans le même
camp. . . . Nous étions repartis dans toute la France. Et un vent avait soufflé
partout. Personnellement, j’ai été surpris par ce mouvement de revendica-
tion, son ampleur! On s’est dit, nous avons, nous avons traversé des diffi-
cultés, nous avons surmonté des obstacles, les Blancs et les Noirs se sont
côtoyés pendant des années, par conséquent, chacun savait de quel bois
l’autre se chauffait. L’égalité était, par conséquent, quelque chose de nor-
mal.’) Doudou Diallo, a former member of the French Résistance, was part of
the first contingent of repatriates involved in the rebellion of Thiaroye on 1
Dec. 1944 (passim). Although absent from the camp, he was sentenced as a
mutineer and spent one and a half years in prison.
50 For a detailed description and analysis of the background and course of
events, see Myron Echenberg, ‘Tragedy at Thiaroye: The Senegalese Soldiers’
Uprising of 1944’, in Robin Cohen, Jean Copans, and Peter Gutkind (eds.),
African Labor History (Beverly Hills, Calif., 1978), 109–28. Since then, several
historical studies have further contributed to the contextualization and
demystification of the events. See Mbaye Gueye, ‘Le 1er décembre 1944 à
Thiaroye, ou le massacre des tirailleurs sénégalais anciens prisonniers de
guerre’, Revue sénégalaise d’histoire, 1 (1995), 3–23; Armelle Mabon, ‘La tragédie
de Thiaroye, symbole du déni d’égalité’, Hommes et Migrations, 1235 (2002), 86–
95, who investigated the impact of previous incidents in France connected
with the liberation of African POWs on the course of events in Thiaroye;
Reinwald, Reisen durch den Krieg, 239–47 includes reports by African wit-
nesses; and Julien Fargettas, ‘La révolte des tirailleurs sénégalais de Tiaroye:



and consequential in terms of the demobilization of African combat-
ants, was that before their return home, the army command of French
West Africa refused to give the 1,280 West Africans—almost all of
them former prisoners of war—the unpaid wages due for the period
of their captivity and also a demobilization premium which France
had guaranteed. This had already been paid out to former French
prisoners of war. At this, the men refused to be transported back to
their respective colonies, and temporarily prevented General
Dagnan, commander-in-chief of the forces in the Dakar area, from
leaving the camp, in order to underscore their demands. This was
regarded as mutiny; the camp was taken over by a special comman-
do of Tirailleurs Sénégalais from Saint-Louis and the Dakar
Gendarmerie, who, on the morning of 1 December, opened fire on
the camp inmates.51 Apparently thirty-five of the repatriated men
perished; another thirty-five were seriously wounded. Of the thirty-
four supposed ringleaders, who were given custodial sentences by a
French court martial in March 1945, five died in prison and the rest
were amnestied in June 1947, as the result of constant lobbying and
public pressure; those largely responsible for their release were
Lamine Guèye and Léopold Senghor, socialist Deputies in the French
National Assembly. 

After their return to their home colonies, spread throughout
French West Africa, and following the lifting of censorship in 1947
once the debate over the amnesty had been documented in various
newspapers,52 the events became firmly entrenched in the conscious-
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entre reconstructions mémorielles et histoire’, Vingtième siècle, 92 (2006), 117–
30, who draws on officers’ reports, esp. the account by General Dagnan,
whom the mutineers had temporarily taken hostage, to elucidate the uncom-
prehending attitude of the paternalistic French command which mistook
transformed mentalities for acts of insurgency which were likely to threaten
the colonial order.
51 According to a former soldier of this commando, the men had been told
upon their arrival in Thiaroye that they would be confronted by German
internees refusing to deliver their arms, and it would be their task to disarm
them (Touré, Tirailleurs sénégalais, 51). Another man remembers having been
shocked when realizing that they had shot at Africans, not at the supposed
Germans in the camp. According to him, every attempt to help the injured
had been strictly prohibited by the commanding officer, who had even
ordered them to open fire on helpers (ibid.). 
52 Echenberg, ‘Tragedy at Thiaroye’, 123.



