
Boston University

OpenBU http://open.bu.edu

Seidman Research Papers Book reviews

Review of Law and Society in

Contemporary Africa. R.E. Downs and

S.P. Reyna, eds.

https://hdl.handle.net/2144/25741

"Downloaded from OpenBU. Boston University's institutional repository."



LAND AND SOCIETY IN CONTEMPORARY AFRICA 

R.E. Downs and S.P. Reyna, eds. 

The aim of the manuscript: 

10 provide a new insight into what has been termed the 

the issue of Africans' changing relations to their l and. T ,.... .! .. '· ·· ...• 
. 1. 1 i l... l It:::.' 

introduction, the editors argue that prior to the colorial 

period, cultural notions as to the nature of kin groups, 

fundamental to the organization of their society, strongly 

many African econom1c activities. The incor p orati on 

African economies into the expanding colonial empires required 

them to produce surpluses to supp ly home markets and pay taxes, 

sweep ing away their old economies in a rising tide of 

commercialism in a process that continued after i ndependence. 

this process, the state inevitabl y plays a major role. 
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through the evidence presented through a series of case studies, 

the volume aims to examine the negative consequences of this 

process, especially in the form of increased concen trat i on and 

i n equality; and to suggest the relevance of the evidenc e for 

pc-:.l:i.cy. 
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Three initial chapt e rs cover relevant gen er a l issues. The 

fi r s t, by John W. Bruce, discusses indigenous land tenure systems 

a s they impact on land concentration. 

exami n es the changing patterns of rural land control which permit 

co n centr a t ion without necessari l y involving pr i v atization. The 

third looks at the concentration that has taken place in urban 

areas , especially since independence. The twel ve case studies 

include two in different a r eas of Kenya; and one each in cne 

widely differing countries o f Tanzania, Somalia, 1~1ge r , burkina 

Faso , Cameroon, Maur i tania, and Sao Tome . 

Reco mmen dation for publi cation: 

The vol um e doe s provide timel y and i mportant collection whi ch 

should be published . The scholarship is g enerally of ~ high 

quality. Based on o r igina l fiel d stud ies made by the authors 

the case studies from di f ferent parts of the cont inent prov ide 

very u s e ful materials for anyo ne interested in und e rstanding the 

issues of the changing relati on s of Africans to the l and, 

particularly the increasingly important question of g r owing 

inequality . Th ese signi?icant issues deserve serious study, and 

the materi.1l s i ncluded provide useful cases that i llus trate t heir 

complexity. 



In general, too~ the manuscript 1s re adab le and convincing. 1 

would assume its principal audience would be university stuJents 

In the United States presumably, courses in 

... J •. 
~ ::!. L. graduate level, as well 

grow ing numbers ot people in the aid field and organizations and 

groups concerned with development policies, would prov1de the 

A market miqht a lso be available in universit i e s 

in Afr ica , and probably 1n Europe and Asia . For these kinds of 

audiences, the general organization of the materials seems clear 

For pub lication, however, I would make several sug gestions. 

First, and mos~ important, it seems to me that 

commercialization and the changing relationships of Afri cans (or 

any other group for that matter) to the land should be seen in 

their larger development context. Yet the introduction of the 

manuscript and the individual case studies seem to perceive this 

as an isolated process . As a result, they tend ~ o ob5cure, 

rather than reveal, the under l ying causal factors. .; ·1-
.1. \ .• 

almost appear~ as thouqh commercialization, itself - whether 



unoe~ colonialism or afte~ independence causes undesi~able 

concent~ation ano inequality. If this we~e true, the reader 

p~ocess ocommercialization. At the end of their int~oduction, 

howeve~, the edito~s make the point that imp~oved technology is 

n ecessa~ y to increased p~oductivity, implying the nee d for 

increased specialization and exchange, i.e. commercialization. 

lh e question, then, is not whether commercialization should 

take place, but how and 

correctly e mphas i ze that the issue is not merely technological 

but requires research in to al l aspects of the process t o 

determine what factors cause con centration and inequality , 

including the socio-economic system. I could not ag ree more with 

1:: h i ::~. c c:J r ... i c: 1 u. ~::; :i. c:; n .. But to bring out the l ogic of the a rgumen t, 1 

would suggest the need to discuss the relationship between the 

1:~ h ~?. t ro u. ·::~.1::. ·!·· .~··. 
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increased productivity, ano the development of more balanced 

integrated na t ional economies capable o f providing increasingl y 

produc t ive employment oppor t unities and rising living standa~ds 

fo~ all thei~ populations. Inevitably, ove~ time, t his process 

will lead for some (though not alll crops to econ omies of size 

and la~ge scale fa~ms. A decreasing pe~ centage of the 

population will be able to make thei~ liv ing from fa rming, and 

growing numbers will require e mploymen t in other secto~s, 

especially ma nufact uri n g an d ser vices . 
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While the manuscript need not deal in detail ~ith these 

questions, the editors ought, in my opinion, bring to the 

agriclture that ignores these essential relationships, as 

all the case studies suggest, ~ill likely enrich a 

fe~ large farmers 1 linked with a growing urban elite 1 and 

impoverish the majority. The editors justifiably emphasize 

that the state 1s a1ways and everywhere inevitably involved in 

the transformation process. 

