History and Economic Anthropology: the
Historian’s Search for Economic
Man in Africa

THOMAS W. ROBISHEAUX*

Histprians confront a common methodological problem when
anal‘_\fmn‘g economic change in pre-industrial societies: the
application of formal economic theory. European historians, for
example, are familiar with the controversy generated by Douglass
North and Robert Thomas over their systematic use of economic
theory to explain the rise of the Western European economy since
the early Middle Ages.! While some historians applauded their use
of theory to explain pre-industrial European history, others
doubted the relevance of an interpretive framework deduced from
modern industrial societies and applied to radically different
economies in the past. As one critic remarked, “the economic
conduct of medieval lords or peasants should not be assumed to
follow the precepts of modern theory without demonstration.” 2
This theoretical controversy may seem familiar to historians in
other fields as well. African historians, however, made this debate
into a central historiographical theme by borrowing from two
opposing schools of economic anthropology: one school supporting,
the other rejecting the use of formal economic theory in studying
pre-industrial societies. A review of the historiography in this field
clarifies the particular issues in African economic history and also
provides a case study of how historians have used the insights of
economic anthropology and formal economics to understand
economic history in pre-industrial societies.

Two schools of economic anthropology have evolved from the
debate over the use of formal economic theory. One school, the
substantivists, drew a sharp distinction between African
non-market economies and Western market economies.
Substantivists argued that social institutions, not markets,
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distributed material goods according to social, not economic,
values. Since social institutions prevented the free operation of the
market principle, modern economic theory dealing with market
allocation of scarce resources could not be used to explain the
dvnamics of these societies. The formalist school, on the other
hand, argued that formal economic theory could be applied to
Africans as well as Westerners since all men pursued economic
goals. For the substantivists, economic man was not indigenous to
African societies: he was born only in response to Western
economic forces. The formalists believed that economic man had
always existed in Africa; it was simply a matter of using the right
methodology, that is, neo-classical economic theory, to find him.

African economic historians made this debate an
historiographical theme by borrowing substantivist theory to
explain unresearched aspects of African economies. Early
historians who, for example, concentrated on the role of European
trade in Africa, were predisposed to use substantivist theory in
explaining the apparently static nature of local African economies.
By relying on this theory, however, historians made the
substantivist issue of response to the market a major historical
problem. How exactly did economic change occur in societies which
did not respond to economic forces? Historians slowly resolved this
paradox by researching African market mechanisms and
production. This research undermined substantivist theory by
showing that Africans actually took advantage of economic
change. Economic theory appeared to explain more than just
long-distance trade with Europeans, and the once dominant
substantivist theory came under increasing attack from historians
using formal economic theory to explain historical change. While
research demonstrated the relevance of formal theory, however, it
also tended to confirm the substantivist emphasis on the radically
different institutional context of economics in African societies.
Thus, in attempting to explain economic change in Afrieca,
historians proved the usefulness of both substantivist economic
anthropology and formal economic theory.
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Substantivists and Formalists

Karl ‘Polan}-’i first formulated the substantivist theorv which
economic anthmpohgists later adopted.? According to b(_:l&nyi,
md1v1du‘c_1]§ In a market economy select freely from alternative
commodities to satisfy their material needs. Formal economic
theory is designed to analyze scientifically this free flow of rational
calculation which appears as the forces of supply and demand.
Markets, however, have operated freely only in modern Western
history. In pre-market or non-market economies, such as Africa
before contact with European economic forces, individuals could
not select freely from unlimited material goods. The distribution of
material goods occurred through social institutions created to
preserve social stability. These institutions, such as kinship groups,
political institutions, and religious organizations, embedded the
economy in a web of social and political values in order to protect
the society from the disruptive effects of conflict over scarce
material resources. The relevance of formal economic theory,
Polanyi concluded, was limited to modern market economies. In
non-market economies, one studied the social institutions.

