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FORUM: REMEMBERING JANE GUYER

Jane Guyer and Africa’s “dynamics

Peter GESCHIERE, University of Amsterdam

The first time I heard Jane Guyer’s name was in the late
1970s, and it came from an unexpected source—my
friend Philippe Laburthe-Tolra, who described her as
une jeune femme trés modeste. They must have met
around 1975 when Jane was starting her fieldwork
among the Eton, a Beti group in the center of Cameroon.
Philippe was then already the authority on the Beti and
their spread all over the country’s central forest area;
he was then also grand professeur at the University of Ya-
oundé, the country’s capital in the heart of the Beti area.
Jane must have come to visit him to obtain contacts in
what was a new area for her. I wish now I could have wit-
nessed their meeting: Philippe’s dazzling eloquence in
French versus Jane’s British soberness, which led to Phi-
lippe’s amazing description. In her subsequent pub-
lications Jane regularly referred to Philippe’s voluminous
Thése d’Etat (almost 2000 pages; Laburthe-Tolra 1977),
which was, indeed, a goldmine of information on Beti cul-
ture and society, but without any theoretically grounded
analysis. But I never heard him comment on Jane’s phe-
nomenal take-off into highly sophisticated and original
theoretical explorations on the Beti but also ever more
in general, always inspiring a clear ethnographic program.
Jane had a certain modesty but she had also a most inquis-
itive mind and a deep drive for gaining ever deeper insight
into things that intrigued her. She was certainly not mod-
est in her theorizing.

In Jane’s vast, varied, and challenging list of publica-
tions, two entries stand out for me as having most di-
rectly inspired me in my own work. Of course the choice
is difficult—there is so much to choose from—but I will
focus on two entries that I most vividly remember as giv-
ing me a boost when I read them, some sort of wake-up
call. Both are from quite early in the evolution of her
ideas, but especially the second one turned out to lead di-
rectly to what is now generally seen as one of the high
points in her work, Marginal gains (2004). The first boost

for me came from Jane’s 1980 ASA lecture on household,
published as “Household and community in African
Studies” (Guyer 1981). The second was her series of texts
on “wealth-in-people” and especially “multiple self-
realization” of the 1990s (see especially Guyer 1993 and
1996).

I always regretted not having been there at the 1980
annual conference of the ASA, when Jane, still quite
young, delivered her lecture on household. The lecture
was one in a series of “state-of-the-art papers,” which
used to be one of main attractions of the ASA’s annual
conferences. The idea was to ask an Africanist to give a
state-of-the-art overview of a topical subject and pub-
lish it in a subsequent African Studies Review. Unfortu-
nately, this tradition was stopped. I remember many of
these papers (sometimes up to 70 pages in length) as
major landmarks. The one Jane gave suggests in any
case that it might be a good thing to relaunch this idea.
I remember it as a true eye-opener for me, bringing to
life a topic that had hardly interested me until then. For
me, the notion of household as such was something for
statisticians and for quantitatively inspired develop-
ment studies. But Jane broke it open and showed that
precisely such an apparently technical topic could be
a starting point for making economists listen to anthro-
pologists. This was, of course, the refrain in all her sub-
sequent work. And if she had limited success in this, it
was not her fault and certainly not due to a lack of
imagination on her side.

I remember that much later Jane commented on this
paper as exemplary of her own penchant for “fence-
sitting.” In those days “eclecticism” was a word of heavy
reproach and the preoccupation with theoretical con-
sistency led all too often to monolithic schemes of in-
terpretation. I loved the household paper precisely be-
cause of its open character, uncovering unexpected
vistas and linkages. Already in this early paper a trend
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stood out that for me became the hallmark of Jane’s sub-
sequent work: her talent for plural thinking, following
different logics without reducing the one to the other.

At the time I was fascinated by the notion of an “ar-
ticulation of modes of production,” as it was developed
by a group of French anthropologists, directly inspired
by Marx’s ideas. Some colleagues now have a pitying re-
action when this notion is mentioned. Others say that,
of course, Marx will make a comeback. At the time, I
was most inspired—and I still am—by the way anthro-
pologists like Claude Meillassoux, Emmanuel Terray,
and notably Pierre-Philippe Rey brought history back
into anthropology, following the varying historical tra-
jectories through which capitalism in its continuing ex-
pansion all over the globe grafted itself upon local forms
of exploitation (see van Binsbergen and Geschiere 1985).
Basic to their approach was the idea that capitalism did not
necessarily replace older modes of production—as sug-
gested by older Marxist schemes; on the contrary, it fed
upon them—even to the extent of re-affirming them—
in order to facilitate the transfer of values to emerging
capitalist sectors. The “primitive accumulation,” which
Marx saw as crucial for the birth of capitalism in Eu-
rope from the shambles of feudalism, should not be seen
as a unique moment; on the contrary, it repeated itself
in its subsequent world-wide expansion: changes in the
local modes of production, but also their partial conser-
vation becoming essential to understand the reproduc-
tion of capitalist relations. For me, the great value of
analyses along these lines was that their bringing back
history had particularizing implications. Local forms
differed and so did their articulation with the new forms
of dominance.