ness of African war veterans, and also that of a shocked civilian pop-
ulation, as the ‘massacre’ of Thiaroye. Although the army censored
letters, the news spread like wildfire amongst the Africans in the
Allied units, who in 1944 were pushing forward over the Vosges to
the German border.53 As I have repeatedly established in various
conversations, Thiaroye leaves virtually no West African veteran,
whether contemporary or younger, untouched. Virtually all of them
shared in the events via a choreographed version from an ‘uncle’,
‘brother’, or some other relative. It would be interesting to know to
what extent the 1987 film Le camp de Thiaroye by the Senegalese direc-
tor Ousmane Sembène, which was shown in Dakar cinemas from
mid 1989, and shortly thereafter was available on video throughout
Senegal, interfered with or responded to the story as handed down in
this way.54

Directly after these events, there were various initiatives to make
the military cemetery in Thiaroye, where those who had been shot
were supposedly buried, into a memorial site.55 For example, repre-
sentatives of the anti-colonial West African political assembly move-
ment, Rassemblement Démocratique Africain, members of the com-
munist trade union, and representatives of veterans’ associations
planned to hold a rally there for the first time in February 1950, with
the laying of wreaths, in order to keep alive the memory of Thiaroye
as a symbol of unacceptable colonial repression. The rally was
banned, and the cemetery surrounded by armed French troops, with
the result that the organizers had to withdraw to the war memorial
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53 Reinwald, Reisen durch den Krieg, 137.
54 A Senegalese, Algerian, and Tunisian co-production, Le camp de Thiaroye,
was not performed in France until 1998, and apparently did not receive much
acclaim. Based mainly on eye witness accounts, it also reproduces their often
ambivalent, contradictory, and inconsistent features. However, Sembène
was accused of historical misrepresentation by film critics and former colo-
nial soldiers for having obscured the African composition of the task force at
Thiaroye. On this issue see Kenneth Harrow, ‘Camp de Thiaroye: Who’s That
Hiding in those Tanks, and How Come We Can’t See Their Faces?’, Iris: A
Journal of Theory on Image and Sound, 18 (1995), 147–52.
55 Whether the dead of Thiaroye were really buried there or in an unknown
mass grave elsewhere is an unresolved issue, even among eye witnesses.
Doudou Diallo, one of the alleged ‘leaders’, considered the anonymous grave
more plausible (Interview, 16 Apr. 1987, unpublished, archived on VHS-
copy at the University of Bayreuth, Germany).



in Dakar city centre (Fig. 3.3). In the enflamed political mood of 1958
the ‘no’ camp in the referendum on whether Senegal should remain
in the French Union initiated another ceremony in Thiaroye. This
was also banned.56

Nonetheless, the events of Thiaroye were taken up in their own
ritualistic remembrance which created its own—to some extent sub-
cutaneous—landmarks. Over the years anonymous people made the
military cemetery into a clandestine place of remembrance which
could only be identified as such by extremely discreet details. The
place was carefully tended, the graves were repeatedly whitened,
and one of those involved stated that people went there from time to
time to pray.57 At the same time the victims of Thiaroye were also
remembered in literature and music, for example, by Léopold
Senghor in his lamentation Tiaroye. Written in Paris in 1944, it formed
part of his collection of poems Hosties Noires, published in Paris in
1948 by Seuil.58 The 1949 musical creation Douga by the Guinean
composer, singer, and ballet dancer Keïta Fodeba was also an explic-
it homage to the men of Thiaroye. Paradoxically, this piece was part
of the record collection of Radio France-Asie, which, during the Indo-
China War, broadcast request concerts for African soldiers twice a
week. Repeatedly requested by the combatants, Douga was broadcast
for years without any complaint, along with the soldiers’ messages
for those at home.59 One might speculate as to whether this was
because of the language, which the censors did not understand—the
lyrics were in Maninka—or Fodeba himself, who was so popular
with the French public that no suspicion would have been aroused.
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56 Echenberg, ‘Tragedy at Thiaroye’, 123–4.
57 Diallo, interview, 16 Apr. 1987 (unpublished, VHS-copy, University of
Bayreuth). On Thiaroye as a clandestine lieu de mémoire, see Catherine
Coquery-Vidrovitch, ‘Lieux de mémoire et occidentalisation’, in Jean-Louis
Triaud and Jean-Pierre Chrétien (eds.), Histoire d’Afrique: Les Enjeux de Mémoire
(Paris, 1999), 377–88, at 382; and Ginio, ‘African Colonial Soldiers’, 151–3.
This is reminiscent of concealed practices to commemorate Thomas Sankara,
former President of Burkina Faso, assassinated by his fellow companions
and buried anonymously on the outskirts of Ouagadougou. Sankara’s sup-
posed burial plot is regularly tended by his numerous followers, who still
frequent the place.
58 Senghor, Œuvre Poétique, 90–1.
59 Reinwald, Reisen durch den Krieg, 138.



