Introduction

A battle raged in the summer of 1884 between the parish priest and the
mayor of Rufisque, a bustling port town on the throat of the Cap Vert pen-
insula in French Senegal. It began on Bastille Day, when the mayor, Mon-
sicur Sicamois, approached the priest, Father Strub, and asked him to hang
the tricolor flag on the Catholic church in honor of the newly minted French
republican holiday.! Strub flatly refuscd, so Sicamois attached the republic’s
banner to the church tower himself. Infuriated, Strub tore it down and threw
it in the mud.? A month later, tempers flared again on the occasion of the
first “prize day™ at Rufisquc’s new sccular public school. School prize days
were a highlight of the annual calendar in Sencgal’s coastal towns and al-
ways featured solemn speeches by municipal and colonial officials to the as-
scmbled students and their parents. Yet this celebration of secular education
was unusual because Catholic congregations ran most of Sencgal’s urban
public schools. As Father Strub bristled in the audicnce, Mayor Sicamois
uscd his address to praisc the laic instruction at the school as the best way to
“break down the old ramparts of superstition and intolerance that separate
our minds from thosc of the natives in whosc midst we live.” He went on to
arguc that Muslim Lebu, who composed much of the local African popula-
tion, harbored a “ficrce antipathy” for Christianity, which had prevented
them from sending their children to the colony’s Catholic schools. It was
nceessary, however, he argued, to “convert” Africans to “our language and
our morces [moeurs],” and sccular education provided a way forward. Now,
Sicamois claimed, Lebu children would come to school when their parents
saw that rcligion was not part of the curriculum, and the result would be the
extension of French language, influence, and “civilization™ in the region.”
Father Strub interpreted Sicamois’s speech both as a condemnation of
Catholicism and a personal attack. Fuming, the priest went home after



2 Imtroduction

the festivitics and scribbled an indignant letter to the mayor, accusing him
of portraying Catholicism as mere superstition. He also suggested that
Sicamois had privileged Islam over Christianity in his address. “You said,”
he wrote, “that the instruction in your school is completely secular and
excludes cvery sort of superstition. You could not have intended to say that
your instructor would not tcach Muslim superstitions, since you scem to
have founded the school for Muslim protégés. When you spoke of expung-
ing supcrstition from your curriculum, you must have meant the Christian
religion.” Strub expressed incredulity that the mayor would say such things
in front of a pricst, who, he wrotc sarcastically, is “paid by the government
to spread superstition in Rufisque.” Morcover, he continued, Rufisque’s
Christians had not been awarce that they were engaging in “superstition”
as they practiced their religion. Strub said he had aceepted the official invi-
tation to attend the prize d:Ly becausc he though‘f that a new school, cven
a sccular one, could be completely compatible with “our holy religion.”
He profcsscd regret that he had been wrong and that he had inadvcr‘fcntly
scandalized the population of Rufisque by attending an event that treated
Catholicism in such an insulting fashion.*

Deeply offended in turn, Sicamois expressed his complete astonishment
at Strub’s reaction in a defensive letter of his own. The mayor asserted
that he sincerely respected Catholicism and had been referring to the Lebu
when he mentioned “superstitions and intolerance™ in his speech. He wrote
that he was too well bred to insult individuals or Catholicism, the religion
in which he had been raised, and that Strub had let himself be blinded by
emotion.” The priest backed down, apologizing and thanking the mayor for
pointing out that he had let himself get carried away.® This was not cnough
for Sicamois, however. The mayor denounced the pricst to Rufisque’s mu-
nicipal council and the Catholic authoritics in the colony and asked the
French colonial administration, Strub’s employer in his official capacity as
parish pricst, to transfer the excitable cleric out of Rufisque.” Bishop Richl,
head of the French Catholic mission in Sencgal, ultimately sent Strub to a
rural mission post, away from other Europcans, where he was just a simple
missionary and not a statc ecmployee.® The bishop did not display much
sympathy for Strub, faulting the priest for committing “two very reprchen-
sible acts vis-a-vis the civil authorities.” Richl prioritized the maintenanee
of good rclations with the colonial administration and Scncgal’s munici-
palitics and told his religious superiors in Paris that he felt fortunate that
Strub had not provoked an even bigger scandal.”

The clash between Strub and Sicamois in Rufisque appeared to ccho the
bitter struggle that was then taking place in France between republicans
and the Catholic Church. After the conscrvative, pro-Catholic regime of
“Moral Order™ had governed the Third Republic for most of the 1870s,
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republicans had come to power in 1879 and had immediately tackled what
they called the “religious question,” or the place of religion in French pub-
lic life.!” They launched a campaign to curtail Catholic influence in the
public sphere, in France’s classrooms in particular. Among other legisla-
tive measurces, Jules Ferry's initiative to create a national system of free,
compulsory primary cducation for both girls and boys showed the repub-
lican regime’s determination to wrest control of public instruction from
the church.! Indced, a tableau featuring a pricst and a mayor cngaging in
a tug-of-war over a tricolor flag and trading insults about sccular cduca-
tion would have zlccurzltcly czlpturcd the mood in many towns and villagcs
across metropolitan France in the 1880s. At first glance, it would thus
scem as though avowedly anticlerical republican minister Léon Gambetta’s
oft-quoted dictum that “anticlericalism is not for export,” uttered in sup-
port of French missionary activity in Tunisia in 1881, did not hold truc in
colonial Scncgal. 2

Despite their apparent parallels with metropolitan developments, the
incidents in Rufisque reveal that the religious landscape was far more com-
plicated in Sencgal than it was in France. Indeed, analyzing these episodes
chicfly as cvidence of the “cxport™ of metropolitan squabbles obscures the
much morc important interplay of local actors and conditions that shaped
the controversy in Rufisque, and religious politics and policics in Sencgal
as a whole. While Strub’s violent reactions to Sicamois’s acts and words
may well have been informed by concern about church and state relations
in France, unique colonial circumstances, and, specifically, varied French
attitudes toward the colony’s diverse African population, lay at the heart
of the misunderstanding.”* Sicamois argucd in his prize day speech that the
French minority in the colony should view its African ncighbors primarily
through the prism of their religion and tailor its approach to them accord-
ingly. His further contention that sccular French cducation could reach
Muslim Africans in ways that Catholic instruction could not exposcs how
religious questions in Senecgal were inextricably linked to conceptions of a
French “civilizing mission™ in Africa. At stake were rival French visions of
the African population’s relationship both to the Europeans in their midst
and to the French colonial state.

