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WILLIAM O. JONES 

ECONOMIC MAN IN AFRICA 

Few propositions are as crucial to orthodox economic analysis 
as those relating supply and demand for commodities and services to price. The 
notion that producers and consumers change their behavior when prices change, 
and in a predictable direction, is basic to most economic analysis. In almost all 
modern societies, whether they be relatively free from state control or rigorously 
socialistic, prices are used to guide the economy into optimum, or supposed opti
mum, utilization of scarce resources. It should, therefore, be a matter of serious 
concern to economists engaged in studying or advising the underdeveloped coun
tries to know whether the inhabitants of these countries do respond to price 
and income incentives in the expected fashion, whether they are indifferent to 
price, or whether they respond perversely. 

Events of the past few years have caused American economists increasingly 
to concern themselves with foreign economies and cultures. The Point 4 pro
gram, the United Nations, the International Cooperation Administration, the 
World Bank, and the military services have sent American economists into all 
parts of the noncommunist world as expert advisors on economic efficiency and 
growth. One important consequence has been that many economists have be
come aware for the first time of cultures other than their own, and of patterns 
of behavior startlingly different from those of Anglo-American society. They 
have come home with stories of all sorts of peculiar, seemingly irrational responses 
to economic stimuli and innovation. Stories of farmers who refuse to harvest 
the cotton crop government has required them to plant, or who refuse even to 
plant the food crops needed for their very subsistence, of cattle that are valued 
[or the shape of their horns rather than for their flesh, of laborers who cannot be 
induced to work overtime even by attractive bonuses, of consumers who refuse 
to buy unfamiliar but nutritious foods available at low prices although their 
supply of the traditional staple is exhausted, of producers who react to higher 
prices or lower production costs by reducing their output, of prices determined 
by custom that are stubbornly resistant to changes in supply or demand, and of 
consumers who spend their money on spectacle frames without glasses, shoes 
to be worn slung over the shoulders, and nostrums that have no effect other than 
to turn the urine purple. 

Economists who have seen the best plans and recommendations founder be
cause of such seemingly perverse behavior have come home bewildered, confused, 
and critical of the fundamental propositions of their discipline. Too often they 
have succumbed to the conviction that what is required is to throw out the entire 
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existing structure of economic analysis and to start all over again, with new 
axioms and new concepts of human behavior. Perhaps more common has been 
the argument that although orthodox economics may be appropriate for western 
European and American societies, a new economics must be invented for other 
societies, or even a separate economics for each society. 

Economists who have studied the societies of tropical Africa may find it 
particularly easy to attribute economic backwardness to the absence of economic 
motivation-of a desire for material things-in a people apparently as different 
from Europeans and Americans as the African. Just as some nineteenth century 
Americans denied the Negro a soul in an attempt to justify slavery, so have some 
twentieth century Europeans denied the African Negro an economic spirit in 
an attempt to justify colonial rule. 

Popular ideas about the economic reactions of Africans are what they are 
partly because of our sources of information about them: 

(I) Anthropologists who wish to counteract what they believe to be an over
riding economic determinism and who frequently fail to realize that the econo
mist's analysis is concerned with aggregates, not individuals, and with only one 
part, not the whole, of human aspirations. 

(2) Traders who are apt to find perverse any behavior of clients or customers 
that reduces trading profits. 

(3) Employers who in every land have a pronounced tendency to deplore 
the disinclination of employees to identify employers' interests with their own, and 

(4) Government administrators who may attribute resistance to their recom
mendations and requirements to anti-social and therefore perverse motives. 

Frequently the African of today is equated to Alfred Marshall's savage (23), 
"living under the dominion of custom and impulse; scarcely ever striking out 
new lines for themselves; never forecasting the distant future; fitful in spite of 
their servitude to custom, governed by the fancy of the moment; ready at times 
for the most arduous exertions, but incapable of keeping themselves long to 
steady work." Like the "savage," Africans are thought to be without economic 
aspirations and unable to make economic choices either between contemporary 
alternatives or between the present and the future. In general it is asserted that 
Africans respond to price changes in an unpredictable fashion, that they either 
tend not to respond at all, or that they do so in what seems to be a perverse fashion, 
i.e., when prices rise, less is produced, when wages rise, fewer hours are worked, 

If these allegations are true, they of course make impossible the efficient func
tioning of a free market economy. They also destroy the effectiveness of price 
manipulation in achieving the goals of a planned economy. If they are true, the 
only road to economic advancement in Africa, and that a dubious one, is through 
direct controls on employment, output, and consumption, through the com
pletely authoritarian state in which every economic decision, no matter how de
tailed, is made and implemented by the planning bureaucracy. 

UNORTHODOX BEHAVIOR EXPLAINED 

The various kinds of unorthodox economic behavior attributed to African 
producers and consumers have had for economists the usual fascination of the 
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bizarre, and whether true or not have been explained as deriving from a variety 
of alleged characteristics of African society and the African personality. Some of 
the explanations offered for the African's uneconomic behavior as regards prices, 
savings, investment, and innovation are summarized briefly in this section. 

The simplest explanation offered for unorthodox price response is that Afri
cans are not interested in having any goods and services other than those they 
now have. If this is so, a rise in the price of farm products, for example, or an 
increase in output per acre or per man hour, would lead the farmer to reduce 
inputs until his total net return was no greater than it had been before; elasticity 
of supply would then be equal to unity, but negative. A slightly more sophisti
cated statement, that level of living tends to approach the standard of living, 
causes elasticity of supply to be negative but not necessarily equal to unity. A 
variant of the same theme asserts that Africans are not unwilling to consume 
more goods and services, but that they value leisure more, or at any rate so 
highly as to make their response to price incentives extremely weak. 

Another explanation of the supposed failure of supply and demand to respond 
to price depends on the conservatism of Africans-"the dominion of custom"
that causes them to cling stubbornly to customary usages. The strictures of custom 
are reinforced by the communal character of African life and by the heavy obliga
tions of each individual to his lineage. 

Sometimes irrationality is also given as part of the explanation: not the 
economist's meaning of irrationality that accepts the ends but questions the 
means, but the reformer's meaning which questions the ends themselves as ir
rational-e.g., owning more cattle instead of eating more meat, preferring to con
sume a combination of foods that do not constitute a "balanced" diet, preferring 
ceremonials to productive investment, or indeed any pattern of tastes differing 
sharply from the European. 

Finally, the failure of prices to perform their expected function is attributed to 
the African's unfamiliarity with economic exchange in general and with markets 
and money in particular. Ignorance of exchange in turn is often attributed to the 
fact that Africans live in self-sufficient economies, or did until very recently, in 
which the household was able to supply all of its own needs. It is argued that 
because Africans are ignorant of exchange, prices do not react to changing con
ditions of demand and supply and buyers and sellers stubbornly adhere to tra
ditional prices long after they have ceased to be appropriate. One consequence 
of the unfamiliarity of Africans with markets is the phenomenon known as target 
demand, a demand for money "largely derived from a demand for specific things 
for which there is a felt need" (24), in a society in which the necessities of life 
can be obtained without money. 

It is frequently asserted that Africans either cannot save, or will not. Failure 
to save prevents accumulation of resources for investment that would increase 
output and spark the process of economic growth. Improvidence also is said to 
lead to overconsumption of foodstuffs, sometimes in the form of beer, in the 
months just after harvest, and to a "hungry gap" when supplies have run out 
and the new crop is not yet mature. Irrational consumption of useless goods is 
another consequence. 

Some reason that the African does not save because he lives only for the 
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present and is unable to visualize the course of events ahead, or because he is 
fundamentally irresponsible, and assumes that others will take care of him if 
trouble comes. The security offered to the individual by communal life, it is 
said, relieves him of the strict necessity of providing for himself or building his 
own insurance against disaster. 

A more mechanical economic explanation for failure to save is also offered, 
based on the assertion that incomes are so low as to provide no surplus over the 
bare necessities of life. Under these circumstances savings can be achieved only 
by reducing consumption below the minimum required for survival. Preharvest 
food shortages are explained in the same fashion as due to failure to produce 
food enough to last the whole year through. 

Or again it may be argued that even the productive individual cannot ac
cumulate an excess above his own requirements because of the heavy demands 
of members of the extended family. When an individual earns more than his 
minimum requirements he can neither save nor much increase his consumption; 
instead he must provide food, clothing, and shelter for an ever larger number of 
relatives. 