And, finally, there is at least one public memorial to the victims of
Thiaroye, inaugurated on 1 December 2001 by the then President of
Mali and historian Alpha Oumar Konaré in the centre of the capital
Bamako. This ensemble consists of a watchtower, defamiliarized by
elements of neo-Sudanese architecture, whose top is reached by two
external staircases. It bears a fresco showing the Senegal Rifles, and,
at the entrance to the Place des Martyrs de Thiaroye, named after the
memorial, is a sculpture of an armed Senegalese Rifleman standing
on a rostrum. The inscription ‘in memory of those executed in
Thiaroye’ briefly describes the circumstances of the massacre and the
men’s demands, and attributes responsibility for the massacre to the
colonial authorities.60

Even though the events of Thiaroye did not have any major polit-
ical impact in terms of radicalizing the West African population, as
the colonial authorities had feared, for the soldiers returning from
war they marked a turning point in two respects. First, the events sig-
nalled that the arbitrary use of violence by the colonial power was no
longer acceptable, and they also legitimized the soldiers’ demands to
receive the same treatment as French ex-combatants.

This is precisely the point at which the third—hairline—crack in
the plinth occurred. It spread slowly but surely, and can be traced
back to the struggle that went on for decades, and has still not been
resolved, to raise African veterans’ pensions and compensation to the
level of their French counterparts. As this tedious and delicate nego-
tiation process has been dealt with in detail elsewhere,61 just a few
key statistics will be given here. In 1947 African veterans’ pensions
were set at 50 per cent of those of their metropolitan comrades,
although the Africans were similarly granted index-linked increases.
Action on the part of African Deputies in the French National
Assembly and lobbying in extra-parliamentary protests set going a
reform process which was welcomed by the veterans, despite being
regarded as inadequate. This culminated in the promulgation of the
so-called Equality Law in August 1950 which, for the first time,
envisaged that foreign soldiers’ pensions gradually be brought into
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60 Moussa Bolly, ‘Journée du Tirailleur: Hommage aux martyrs oubliés de
Thiaroye’, Le Reflet, Aug. 2004, <http://www.afribone.com/actualité/
reflet/2004/3008.html>, accessed 15 May 2005.
61 Reinwald, Reisen durch den Krieg, 318–31.



line with those of the French. At the end of 1959 this all came to an
abrupt halt with the law on cristallisation, whereby African pensions
were frozen. Henceforth the recipients were not only denied increas-
es, but payments could no longer be transferred to their widows or
children. This law was ratified in the form of a bilateral agreement
with the West African heads of state, which produced an entirely
arbitrary pensions gap between the former colonies of North, West,
and Central Africa.62 At the end of 2001 the French Council of State
finally accepted the verdict of the European Court of Human Rights,
with which more than fifteen veterans’ associations had lodged com-
plaints against France. In principle, the French government accepted
that African veterans’ pensions should be brought into line with
those of French veterans and, in spring 2002, having delayed by two
years, started to pay the outstanding amounts retrospectively for five
years. However, the sums were worked out according to a scheme
that took into account the cost of living in the respective countries of
origin, thereby creating renewed political irritation and bitterness
amongst the veterans. The latest update: on 27 September 2006 the
French government finally agreed to raise the African veterans’ pen-
sions to the level enjoyed by their French counterparts as of 1 January
2007. In statistical terms, this measure benefited around 84,000 peo-
ple in the former colonies; in the case of Senegal, some 3,000 men.63
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62 Annual pension figures for 2002 demonstrate that this eventually resulted
in an absurd hierarchy of payments on all levels. Whereas a former French
combatant was entitled to receive €420.10, his Senegalese comrade had to be
content with €174.60, a Burkinabè with €87.50, and a Moroccan or Tunisian
veteran with as little as €48.50. See Stéphanie Séguès and Livio Thèves, ‘La
République “Banania”: Quarante ans de discrimination’, Plein droit: La révue
du Gisti, 56 (Mar. 2003), 7–9.
63 ‘La France paye le prix du sang avec quarante-sept ans de retard’, La
Nouvelle République du Centre-Ouest, 28 Sept. 2006. With headlines such as
‘Indigènes, the Film that Convinced Chirac’ (ibid.) or ‘Justice Rendered to the
Indigènes’, Sud Ouest, 28 Sept. 2006, the dailies put this down to President
Chirac’s change of heart. Thereby they celebrated the intriguing, highly
impressive, and, as far as historical accuracy is concerned, meticulously
researched feature film by Algerian director Rachid Bouchareb (Indigènes,
France, 2006) that depicts the itineraries of four Algerian colonial soldiers,
members of the FFL who set out, in 1942, to liberate their ‘mother–fatherland’.
Bouchareb and his prominent cast also achieved a box office hit in France.