In retrospect I realize that Jane’s work, and notably
her interest in pluralism that is such an inherent charac-
teristic of it, was one of the pushes that helped me to re-
alize that in this Marxist-inspired model, “articulation”
might be the more promising notion, much more than
“mode of production” with its tenor of fomenting de-
bates about classification and typology. Of course such
a confession shocks the believers—I remember a fierce
reaction from Emmanuel Terray, when at the 2015 sym-
posium in honor of his work in the venerable environ-
ment of Quai Branly, I vented similar doubts. Yet, it be-
came increasingly clear to me that the heavy “mode of
production” notion drained the life out of the articula-
tion concept, so alluring because of its vivacity. Of
course, articulation can mean many things and has a
long history, from classical Latin to modern esthetics,
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from Althusser to Stuart Hall, and from Gramsci to
Laclau. But one thing that it has in common in several
languages—especially in French and English—is its fe-
licitous double meaning of “expressing clearly” and
“linking”; it can serve to remind a person to speak more
clearly, but it can also refer to two elements being joined.
Thus the term has a hidden message: elements show
what they are in their historical linking to other elements.
And it is this doubleness that makes the term relate so
well to a basic tenor in Jane’s work.

This is not the place to hold forth on the possibilities
of the notion and why it could provide so much inspira-
tion for making sense of chaotic developments in the
present-day world. Together with a few colleagues (Francio
Guadeloupe and Juan Obarrio), I have a small book in
preparation highlighting the notion’s special merits by
comparing how the notion was or is used by several
leading thinkers—its processual tenor, implying that
the various constituents are in constant movement be-
cause of their articulation, and thus its ease in overcoming
ever reappearing binary oppositions.' But unfortunately
by now the book has been in preparation for more than
two decades. If I have left time enough to finish it, the
book will in any case be full of references to Jane’s work
and her talent for linking differences without reducing
them to each other. She hardly used the term “articula-
tion” and she never reacted to my use of it. But for me,
her work was very influential in discovering the notion’s
potentialities.

A good illustration of Jane’s talent for pluralist think-
ing was the second set of publications I want to focus on:
the series of articles from the 1990s on “wealth-in-
people” and “multiple self-realization,” and the way they
led to Marginal gains. It is worthwhile to go back to
her original texts on this topic in Man 1993 and the spe-
cial issue she did on it for Journal of African History in
1995 (article with Belinga), because some of her original
starting points got a bit lost in the unfolding of the idea.
One of her starting points was the contrast Jane made be-
tween accumulation and composition. She defined the
first as the same on the same (for instance, accumulation
of money in capitalism). In contrast, composition was for

1. Peter Geschiere, Francio Guadeloupe, and Juan Obarrio,
Articulation: A keyword for understanding troubled times,
in preparation; see also Mohamed Tozy and Beatrice
Hibou (2020) on the related notion of weaving and
Florence Bernault, Benoit Henry, and Emery Kalema
(forthcoming).
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her much more varied: it allowed for the building-up of
different “packages of knowledge,” and different forms
of values. Jane’s discovery of the challenging variety of
goods circulating until far into colonial times as mon-
eys in the Equatorial forests seems to have played a key
role in developing these ideas. Her own research in the
Yaoundé area in the 1970s confronted her first with this
intriguing variety in the means of exchange (little iron ar-
rows or anchors, plates, raffia cloth, brass wire, iron an-
chors). She developed this further in collaboration with
her good friends Georges and Marie-Claude Dupré
who had built up a rich set of historical data on metal-
lurgy and moneys in neighboring parts of Gabon and
Congo Brazzaville? Subsequent research in museums
(in the Royal Congo museum in Belgium but also Afri-
can objects in American museums) and their archives
gave her a more complete picture of this “jungle of cur-
rencies” and its constantly changing composition, espe-
cially in the area around the confluence of the Oubangui
river with the Congo stream where the Bobangi had cre-
ated a true trading empire over several centuries—see
the map Jane included in chapter 1 of Marginal gains
(2004: 34). The title of this chapter, “Diversity, bewilder-
ment and the multiplicity of African money,” is pro-
grammatic. Marginal gains can also be read as Jane’s de-
termined effort to make sense of this bewildering variety
of currencies and the challenges this posed for issues of
commensuration: How could they function in ongoing
processes of exchange? How could such different kinds
of value be translated into each other? This inspired
Jane’s further analysis of “thresholds” and “discontinui-
ties,” that did not constitute blockades but rather cross-
over points allowing for “marginal gains.”

The answer to such bewilderment is also given in the
chapter’s title: Africa as multiple. Jane related all this va-
riety to “traditions of invention” in Equatorial Africa*
and “multiple self-realization” in these “big men socie-
ties”—leaders experimenting with the composition of
different “packages of knowledge” to enhance their pres-
tige. Here is a quote that for me is characteristic of Jane’s
style of theorizing:

2. See Dupré and Pingon (1997).

3. This map was shown during the AAA panel in Tampa to
the memory of Jane by Daromir Rudnyckyj as a starting
point for exploring—in a quite surprising jump—the rel-
evance of her ideas for present-day high finance; see also
Janet Roitman’s paper in this volume.

