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Introduction

Ewout Frankema®, Ellen Hillbom®, Ushehwedu Kufakurinani* and
Felix Meier zu Selhausen?®

“Wageningen University

T Lund University

* University of St Andrews
§ Utrecht University

1. We are all Africans

Africa is the cradle of humankind. During the 20™" century scientists have found strong evidence
that the evolution of the modern human being (the homo sapiens) originated in Africa, some
500,000 to 200,000 years ago. From Africa our ancestors migrated across the entire world: first to
Asia and Europe, and later to Australia, America and many of the tiny islands in the world oceans.
Since the time of this exodus, societies inside as well as outside Africa have experienced very
different development paths: some societies became sedentary agriculturalists, others remained or
became tribal hunter and gatherers. Economically, politically and military powerful nations
emerged. Industrialization revolutionized societies from the 18" century onward, first in Europe
and later also in many other parts of the world. Some societies became wealthy, while others
remained in poverty. All of these changes happened in different ways and at different times
depending on a variety of historical circumstances. For us to understand where we are today, we
need to know where we came from and what has influenced our various trajectories of
development. This makes the study of history so valuable for personal intellectual development.

Today, Africa boasts with energetic people and their numbers are increasing rapidly. It is estimated
that by 2050 about one quarter of the world population will live on the African continent, which is
the second largest in terms of land area, behind Asia. All these people want to make the best of
their own lives and that of their children. Africa hosts a large number of animals, plants and trees
that can be found nowhere else in the world. The continent has vast tracts of fertile land in varying
climate zones, among the worlds’ largest freshwater lakes, and some of the world’s richest deposits
of minerals. But if Africa is so resourceful and has so many people eager to develop these resources,
why then are so many Africans still poor? Why are African economies less productive than most
Western or Asian economies? And why is wealth and power within African countries so unequally
distributed across different groups of people? To study such vastly important questions one has to
start thinking in a more systematic way about the specific development trajectories of African
societies, polities and economies.



This textbook aims to introduce students to a wide range of themes and concepts that deal with the
history of African development. The book seeks to create bridges between the study of economic,
social and political history and long-term human development in Africa. The key premise of the
book is that understanding the drivers of historical change is the key to explaining long-term
development, and that within this process of historical change, there are important ‘general
patterns’ to discover in the economic, political and social structures of African and non-African
societies. A better understanding of these patterns will help a new generation of African students
to engage with the major development issues of their time.

The textbook is used worldwide. However, more than half of downloaded chapters are from Africa,
where the book is used in teaching courses at the universities of Stellenbosch (South Africa),
Zimbabwe, Malawi, Ghana, African School of Economics (Benin), Mountains of the Moon
University (Uganda), American University of Nigeria, among many others.

This textbook aims at a better understanding of Africa’s long-term development.

2. A complex history

The history of African development is, as we have argued above, a complex history. If the problem
of poverty, for instance, would be easy to resolve, all Africans would be wealthy today and there
would also be little reason for studying economic development. If all African countries were
governed by highly efficient and effective administrations, there would be less reason to study
political development. The fact that poverty and coercion has been a constant factor in human
history, while people have made great efforts to reduce it in every region of the world indicates
that wealth and power are complex phenomena. History is a study of complexity.



The reason that we need to study the history of development is that it includes many different
factors that all affect and connect to each other. Understanding development thus requires not only
an understanding of the relevant factors (economic growth, education, health, good governance,
food security), but also an understanding of their specific interaction. To understand ‘causality’ in
long-term processes of socio-economic or political development implies a basic conception of what
is meant by ‘sufficient’ and ‘necessary conditions’. The best way to start exploring complexity it
is to break it down in pieces that we can understand. This is what the chapters in this book all try
to do. Break down an extremely complicated long-term process of development in a very large area
of the world (Africa) into pieces. The challenge that remains to the student reading these texts is to
reconnect these pieces and start building up his or her own understanding of African development
and, by doing so, enlarge the intellectual wealth of Africa.