The development and subscquent resolution of the controversy in Ru-
fisque also points to the diverse cast of characters who shaped religious
policy and, by extension, colonial rule in Sencgal. Sencgal was unique in
French sub-Saharan Africa in that after 1879, the originaires, or adult
males born in its coastal communcs (there were four communcs by 1887,
including Rufisquc), cnjoyed the right to vote for municipal officials, a
General Council that helped to govern the colony, and a deputy to repre-
sent them in the French legislature.!” This meant that the majority of the
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voters were African, and most of them were Muslim. In addition to Euro-
pean colonists, who were in the minority, the clectorate included an influ-
ential métis population, born of two centurics of liaisons between French
traders and African women. Sicamois was not a colonial administrator but
a politician and clected official who aimed his message at his urban con-
stitucncy.'® Strub, however, was both a private member of Senegal’s Catho-
lic mission and a paid statc functionary who answered both to his bishop
{(who was also on the state payroll) and the colonial authoritics. Their dis-
pute thus had repercussions in the colony’s political circles, as well as up
and down the administrative and Catholic hicrarchics. In urban Sencgal,
the French colonial administration could not make policy without refer-
cnce to the political power wiclded by civilians. It was somewhat freer to
act outside the towns in the colony’s rural interior, where Africans werce
colonial subjects and could not vote, but this book will show that the colo-
nial administration’s authority was always constrained by local forces there
as well. Indeed, the administration was just onc of a plethora of power
brokers that helped shape colonial rule in French Sencgal.

Framing the Inquiry

Faith in Empire investigates the interactions between these power brokers
around questions of religion and authority in Sencgal between 1880, the
year after the colony’s clectoral institutions were definitively established,
and the French defeat of 1940.!7 It is therefore about colonization under
the French Third Republic, though the metropole is often at the margins
of the story. Instead, this book highlights how French colonial officials;
French Catholic missionarics; métis traders and politicians; and Muslim,
animist, and Christian Africans in Senegal navigated and shaped particu-
lar aspects of French colonial rule. This casc study of the relationship be-
tween religion and colonial rule in one place over a span of sixty years
offers a corrective to French colonial historiography of the Third Republic
that takes a top-down, metropole-centric approach to empire by privileg-
ing official (or unofficial) discourscs over negotiations on the ground. It
cxamines how empire actually worked in practice by looking not only at
French policics but also at how they were implemented, modified, bastard-
ized, or ignored by French and African civilians and the officials charged
with carrying them out. In doing so, it offers insight on the practice and
limitations of French colonial rule, the nature of the rclationship between
the French Third Republic and its colonics, and competing and contradic-
tory French approaches to African populations, while demonstrating the
importance of local agency in forging the colonial order.
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Onc of the key themes that emerges from the examination of religion
and cmpirc in Sencgal is the heterogencity of French colonial rule, even
within a single colony. In Sencgal, various French and indigenous groups
cnjoyed particular historical, legal, and administrative relationships with
the colonial statec and modified its actual power in a multitude of ways.
While the specifics are of course unique to this case study, the model of the
French Empirc as a heterogencous patchwork of communities with unique,
ncgotiated relationships to French authority, shaped as much, if not more
so, by civilian indigenous and French actors as colonial officials, is widely
applicable.

Indced, the heterogencity and local agency emphasized here suggest a
ncw analytical lens for conceptualizing French rule in Senegal during the
Third Republic, which also applics to the empire more broadly. Becausc
of its legislative institutions and its African votcrs, historians of French
colonialism in the nincteenth and twenticth centuries have tended to place
Sencgal within a republican frame of analysis that stresses France’s pur-
portedly signaturc universalist and assimilative impulscs as a nation and as
a colonizer. '™ Yet this rcading of the evidence highlights the casc of a small
minority who gaincd voting rights in particular legislative battles over who
would wicld commercial and political influcnce in the colony. After 1914,
African voters and their representatives” employment of the language of
republican universalism to cement their standing decpened the resonance
of that language in narratives of French colonialism, further obscuring the
uniquc historical contingencics of their position. To cscape a republican
lens, this book employs a more holistic approach to colonial Sencgal that
views the colony as a collection of differentiated spaces and populations
where varying layers of law, administrative prerogative, and what French
officials called “custom™ held sway, depending on an individual’s physi-
cal location, gender, status as citizen or subject, and, frequently, his or her
confessional identity as Muslim, animist, or Christian. This takes French
governance of all of Senegal’s inhabitants into account and morc accu-
ratcly reflects the variegated nature of French colonial rule.

Rather than a republican frame, thercfore, the French Old Regime, so
often ignored by scholars of modern France, provides a uscful analogy to
the modern colonial empire, in so far as it was a polity composed of a va-
ricty of territorics and categorics of individuals who rclated to the state in
different ways.!” The key to the Old Regime was privilege—literally “pri-
vate law”—an cxtensive array of distinet laws and regulations that applicd
to particular groups and territorics. To quote historian William Doyle,
privilege was “the hallmark of a country without uniform laws or institu-
tions,”*” which made “the wholec of pre-revolutionary socicty a chaotic,
irrational jungle of special cascs, cxceptions and inequalities.”*! While the
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structurc of privilege was perhaps not as complex or extensive in Sencgal
as it was in Old Regime France, the fundamental comparison still holds.
And, much like the Old Regime monarchy, the colonial administration in
Scncgal tried to centralize and concentrate its power over time yet simul-
tancously contributed to the proliferation of special exceptions and legal
pluralism within its domain. For example, in the interior of the colony, the
indigénat, or administrative code of summary justice, cocxisted uncasily
with a complex legal regime based on “customary” law.?* Even the legisla-
tive institutions of the Four Communcs arc better understood as examples
of privilege common in differentiated politics rather than as beacons of re-
publican cgalitarianism. After all, Muslim African voters in the communcs
were not cntircly assimilated to French norms: they enjoyed a unique sta-
tus that allowed them to vote as French citizens yet regulate their personal
affairs according to Islamic law.™ In that respect, they actually enjoyed
more options than their French neighbors, or cven French male citizens in
the mctropolc. And when extended all across the mctropolc and the cm-
pire together, this model reflects the bewildering intricacics of Old Regime
privilege. For instance, when French officials considered extending the re-
public’s hallmark anticlerical laws of 1901, 1904, and 1905 in the cmpire,
they debated universal application but ended up recommending an clabo-
ratc sct of cxemptions and partial measurcs, based on the historical and
religious context in cach colony.2*

