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RE-THINKING AFRICAN ECONOMIC HISTORY:
A contribution to the discussion of the roots of under-development*

by
Edward A. Alpers

[1In writing this essay I owe a direct intellectual debt to
a number of people who have helped me to elarify my own think-
ing on this subject. Giovanni Arrighi, Walter Rodney, and John
Saul were instmmental in shaping my initial thoughte about
development. I benefited greatly from the discussions of my
students in my graduate seminar on 'Trade and Production in
Pre-Colonial Africa’ and in my undergraduate seminar on 'Weat-
ern Expansion and the Making of the Third World.' Among these
I am particularly grateful to Robert Cummings and David Lloyd
for many stimulating sessions together, for their encouragement
in writing this essay, and for their frank eriticism. Pinally
I must thank Professor Temma Kaplan (U.C.L.A.) and Dr. Andrew
Roberts (Sehool of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London) for their helpful readings of the first draft. None of
them ave entirvely blameless for what follows.] Author's note

The development of African historiography has been marked
by the search for African initiative and agency; it is this
focus on what Africans have done that defines the field. Recog-
nition of this fact is critically important and its propagation
must continue in all situations where ignorance and racism still
prevail, Africans were active agents in forming their own his-
tory and not merely passive creatures. But does this fundamental
recognition represent the sum of African history? Can we not
move beyond this base line of definition to a more meaningful
appreciation of Africa's past? We can, of course, and there is
a growing corpus of work which is demonstrating the many possi-
bilities within the field. But the fact remains that African
history is still indrdinately dominated by political history and
that most of this consists of reiterating the obvious point that
Africans were instrumental in making their own history.

Earlier versions of this essay were presented to an African
History seminar at the University of Califormia, Los Angeles,
and to a joint History and Economics seminar at the
University of Dar es Salaam.
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Nowhere is this impoverishment more obvious than in the
study of African economic history, which Basil Davidso? has
recently characterized as the Cinderella of the field.' To
take a recent representative and influential example to illus-
trate this point: Does it really further our understanding
of the pre-colonial trade of East and Central African to
emphasize, as Richard Gray and David Birmingham do in their
enthusiastically received volume on this topic, that the
achievements of African traders, skilled entrepreneurs all,
more perhaps than any other set of facts, should effectively
destroy the stereotype of a pre-colonial Africa_prostrate and
passive before the forces of the outside world?2 Even to a
non-Africanist academic scholar the issue appears to be a
thoroughly flogged horse.3 Why, then, are most Africanists
unable to escape from this intellectual bind? Perhaps the onus
of colonialism and colonial historiography still weighs too
heavily on our minds. Perhaps we are captives of conventional
Western bourgeois scholarship, rooted as it is in Western
values and concepts. Whatever the explanation, the time has
come to move on to consideration of more fundamental problems
in African history, in this context to those concerning the
economic and developmental history of Africa.

For me, and for others considering the same set of questions,
the stimulus for this inquiry has its roots in the profoundly
disturbing inability of most African states to fulfil the
promise of the first decade of political independence. Almost
everyone was swept up in the euphoria of independence, so that
it was natural for historians to see African history entering
a new era of fulfillment in the 1960's. Not so today. Only
the blind or the foolhardy can ignore the basic problems of
underdevelopment besetting modern Africa, although the struggle
against these continues on a number of fronts on the continent.
For the historian, this climate poses a basic challenge to
earlier Africanist perceptions of Africa's past. The nature
of this challenge has been neatly stated by T. 0. Ranger:

Can African help itself or is it powerless
until the whole pattern of the world has
been changed by revolution? And looking
back into the past this revived pessimism
casts doubt upon the ability of African
peoples to shape or affect their fate over
hundreds of years. The Africanist historian
...who emphasizes African activity, African
adaptation, African choice, African init-
iative, will increasingly find his main
adversaries not in the discredited colonial
school but in the radical pessimists.
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Who are these shadowy figures, these apostles of doom?
A beginning might be made with Basil Davidson. Best known
as the foremost popularizer of the Africanist perspective,
Davidson has also tended increasingly /to sound the challenge
which marks the thinking of the radical pessimists, particular-
1y in his observations on twentieth century Africa.

As things stand today, with some exceptions,
the recoloniaation of Africa is going ahead

in spite of every signal of disaster. Whether
by ideological penetration, the operation of
the "terms of trade," the evolution of new
forms of eapital investment from outside, or
the promotion of "middle-class elites,"” th:.a
recolonization takes place upon the general
program, as it is aallad, of butlding capital-
18t ecomomies in Afriea. But to build eapital-
iat economies in countries which do not have
eapitalist systems means to build capitalist
classes. In the eircumstances of the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, this in turn
means building eapitalist classes - putatively,
ruling classes - which remain and must remain
the immensely veaker pariners of the capitalist
classes of the rich countries.

« « + It must be clear that the further
fastamng of the African continent into the
general economic structure of the West can be
achieved only by means of a growing Western
penetration - a penetration which, in turn,
ecan only mean an inereasing Westerm inter- 5
ference or control, a process of recolonization.

When Davidson moves back in time, however, he arrives at
an analysis of the institutional framework of African develop-
ment which perceives its problems as arising from a quite differ-
ent set of historical factors. Those who have read The African
Genius will know the argument, but it bears repeating here in
its more recent form:

The argument, and one cannot say it too often,

is about institutions . . . . Men do not act in

a vacuum. They aet according to the possibilities,

and the posasibilities are historically determined . .

. « Higtorically, it can be seen that the institu-
tions of Africa were already in eriesis, incipient but
nonetheless there, even before African societies felt,
with colonialism, the full impact of the industrialized



- 100 -

outside world. Their structures were beginning

to fail in efficacy even in the face of Africa's
traditional needs: their possibilities, in short,
were becoming too narrow to contain the needs

and pressures of human growth. . . . No doubt,
certain outside factors were involved in this . . .

. All I am saying here is that many of the
current troubles of Africa can be traced to
structural inadequacies which first began to
appear in the early nineteenth century. They
were basically pre-colonial; they are inherent
to Africa's need for new forms and frameworks of
economic growth; they are part of a historical
problem. To think, accordingly, that all would
have been well with Africa if only the Europeans
had refrained from invading the continent is to
indulge in romantie mythology. It is to suppose
that the structures of the past - highly succese-
ful though they were in promoting the human con-
quest of Nature - could simply go on containing
the very growth they had created. By 1850, on the
contrary, many African societies were beginning
to feel the need for structural change of a more
or less radical depth - even without the perils
they were sogn to face from European penetration
or invasion.