3. Sources and methods in African Economic History

Africa not only has a complex economic history, its sources and methods to analyse it are equally
complex. Where written sources have been unavailable for pre-colonial Africa archaeological
evidence and other sources have been used. Such sources include linguistic evidence, for example
in the histories of Bantu migrations. Rock art has also provided important information about
Africa’s (economic) way of life in the past. Some scholars have appropriated anthropometrics and
paleobiology in combination with archaeology to reconstruct Africa’s ancient (economic) past.
However, in some parts, written evidence has survived allowing to reconstruct some aspects of
Africa’s pre-colonial past. This evidence comes from the encounters that Africans had with the
outside world. For example, written sources from Africa’s early encounters with European and
Arab traders provide important information about Africa’s economic past. It is from such sources
that scholars have been able to quantitatively and qualitatively reconstruct and explore the histories
of the slave trades, slavery, legitimate commerce and Africa’s pre-colonial economic organisations.

For Africa’s more recent past colonial government and Christian missionary archives represent key
sources for scholars studying Africa’s colonial era. Written evidence produced by colonial
institutions and individuals have provided important information about colonial tax extraction,
living standards, demography, external trade and education etc. Colonial archives have been
criticised for their own biases shaped by racial and class prejudices. In other instances it has been
possible to access sources produced by Africans which have helped counterbalance potentially
Eurocentric colonial narratives. Colonial archives have produced evidence which includes statistics
and narrative texts and these have helped build qualitative and quantitative economic histories. In
more recent times, the volumes of data available as well as expanding computer technology have
allowed for the creation large datasets that reconstruct Africa’s past. The chapters of this online
textbook reflect these evolving methods in the writing and research of African economic history.



4. Our approach

We have chosen to combine three approaches for teaching history and development. First, we adopt
a historical approach because the development of states, economies and societies can only be
thoroughly understood from a long-term perspective. People, families, communities or countries
do not originate from one day to another, nor do they grow rich or become powerful in a split
second. Societies that have grown wealthy have achieved this as a result of centuries of change and
current levels of global inequality are the outcome of a long-term historical process of socio-
economic and political divergence.

Second, we adopt a comparative approach. Conducting comparisons is valuable because it helps
us to identify similarities and differences that form the basis for drawing lessons from history. One
of these lessons, for instance, is that societies who manage to diversify their exports are less
vulnerable to sudden changes of commodity prices in the world market. African history is full of
lessons that can be used to inform current economic policies. Comparisons can be made on various
levels. Some chapters place African countries in the context of global economic developments.
Others compare development within Africa or do both. Comparisons are essential to develop a
broader spatial and temporal framework in which to explore the determinants of development.

Third, we adopt a thematic approach. Each book chapter discusses a specific theme that is
connected to the encompassing question of long-term African development. This can be a historical
theme, such as the African slave trades, the partition of Africa or Africa’s colonial history, but it
can also be a more contemporary theme, for instance about the causes and consequences of African
population growth, Africa’s rise of mass-education and great strides towards democratization or
the explosive growth of African cities.

Chapters use some important breakdowns in time, which we call temporal demarcations. The most
common breakdown is threefold: the pre-colonial, the colonial and the post-colonial era. These are
very crude temporal distinctions and do not equally apply to all African societies. Whereas one
could argue that the colonial period in some parts of West Africa, such as Senegal started around
the mid-19" Century, in other parts of Central Africa we would locate such a ‘start’ somewhere in
the early 20" Century. Periodisation is also open to criticism because it raise the impression of a
clear break in development path whereas in reality, such breaks can often not clearly be pinpointed
to a particular moment in time. For instance, while many Africans celebrate a day of formal
political independence, which was in the majority of countries obtained around the year 1960,
economic independence may not have been obtained until present. Nor did formal independence
mean that external political influences became irrelevant.

Still we have good reasons to structure the analysis of African development into a period before,
during and after European colonial rule. First, most of current African countries are the result of
territorial borders that were drawn during the colonial era. These borders were not established
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overnight, but they do constitute an important political reality at present. Second, the era of
independence did eventually alter the foundations for the governance of African societies, as nearly
all African countries became ruled by local African politicians replacing European officials.