Saving, in its simplest sense of postponed consumption, is not enough to bring 
about an increase in the economic output of a society; the savings must also be 
employed in such a way as to increase the productive capacity of the existing stock 
of labor and land. But, it is asserted, even when Africans are able to save a little, 
they do not invest their savings productively. Either because their time horizon 
is so short, or because they place such high value on consumption, wealth is 
saved for a time only to be dispersed in an excess of consumption: a beer drink, 
a feast, a religious ceremonial, in elaborate clothing and housing, or an additional 
wife. 

Perhaps just as important to economic advancement and efficient utilization 
of resources as saving, investment, and appropriate response to cost and price 
differentials is the willingness of a people to adopt new and more economical 
methods of production, or to invent them. Reports of colonial administrators, 
however, contain frequent references to the stubborn resistance of Africans to 
change, even when clearly to their advantage. The notion that Africans in gen
eral and African farmers in particular tend to reject everything that is new, the 
idea that African life has remained changeless through the ages, is found con
sistent with the rule of custom, the rigidities imposed by communalism, the 
disinterest in material welfare, and the supposed inability of Africans to envisage 
the future outcome of present action. 

It is apparent from the foregoing that most explanations of unorthodox eco
nomic response in tropical Africa rest upon notions about personality-individual 
economic aspirations and rationality-and about the structure of African societies 
-the extent of tribal ties and of economic ties. Economic aspirations are said, on 
the one hand, to be so low as to be satisfied with minimum effort, on the other 
hand, to be so high as to cause all income to go into current consumption. Ir
rationality manifests itself in exaggerated time preference and in erratic, impul
sive consumption. The strong bonds between the individual and the tribe are 
believed to result in loss of self-reliance, inventiveness, and ambition. And in the 
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self-sufficiency of small economic groups is found both a cause and a consequence 
of the African's unfamiliarity with the workings of economic markets. 

These explanations seem plausible; whether they are correct and whether the 
phenomena they purport to explain are real is another matter. The following 
pages present a number of accounts of the behavior of Africans in actual market 
situations, accounts demonstrating that economic man is no stranger to tropical 
Africa and strongly suggesting that, given full opportunity to pursue his personal 
objectives, he can be relied on as a powerful agent to move African economies to 
greater productivity and wealth. Innovation has been discussed in another place 
(17), where it has been shown that Africans have been not at all reluctant to 
adopt new methods of production when they saw clear economic advantage in 
doing so. 

EXCHANGE 

If Africans in fact had always lived a Crusoe-like existence, providing by their 
own labor all that they consume, and knowing nothing of barter or trade, or of 
specialization in production, they might have been expected to behave erratically 
when first introduced to an exchange economy. Even if exchange was a familiar 
institution in tropical Africa, it might nevertheless have been conducted accord
ing to principles sharply at variance with those believed to govern elsewhere. 
Economic exchange as understood in the western world implies both "a mutual 
and voluntary transfer of property" and "a fundamental equivalence in the things 
exchanged ... which rests upon economic rationality" as well as upon "de
veloped market institutions" (19). We shall here argue that exchange of goods 
and services is an old and familiar practice in Africa, and that in this exchange 
can be seen operating the same sort of demand and supply responses customarily 
postulated by economists. 

Trading ties between tropical Africa and Eurasia are very old, dating back 
at least to the time of Christ and probably much earlier. There is ample evidence 
of the trade in gold, leather, ivory, ostrich feathers, and slaves across the Sahara 
from West Africa to the Mediterranean, and of a similar trade up the east coast 
to Egypt, Arabia, and India. More interesting for our purposes is the commerce 
between Europeans and Africans that has flourished on both coasts since the 
fifteenth century A.D. At the outset this was primarily an exchange of goods: 
the gold and silver, ivory, hides and skins, wax, gums, and ambergris of Africa 
against the woolen cloth, iron pots and weapons, and the jewelry of Europe. 
Only later did it become primarily a trade in human beings. Whether the trade 
Was in goods or in slaves it was carried on by Africans as well as by Europeans. 
Slaves were captured or purchased in the interior and brought down to the coast 
by African traders who engaged in the trade for gain. Merchandise was carried 
[rom market to market in its journey to the coast, often passing through many 
hands before it reached the holds of European ships. 

This is a familiar story, but it needs to be stressed that the exchange of African 
goods and slaves for European goods was economic exchange in every sense. The 
goods brought down from Europe to the west coast or from Arabia to the east 
COast were wanted by the people of Africa, and wanted badly enough so that 
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Africans were willing to go to considerable trouble and to give up some property 
in order to get them. Furthermore, prices, or the rates at which goods and slaves 
exchanged, were not rigid but varied with supply. True currencies probably 
existed in few places, but various forms of quasi currencies such as salt, tobacco, 
cloth, shells, beads, iron rods and bars, and copper rods, wire, bars, and ingots, 
facilitated this exchange. As the quantity of these currencies increased their 
value diminished accordingly. 

Less is known about internal trade prior to European exploration of the in
terior of the continent in the middle of the nineteenth century. Internal trade in 
export commodities was undoubtedly extensive in the region of the sudanic 
kingdoms of West Africa, and may have been in parts of East Africa. In the cast
ern part of what is now Southern Rhodesia, Fernandes reported visiting in ISIS 
a great fair, "as big as any you can see anywhere," to which Arabs and Africans 
brought their goods and in which the only money was gold by weight (25). Cer
tainly gold produced in the interior was bought and sold on the markets of the 
east coast before the year 1000 A.D. And gold, unlike slaves, could not easily be 
got by sporadic raids into the interior. Inland from the Congo coast, tribes hold
ing a monopoly of the transit trade interposed as effective a barrier to penetration 
by Europeans as did the hostile physical environment. 

When Europeans finally explored the interior of the continent in the nine
teenth century they found markets being held regularly in most areas. Frequently 
something like a market peace protected travelers to and from the market place 
even though they passed through hostile tribes and villages. David Livingstone 
graphically describes such a market just west of Lake Tanganyika (22): 

The market is a busy scene; everyone is in dead earnest; little time is lost 
in friendly greetings; vendors of fish run about with potsherds full of snails 
or small fishes, or young Clarias capensis smoke-dried and spitted on twigs, 
or other relishes, to exchange for cassava roots dried, after being steeped about 
three days in water; potatoes, vegetables, or grain, bananas, flour, palm-oil, 
fowls, salt, pepper. Each is intensely eager to barter food for relishes, and 
makes strong assertions as to the goodness or badness of everything; the sweat 
stands in beads on their faces; cocks crow briskly, even when slung over the 
shoulder with their heads hanging down, and pigs squeal. Iron knobs, drawn 
out at each end to show the goodness of the metal, are exchanged for cloth 
of the muabe-palm .... With so much food changing hands among the 
three thousand attendants, much benefit is derived; some come from twenty 
to twenty-five miles. The men flaunt about in gaudy-colored lambas of many
folded kilts; the women work hardest; the potters slap and ring their earthen
ware all round, to show that there is not a single flaw in them .... The 
roundness of the vessels is wonderful, seeing no machine is used. . .. It is 
a scene of the finest natural acting imaginable. The eagerness with which all 
sorts of assertions are made-the eager earnestness with which apparently all 
creation, above, around, and beneath, is called on to attest the truth of what 
they allege-and then the intense surprise and withering scorn cast on those 
who despise their goods: but they show no concern when the buyers turn up 
their noses at them. Little girls run about selling cups of water or a few small 
fishes to the half-exhausted wordy combatants. To me it was an amusing 
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scene. I could not understand the words that flowed off their glib tongues, 
but the gestures were too expressive to need interpretation. 

African traders travelled by canoe throughout the Congo Basin, both through 
the rain forest itself and the length of the tributaries crossing the grasslands, 
carrying ivory and slaves downstream and guns, spirits, cloth, beads, and metal 
goods upstream. Along with this long-distance trade there must have been some 
trade in provisions. On the Congo and its tributaries fishermen appear to have 
been the first traders, carrying their catch to markets on higher ground back 
from the river to exchange for manioc, bananas, palm oil, and other products of 
the agricultural villages, and for pottery, iron, and copper objects of local manu
facture. The Bafourou and the Likouba ascended the Alima River in the French 
Moyen-Congo a distance of as much as 150 miles to buy manioc for sale to the 
villages along the Congo River, carrying their merchandise in large canoes with 
capacities of up to five tons (3). This type of trade may have been general 
throughout the Congo region before it was disrupted by slave raids of the Arabs 
and trade monopolies granted by the Europeans. 