This interpretationmarks a pronounced departure from
Davidson's earlier work on pre-colonial history. Here he
provides us with an entirely internalized African crisis, as
well as with a clear line of historical continuity from pre-
colonial to colonial to post-colonial Africa. His argument
deserves careful consideration and testing against the findings
of future research into the pre-colonial economic history of
Africa. But there still remains a gap in his own perception of
the roots of African underdevelopment with respect to the impact
of colonialism, which he sees as aggravating this indigenous
crisis. For this colonialism he still sees as something new,

a distinct break with the past. He does not confront, I think,
the obvious set of external institutions which were affecting
Africa's relations with the West before the imposition of formal
colonial rule, even though he has elsewhere provided a concise
sketch of the non-productive effects for Africa of the slave
trad7 which dominated those relations for most of the pre-colonial
era.” In short, his discussion avoids the possibility that there
were also institutional Tinks shaping Africa's development - that
is, leading to underdevelopment as a result of the long history
of economic relations with the outside world.
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Precisely this sort of analysis of the historical roots
of underdevelopment in Africa has recently been suggested by
Walter Rodney. Rodney argues much more pessimistically than
does Davidson that from the very beginning it was European
initiative which determined the institutional framework of Afro-
European relations - Europeans sailed to Africa, rather than the
reverse - and that the dialectic operating between different
stages of capitalismgand Africa have led to Africa's present state
of underdevelopment.® In point of fact, almost everyone who has
written about pre-colonial African trade has nodded in the di---
rection of European initiative with a fully aware realization
of constant European initiative and with a clear-sighted recog-
nition that the pre-colonial relations led directly to the colonial
subjugation of Africa by Europe. One of these is Rodney himself,
whose pioneering volume on the Upper Guinea Coast has been sharply
reviewed by major scholars who have not - however valid their
specific cr1tiﬂsms of his book - apparently seen this most im-
portant point. Another is Jean Suret-Canale, whose earlier
overview of the pre-colonial history of West Africa has met with
a less enthusiach response than his complementary study of the
colonial period. The willingness of Western scholarship to
ignore the arguments presented by Rodney and Suret-Canale concerning
pre-colonial West Africa apparently arises from the fact that they
are both recognizably Marxist.

That one need not be a Marxist to embrace this seemingly
disquieting thesis, however, is demonstrated by a reading of
K.0. Dike's seminal study of Trade and Politics in the Niger
Delta, 1830-85 (Oxford, 1956), in which he clearly recognizes
the process by which the trading activities of 500 years led
in the nineteenth ﬁentury to the political subjugation of West
Africa to Eumpe.'

Indeed gven the economic consequences of this process have
been appreciated by a non-Marxist scholar in one of the standard
introductions to West African history, where Christopner Fyfe
writes: "Hence the slave trade was an unequal exchange, im which
expendable consumer goods were bartered against a means of pro-
duction. Even apart from its moral aspect, therefore, it was
economic exploitation."13 Yet it is inevitably the moral aspect
of the slave trade - however important in Europe's earlier eco-
nomic relations with Africa - which obscures most discussions of
the problems raised by Rodney and Suret-Canale. Indeed, most
analyses of the trade lead inexorably away from its economic
significance, despite determined attempts to confront the issue.
Thus John Fage's recent essay on the impact of the slave trade
in West Africa reveals itself as an essay about political, rather
than economic, development which is thoroughly imbedded im Western
notions of pr?aress, as has so brilliantly been demonstrated by
C.C. Wrigley. Let us return to Rodney, then, so that we may come
to grips with what he is saying.
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Beginning in the late fifteenth century with the fact that
Europe had developed and was prepared to take advantage of a
new nnrlg superiority in maritime and associated military tech-
nology., Rodney emphasizes the important point that 'Europe
had a monopoly of economic intelligence of the international
exchange system seen as a whole, for Western Europe, was the only
sector capable of viewing the system as a whole.' The combi-
nation of these two factors, technological and conceptual, and
the coterminus evolution of a highly developed mercantilist system
within Europe, gave Europe its initial advantage over the rest
of the world.

In effect, therefore, Europe took the first steps
towards transforming Afriea, Asia and Ameriea into
economic satellites. It was at the very outset of
international trade that there was established
that radial pattem with ELH'D_PB at the centre and
very few independent connections between the non-
EBuropean territories .

Rodney concludes this introductory set of propositions by stating
that 'This element of subordination and dependence is crucial to

an understanding of African underdevelopment tod?g. and its roots
lie far back in the era of international trade.'

When he turns his attention to the restructuring of African
economies that was the result of African responses to this European
initiative, Rodney refers to the 'pseudo-integration' in the
Third World today which is compatible with economic dependence
on the West in order to sharpen our awareness of his contention
that in pre-colonial Africa this same phenomenon ' took the form
of the interlocking of African economies over long distances from
the coast, so as to allow the passage of human captives and ivory
from a given p?;nt inland to a given point on the Atlantic or
Indian Ocean.' Expanding his argument, he goes on to contend
that 'Just as the slave trade and overseas trade in general had
multiplier effects on European development, so it had multiplier
effects on African underdevelopment.' Perhaps too sweepingly he
contends that this trade drew not at all upon local production,
so that any restructuring it engendered was 'dependent upon an
overseas market.' 1In a critique of Andrew Roberts' senﬁét1ve re-
construction of Nyamwezi trade in the pre-colonial era, Rodney
argues that

regional trade provided the 'capital' for the

long distance ivory trade, but from then on any
expansion of local manufacturing was ineidental
to rather than the goal of the local economies
caught wp in the international trading network,
and the expansion was very limited. This kind
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of eonceptualization is completely Lacking
in reconstructions of African history.

With the Gray and Birmingham volume as his prime example, but
with the full understanding that it is representative of a whole
series of studies of pre-colonial African trade, he observes
that 'there is nowhere expressed any awareness that the pros:
fessionalization of trade per se is no great thing, and that it
meant not development but subordination of the 18cal economies

in the case of Africa's relations with Europe.'