The geographical demarcation of this book also poses a major challenge. Throughout this book we
will discuss development in Africa, thus suggesting that there are patterns that are common to a
large uniform geographic entity. In reality we know that Africa is an extremely diverse continent,
with very different social, political and economic structures. How can we justify the term ‘African
development’, if the historical experience of development has been so varied? This is a difficult
question. One way to cope with this complicating factor is that most of the chapters focus on Sub-
Saharan Africa, excluding North Africa. A second way of dealing with variety is that we try to
indicate, whenever possible, to which areas certain ‘general patterns of development’ do apply, and
which areas form the exception.

5. The authors

The authors of this book come from various places in the world. We are African and non-African
scholars who have scholarly expertise in African long-term socio-economic, demographic or
political development. We are committed to spread our knowledge and communicate the results of
our academic research to a wider public audience. The History of African Development textbook is
the outcome of a collective project that ties our expertise together in a single and freely accessible
‘open source’ textbook.

The chapters of this book all deal with a specific topic and are written by an author with specific
expertise. Some of the views of the authors are open to debate and there is nothing wrong with this.
In fact, without discussion, science would not make much progress. Therefore, we encourage
students not only to read these texts (as consumers) but also to discuss these texts (as critical users).
The chapters are written in such a way that they can be used in courses that deal with, or touch
upon, African history, African development studies or economics and politics. We have taken care
to keep the chapters to a limited length (c. 5.000 words) and used a lot of tables, maps, graphs and
pictures to enrich the reading experience. Every chapter contains a brief list of suggested reading
materials and ends with five discussion questions, which can be used to test your comprehension
of the read contents.

The authors have all contributed voluntarily to this book because we believe in the added value of
studying history for obtaining a deeper understanding of present-day development issues. We also
believe that more people with a deeper understanding of development issues, increase chances of
creating a better world, a world with less poverty, lower inequality and a world governed by wise
leaders that prioritize social interests over private ones.
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Chapter 1

What is ‘Development’?

Ewout Frankema
Wageningen University

1. Defining ‘development’

Before we can discuss ‘African development’ we first need to know what the word ‘development’
means. Unfortunately, there does not exist a single, universally accepted, definition of
‘development’. Development is an abstract concept, the meaning of which is far more difficult to
grasp than something tangible like a bicycle, a pair of shoes or your teacher. If you would ask five
people what the word ‘development’ means, it is likely that you will get five very different answers.
One thing is clear though, the word ‘development’ refers to some kind of process of change that
occurs over time.

To be more specific about the way we use the term ‘development’ in this textbook we make a
distinction between ‘human development’ and other categories of development such as ‘political
development’, ‘economic development’, ‘social development’ or ‘cultural development’.
Although all these categories are related, the term ‘human development’ emphasizes aspects of
development that are of direct importance to people. This emphasis appears in the following
definition offered by the United Nations:

“The basic objective of human development is to enlarge the range of people’s choices to make
development more democratic and participatory.” (UN, 2011).

Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen has defined development along similar lines. According to Sen
development can be regarded as “a process of expanding the freedoms that people enjoy” (2000,
3). Development thus depends on the ability and capacity of people to make choices in their
personal and social lives. The process of expanding peoples freedoms requires removing many
different kinds of material and immaterial barriers to freedom, such as poverty, insecurity, or
unaccountable government, but also a lack of good infrastructure complicating physical mobility
or a lack of access to safe drinking water, food or electricity. In Sen’s understanding of
development, the freedom that people enjoy to decide over the course of their own lives is essential.
Economic or political developments are also important, but mainly because they create particular
conditions for achieving the higher aim of human freedom.
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Although the focus on people’s freedom of choice gives us a more specific idea of how to define
‘development’, there remain a lot of questions about the meaning of development as freedom. First
of all, when we talk about ‘freedom’, or ‘liberty’, it is important to know to whom this applies.
Few people will actually think that the ideal of human freedom should be pursued under all
circumstances. For instance, parents will restrict the ‘freedom’ of their children until they have
reached a certain degree of maturity. If they wouldn’t protect their children by limiting their
freedom, chances are high that children will not survive. Moreover, what constitutes freedom for
one person, family or community, often implies a reduction of freedom for others. If I allow myself
the freedom to eat all the food on the table, there will be nothing left for my family members. And
what about the ‘freedom’ of humans versus other living creatures, such as plants and animals?
Indeed, freedom and un-freedom go hand in hand: if we agree that all people have a basic right to
free medical care, we simultaneously claim that doctors have a duty to assist us.