In West Africa the trading tradition was stronger and less easily interrupted 
by colonial rule. Domestic products of high value still travel long distances en
tirely outside the European channels of trade. More or less typical is the south
ward movement of fish caught in the fresh waters of the upper Niger River in 
exchange for kola nuts from the coastal region of the Ivory Coast. According to 
Jean Tricart this trade travels along routes established long before the French 
occupation, when the main flow of trade was toward the sudanic cities and across 
the desert. Now the flow is reversed. As Ivory Coast farmers have enjoyed in
creasing prosperity from the production of coffee and cocoa for export they have 
become importers of foodstuffs from the north, principally dried fish and cattle 
on the hoof, and the northerners thus obtain funds to buy kola nuts and imported 
goods from the south. The Ivory Coast produces annually about 30,000 tons of 
kola, representing a return of about 1.5 billion C.F.A. francs annually, but price 
for the grower is extremely speculative, depending as it does on arrivals at the 
distant markets of Bamako in French Sudan and Bobo-Dioulasso in Upper 
Volta (33). 

Cities throughout tropical Africa are today provisioned primarily by African 
producers and African traders. In West Africa a prosperous trading class has 
grown up, its members handling all stages of food collection and distribution, 
from assembly of truckloads in small rural villages to retail sale in urban markets. 
The speeding trucks of African merchants, each carrying its own fanciful banner 
across the cab, and each representing a substantial investment of hard-won sav
ings, are a characteristic feature of most West African cities. Leopoldville, capital 
city of the Belgian Congo, and Brazzaville, its sister city of the French Congo, 
~re similarily fed by African merchants, some of whom have grown wealthy and 
Illfluential from the trade. In eastern Africa, too, where Indian middlemen tend 
to monopolize trade, the enterprise of Africans is often sharply evident. W. V. 
Brelsford's account of the trade in fish from the Bangweulu swamps shows that 
e~en in such supposedly backward areas the Africans may be possessed of con
Siderable commercial skill and initiative (2). 

Although M. J. Herskovits asserts that markets were unknown in East Africa 
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before effective European occupation, certainly trade was not. The Portuguese 
in Mozambique traded for gold brought from the interior long before they them
selves had penetrated much beyond the coastal plain, and there is some reason 
to believe that this trade antedates the first Portuguese voyages by perhaps 1,000 
years. The Arabs found Africans ready to trade slaves and ivory when they ad
vanced into East Africa, and J. H. Speke's account of his encounters with village 
and tribal chieftains throughout Tanganyika and Uganda in the late 1850's and 
early 1860's makes it eminently clear that the usages of trade, and transit taxes, 
were well known (27)' Reports from other early explorers confirm this impres
SIOn. 

Absence of markets is not to be taken as indicating absence of trade. Accord
ing to an administrative report by the Chief of the Circonscription of Djou6 in 
1916 (8), the great Bat6k6 Plateau in the French Congo was characterized by an 
absolute absence of markets. The causes he advances were the hostility of the 
Bat6k6 to foreigners, the sparsity of population, and the Bat6kC's great enthusiasm 
for trading. "Free, independent, patient, and silent, he rarely frequents the noisy 
markets of the Bakongo where transactions must be completed on a fixed day and 
in a relatively short period of time. The Bat6ke loves discussion and he will 
haggle for whole days before deciding to buy or sell a modest amount of mer
chandise" (8, p. 95). 

The most active trade in tropical Africa, and the one in which most persons 
participate, involves the transfer of food and other merchandise over distances 
of only a few miles. Local markets are perhaps most highly developed in West 
Africa, where increasing specialization in production of cash crops has made 
many farmers dependent on purchases for a considerable part of their food supply. 
But exchange of goods and services within the village or among groups of 
villages appears to be a traditional activity and has been described in all parts of 
Africa. Exchange often takes place even within the biological family, division of 
labor by sex giving rise to some products that are the property of women, some 
the property of men. And within the village, from very early times, some who 
were more skillful in working iron or wood, or in invoking the aid of the super
natural, or in artistry and design exchanged the product of their specialized skill 
for goods in kind or for services. 

There can be little doubt that Africans have long understood exchange, and 
have practiced it, although the conditions under which it was carried on and the 
rules governing it may have differed from those familiar to western economists. 
But "mutual and voluntary transfer of property" may not be economic exchange 
if the equivalence in the things exchanged does not rest upon rational economic 
choice by the individual trader. It will certainly be a much different kind of 
economic exchange if the participants are indifferent to material things, if they 
desire no other set of goods and services than they now command, if they have 
no care for the future, or if they are interested only in goods for consumption. 
Examination of the manner in which market supply and market demand are 
brought into adjustment, and the part played by prices in achieving this adjust
ment will demonstrate whether African producers are motivated in the ways 
postulated by economists, or whether their behavior is in fact as erratic and 
perverse as many observers would have us believe. 
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PRICE RESPONSE 

Under the general heading of price response we shall examine adjustments 
of buyers and sellers within the market itself, and also the adjustments made 
by producers to both cost and price in order to maximize net revenue. 

It would be very comforting to the economic statistician if sufficient observa
tions of prices and of offerings and takings had been recorded for African markets 
so that demand and supply schedules could be derived from them and the entire 
matter expressed in neatly quantified equations. Unfortunately this kind of 
economic information about tropical Africa does not exist, and it is necessary 
to rely on less precise, although not necessarily less useful formulations. At the 
same time, of course, we are saved the debate over interpretation of relationships 
derived econometrically. The evidence to be advanced is based on incidents, per
haps no more than anecdotes, that have been recorded by colonial administrators, 
agronomists, economists, and ethnographers, in which reactions of economic 
man are evident. 

The first problem of all markets, once the principle that exchange is prefer
able to expropriation has been accepted, is to devise means by which equivalence 
in value can be established. Economists have looked with most favor on a 
system that depends on efficient functioning of a competitive market, in which 
each trader is free to trade or not as he wishes, and in which no trader controls 
a large enough supply, or represents a large enough demand, to be able to in
fluence price by his single decision. Other devices for setting prices have been 
adopted, including monopoly pricing, collusion among buyers and sellers, and 
prices set by the state so as to implement its own policies or to guarantee a socially 
defined "just price." 

An account of the way in which market authorities in the French Congo in 
about 1915 assisted buyers and sellers to arrive at an equitable price illustrates 
the operation of market forces in an exotic and seemingly primitive setting. It 
also suggests that the market authorities had a reasonably good understanding 
of these forces (8, pp. 108-09; my translation from the French): 

The Talisman for Lowering Prices 

When, as a result of any circumstances, either crop failure, or a coalition 
among producers, foodstuffs attained an excessive price [in the markets of 
Djouc, near Stanley Pool], the buyers boycotted the market. 

In order to constrain the market women to lower their prices, native cus
tom demanded in addition the consummation of a human sacrifice. 

For this purpose, the chief who commanded the market designated one 
of his slaves. He was seized, bound, and led to the market by a rope around 
his neck. 

The notables then informed him of the fate reserved for him and he was 
served a great feast, generously washed down with many calabashes of palm 
wine. 

During his drunkenness, a grave two to three meters deep was dug and 
the victim was then taken to its brink. 

At this moment the nganga entered the scene and made him swear that 
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the prices of all goods in the market should be reduced. Then, one after the 
other, all the foodstuffs usually sold in the market were named and, as each 
was called the victim fixed its price (which was indicated to him by the 
nganga) and a barrette was thrown into the air signifying that the inflated 
price was forgotten. 

When all products had thus been passed in review, the natives uttered 
great cries of joy, a festival was organized, and, on signal from the nganga, 
the victim was thrown into the grave. The earth covered him quickly and the 
dancers were charged with compacting it; a Musanda branch was planted on 
the grave, guns were fired to summon the populace and above all the vendors, 
to whom the general lowering of prices was proclaimed. 

