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conundrum about whether the initial failures of states to secure growth are
best met with accelerating success or are monuments of lost opportunities
in the 1980s in need of salvage; merely avoiding syndromes, we learn, is not
enough, and state provision of infrastructure and education are needed; greater
growth opportunities, it is suggested, lie in exploiting a class of service exports
and untapped natural resource wealth; autonomous governance will always be
a wild card; and ‘achieving growth in Africa is thus unlikely to be an easy
matter for its societies’ (p. 128). Surprisingly, the issue of ethnicities, power
and state control is included in the general analysis in Volume 1 only so far
as to highlight it as a crucial factor in African political economic growth, and
to propose governance solutions through institutions such as NEPAD and the
African Peer Review Mechanism (however problematic these both are).

Volume 1 goes on to provide evidence from the case studies (Volume 2) of
how the four anti-growth syndromes and geography have affected economic
growth, both positively and negatively, dependent on political choice and
(in)experienced political leadership. Benno Ndulu’s chapter on the ‘evolution
of global development paradigms and their influence on African economic
growth’ is a particularly noteworthy chapter that links the ideological
experience of the leaders of independent Africa with the first phases of
economic growth policy, as is Paul Collier and Jan Willem Gunning’s chapter
on ‘inter-temporal strategies and their implications for growth’ that looks at
public and private sector looting in autocratic and democratic regimes. A not-
so-revolutionary finding, but new in terms of statistical modelling, is the direct
link between policy and economic growth or decline. As such, the solutions,
from a social science or political economy perspective, are not particularly
groundbreaking, but nonetheless remain a timely re-intervention into current
and topical African economic debates. The ultimate strength of the book,
however, lies in the perceived authority of the developmental economist’s
approach in shaping economic growth policy in a neo-liberal context. Volume
1 is the econometric veneer on a richer, incredibly useful political economy
literature in Volume 2 that, despite the unfortunate geographic classification
of countries, contains a wealth of information for policy makers and advisers,
government consultants, institutions concerned with economic growth in
Africa, social scientists and Africanists.
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This book grapples with what is known to be a successful development
project implemented in a number of villages in the south of Burkina Faso.
The ‘development window’ dressed for outsiders displays a forestry scheme
combining long-term conservation with wood production for urban areas and
income generation for local actors. Sita Zougouri takes the reader along a
fascinating journey to uncover the struggles hidden by, yet producing this
window and the processes of inclusion and exclusion by which they are
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accompanied. In doing so, she not only shows, in good anthropology-of-
development tradition, how an externally planned scheme is reworked on the
basis of local organizing practices and values, but also elucidates its complex
intertwinement with several issues of topical interest for the understanding of
social and political change in the region.

The first part of the book presents an ethnographically strong analysis of
the social, political and religious context in which the forestry scheme was
received and that gave the scheme its particular form and dynamics. The author
interweaves her own entry into the field with an introduction to the intricacies
of the local scene. The main character is the village priest, whose relations with
other villagers were transformed from reciprocal to exploitative as the source
of his legitimacy shifted from internal to external support networks. This shift
started in the early twentieth century, when the village priest was assigned the
office of chief by the French colonial administration, to be accelerated later on,
especially since the onset of the drive to democratization and decentralization
in the 1990s, which entailed a revaluation of customary authorities throughout
Burkina Faso and enabled the priest to further accumulate offices. Thus the
priest succeeded in becoming an unavoidable interlocutor for any development
initiative, the forestry scheme being no exception in that regard.

Zougouri demonstrates how the abstract ‘participation’ prescribed by
development planners is translated in practice into a specific process of
inclusion and exclusion. Claiming autochthony for themselves and accusing
Moose and Fulbe migrants of environmentally destructive land use, the village
chief and his close kinsmen turn the forestry scheme into an instrument
of local politics aiming to restrict or reverse migration. However, relations
between Nuna and migrants are shown to be far from univocal. Nuna
elders establish alliances with migrants, allowing them to evade exactions
imposed by the village chief. Also, several layers of host–stranger relationships
govern the reception of and land allocation to migrants, permitting continued
arrivals – notably of Moose who fled the civil war in Côte d’Ivoire – despite
Nuna’s claim that new migrants can no longer be tolerated because of the
saturation of space.