Polanyi’'s institutional distinction between market and
non-market economies implied sharp contrasts in the ways that the
societies confronted economic change. Non-market economies were
static, resisted change, and crumbled when market forces
transformed social goods into commodities. Market economies, on
the other hand, exploited economic opportunities which resulted
from change. Also, their currencies functioned in opposite ways. In
non-market economies, people developed “special purpose”
currencies in order to restrict the distribution of goods within
specially-defined spheres without reducing all goods to one system
of equivalents. Market economies, however, used ‘“‘general
purpose” currencies to facilitate free exchange of all goods.
Polanyi reasoned that the ‘“‘special purpose” currencies in
non-market economies shielded production decisions from
fluctuations in market prices. Social values channelled production
to meet the needs of a subsistence economy, thereby protecting
social relations from the whims of an alien, uncontrollable market.
This isolation of production from the market contrasted with
market economies in which supply and demand directly affected
production. Although Polanyi directly applied this theory to only a
few historical cases, his work provided an appealing framework for
scholars concerned with pre-industrial societies.*
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George Dalton and Paul Bohannan began the substantivist
school of economic anthropology by applying Polanyi’s theory to
studies of African economies.? By using criteria based on market
integration, Dalton and Bohannan expanded Polanyi’s framework
to describe three types of economies. The first type included
societies without markets which distributed goods exclusively
through social institutions. Societies in a second category had
peripheral markets which distributed some goods through market
exchange, but social institutions continued to control access to the
main sources of subsistence (land, labor, and food). The third type
referred to market economies which used the market to allocate all
material resources. In the first two types, the circulation of goods
within the society actually reflected social obligations expressed in
material terms as reciprocity and redistribution. The various social
relationships distributed material goods within several spheres,
creating a “multicentric economy’” understandable only in terms of
the social institutions. “Special purpose” currencies operated
within each sphere to prohibit material goods from acquiring
generalized values. The introduction of a “general purpose”
currency, however, broke down the distinctions between spheres
and reduced everything to commodities. This occurred especially
after contact with Western economic forces expanded the once
limited sphere of market exchange and reduced the importance of
non-market spheres. A “dual economy” resulted in which the
“modern sector” responded to economic forces, and social
nstitutions continued to dominate the “traditional sector.” ¢ The
substantivists applied these theories to their field work among
different ethno-linguistic groups in Africa, Paul and Laura
Bohannan’s work on the Tiv representing the classic substantivist
approach.”

Claude Meillassoux gave the substantivist approach a
provocative Marxist twist by focusing on the social institution of
kinship as the mode of production in segmented lineage societies.®
These societies depended less on the control of the material means
of production (land, equipment, and animals), factors which modern
economic theory considered important. Instead, these societies
valued kinship ties in order to insure the availabil ity of labor to
work the land. The importance of acquiring human labor led
kinship groups to control the distribution of women, the only way
of assuring the reproduction of the group. The emphasis on kinship
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1l;ies_ also created dependent relationships within the family between
junior ‘ma}es and the elde.r._s who controlled land, women, symbols
of social status, and political power. Meillassoux developed this
theory partly as a result of his field work among the Gouro of the
Ivory. Coast.? Gouro lineage elders, Meillassoux observed,
exp}'cn_ted the dep_endent status of the junior males in order to
mobilize 1_ab0r. Lineage organization as a whole protected this
forest society from the potentially disruptive effects of trade with
the savanna by converting trade goods into symbols of social
status. This system broke down only when the French colonial
government forced the Gouro to pay taxes and produce cash crops,
thereby replacing the kinship mode of production with
landlord/tenant relations. The Marxist theory and terminology did
not obscure the substantivist orientation of Meillassoux’s work.
His work offered a significant new approach to understanding the
social organization of production in small-scale societies.!?

While the substantivists emphasized a social approach to African
economies, the formalist school of economic anthropology insisted
on the use of formal economic theory. Raymond Firth, one of the
leaders of this school, argued that all societies confronted the
common problem of rationally allocating scarce material
resources.!! Economic calculation played a role even in the social
distribution of goods which the substantivists emphasized. Formal
economic theory, Firth noted, provided cross-cultural concepts for
analyzing the allocation of scarce resources. Frederick Barth’s
study of Dar Fur seemed to confirm the usefulness of economic
theory in explaining some aspects of African agriculture.'* Barth
noted that Fur farmers calculated labor, land, and capital inputs to
expand their production. They grew tomatoes and millet for sale on
the market and used the profits to buy more land, equipment, labor,
and wives. In other words, the Fur organized their society to meet
economic goals.

