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Article abstract
Our lack of knowledge on the production of population estimates in France's
colonial empire is in sharp contrast to the efforts of British authorities after
1940. To understand this "omission," we have to assess the numerous
oppositions existing within the French colonial state: oppositions between the
various administrative levels, between administrative tasks and technical
functions, and between the colonial system and the rest of the international
community. In demography as in many other areas, metropolitan France's
institutional and operational structures were imposed on overseas
administrators, with the notable particularity that the process of counting
acquired preeminence over methodological concerns. Then, after the first
memoranda of 1904 and 1909, colonial census-taking activities were
inexorably merged with everyday administrative tasks: taxation, justice,
policing, etc. This shift clearly influenced the form and function of
demographic knowledge in French West Africa (AOF). The development of
classification categories, estimation methods and legislation (especially
regarding vital statistics) was all negatively affected by such pressures. The
latent opposition between administrators and technicians was thus fueled by
frequent contradictions between annual census statistics and the results of
sampling surveys after 1954. We conclude with a mixed assessment of attempts
to amass demographic knowledge and especially of the influence such
knowledge actually had on decision-making.
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