The barrette referred to in the foregoing served as currency before it was dis
placed by European coinage. It was a small brass rod, about 10 cm long and 2 cm 
in diameter, worth about one centime in 1915. According to Sir Harry Johnston, 
there were no brass rods in circulation at Stanley Pool in 1850, but Manyanga 
metal only, these being ingots of copper obtained from the Cataract region. "In 
those happy days ten cakes of kwanga (manioc paste) could be bought for one 
brass rod. Gradually the equivalent dropped to five kwanga for one brass rod, 
and still the price of the precious food rose, till in 1889 a cake of manioc paste 
cost fifteen brass rods" (16). Johnston does not state that the decline in the pur
chasing power of brass rods was caused by an increase in the quantity in cir
culation, but this was almost certainly so. 

After the introduction of European currency in this region, the price of 
manioc continued to rise, although the price change might not have been ap
parent to the casual observer. In the earliest period kwanga sold three for the 
franc; in 1950 the quoted price was the same. In the intervening years, however, 
the size of the kwanga had changed. They had once weighed as much as three 
kilograms; by 1930 they were typically about 800 grams; and by 1950 they had 
come down to 500 or 600 grams (4). The price per kilogram had risen from 33 
centimes to nearly 200 centimes. 

Indication that the supply of manioc products in the market responds quickly 
to changes in demand is provided by events in Togo shortly after World War II. 
The staple crops in southern Togo are corn grown primarily for domestic con
sumption and manioc grown for domestic consumption in the form of meal or 
for export as tapioca. Production of corn and manioc, and manufacture of 
manioc meal and tapioca (prior to 1953) were entirely by Africans. 

After World War II tapioca found a ready market in France, and exports of 
2,000 to 4,000 tons a year seemed assured. Then in 1949 American corn rust 
inflicted severe damage on the corn crop in West Africa. In Dahomey, where 
rust damage reached its peak in May-September 1950, the price of corn rose 500 
per cent (15). The result of the corn shortage and consequent high prices is at 
once apparent in statistics of T ogolese foreign trade. Manioc meal was shipped 
from Togo into Dahomey and the Gold Coast as a substitute for corn meal, 
and supplies of manioc roots normally destined for conversion into tapioca were 
diverted to use in the form of meal. Exports of tapioca fell by more than onc
half from 1949 to 1950, and almost no tapioca was exported in 1951. Recorded 
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exports of manioc meal/ on the other hand, trivial in previous years, amounted 
to 7,000 tons in 1950 and 3,000 tons in 1952 (r8, Table 8-'7). With recovery of corn 
production, exports of meal gradually declined and exports of tapioca recovered 
to more than their previous level. 

From the other side of the continent, in Kampala, Uganda, studies of expendi
tures by African laborers over a period of years show shifts in consumption 
patterns in 1953 that appear to be strongly related to price (Chart I). The market 
for foodstuffs in 1953 was marked by great increases in prices of bananas, sweet 
potatoes, and manioc, and by the stability of the price of corn. The general price 
rise was caused by poor crops in late 1952, resulting from inadequate rainfall; if 
government had not intervened, corn prices might have risen in the same way 
as did prices of the other staples even though corn stocks were fairly large. 
Through government control of distribution and supplies, however, the price of 
corn meal was kept fairly steady at between 27 cents and 30 cents per pound. 
In other years this would have been considered a high price for corn meal, but in 
1953 it made it the cheapest of all the starchy staple foodstuffs in terms of calories. 
Government's efforts to hold down the price of corn meal in Uganda markets 
were greatly assisted by the response of corn growers to the high prices that had 
prevailed in 1952 when the crop had been short and prices uncontrolled. The 
administration guaranteed a price of 15 cents per pound to growers, with the 
consequence that in Buganda the area of the spring crop was at an all-time high 
of 236,000 acres, or 90,000 acres more than the largest previous crop (34). Supplies 
steadily improved as this crop was harvested. 

The reaction of purchasers to the general rise in prices and to the relative 
cheapness of corn varied with the tribe. Traditional food patterns differed sharp
ly, the Baganda relying very heavily on bananas (matoke), and the Batoro and 
Banyankole consuming large amounts of manioc with bananas somewhat less 
important. 

The Banyankole, who previously had consumed little corn meal, increased 
their expenditure on this foodstuff about fivefold, and reduced expenditures on 
bananas and manioc accordingly. Data are not available for years immediately 
after 1953, but a study conducted in 1957 showed corn meal to have largely dis
placed manioc in the Banyankole diet, whereas expenditures on bananas had 
returned to the 1952 level. It could be that the relatively low prices of corn in 
1953 provoked a change in the diet that persisted after prices returned to more 
normal relationships. Lack of information about Banyankole expenditures before 
1952, however, makes this sort of generalization precarious. 

Batoro expenditure patterns show similar changes in 1953---decline in con
sumption of manioc and bananas, great increase in consumption of corn. In 
1957 Batoro expenditures on corn were much less than in 1953, although greater 
than in 1949-52, and expenditures for manioc were about the same as in 1953. 
Expenditures for bananas, on the other hand, were higher than had been reported 
by any of the earlier surveys. The price distortion in 1953 clearly seems to have 
affected expenditures in that year, but changes appear not to have been perma-

1 Exports of meal, destined primarily to neighboring countries, tend to be under-reported be
cause of Togo's long and poorly policed land frontier. 
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CHART I.-Kampala, Uganda: Expenditures on Starchy Sta
ples by African Laborers by Tribes, and Average Market 

Prices, 1949-57· 
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nent, except as they may have accelerated a declining trend in expenditure on 
manioc. 

The Baganda, who customarily spent as much as 25 per cent of all expendi
tures on bananas, compensated for high prices in 1953 by increasing their con
sumption of corn and of sweet potatoes. Probably the shift from bananas to 
sweet potatoes should be regarded as an income effect rather than a price effect. 
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Sweet potatoes in 1953 were much more expensive than manioc or corn but may 
have been more acceptable to the Baganda because they can be prepared in much 
the same way as bananas. When the very high prices paid for bananas began to 
press on income, the Baganda, who were the wealthiest of the three groups, 
shifted to another preferred food, even though its cost too was abnormally high. 

The data obtained by the Kampala expenditure studies are entirely consistent 
with orthodox notions of economic response. They also suggest strongly that even 
the most firmly rooted consumption habits can be upset by a sharp change in 
relative prices. 

Reference has already been made to the way in which food farmers increased 
their output of corn when faced with an unusually attractive price. This is but 
one of many instances in which output of an agricultural commodity in tropical 
Africa has responded positively to the stimulus of prices. Sometimes this has 
produced results contrary to those desired by colonial administrators, as when 
Tanganyika farmers have found it more profitable to grow cotton and purchase 
food rather than try to grow all of their own food requirements, or when West 
African farmers have devoted most of their efforts to the remunerative business 
of producing cocoa, with consequent curtailment of food farming. To most 
economists these would appear to be proper decisions leading to economic effi
ciency, but to those administrators who customarily think in terms of local self
sufficiency they have been most distressing. 

In Tanganyika Territory attempts were made over a period of years to 
achieve territorial, provincial, even district self-sufficiency in foodstuffs, and the 
African farmers were required by law to grow specified areas of certain staple 
foodstuffs, even though it was recognized that these crops were economically 
unattractive. In 1950, for example, the Department of Agriculture report on 
the Southern Province states (28): 

This has been a disappointing year for being self-sufficient within the 
Province .... There were also many local food shortages although most of 
these were alleviated by internal distribution. Some of the local shortages 
were accountable to climatic conditions, e.g., floods on the Ruvuma and the 
erratic incidence of rainfall. 

The fact remains, however, that there could have been no such shortages 
if the rules of cassava plantings had been fully implemented. In a good grain 
year little cassava is needed, but within the economic range it is a marketable 
commodity for export. The price is, however, low and compares unfavour
ably with other crops, e.g., sunflower, cashew nuts and tobacco. It is not, 
therefore, popular as an economic crop. Unfortunate as it is to have to insti
gate innumerable prosecutions, it is essential to enforce the rules for minimum 
plots of cassava as an insurance against food shortage. 

Further on, the report complains that "Over recent years the peasant has 
become increasingly money conscious and has been developing the idea that if 
you have money you cannot be short of food." 

Two years later, however, the departmental report expressed concern over 
~he large crop of manioc harvested in the Newala District of the Southern Prov
Ince in response to attractive prices, a crop sufficient to provide exports amounting 
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to 17,000 tons of dried roots. It was recommended that "when other districts are 
growing sufficient for their own needs it would be best to discourage production 
in the Newala District to some extent ... " (29). 