Rodney's final contribution in this provocative essay
begins with the suggestion that 'the industry and skills which
actually existed and were destroyed' as a result of the pene-
tration of European manufactures 'were probably of less conse-
quence than the loss of development og%rtunitz.' He then
returns to the studies in Gray and Birmingham where 'the basic
weakness is failure to distinguish between an independent econo-
my in evolution and one that is being transformed into a satellite.
In the former, commercial activity is entirely the consequence of
the level of development of the productive forces, whereas in the
latter it is mainly a reflection of external needs.' To this he .
relates yet another point of great significance for the economic
history of Africa, one which takes direct issue with intimations
arising from both the colonial apologists and the mainstream
modernizers. 'Any trade in Africa which was an extension of
European production was largely irrelevant to technological ad-
vance within Africa.' African traders from the Upper Guinea coast
right around the sastern seaboard of the continent, 'busied them-_
selves selling goods that they had not produced. They were agents
for distributing European importsiand for organising the export of
a few staples which were not in demand within the continent . . .
Their contribution to technological develapment was nil, because
they were on the fringes of production.' In conclusion, both of
his own presentation; and of this extended discussion of his ideas,
Rodney suggests that 'The notion that the first four centuries of
Afro-European trade represent the roots of African underdevelopment
is doubly attractive because there was an actual carry-over of
some of the mechanisms that connected the two spheres of metropole
and dependency.' These included insurance companies, shipping
companies, and certain African social formations, most notably the
compradors, African and Asian, without whom the pre-colonial Afro-
European trading system could not have operated and who 'at the
start of the colonial period uerglalready performing that function
in the dependent trade economy.' Like Davidson, but with a
considerably different thrust that is consistent with his own
interpretation of pre-colonial African economic development, T
Rodney provides us with continuities between the pre-colonial,
colonial, and post-colonial eras in Africa.
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Is Rodney's too strong a case? I think not, although I
also think that it requires some modification and enlargement
and that it does not satisfactorily raise, let alone answer,
all of the major issues in African economic history. These
issues divide themselves into two categories: those concerned
with the impact of international trade on African economic
development and those concerned with the independent development
of indigenous African economies. Because they are more access-
ible to immediate analysis, the remainder of the paper will deal
primarily with questions relating to trade. But as I hope to
demonstrate thereafter, it is our almost total ignorance of the
history of indigenous African economic systems which presents
us with the most pressing challenges for future research.

First, Rodney's wider framework does not preclude the
Africanists' concern with African agency, as both his own and
Dike's monographs make plain. It does, however, importantly
define the limitations placed upon those initiatives in the arena
of Afro-European trade. Africanists will need to integrate their
particular findings within the much larger and more clearly artic-
ulated setting of the radical pessimists. Otherwise, the assump-
tions of Western scholarship will lead them, often unwillingly,
into the comforting belief that the pre-colonial ecoromic special-
ization arising from this trade was in some vague sense leading to
progress’' or 'development.' And here, unless one subscribes
entirely to Davidson's analysis, the only way to resolve this con-
viction with the realities of Africa's underdevelopment in the
twentieth century is to lay the blame exclusively upon the impact
of the brief period of formal colonial rule as Davidson and many
others did not so many years ago. With colonial rule thus treated
like the Atlantic slave trade as something of an aberration in the
process of developing Africa along capitalist lines through mutually
beneficial trade, it becomes possible again to See African entre-
preneurs in the twelfth century as harbingers of 'progress' towards
'development.' Nowhere is this tendency more clearly expossg than
in Cohen's essay and in Gray and Birmingham's introduction.

Perhaps it is unfair to single out these historians for criti-
cism, but it is their commendable desire to take the field of
African economic history beyond the 'trade and politics' stage,
which is essentially just another form of political history, that
has revealed the critical weaknesses in their assumptions. The
most important of these are theoretical, the general unwillingness
of most Africanist historians to recognize that modern economic
theory can be as critically important a tool for reconstructin?
African economic history as are the descriptive and theoretica
literatures of the other social sctences for other aspects of the
African past. Not that the theories and assumptions of other
disciplines do not contain their own solecisms and distur§1nns.
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Historians must, however, inform themselves of this literature

and use their own critical training as historians if they are

to make any genuine progress in unraveling Africa's economic
history. Indeed, the dangers of not confronting these and other
relevant theoretical approaches to problems of economic analysis

in historical perspective are very real, for the ideas of Western
society - and therefore of Western scholarship - are shot throygh
with the dominant economic assumptions of that society. To take
one example of particular importance for Africa, Harry Magdoff

has lately made the point that the Ricardian theory of comparative
costs had become 'almost universal dogma in Western culture, to

the point of becoming accepted as the common sense of our times.'23
It is uninformed common sense such as this that is presently re-
tarding African economic history.

Historians of Africa who flinch at this suggestion might well
follow the advice of Joseph Schumpeter:

What distinguishes the '"scientific" economist
from all the other people who think, talk, and
write about economic topics is a command of
techniques that we class under three heads:
history, statistics, and "theory." The three
together make up what we shall call economic
analysis.

Of these fundamental fields, ecomomic history -
which igsues into and includes present-day facts -
is by far the most important. I wish to state
right now that if, starting my work in economics
afresh, I were told that I could study only one
of these three but could have my choice, it would .
be economic history I should choose. And this on
three grounds. First, the subject matter of
economics is essentially a unique process

in historic time. Nobody can hope to under-
stand the economic phenomene of any, including
the present, epoch who has not an adequate
command of historical facts and an adequate

amount of historical sense or of what may be
described as historical experience. Second,

the historical report cannot be purely economic
but must inevitably reflect also "institutional
facts that are not purely economic: therefore

it affords the best method for understanding how
economic and non-economic facts are related to
one another and how the various social sciences
should be related to one another. Third, it is,
T Delieve, the fact that most of the fundamental
errors currently committed in economic analysis
are due to lack of historiecal experience more often
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than to any shortcoming of the economist's
equipment. History must of course be under-
stood to inelude fields that have acquired
different names as a consequence of special-
isation, such as pre—histisic reports and
ethnology (anthropology).

Moreover, in a footnote to his second point, Schumpeter stated
that 'Owing to the unreliability of "theories" on this subject
(i.e. of non-economic facts), I personally believe the study of
history to be not only the best but the only method for this
purpose.' A1l of this is heady stuff for the historian, but it
must be recognized that Schumpeter's exhortation to study history
was not a denial of the relevance of theory, but a corrective

to theoretical constructs which were not based in historical
experience. As Joan Robinson has warned in sounding the same note,
economic theory exerts a much more powerful iggluence over our
lives than most people are prepared to admit.

Where, then, in a field which has had 1ittle substantive
historical analysis and which therefore has not yet articulated
its own body of theory, can the struggling economic historian
of Africa turn for this sort of theoretical assistance? There
are, I think, three principal, related areas of theoretical
knowledge which bear upon the historical problems of economic
development in Africa which have dominated this essay from the
beginning: (1) theories of economic growth; (2) historical
and theoretical studies of economic underdevelopment; and
(3) studies of specific problems in the economies of modern
African states.