While the two schools of economic anthropology continued to
debate the relevance of economic theory,'® historians brought the
controversy into the developing field of African economic history
by borrowing substantivist theories to explain unresearched
historical problems. In doing so, African historians directly
confronted the controversy over formal economic theory which the
two schools of economic anthropology had clearly formulated. The
theoretical issue, however, created an important historical
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problem. If Africans did not respond to the market principle, how
could the historian explain economic change in Africa? In
answering this question, historians turned to the empirical
evidence concerning mechanisms of the market and the
organization of production. The existence of African economic man
became an historical issue.

Trade and Politics in African History

Before becoming an independent historical field in the early
1960’s, African history formed an aspect of European imperial or
colonial history. Imperial economic history focused on Europeans
as the agents of economic change in Africa, an approach which
corresponded to substantivist assumptions that static African
economies were incapable of generating change themselves. Early
imperial economic histories, such as the classic study of British
West Africa by Allan McPhee, ignored African economies almost
completely; Europeans alone brought progressive economic
change to Africa in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.’¥ Later colonial economic histories continued the
substantivist bias by emphasizing the dynamics of European
economic forces in contrast to the static African subsistence
economies.'®

While early African historians expanded this focus to explore the
impact of trade on Africans, they also accepted essentially
substantivist assumptions about African economies. The effects of
the Atlantic slave trade attracted particular attention since
historically it formed the first major link between Europe and
Africa. J.D. Fage, in the first major synthesis of West African
history, associated the rise of the large-scale states of Benin,
Dahomey, Ashanti, and Oyo with the Atlantic slave trade.'® Basil
Davidson, while noting the effects of the slave trade on
demographic and economic development, emphasized the
particularly harmful influence it had on African political history.!?
Although historians disagreed over the positive and negative
effects of European trade on African states, they all tended to
ignore the internal African potential for economic change.!® Later,
this approach predisposed African historians to accept
substantivist theories about the subsistence economy while they
concentrated on the interrelationship of long-distance trade and
politics.
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In 1962, Jan Vansina systematically formulated the implicit
connection of trade and political change into a framework
corresponding closely to that of Dalton and Bohannan.!® Using
geographical instead of market criteria, Vansina distinguished
three types of precolonial trade: local, regional, and long-distance
Local trade circulated subsistence goods at the village levelb
Regional trade encompassed the trade relationships betweer;
several states. Long-distance trade with Europe, however, proved
to be the most important since it expanded continuously between
the fifteenth and the nineteenth centuries and directly affected the
political fortunes of the major states in Central Africa. While
Vansina emphasized the geography and not the structure of trade
like Dalton and Bohannan, his framework implied that static local
economies changed only after contact with European traders
. developed after the fifteenth century.

Richard Gray and David Birmingham accepted Vansina’s basic
distinction between local and long-distance trade, but explicitly
fitted it to the substantivist structural distinction between
“subsistence-oriented trade” and ‘‘market-oriented trade.” 2°
Adopting Meillassoux’s substantivist framework, Gray and
Birmingham argued that kinship groups controlled the subsistence
economy. No economic change occurred in this sphere because
social constraints shackled any impulse towards innovation and
economic specialization.?? Goods only acquired economic value
when they entered “market-oriented trade,” thereby making this
sector of the economy capable of change:

The significant contrast to subsistence-oriented trade is
then the phase in which trade freed itself from these
subsistence and kinship shackles, and a market-oriented
trade began to create a number of far-reaching economic
innovations  directly dependent on commercial
opportunities.??

The key to this change, Gray and Birmingham argued, was the
appearance of a unified currency system which transformed all
goods into market commodities.

Gray and Birmingham’s introduction to Pre-Colonial African
Trade linked the historians’ study of long-distance trade directly
with the substantivist school of economic anthropology. The
substantivist framework conveniently corresponded to the implicit
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assumptions of the “trade and politics” genre by providing
theoretical analysis of local economies which historians had not
researched. This genre contributed significant insights into the
intricate relationship of trade and political institutions, social
structures, and demography in many regions of Africa.?® But by
accepting substantivist theory, historians created a difficult
historical problem: how did economic change occur in pre-industrial
African societies if they did not respond to economic incentives?
Only research into market mechanisms, such as credit, debt, prices,
currency conversions, and the institutional structure of trade,
could test the underlying substantivist assumptions.**