The Interim Phase: 1980s–2000s

Despite all these cracks and fault lines ‘Demba’ and ‘Dupont’ were to
remain in place, united as brothers, for nearly forty years after the
Second World War. From 20 August 1960 the bronze statue of
Faidherbe was to look out on to the palace of the Senegalese
President, while ‘Demba and Dupont’ stood opposite the building of
the Senegalese National Assembly, built in 1956. Eventually, howev-
er, the government gave in to criticism from numerous citizens who
found these symbols of a colonial era inappropriate in such promi-
nent locations. On the night of 13–14 August 1983, both Faidherbe
and ‘Demba and Dupont’ were taken down. The original plan to
transfer the two soldiers to the military camp of Dial Diop failed
because of opposition from the Senegalese General Staff. The statue
was eventually transported to the cemetery in the Bel Air-Hann quar-
ter of the city where, henceforth removed from their rostrum, they
kept watch over the Catholic Senegalese and French civilians and sol-
diers buried there (see Fig. 3.4). In their place, on Soweto Square, also
renamed in 1983, there now stands a piece by the Senegalese sculptor
Babacar Sédikh Traoré: a couple that symbolizes Senegalese inde-
pendence,64 and, according to oral information, is known colloquial-
ly as ‘Le Sénégal en vie’ (see Fig. 3.5).

The Recycling: 2004 Onwards

What is, for now, the final chapter in the story of Demba and Dupont
belongs in the context of the sixtieth anniversary celebrations of the
liberation of Toulon. On the evening of 23 August 1944, the 6th regi-
ment of the Senegalese Rifles, under the command of Colonel Salan,
had been the first to enter the town. In 2004, Senegalese President
Abdoulaye Wade declared 23 August a national holiday, the Journée
du Tirailleur, in memory of the Africans who had served there. Pro -
ceedings began with a ceremony in the military cemetery of Thiaroy
where, on 22 August 2004, the head of state laid a wreath in honour
of the victims of the ‘events’ of December 1944. On the following day,
on Dakar’s Station Square, now renamed Place du Tirailleur, a statue
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64 Jean M. Diop, ‘Revoilà Demba et Dupont’, Wal Fadjri L’Aurore, 24 Aug.
2004.



Figure 3.4. ‘Demba’ and ‘Dupont’ at the Catholic cemetery of Bel-Air,
Dakar-Hann, 2002. Photograph by Uta Sadji (Aug. 2002). Courtesy of
Uta Sadji.

Figure 3.5. Soweto Square after the removal of ‘Demba’ and
‘Dupont’. Statue by Babacar Sédikh Traoré. Photograph by Laurence
Marfaing (July 2002). Courtesy of Laurence Marfaing.
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was unveiled (see Fig 3.6). Not only were ‘Demba’ and ‘Dupont’
back; henceforth the names they had been given at the time were to
be official!