The idea that human freedom is almost always distributed unequally among members of any type
of group or society, is best captured in another abstract term: ‘human agency’. Human agency refers
to the capacity of humans to act. This capacity is largely restricted by natural forces, many of which
humans are not able to control or manipulate. But agency can also be restricted by economic, social
or political structures or institutions (rules, see for further explanation below), that go beyond the
control of the individual. An important example of the latter type of man-made restrictions is
gender inequality. In a situation of gender inequality, the agency of women is restricted in favour
of the agency of man. There are many societies in today’s world where gender inequality is
supported by cultural norms, values, religious institutes or even by state law. Hence, if we care
about human development, and we agree that it is about expanding the freedoms all people enjoy,
than the pursuit of gender equality by supporting female agency is very important.

2. Institutions

Organizations such as states, families, schools and sports clubs create rules that coordinate and
distribute the rights and duties of their members. States may provide free primary education to
people, but also oblige them to preserve part of their later income for taxes to finance these schools.
Such rules are subject to public discussion and political debate. Even between two neighbour
village families there may exist very different rules about how their members allocate household
labour and shared resources.

We call rules that regulate the behaviour of people ‘institutions’. Institutions include formal rules
such as laws that are written down on paper, but also informal rules, codes of conduct that are
adopted by many but not formally included in codified law. The institutions that govern people’s
behaviour are inspired by different conceptions of what people believe to be ‘normal’ or
‘appropriate’ and what they see as ‘ab-normal’ or ‘inappropriate’. In more simple terms, we can
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define institutions as the ‘rules of the game’: without such rules it is impossible for people to live
together in peace and harmony.

But for people living together it is not only important to have rules. It is equally important to have
mechanisms to control and enforce these rules. Rules can only function in practice if people who
disobey the rules are corrected. For instance, in a soccer game the referee has the power to correct
the behaviour of players and make sure that the match is played under fair conditions. The referee
cannot change the rules of the game, he/she can only make sure that they are applied when the
game is played. People can only start to trust institutions if the abuse of rules is constrained. If
people trust that the rules will be obeyed they feel more secure and they become more likely to
invest in their businesses, or to pay taxes to their government. Indeed, if state authorities commit
themselves to uphold institutions and secure the rule of law, then this also implies that they fight
corruption and punish people who abuse political power for personal gain.

There is no society in the world where institutions, including the systems of control, are set up in
a perfect way. National laws, or social codes, always favour some interests over others. But if
societies and politicians have to balance the rights and duties of people, it would be helpful if we
rank the various aspects of human freedom in order of importance. This is more difficult than you
may think it is. How would you rank, for instance, such basic necessities as access to water, access
to food, protection against violence, access to health care, access to electricity, free public
education, political representation or internet access? Can we make a list? And even if we were
able to agree on the priorities, would we then also be able to agree on the best ways to achieve
those priorities? Should the government take money from family Y and give it to family X? Or
should private property be protected at the expense of economic inequality? Indeed, any ranking
of development priorities is informed by notions of ‘equality’ and ‘inequality’.

3. Human development and the ‘poverty trap’

Poverty is regarded as one of the most important barriers to human development, because poor
people have limited access to a large range of basic commaodities and services. A lack of access to
education, health care or internet reduces their chances to make sustainable improvements in their
living conditions. The impossibility to escape from poverty is referred to as the ‘poverty trap’. The
poverty trap can operate both at the micro-level of the family as well as the macro-level of countries
or regions. To see how this trap works, you may consider that health is important for earning an
income. But at the same time, income is an important means to get access to sanitation, medicines
and health care. We call such a relationship between health and income a ‘reciprocal’ relationship.