This book’s application of an Old Regime frame to Sencgal, and the
modern French Empire more broadly, as well as its close focus on actors
within the colony, docs not mean that the Third Republic disappears cn-
tircly from the story, however. The following chapters will show that there
were key moments when metropolitan politics, policics, and exigencies had
an impact in Sencgal. And, as other scholars have skillfully demonstrated,
a discourse of “republican” colonialism animated high-level official rhet-
oric in France and colonial capitals, though there has been some debate
about the precise meaning and scope of “republicanism™ in this context.
Alicc Conklin’s pathbreaking A Mission #o Civilize argues that French re-
publican idcology shaped a civilizing mission that the governors general of
West Africa pursued as they ruled the federation between 1895 and 1930.
Though it evolved over time and harbored decp internal tensions and con-
tradictions, this republican civilizing mission cstablished constraints within
which the colonial administration formulated and defined policy.* Even
though the practice of colonial rule appeared to repudiate the universal
ideals on which the republic was founded, Conklin takes republicans’ dis-
cussion of a civilizing mission scriously, arguing that these paradoxes need
to be investigated to illuminate the relationship between republican France
and its empire.
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In his subscquent work on colonialism in West Africa between the wars,
Gary Wilder warns against sctting up a dichotomy between republican
idcals and practice in the empire. Such an approach, he argues, preserves
thosc ideals themselves from rigorous examination and cements a “canoni-
cal narrative of republican universalism that remains as undisturbed as the
national paradigm that is its starting point.”** Wilder, who suggests histori-
ans view Third Republic France as an “imperial nation-state,” emphasizes
that republicanism cannot simply be equated with universalism, in France
or in its colonics. Rather, he maintains, “universalist” and “particularist”
impulscs were at work simultancously both in metropolitan France and its
cmpire. The colonics were therefore not merely a site of republican failure
to implement lofty ideals in place in the metropole, or marked by an ab-
scnce of what existed in France, but embodicd the naturc of the imperial
polity as a whole, including France and its possessions abroad.”” Indeed, the
limits of universalism within Third Republic France have been amply illus-
trated by a varicty of scholars who have tackled gcndcr, race, and immigra-
tion.”® While Wilder’s analytical frame uscfully treats the metropole as part
of the wider empire, the Old Regime model of a polity differentiated by
webs of privilege may be more apt than the coneept of an “imperial nation-
statc.” The term “imperial nation-state,” when applicd to France, still con-
jures up conceptions of French exceptionalism, which rest on claims about
France’s unique “nationhood” that are, in turn, often linked to republican
narratives of French history. Though very carcfully qualified and contextu-
alized, “republican™ discourse still looms large in his text.*

Indeed, discourses, whether republican, universalist, or particularist, tell
only a small part of the story of French colonial rule.* Morcover, Faith in
Empire suggcests that a tangible, definable “republican colonialism™ may
be a myth, except in the discursive realm. Over the course of sixty years,
mctropolitan initiatives or ideologics played a relatively insignificant role
in shaping developments in Sencgal, though the colony is often treated as
the cpicenter of “republican™ values in the empire. Again, the metropole
was not irrclevant: It had an important cffect on the colonial sphere at par-
ticular moments, as in the casc of the desperate conscription of Africans
during the First World War. Yet much of the time its impact was limited,
and often by its own agents” determined cfforts to preserve their autonomy
on the ground. Morcover, meaningful echoes of metropolitan political ide-
ologics were rarer still. While senior colonial officials in Dakar may have
paid lip service to republican ideals, they and their subordinates tended to
say onc thing and do another, depending on the exigencics on the ground,
and often improvised in responsc to particular challenges that arose on the
spot. Morcover, they often invented principled cxplanations for the par-
ticular pragmatic outcomes they desired.™
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Faith in Empire suggcests that historians of French colonialism should be
wary of limiting themseclves to an increasingly specialized dialoguc about
republicanism and empire that still tends to preserve older narratives of
French national exceptionalism and extend them to the colonial sphere.
Its reevaluation of and recalibration of the relationship between metropole
and colony decenters the French Republic (and the French nation-state) in
the history of the French Empire and may, by downplaying French unique-
ness, open the ficld to more findings about the way modern European
colonial empires were similar rather than different.?? More such studies
may show that at a local level, French colonial rule, in its heterogencity,
its ncgotiated character, and its varying degrees of cfficacy, was more akin
to that of its fcllow European colonial powers than its particular justify-
ing discourscs, especially during the Third Republic, would suggest. Such
comparisons arc beyond the scope of this particular book but hopctully
may animatc futurc rescarch in the ficld.** Indeed, studics that involve mis-
sionarics arc particularly well suited to a transimperial approach, as they
frequently served in religious jurisdictions that crossed colonial fronticrs.