In the presence of several heads of state from Francophone Africa
(Idriss Déby from Chad; Blaise Compaoré from Burkina Faso;
Mathieu Kérékou from Benin; Amadou Toumani Touré from Mali;
and Sghaïr Ould M’Bareck, Prime Minister of Mauritania), and the
former French Development Minister, Pierre-André Wiltzer, repre-
senting President Jacques Chirac, President Abdoulaye Wade hailed
the Franco-African community and the service given by several gen-
erations of Tirailleurs, who had ‘fought side by side with French sol-
diers and, in the course of the century, built up the French empire,
and preserved the honour and independence of France’.65 In the
name of the contribution they had made to upholding the essential
values of the French Revolution, he demanded that the French gov-
ernment take the final step on the matter of pensions and give the
African veterans genuinely equal treatment. Wade continued, saying
that he knew he was united with Jacques Chirac in a common fight
for justice, and assured him in absentia that numerous Africans and
French people were determined to uphold the extraordinary rela-
tions of friendship and cooperation between France and Africa, and
to continue to give them precedence in future.66 The eminent guests
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65 Abdoulaye Wade, ‘Allocution prononcée lors de l’inauguration de la Place
du Tirailleur’, in Fédération Nationale des Anciens d’Outre-Mer et Anciens
Combattants des Troupes de Marine (ed.), 2004: Vie de la Fédération, AOB 342,
Sept.–Oct. 2004, 53–5, at 53 (‘qui . . . se sont battus, côte à côte, avec les sol-
dats français faisant au fil des années, pendant un siècle, l’empire français et
défendant l’intégrité, l’honneur et l’indépendance de la France’).
66 Ibid. 54–5. Wade’s rhetorical manoeuvre was, significantly, characterized
by his efforts to keep the balance between a discourse of juridical claims and
his conjuring up of universal history to take the witness stand. His motive
was not only to make his interlocutors, French and Senegalese alike, believe
that joint historical agency was the work of equals in rank; he also tried to
allay any possible fears that Senegal would withdraw from the preferential
partnership achieved by loyally serving Françafrique: ‘Whether they have
been paid or not upon returning home will never erase these obstinate and
irrefutable facts of history. Equally irrefutable is our willingness to continue
building together with the French, these veritable heirs of the 1789 revolu-
tion, a space of friendship and cooperation which is commensurate with our
joint battles. This means that the contribution made by Africans to universal



Figure 3.6. The resurrection of ‘Demba’ and ‘Dupont’, Dakar, Station
Square, 2004. Photograph by Stefanie Michels (Feb. 2005). Courtesy
of Stefanie Michels.
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were impressed by the ‘historical fresco of the heroic deeds of the
African Rifles’, proclaimed in such glorious style and in front of such
a colourful turn-out.67 The speech by Pierre-André Wiltzer, Chirac’s
representative, was also deemed satisfactory, in particular, what he
had to say about the events of 1944 in Thiaroye transit camp: ‘A trag-
ic and shocking event, which stirs up indignation, incomprehension
and grief for the victims and their families. Those who bore respon-
sibility on the part of the French authorities of the time [sic!], have
damaged France’s reputation and violated the values that French and
African soldiers were jointly defending at the same time on European
soil.’68
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heritage must not be ignored. Liberty and democracy, justice and equality
are, from now on, our joint heritage; within this heritage African populations
have their share of contributions. . . . It is about time that the injustice com-
mitted against Africa and the Africans be corrected so that we can all togeth-
er build a world of peace based on mutual respect, equal dignity of peoples
and individuals, equality of rights, every time that we serve together. . . .
Despite the vicissitudes of history, there are many of us, in Africa and in
France, who are determined to preserve and privilege the exceptional rela-
tions of friendship and cooperation woven between France and Africa.’
(‘Qu’ils aient ou non été payés en retour ne pourra jamais gommer ces faits
d’Histoire têtus et irréfutables. Non plus notre volonté de continuer à bâtir
avec les Français, les véritables héritiers de la Révolution de 1789, un espace
d’amitié et de coopération à la mesure de nos combats communs. Cela veut
dire que la contribution que des Africains ont apportée au patrimoine de
l’Universel ne doit pas être ignorée. La liberté et la démocratie, la justice et
l’égalité sont, dès lors, notre patrimoine commun, un patrimoine dans lequel
les peuples africains ont leur part de contribution. . . . Il est temps que les
injustices dont l’Afrique et les Africains sont l’objet soient corrigées, pour
que nous bâtissons, tous ensemble, un monde de paix, fondé sur la recon-
naissance mutuelle, l’égale dignité des peuples et des individus, l’égalité des
droits, chaque fois que les servitudes sont partagées. . . . Malgré les vicissi-
tudes de l’Histoire, nous sommes nombreux, en Afrique et en France, à être
déterminés à préserver et privilégier les relations exceptionnelles d’amitié et
de coopération tissées entre la France et l’Afrique.’)
67 Christophe Champin ‘De l’argent pour les tirailleurs’, Radio France Inter na -
tional, broadcast on 24 Aug. 2004, <http://www.rfi.fr/actufr/articles/056/
impr/article_30016.asp>, accessed 6 June 2006.
68 Pierre-André Wiltzer, ‘Commémoration du débarquement des tirailleurs
sénégalais à Toulon’ (allocution de M. Pierre-André Wiltzer, ambassadeur en
mission, haut représentant pour la sécurité et la prévention des conflits,