The Titerature on economic growth is so vast that it is
difficult to know where to begin, the alternatives being to wade
through the classics from Adam Smith on or to latch on to what is
most current in contemporary journals without bothering to gain
some knowledge of what 1ies behind them. In the long run, both
are important; but it is even more important not to solve the
problem by turning to the standard texts dealing with African
economic development, rooted as these are in the dogma of ortho-
dox neo-claggical economic thinking and the heritage of imperial
domination. Rostow should be read, if only to confirm for
oneself the inapplicability of his thesis for Africa. Perhaps
the best beginning can be made with Paul A. Baran's seminal study
of The Politieal Feomomy of Growth (New York, 1957), which brings
into sharp focus many of the historically cbservable economic
facts of African history. To take one example, Rodney's brief
comment about the loss of development opportunity which marked the
history of Afro-European trade finds a much more complete and
persuasive theoretical expression in Baran's volume, as does
his argument that these relations were cnntrﬂ'led by the inter-
actions of two elites, European and African.
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A much briefer essay on economic growth by Ignacy Sachs
similarly conforms to and informs what the historigg already
knows about the facts of African economic history. Sachs
postulates that the growth potential of a country, which trans-
lates readily into any of a number of pre-colonial socio-political
structures, depends upon four factors: 'the structure of the
economy, the place in the international division of labor, the
natural endowments and the strategy of development adopted,' by
which he means 'the policies pursued, and in particular, the
policies aiming at a higher rate of investment without impaivr-
ing the popular consumption.' In order to realize a country's
'growth potential' and to encourage its expansion, it is there-
fore necessary to insure that growth is 'proportional' and that
no one sector of the economy either surges ahead or lags behind,
thereby creating productive bottlenecks, idle capacities, ex-
cessive stocks, and non-productive goods. 'The reader will sense
that we have in mind the "luxuries" turned out or imported for
the moneyed elites, taken Tn their broadest meaning, together
with sumptuary dwellings,' (Italics in original.) Sachs then
cites Piero Sraffa's Production of Commodities by Means of
Commodities (Cambridge, 19623 - that 'engine of destruction',
as Clairmonte has styled it - to remind us that luxury goods
are 'not used, either as instruments of produg&ion or as articles
of subsistence, in the production of others.' When, however,
the Tuxuries sector grows at the expense of the other sectors
of the economy, the result is not 'proportional growth' but
'perverse growth.' In the short run high rates of expansion
of gross national product and of employment are obtained. But
such a process does not add to the "growth potential" of the
country and 'the long-run prospects of development are endangered
by it.'

Sachs concludes by contending that this is what has happened
in post-war Brazil, an interpretation which is subscribed 3? by
an increasingly wide circle of Latin Americanist scholars. But
it should not take much effort on the part of Africanist historians
to recognize how applicable these ideas are for the pre-colonial
trading economies of Africa, not to mention those of independent
Africa. And if the point of Sachs' argument is grasped, it
becomes no longer possible to sustain quite so confidently, if
at all, the belief that pre-colonial African societies inextri-
cably bound up in trade with Europe were marching resolutely on
the path to proportional economic growth.

A third example from another seminal economic thinker that
raises fundamental questions about the strucBgres of pre-colonial
African societies comes from Michad Kalecki. Kalecki begins
his dense and demanding essay: 'the paper purports to develop
the idea that the institutional framework of a social system is
a basic element of its economic dynamics and thus of the theory
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of growth relevant to that system.' His criticism of the

idea that there is 'something like a general theory of

growth' is rooted in the conviction tﬂat "theories are being
created which may raise problems of great interest but are not
very conducive to understanding what actually happened, is
happening, or should happen.' With respect to underdeveloped
countries he suggests 'that the central problem here is at
whose expense the country is to be developed,' while caution-
ing that the critical problem 'of sacrificing present for
future consumption is involved here.' This is obviously a
matter of policy, as Sachs also recognizes. But given a

desire to develop an economy to its full potential, the fact
remains, he contends, 'that to each social system there corre-
sponds an appropriate theory of growth.' His demonstration of
this proposition is achieved 'by showing that the same formula
for the rate of growth of national income should be interpreted
in a different fashion depending on the social system we deal
with.' Kalecki's examples are a socialist, a laissez faire
capitalist, and a 'mixed' underdeveloped economy, but the same
sort of exercise - if not the same formula - could be attempted
for any specific pre-colonial or modern African socio-economic
system if only we can develop adequate conceptual tools for
getting at these systems. 'We see here again,' Kalecki con-
cludes, ‘that the theory of growth of a social system of a
certain type should reflect its crucial problems,' past, present
and future. Surely this is what any relevant African economic
historiography seeks to accomplish.

Sachs and Kalecki both raise fundamental problems which
for the Africanist require a much more realistic understanding
of African socio-economic systems than has prevailed to date.
That Africa presents its own particular problems of analysis
goes without saying. But there is much to be learned by the
historian who looks beyond Africa tg work which has been done
in other parts of the Third World.33 The most suggestive single
historical study is Andre Gunder Frank's Capitalism and Under-
development in Latin America (New York, 1967, revised edition,
1969), while the first two essays on 'The Development of Under-
development' and 'Sociology of Development and Underdevelopment
of Sociology' in his Latin America: Underdevelopment or Revolu-
tion (New York, 1969) provide an important theoretical statement
together with a basic bibliography for extending gge's per-
spective to still other parts of the Third World. Impressive,
too, is the way in which the thrust of Frank's thesis has per-
meated other interpretations of Latin American economic history.
Powerful though Frank's theoretical formulations are, however,
they have not gone unchallenged on the Le;g. as recent discus-
sions by Leclauh and Arrighi demonstrate. Indeed, recalling
Schumpeter, it is important to recognize that this interpret-
ation of Latin American economic history has emerged because
scholars have Tooked carefully at the economic history of

35
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Latin America, and not because they have imposed a specific
set of theoretical constructs upon that history.

More generally, there is a considerable literature re-
flecting a spectrum of ideological positions which emphasizes
that in the modern period the terms of trade between the de-
veloped and underdeveloped nations have produced and continue
to produce a dynamic relationship whereby the rich nations
get richer and the poor nations get poorer. Singer, Myrdal,
and Jalee, to name_only a few, have all made this point in one
manner or another.37 But the most significant theoretical
analysis of this problem is Arghiri Emmanuel's L'echange
inegal: essai sur les anta?aniamea dans les rapports econo-
miques internationaux (Paris, 1969: English translation as
Unequal Exchange: A Study of the Imperialism of Trade, New
York 1972), mﬁich takes Ricardo's theory of comparative
costs to task by confronting it with an integrated and there-
by reformulated combination of the theory of international
value and the general theory of value. That such a theoreti-
cal departure is accessible to the historian of Africa is more
than adequately demonstrated by the way in which Magdoff utilizes
recent historical studies of England's trade with Portugal in
the early modern period to demolish Ricardo's thesis on the
basis of the ﬁery historical example upon which it was initially
constructed.