A.G. Hopkins and Formal Economic Theory

While substantivist theory filled a temporary void in historical
analysis, research into market mechanisms began to undermine its
theoretical framework. Marion Johnson’s studies of the West
African currencies, the gold mithqal?® ounce,*® and cowries,?”
showed that general purpose currencies existed with flexible
conversion systems to facilitate commercial transactions. A.J.H.
Latham’s research on the Tiv copper rod currency directly attacked
Bohannan’s substantivist theory that it was a “‘special purpose”
currency.?® Latham demonstrated that copper bars formed a
unified standard for many commodities and were instrumental in
expanding trade with Europeans. C.W. Newbury’s research on
nineteenth-century credit systems in West Africa indicated that
ambitious Africans skillfully exploited credit connections within
the existing economic network to finance expanded trade with
Europeans.?® These studies raised doubts about the empirical
validity of the substantivist theory that African currencies
discouraged market exchange. On the contrary, they suggested
that African economies could quickly exploit new market
opportunities by using indigenous market mechanisms.

The ability of the “non-market economies” to adapt rapidly to
economic change, in fact, challenged the relevance of substantivist
theory to many African societies. This theme appeared at the Tenth
International African Seminar in 1969, a conference focusing on
the reactions of West African societies to the ending of the slave
trade in the nineteenth century.?® The papers indicated that African
social structures responded quickly to economic incentives for
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producing alternative products to sell in new markets. The Akan
for example, r‘esponded to the decline of the slave trade by shiftin,c,;
labor and c_apltaI resources into kola nut production for export to
the Hausa.?! Later in the century, they reacted to the disruption of
the Hausa tralde by developing new markets with the savanna, 22

Of the artlclgs discussed at the seminar, Abner Cohen’s
:ep‘resegted‘ a Fllrect challenge to the substantivist theory that
social institutions dominated African economies, 33 Cohen
developed the concept of a “trading diaspora” which he defined as
a “natio_n_ of socially interdependent, but spatially dispersed,
communities”’ connected by common commercial interests.3 Each
trading diaspora used its unique ethnic, cultural, religious,
linguistic, and social characteristics to facilitate the smooth
operation of trading networks among many different
ethno-linguistic groups. Merchants, for example, used kinship ties
to mobilize labor, raise capital, and provide insurance against
economic reverses. Religious affiliation provided a framework of
mutual trust as well as a reliable communication network. Political
organizations resolved business conflicts and provided security
against losses. The Hausa of Northern Nigeria, Cohen argued,
were the classic example of a trading people which had
continuously adapted their social institutions to economic change.

Many of these historical studies hinted at a formalist critique of
substantivist theory. But A.G. Hopkins first integrated this
research into a systematic re-interpretation of West African
history using formal economic theory.?® Hopkins rejected the
substantivist interpretation that social institutions limited
economic development in Africa. He sought instead economic
reasons for West Africa’s restricted economic growth before the
nineteenth century:

The problem [of West African economic history] ceases to
be one of introducing exchange to closed, self-sufficient
communities where wants are limited and commercial
institutions nonexistent, and becomes the more realistic
and interesting issue of identifying the constraints
inhibiting the further development of an already
established exchange sector.®®

Economic constraints, such as high transportation costs, a high
land/labor ratio, and low per capita income, combined to inhibit
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market growth.3” High costs of production and distri.bution bef‘ore
the nineteenth century limited commerce to primarily expensive,
easily transported luxury goods. Merchants and chiefs therefor_-e
invested commercial profits in slaves and luxuries and not in
industry and technology.

Although Hopkins rejected the substantivist logic explaining
why there was little economic growth in Africa before the
nineteenth century, he concluded with the substantivists that
Africans valued human labor (slaves and kinsmen) and social
status (symbolized in luxuries) more than material growth.
Hopkins merely reformulated these substantivist conclusions in
the language of formal theory by offering economic explanations
for African social values. Hopkins’s economic constraints to
growth were reminiscent of Dalton and Bohannan's social barriers
which restricted economic forces. In analyzing West African
economies before 1900, Hopkins advanced a formalist explanation
for what continued to be substantivist conclusions.