This was, indeed, the first time that a representative of the French
state had made an official statement about what had happened. It is
therefore hardly surprising that his moral judgement seemed like
balsam on an open wound, even if an official apology from the
French government, which the press maintained was expected by
President Wade, has so far not been forthcoming.69 What also
remains unclear is whether the various generations of veterans from
all the different countries were also satisfied with Wiltzer’s state-
ment, for there is still no question of a pardon for those condemned
at that time—they were merely given an amnesty.

Equally, it is debatable whether the Journée du Tirailleur and the
gestures of Franco-African brotherhood connected with it were real-
ly received with such positive appreciation by the African veterans.
They became increasingly irritated by the administrative pedantry
with which the French authorities approached the issue of bringing
Africans’ pensions and the rights of their children into line with
French rights. It therefore seems likely that the veterans regarded
these symbolic gestures of Franco-African, or Franco-Senegalese
brotherhood, which representatives of both the French and African
states espoused, as mere facades behind which was a simple, but
unpalatable truth, expressed by one veteran to the French daily
newspaper Le Monde in February 2005: ‘The increase is not enough 
. . . when we were at war no one made a distinction between
Frenchmen and others. Why make one today?’70
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Dakar, 23 Aug. 2004, <http://www.doc.diplomatie.gouv.fr/BASIS/epic/
www/doc/DDD/922877954.doc>, accessed 6 June 2006). (‘Un événement
tragique et choquant qui suscite l’indignation, l’incompréhension et la
tristesse pour ceux qui en ont été les victimes et pour leurs proches. Ceux qui
en portent la responsabilité, du côté des autorités françaises de l’époque, ont
sali l’image de la France et des valeurs que les combattants français et
africains continuaient de défendre ensemble, au même moment, sur le sol
européen.’)
69 ‘The Senegalese President appreciated this, but he still expects a formal
apology.’ Champin, ‘De l’argent’ (‘Le président sénégalais a apprécié mais il
attend toujours des excuses en bonne et due forme’).
70 ‘Chirac exalte “la fraternité” franco-sénégalaise, les anciens tirailleurs s’im-
patient’, Le Monde, 3 Feb. 2005. (‘La hausse est insuffisante’, s’est exclamé un
ancien combattant rencontré à Saint-Louis. ‘Quand on faisait la guerre, on ne
faisait pas de différence entre les Français et les autres. Pourquoi en faire
aujourd’hui?’)



Similarly, the question of how the return of ‘Demba and Dupont’
was received by the public in Dakar and in Senegal as a whole should
also be examined. A newspaper article published directly after the
restoration of the monument in the Senegalese daily Wal Fadjri on 25
August 2004 is clearly an appeal to the civilian population not to let
this reanimation of colonial symbols, initiated at state level, go with-
out comment. Entitled ‘Demba and Dupont—Yesterday’s Shame,
Today’s Honour’, the article claimed that ‘Demba and Dupont . . .
should never have met again on a Dakar street. We are now reprint-
ing an article of 1983. This may perhaps help us to judge whether it
was right to rehabilitate this sculpture, once so disputed and
despised. Our contribution to getting the debate going once again.’71

Thus the restoration of this colonial sculpture in the postcolonial
state and the strategically motivated wrestling between interest
groups in civil society and representatives of the state to allocate
meaning to the African victims of war shows a ‘multiple recycling’72

of key landmarks in the Franco-African war memorial landscape. It
must already have become obvious, however, that in the meantime
the mémoire combattante has been instrumentalized by political and
civilian agents who are placed outside the primary memorial com-
munity of war veterans and are making their mark on this memorial
landscape by establishing new claims.

