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BOOK REVIEW: Bow EUrope Underdeveloped Africa~ by Walter Rodney. 
Dar es Salaam: Tanzania Publishing House and 
London:· Bogle-L' OUVerture Publications , 1972; ~ 
.(0 . 65; Wash.ingtoo D.C. : Heward University Press , 
1974; $10.50 . 

'lhe publicati<n, in 1970, of Walter Rodney' s first major work2 
was widely acclaimed as a significant cootribution to the arerging 
body of literature which endeavors to reinterpret African history 
fJ:Ql\ an African perspective. In sane ways this work also represents 
the only concession that Rodney ever made to West em nonrs and 
criteria of scholaJ:ship with respect to fonn and content. For 
Walter Rodney has always stood out as a militant writer whose deep 
concern for the deveJ..oprent of Africa stars fJ:Ql\ a profound ccn­
viction that the root cause of exploitation and underdevelqmmt 
lies in the capitalist system and Inparialism. 

Rodney has always been an outspoken advocate of African and 
Pan-African Socialism, 3 and this has made him, despite his West 
Indian origins, sCI!leWhat of a "persona non grata" in Jamaica 
(s.in::e 1968) and IOOSt recently in Geyana, his own country. His 
co..mtry ' s leaders did not ju:ige him fit for teaching in their 
acadani.c institutions because of his una:nprani.sin:Jl y radical 
opinions. 

In many respects, Bow Europe Underdeveloped Africa is the wor k 
of a militant addressing himself to other militants, and m:>re im­
portantly, to the COIIOClll people rather than to the elite. 'lhis 
fact accounts , to a large extent, for the "unconventi~" fcmnat 
of the book. Written in a sober, sillple language easily accessibl e 
to the layman, the book contains none of the usual footnoting char­
acteristic of "scholarly" works. Instead, a brief reading guide is 
given at the end of each chapter, not so Im.lCh to irrlicate the author' s 
sources than as a supplenentary reading for the interested reader. 
While this might prove unsatisfactory to the scholar in view of his 
need for references and bibliograprical acruracy, i t can be seen as 
the nost apprq>riate device to reach the plblic for which the book 
is intenied, for , as the author hinself explains, 

The purpose has been to try and reach Africans 
who wish to explore further the nature of their 
exploitation~ rather than to satisfy the 
"standards 11 set by our oppressors and their 
spokesmen in the academic world. (p.S) 
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'!his attitude mi.Ciht acx:nmt for the fact that, art:side sene 
ootorioos exceptions,4 the tx:dt has been squarely ignored by the 
major academic journals, \olhi.ch have othel:wise given extensive 
attentioo to such "orthodox" studies as that of A.G. Hq»ti.ns, S 
to \olhi.ch Hildebrand refers in a recent article. 6 

Although Rodrey ' s ~roach is multidisciplinary, his work 
remains, basically, that of an historian. It is essentially an 
inqu:il:y into the causes for the state of ur¥:1erdevelq,mmt in 
which Africa fi.Ixls herself today. For it is obvious to the 
author that a clear 1.lilderstandin of the present and a samd asses­
trent of future develq,mmts rest oo a correct l.Dlderstanding of the 
past: 

This book derives from a concern with the contemporary 
African situation. It delves into the past only 
because otherwise it would be impossible to under­
stand how the present came into being and what the 
trends are for the near future. (p. 7) 

'Ihe tx:dt oovers the period fran the fifteenth centw:y to the 
end of the colooial period. According to the author, one needs 
to go that far bade in time, if not further, in order to under-
stand why Africa is underdevelq?Eld. In essence, Ibdney's main 
intenticn is to denalstrate the direct correlatioo existing between 
the develq,mmt of Europe and the underdevelqmmt of Africa. For 
that purpose, he uses a strictly Marxist methodology, \olhi.ch is not 
without problems, as will be seen later. Accordingly, he sees 
develq:trent and underdeveloprent as the two ~ites of the same 
dialectical prooess; similarly, just as capitalism breeds under­
develcpn:mt, socialism engenders develq,mmt. nus cares out clearly 
of the definitions of develq,mmt and underdevelq,mmt given by 
Rodney. His view is that develq:trent cannot be seen purely as an 
econanic ~. but rather as an overall social process . Con­
sequently, his definitioo of "econanic developnent" is a broad, 
"historical" one: 

A society develops economically as its 
members increase jointly their capacity 
for dealing with the environment. (p. lO) 

SUch a capacity is determined by the extent to which nen master 
Jma.iledge and eroeavor to ~ly it scientifically to a transfonraticn 
of the productive forces and of the relations of productioo. 

