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The Comparative Political
Economy of Development

This book illustrates the enduring relevance and vitality of the comparative
political economy of development approach promoted among others by a group
of social scientists in Oxford in the 1980s and 1990s. Contributors demonstrate
the viability of this approach as researchers and academics become more convinced
of the inadequacies of orthodox approaches to the understanding of development.

Detailed case material obtained from comparative field research in Africa and
South Asia informs analyses of exploitation in agriculture; the dynamics of
rural poverty; seasonality; the non farm economy; class formation; labour and
unfreedom; the gendering of the labour force; small scale production and contract
farming; social networks in industrial clusters: stigma and discrimination in the
rural and urban economy and its politics. Reasoned policy suggestions are made
and an analysis of the comparative political economy of development approach
is applied to the situation of Africa and South Asia.

Aptly presenting the relation between theory and empirical material in a
dynamic and interactive way, the book offers meaningful and powerful explana-
tions of what is happening in the continent of Africa and the sub-continent of
South Asia today. It will be of interest to researchers in the fields of development
studies, rural sociology, political economy, policy and practice of development
and Indian and African studies.

Barbara Harriss-White is Director of Oxford University’s new Contemporary
South Asian Studies programme, and was formerly Director of the Department
of International Development at Queen Elizabeth House. She has been studying
India ever since driving there in 1969, focussing on the political economy of
long term rural development.

Judith Heyer was formerly a Tutorial Fellow of Somerville College, and Lecturer
in the Department of Economics, at Oxford University, before which she held
posts at Nairobi University’s Institute for Development Studies, and Economics
Department. She is now an Emeritus Fellow of Somerville College. A specialist
in rural development and in micro-economics, she has written and edited a number
of books on rural and agricultural development in Kenya and Africa.
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Preface

In September 2007 an international workshop, ‘Rural development retrospect
and prospect’, was held for Judith Heyer to celebrate her formal retirement. It
drew twenty participants from seven nationalities ranging from Frances Stewart,
who has known and worked with Judith Heyer for nearly five decades, all the
way to a group of current doctoral students.

Of her work, Judith Heyer has written as follows:

My African work focused on the importance of taking smallholders seriously,
of seeing them as ‘rational’ economic actors similar to anyone else rather
than irrational and not amenable to economic analysis as was still often
argued at the time; and fighting all the biases in favour of the large-scale
farming sector and agri-business interests that were still dominant in the
Kenya economy. My work focused on understanding smallholders, under-
standing the smallholder economy, and the large-scale farming biases
undermining it. This ran through my lectures, my teaching, my work on
government committees, and my research and writing while I was in Kenya
(1963-75). In the latter part of my time in Kenya I began to think about
differentiation among smallholders too — and the fact that there was too
little recognition of this.

The initial link between my work in Kenya and my work in India was
the fact that the government of India appeared to recognise differentiation
among smallholders, through its targeting of the poorer among them in
programmes such as the SFDA (Small Farmer Development Agency) and
the MFDA (Marginal Farmer Development Agency). | was also attracted
by the fact that there was much more awareness of class issues in the literature
on Indian agriculture than there was in the literature on African agriculture.
I started my work in India by looking at the SFDA and the MFDA in
1978-80. I was struck both by the extent to which the programmes were
subverted by the local elite, and by the vulnerability of the local elite as
well. T felt that I was getting a very misleading view of the economy by
looking at short-term cross-sectional data, so I moved into looking at long-
term data instead (what my economist colleagues thought of as history, not
economics). My concern was still with the poor in agrarian society. In India,
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unlike in Kenya, this meant agricultural labourers as much as anything else.
I started out intending to concentrate on class and not caste. I thought that
the role of caste was over-rated. | gradually changed my mind. I now think
that caste is an extremely important aspect of the (village) society I have
been studying — an instrument of control over labour, an instrument that is
used to differentiate between different categories of labour, subordinating
Scheduled Caste labour to other types of labour, putting them in a position
that is grossly inferior (and unfair).

