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Abou Bamba has provided us with a new, complex history of the economic 
growth and modernization trends in Ivory Coast between the 1950s and the 
1980s. Through oral interviews and archival research on three continents, he 
shows how the high growth rates during that period combined with the construc-
tion of the Kossou hydroelectric dam, the diversification of agricultural products 
to fuel export- led growth in the Ivorian southwest, and a state- led expansion of 
sugar production in the northern savannah to constitute key elements of Ivory 
Coast’s modernization (9, 19, 95, 123, 145). Utilizing a “multilayered history” of 
U.S.– French, U.S.– Ivorian, and French– Ivorian relationships and variously link-
ing them together, Bamba reveals the “triangulated nature of the politics of devel-
opment” as well as how knowledge production and epistemological hegemonies 
operated in these relationships (4– 5, 188). Therefore, his approach “demonstrates 
that development was much more than the material and supposedly moral trans-
formation of a society according to a hegemonic French or American model. In 
fact, it suggests that it is through the mapping and analysis of dialogues among 
experts, diplomats, bureaucrats, local brokers, and the general population that 
we will come to a more profound understanding of late twentieth- century 
modernity” (16). Bamba invokes French socioanthropologist Jean- Pierre Olivier 
de  Sardan’s view of modernization as “a process that relies on mediation” and 
argues, “state- initiated development in Ivory Coast was an open- ended process, 
the meaning of which was constantly framed and reinvented in the day- to- day 
encounters among (American and French) expatriate development planners, Ivo-
rian bureaucrats, and local Ivorians,” thus showing both “the contested nature of 
the ethics that informs development” as well as how “both development and its 
supposed end point (i.e., modernity) emerge as a complex political, cultural, and 
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ethical endeavor, and not simply a matter of economic growth rates” (14, 189). 
Layers of interaction and active process are therefore key to the nature of mod-
ernization and development for Bamba.

Complicating the view that French neocolonialism was an all- encompassing 
force after Ivorian independence, Bamba claims that although actions by the 
French and by Ivorian elites cannot be ignored, other actors were influential in 
the modernization of Ivory Coast— namely the United States and various local 
Ivorian communities. Bamba shows how “American- inflected modernization 
concepts” influenced both late colonial and postindependence development proj-
ects in Ivory Coast, in particular through the examples of the Tennessee Valley 
Authority and the concept of regional planning (18). The former influenced the 
Kossou dam project whereas the larger concept of regional growth poles influ-
enced Ivorian attempts both to “modernize” the southwestern region through  
the expansion of existing and new cash crop farming and to “modernize” the 
northern region, mostly through sugar complexes and refineries. Each of these 
episodes included American experts and financing, and even the “father” of  
the TVA himself, David Lilienthal, was involved (in particular in the southwest) 
through his consulting agency (19). Bamba also consistently roots the actual 
accomplishment of modernization in the agency of local Ivorian communities. 
Bamba shows that a “precolonial modernity” of trading and farming practices 
were built on during the colonial period, when “African farmers not only appro-
priated and domesticated the cultivation of cash crops, but, adding another layer 
to the meaning of agricultural modernity, they also pushed the white planters to 
adopt the principle of free labor” (5– 6, 34). In the Ivorian southwest, the “untam-
able agency of the people” led both to an unplanned “shantytown” near San Pedro 
that revealed “the marked difference between their [i.e., Ivorian officials and 
American experts] elitist vision of the ideal modern seaside city and the people’s 
experience of urban modernity” and also to the fact that “smallholder farmers . . . 
with their own agency and experiential knowledge of grassroots moderniza-
tion” largely saved the economic viability of the project (133– 34). Bamba insists 
such Ivorian agency revealed a contest between the moral economies of, on the 
one hand, the Americans, the French, and Ivorian elites and, on the other hand,  
local Ivorian communities and critics of American and French models of  
modernization (xii, 73, 121, 178).

In addition to discussing discourses adopted to portray the Ivorian south-
west and north as “backwards” and thus in need of “paternalistic” state assis-
tance, Bamba also traces how American modernization ideas came to be applied 
in Ivory Coast (117, 142– 43). He outlines a French “politics of dubbing,” which 
was “the project and process aimed at translating and adapting for their colonial 
subjects development concepts and techniques that largely emanated from the 
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United States” (45). Based on consistent French fears that the United States would 
usurp their role in Ivory Coast, the French in this way attempted to “remain the 
hegemonic mediators between American modernity” and their African pos-
sessions (45). In doing so, the French could retain their roles, as Bamba traces  
in both the southwestern and northern projects, as the “development brokers” in 
Ivory Coast (130, 156). This was particularly clear in the work of Philippe Lamour, 
who applied TVA- style American regional planning concepts to the Languedoc- 
Roussillon region in southern France and then provided the “visionary frame-
work” for the Kossou dam- building project in Ivory Coast (103– 6). Furthermore, 
through “epistemic memories,” which included “French anthropological invest-
ments (sociological missions, archeological excavations, ethnological expeditions, 
etc.) during the colonial period, and especially the scientific capital that resulted 
from them,” French researchers at the Office de la Recherche Scientifique et Tech-
nique Outre- Mer (ORSTOM) held, both conceptually and physically in the form 
of archives, the information the Ivorian government often needed to proceed 
with its development plans (81– 82). This control of knowledge production did 
not always deliver the results the Ivorian government and their French experts 
wanted, as noted above, but Bamba’s insight adds much to our understanding 
of how the French retained a significant presence in Ivory Coast after indepen-
dence. Bamba succeeds admirably in providing not only a highly contextualized 
account of Ivorian economic growth and development during the third quarter of 
the twentieth century, but also in giving us new insights regarding trans- Atlantic 
development politics and knowledge production in Ivory Coast. The tracing  
of development and modernity involves multifaceted— and multiple— histories, 
and those interested in histories of development and modernization would be 
well- served by taking up this book.

Kevin E. Grimm
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