According to Rodney's definiticn, develq,mmt can be shown to 
have taken plaoe in many places and at many times in the history of 
rnanJd.rXi: 
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Every people have shown a capacity for 
independently inareasing their ability 
to live a more satisfaatory life through 
e:cploiting the resources of nature. (p.ll) 

Conversely, W1derdeveloprent 

••• e:cpresses a particular relationship 
of exploitation: namely~ the e:cploitation 
of one country by another . .. the under­
development with which the world is now 
pre-occupied is a product of capitalist~ 
imperiaList and colonialist e:cp'Loitation. (pp.21-22) 

Furthe.more, the capitalist devel.oprent of Westem societies 
has fed itself on and been rendered possible only by the cx:nt.inuous 
exploitation of African labor and resources, through the successive 
stages of slavery, Inp:!rialism and Neo-colcni.alism. Westem 
capitalist develcpnent and African underdeveloprent aze dialectically 
r elated to each other: 

. .. development and underdevelopment are 
not only comparative terms ... they also have 
a dialectical relationship one to the 
other: that is to say~ the two help pro­
duce each other by interaction ... It 
meant the development of Europe as part of 
the same dialectical process in which 
Ajrica was underdeveloped. (pp.84, 162) 

Rodney then sets out to describe how this process developed 
over the centuries . In the early thase, that of pre-fifteenth 
century European penetration, cne witnessed the developrent of 
African societies a<XDrding to two main criteria: the increase 
of social stratification and the emergence and oonsolidation of 
socio-political formations (states) . Egypt, Ethiq;>ia, Nubia, the 
Maghreb, the Western Sudanic Enpires (Glana, Mali and Songhai) and 
Zirrbabwe aze variously cited as evidence of such developrent. 

'lbe author then proceeds to denaJstrate in what ways Africa 
contributed to European capitalist developrent in the pre-colooial 
period, !OOStly throogh the Atlantic slave trade, seen as a basic 
factor of African underdeveloprent. In chapter foor , the prcblem 
of the roots of African underdeveloprent in the pre-colooial period 
is dealt with in sane detail. 'lbe thrust of Itilney' s argunent in 
this respect is that African ccntact with Europe through trade was 
inherently det.ri.roontal to African developrent. Not only did it 
disoourage tectmological evoluticn and bl.cx:Xed Africa's acoess to 
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its o.m technology, rut it also initiated a prooess of disruptioo 
and disintegratioo of the local ecav::mies, paving the wey far 
EuJ:'qlean expl.oitatioo throogh ~ialist subol:dinatioo and de­
pendence. 'lhis gave rise to a ocnstantly widening' gap IJeb.1een 
the socio-political, eocnanic and technological devel.c.pnent of 
Europe and that of Africa, a gap which is still wideninq ncwadays. 

umer col.ari.alism, the prooess of eooocmic exploitatiat and 
surplus transfer initiated durinq the p~oolooial period was 
oontinued and significantly speeded up. Ckle of the major oon­
sequences of colatialism was to strengthen the Western Ew:qlean 
rul.ing class and Capitalism ~ a whole. Nlat it led to was a 
typical "growth without develq:rrent" process in Africa, throogh 
eoonanic exploitatioo, "c::cnparative disadvantage" and unequal 
exctlan3e. 'lhis than::Algh analysis lea3s to the logical CXIlclusioo 
that 

African deve~opment is possib~e on~y on the basis 
of a radica~ break trn.th the internationa~ capi­
ta~ist system, which has been the principa~ 
agency of underdeve~opment of Africa over the 
~ast five centuries. (p. 7) 

Similar conclusiatS have been readled, on the basis of their 
own worl<, by such "nee-Marxist" eoananists ~ Andre Q.Ulder Frank 
and Sami.r .Amin. It neoessarily follcws that a Socialism in the 
servioe of the tt.1o li10l:e oppressed and dynamic classes in the 
history of mankind in general and of Africa in particular - the 
wo.tkers and the peasants - becanes the only p:JSsible and desirable 
ideology far the develq:rrent of Africa. 

Suocintly stated, such is the main thnlst of Rodney' s <mJU­
rrent. Rodney's awroach to his subject is not eJ<Bipt of criticism;. 
()le coo.ld first of all take issue with his dating of the beginning 
of European capitalistic develq:rrent to the fifteenth century 'as 
corresponding to the period of European penetratioo of the African 
oontinent) . ~le wallerstein seem; to agree with Rodney on this 
IX>int, Frank and Hobsbawm see the 16th and 17th centuries respec­
tively as being the crucial watershed as far as the emergence of 
capitalism is CC'I'ICleD'led. 7 More sericus are the prcbl.em:; with 
Rodney' s definition of develq:rrent which, although justified in 
an historical context, remains teo general to be operatiooal in a 
m::ldern situaticn. In particular, he never offers an explicit 
definition of "socialist develq:rrent" which, presumably, is his 
ideal type of develq:rrent. 

