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Feminist scholars have long shone a light on

the ways that social  custom, and specifically the

regulations  of  sexual  relationships,  have  been

used to order societies along hierarchical lines of

race and gender.[1] As Antoinette Burton has put

it,  such  studies  are  an  important  “reminder  of

how  entangled  the  materialities  of  house  and

home are with political structures and how amen‐

able  domesticity  can  be  to  geopolitical  agendas

within and across empires.”[2] They are particu‐

larly important in reconstructing the histories of

militaries  and  military  processes,  so  long  con‐

sidered primarily masculine domains. 

These questions are at the heart of Sarah J. Zi‐

mmerman’s erudite and compelling study Militar‐

izing  Marriage.  It  is  the  first  book-length  treat‐

ment of the role of women in the development of

African  colonial  militaries,  and  specifically,  the

role of conjugal partners, or mesdames tirailleurs,

in  the establishment  and management  of  the  ti‐

railleurs sénégalais, the West Africans who served

in the French colonial army.[3] The framing of the

book  is  rooted  in  both  historical  studies  of

gendered  violence  in  colonial  and  postcolonial

conflict  and feminist  IR  security  theory.  This  in‐

cludes Cynthia Enloe’s work on women’s relation‐

ships to military practices as well as Laura Sjoberg

and Sandra Via’s scholarship on militarism as the

extension  of  war  activity  outside  of  “war  prop‐

er.”[4] Zimmerman explores how the “French mil‐

itary  managed  African  soldiers’  sexuality,  con‐

jugality and marital legitimacy in a range of con‐

sensual and non-consensual war-front (and home-

front)  interactions  with  female  civilians.”  This

management  was  “crucial  to  the  operation  of

French colonialism” (p. 2). 

Zimmerman’s research base for this volume is

truly impressive: she draws upon twenty different

archives  from six  countries,  as  well  as  sixty  life

history  interviews  with  veterans,  widows,  and

their adult children in Dakar, Conakry, and Paris.

So too does she tackle an expansive chronological

span,  from  the  inauguration  of  the  tirailleurs 

sénégalais in 1857 through to their official dissolu‐

tion in 1958 and on to their legacy today. In span‐

ning both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,

Zimmerman persuasively demonstrates the chan‐

ging role of marriage, or conjugal relationships, in

French  military  management  of  the  tiraillerus

sénégalais.  In  the  earlier  period,  the  French be‐

lieved that  serving  en famille  made the  soldiers

more effective. By the twentieth century, and spe‐

cifically in the context of Morocco, mesdames ti‐

railleurs and their households were deployed as a

means of reifying racial difference between North

African civilians and West African soldiers. 

The book’s first chapter explores how women,

and the notion of gender, “were consequential to



the early iterations of the French colonial military

and state” (p. 29). Here the relationship between

slavery  and  conscription  is  put  into  stark  light,

showing how the military became an avenue for

greater freedom for men who had previously been

slaves.  France  had  officially  abolished  the  slave

trade in 1848 but this did not mean the end of all

slavery.  West  Africans  who  were  subjects  of

France could still possess and trade slaves among

their own communities. Soldier service, however,

became one avenue for men’s emancipation from

slavery. If they survived their term, West Africans

would have access to authority, responsibility, and

earnings  hitherto  inaccessible.  Enslaved women,

in contrast,  could only be “emancipated into the

bonds of marriage” (p. 37). Their status as free wo‐

men was only protected within the context of their

domestic  households  and  they  were  dependent

upon the authority of  their  husbands.  In such a

way  the  French  military  operated  to  perpetuate

gendered  aspects  of  domestic  slavery,  albeit  in

new forms. 

The oft-neglected French imperial  expansion

into  the  Congo  and  Madagascar,  respectively,  is

the focus of chapter 2. Taking a comparative ap‐

proach to the years between 1880 and 1905, Zim‐

merman shows how the deployment of tirailleurs

sénégalais in this region both shaped the military

formation of soldier households and “challenged

local traditions of marital legitimacy” (p. 59). This

forms  a  useful  comparison  to  the  subject  of

chapter 3: the conquest of Morocco, 1908-18, and

the increasingly heated discussions about the use

of  West  African  soldiers  in  that  conflict  (the

troupes  noires debates).  There  Zimmerman  ex‐

plores the way that nineteenth-century vocabular‐

ies of race were marshaled to cement notions of

racial  essentialism,  primarily  through notions of

West African male fitness for martial life and their

utility  as  an  instrument  of  French  empire.  This

fused with existing Moroccan sensibilities to con‐

solidate distinctions between Arab-Berber popula‐

tions  and West  African troops.  Zimmerman also

explores how French officials saw the mesdames

tirailleurs as important safeguards to homosexual

practices among West African troops. Zimmerman

refers to the writings of Maurice Delafosse,  who

claimed that  homosexuality  was only  present  in

West  African  populations  where  the  men  had

been  introduced  to  the  sexual  practice  by

Europeans  or  “Arab  tribes”  (p.  100).  However,

even as the presence of mesdames tirailleurs was

seen as an important panacea to unwanted sexual

practices  and  racial  “mixing,”  women  were  less

and less present in Morocco. This was particularly

because  quota-based  conscription,  introduced  in

1912, drastically lowered the age of the soldiers—

most of whom were twenty-year-old men and un‐

married. 