If Hopkins's re-interpretation supported substantivist theory
about precolonial African social values, it shattered the
substantivist myth that static African economies resisted economic
change. Using the “vent-for-surplus” model, Hopkins showed that
the export market expanded tremendously in the nineteenth
century.®® West Africans recognized a growing market for
vegetable oils in Europe, and producers mobilized labor and capital
to expand production. This development brought large numbers of
West Africans into the market economy, increased their income,
and stimulated domestic consumption. Improved currencies and
credit systems facilitated the rapid growth of a new West African
export economy. In the colonial period, the export economy
experienced unprecedented growth as more Africans produced for
the market. West Africa societies did not resist change or crumble
when confronted with new market opportunities. They mobilized
resources through existing institutions to take advantage of
changing economic conditions.

By showing that Africans responded to economic opportunities,
Hopkins’s work demonstrated the usefulness of formal theory in
explaining economic change in Africa. Other African historians
using the results of further historical research continued to
undermine the substantivist model of static, unresponsive African
economies. Edward Reynolds studied in greater detail the
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transition from the export of slaves to the export of natural
products on the Gold Coast between 1807 and 1874.%° Sara Berry
analyzed the resourceful ways in which Western N igerian cocoa
farmers used their kinship system to mobilize labor in building
successful farms.*® George Brooks noted that groundnﬁ_t
producers along the Upper Guinea Coast quickly exhausted local
sources of labor when production increased dramaticallv in the
nineteenth century. In order to solve the labor shortage ﬁrob]em
farmers recruited labor from the interior.! Even the Tiv, a peoplé
which Bohannan characterized as non-market oriented, exploited
new market opportunities by producing benniseeds for export.*?
Robert Harms applied the growth of the market concept to explain
how Africans exploited rubber resources in the Congo region at the
end of the nineteenth century.®® Lately, research in market
mechanisms has turned toward Western business institutions
which helped Africans take advantage of new market
opportunities.*

Although economic historians using formal theory of market
growth supported some substantivist conclusions about precolonial
African economies, they injected dynamic change into an otherwise
static model. By focusing on the historical role of market
mechanisms, they demonstrated that African economies did not
crumble when confronted with economic change, but simply
adapted existing institutions to meet new needs. Substantivist
theory underestimated not only the potential for change inherent
in precolonial African economies, but also the value of formal
theory in explaining how economic change occurred.

Neo-Marxists and Underdevelopment

While some historians challenged substantivism from a
formalist perspective, neo-Marxist historians tended to reinforce
substantivist theory. By emphasizing the role of Western
capitalism as the agent of dynamic economic change, most
neo-Marxists readily accepted a substantivist view of Africans
living in egalitarian, subsistence-oriented economies until
European trade skewed their economic development. But this
approach, while contributing important work on the effects of
European involvement in Africa, also tended to ignore the internal
dynamics of precolonial African economies.
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Rhodesia, Arrighi exploded the substantivist myth that African
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peasants did not respond rationally to economic incentives.5!
Arrighi argued that African peasants resisted working for wages
in the settler economy as long as traditional agriculture offered a
higher level of income. African peasants sought wage employment
only when the settlers and the government denied them access to
agricultural markets, forced them to pay taxes in cash, and
confiscated their land. Developmental economists previously had
analyzed the apparently erratic response of peasants to wage
incentives by referring to the substantivist theory of “dual
economies” and the irrational behavior expected from
“backward-bending labor-supply curves.” 52 By shifting the focus
away from the Europeans, Arrighi and historians influenced by
him showed that African peasants understood how to protect their
economic interests.”® Arrighi’s work indicated once again that
historical research on the internal structure of African economies
undermined substantivist theory and demonstrated the usefulness
of formal economic theory.

Philip Curtin: the Reconciliation of Formalist
and Substantivist Theory

While neo-classical and neo-Marxist historians made significant
contributions to African economic history, they also tended to
perpetuate the dichotomy between formalist and substantivist
theory. By concentrating their efforts on the great changes in the
nineteenth century, they sometimes neglected patterns of internal
African change before the dominance of European trade. Often,
historians using formal economic theory unjustly underrated the
importance of the substantivists’ emphasis on institutional variety
and social values. On the other hand, historians who accepted
substantivist theory overlooked the fact that local African
economies underwent constant change. Philip Curtin initiated a
significant new trend in African economic history by reconciling
formal economic theory with substantivist economic anthropology.
This combination enabled Curtin to study the institutional
framework of economic change in one region of Africa,
Senegambia, with a cautious use of economic theory.