Furt:hel::nore, it seems difficult to accept urxxmdi.tiooally 
the idea that "socialist countries are rot involved in the rd:beJ:y 
of Africa", an idea eloquently expressed by the French Marxist 
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ea:IDClllist Pierre Jalee in his work. By roN sufficient evidence 
on the behavior of the Eastem-bloc oo.mtries (and particularly 
the Soviet Union) has been a.c:o.mulated to assert with reasooable 
cx:mfidence that Jntlerialism and Neo-oolooialisrn are first and 
fox:errost expressions of ea::n:mic exploitation in which consider­
ations of national prestige and interests take precedence over 
ideological preoccupations. 

'!his raises a nore funclaiiental question with regard to Rocmey ' s 
work, nan-ely that of the awropriateness of the methodological 
approach adc¢ed - Marxist dialectical materialism - to under­
stand a pher¥:lnenon of great CXJTplexity OCOJring in a wide variety 
of societal, human and cultural envi.mnments and cirCUIIStanoes . 
For one thing, Marxism is not totally iimune fran the criticisms 
of Europeooentrism usually levelled at other Western methodo­
logical awroac:hes. In any event, even if one accepts the p:remi..ses 
of a Marxist methodology, one need not be as dogmatic in its awli­
cation to the African situation as Rodney is in this case. Prcbably 
the IOCSt cxnvincing Marxist argurent along Ibdney ' s line would be 
an eooncrn.ic one. However, one is under the illpression that the 
author ' s foiJnation and personal inclination prevent him fran fully 
exploring this line of argument. 

'Ibis acoounts to sane extent for lb:lDey' s te1Xiency to sanetimes 
suhstitute blunt statements for careful argunentation. For instance, 
it is difficult to accept without further evidence such statements 
as "capitalism has always disoouraged teclmological evolution in 
Africa and bl.odcs Africa' s access to its own technology" (p. US) , 
" • • • the exploitation of Africa led to nultiple technical and 
organisational develq:xrents in Europe" (p. 200) and "'llle exploi­
tation and the CCI'Jl)Clrative disadvantage are the ingredients of 
underdeveloprent" (p. 261) . It should also be pointed out that 
Rodney's class analysis remains pretty hazy throughout, and that 
adequate definitions of such concepts as ''workers" and "peasants" 
are nowhere provided. 

M:Jst inFortantly, sane of Rodney's oontentiaJS, such as "In 
Africa, there were f~:M slaves and certainly no epoch of slavexy" 
(p. 45) are of dubious historical a.co.Jracy . S.i.milarly, it is 
twisting historical evidence to fit ideological preoonceptions to 
assert, concerning the inter-lacustrine kingdan of Bl.l.eyoro-Kitara, 
that " ••• sane foDn of ooercion nust also have been used to get the 
cultivators to produce a surplus for their new lords" (p. 73) • 

Furthemore, although it is difficult to openly challenge the 
assertion that capitalism has stifled and distorted indigenoos 
African develq:xrent, there seems to be sane historical evidence, 
as produced by such authors as A.G. 1-bpkin.s and E.A. arettB that 
capitalism has not had only negative effects en the eccn::rnic 
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develcpnent of Africa. In particular, trade has been shewn to 
have been rather beneficial to Africa W1der certain historical 
cirelm3tan<ES in which an i.mi.gerous capitalist class had been 
allowed to errerge; similarly, the transfer of technology is to 
be c:reclited to a large extent to the int.rodlrti.oo of capitalism 
on the oontinent. In addition, ooe might CXIlCede that despite 
its OYel:Whelmingly negative i.npact, the oolooial experience might 
have had sare positive aspects to it. '!his is, in any event, a 
point made by E.A. Brett in an othel:Wise ext.rarely critical 
study of oolonialism in East Africa. 9 · 

Despite these shortcani.ngs, an:i keeping in mind the original 
purpose of the author, one nust agree that 1birey 's work is a 
significant oontribution to the errerging literature on African 
developrent fran an African perspective. Not ally does it delve 
into an area which has been given scant CXXlSideratiat by scholars 
so far, that of the origins of African underdeveloprent an:i de­
pendency, but it does so, for the first t.im:!, fran the vantage 
point of Africa rather than fran that of Europe. To the extent 
that one agrees with the ideological premises of the author (an:i 
I certainly do) , it presents a fascinating and, ultimately, cxn­
vi.ncing explanation of the causal relatioo existing between 
European developrent and African underdevel.qmmt. As sudl, it 
can be seen as the ideal instrurrent for the political educatioo 
of the African student and layman sincerely CXIlcerned with the 
future of their oontinent an:i, CXli15ElqUe1ltiy, deserves the widest 
possible diffusioo arrcng such pe.rsons . 
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