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A tight connection between anthropology and
colonialism—its  political  and moral  justification
and practice—is sometimes regarded as anthropo‐
logy’s “original sin.”[1] Although in reality  the in‐
tellectual, sociocultural, and political roots of an‐
thropology  as  an  academic  discipline  are  much
deeper and much more branched, its inextricable
link with colonialism is still  evident  and undeni‐
able. Today, many anthropologists view “decolon‐
izing” the discipline as an  urgent  and important
task. The “decolonization” of anthropology has be‐
come a dominant trend in both the academic writ‐
ing  and social  activism  of  anthropologists  from
the former colonial  powers  and former colonial
possessions, from the “Global North” and “Global
South.” 

In connection with the above, Douglas W. Le‐
onard’s book is no doubt timely. It is also innovat‐
ive in at least two respects. Firstly, it  is about the
link  between  colonialism  and  French anthropo‐
logy, about which not very much has been written
(especially  compared  to  the  number  of  publica‐
tions  on  British anthropology’s  encounters  with
colonialism).  Secondly,  Leonard  studies  this  link
from a specific  perspective: while it  is quite com‐
mon  to  come  across  publications  that  describe
and discuss how anthropology helped colonialists
annex  and rule  possessions,  his  aim  is  to  study
why and how anthropologists failed to provide co‐

lonial practitioners with intellectual tools and vis‐
ion for effectively dealing with cultural “others” in
both North and sub-Saharan  Africa. Leonard ar‐
gues that the failure of that task contributed signi‐
ficantly to the eventual crash of the French coloni‐
al  project—to  the  collapse  of  France’s  overseas
empire, particularly on the African continent. 

Leonard sees the way that French anthropolo‐
gists looked at Africans as the fundamental reason
for their inability to help colonialists gain consent
of the governed and thus make colonialism a sus‐
tainable  political  form.  They  looked  at  Africans
from  a  positivist  and Eurocentric  view that  was
typical for their time. Africans were considered by
anthropologists to be passive objects of study and
sources of information on which scholars were to
formulate their ostensibly objective—“scientific”—
explanations of African cultures and recommend‐
ations  for  colonial  administrators.  Anthropolo‐
gists did not engage Africans in intercultural intel‐
lectual dialogue through which the latter could be
equal  participants  encouraged  to  interpret  their
cultures the way they saw them themselves. So an‐
thropologists focused on differences between cul‐
tures  instead of  looking for similarities  between
them. This approach generated “intellectual resist‐
ance”  in  colonies  “that  sustained  French  social
and ethnological thinkers as they sought to under‐
stand colonial groups” (p. 2). As a  result, none of



the strategies of interaction that colonialists used
with African peoples—association with local social
and political institutions that acknowledged differ‐
ence and assimilation that favored bringing indi‐
genous  institutions  to  the  French  “gold  stand‐
ard”—made the  colonial  system  stable  and dur‐
able. 

Leonard describes in vivid detail the activities
of  anthropologists,  Africanists,  and  sociologists,
such  as  Maurice  Delafosse,  Paul  Marty,  Marcel
Mauss, and Pierre Bourdieu; the politician Jacques
Soustelle; and military leaders and prominent co‐
lonial  administrators,  including Louis  Faidherbe,
Hubert  Lyautey, and Joseph Gallieni. In  doing so,
he argues that the main mistake that undermined
the  effort  to  implement  the  associationist  ap‐
proach  (and  assimilationist  even  more  so)  in
French colonies was the desire to “translate” Afric‐
an ideas and norms into the cultural language of
European (particularly French) modernity. This oc‐
curred  because  “European  academics  sought  to
build a  social and political associationist  state to
link Africans to France across what anthropologist
Arjun  Appadurai  has  described  as  the  rupture
between past and present; modernity thus became
an absolute, a  singular achievement  to  which all
others could only aspire” (p. 3). They neither were
able to make the colonial system effective, nor did
they oppose colonialism. On the contrary, the aca‐
demics—anthropologists  and  others—believed
that colonialism as a political system, if perfected,
could promote the smooth transition  of Africans
to  modernity  and  integration  into  the  modern
world,  that  is,  the  world  of  Western,  basically
European, modernity in which the West leads and
directs  the  whole  humankind  as  its  most  “de‐
veloped” and “progressive” part. 

What  Leonard’s  book  tells  us  first  and fore‐
most, beyond its immediate topic, is how the gen‐
eral mindset of an epoch manifests itself both in
intellectual life (particularly anthropology as a sci‐
ence) and politics (colonial practices in this case),
and  how its  manifestations  in  different  spheres

can strengthen a mindset within a single sociocul‐
tural system (the French society  of the late nine‐
teenth to mid-twentieth centuries). For several dec‐
ades now, cultural relativism has been a dominant
trend in the Western mindset, and it manifests it‐
self  equally  expressively  in  anthropology  (espe‐
cially  in  such a  powerful intellectual tradition as
poststructuralism) and the sociopolitical life of the
decolonized world. It is not by chance that at the
turn of the twentieth century, a reexamination of
the notion of modernity began, and the concept of
“multiple modernities” that radically rejects equat‐
ing of modernity in general to its Western model
as ostensibly the only possible and universal is be‐
coming more and more popular among anthropo‐
logists,  historians,  and  sociologists.[2]  Leonard
shows how in the preceding historical period, the
unquestionable Eurocentrism and “progressivism”
of the Western mindset fueled both anthropologic‐
al thought and colonial ideology and practice. Co‐
lonialism neither gave birth to anthropology nor,
even more so, vice versa. They both were creations
of the same period in the history of the same civil‐
ization, and that is why they had a common men‐
tal background. That  is why Eurocentrist  anthro‐
pology  and colonialism went  hand in  hand until
things changed and they were substituted for anti‐
colonialism  coupled  with  cultural  relativist  an‐
thropology. 

Leonard’s rich evidence and profound analys‐
is makes Anthropology, Colonial Policy and the De‐
cline of French Empire in Africa a valuable source
of knowledge and inspiration for historians of an‐
thropological thought and for students of African
history  and  European  colonialist  ideologies  and
practices.  This  book  will  also  become important
reading for all those interested in cultural and so‐
ciopolitical dynamics of the world in the times of
colonialism and postcolonialism. 
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