Reciprocity is essential to understand how people can become trapped in a situation of poverty. To
reduce poverty the income levels of the poor need to be raised and, simultaneously, their access to
important services should be structurally improved to prevent them from falling back into poverty.
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This reciprocity is the main reason why economic growth is a necessary condition for human
development (and poverty reduction), but not a sufficient condition.

Scientists and international organizations have developed so-called composite indices to measure
human development at a national level. The most famous of these indicators is the Human
Development Index (HDI) constructed by the United Nations. This index does not only look at
average levels of income, but also at access to education and conditions of human health. The
Human Development Index thus offers a broader picture of human development than income levels
alone.

Many African countries rank at the bottom of the HDI not only because of low income levels, but
also because of the limited access to education and health care of the poor. Table 1 shows the ten
countries at the top and the bottom of the HDI in 2020. The table shows that the bottom 10 countries
of the HDI are all in Africa. But there is also some good news. In the past two decades many
African countries have made significant progress in all three domains of the HDI, that is average
income levels have been on the rise, access to education has widened and life expectancies have
risen, despite the HIVV/AIDS-epidemics and the recent Covid-19 crisis. These developments have
not led to a decline in inequality though. In many African countries income inequality has remained
very high. In other words, the conditions to make free choices have improved for some Africans,
but certainly not for all.

Table 1: The top 10 and bottom 10 countries of the UN Human Development Index 2020

Rank Country HDI Rank Country HDI

1 Norway 0.957 180  Eritrea 0.459
2 Ireland 0.955 181  Mozambique 0.456
3 Switzerland 0.955 182  Burkina Faso 0.452
4 Hong Kong, China  0.949 183  Sierra Leone 0.452
5 Iceland 0.949 184  Mali 0.434
6 Germany 0.947 185  Burundi 0.433
7 Sweden 0.945 186  South Sudan 0.433
8 Australia 0.944 187  Chad 0.398
9 Netherlands 0.944 188  Central African Republic 0.397
10 Denmark 0.940 189  Niger 0.394

Source: United Nations (2020).

One of the reasons for the low scores of African countries on the HDI is that many African states
still fail to support the provision of basic public services such as health care, infrastructure and
education. If states want to enhance the access of citizens to public services they require solid fiscal
systems (for financing public services) and effective bureaucracies (for coordinating these
investments). This is just one example of the crucial importance of ‘good institutions’ for human
development. However, African states do not always act in the interest of the poor.
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The poverty trap is not only caused by a lack of material wealth, but also by a lack of opportunities
to raise intellectual (immaterial) wealth. There are enormous advantages to knowing how to read
and write (literacy) and to knowing how to count and calculate (numeracy). Education also
increases the chances of people to find a job that earns a decent income. In virtually every society
there is a strong relationship between income levels and education. Indeed, the question of African
poverty does not only involve income levels, but also involves access to education, health care and
many other conditions that help people to escape the poverty trap and improve their agency.

Farmers often suffer from poverty because their crops do not generate sufficient income.

4. Economic growth in Africa

Since increasing income is one of the keys to reduce poverty, it is important to look at how average
incomes of African peoples have evolved in the long-run. Economists study the relative wealth of
countries with the help of so-called national income accounts. ‘National income’ refers to the total
value of all income earned, or the total value of all the commodities and services produced, in a
particular country and in a particular period of time (usually one calendar year). To estimate
average income levels, national income is divided by the total population to obtain ‘average income
per capita’. In academic literature and media reports national income is commonly referred to as
GDP (Gross Domestic Product). The national income earned in a society is more or less equal to
the total value of domestic production.
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In Figure 1 we compare the GDP per capita figures of Sub-Sahara Africa in 2018 with other world
regions. These GDP data are expressed in US dollars with a constant value, that is, US dollars
valued at 2011 price-levels. Figure 1 shows that Sub-Sahara Africa is the poorest region of the
world. Africa is much poorer than Western Europe or the US, where average annual incomes often
exceed $40,000. But also compared to the average levels of Asian and Latin American GDP per
capita, African income levels lag behind. Average incomes in Sub-Sahara Africa are ca. $3,500.