When at last we return to Africa, we find very much the
same ideas beginning to come to the foreground after years of
lurking in the shadows. The most impressive corpus of analyti-
cal and historical studies for the colonial and post-colonial
periods have been the product of a single scholar, Samir Amin.
Dealing with the Maghreb, Francophonic West Africa, Ghana, and
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Amin has necessarily
faced a number of historical variations within ths framework
of a common colonial and neo-colonial experience. A1l the
more reason, then, to deal seriously with his theoretical study,
which both follows in the path of other Marxist analysts and
is rooted 18 scrupulous examination of the historical record
in Africa. Another African economist who is squarely con-
fronting problems of economic analysis from an historical per-
spective is Justinian Rweyemamu, a Tanzanian. Rweyemamu's
debate with Leslie Stein on the role of international trade
in underdeveloped countries crystallizes the differences between
neo-classical and Marxist analysis and methodology, and demon-
strates, I think, the distinct superl?rity of the latter for the
student of African economic history. From Baran to Rweyemamu
there is much to be Tearned, not by simply swallowing whole
what is being said, but by confrontlng their ideas and interpret-
ations with the discernible facts of African pre-colonial eco-
nomic history.
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Not surprisingly, and as must be evident by now, these
studies bear mainly upon historical developments in the
colonial and post-colonial periods of African history, which
is why I have attempted - like Rodney - to indicate that these
notions are equally valid for dealing with the problems of
African development in the pre-colonial era. But when we
step back from the immediate problems facing African economies,
and therefore from the domination which the developed countries
of the world today exercise over those that are not, we can
see that Rodney's argument does not help us to understand
problems of African economic development before the era of
European contact. Accordingly, a satisfactory approach to
African economic history must also deal with the phenomena
of pre-colonial Afro-Arab and Afro-Asian trade, especially if
Africanists are not to slip back into a romanticized idealiz~
ation 6f the potential for international trade to lead to pro-
portional development were it not for the imposition of formal
colonial rule by European powers. As prominent an advocate of
the beneficence of colonial rule as D. K. Fieldhouse admits
that the economic domination of capitalism would have prevailed
in the Third World, as it does today, EEen without the establish-
ment of political control by the West. What I wish to suggest
now is that similar economic domination was already being ex-
ercised by Arab and Asian capital before Europeans came on the
African scene with their own mercantilist system.

Africanists have always assumed that the tran-Saharan
trade with the Islamic world in the pre-Portuguese period was
beneficial to the Western Sudan because it led to a process
of state formation. Bovill, Fage, Awe, Ifemesia, and Fyfe all
operate on this premise in some of the @ost widely used intro-
ductions to the history of the periud.4 In his main works on
West Africa, Davidson embodies a sensitivity to problems of
growing social stratification, but never squarely faces the
economic issue. He, too, essentially regards this only as a
period of creative development, although he nn!4appears to be
in the process of reconsidering this position. Even Suret-
Canale falls into this trap:

Until the sixteenth century, black Africa,
following its oun path of development, had
already produced developed civilizations;
in the eleventh century, at the time of
Ghana, the comparison with contemporary
western Europe had been in many spheres

to ite advantage. Contacts with the
outside, eseentially with the Arab world,
had hgg benefieial effecte on this develop-
ment.
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Wrigley's essay has exposed the fundamental weaknesses of this
sort of historicism in a closely related context. To date,
however, the only serious attempt to deal with the economic
history of the trans-Saharan trade has been made by the Indian
scholar, K. Madhu Panikkar. His conclusion, which he states
at the very beginning of a lengthy chapter on the subject, is
that 'Colonialism in Africa did not originate in 19th century
Europe. The Sudan from the earliest times had a colonial
economy. The characteristic of a colonial sgonomy is that
trade rather than production dominates it.'

The rest of Panikkar's chapter explores this idea tho-
roughly, but it clearly represents only a beginning, the
details of which may well be challenged upon further exam-
ination. Furthermore, if his colonial analysis is to gain
acceptance, it is important to explore with equal care the
economic structures of the Arab world to which the Western
Sudan was so closely linked. Briefly, these can be character-
ized as urban and commercial, their prosperity being 'bound
up with that of long-distance trade,' which provided the links
between the great Arab cities and the nomadic peoples of the
desert,_as well as with the African peoples of the Western
Sudan.47 The remarkable fourteenth century Arab historian-
philosopher, Ibn Khaldun, observed this to be the case in the
Maghreb in his day, while the landmark studies of Goitein
reveal the development of thi Middle Eastern bourgeoisie in
the four previous centuries.?® That the medieval Arab com-
mercial economy did not develop into a fully capitalist system
reflects both structural problems within the Arab world and
the confrontation with the rising mercantilism of Europe.
Nevertheless, the decline which seized most of the Arab
world after 1500 should not obscure the fact that throughout
the period during which Afro-Arab trade dominated the inter-
national relations of West Africa, the economic advantages
were weighted largely in favor of Arab capital and Arab mer-
chants, and that there are no indications that this relation-
shi? was turning in Africa's favor towards the end of this
period.

The same thesis holds true for East Africa in the pre-
Portuguese era. Here, in fact, the comparison with Europe's
domination of trade with Africa is even more striking because -~
of the technological similarities. For all that the camel gained
fame as the 'ship of the desert,' its importance in enabling
Arab merchants to carry the initiative in trade to the Western
Sudan can in no way be construed as a product of a superior
technology of transportation. In the Indian Ocean, however,
the development of the lateen sail and the early knowledge of =
the operation of the monsoon winds clearly were the result of
man's technical mastery over his environment. Thus in both



- 12 -

East and West it was outsiders who sailed to Africa rather

than Africans who sailed to their shores. As the distinguished
maritime historian, Michel Mollat, has recently argued, 'in

its total relations to the heart of the Indian Ocean community,
Africa played a passive role of a colonial type, which was
securely established in the course of centuries previous to

the arrival of the Europeans.' In exchange for rare and
precious primary goods, the East African coast was provided
with some foodstuffs, cotton goods, and 'an important pro-
portion of manufactured objects and luxury items destined for
the rich merchants of the coastal settlements.' Trade was in
the hands of foreigners, some of whom settled on the coast to
form one of the elements of a later Swahili civilization, while
the interior was little affected except in certain areas like
the gold producing regions of Zimbabwe. 'Durlgg these centuries,
Africa submitted to exchanges often unequal.'