The impression is clearly given by the official reports that far from being 
handicapped by the absence of economic man in Tanganyika, the agricultural 
authorities were embarrassed by his presence. In 1954 they were still placing 
stress " ... on the need to plant up adequate acreages of cassava in all Provinces 
... " despite the fact that the Southern Provinces continued to export dried roots 
overseas (30), and despite the fact that in many parts of Tanganyika manioc 
grows poorly, if it all. By 1956, however, as African farmers in areas where mani
oc was an economic crop continued to expand output in response to good prices, 
the Department began to alter its rigid devotion to self-sufficiency, and to apply 
its rule for compulsory planting more selectively, " ... more reliance being placed 
on the greater production of crops for sale where cassava does not crop well" (]I). 

In the Belgian Congo, too, economic man has sometimes thwarted adminis
trators' plans. In 1951 the Belgian authorities were distressed because African 
farmers found higher returns in the production of cotton and peanuts than in 
growing food crops. The area planted to manioc in Leopoldville had declined 
eight per cent, and similar declines had occurred in Equateur, Orientale, and 
Katanga Provinces. In Kasai and Kivu Provinces, although plantings had in
creased, much of the crop was left in the field because the price was too low to 
cover the cost of harvesting. The actions taken by the authorities to increase the 
supply available in Kasai was not, as one might have expected, to raise the price) 
but rather to forbid shipment out of the Province, in effect lowering the price 
(I). Similarly in the region of Feshi, where manioc is the principal crop, its sale 
outside the district is forbidden in order to protect the local food supply (20). 
As a result, a crop that might be sold in order to purchase badly needed higher 
quality foods is only partly harvested. 

Economic African man not only finds himself in conflict with bureaucratic 
European man in the persons of colonial administrators; his behavior also seems 
strange and sometimes perverse to agricultural officers who are ruled more by 
technological than by economic considerations. In the Western Region of Ni
geria, the principal cash crop, cocoa, is extremely liable to attack by Black Pod 
(Phytophthora palmivora) which destroys pods and reduces leaf growth (9, p. 22). 
Damage by Black Pod can be much reduced if the cocoa is harvested frequently 
and infected pods removed. The Department of Agriculture, however, has had 
only limited success in persuading farmers to pick pods frequently in order to 
control the disease. Failure of farmers to heed the admonitions of agricultural 
officers may sometimes be due to ignorance, indifference, or hostility, but the 
most effective obstacle to general adoption of the recommended methods is their 
cost. According to Galletti, Baldwin, and Dina, who conducted an intensive 
study of Nigerian cocoa farming in 1951-52 (9, pp. 216-17), 

. . . about 60 per cent. of the cocoa acreage belongs to 20 per cent. of the 
farmers and the farmers holding this acreage have 5 acres or more each in 
one village. To control Black Pod effectively these farmers would need per
manent labourers throughout the year. But most labourers are migrants and 
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few wish to take up permanent work on cocoa farms, especially as wages are 
not always paid regularly and punctually. Other farmers show little inter
est ... because their holdings are so small that the extra income to be gained 
is not enough to make the effort required seem worthwhile ... The distance 
of cocoa plots from the farmers' residence is often great, and to walk 5 miles 
or so each way every three weeks to remove black pods on half an acre of 
cocoa does not seem to the Y oruba farmer to be time well spent. 

Clearly the reason why the control scheme has not been well carried out is be
cause the marginal cost it entails is greater than the marginal revenue it brings in. 

Somewhat similar difficulties were encountered in the Kasai when producers' 
cooperatives sponsored by the Congo administration acquired small flour mills 
for transforming dried manioc roots into flour. Technically the mills were satis
factory, producing a clean white flour at lower cost and with less effort than the 
customary product of mortar and pestle. Nevertheless, deliveries of dried roots to 
the mills were small, much less than would justify their purchase and mainte
nance. The explanation was not far to seek. Manioc farmers did not object to 
the mills themselves, they were not indifferent to their labor-saving advantages, 
and they were not hostile toward the cooperative itself, at least as far as could 
be determined. The difficulty was purely economic. Flour produced in the co
operative mills was sold through "modern" trade channels to merchants supply
ing the cities or to European employers. When sold in this fashion manioc com
manded no more than the official minimum price of 1.10 francs per kilo-a mini
mum become a maximum when offered by large buyers. But manioc sold on 
local traditional markets to African traders and consumers brought as much as 
4.50 francs per kilo (18, p. 266). It is not at all remarkable that local farmers 
preferred to mill their own flour in order to be able to sell it on the local market. 

In some parts of tropical Africa, particularly in West Africa, manioc farmers 
present another sort of riddle to the uninformed observer. In their study of food 
farms in the cocoa belt of western Nigeria, Galletti and his associates commented 
on the large amount of manioc that was left in the field unharvested. Harvests 
yielded only about 45 per cent as much manioc per acre as might have been ex
pected on the basis of crop harvesting experiments undertaken in the Nigerian 
Agricultural Census of 1950/51, whereas harvests of yams were 80 per cent of 
expected values, harvests of corn 85 per cent. Similar figures are reported from 
an agricultural survey in southeastern Ghana in 1952/53 where annual output 
of manioc averaged only 0.6 tons per acre although yields of 3 to 9 tons were to 
be expected. In the Ivory Coast, too, an agricultural survey of the Bouake re
vealed manioc production to be only a small fraction of what it would have 
been if all the crop had been harvested. 

It might be thought that the apparently wasteful practices suggested by these 
reports from Nigeria, Ghana, and the Ivory Coast were occasioned by peculiar 
circumstances at the time of the surveys, and in fact governmental propaganda 
to grow more food and relatively high prices at time of planting may have been 
contributory causes. Other information, however, makes it clear that in most 
years manioc, and taro too, are only partially harvested in many parts of tropical 
Africa. The general explanation is again economic, and derives from the distri-
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but ion of the costs of producing these two root crops. It costs little to plant a 
field of manioc or taro, and the crop can be grown to maturity with a minimum 
of care. For manioc even land cost is trivial when the crop is grown, as it often 
is, in fields that would otherwise be abandoned to bush. By far the largest cost 
of producing manioc and taro is that assumed in lifting the mature roots from 
the field and transporting them to market. Many African farmers grow manioc 
as a speculation, to be marketed if the price is high enough when the crop is 
mature to yield a return greater than cost of harvest, to be abandoned if it is not.2 

The effect of price on cocoa production in Nigeria and Ghana was long rec
ognized by colonial officers, and it is only in recent years, partly as an apology 
for activities of the Marketing Boards, that it has been brought in question. Gal
letti's study of Nigerian cocoa farmers confirms the analyses of West African 
agricultural officers going back to World War 1.8 Reports of conditions in 1918 
and 1919 are particularly interesting because they show that not only does out
put rise when prices go up, it also declines when prices fall. The following ex
cerpt from the Gold Coast Report on the Agricultural Department for the Year 
1918 describes the consequences of low prices (II): 

In the remoter districts all over the country where there was no local mar
ket and the cost of transport to the nearest buying centre was more than the 
produce would have realised, the cocoa crop was left ungathered and the 
majority of the farms entirely abandoned, some of the owners even leaving 
the districts in search of employment. This resulted in a deplorable condition 
of the farms, diseased and squirrel eaten pods of two seasons crop were hang
ing on the trees together with the fresh young pods, branches attacked by 
Loranthus parasite, numerous dead and decaying branches covered with white
thread fungus, and occasional dead trees killed by root diseases, all supple
mented by a perfect forest of young cocoa seedlings springing up all around, 
as well as a super-abundance of untended sucker growths. 

It should be pointed out that Department of Agriculture officials were not 
entirely pleased with the consequences of African farmers' economic aspirations. 
The same report speaks of "the mistaken belief that the larger the area [in cocoa] 
the bigger the profit" (II). Apparently the authorities were disturbed by farm
ers' pursuit of the good returns that could be obtained from cocoa groves. 

With the reopening of trade channels after the Armistice cocoa production 
began to increase, although immediate recovery from neglect during periods of 
low prices was, of course, not possible. But the report for 1919 states that (/2): 

Throughout the cocoa area the revival of the market resulted in a re
awakened interest in farms which had been temporarily abandoned during 
the dormant condition of the industry. The "cultivation" accorded consisted 
merely of clearing the trees of bush growth in young farms, cutlassing under 
growth to permit collection of crops, and occasionally a minimum of rough 

2 The practice is closely parallel to that followed in the Salinas Valley in California, one of the 
most highly commercialized farming districts in the world. There farmers plant lettuce on speculation, 
only to plow it under when mature if prices are too low to cover harvesting costs. 

