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Comparative advantage is an economic terrra which is nsed to determine which
commodity or commodities a couniry, region or individual fann should specialise in,
The cancept includes the impact of ponditions which affect both, supply and demand
and is based on the premise that the effident allocation of resources is determined
where the prices are the same throughout the largest possible market area, the
differences reflecting only oansport costs. Thus the price to both the prodacers and
consumess will be higher in deficit areas than the price for producers and consumers
in surplus areas but the price ratics between commeodities will be the same.
According to the theory of comparative advantage it will pay o specialise in and
exchange that comxmodity in which chere is the least relarive disadvancage up w the
paine where price differentials refiect only transport costs. The theory proves that
it will pay both the well and poorly endowed area to specialise and exchange, even
where the one has an absclute advantage in all commeodiries, provided chat there s a
difference in the reladve prices.

Although it is not of major significance 1o this text, the omission is a serious one
and the publishers should be requested to send out a correction to pages 36, 37 and
42, The bookis nonetheless a very useful texiand the anthor is to be congramlated for
his original approach and simple explanations, I would still recommend it as a most
useful vext for agricultural economises, anthropologists, gecgraphers, rural planners,
crop and animal scientists working with small farmers, and all chose associated with
development generally, induding envireurmentalists and extension agents.

Reviewed by Kay Muit-Leresche, University of Zimbabwe,

Review of the African Poor: a History, by John Illife, African Swdies Series 58,
Cambridge Unjversity Press, Cambridge 1957 (387pp. price not stated).

This is a very sophisticated, and rnaybe even compelling, apologia for marker forces
{alias capitalism) applied to very mappropriate contexss, from Christian Ethiopia to
‘the transformadon of poverty in Scuthern Africa’. From the monasteries of
Ethiopia in, the thirteenth centary 1o resetdement sites in colonial South Africa, the
author has martialled an impressive array of so-called empirical data fromn a diverse
range of primary and secondary sources.

The methodological section, ie Chapter 1, which grapples with some of the nettles
besetring ‘comparative history’, does not manage to convinoe the reader that social
science categoties that have been applied to the history of the poor in Enrope in the
middle ages can be mechanically transferred to the African continent in the 20th
century. Atanother level the book is an atrernpe 1o offer a sentirnental but hiscoricised
justdification of ‘aid’ and other Band-Aid solutions o the preasing problems of

Thereis also a remarkable faflure to blend social and economic histeriographyinto
the very graphic descriptions of poor Africans cited in the book — from “palsied,
teprous and scrofolous” beggars in Ethiopia in 1520 to recollections by a widew in
the Ciskei banustan, that her husband had been “a good, brave man . . . henever
gavein . . . (Buf) Herein Elukhanyweni he just gave in and stayed in bed the whole
time and then he died. . . . I can understand why my husband died. He died of
shame and sorrew”,

A prominent thesis that runs throughout the book is that the growth of the “town’
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or city has sornehow alleviated poverty, There is no awempt so examine the patierns
of economic organisation introduced by European colonialism, and ¢he levels of
tconornic performance in the traditional societies of Africa, Christian or otherwiza,
bhefore they were enmeshed in the international economy created by, first, merchant
and later industrial capitalism, and now, the invisible hands of finance capical,

The soenuous efforts in this book o distinguish between “strucnural’ and
‘conjunctual’ poverty amount to empty scholastic phrasermongering. This is directed
at mystifying the real, as opposed to the relative, basic causes for mass poverty in
colonial and post-colonial Africa. *Strucural poverty’ is supposed 1o be the long term
povcn)rof individuals dne 1o their personal or social crcumstances, and conjuncrural
poverty is supposed ro be temporary poverty which ordinarily seli-sufficient people
may be thrown into by crisis.

Though the author has no knowledge of Ethiopian Janguages, the chapier on
Christian Ethiopia informs “the broad character of the poor and their means of
survival over some 700 years as a basis for comparisen and change in sub-S3aharan
Alrica as a whole”. Thar Ethiopia is unique in never having been colonised is
convenienily brushed aside. The impaci of market forces on family cohesion and
seginentation is not considered, The following ethnic bound explanadon for mass
poverty and insecutity, which i supposed to apply mulafis mugandis for the 19th
century and 20th cenwary, is oaly one example of the faulty analytical reasoning in the
book (p15)

“Insecurity helps to explain why the very poor were numerous in Ethiopia, but it
does not explain why they were more visible than in other African socisties which
also suffered insecurity. For this there were perhaps two reasons. One lay in the
family structure of the dominant Amhara people. They were a bilateral people whe
reckoned descent and inheritance from both father and mother. Instead of being
bound into a corperate descent group, each individual therefore had a range of
social identities and rights from whick he could choose the most advantageens,
Bilateral societies are characreristically individualiséic and mobile, bodh socially
and geographicalty.”