Yet, there are some reasons to believe that Africa is richer than figure 1 actually suggests. National
income accounts tend to include the income that is earned via market transactions, that is, the value
of goods and services that receive a price in the market and whose exchange is recorded by national
statistical offices. A lot of economic activity that is taking place within households, the farm or the
village community does not involve market transactions. These activities, that are central to the
lives of many Africans (and especially the African poor) tend to be excluded from official statistics
and if we would include these activities GDP would be higher. However, whereas the average
African may be richer than suggested in this graph, there is no doubt that Africa remains the region
with the largest share of poor people in the world. According to World Bank estimates ca. 40
percent of all Africans are living on less than 1.90$ a day. This is regarded as extreme poverty and
it is visible in virtually every country south of the Sahara.

Figure 1: GDP per capita by world region, 2018 (in 2011 US$)
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Source: Maddison Project Database, v. 2020.
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That the average African today is poorer than the average world citizen does not mean that this has
always been the case. A large part of the gap between Africa and other developing regions has
emerged during the final three decades of the 20" century. Figure 2 shows the development of GDP
per capita in Sub-Sahara Africa, South and Southeast Asia & East Asia 1900 to 2018. Up to circa
1960 the income levels of Africa and Asia were comparable, around $1,500 per person per year
expressed in US$ at price levels of 2011. Indeed, small-holder farmers or urban dwellers in Africa
were not necessarily poorer than their colleagues in India or China. Japan was the only Asian
country that was considerably richer in 1960. In the 1980s the Chinese economy also began to grow
at very high rates. Today, the average Chinese is considerably richer than the average African.
Especially after 1980, African economies have also lost much ground compared to economies in
South and Southeast Asia, which includes large countries such as India and Indonesia.

Figure 2: GDP per capita (USD) of Sub-Sahara Africa, East Asia and South & Southeast Asia,
1900-2018
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Source: Maddison Project Database, v. 2020.

Why did African incomes not rise in a similar way as Asian incomes? There exists no simple
answer to this big and important question. As we have stated in the introduction of this textbook,
we cannot even begin to think about an answer without looking at different episodes in African
history. Many African economies stagnated, or even collapsed, in the period between 1975 and
2000. Of all 52 African countries for which data exist, 29 countries have experienced negative
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growth rates in the last quarter of the 20" century, which means that in more than half of all African
countries the economy contracted.

The deeper causes of this economic collapse must be traced further back in history. What we know
for sure is that there are multiple causes for Africa’s growth collapse and that these causes are
interrelated. To give one example of ‘multi-causality’: many African economies were suffering
from declining world market prices of their export commodities since the early 1970s. The prices
of coffee, cotton, cocoa and minerals, like copper ore, fell sharply compared to the prices of
imported manufactured products. At the same time African governments accumulated huge debts
on loans that they were unable to pay back. The African debt crises was thus reinforced by declining
export and custom revenues.

This period also saw a rise in the number of violent conflicts in the region. Different ethnic or social
groups were fighting for political influence or access to valuable economic resources such as
diamonds (Sierra Leone), oil (Sudan), land (Rwanda) or coltan (Democratic Republic of Congo).
In times of war, the economy loses and in some cases military conflict can even lead to famines,
as in the case of Ethiopia in the mid-1980s and in Somalia and Sudan in more recent years. Not all
African economies fared badly though. Oil producing countries, such as Equatorial Guinea and
Gabon, benefitted from rising world oil prices and the economy of Botswana and Mauritius
experienced rapid economic growth in the last decades of the 20" century.

When we take a closer look at the determinants of African economic growth in the second part of
the 20" century there are at least two factors that set large parts of Africa apart from other
developing regions. The first is that labour productivity in agriculture, (still) the largest sector in
most African economies, has not risen in the same way as it did in large parts of Asia or Latin
America. Many African countries became net food importers after 1970, whereas many Asian
countries gained self-sufficiency in food production or even became large net exporters of food
crops. Africa has missed the benefits from the so-called “green revolution”, by failing to implement
a range of technological advances in the production of staple foods such as wheat, rice and maize.

