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Recent decades have seen an increasing number of
scholars who study the effects of World War II on the
African continent.[1] Eric T. Jennings has already con-
tributed to this literature by examining Vichyas policies
in French imperial African settings.[2] With his newest
publication, Jennings fills a major gap in the historiogra-
phies of French, French colonial, and African history of
the Second World War. In Free French Africa in World War
II: The African Resistance, Jennings weaves an interna-
tional tale of Free French Africads genesis and its ability
to maintain its legitimacy from the Fall of France in 1940
to 1943awhen Charles de Gaulle relocated his Free French
capital from Brazzaville to Algiers. Free French Africahas
two fundamental goals: to assess the degree to which
Africans in French Equatorial Africa (AEF) contributed
to the Gaullist cause and to measure the ways in which
World War II and Free France mattered to Africans. In
doing so, Jennings anchors his historical narrative to
an important and groundbreaking ideadFree France was
African (p. 2).

Africanist scholars have long deployed the term
aAfricand in order to disambiguate indigenous residents
of the African continent from foreigners. As such,
aAfricani was once central to writing the social history
of the African continent and a means to acknowledge the

experiences of African civil societies. This had the ad-
verse potential of reducing diverse populations to a sin-
gle category in order to cast them as the antithesis to
historical actors ushering in the international exploita-
tion and colonization of the continent. 4Africani also
carried cultural connotations that conceptually reduced
diverse African populations to one schematic racial cat-
egory. Jenningsis work innovatively deploys the label
aAfrican as a means to reference a geographically cir-
cumscribed space, as well as all of the people living and
working within French Equatorial Africa. Dispensing
with the conceptually problematic polemics of African
and European, Free French Africa uses aAfricana as an
unracialized term that references a government adminis-
tration and civil society committed to resistance. In Jen-
ningsas portrayal, the people making up French Equa-
torial Africa, irrespective of origin, title, or civil status,
rejected Vichyas mandate to take over occupied Franceas
imperial operations. Jennings illustrates how colonial ad-
ministrators from French Guiana, metropolitan-born im-
perial administrators, and those born within Cameroon
and French Equatorial Africa acted together to set the lib-
eration of France from Nazi Germany into motion.

Free French Africa joins a growing field of publica-
tions that analyze fractures within imperial policies and
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discourses as they manifest on the African continent and
other regions of French empire.[3] By studying dissi-
dent politics in French Equatorial Africa, Jennings brings
into focus the discordant nature of imperial systems. He
deftly illustrates how minority discourses and actors in
Equatorial Africa rallied against German dominance of
French empire. Remarkably, Equatorial Africans blazed
this trail by arguing for politics as usual, while contend-
ing that metropolitan France was no longer capable of
fulfilling its role as a motherland. By studying the re-
jection of Vichyas legitimacy, Free French Africa offers
historians a unique opportunity to understand how dis-
sidents within a colonial system tap the same discourses
of colonial rule in order to reorient them towards a poli-
tics of liberation, a liberation circumscribed by the limits
of a colonial imagination that continued to narrowly cast
indigenous Africans in specific roles in the articulation of
Free French Africaas state power. Jenningas portrayal of
the dissident politics occurring in Equatorial Africa dur-
ing World War II has great significance for understand-
ing the nature of Free France and French colonialism in
Africa. This work raises important questions about the
legitimacy of 4Frencha resistance, as well as the legiti-
macy of twentieth-century French colonialism. Further,
Free French Africa provides a model for relocating politi-
cal action from the margins of empire and argues for its
primacy in the historiography of the French Resistance.

Free French Africa focuses on the three years book-
ended by the capitulation of France in 1940 and the re-
location of Free Franceés capital from Brazzaville to Al-
giers in 1943. The first section of the book focuses on the
initial moments of maneuver, in which administrative of-
ficials in AEF, in thoroughly unmethodical ways, opt out
of Vichy-ruled French empire. The chapters contained
in aFree Franceas African Gambita address the detach-
ment of AEF from the metropole and its incorporation
into the economic channels and diplomatic circles of the
Anglo-American world. Jennings deftly illustrates how a
handful of artfully willful administrators in central Africa
inaugurated intercolonial cooperation between AEF and
neighboring British colonies. This diplomatic episode re-
minds historians of colonial history that geostrategic ex-
igencies led colonial African officials to collaborate with
entities and actors outside of imperial/national channels.
Jennings offers a useful counterpoint to historical narra-
tives that read history through one imperial lens. Jen-
nings also problematizes narratives of French resistance
that focus on the rallying of metropolitan actors and en-
tities towards England and de Gaulle, by focusing on
French Equatorial Africa.