8 Cf. also the report on cocoa prepared by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations in 1955 (6). 
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pruning. Young farms have been observed to be the greater sufferers from 
war-time abandonment, and in spite of the signs of recovery it is probable 
that some time must elapse before even pre-war conditions can be generally 
reported. 

During the war farmers had turned their attention from cocoa for export to 
food for domestic production, but with the return of good prices for cocoa the 
production of foodstuffs declined. When this shift of inputs became apparent to 
lhe Agricultural Department officers their earlier concern over the decline in 
production of unprofitable cocoa now became a concern over the decline in pro
duction of less profitable food crops, and they urged that "departmental effort 
should be increasingly concentrated on food production" (12). 

In Ghana and Nigeria official policy forbade the establishment of plantations 
by aliens, and the local producers have therefore not found themselves in direct 
competition with European growers. In the Ivory Coast, however, Europeans 
and Africans alike are engaged in the production of such export crops as cocoa, 
coffee, and bananas, and have competed in the same markets. Although Euro
peans were given a privileged position in hiring labor and in marketing their 
crops until after World War II, the African farmer has more than held his own 
in cocoa and coffee production, and in some instances has proved to be more 
skillful in adjusting to changing market conditions than the European. 

The cocoa, coffee, and banana plantations of the Ivory Coast are concentrated 
in the southern forested part of the country where population is sparse and labor 
in short supply. Shortly after the country came under French control, the gov
ernment conscripted labor for work on roads, but planters were expected to hire 
labor from the village chiefs. Labor requirements of European plantations soon 
began to conflict with requirements of government, and in 1925 the state adopted 
legislation designed to regulate this competition. The administration of this act 
was such as to provide the European planters with what was essentially compul
sory labor. During World War II it was frankly that. Meanwhile African plant
ers were forced to rely on free labor. 

At the Brazzaville Conference in 1944 it was decided progressively to suppress 
labor recruitment. African planters were delighted, particularly so because dur
ing the war years they had been largely cut off from their labor supply. European 
planters, not unnaturally, were passionately opposed to abolition of this system 
that had been in effect in one form or another almost since the beginning of 
European plantations, and they regarded the decision as a direct blow to the 
development of the entire territory. Nevertheless, all compulsory labor was abol
ished by law in April 1946. 

Fears of Europeans seemed to have been well grounded. Laborers left their 
jobs en masse, and many European plantations went untended for months, some 
for as long as two years. Wages had been ridiculously low-from 4 to 5 francs 
CF A a day as compared with a legal minimum of 105 francs CF A a day in 1955-
and it was not until wages were raised and more goods were available in local 
markets that the plantations were able to resume normal operations. Still the 
Europeans were not able to satisfy their requirements although the Africans were 
meeting with somewhat better success. 
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North of the Ivory Coast, in Upper Volta, the Mossi population provided an 
obvious labor pool for the southern planters, if only they could be induced to 
come. The Mossi find their principal employment away from home in southern 
Ghana where they have gone for many years in response to attractive wages and 
working conditions. The problem was to divert a larger part of this migration 
to the Ivory Coast. At first the colonial administration itself assumed this task, 
but at the beginning of 1950 the Syndicat Interprofessional pour l'Acheminement 
de la Main-d'oeuvre was organized to take over recruitment for all Ivory Coast 
planters. The African planters shortly withdrew, believing that the Syndicat 
discriminated against them, and formed the Syndicat Agricole Africain. It was 
this organization that solved'the labor problem, by the simple expedient of pay
ing the Mossi the same wages and providing them with the same working condi
tions as they could get in Ghana. The European planters, after having claimed 
that these conditions of employment would drive them into bankruptcy, were 
forced to follow the African example once compulsory labor was abolished (7). 

Output of cocoa and coffee combined from African plantations increased from 
a total of ~,300 tons in 1942 to 108,900 tons in 1952; during this same period Euro
pean output declined from 14,250 tons to 5,800 tons. Although Europeans had 
been favored by government in labor recruitment, in prices for their product, and 
even by direct subsidy, they found themselves able to compete effectively with 
Africans only in the production of bananas, where the special marketing require
ments of the fruit probably offered them an advantage. 

Migratory travel of laborers is a familiar phenomenon in all parts of Africa 
and appears to be primarily a response to the desire for economic gain. The mi
grants are also motivated by the desire for adventure, the lure of far places, and 
the esteem in which the man who has travelled is held in the village, but these 
appear not to be the dominant reasons why so many thousands make journeys of 
hundreds of miles to take employment, often to indenture themselves, in mines 
and on plantations. 

A report from the region of Woleu-N'Tem, which lies in French Gabon in 
the angle formed by the frontiers of the Cameroons and Spanish Guinea, illus
trates the nature and strength of the economic appeal; it also illustrates how ra
tional African behavior can be misinterpreted by Europeans who find its conse
quences inconvenient. In the early I920's, Woleu-N'Tem was relatively isolated 
from the rest of French Gabon, and employment opportunities were few. On 
the other side of the border, however, in Spanish Guinea, there was great eco
nomic activity. But the population of continental Guinea (Rio Muni) was no 
more than sufficient for the needs of its own agricultural and lumbering indus
tries, and the permanent population of Fernando Po was fully employed. As a 
consequence, laborers moved steadily from Woleu-N'Tem across the frontier 
into Spanish territory. The story of the reaction of the Fang of Woleu-N'Tem 
to the free economic attraction of Spanish Guinea and the compulsion and re
striction imposed by the French authorities in Gabon is told by Gilles Sautter 
(26; my translation from the French): 

The "departures for Spanish Guinea" were the obsession of the French 
administrators. Each periodic report accorded them a section. On at least 
two occasions, high functionaries were sent into the neighboring colony to 
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study the causes of the movement and the ways in which it took place, with 
the object of combating it more effectively. There is no reliable figure on the 
volume of this exodus because of its more or less clandestine character. Cer
tainly there were no data from the Spanish side where "it is quite certain that 
no Fang from Gabon is registered as such, nor under his own name" (a). 
Taking into account the return of some emigrants, it is probable that Woleu
N'Tem lost in a few years many thousands of individuals from its working 
force. 

Why did so many leave? Often the administrative reports gave as cause 
the "questionable procedures" of the Spanish employers and suggested that 
these partook more of enslavement than of "recruitment" (a). Two points 
above all were insisted upon: the employment of "recruiters" who crossed the 
frontier and prospected in Gabon, with the complicity perhaps of Europeans, 
surely of some of the native authorities; the "advance of a considerable sum 
of money" (b) made to the recruits, which obliged them to renew their en
gagement at the expiration of the period contemplated. The Spanish govern
ment closed its eyes to these practices. 

Certain reports, however, sound a slightly different note and without doubt 
are more accurate: "In the course of the month of August twenty-seven na
tives returning from Fernando-Po came into Oyem to pay their taxes. They 
possessed a very fine trunk filled with quality goods, very different from those 
trade goods [pacotille] which are sold to them at home at excessive prices by 
the factors on the coast" (c). Ten years later, "because of import duties and 
also because of the greed of the merchants, it is estimated that merchandise 
is 75% dearer at Oyem than at Bata" (a). All impressment, all subterfuge 
aside, these considerations alone explain the attraction exercised by the Span
ish possessions on a people among whom the exchange of dowries traditionally 
absorbs a large quantity of goods and money. When to this is added the geo
graphical proximity, the existence of the same tribes on both sides of the fron
tier, and the impaired reputation of the lumbering camps of Gabon, the only 
other possibility of employment and income offered, the movement can be 
understood even better. 

Furthermore, economic considerations are not the only ones that enter 
into the calculation. Is it astonishing if, at the least entanglement with the 
French administration, the villagers betake themselves to the side of the fron
tier where "there is neither census, nor native tax, nor levies, nor native justice" 
(a), where, in sum, the inhabitants "live in the most complete independence" 
(b)? This movement involved not only the displacement of individuals and 
families; one saw "the desertion of entire villages before unbearable corvees 
or before tax obligations that were too heavy for a poor area" (a). It is with
out doubt the reason why, in flying over the frontier zone, as we had occasion 
to do recently, or in looking on the map, one sees more establishments on the 
Spanish side than on the French side. 