4. The title of her 1996 article.
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Much of this literature [on dissonance of values—Jane
quotes here leading theorists on the topic, like Steve
Gudeman, Arjun Appadurai, James Ferguson] tends
to conceptual binarism . . . Following the historical im-
portance of the work of Lévi-Strauss, binarism implies
a generalized, panhuman process. The dynamics of
multiplicity in Africa, however, arise out of specific
and identifiable historical tensions and ambitions. They
belong far more in the domain of “intelligence of inter-
ests” than in the fundamentals of mind and culture.
(Guyer 2004: 21)

At the time I was enthusiastic about Jane’s interpretations
in terms of “multiple self-realization” and “composition”
because they helped me to understand the role of big men
in Maka society (also in the forest of southeast Cameroon,
close to the border with Gabon and Congo Brazza). Maka
big men similarly showed a remarkable capacity to com-
bine all sorts of values—new or old—into their celebra-
tion of personal achievement. One of the consequences
was a very quick monetarization of marriage payments
(vital for the authority of the elders over young men).
This emphasis on multiple self-realization offered also
insight into the contrast with the chiefly societies in
the West of Cameroon (the well-known Bamileke)—a
contrast that at the time dominated national politics in
the struggle for democratization. The Bamileke were
(and are) generally feared by other groups for their abil-
ity to handle money and protect their riches against the
patterns of “dis-accumulation” that cripple entrepre-
neurship in the forest societies (notably the impossibility
of withstanding pressures by less successful relatives to
redistribute). But among the Bamileke, self-realization
was (and is) not multiple and much more controlled.
However, Jane developed her insights in a different
direction. In her first articles multiple self-realization
seemed, indeed, to be associated with the segmentary
societies of the equatorial forest zone. Yet, later on she
associated it with “Atlantic Africa” and subsequently
with Africa as a whole (see also Guyer 1996). I remem-
ber a panel at the 2017 ASA in Chicago where Achille
Mbembe mocked me for trying to contain this valuable
concept to a few small groups in the forest (among
which his own people), thus denying the grandeur of
Jane’s ideas. And indeed, in his recent La communauté
terrestre (Mbembe 2023), Mbembe gave this idea conti-
nental relevance, and so does Jane’s own Marginal gains
(2004). The interest of this small controversy may be to
highlight the special link between empery and theory in
Jane’s oeuvre. The idea of composition as multiple self-
realization was rooted in a firm empirical basis (Equatorial
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Africa), but she managed to deduce something quite gen-
eral from there. And she did not allow the empery to con-
tain the wider relevance of the idea. Yet, the spark came
from everyday data, minutely researched.

I was always puzzled why it was so difficult to position
her theoretical approach more clearly. In 2007 Charles
Piot, Miriam Goheen, and I edited a special issue for
the African Studies Review on Jane’s Marginal gains and
the impact the book had. We had eight strong papers
(among which several by participants in this symposium,
including Janet Roitman and Bill Maurer). But then we
had to do the introduction and we found this quite diffi-
cult. I still think the volume highlights very well the rich-
ness of Jane’s thinking. It showed also that it was quite
adventurous thinking, in which empery seemed to trig-
ger ideas in many directions. I still feel embarrassed that
our introduction created more confusion than clarity.
Yet, in this sense it was maybe the best tribute to the orig-
inality of Jane’s thinking. During the AAA symposium in
Tampa in 2024, one of her former students, Victor Kumar
(see also this symposium), told us that in class Jane would
sometimes joke that her pensée (thought) was un peu
sauvage (a bit wild). She told me once with some irony
that she had a tendency to follow up “these knitty ideas”
she happened to have. At the time I associated “knitty”
with homely, home-cooked. But of course basic to knitting
is to intertwine different threads. And so we are back at
Jane’s talent for plural thinking, interweaving different
logics but with due respect for their originality, which
for me made her work so inspiring and full of life. In
one of her last publications, an original and very subtle
translation of Marcel Mauss’s famous essay on Le Don
(Guyer 2016), Jane offered a quite new perspective on
Mauss’s work. She was clearly not bothered by current
criticisms on Mauss’s quite slippery use of his central no-
tions (échange, rendre, don) but instead celebrated in her
Introduction “[his] deep attentiveness to human ex-
change . . . full of ambiguities and antagonisms.” For
her, Mauss’s essay “expresses an ongoing collaborative
current of thought . . . rather than a philosophical state-
ment aiming at clear conceptual definition, theoretical
closure and final authority” (Guyer 2016: 11).> These
words could very well serve as an epitaph for her own
work, promising it will remain as influential as Mauss’s
Le Don for generations to come. Indeed, the openness
of Jane’s work and her interest in the articulations of

5 See also Bill Maurer who in his preface to the translation
characterizes Mauss’s essay as “seeking pathways in a. . . .
forest” (Maurer 2016: xii).
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different rhythms might prove to be more fertile in
present-day contexts than ambitious and monolithic
theory-building.
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