Nor was this situation changed after the arrival of the
Portuguese in the Indian Ocean caused the collapse of the exist-
ing Arab commercial system. Not that the Portuguese entirely
replaced it themselves, for after their initial successes in
exploiting the gold trade of Southeast Africa at the beginning
of the sixteenth century, they were an ineffective economic
force in East Africa except insofar as they were able to con-
trol the predominant system of Asian international commerce
which arose to replace that of the Arabs. Only from the middle
of the eighteenth century did European mercantilism begin to
make a serious dent in the trading economy of East Central
Africa, while along the Swahili coast Asian merchants held
their own with increasing numbers of Europeans during the
nineteenth century right up until the era of formal colonial
rule.50 Indeed, the Asian commercial economy was not serious-
ly threatened by European mercantilism until late in the eight-
eenth century, and then not at all evenly. Eventually, however,
its own structural weaknesses and steady penetration by European
capital undermined its vitality, as had taken place earlier on
to the medieval Arab commercial economy. The problems inherent
to Asian economic development are brilliantly analysed for Mughal
India by Irfan Habib, whose work could well ierve as a model for
all economic historians of the Third Wor1d.3! As for the more
familiar problem of European penetration, Holden Furber writes:
‘It is now, I think, fully realized by economic historians that
the steadily increasing participation in the maritime trade of
Asia by Europeans in partnership - voluntary and involuntary -
with local traders and seamen was the foundation !pon which
the imperialism of more recent times was built.'S

Echoes of Rodney. But if Africanists can re-examine their
assumptions about the impact of European trade along the lines
which I have suggested in the Tibraries and archives of Europe,
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they do not enjoy quite the same luxury of rich literary and
archival sources bearing upon indigenous African economic
systems as do scholars like Goitein and Habib. And to reiterate
what I said earlier, it is here that our ignorance is most
glaring. Now the problem is to confront the issue in the
field, in oral traditions, as has been done so effectively by
Africanists working on political and, to a lesser extent,
social and religious history. The challenge first involves
asking the right questions in the field, however less suscept-
ible economic data are to oral transmission than political
information. The researcher in the field will need, then to
work very hard at digging into the past and will no doubt need
to extend his or her inquiry to include matters of general
cultural values, of which purely economic values will be but a
single aspect. Unless this is done, African economic history
will forever be the history of trade - indigenous as well as
international, to be sure, but trade nevertheless. What needs
to be emphasized is that there is an entire dimension of
African economic history which is in danger of being over-
looked if we devote all of our energies to studying its
international aspects. Indeed, there can be no true under-
standing of the tragedy of Africa's present economic dilemma
without some knowledge of the way in which indigenous African
economic structures and values have been skewed. Moreover,
greater knowledge and appreciation of the way in which African
societies managed their own economies in the past and dealt
with earlier, less pervasive manifestations of foreign economic
penetration could provide some suggestions for those who would
lead Africa out of her present predicament. To recall Sachs and
Kalecki, proportional growth cannot be achieved without full
knowledge of the socio-economic structure of a given society,
and for each society there is an appropriate theory of growth.
Reconstructing the history of indigenous African economic systems
is an integral part of achieving these ends.

Having decided to tackle this problem in the field, then,
what are the possibilities for historians to inform themselves
so that they can acquire the necessary conceptual tools? A
good beginning can be made by studying the literature on African
agricultural systems. There is more of this than is generally
recognized, although much work remains to be done. Perhaps the
best single available study is William Allan's The African
Husbandman (London, 1965). Allan's field exper1ences are Zambian,
but his scope is continental. Furthermore, Allan's great value
derives from the fact that his approach is not merely descriptlve.
but that it begins to grapple with the economics of African agri-
culture, pag&icular]y in ﬁ1s discussions of 'normal surp]us
production. Most of these studies do not share Allan's method-
ology although they bring together in a most valuable way a
massive amount of raw material on African agricultural systems.54



= T

To take but one example which shares this shortcoming, Marvin
Miracle's compendium on Congolese agriculture has caused at
least two reviewers - C. C. Wrigley and Andre Lux - to stress
the need for economic studies of the problems, in as many
different societies as is possible. Wrigley also voices
doubts that economic growth in Africa must be based upon
increased agricultural production for export and poses some
vital questions about the general relationship between agri-
cultural improvement and economic growth. Lux, for his part,
addresses his most pointed comments to the need for some
discussion of optimization in order to arrive at an understand-
ing of past economic behavior in Africa.

This point, indeed, is of great importance,

if we want to give economics its right place
within traditional culture and organiaation,
and understand the real nature of economic
aceulturation in modern times. One aspect

of the "optimisation' process i8 to inventory
the full range of returns, both goeial and
economic, and their interrelations, in order

to break through the dichotomy of "substemtivist"
and "formalist" approaches which cppose anthrg-
pologtsts dealing with traditional economies. 5

One could hardly state the prcblem more effectively. The
rhetoric which dominates much of the debate between the two
major schools of thought in economic anthropology allows their
various proponents to avoid locking horns directly, so that one
seems to be drawn progressively into two closed systems. Toan
outsider, the 'substantivists' are more obviously anthropolo-
gists and believe that the economies of pre-capitalist societies
are embedded in the total social structure of the society, which
requires the scholar to seek unfamiliar, non-Western concepts
for explaining their economic behavior.36 The 'formalists’
cling to the thesis that peoples in pre-capitalist societies
act entirely rationally in matters economic and that their be-
havior is therefore as susceptigle to formal economic analysis
as is that of modern Americans. A selective approach to the
economic anthropologists can still be most interesting, as Lux
intimates, sharpening the historian's perspective on a particu-
lar set of data by raising the possibility that these may be
representative of a much wider process of the sort being dis-
cussed in theoretical terms by the social scientist. Schneider's
study of the agro-pastoral Nyaturu of Tanzania, to take the
most persuasive example from the 'formalists', is a thoroughly
stimulating discussion of 'pure' economic behaviour, raising
important ideas about maximization and economic conceptualiza-
tion in at least one African society. And in dealing with the
problem of what would appear to be economic stasis in Nyaturu
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society, he suggests this fruitful formula for the historian
to contemplate: 'Stasis in Turu society is partly a function
of the lack of new goals and partly a function of the Iggk

of understanding how economically to pursue new goals.'