19 (a) G. Le Testu. Rapport sur la tournee effcctuce en Guince Espagnole du 26 juin au 7 juillet 
33. 

(b) J. Jacoulct. Rapport de tournee d'inspection. 
(c) Region du Woleu-N'Tem. Rapport du mois d'aout 1924. 
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The Africans involved in the economic transactions described in this section 
do not appear to have been much different from men everywhere in their re
sponse to changing conditions of demand and supply and in their ingenuity in 
devising satisfactory solutions to new problems. Certainly they show every evi
dence of wanting to increase their command over goods and services and of going 
about the business of doing so in a rational way, even when they find their desires 
to be in conflict with those of the dominant European administration. It seems 
clear that a great many Africans are well familiar with the workings of markets 
and know how to participate in them to their own advantage. Participation in 
markets to the extent described, and elTective competition with Europeans in 
crop production imply some knowledge of the use of savings both as precau
tionary balances and in investment. Direct information about savings and invest
ment, however, is meager. A few bits of evidence from recent economic studies, 
bearing both on the African's ability to save and on his willingness to do so, are 
presented below. 

SAVINGS AND INVESTMENT 

One of the most commonly offered explanations of why a people do not save, 
that their incomes are so low as to allow no margin over the minimum required 
for subsistence, has two possible meanings. If by minimum required for sub
sistence is meant an amount barely large enough to permit survival, then the 
general proposition is equivalent to saying that a decline in income would result 
in starvation and death. If on the other hand minimum requirements for sub
sistence are defined in terms of what a population conceives to be tolerable, then 
the general proposition is that the desire for consumption goods is so high as to 
consume all current production. Put in these absolute terms it seems most un
likely that the proposition is true of any human population. For it implies com
plete improvidence, complete failure to provide for periods when game may be 
scarce and crops may be short. In absolute terms, indeed, it implies consumption 
of all crops at time of harvest. It would also mean a society without tools, with
out homes, even without clothing, all of which depend on deferment of con
sumption in order to come into being and all of which furnish consumption sat
isfactions over a period of months or years. Not to save at all means not to survive. 

The extreme form of the proposition that income is at the subsistence level 
leads to absurd conclusions. But we are not much better off if we try to define 
minimum consumption in more realistic fashion. A wide range exists, for ex
ample, between a minimum cost diet that will barely support life and diets en
joyed by even the poorest human populations. If we attempt to specify a mini
mum cost diet capable of supporting an individual in "full vigor," new difficulties 
arise because of the various ways in which that condition may be defined. It is in 
fact almost impossible to arrive at a definition of subsistence minimum that is 
useful and that will be generally accepted. 

This is not to say, however, that subjective appraisal of levels of consumption, 
and of capacity for saving of income above some sort of base consumption level, 
are without value. When consumption records can be obtained they will give 
indications of "nonessential" consumption and of the extent to which it might 
be possible to divert income from consumption without harmful consequences. 
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They may also indicate what level of consumption a population considers as nor
mal or adequate, and make it possible to identify individuals or groups who 
have incomes sufficiently greater than this normal to permit savings. Another 
reason given for inability to save, that the claims of the family or lineage are so 
strong as to compel any individual whose income rises above the modal minimum 
to share the surplus for consumption by relatives, can only be tested by examining 
what in fact happens when incomes are at different levels. 

Reports of some quantitative studies of income and expenditure in East and 
West African communities since World War II suggest that there is a large vari
ation in individual and family income, that many Africans have incomes large 
enough to permit savings of some sort, and that a few with relatively large in
comes are able to preserve a substantial part of their income from the rapacity of 
their kinfolk. These studies also provide information about the kinds of things 
people buy, thereby providing some indication of the rationality of African con
sumption. 

A 1954 survey in the town of Akuse, which is about 60 miles northeast of 
Accra, reports details of income and spending of 163 families classified according 
to their total monthly expenditures (13)' Highest and lowest expenditures by 
individual families were not reported, but average incomes of each of the ten 
expenditure groups into which the sample was divided ranged from 1745. (20 

families) to I,IOOS. (9 families) per month, or from 55s. to 217S. per person per 
month. Expenditures for home consumption averaged 42 per cent of gross in
come but varied from 26 to 51 per cent, depending primarily on how much of 
gross income came from resale of purchased goods. Net savings deposits aver
aged 6.6 per cent of gross income and were reported by 8 of the IO classes. Cash 
savings amounted to 4 per cent of gross income for the entire sample but were 
more than 15 per cent in one of the wealthier classes. Other saving could not be 
determined because it was included in the general category of remittances paid 
and received. Savings were said to have been unusually high because the survey 
was conducted in September and families were beginning to save for Christmas. 

The Akuse sample was drawn from all families in the community. It has 
been more customary to collect information only from the families of wage earn
ers and to exclude families with incomes above a certain level. In the 1951 study 
of budgets of unskilled laborers in Jinja, Uganda, for example, it was found that 
IO men in the sample of 120 were receiving considerable extra income from the 
sale of beer, giving them a total income almost three times as large as that of the 
rest of the sample. These ten men accordingly were excluded from the survey 
(35)· Such studies show much lower savings. In Takoradi-Sekondi net savings 
deposits of laborers were less than one per cent of gross receipts, according to a 
1955 survey of families with wage incomes of £5-£15 a month (14). A similar 
survey of budgets of unskilled laborers in Jinja, Uganda, in 1952, however, showed 
net savings of 16.6 per cent of income, with the lower income group saving about 
4 per cent of income, and the higher income group, one-fourth of the sample, 
saving 36 per cent of income (36). The very high figure reported for the second 
group results in part from the fact that these laborers grew an unreported amount 
of food for their own consumption and this was not included in income. 

Surveys of cocoa-producing farmers in Ghana and Nigeria report much higher 
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absolute savings per family than do the urban surveys, and also greater variation 
of income. The study of Galletti, Baldwin, and Dina, referred to earlier, reports 
income in great detail for 187 families in western Nigeria. Net business receipts 
of these families in 1951/52 ranged from less than £20 to more than £2,000, with 
8 per cent of the families receiving 38 per cent of all income (Chart 2). Income 

CHART 2.-Nigerian Cocoa Farmers: Distribution of Cash Receipts 
from Farming and All Business Receipts, by Households, 1951-52* 
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• Based on R. Galletti, K. D. S. Baldwin, and 1. O. Dina, Nigerian Cocoa 
Farmers • •. (Nigeria Cocoa Mkt. Bd., London, 1956), pp. 452, 458. 

from farming was slightly less concentrated: 9 per cent of the families received 
28.8 per cent of all net farm income. Savings amounted to no less than 40 per 
cent of disposable cash income (9, p. 461). Galletti and his associates also pro
vide statistics relating nonbusiness expenditures and expenditures on food to net 
receipts. As receipts rose, expenditure on food rose to a level of a bit less than 
£ 100 per year, but not above that (Chart 3). Total nonbusiness (domestic) ex
penditures rose more persistently than expenditure on food, but consumed an 
increasingly smaller part of net receipts. 

In southwestern Ghana, a budget survey of 1,000 cocoa-growing families in 
the Oda-Swedru-Asamankese Area in 1955/56 reports gross earned incomes rang
ing from under I,OOOS. to over 15,000S. a year. Net income in the lowest class 
averaged 689s., that in the highest 13,365s. Domestic expenditure ranged from 
816s. in the lowest class to 3,565s. in the highest (10). 
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CHART 3.-Nigerian Cocoa Farmers: Net Receipts, Nonbusiness Ex
penses, and Value of Food Consumed, per Household, 1951-52· 
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Some information about size of cocoa holdings in Ghana and Nigeria is sum
marized in Chart 4. Lines plotting cumulative per cent of farmers against cumu
lative per cent of area or production are grouped fairly closely; in general it can 
be said that large farms making up 10 per cent of all farms account for from 30 

to 40 per cent of acreage and output and the 5 per cent of farms that are largest 
account for from 21 to 27 per cent of acreage and output. Information from the 
Ivory Coast shows similar variation in size of coffee farms (32, p. 218) : 

Per cent of all farms with area less than 

District 2 ha. 5 ha. 10 ha. 25 ha. 