The Great War changed things once more, as

the  soldier’s  domestic  households  could  not  ac‐

company the men on their deployment in main‐

land France. Instead, these women became the re‐

cipients of benefits and allocations. Chapter 4 ex‐

plores  this  new  relationship  between  the  mes‐

dames tirailleurs and the French military. In this

new era, marital legitimacy took on new adminis‐

trative  significance,  a  move  necessitated  by  the

now long-distance nature of  these conjugal  rela‐

tionships.  The  so-called  Blaise  Diagne  Laws

ushered through the French National Assembly in

1915 and 1916 codified the obligations and com‐

pensations of the soldiers. This made the marital

status of the tirailleurs sénégalais both a military

and  civilian  administrative  matter.  As  such  the

mesdames tirailleurs became, for the first time in

their history, expendable liabilities rather than as‐

sets of the French military establishment (p. 117). 

The aftermath of the First World War brought

with  it  the  large-scale  demobilization  of  African

soldiers from mainland France, as well as the relo‐

cation  of  battalions  of  tirailleurs  sénégalais to

Madagascar, North Africa, the German Rhineland

and France’s new League of Nations mandate ter‐

ritories  in  the  Levant.  Chapter  5  stretches  from

this  postwar  moment  through  the  end  of  the

Second World War. In it, Zimmerman shows how
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the role of the tirailleurs sénégalais shifted from

that  of  conquerors  to  guardians of  empire.  Con‐

cerned about the continued integrity of the French

empire,  the  French  government  augmented  the

conscription in French West Africa from twelve to

fourteen thousand troops per year. After the war,

the long-distance nature of  domestic  households

continued.  The French military adopted a “male

bread-winner”  model  of  social  welfare  for  the

wives  and children of  soldiers,  and marital  and

child legitimacy remained important for ensuring

the  long-term  survival  of  soldier’s  households.

Single  and  married  soldiers  also  acquired  new

conjugal partners while on active service. 

While the archives of the nineteenth century

showed  the  French  military  adjudicating  upon

“accusations of sexual misconduct and forced con‐

jugal association” (p. 141), the archives of the in‐

terwar period are mostly silent on these issues. In‐

stead, the conjugal partners of tirailleurs sénégal‐

ais appear through the guise of  claims for long-

distance  transportation  and  financial  assistance.

Particularly in the case of Syrian and French part‐

ners, French military authorities were reluctant to

imbue such cross-racial marriages with legitimacy.

The  French  struggle  to  retain  colonial  Vietnam

also complicated French efforts to prevent cross-

racial relationships. An unprecedented number of

West African soldiers married (or engaged in con‐

jugal relationships) with local women. When the

fall  of  Dien Bien Phu in  1954 meant  the  end of

French  empire  in  Southeast  Asia,  a  number  of

these interracial families applied for transfer back

to  West  Africa.  As  Zimmerman  demonstrates  in

chapter  6,  hundreds,  if  not  thousands,  of  Viet‐

namese women and their children relocated with

their  husbands  in  the  1950s.  At  the  same  time,

many  such  families  were  also  separated  during

the fighting  in  Vietnam,  and those  West  African

soldiers who had not officially registered their re‐

lationships  with  French  military  administrators

often found it impossible to “locate and recuperate

their  Afro-Vietnamese  conjugal  households”  (p.

189). 

Zimmerman is strongest when she humanizes

this sweeping military and administrative history

with the rich stories of individuals she has recon‐

structed from the archives. In the introduction she

writes that “historians once believed that Africans’

life histories could lead to the recovery of an ‘au‐

thentic’ African past distinct from the colonial his‐

tories that subjugated them. Militarizing Marriage

demonstrates that African and colonial epistemo‐

logies  are  mutually  constitutive”  (p.  22).  This  is

certainly true, even if Militarizing Marriage does

at times privilege an often dense epistemological

analysis  over  the  retelling  of  these  life  stories.

Nevertheless, where Zimmerman does weave her

extensive oral history research into the narrative,

as in the case of the fate of Afro-Vietnamese chil‐

dren discussed in chapter 6,  the work positively

sparkles  with  historical  insight.  Moreover,  the

story of Koly Korouma, told in the book’s epilogue,

elegantly ties together the strands of lived experi‐

ences with important theoretical reflections on the

legacies of French administration of the tirailleurs

sénégalais.  As  such,  Militarizing  Marriage  is  an

essential read both for scholars of French empire

and gender theorists. 
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reer Fellow at Queen Mary, University of London.

Her first book, Race, Rights and Reform: Black Act‐

ivism in the French Empire and the United States

from World War I to the Cold War, has just come

out with Cambridge University Press. 
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