Curtin’s early work on interior trade networks and gold
production in Senegambia first indicated the potential for
combining economic theory and anthropology with historical
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research. His work on the Diakhanké, for example, sh‘owedlfzha?
these long-distance traders connected tl}e Senegal and Iﬁlgertrn- er:;
to tap the valuable gold and slave trade in the eighteent 'cen ury.
The traders in this network shifted their t.r:_ade ro_utes_o»er time to
take advantage of changes in prices. Thelr_somal structure and
religion, however, created a S(}lld:?.[‘lt_\" which enabled thgm to
become successful merchants. In his st}uiy of gold p_roductlon in
Bambuhu, Curtin introduced econometric cost analysis to explgm
the low gold yield from the fields.5® He found that gold production
in Bambuhu was so marginal that it could not even meet’the costs
of workers’ subsistence. Gold mining in Bambuhu yielded no
profits as a commercial business. It occurred at all becaus_e the
political and ecological system supported workers engaged in the
unprofitable enterprise. Though using formal economic th.eor:v,
Curtin demonstrated a substantivist point that gold produc_uon in
Senegambia was understandable only within the broader social and
political institutional framework.

Curtin’s book, Economic Change in Precolonial Africa, showed
even more clearly the usefulness of combining substantivist
economic anthropology with formal theory in reconstrueting
patterns of economic change in Senegambia.’® Curtin used
econometric methodology, but noted that generalizations based
only on Western economic patterns could not be applied
me&hanical]y to analyses of pre-industrial African economies.
Curtin argued that a sensitive “historical economic anthropology™
would reinterpret the principles of formal theory to fit
Senegambian circumstances.”” On the other hand, while he
accepted the substantivist emphasis upon the unique institutional
framework of economics in pre-industrial societies, Curtin rejected
the notion that these economies remained static and resisted
change. The trading diasporas of the Soninke, Jahaanke, and
Malinke Mori, for example, experienced patterns of change that
depended on market conditions, political situations, and climate
changes. Currencies, monetary zones, and exchange rates also
changed in response to new economic and political conditions.
Commercial institutions, such as transport networks,
cross-cultural brokering systems, and elaborate credit
mechanisms, reacted dynamically to changing economic, political,
and social forces.
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In addition to showing that Senegambian economic institutions
constantly changed, Curtin’s research also refuted the
substantivist idea that African economies were basically
“subsistence-oriented.” Senegambia, he showed, produced a wide
variety of products for the market, including cotton textiles, gum,
iron, cattle, beeswax, ivory, salt, and kola nuts. Substantivists
greatly underestimated the extent of market exchange in
precolonial Senegambia. But Curtin agreed with the substantivists
that most goods continued to circulate within local social
institutions:

In spite of an active market in all these goods, the market
sector of the eighteenth-century Senegambian economy
was smaller than the self-subsistence sector. Most goods
and services were produced and consumed within the
household, wusually a not very extended family.
Distribution of goods within the household was no doubt
based on currents of reciprocity and redistribution
reflecting social patterns rather than the allocation of
scarce resources.”®

Elsewhere, though using formal economic theory to construct
economic models, Curtin suggested another substantivist point:
Senegambian production did not always respond to market
incentives.’® To analyze the slave trade, for example, he proposed
alternative models of enslavement based on economic and
non-economic rationales. If slave procurement in Senegambia were
an economic process, he reasoned, the supply of slaves would
respond to fluctuations in market prices. If, on the other hand,
slaves were the by-product of political actions (wars and judicial
enslavement), the supply of slaves would tend not to respond to
price fluctuations. Statistics showed that Senegambian slave
exports actually dropped steadily throughout the eighteenth
century even though prices on the coast rose dramatically. Thus,
Senegambian enslavement, just like gold production in Bambuhu,
appeared to be embedded in political and social structures which
made it relatively unresponsive to changes in market prices.®

While reinforcing substantivist insights in explaining the
institutional framework of the Senegambian economies, Curtin
applied formalist theory to analyze the complexities of currencies.
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ar currency, for example, penetrated beyond
a substantivist facade of apparently fixed prices to show that
market values actually fluctuated with V.a_rlat-lops n assortmexg;
bundles and did not remain static as official prices sugges:ted.
Formal theory not only explained the mystery of iron ba.rs, it also
revealed the relationships between monetary zones using other
currencies, such as cloth and cowries; systems of currency
equivalents facilitated conversions. '