While this book is carcful not to overstate the importance of the met-
ropolitan republic, it also approaches the reach of the colonial state with
a critical eye. Its focus on religious questions allows for the incorporation
of a wide varicty of actors into an examination of colonial rule on the
ground. Studics of colonization that limit themsclves to colonial officials
can overemphasize both the agency of those officials and the impact of
their policics, thereby understating the importance of European and indig-
cnous civilians in shaping colonial rule. Though colonial administrations
wiclded real authority over indigenous populations, the reach and scope
of that powcr were contingent on a varicty of factors, forces, and actors.
Much as William Cunningham Bisscll has suggested in his recent work on
British urban planning in colonial Zanzibar, scholars have too readily ac-
ccptcd the reach and cfﬁcacy of colonial states. Instead, he argucs, in lan-
guage that cchocs Doyle’s categorization of Old Regime France, that the
colonial regime and its policies were “marked by contradiction, confusion,
cven chaos.”*

Bisscll’s doubts about the coherency and cffectivencess of colonial policy
find cchocs in the storics presented here, which illustrate the limits of what
colonial officials could imposc in Senegal. French administrators were con-
sistent in their desire to consolidate their power in relation to both metro-
politan and colonial rivals, yet they were often only partially successful.
While the colonial administration definitely increased its control in Sene-
gal after 1880, it faced continual competition from European, métis, and
African power brokers who pursued their own priorities, and it also fended
off interference from officials in France. Although the representative institu-
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tions in urban Sencgal facilitated some of these challenges to the colonial
statc, they do not fully explain its limitations, and some of the examples
in this book reveal how local actors could thwart., shapc, or redirect statc
policy outside the coastal communcs. European activity in the colony com-
prised a wide range of projects that privileged different goals. People from a
varicty of backgrounds, including men, women, missionarics, soldicrs, and
traders, pursued disparatc aims that often clashed with administrative poli-
cies.*® Missionaries, for cxample, undermined administrative policy both by
cncouraging African resistance in Sencgal and by appealing over administra-
tors’ heads to metropolitan officials and the French public at large. On the
African side, an cthnically diverse array of urban voters, Sufi leaders, former
aristocrats, animist villagers, and Christian converts also employed a range
of strategics to deal with French rule, not casily reducible to simple para-
digms of resistance and collaboration.® In some cases, this mecant allying
with French civilians against the colonial state, or vice versa. Indecd, even
the colonial administration itsclf cannot be viewed as a monolithic cntity
or a consistently cfficient burcaucracy.”” Overall, Faith in Empire illustratcs
that there was no unified, ideologically consistent French colonial project in
Senegal and that a number of actors shaped colonial rule in practice.

Thus, while this book is broadly a study of how colonialism worked
on the ground, at a specific level it is an examination of the interscctions
between religion, politics, and authority in French Sencgal. In this study,
the term “politics” means two rclated things. In the narrowest sense, it
mcans the formal clectoral politics of the Four Communes, especially carly
in the story, when particular religious issues were important in the clec-
toral arcna. It also cncompasses the politics of religion in a broader way:
specifically, how religious questions and controversics shaped colonial pol-
icy and how it was (or was not) implemented. This understanding of the
term includes how the colonial regime dealt with Sencgal’s citizens and
subjects based on their confessional identitics, as well as how the actions
of Catholic missionarics and Muslim, Christian, and animist Africans, in
their capacity as Catholics, Muslims, and animists, impacted the negotia-
tion of authority.

Faith in Empire is therefore an examination of the way religious ques-
tions and particular groups of co-religionists shaped local politics and co-
lonial rule. It is not a closc analysis of the naturc or content of rcligious
belicf among the pcoplc studiced, cxcept In cascs where that naturc or con-
tent (or, more commonly, official perceptions of it) dircctly impacted co-
lonial policy. In the Old Regime—style colonial polity, religion was a key
catcgory of differentiation and privilege. It determined how the French re-
gime dispenscd justice among its citizens and subjects, recruited indigenous
personnel, and organized local administration over time. As noted previ-
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ously, Muslim citizens enjoyed the privilege of regulating private affairs
according to Islamic law in the Four Communcs. In the interior, French ad-
ministrators rclicd increasingly on what they termed “indigenous custom”
to scttle controversics or disputes between subjects, drawing on advice
from “nativc assessors.” In practice, “custom” was necarly synonymous
with “recligion,” except in the notable case of African Catholic converts.
Because French officials did not consider Christianity to be an African cus-
tom, frustrated converts often found themsclves ]'udgcd according to local
Muslim or animist practice. Finally, rcligion was also important at the level
of French perception of Africans, which in turn shaped how colonial au-
thority worked locally. French officials and missionaries viewed Muslims,
animists, and Christian converts in particular ways at particular times.
For example, officials relicd heavily on Muslims as agents and licutenants
along Sencgal’s Petite Céte in the 1880s and 1890s, considering them to
be more capable and civilized than the animists of the region, whereas
missionarics saw the animists as potential converts and the Muslims as
cnemics of France, a discrepancy that gave risc to violence and heated con-
troversics among French and African opponents alike.

As the controversy along the Petite Cote and the Strub/Sicamois drama
both reveal, French debates about religion in the colonial context often
involved claims about “civilization™—what the placc of religion was in
French civilization, what indigenous peoples’ “level” of civilization was,
or if the French had a duty to “civilize” subject populations and how they
should go about doing so. This book’s findings complicate Conklin’s argu-
ment regarding a republican civilizing mission in French West Africa in
this period.’® While Conklin’s focus on French West Africa’s chief execcu-
tives gives her unique insight into how policy was formulated at the top
of the administrative hicrarchy, it says less about how it was (or was not)
applied in practice, particularly about how local French and African bro-
kers may have shaped it. Governors general were in frequent contact with
metropolitan superiors and thus had an incentive to describe policies and
initiatives in language that resonated with republicans in France. Indeed,
William Ponty, considered among the most “republican” of French colo-
nial officials to govern French West Africa, was actually an expert at being
all things to all audicnces.™ Conklin’s account, by concentrating on fig-
urcs such as Ponty, may miss the cxtent to which exccutive rhetoric was
out of stcp with rcality on the ground.*” Morcover, as she acknowledges,
Conklin’s focus on sccular, republican civilizing does not account for the
activitics of French Catholic missionaries, who claborated their own ver-
sion of a civilizing mission in Senegal and the empire more broadly.*!