The birth of Free French Africa as a rogue entity
within the Vichy French empire occurred through se-
ries of actions that ultimately called for its administra-
tive self-determination. Free French Africa could be read
as a diplomatic story of rebellion, which called the colo-
nial social contract into question at a moment of interna-
tional administrative crisis. Jennings demonstrates that
the crises affiliated with World War II threw the fragility
of French imperialism into relief, as well as exposed the
diffuseness in the articulation of its power. Free French
Africa espoused a moralizing discourse, which legiti-
mated behavior that could be construed at anti-national
and pro-decolonization. While Jennings may not have
explicitly dealt with the historiography of the rise of
African nationalism, his project similarly problematizes
the degree to which World War II was a generative event
for processes leading to decolonization in the 1960s. Fif-
teen years before African politicians strove to convince
a global public of their ability to rule independently of
metropolitan rule, AEF officials engaged in similar cam-
paigns. In order to build an imagined, authentic Free
French Africa, local officials required the allegiance of
African political elites and evoluA©s, whose fidelity was
coercively aforced, encouraged, or stageda (p. 70). Com-
parable processes were key in the validation of African
political leaders and parties in the late 1950s and in the
aftermath of African independence.

For all of its overtures of resistance and liberation,
Free French Africa did not bring increased social liber-
ties to indigenous Africans. Jenningsis work provides
insight into the functioning of new states in twentieth-
century Africa. Dysfunctional from its genesis, local Free
French African officials took over state functions like
enfranchisement, printing currency, and militarization.
These rebellious French officials maintained colonial tra-
ditions of inequality and racialized exploitation with lit-
tle departure from the colonial policy playbook. Under
the banner of righteous war, Free France pressed increas-
ing numbers of native men and women into industries of
war and mobilized thousands of colonial soldiers. Jen-
ningsas descriptions of recruitment practices reveals that
AFF experiences of militarization during World War II
were similar to what French West Africans endured dur-
ing World War 1. This should push historians to rethink
the broadly accepted chronology of colonialism in Africa.
World War I often demarcates a turning point in the con-
solidation of colonial rule across the African continent.
Jenningsas text makes clear that in Equatorial Africa, the
systemic articulation of colonial rule occurred in tan-
dem with militarization during the Second World War. If
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Free Franceas dependence on Equatorial Africa for mil-
itary success was as significant as Jenningsas text sug-
gests, then its very existence balanced upon the men who
served in its army. The aFree France in Armsé chapter
contributes to a historiography that reappraises Franceéas
debt to its colonial African veterans.[4]

The third section of Free French Africa examines the
ways in which most indigenous Africans experienced
the imposition of French aliberationa through increased
abuses and exploitation. A series of photographs in this
section of the book demonstrates how native Africans
experienced the increased production of wild rubber,
wartime rationing, and the shortage of basic goods. Here,
Jennings draws upon the Africanist historiography of
colonial labor exploitation in French Congo, as well as in
neighboring Belgian Congo. In the name of Gaullist rule,
acolonial authorities stepped up production, and devel-
oped transport routes in a veritable binge of coercioni
(p. 218). In documenting this coercion, Jennings ac-
knowledges FA©lix EbouA®4s (a black French Guianese
colonial administrator in AEF) complicity in perpetuat-
ing inequality and increasing the governmentés abuses
of African colonial subjects. By offering a counternarra-
tive to the literature celebrating EbouA®©4s successful ca-
reer and his commitment to Free France, Jennings breaks
new ground in questioning the legacy of FA®lix EbouA®©
by connecting him to the escalation of exploitation in
AEF during World War II. In the epilogue, Jennings ex-
amines how legacies of Free French Africa manifest in
postcolonial Equatorial Africa. By ignoring the nega-
tive aspects of Free French Africa, independent African
leaders have manipulated the esteemed values of French
liberation and resistance. Controversial political leaders,
such as Jean BA©del Bokassa, have reinforced their po-
litical legitimacy by linking themselves to the ideals of
Free French Africa.

Eric Jennings has made a valiant effort in marshaling
written colonial primary sources and a modest histori-
ography on French Equatorial Africa in order to portray
the complex creation and legitimation of a rogue French
African colony during the Second World War. Jennings
readily acknowledges the limitations of his sources (p.
6), yet this manuscript could have provided more back-
ground information on how French colonialism operated
locally before the Fall of France in order to more defini-
tively illustrate the degree to which Free French Africa
was a departure from and/or continuation of historical
processes in the region. This manuscript could have also
benefited from more attention to the gendered nuances

of militarization, mobilization, and resistance in Equato-
rial Africa. African women and households are central
to histories of war and colonialism.[5] Despite these cri-
tiques, Free French Africa is a welcome addition to, and
rallying call for, broadening and improving the histori-
ography of twentieth-century Equatorial Africa and the
historical literature on World War II. Jennings has once
again depicted how profoundly entangled the histories of
France and Africa were in producing the modern world.
He has also convincingly argued that Free France began
in Africa.
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