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PREFACE

For many years I have been waiting in vain for someone else to
write this book. While it is common knowledge that so many of
the assumptions on which rural development economists base
their work are thoroughly unrealistic, owing to their general lack
of experience of the tropical world, no one seems to be prepared
to assume the role of outside professional critic. Given the failure
to appreciate the significance of professional division of labour, it
is generally believed that there is no role for a mediator who seeks
merely to build bridges between economic anthropology and
development economics. But just as an art critic seldom gives
artists practical advice on how to improve their work, so it would
seem the height of arrogance for an anthropologist like myself to
make practical suggestions on working methods or subject matter
to economists. Nothing like that is to be found here.

My approach is at once polemical and constructive: my polemical
purpose is to expose what I see as the old-fashioned, stereotyped,
Western-biased, over-generalized crudity and conceptual falsity of
so many conventional economic premises, as well as economists’
complacent attitude to bad official statistics; my constructive
purpose, which takes up much more space, is a practical
demonstration that many of the findings of the less esoteric
branches of economic anthropology ought to be regarded as
highly relevant to development economics although, as any glance
at economists’ bibliographies shows, they are habitually ignored.
The fact that anthropologists usually pursue their work by means
of detailed enquiries in the field has led to a refusal on the part of
econommists to believe that such detail is not usually an end in itself
but rather the empirical basis for generalization.

Iam well aware that many complex issues have been discussed in
very simple terms (or neglected altogether) in this book, which I
have sought to keep brief in order to appeal to as wide a public
as possible.

X7
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xif Preface

As I thought it would be confusing if I drew my anthropological
findings from many different regions of the rural tropical world, I
have chosen to concentrate mainly on Anglophone West Africa
(all of which lies south of the relatively sparsely populated Sahel)
and on south India, the two regions in which I have undertaken
prolonged fieldwork myself - place names are listed in the
Glossary. This is not to say that the themes and arguments that are
presented here could not have been equally well developed using
information from other parts of the world, or that I was obliged to
make so much reference to my own publications. But like every
other author I find it advantageous to work with the material I
know best. I am concerned with arable farming so that pastoral
societies fall outside my scope. Some four-fifths of the entire
population of south India and possibly also of West Africa (for
which the figure is not known at all precisely) consists of rural
dwellers, who live either dispersedly on their farmland or in settle-
ments with populations of under some 5,000, where the very great
majority of households are dependent on farming or farm-
labouring for their livelihood. Accordingly, it is certainly the
countryside, not the towns and cities, which should be regarded as
providing the definitive ways of life in those regions. Nor has the
definition of rara/ presented any difficulty for, except in the
immediate vicinity of very large cities, which are surprisingly rare
in both regions, there is no urban-rural continuum, which takes
such subtle and complex forms in some other world regions,
notably China.

The justification for examining a few elementary textbooks on
economic development in my polemical chapters is that they
reflect ‘prevailing orthodoxy’, such as is adhered to by many
economists, often unwittingly; given the enormous influence of
these texts on the minds of students, in particular, itis unfortunate
that they seldom receive the reviews they deserve.

Owing to their acceptance of bad official statistics, relating
particularly to the value of crop production over wide areas,
development economists must be regarded as mainly responsible
for the contemporary mood of demoralization over third-world
prospects, which has overwhelmed the public in the Western
wotld — a public which so often feels that ‘it is too late for anything
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Preface xiif

to be done’. Since the famines in Ethiopia and Sudan became
public knowledge, Africa has become a doom-laden word. Two of
my main polemical purposes are to argue that much third-world
‘doom-mongering’ has no sound intellectual basis and to affirm
the viability of tropical economies. The situation is not helped by
the widespread use in India of such jargon as semi-arid tropics (a
synonym for non-irrigated, rain-fed farming regions); or by shift-
ing the boundary of the West African Sahel (properly the zone
where pastoralism, not arable farming, has long defined the mode
of existence) some 400 miles south into the heart of Nigeria.

Since my purpose is not didactic, my constructive (non-
polemical) chapters 6 to 14 are not intended to form a linked,
coherent whole; they are rather a set of essays on particular practical
subjects, such as rural credit-granting, inheritance systems and
farm-labouring, on which it would seem that economic anthro-
pologists have much of interest to say to development economists.
This would not be so were anthropologists devoid of a concern for
economic development. Many of us (and I speak emphatically for
myself) have long had the presumed needs of development
economists in mind when conducting our work. Yet the number of
economic anthropologists (as distinct from urban sociologists)
concerned with the third world is now so tiny relative to the
colossal number of development economists that it would seem
that we ought to continue to concentrate on our fundamental
research in the field, where most matters are unexplored, rather
than converting ourselves into ‘development anthropologists’.
But such a conclusion is perhaps conditional on our persuading
the economists to start reading our books. Will the university
students, whom I have had particularly in mind when writing this
book, please use their influence to help?
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