Indecd, because it concentrates on religion, Faith in Empire also con-
tributes to a nascent scholarly literature regarding the place of missionarics
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and the Catholic Church in French colonial endeavors. This scholarship
reflects a rencwed interest in the history of Catholicism in modern France,
long scorned by sccular republicans and historians as the antithesis of mo-
dernity and progress.*? Missionarics, who vastly outnumbered colonial
administrators in the French colonies in the late nincteenth and carly twen-
ticth centurics, arc finally attracting rigorous scholarly attention outside
the church, though they remain largely absent from the historiography of
French West Africa.*’ The most important recent contribution to mission-
ary historiography is J. P. Daughton’s An Empire Divided, which cxam-
incs the relationships between Catholic missionarics and French authoritics
in Indochina, Polynesia, and Madagascar between 1880 and 1914. Faith
in Empire moves beyond the scope of Daughton’s inquiry in two ways:
it reaches into the crucial interwar period, and it cxamincs a sctting in
which Islam dominated the religious sphere. In late nincteenth- and carly
twenticth-century Senegal, the French colonial regime confronted mission-
ary Catholicism and cxpansionist Islam simultancously. Conflicting and
compcting French perceptions of Islam and its adherents always inflected
dcbates about missionary activity, religious policy, and civilizing Africans.
Was Islam compatible, as Mayor Sicamois argued, with a sccular vision
of French moeurs? Or perhaps, as some Catholic missionaries contended,
Islam was not rcconcilable with French civilization and valucs. Remark-
ably, current political debates in France about the compatibility of laicité
(sccularism) and Islam echo conversations that took place in Sencgal more
than onc hundred years ago as colonial officials considered whether to
apply the 1905 scparation of church and state to French missionaries as
well as to Muslim and animist African populations.

Daughton uscs his case studics to arguc, in contrast to Conklin, that the
French civilizing mission was not a straightforward product of republican
idcology but rather emerged from the complex interactions of missionary
and republican interests and was thercfore neither exclusively Catholic nor
cxclusively republican in nature.** Faith in Empire supports his conclu-
sion that missionarics in the French Empire developed a distinetly Catholic
version of a civilizing mission. In Scnegal, this was an assimilative mis-
sion, designed to mold Africans into loyal Catholic French subjects.* The
cvidence from Sencgal does not support Daughton’s contention, however,
that this Catholic mission melded with a republican administrative vari-
ant to produce mutual accommodation and synthesis. He argucs that mis-
sionarics and officials “abandoncd some of their most cherished ideals”
to find common ground. Missionarics proclaimed their allegiance to the
French state, and administrators swallowed their distaste for Catholicism,
“tacitly aceept[ing] that a significant component of the rational, scientific,
and sccular civilizing idecology would in practice entail catechism, conver-
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sion and the Church hicrarchy.”*® Catholic missionarics in Scnegal did in-
deed proclaim their loyalty to France, continually arguing that their work
served the French causc in Africa. They critiqued administrative policy on
a number of fronts but were also carcful to manifest their patriotism, most
dramatically during the First World War, when they swallowed their hor-
ror at brutal French conscription of African soldicrs. Yet their sixty-year
campaign to have the colonial administration accept them as partners cs-
scntiaﬂy came to naught., and what succcss thcy had, such as their trium-
phant crection of the Cathedral of the Souvenir Africain in interwar Dakar,
was largely due to support in metropolitan, not in colonial official, circles.

Like Conklin, Daughton procceds from the supposition that republican-
ism shaped French colonial rule. He writes of a “republican colonialism,”
though he wants to show that it was both stoked and tcmpcrcd by Catho-
lic input.*” In Sencgal, however, colonial officials did not reject missionary
overtures out of idcological conviction or a commitment to a republican
civilizing mission, however carcfully defined. Indecd, this study turned up
very little evidence of such a commitment, though, as mentioned previ-
ously, colonial exccutives knew how to deploy rhetoric of republican civi-
lizing in conversations with metropolitan superiors. Thus, the argument
here does not rest on the assumption that France’s colonial administra-
tors were animated by republican values and calls their civilizing intentions
into doubt. Throughout the period under study, Catholic missionarics in
Scncgal pursued civilizing goals much more consistently than the colonial
administration did.

It should be pcrfcctly clear, however, that this book docs not seck to
praisc missionary work or cndorsc the deeply problematic concept of a
“civilizing mission.” Missionarics provoked violence and discord in many
African communitics, and their dedication to assimilation foundered on
racism when it came to training an African hicrarchy to lecad the church
in Scnegal. Nonctheless, they pursued their ideological goals regarding Af-
ricans in a manncr that contrasts starkly with the prevailing approach of
their administrative counterparts. “Idecology™ is defined here as a commit-
ment to a particular sct of philosophical principles, sometimes to the detri-
ment of desired outcomes. Indeed, in the interwar period, senior Vatican
officials criticized missionarics in Sencgal for hampering evangelical efforts
by becing too exacting concerning their potential converts and encouraged
the priests to relax their requirements in order to increasc African bap-
tisms.*® By contrast, administrators were predominantly pragmatic, which
mecans that they prioritized particular outcomes over philosophical prin-
ciples. This led them to adopt a more flexible approach toward people
and problems on the ground. Viewed from the bottom up, administrators’
goals scem far from idealistic, do not prioritize civilizing Africans, and do
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not fit casily into a republican framework. Their primary concerns differed
over time but included consolidating their authority in the face of African
and French challengers, collecting revenue, maintaining order, and slow-
ing the pacc of change in African socicty after the First World War. The
administration rejected missionary cooperation and assistance not becausc
they did not align with republican ideals but because missionarics often
threatened thosc par‘ficular goals.

Settings, Institutions, Brokers

This boolk’s claims will be casicr to follow if the reader has a clear grasp of
the places, institutions, and people involved in the story, as well as a sensc
of the complex legal, political, commercial, and religious environment of
colonial Sencgal. In her exploration of the law and geography of carly
modern Europcan cmpires, Lauren Benton writes that “cmpires did not
cover spacc cvcnly but composcd a fabric that was full of holes, stitched
together out of picces, a tangle of strings.”** She points out that brightly
colored territorial maps of Europcan posscssions overseas often obscurc
the complcxi‘fy and nuances of the excrcisc of powcr on the ground, and
colonial regimes frequently held sway in narrow “corridors™ or “enclaves”
within the broader regions they claimed. Some of thesc arcas were legally
demarcated from surrounding territory, but some of them were not well
defined at all. By 1880, Sencgal fit this description well: it was a curious
agglomeration of towns whosc indigenous populations enjoyed particular
rights and institutions, coastal enclaves and river ports where French law
held sway, and newer rural possessions that the French governed in a dif-
fecrent manner altogcthcr. After 1893, as the hcadquartcrs of the Govern-
ment General of the French West African federation, the colony became
the administrative nerve center of the rapidly expanding French presence
in the African interiorn.