I have always been interested in rural urban interactions. These were less
central in the villages I was studying in South India in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, but very central when I picked the study up again in the mid
1990s and thereafter. What I am now looking at is villages at the centre of
an industrialisation and urbanisation process in which Scheduled Caste groups
have got left behind.

I have become much more sensitive to gender issues than [ was before. But
['have not focused on gender. My data are particularly weak where gender is
concerned. My current stance is to recognise this, and to try to factor gender
into my understanding of the other issues on which I am concentrating, so far
as it is possible for me to do so, but not to change my focus.

The workshop was successful in exploring rich comparative themes from Africa
and South Asia — linking them with Judith’s work on rural development in general
and on Dalit labour in South India in particular, including gender. It was
immediately clear that its proceedings could be made into a useful book. Rather
than produce a Festschrift, however, we have done something unusual but entirely
appropriate to the spirit of the workshop and the comparative political economy
seminar that, along with Gavin Williams and Megan Vaughan, Judith and I
convened.

With her long personal and intellectual engagement with all the participants
and in the light of her interest and engagement with their workshop papers,
Judith agreed to commission further papers and collaborate in the process of
creating and editing this book.

Our book is being sent to press when the entire world is reeling from the
impacts of a series of burst bubbles caused by a financial system permitted to
speculate on future assets and collateralised, poor-quality debts, which collapsed
when it was finally realised that the latter’s value was unknowable. As yet there
is little reliable information about the impact of this crisis.

While most of the developing countries in the Africa and South Asia regions
we cover have current account convertability, their capital accounts remain in
various stages of protection for the reason that, were this not the case, it would
be possible to speculate in local currencies and to further attack the already
fragile balances between the fiscal deficit, interest rates and exchange rates.

Nevertheless, the two major regions we cover are expected to suffer from the
seizure in international lending, from outflows from local stock markets and
from shrunken flows of remittances. There is no theory of the likely impact on
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the unprotected informal economies which are the focus of this book and where
reductions in growth rates will be translated into losses of millions of livelihoods.
Drops in demand for exports and lack of export credit will certainly hit the
relatively labour-intensive sectors, exposed by structural adjustment and liberal-
isation to the instabilities of international markets. Already political and current
affairs reporting, as well as the first state-commissioned reports, testify to job
losses across a range of manufacturing and service sectors either linked to
exports or to high income domestic demand.

Official responses in developing countries can be of two types: the first involves
a coordinated counter-cyclical expansion in state investment and expenditure to
sustain the effective demand of victims of the crisis in the real economy, while
the second is a fiscal expansion confined to underwriting finance capital. All
evidence to date suggests that states are drifting towards the latter rather than the
former. Yet, large fractions of these economies consist of citizens whose enter-
prises or households have never been near a bank, who are “financially excluded’
and for whom such palliative measures will be irrelevant.

Changes in the economy are bound to have far-reaching effects on social and
political relations outside it. Reduced returns and incomes will put stresses on
household budgets and gendered relations of social reproduction. Women’s
work is certain to increase, as labour and production for use is substituted for
purchased goods. The extent to which this substitution is possible depends on
the availability of common property rights to resources to gather and glean. This
may be easier in rural sites than urban.

The retreat of the state tracked in this book has also triggered the substitution
of private expenditure for former public goods and services, such as education
and healthcare. The state will struggle to maintain subsistence guarantees, the
costs of which will rise as revenues may shrink. Households will be left with
reduced incomes and greater expenditure needs; the impact greatest on the most
vulnerable.

The essays in this book trace the dynamics of capital/business under duress
of various kinds, and the fortunes of socially differentiated and segmented
labour forces. They analyse the pauperising seasonal rhythms of the economy,
rural-urban relations, the attempts by states to underwrite and regulate these
processes and sustain their victims. They will be highly relevant to the develop-
ment of a framework through which the impact of the crisis can be understood.

Barbara Harriss-White
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