1 60 85 95 100 
2 36 73 91 99 
3 17 41 67 91 
4 30 70 95 94.5 
5 54 88 96 100 
6 32 66 86 92 

Property distribution in 54 Tonga households and 60 Ngoni households in 
Northern Rhodesia, as reported by Phyllis Deane, also fail to confirm the level
ing effect of tribalism on accumulation of wealth (Chart 5). The general distri
bution is not much more equal than those shown in Chart 4, resembling most 
closely the distribution of income from cocoa in the Oda-Swedru-Asamankese 
Area of Ghana. Although the value of household goods owned by the Tonga 
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CHART 4.-Size of Cocoa Holdings, Nigeria and Ghana, 1950's· 
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survey from R. Galletti, K. D. S. Baldwin, and I. O. Dina, Nigerian Cocoa Farmers 
... (Nigeria Cocoa Mkt. Bd., London, 1956), p. 150; Ghana (Hill), loads, seven 
villages, from Polly Hill, The Gold Coast Cocoa Farmer: A Preliminary Survey 
(London, 1956), pp. 89-90; Oda-Swedru, loads, from Ghana, Off. Govt. Stat., 
Survey of Population and Budgets of Cocoa Producing Families in Oda-Swedru
Asamanl(esc Area: 1955-56 (Stat. and Econ. Papers, No.6, July 1958), pp. 70-71. 

and Ngoni (less than £50 for the wealthiest household) is much less than the 
value of durable goods owned by the Nigeria cocoa-producing families studied 
by Galletti and his associates (up to more than £2,300 per family), the two dis
tributions are much the same. 

In the urban budget studies and in the surveys of cocoa producers, loans and 
borrowing figure prominently. Africans make use of a variety of credit arrange
ments, many of them of local or traditional origin. They include the "pledging" 
of cocoa farms in lieu of mortgaging land that is not held in fee, the development 
and operation of farms on shares, in which one man furnishes labor, skill, tools, 
and provisions, the other furnishes land and perhaps lends some tools and some 
food, and money-pooling clubs, such as the esusu societies of Nigeria, to which 
the members make a weekly or monthly cash contribution that is given to each 
member in turn to make a major purchase. Africans who are provided with food 
and lodging by their employers may contribute their entire cash wages to such a 
club. 

Evidence is fairly plentiful as to the general existence of income above the 
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CHART 5.-Value of Household Goods Owned by 54 Tonga Families, 
60 Ngoni Families, 1947, and Value of Durable Goods Owned by 

187 Nigeria Families, 1951-52· 

f}) 

w 
:::> 
--l 
« 
> 

(Per cent) 

IOOr---------------------------------------~ 

80 

60 

40 

20 

Tonga 
Ngonl 
Nigeria 

o~~--~------~------~------~------~ 
o 20 40 60 80 100 

FAMILIES 

• Sources: Tonga and Ngoni from Phyllis Deane, Colonial Social Accounting 
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and 1. O. Dina, Nigerian Cocoa Farmers . • • (Nigeria Cocoa Mkt. Bd., London, 
1956), p. 165. 

"subsistence" level, of some incomes much above modal level, and of some sav
ings, at some times, from incomes of every level; it is not at all plentiful as to 
the extent, amount, or nature of investment. Money is saved to pay for feasts 
and ceremonials, for education, for costly items such as bicycles, radios, and 
trucks; it is also saved as a precaution against future hardship; and it is saved to 
be invested in productive activities. There seems to be no evidence that money 
or wealth is hoarded, in the sense of being held simply for the sake of holding 
it, although some writers so interpret the large cattle herds of certain East Afri
can tribes. 

Budget studies show that a certain amount of current income goes into con
sumer durables, amounting to as much as 7.5 per cent of all household expendi
tures (Oda-Swedru). Items included in this category are such things as furni
ture, bedding, kitchen utensils, tableware, lamps, carpeting, axes, and cutlery. 
?chool expenses, although not large, appear in most budgets. Bicycles and sew
lllg machines, to be used both for pleasure and profit, are familiar African invest
ments. But investments more clearly productive in nature must also represent 
a substantial fraction of some of the larger incomes. The large fleets of trucks 
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that carry goods and passengers throughout West Africa are African-owned, as 
are many of the trucks supplying such cities as Leopoldville and Brazzaville in 
Central Africa. Perhaps the largest single type of investment, however, is in the 
form of cocoa, coffee, and banana plantations. Galletti and his associates estimate 
that in 1951/52 the cost of clearing and planting one acre of cocoa amounted to 
between £50 and £75. This is a permanent investment that will yield little or 
no return for the first 4 to 8 years, but that can be expected to yield well for IS 
years or more thereafter. 

Examination of detailed records of expenditure by families in Dar es Salaam, 
Jinja, Kampala, Mbale, Akuse, Accra, Kumasi, Sekondi-Takoradi, Western Ni
geria, and the Oda-Swedru district of Ghana supplies no evidence that Africans 
are irrational in consumption habits. The items for which money is spent are 
just those same reasonable necessities and amenities that the European of similar 
position might buy. Food bulks large, accounting for at least half of most family 
expenditures. Clothing, rent, fuel, and light account for another 15 per cent, 
alcoholic beverages and tobacco around 10 per cent. Expenditures on clothing 
probably increase with income and may be as little as 10 per cent (Jinja, 1951) 
or as much as 23 per cent (Oda-Swedru). The items going to make up each 
major subtotal are not at all peculiar nor particularly African. Examination of 
imports of consumer goods by the African countries is just as unrewarding to 
the searcher after peculiar and irrational wants. Imports are today, as they have 
been for centuries, made up almost entirely of goods that the African does not 
produce and that he wants for the same reasons European and American con
sumers want them; cloth, manufactured goods, beverages, some foodstuffs, ma
chinery and equipment, petroleum products, chemicals, bicycles, automobiles, and 
radios figure large in the imports of most countries. A pressing problem over 
most of tropical Africa is the providing of useful and wanted goods in greater 
diversity at prices Africans can pay. Walter Elkan speaks of a "discontinuity in 
the price range of the things men want to buy" and holds it responsible for much 
behavior that appears strange in western eyes (5). As the supply of goods in
creases, and costs of transporting and merchandising them decline, we can ex
pect to see economic desires operating even more forcefully, among more people, 
to stimulate production and efficiency. 

ECONOMIC MAN AND SOCIAL GOALS 

Against the illustrations offered here of shrewd adjustment to changing mar
ket conditions, of savings and investment, can be brought forth many other 
illustrations of the sort most often advanced to prove the African's childish lack 
of understanding of economic affairs. In the United States, too, it would be pos
sible to compile an impressive collection of anecdotes in which the irrational 
economic behavior of American consumers, even of American businessmen of 
some prominence, was the theme. But it is not intended to argue that economic 
motivation is as dominant in the societies of Africa as in those of the western 
world. All that can be said is that the economic drive is present in a great many 
Africans who are well able to order their affairs to serve it. And for the purpose 
of economic analysis this is enough. 

Sylvia Leith-Ross, writing over 25 years ago of the Ibo women, found their 
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preoccupation with material things, and above all with money and prosperity, 
frightening and disheartening (21). Long before that, however, the pioneer 
economists of France and England perceived how, in a properly ordered econ
omy, the self-seeking of individual members of society could be directed to serve 
the objectives of all. More than this, in all western civilization as we now know 
it, economic drive has proved to be perhaps the most powerful force that the 
state can mobilize to its ends, whether these ends be economic growth, fostering 
of favored sectors of activity, the preservation of its sovereignty, or world domi

nation. 
The question of economic motivation in Africa is of fundamental importance 

because no other motivation can be substituted for it without great loss in effec
tiveness. If it is present in a significant degree, even though it may be lacking or 
muffied by custom in many members of society, conventional analysis will show 
how it can be fostered and used to serve the objectives of society. If the society 
is one of economic freedom and economic equality, the efficient producers and 
efficient traders will displace the inefficient and total productivity will increase. 
If all members of the society are assured equal access to markets, to resources, 
and to knowledge, the society increasingly will realize the potentialities of its citi
zenry and its natural endowment. Or if the society is not economically free but 
state directed, the planning authorities can utilize economic drive wherever it is 
present in much the same ways. 

It is not the absence of economic man that has put tropical Africa so far 
behind the great societies of Europe, Asia, and America. He lives in Africa 
today, as he has for millennia, and will eagerly serve African society as he has 
other societies when his presence is recognized and his tremendous energies are 
freed to work for the common good. 
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