By the late nincteenth century, Sencgal was thus a mixture of the very
old and the very new in the French Empire. Its coastal scttlements of Saint-
Louis and Goréc {located on an island off the Cap Vert peninsula) dated
to the seventcenth century, when thcy were founded as comptoirs (ti‘ading
posts) under the purview of royally licensed trading companies.™ Located at
the mouth of the Senegal River, Saint-Louis was the colony’s capital and re-
maincd its most important coastal scttlement until it was cclipsed by Dalear
in the carly twenticth century. Beginning in the late seventeenth century and
continuing well into the ninetcenth century, Senegal furnished African slaves
for the Atlantic trade. Saint-Louis and Gorée were the main departurc
points for slaves, though the French also purchascd slaves at smaller coastal
harbors such as Joal.?! The Atlantic trade also led to an increasc in slavery



T4 Introduction

within the region, and slavery remained central to cconomic and political
structurcs for decades after France officially abolished it in 1848, leading
French governors in Saint-Louis to turn a blind cyc to its persistence.™ In
the nincteenth century, agricultural exports became increasingly important
cconomically. Saint-Louis was a center for trade in gum and peanuts, the re-
glon’s primary cxports to France. Gum, derived from acacia that grew well
in the Sencgal River valley and used in Europe for alimentary, medicinal,
and industrial applications, dominated Franco-African trade in the first half
of the nincteenth century, particularly in the 1830s and 1840s. It gradually
gave way to the peanut, cultivated in the so-called peanut basin, which en-
compasscd much of western Sencgal from Saint-Louis south to the Gambia.
By the 1860s, the peanut became the colony’s primary export to Europe,
and from then on the brokers who controlled the trade wiclded consider-
able influence in the colony.™

Centurics of contact ecndowed the African populations near the coastal
scttlements of Saint-Louis and Gorée with expericnec of French language,
culture, and governance and also gave risc to powerful Francophone
métis familics.™ These familics, many of whom were staunchly Catholic
and linked by blood or businecss intcrest to prominent Bordelais trading
firms, amassed considerable commercial and political clout in the colony
in the course of the cighteenth and nincteenth centurics. They worked with
nctworks of African traders, many of whom were Muslim and who also
maintained headquarters in the coastal towns, cspecially in Saint-Louis.*
These Muslims developed institutional tics to the colonial state: in 1857,
Governor Louis Faidherbe created the official Muslim Tribunal, which dis-
pensed justice according to Islamic law.’® The administration salaried the
court’s personnel and also kept a tamsir, a person recognized by French
authoritics as “hcad of the Muslim religion,”™ on the payroll.’” And, as
noted previously, thanks to intensc lobbying from the Bordelais houses,
who wanted to make surc their interests in Senegal would be represented in
both colonial and mctropolitan government, the oFigindires of the coastal
communcs gaincd the right to vote for municipal offices, the regional Gen-
cral Council, and a deputy to the French legislature in the 1870s. Thesc
concessions, granted in the metropole, limited the powers of the colonial
administration in the coastal regions and gave the métis and the African
voting majority the potential to wicld a great deal of power in the colony.

Yet even as Saint-Louis entered its third century of French governance,
France participated in the frenzied “scramble for Africa,” that great spasm
of the so-called new imperialism.* In the 1880s and 1890s, the French
military conquered vast regions of the West African interior. As a result,
thousands of Africans in Sencgal and beyond encountered French rule for
the first time in the last twenty years of the nincteenth century. In contrast
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to the originaires of the coastal communcs, Africans inland did not enjoy
political rights. Even though clectoral institutions did not limit the French
colonial administration in the interior, African power brokers and other
French interests, such as the military, Catholic missionarics, and commer-
cial traders, used their clout to shape the development of colonial rule. In
most arcas, conquest was only the beginning of a long process of clabo-
rating and organizing a governing structure, frequently contested or influ-
cnced by various French and African players.

Becausc it concentrates on religious questions, particularly on the tri-
angular intcractions between Catholic missionarics, French officials, and
Africans, this book focuscs on certain colonial groups. The prominent
métis of the coastal communcs play an important role, especially until
their political eclipse in the carly years of the twenticth century. Religion
was central to how the métis conceived of their political and social identi-
tics in colonial Sencgal and impacted how they influenced colonial rule
through municipal offices, the General Council, and the law courts in the
communcs. Though most of the métis were devout Catholics who allied
themselves with French missionarics, there was also a faction, led by the
powerful Devés family, that made strategic usc of anticlerical rhetoric in
the political arcna.

The African populations who figure most prominently in this book arc
probably not the ones readers may expect. The African voters of the Four
Communcs arc important to the book’s political story, particularly once
they built their own political machine and elected the first black deputy,
Blaisc Diagne, in 1914. Diagne was a skeptical Freemason, but he saw
parallels between his aspirations for Africans and Catholic missionary ap-
proaches to civilizing. Outside the communcs, however, the book focuses
on locales where conflict crupted between missionarics, administrators,
and African populations. These tended to be places with large numbers of
animists, where French missionarics felt they could evangelize cffectively
and stem the spread of Islam. Missionaries had particularly high hopes for
the Sercer populations of the arcas south and cast of Dakar and the Joola
of the Lower Casamance region and invested a lot of energy and resources
in trying to convert them. Missionarics took the side of the Sercer against
Muslim Wolof chicfs appointed by the colonial administration in the late
nincteenth century and thus became embroiled in long-standing local con-
flicts. In the interwar Casamance, they acted aggressively to stamp out
animism and scrved as advocates for their Joola converts with French of-
ficials. In both places, missionarics posed as rivals to French authorities,
affording Africans opportunitics to challenge administrative rule.