Finally, I will present one example to show how, in this process,
the primary memorial milieu is rejuvenated and trans-locally restruc-
tured, and also to illustrate the political recodification of memorial
practices connected with it. In March 2005, during a visit to Lyon, the
Senegalese President took part in a ceremony to commemorate 212
African soldiers who were massacred by a German tank unit on 20
June 1940.73 At the monument of Chasselay-Montluzin set up in their
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71 ‘Demba et Dupont: honte d’hier, honneur d’aujourd’hui’, Wal Fadjri
L’Aurore, 25 Aug. 2004. (‘Demba et Dupont, la statue qui surplombe la nou-
velle place du Tirailleur à Dakar, n’aurait plus jamais dû se trouver dans une
avenue de Dakar. . . . L’article que nous reproduisons ci-dessous date de
1983. Aujourd’hui, il pourrait aider à juger de la pertinence ou non de réha-
biliter la sculpture jadis combattue et honnie. Une manière de relancer le
débat.’) 
72 Barcellini, ‘Les monuments en hommage’, 134.
73 Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts, 167–9.



honour,74 Abdoulaye Wade laid a miniature reproduction of Demba
and Dupont. The head of state wanted his gesture to be seen as a con-
tribution to the ‘memory of the many common battles . . . which the
Senegalese and French have fought in the name of freedom over sev-
eral centuries’.75 The paucity of sources makes it impossible to tell to
what extent Wade was aware of a memorial initiative from below
which had taken place more than eight years previously. On 11
November 1996, more than a hundred people had gathered at the
monument, including several representatives of the sans papiers
movement of Africans who were staying in France illegally, and who
had become famous for occupying the Paris church of Saint-Bernard.
In a ceremony, as ‘children of the Senegalese Rifles’, they had in -
voked Africans who had died in the war and veterans to bear witness
to their battle against xenophobia, marginalization, and violent
deportation, thereby giving expression and moral legitimacy to their
demand to be allowed to live in the former colonial metropole. ‘By
our presence we make ourselves part of a continuity. The Senegalese
Rifles paved the way for us. Just as they fought yesterday, so today
we are also fighting for freedom’, to quote the spokesman of the sans
papiers, Babacar Diop.76
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74 On the memorial of Chasselay-Montluzin, see Barcellini, ‘Les monuments
en hommage’, 130–1.
75 Mamadou Cissé, ‘Wade docteur honoris causa: Lyon rend hommage à
l’Humaniste’, Le Soleil, 22 Mar. 2005, <http://www.seneportal.com/
modules.phb?name=news&file=article&sid=1527>, accessed 14 May 2005.
(‘Le président Abdoulaye Wade a déclaré à cette occasion que cette céré-
monie est organisée ‘en souvenir d’un des nombreux combats communs que
Sénégalais et Français ont menés au nom de la liberté pendant plusieurs siè-
cles.’)
76 Babacar Diop, quoted in ‘Tirailleurs, sans papiers, même combat!’, Lyon
Capitale, 1998, <http://www.lyoncapitale.fr/ArchivesLyonCapitale/1998/
61tir.html>, accessed 7 June 2006. (‘Nous, les sans-papiers, sommes les
enfants des tirailleurs sénégalais . . . Par notre présence, nous nous inscrivons
dans une continuité. Les tirailleurs sénégalais nous ont ouvert la voie.
Comme eux hier, nous nous battons aujourd’hui pour la liberté.’)



Conclusion

In the memorial strategies of the Senegalese President observed here,
one can detect a multiplicity of strategically motivated intentions:
first, to undo, so to speak, nearly eighty years of colonial rule in the
territory he now governed, while setting himself up as the heir to a
Franco-Senegalese past that was free of colonial implications and
brilliantly remoulded; and, at the same time, symbolically to under-
pin in an extremely interesting way his ongoing efforts to achieve
equality for the African veterans. What is certain is that in so doing
the Senegalese President insinuated himself as a new political actor
into the nationally choreographed French memory, thereby giving it
a new dynamic. His intervention did indeed culminate in a common
Franco-African gesture, in which the experiences of a shared, but
unequal (post)colonial situation increasingly had their differences
eliminated and were recodified. This is apparent not least in the fact
that the previously clandestine lieu de memoire Thiaroye that had been
a taboo for over sixty years has been brought home and given a more
or less officially sanctioned place in the landscape of Franco-African
war memorials. Whether this merging from above of two lieux de
memoire which, though closely connected by ‘the same history’, have
very different symbolic connotations, will be beneficial to a ‘genuine
reassessment of French colonialism’ in Senegal, as Ruth Ginio has
predicted,77 remains to be seen. In the interests of such a develop-
ment one can only wish the on-going struggle for interpretative
supremacy a long life, or in other words, hope that Demba and
Dupont have not yet reached the last station of their journey. 
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77 Ginio, ‘African Colonial Soldiers’, 155.