agriculture, state planners need t o involve peasants in a 

participatory process of transformation. But the editors might 

wish to point out that, to avoid negative consequen ces, policy 

makers need to think through ho~ the changing relations of 

Africans to the land will affect and be a f fected by the larger 

process of transformation. 

The editors could clarify the relation of the Africans' 

changing relationships to land to the larger issues of 

transformation in three places in the introduction. F:i. r- ;:::.t: ., pp .. 1 

and 2 could explain ~hy commercialization takes place and the 

need to understand the causes of the consequent difficulties as 

the basis of a solution. That is, it could point out there that 

the appropriate solution to the difficulties must invo l ve a 

transformation that does lead to increa sed productive employment 

t:::· 
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opportunit i es and rising living standard s . This would provide a 

criterion for evaluating the conse quences of alternat i ve pol i cies 

attemp t ed. I n cidentally, it would also provid e a th read to t ie 

the Bruce, Berry and Dic kerman chapters into the overal l 

analys is. Then, on pp. 9 -10, the point could be reiterated t o 

explain why it is i mportant to explore the c hanging relation s o f 

Africans to the lan d . On pp. 31-32 1 the impor tance o f 

commercialization to r eal ization o f increased p r o ducti vi ty cou l d 

again be reiterated and put into the larger con t ext. 

Second, the manuscript is u n necessarily long. It c ould be cut 

through a r i gorous editing that would improve its focus and make 

it more useful for the kinds of a u diences suggest e d. 

Specificallyj each of the chapters includes an i ntroduction that 

generally repeats ideas that a r e or could be better incl uded 1n 

the overall introduction. Where they differ in i nter preting 

spec1t 1c concepts or ideas, the e di tors could poi n t o u t that 

those d i fferences exist. Further more, the historical backgrounds 

of i ndividual cases could be a brid ged, with referenc e s to ot h er 

background sources emphasized. Some o f the unnecessary detail 

actually obscures t he sign ificance of points being made a n d 

should be reduced, thus focussing the readers' attention on t he 

critical issues. 

To mention a few examples. The Shipton and Fleuret c h apt e rs, 

both relating to Kenya, could be significantly cut. The editors 
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could combine their historical backgrounds in a brief 

int roduction~ showing the similarities and differences. 

editing of the case studies could then or1ng out the significance 

of the differences, including Shipton's foc us on the problem of 

growing inequality, and Fleuret's analysis at the impact of 

migratory labor, especially on women. Shipton's notes cou l d be 

where necessary referring interested readers to 

His conclusion, too, is unnecessar11y 

Saul s paper on Burkina Faso, too, could be cut by severe 

Incidentally, at both the beginning and the end, .; ·~· 
. 1. '··· 

would be well to re-iterate that he i s writing on t he pre-coup 

state! s ince, as he notes only in p assing a reference readers 

that things have changed signficant ly since. 

Grayzel 's paper on Mauritania could be shortened by cutting 

the 15 page introduction and focusing on the case study 

the causes of the distorted results of the parastatal poli c ies 

introduced after independence. 

unfortunately does not adequate ly consider the relationship of 

the micro-issues raised to the macro-issues of national 

an issue that should be raised .1.1 i 

the introduction. Perhaps that discussion might be reduced to 

focus on the author's analysis of the causes of the problems 1n 

s uggests the necessity of participation oy the 

···:r 



peasants in whatever solution is introduced. 

Third, I would suggest inclusion in each chapter of maps of 

the particular countries and the locations of the case studies be 

i ncluded in every chapter, as well as a map of the full African 

continent showing the countries' location on it in the general 

introduction. 

Fourth, it is a serious criticism of the manuscript that tt1ere 

are, as far as I can see, no African authors involved. That 

mi ght have been appropriate some 25 years ago when there were no 

African universities and few Africans had been encouraged to 

conduct research relating to the kinds of issues raised. ~oday, 

this is no longer the case. The UNITAR-TWA-UNUniversity 

project of Samir Amin's, 1n Dakar, has been working with a number 

of African scholars exam1n1ng relevant issues. The manuscript 

will be subject to criticism for not having included at least 

some. If time permits, it might be possible to ask Amin or Kwame 

Amoah lT they can suggest someone who has undertaken a relevant 

study. At least, an African scho lar might be asked to write an 

introduction to the book. 


