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Brent Simpson joins a chorus of voices supporting greater recognition for the creativity, inventiveness, and adaptive ability of the African farmer. His study unfolds in the Office de la Haute Vallee du Niger (the OHVN), a large integrated rural development project in south western Mali. This is a study of technological change in dryland African agriculture, linked to an argument about the nature of knowledge communication. Farmer decision making draws upon a variety of knowledge sources and actors, and agricultural production in the zone fulfills economic and social roles, as well as meeting food needs. Technological change is traced to the overlapping realms of inter–generational indigenous knowledge, the acquisition of new ideas from external actors (including OHVN agencies and extension services) and experimentation. Bambara agricultural knowledge is shown to be heterogeneous, with the selective adoption of modern innovations like ploughs and fertiliser, while formal extension services appear to be ineffective in responding to diverse circumstances and needs and conditions. The book traces differences in the way livelihood systems are constructed to include non–farm activity, in this zone of strong migration and trade.    While a review of the agricultural system is abbreviated (the main text is 114 pages), Simpson develop a useful theoretical argument in the later chapters that accounts for the diverse ways in which a 'social pool' of agricultural knowledge is appropriated by sub–groups and individuals. Recommendations for future interventions in the zone revolve around 'loose packages' or 'baskets of choices' of technologies, which may be identified and trialled though joint learning with some involvement of external agencies. Simpson largely rejects the present Training and Visit (T&V) system in favour of support for experimentation and innovation in whole livelihood systems contains agricultural and non–agricultural elements. 

The study, based on PhD research conducted in the early 1990s, complements the studies of writers including Mike Mortimore and Camilla Toulmin on village–level agrarian systems in dryland West Africa. The treatment of communication and agricultural knowledge is challenging and thoughtful. Less is presented in this book than in some others on farmer behaviour, in order to focus on communication and knowledge issues. Accessible to students, researchers and practitioners alike and with an excellent bibliography, this is a useful and thought–provoking book. The puzzle it left me with is this: in a country with a long history of support to farmers, why is communication between farmers and extension services so difficult? 