Hence, from the second part of the book, and especially from the case
studies, the processes of political and economic strife emerge as far more
complex, ambivalent and contradictory than ever could have been inferred
from the simple model of dyadic relations, centred upon the all-powerful chief,
initially proposed by the author. It is precisely the complexity of the layered and
decentred power constellation that allows one to comprehend the contradictory
outcomes of ongoing decentralization and democratization, on the one hand
enabling the chief to strengthen his legitimacy basis, through his skilful
positioning vis-à-vis government institutions and development initiatives, and,
on the other hand, sowing the seeds for the subversion of the chief’s position
as votes mobilized through alliances between migrants and Nuna elders bring
to office a mayor able to withstand the chief’s authority.

This brings Zougouri to the interesting observation that, paradoxically,
decentralization and democratization are welcomed not necessarily for the
transfer of authority and resources from state to local collectivity, but – on the
contrary – for making possible the transfer of authority from a local customary
office holder to a democratically elected outsider.

Be this as it may, with regard to the central issue dealt with in this book,
the forestry scheme, the author’s conclusion is less optimistic as far as its
serving the interests of the majority of local actors is concerned. Despite
favourable results in terms of economic profitability figures and despite
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the scheme’s rhetoric of participation, local actors have little choice as to
the way they manage the forestry resources on which they depend. They
find their participation limited to carrying out activities initiated by outside
actors. As the scheme’s designers considered local actors merely as means of
production for the management, conservation and most of all production of
wood for the urban market, the various institutional arrangements established
in the village serve not so much the empowerment of local actors and the
strengthening of their control over resources, but rather the furthering of
administrative control.

This book constitutes a fine work of anthropology of development, situating
the local field in the wider context constituted by national and, to a lesser
extent, international forestry conservation policy, and tying up various related
issues of topical interest to development, such as the role of customary
authorities in decentralization and democratization, the dynamics of migration
and land tenure, and the commoditization of natural resources.
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This collection, edited by de Bruijn, van Dijk and Gewald, treads similar
ground to Chabal, Engel and de Haan’s collection, African Alternatives. The
premise of Strength Beyond Structure is to develop the notion of ‘agency’ in
Africa as a counterpoint to Afro-pessimism and to consider how agency is
realized through social strength developed in negotiating constraints. This
collection asserts the need to consider the ‘promise of agency’, rather than the
‘premise of agency’, as a process of becoming that is influenced by a variety of
relational and contextual factors. The case studies emphasize the possibilities,
innovations and strategies of social strength that are used to negotiate and
overcome the constraints and limitations of everyday life.

The first substantive chapter addresses the role played by the ‘Manchester
School’ of anthropologists in the development of agency. Alongside an
historical synopsis of agency in anthropology, van Binsbergen critiques
Evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer from the Manchester School’s perspective and
points to some of the strengths and weaknesses of different anthropological
approaches in relation to agency. The next chapter, by Brinkman, analyses
the links between dreams, agency and resistance in the Angolan independence
struggle. Drawing on one soldier’s dream accounts, Brinkman argues that
contextual interpretations and utilizations of dreams give further layers to
discussions of agency, bridging the worlds of night and day, soul and body.
An unusual contribution, this chapter reiterates the importance of social,
spatial and temporal contextualization of discussions around agency. The
problem of agency in historical research is pursued further in Gewald’s chapter,
which re-emphasizes the need to recognize structure and agency in analysis.
Through a biography of Hosea Kutako, a Herero chief, Gewald analyses
how Kutako negotiated structural and contextual constraints to pursue