We are at loss 10 se¢ how the bilateral family conld have led to insecurity.

The author could have done a better job had he not restricted himaelf to ‘official
docaments’ and secondary academic ephemers on poverty, and integrated some
literary sources for the experience of poverty. As the book stands it lacks an overali
synthesis of the problem. A good starting point might have been the consideration of
the antonym of poverty — developrent. That would have provided a better Lasis for
a comparative perspective betwesn Europe and Africa Raymond Williams
{1975:840-341) has noted, concerning the entire concept of *aid’, which is supposed
10 lead w development tha

“it is idcologica]ly overlaid by the abstract idez of *development™ a poor country is

‘or: its way' to heing a rich one, just as in industrial Britain, in the nineteenth
century, a poor man could be seen as someone who given che rightideas and effort
was ‘on his way' to being a rich man, but was for the time being at 2 lower stage of
this development™.

Reviewed by T D) Mashanda-Shepo, Division of History and Politics, Zimbabwe.
Institute of Development Studies {Z1DS), Harare.
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Mational and Class Conflict in the Horn of Africa, John Markakis, African Studies
Series 55, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1987 {314pp. price not stated).
This may become the standard work on the Horn of Africa. It demonsirates paingstabing
schelarship and maruze thought. John Markakis surveys the nations and classes
of Ethiopia, the Sudan, Somalia and surrounding areas. He shows how colonialism
radically dpped the rural-urban balance in favour of ihe towns. Imperial mle gave
way to narionalist control of the stace; radical soldiers wok over from the nationalises;
the soldiers urned to socialism; rural and other dissident nationalists rebelled
vnsuceessiully. War and famine were the result of national and class souggle in
unforgiving cermain.

Chapter one surveys the material base and the institutions humans built upon ic.
The natural endowment was parsimoniouws, “Canflict was the inevicable comcomimnt
of scarcity and mobility, with land and water as its primary objecis™ {p24). Ghapier
wo rreats the brief but sharcering colonial peried. Agriculture was transformed, and
the towns became supreme over the couniryside. Pastoralismn was economically,
socially and politically marginalised. Subsistence cultivation was irreversibiy
debased. Nevertheless, there was some indigenous rural support for the resuldng
post-colonial state.

Chapter three argues that anticolonizl narionalism was not a mass crusade. It
mobilised the group’s spawned by the new economy and state. Colonial denial of
access t0 the state was the mainspring of nattonalism. The victorious nasionalists
therefore preserved the colonial economic and state strucrures once they had
achieved access. Chapter four treaes Tn fine detail the agacks on the state in post-
colonial times, Uneven development exacerbated material and social disparities.
Disadvaniaged groups fought for access; the nationalist rulers fell back on the armies;
evemually the miliary sook control

The fifih chapter is the longest.and chronicles ‘the Edtrean revolution’, Temporal
considerations lay Beneath religious mobilisation. Some muslime, lacking access
under the arden reginee, opposed Ediopian rule of Eritrea. Other Muslim notables
hoped to vegain lost fortunes, and supported Ethiopian rule. Inidal Christian
support in Eritrea for Ethiopian rule dwindled when federarion gave way ro a
provincial system with control held in Addis Ababa. Christian support for Eritrean
nationalism grew; but that nationalisrn was riven by fractional spliss. Each fracton
wanted preferential access to the nascent Eritrean state. Some fractions sought Arab
suppor; others did nor. Exitrean idendiry became primanly a site of struggle between
fractions.

By contrast, as chapter six explains, dissidence in the souchern Sudan seemed less
nationalist. The goal seemed merely regional recognition. Nevertheless, Markakis
argues, the dissidents wanted conrrol of the state in the southern Sudan, and were
thus the same as any other nationalisi movernent in the Hom. Again, the dissident
movement was highly fractionalised.

Somnalia at independence lacked three regions which it coveted: the Ogaden, the
northern Kenyan fronder, and Djibouti. Uprisings in these regions soughi Somali