While these two perspectives on economic anthropology
dominate the literature, they do not represent the only ways
of looking at pre-capitalist economic behavior in Africa. A
collection of essays edited by Raymond Firth and apparently
representing a more balanced effort by British scholars to
tackle this problem makes much good sense after ogg has ex-
plored the 'substantivists' and the 'formalists.’ Marshall
Sahlins' major re-thinking of Karl Polanyi's formulations about
‘archaic' economies, while admittedly 'substantivist,' also
provides food for thought.60 Another suggestive approach is
taken by hbg?r Cohen in his analysis of Hausa traders in
Yorubaland. But the most original and most widely known
scholar to historians is Polly Hill, an anthropologized econo-
mist, whose 'Plea for Indigenous Economics' points the way
for both developmental economists and economic historians.62
Finally, there is the important departure of Claude Meillassoux,
whose analysis of the Guro of the Ivory Coast demonstrates the
potential for extending soph1§§1cated Marxist analysis to
indigenous African economies. Taken together, sifted through
and sorted out, economic historians of Africa will find their
horizons and conceptualizations greatly expanded by the work
of the economic anthropologists.

Indeed, the most ambitious extant attempt to write an in-
ternalized African economic history is the product of the search-
ing mind of Karl Polanyi, the recognized fountainhead of the
'substantivist' school of thought. Dahomey and the Slave
Trade is by no means an unflawed work, but its pioneering sig-
nificance in bringing together issues of African economic '
analysis in an historical perspective and in raising major
questions of interpretation and conceptualization has gone largely
without comment in most reviews by Africanist historians. Only
Basil Davidson and A. Norman Klein treat it as a serious piece
of historical eggnomic analysis and their comments are well
worth pursuing. Basically, Polanyi is concerned to demon-
strate that, given the involvement of the kingdom of Dahomey in
international trade, its rulers recognized that there were two
discrete economic sectors of society. One of these was indig-
enous and dominated by factors of rural agriculture, the other
international and dominated by factors of trade and market.

He then proceeds to analyse the institutions of each and to
suggest the ways in which each was integrated into the structure
of the society at large. That Polanyi's conclusions are often
open to question and his analytical framework is too rigidly
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'substantivist' is not the point; what matters is that
Polanyi is essaying something wholly novel, which, as
Davidson comments, 'marks an important enlargement of our
historiography."

Another provocative endeavor to do this sort of history
appears as a brief essay on what is today Ghana by Stephen
Hyper, an economist who has absorbed the ideas of Polanyi,
while not being completely dominated by them, and who carries
his overview on into the modern period.66 Neither Polanyi
nor Hymer ought to be slavishly emulated. Nor for that
matter should historians simply adopt the methodology implied
by Georges Balandier in his analysis of the pre-colonial E?Ono—
my of the kingdom of Kongo, as Jan Vansina has cautioned.

But it should be a sobering reminder to the historian that these
attempts to reconstruct the indigenous economic history of
African societies are the work of an economic anthropologist,

an economist, and a sociologist.

Historians have not been entirely lacking, however,
although their numbers are thin and their output still
limited. For West Africa there are already a number of
specialized essays dealing with aspects of trading which
do much more than merely describe and Eg not fall back upon
the old 'trade and politics' typology. Balandier's depic-
tion of the Kongo has been corrected to a large extent by
W. G. L. Randles, while the Gray and Birmingham collection
deserves special recognition for some of the solid achieve-
ments which it attains in this respect. Finally, two most
valuable general essays on the economic history of Buganda
have been written by Wrigley, a scholar of great perception
who merits wider Fﬁcognition for his contributions to this
developing field. There can thus be little doubt, I think,
that this sort of economic history can be written, whatever
the obstacles. But to do so requires a shifting of emphasis
from trade to production and the acquisition of a new battery
of allied skills.

The compression which marks the preceeding section of this
paper is a sharp contrast to the extended discussion of the
external economic factors bearing upon African economic develop-
ment which dominates its initial sections. The justification
for this imbalance derives from the fact that while some
Africanists are already alive to the possible fusion of economic
anthropological theory and historical methodology, and have
actually begun to try their hands at this sort of indigenous
economic history, they are by no means ready to confront the
reality which is raised by the radical pessimists. This does
not vitiate the other major contention of this essay that most
of these studies appear to be focusing on the trading economies
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of African societies, rather than on their whole economies.

The distinct possibility remains, then, that without this sort
of corrective re-focusing of the field, we could end up with

a massive literature of increasingly sophisticated studies
which tacitly or explicitly assume that their further demonstra-
tions of African initiative were taking African societies along
the path to proportional economic development. It is my belief
that unless these new historical studies of African indigenous
economic systems are set within the widest context of the
problems confronting African economic development, they will
only obscure today's reality and add further to the mystifica-
tion of the African past. Once individual African economies
are drawn into the arena of international trade, the critical
problem of Africa's economic disadvantage when confronted with
the presence of Arab, Asian, and European capital on its door-
step cannot be avoided by the historian.

As for the ultimate roots of these problems, they ought
now to be familiar to all Africanists. First, there are eco-
logical factors, such as poor soils and irregular rainfall,
which have worked to 1imit Africa's agricultural productive
capacity. Second, and more critical, is Africa's techno-
logical gap, a problem of considerable complexity which has 7
recently been analyzed with great sensitivity by Jack Goody.
But it is well to bear in mind Meillassoux's perceptive criti-
cism of Goody's thesis linking techno]qu to the means of
destruction in West African societies. Goody neglects the
important fact that the societies which he has chosen to
illustrate his point had already been in commercial contact
with the outside world for many years, so that the military
techniques adopted by each society were, as Meillassoux argues,
historically determined by 'the nature of these exchanges,
the trade goods and t9§ means of their production - thus in the
modes of production.' If we are to arrive at a better
appreciation of Africa's technological gap, and of the dynamic
of technological change in Africa, this sort of approach is
surely preferable to the frequently encountered geographical
determinism which seeks an explanation in the isolation of sub-
Saharan Africa from other world civilizations. Finally, there
can be little doubting the severe disadvantage which political
fragmentation of African society on a continent-wide base
created for pre-colonial economic development. And this, of
course, is itself inexorably linked to the underlying ecological
and technological problems.

Let us now turn to a single historical example, one which
arises from my own work on the pre-colonial trade of East Central
Africa, one which provided a critical 1ink between history and
theory for me and allowed me to escape from a simple narrative
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analysis of the topic which I was studying. The international
trade of East Central Africa in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries was dominated by a combination of Asian and European
capital, operating primarily upon the peoples of the interior
through the coastal entrepots of Kilwa - successively under
Portuguese, independent, and Omani Arab rule - and Mozambique
Island - the center of the Portuguese administration of East
Africa, but with its commerce controlled by Asian and French
capital. Within this setting, however, there is overwhelming
Portuguese documentary evidence of African initiative, trading
acumen, and market sensitivity. People like Yao and those
Makua in the Cape Delgado area had two independent international
markets at their disposal and regularly adjusted their pattern
of trade to their own advantage within this framework. The
flow of trade to the coast shifted markedly more than once
during the eighteenth century, while African traders increasing-
ly were able to weigh the relative advantages of ivory and ..
slaves as items of export after the middle of the century.