Elsewhere, Curtin used export-import indices to establish a
formalist standard for measuring the terms of trade between
Senegambia and Europe. He showed that impor'tsb conformed to
Senegambian demand for consumer and nonpr‘odu_ctlve goods.ﬁ_12 To
use substantivist terminology, Senegambians  remained
uninterested in acquiring materials for economic growth in the
eighteenth century; they preferred to use their buying power for
“non-economic consumption.”

By reconciling formalist theory with substantivist economic
anthropology, Curtin initiated a new trend towards understanding
the unique patterns of economic change in precolonial Africa.®
Using some of the insights of Curtin and expanding on Marion
Johnson’s work on cowrie currencies, Paul Lovejoy, for example,
analyzed the precolonial regional monetary network extending
from the Central Sudan to the Bight of Benin.%* By noting the
monetary interdependence of the region, Lovejoy suggested that
changing terms of trade with Europeans on the coast might
directly affect peoples from the interior who formed important
links in the trade, especially the Hausa.®

This new approach proved particularly important in explaining
the unique economic patterns characteristic of West African desert
economies. Paul Lovejoy and Stephen Baier explained the
relationship of the Hausa and Tuareg by noting their
interdependence as two ecological economies.®® Tuareg
pastoralists in the desert specialized in trading animal products,
salt, and dates to Hausa agriculturalists in the savanna in
exchange for grain and manufactures. Tuareg herded their
animals into the desert during the rainy season, but relied on their
agricultural estates in Hausaland to furnish them with grain.
During a drought, the Tuareg withdrew south along their
networks into the savanna. After the drought, the terms of trade
shifted in favor of the pastoralists as short supplies drove up the

His analysis of iron b



HISTORY AND ECONOMIC ANTHROPOLOGY 69

Prices of animal products. The Tuareg were then able to move back
into the desert with smaller herds by supporting themselves with
a larger profit per animal. This research on desert economies
suggests that Curtin’s synthesis of formal theory with an
understanding of the institutional framework of market
mechanisms and production may prove to be the key to
reconstructing precolonial African economic history.

Epilogue

In the debate over the universal relevance of formal economic
theory, African historians initially sided with the substantivists.
Research into market mechanisms, however, undermined
substantivist theory by showing that African institutions
responded to economic opportunities and could use them to take
advantage of new economic conditions. Historians then began
using formal economic theory. Formal theory, such as the
vent-for-surplus model, proved more useful in explaining the
dynamics of change in African societies which research revealed
and which substantivist theory had obscured. In addition, formal
theory provided methods for collecting and interpreting statistical
data giving additional support to critics of substantivism. This
research further indicated that Africans organized extremely
complex economic systems which did not fit easily into
substantivist categories. But research has provided answers for
only a few regions, primarily West Africa. Many questions remain
unanswered for most of Central, Southern, and East Africa. In
addition, work on market mechanisms should be complemented
with more research on the organization of production. As Curtin’s
work on gold mining indicated, an understanding of production
reveals not only the organization of the local economy, but also the
relationship of the economy to social and political institutions. In
this respect, Claude Meillassoux’s substantivist theory of the
kinship mode of production may prove particularly useful to
historians.

A strictly formalist interpretation, therefore, proves particularly
useful when complemented with substantivist sensitivity to local
institutional variations. Historical evidence indicating the complex
variety of African institutional frameworks supports this
conclusion. Philip Curtin’s work further suggests that formalist
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and substantivist theory converge in the inter_pret-ation of empil_-ica]
data. Formalist theory, when applied cautiously to the unique
institutional arrangements in different types of economies,
provides helpful interpretive insights; formal theF)!.‘}-' m_ake‘s sense
only in the context of the economic, social, and political institutions
of the society under study. Thus, the substantivist/formalist
debate has advanced the understanding of economic change in
pre-industrial African societies by pointing to the advantages gf
combining formal theory and economic anthropology with solid
empirical research. African historians have usefully drawn f_rom
the work of both economists and economic anthropologists.
Historians in other fields might similarly benefit from the lesson

as well.
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