Islam plays a crucial role in this baok’s excavation of rcligious questions
and colonial governance, but this is not a history of Islamic movements
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or leading Muslim figurcs in the Sencgambian region. Numecrous works
devoted specifically to those subjects have given us a well-developed pic-
turc of them.* Though parts of Sencgal had been Muslim for centuries,
between 1880 and 1940 Islam was also an expanding faith in the colony.®
Indecd, Islam proved to be much morc compelling to potential converts
than French-purveyed Catholicism in the period under study. Muslim Sufi
brotherhoods, particularly the Muridiyya and the Tijaniyya, brought many
animists into their folds and became increasingly cconomically and po-
litically powerful in this period. The spread of Islam was cause for con-
cern for Catholic missionaries and French administrators alike, but they
tended to approach Muslims in different ways. Islam pushed them together
in some circumstances but more often divided them as they cach pursued
their particular aims in Sencgal.

A word on burcaucracy is necessary to round out this cxplanation of lo-
cations, populations, and institutions. The Catholic Church and the French
colonial statec cach developed bifurcated yet overlapping burcaucratic
structurcs to encompass the colony’s coastal towns and its rural interior.
In 1882, French colonial officials divided the colony into the Territorics
of Dircet Administration and the Protectorate. Although these adminis-
trations functioned differently, they answered to the same authoritics: the
governor of Scnegal and, after 1895, the governor gencral of French West
Africa. In the arcas of dircct administration, French law applicd and the
General Council exercised the power to oversee the colony’s budget, both
of which constrained the administration’s authority. In the protectorate,
mecanwhile, the French administration ruled by fiat, and Africans in thesc
regions were French subjects who lacked political rights and were subject
to administrative justice. Nonctheless, the colonial administration could
not usually operate cffectively or consistently in rural arcas without the as-
sent or assistance of African power brokers. Though direct administration
originally applicd to the entire coast south of Saint-Louis, as well as ports
along the Senegal River and stops on the railway lincs, the administration
successfully fought to shrink the arcas under direct administration in the
1890s. In doing so, it reduced the amount of territory where its authority
was limited, thus expanding its discretionary power.

Mirroring the administrative system, the Catholic Church organized its
personnel in Sencgal via two burcaucratic institutions: the Prefecture of
Sencgal, which included the Four Communecs; and the Vicariate of Scne-
gambia, which comprised a vast arca that included the British Gambia and
cxtended cast into what is now Mali. In both the prefecture and the vi-
cariate, the missionary Congregation of the Fathers of the Holy Spirit, also
known as the Spiritans, dirccted the church and its missions. The Spiri-
tan congregation originated in France in the cightcenth century and had
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played a role in the French Empire prior to 1789.%! In the mid-nincteenth
century the Vatican designated Senegambia as the Spiritans’ evangelical
terrain. The bishop of Sencgambia, who sat in Dalkar, and all of the pricsts
in the prefecture and the vicariate were thus members of the Spiritan con-
gregation. A powerful cxccutive pricst known as the superior general di-
rected the congregation from its hecadquarters, or “Mother House,” in
Paris. In conjunction with a vicar gencral, the superior gencral made per-
sonnel decisions for staffing missions and designated priests for promotion
to bishop, though his nominations required final joint approval from the
Vatican and the French government. The bishop of Sencgambia answered
dircctly to the superior general and sent him accounts of Catholic progress
in Scncgal every two to four wecks.

In the prefecture, the institutional tics between church and state resem-
bled the system in place in metropolitan municipalitics, except the French
Concordat of 1801 was never officially applied in Sencgal.? {In yet an-
other example of imperial exceptions and inconsistencics, the concordat
did apply in other remnants of the cightcenth-century empire: the vieilles
colonies of Martinique, Guadcloupe, and Réunion, as well as in Algeria.)™
Until the first decade of the twentieth century, the prefect, parish pricsts,
vicars, and the hospital chaplains in Sencgal were listed on an official cadre
and remuncrated as government functionarics out of the colonial budgct.
They appeared at all official cvents, such as the arrival and departure of
governors, and took their appointed place in processions and receptions
as colonial burcaucrats. Like other employees of the colonial administra-
tion, they were entitled to paid vacations in France every few years and
free repatriation in the event of illness. They also reccived state subsidics
for their lodging. The prefect oversaw the priests and supervised two Eu-
ropcan female congregations, the Sisters of Saint-Joseph de Cluny and the
Sisters of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception of Castres, who worled
in the colony’s hospitals and ran schools and orphanages for girls, and
the Brothers of Christian Instruction of Ploérmel, a tcaching congregation
that directed the boys’ schools in the Four Communes. Becausc there were
no institutional tics between church and state outside the prefecture, the
mission had to rely on funding from the Vatican, Catholic associations,
and private donations for its cndeavors in the interior, which included a
scminary for training African pricsts at Ngazobil. In 1858, the Spiritans
founded the exclusively African Congregation of the Daughters of the Holy
Heart of Mary, the first of its kind, whose members assisted the priests in
rural arcas.®

Even though the church and the state cach utilized dual administrative
structures to manage their urban and rural operations, common person-
ncl and authoritics muddicd the urban-rural divide in both cases. Within
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both the administrative and ccclesiastical hicrarchies, the same officials
made policy decisions for the Four Communes and the rural interior. For
cxample, with onc brief exception, one person always held the posts of
prefect of Senegal and bishop of Sencgambia simultancously throughout
the period under study, cffectively conflating their administrative respon-
sibilitics. Chronic shortages of missionarics in the colony led the bishops
to juggle responsibilities between the prefecture and the mission stations
in the vicariate. In practice the bishops did not keep the cadre list in good
order and frr.:q_ucntly rotated pcrsonncl between the urban and rural set-
tings. Thus, whilc the institutional differences between the coastal arcas
and the interior were real and meaningful, they did not create two hermeti-
cally scaled worlds. Officials, missionarics, and Africans alike frequently
ncgotiated the physical and legal boundarics between them.®

Structure

Faith in Empire includes six thematic chapters organized roughly chrono-
logically over the period from the carly 188os until the late 1930s. Each
cxamines an important moment, issuc, or debate that illuminates the inter-
scctions between religion, politics, and colonial rule in Sencgal. The set-
tings range from the courtrooms, schools, and administrative headquarters
of the Four Communcs, to meccting rooms in Paris, to Screer communi-
tics ncar Sencgal’s Petite Codte and remote Joola villages of the Casamanee,
among others. Viewed as a whole, they exposc some of the dramatic
changes that took place in Sencgal during the course of the French Third
Republic, demonstrating how particular French, métis, and African inter-
cst groups and power brokers gained or lost influence over time. Yet they
also reveal some remarkable continuitics in administrative attitudes toward
religion and civilizing Africans and in Catholic missionary approaches to
both Africans and French officials.