At Mozambique, where goods were traded at a mainland fair,

Yao and Makua were able to secure the most. favorable rate

of exchange as a result of fierce competition between Asian,
Portuguese, and at times also French and Swahili traders.
Portuguese control over this trade was remarkably ineffective.
Yet it cannot be denied that these responses were all being
made to external economic stimuli. With the growth of the
slave trade in the nineteenth century at Mozambique, where

the Brazilian traffic now became a dominating factor, the
hazards of this process of response became clear all around
with the transformation of the once powerful Makua chiefdoms
of the coastal hinterland from aggressors to victims of the
trade.

Leaving aside the complications of the slave trade for a
moment, the issue of economic domination and the problem of
unequal exchange in international trade comes vividly into
focus in the chance observation of Henry Salt, British ambassador
to Abyssinia, who spent several idle weeks at Mozambique on his
passage to the Horn in August 1809. This was the height of the
trading season on the mainland, and Salt inveigled an invitation
to observe its operation as a means of diverting himself from
the oppressive boredom of the island-capital:

In the cool of the evening, the planter took
us to a kind of fair held in the neighbourhood
for the purpose of bartering with the traders
lately arrived. The articles displayed to
tempt these simple savages were very trifling,
such as salt, shells, beads, tobacco, coloured
handkerchiefs and coarse cloths from Surat; a
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eircumstance that proves how artfully
the Portugueee have carried on this
species of traffie, otherwise they
could not have kept the nativeas in an 78
ignorance thus suitable to their purposes. _
Salt's ignorance of the system of trade at Mozambique prevented
him from realizing that in this closed system it was the Yao
and Makua - the unnamed traders from the interior - who domi-
nated the Portuguese. Indeed, the Portuguese themselves were
too much a part of it to see what Salt could see, namely, that
the institutions of trading - however poorly they operated
locally for the Portuguese - ultimately reduced the Africans to
the role of weaker partners in an unequally balanced trade. In
the context of world economic history the Africans were being
had, and Salt knew it.

For Salt, this truth merely reinforced his typical pre-
judices about Africans as 'simple savages'. This they were
manifestly not. But they clearly did not see the inequities in
their trade which the interloping Salt did. The reason for
this, and the key to a beginning of the understanding which I
am seeking, is that Africans and their international trading
partners - European, Arab, and Asian - were each operating within
discretely perceived economic systems. In particular, until too
late in the day Africans were not able, for the most part, to see
the way in which they were linked and subordinated to the .inter-
national institutions of trade. In short, Africans did not
share in that essential breadth of economic vision which marked
European expansion from its beginning, and which no doubt in-
formed Arab and Asian international trade in their heyday.

Most Africans - in this case Yao and Makua - could not see

that they were compradors in a colonial relationship with
European, Arab, or Asian economic systems, although it seems
that a number of West African coastal traders were more aware
of their position as compradors. These, however, were usually
too concerned to maintain their own privileged status in the
local society to abandon this rule. To judge people like the
Yao and Makua leadership for falling unknowingly into this .
relationship and category is overly harsh and unhistorical.

In general, what happened in the era of earlier international
trade in Africa was, instead, the convergence of different
economic systems with different sets of economic perceptions.

On the one hand there were a multitude of pre-capitalist African
economic systems; on the other hand there were the developin
capitalist or capitalistic systems of Western Europe (inc1ud?ng
the United States of America after independence), the Arab world,
and the Indian sub-continent. Dike perceived this point nearly
two desgdes ago, but neither he nor later writers ever followed
it up.
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Throughout this essay I have been arguing for a wider
recognition by Africanist historians of two central points.
On the one hand, I have emphasized that the only economic
history of Africa which makes any sense at all is develop-
mental history. Within this framework I have also suggested
that the principal causes of Africa's historical and present
underdevelopment 1ie in the nature of the trading relations
which developed between Africa and the rest of the world over
the past two millenia. On the other hand, I have tried to
reconcile this argument with what is known about indigenous
African economies and have suggested some ways in which
historians might begin to get at the history of African
systems of production, rather than limiting themselves to
analyses of trade in Africa. For it is clear that in addition
to the primary problems which Africa's role in world trade has
imposed upon economic development on the continent, there are
very real obstacles of transformation which must be confronted
in the nature of indigenous African systems of production and
attitudes towards the economy.

Even here, however, there is one last point to be made.
In the past decade there have been several important attempts
made by ;rench Marxists to define an African mode of pro-
duction.’® The most recent and comprehensive of these, by
Coquery-Vidrovitch, is notable for her attempt to integrate
the two elements of African economic 1ife which have been raised
in this essay. Yet her argument seems peculiarly reminiscent of
Polanyi's analysis of Dahomey, a state which she also utilizes
to illustrate her thesis that the African mode of production
was characterized by two distinct sectors, one agricultural
and the other commercial, with the latter dominated by a class.
which, however, exploited the surrounding peoples rather than
the peasants within their own society to produce the products
which were then used in the international trade that generated
the largest part of the surplus within any one society. Once
again, we seem to be thinking in terms of a dual economy. What
has not been given serious thought by most Africanists is the
possibility that international trade might have penetrated the
agricultural economy in any number of subtle yet important ways,
particularly in terms of how people thought about the economy,
how they allocated their labor, and how relations of production
were affected in the local community. This is a problem which
can only be resolved by intensive field work on pre-colonial
economic history. And the result of such research will very
likely reveal a dynamic process at work with many perplexing
variations rather than a single African mode of production.

So long as African perceptions of their role in the world
econony coincided with that of non-Africans, that is, so long as
their relationship was based upon the nexus of trade - trade from
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which each side believed itself to be profiting - there was
little chance for Africans to see their way out of the sub-
ordinate economic role which Arab, Asian, and finally Western
commercial expansion had imposed on them. The change to direct
colonial rule by Europe and America of not just Africa, but

of all the Third World, radically altered this situation
politically, while at the same time it grew organically out

of it. Moreover, while direct rule has become inessential

to the domination of Western capital in the Third World

today - save only in the special context of Southern Africa -
this situation remains virtually unchanged. But if colonial-
ism and 'modernization' have not helped Africans to develop
Africa for themselves, then it has provided them with the
historical moment and the conceptual tools to perceive the
roots of their present underdevelopment and to create that
African revolution which alone can free them from its shackles.
So must Africanist scholarship now move forward on that front
and begin to deal with this problem in both its contemporary
and its historical dimensions.
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