The first two chapters examine religion, politics, and policy in the last
two decades of the nincteenth century. This was a crucial time of transi-
tion in Sencgal, when the French expanded their reach inland and a new
civilian colonial administration tricd to establish firmer control over the
colony in the facc of entrenched French, métis, and African interests.
Chapter 1 explores the place of religion in Sencgal’s lively communal poli-
tics in the 1880s. It contextualizes the uproar provoked by the slander
of a missionary nun in a colonial newspaper, which occurred in the con-
text of a heated clectoral campaign between métis factions. The chapter
showcascs the importance and power of Catholicism in the Four Com-
muncs but also examines new and formidable challenges to church pre-
cmincnce. Chapter 2 moves to a rural sctting to analyze fledgling French
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colonial rule in the region south and cast of Dakar, where two antagonis-
tic African populations, the predominantly animist Scrcer and the Muslim
Wolof, skillfully exploited tensions between French Catholic missionarics
and French colonial officials. Centered on the alleged murder of 2 Wolof
agent of the French administration by a Scrcer and the investigation and
trial that followed, the chaptcr CXPOSCS the tenuous nature of the French
administrative reach in the African interior and illuminates the bitter ri-
valry between French missionaries and colonial officials. Missionaries,
who hoped to convert the Sereer, were horrified by the administration’s
cmployment of Muslim Wolof canton chicfs throughout the region and
cncouraged Sercer disobedicnce. The chapter reveals the vast gulf between
missionary and administrative conceptions of a French civilizing mission
and demonstrates that at this time both French groups were largely the
tools of rival African intercsts.

Chapters 3 and 4 move past the turn of the century, when administra-
tive rule was more firmly established in Sencgal but newly challenged by
mctropolitan interference. Chapter 3 examines the moment when French
anticlericalism touched the colony, in the wake of the Dreyfus Affair It
details how the French laic laws of 1901, 1904, and 1905 affccted Sen-
cgal’s Four Communes, where public Catholic schools closed and Catholic
worleers left public hospitals. The chapter also explores the mitigation of
these measures by a determined resistance in the communes, led by nuns
in particular and, somewhat surprisingly, by the skepticism of the colo-
nial administration. Colonial officials ultimately balked in negotiations
with Parisian officials over whether to apply French anticlerical legisla-
tion throughout French West Africa because of their fears of a Muslim
reaction and a paramount desire to prescrve their autonomy in the face of
mctropolitan law. Chapter 4 further explores the theme of metropolitan
demands on the colony by cxamining the difficult position of both Catho-
lic missionarics and colonial administrators during the wide-reaching met-
ropolitan cffort to recruit African soldicrs to fight for France in the First
World War. Administrators resented the disorder provoked by recruitment
and conscription, cspecially as time went on. Catholic missionarics har-
bored decp misgivings about the brutal methods and manner of French
recruitment of Africans but chosc to emphasize their loyalty to France and
publicly proclaim their patriotism, in hopes of finally converting French
officials to their views on civilizing Africans.

The final two chapters address the relationships between religion, poli-
tics, and policy in the interwar period, though both reach back into the
prewar period to fully develop their subjects. Chapter § examines the con-
ception, construction, and consccration of Dakar’s Cathedral of the Sou-
venir Africain between 1910 and 1936. Catholic missionarics billed the
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project as a patriotic monument to the French who had died colonizing
Africa and, after the First World War, to the French and African troops
who had died fighting for France. The cathedral formed a central part of
missionarics” sustaincd and unsuccessful cffort to convince the colonial
administration of the valuc of their Catholic civilizing mission. The lav-
ish consccration in 1936 appecared to show that the mission and the ad-
ministration were close allics but obscured their fundamentally different
prioritics, reflecting instcad a metropolitan interwar ideal of a plus grande
France. Providing a contrast to the image of harmony developed around
the cathedral’s consecration, Chapter 6 returns to rural Sencgal to asscss
the administration’s religious policics in the wake of the First World War.
It commences with a history of the legal status of African Christian con-
verts in Senegal, a key theme in the long-standing civilizing debate between
missionarics and administrators, before examining how the issuc became
particularly fraught in the interwar Casamance. Concerned about African
political gains in the Four Communcs and returning African soldicrs’ new
cxpectations of colonial rule, the interwar administration tried to revalo-
rize indigenous “custom” and “tradition™ in the facc of change, includ-
ing religious conversion. This led to controversy and cven violence in the
Casamance, the last region of Senegal where Catholic missionarices felt they
could still persuade a large number of animists to adopt Christianity.

The final chapter illustrates that the administrative/missionary di-
vide over civilizing Africans persisted throughout the period under study.
Though missionary and administrative power and influence evolved be-
tween 1880 and 1940, their attitudes toward civilizing remained fairly
consistent. Missionarics continued to pursuc an assimilative model and
tricd to convince the administration of the wisdom of their approach, but
officials rejected African assimilation emphatically and, in general, did not
prioritize civilizing of any kind. Throughout the period, the divide between
missionarics and administrators, like differences between officials and
other independent power brokers, provided opportunitics that Africans ex-
ploited to subvert the regime or turn it to their advantage. If Father Strub
and Mayor Sicamois had returned to Rufisque on the cve of the Sccond
World War, they would have found their local influence and importance
diminished because of African political gains and the decoupling of the
church and the colonial state in the communcs just after the turn of the
century. Yet they may have recognized that as in their day, colonial rule in
Scncgal was still the messy product of a cacophony of French and African
interests jockeying for position and influence, though the identities of some

of the key players had changed.