The second factor is that Africa has experienced a rather slow process of structural change.
Structural change refers to the transformation of production processes from low value added
activities towards high value added activities. The development of manufacturing industries is a
crucial part of structural change. Manufacturing industries tend to produce more output per worker
than agricultural industries and thus have the potential to raise average income levels. A large part
of the economic growth in Asia has been caused by rapid industrialisation. Countries like Japan,
South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia and Vietnam produce a vast range of
manufactured commodities and sell these products across the globe, especially to wealthy
consumers in Europe and North America, but increasingly also to emerging African middle class
consumers. These commodities consists of textiles, shoes, electronics, cars, toys, furniture and
many, many other items.
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With the exception of Japan, most Asian countries underwent a structural change of their
economies during the second half of the 20" century and this process is still on-going. Also in Latin
America industrializing countries such as Brazil, Chile and Mexico have managed to raise labour
productivity levels on the basis of structural change. The result is that in countries like China and
Brazil the number of extremely poor people (those who live on $1.90 per day) has declined rapidly.
Structural change also makes economies more stable, because it implies a diversification of
productive activities: a larger range of economic activities spreads the opportunities for job growth
and reduces the risk of a total collapse of the economy.

5. Current African economic development

Behind the broad generalizations of African economic development in a global perspective, there
has been a huge variation of growth experiences within Africa. After all, Africa consists of more
than 50 countries, and these have experienced varying phases of growth and contraction over time.
This intra-African variation is reflected in the GDP per capita presented in Figure 3. It shows a
selection of African countries with income levels below and above $3,000. Among the lower
income countries are the DRC (Congo), Malawi, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Uganda and Benin. At the
higher end of the income distribution we find countries such as South Africa, Botswana and
Mauritius. Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria are somewhere in between. One of the explanations for
these large gaps in GDP per capita is that among the higher income countries in Africa there are
quite a few countries with large reserves of mineral resources such as oil, gold or diamonds. But
mineral resource wealth does not explain everything. Nigeria is a major oil-exporting country as
well, yet it’s average income level is far lower than Mauritius, which does not export any oil or
precious metals.

Notwithstanding the large income gaps, the majority of African economies has experienced a
period of rapid economic growth between 1995 and 2015. In recent years, however, growth slowed
down again, amongst others due to falling world market prices for African export commodities
(including oil) and the Covid-19 pandemic. Some countries such as Ethiopia and Rwanda recorded
yearly growth rates between 5 and 10 percent, which is in line with growth rates recorded in Asia
and Latin America in the past decades. These growth rates are also much higher than in the
advanced economies of Western Europe and North America. These rates of GDP growth led to
high rates of GDP per capita growth, as population growth rates were lower than 2 percent per
year. However, we need to keep in mind that these countries were growing from very low initial
levels and are still considered to be very poor by global standards.
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Figure 3: GDP per capita in a selection of African countries, 2018
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Source: Maddison Project Database, v. 2020.

It is not clear to which extent the poorest Africans have benefitted from the growth revival, and
whether these rates can be sustained in the coming decades. African economic growth has not been
driven by a rapid development of manufacturing industries like in Asia and Latin America. The
recent wave of growth is mainly driven by increasing exports of tropical cash crops (tea, tobacco,
cocoa, coffee, palm oil etc.) and mineral resources such as metal ores, oil and gold. In some
countries the fruits of these increasing trade revenues have directly accrued to farmers or wage
workers. In other cases the profits have disappeared in the pockets of a few mega-rich families or
foreign firms who have managed to monopolize the most profitable sectors of the economy, such
as the oil sector.

One of the biggest disadvantages of GDP per capita as a measure of welfare is that it does not show
how income is distributed among people. Figures 1 to 3 have presented average incomes. These
averages do not represent the actual incomes of most people, because incomes are not equally
distributed. The poorest people make a living of perhaps as little as $1.5 a day, which is about $500
a year. For this reason it is important to not focus only on economic growth, but also on the broader
concept of economic development, including the distribution of income.
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6. From economic growth to economic development

Economic growth is an essential condition for economic development, and eventually, also for
human development. But what is the difference between economic growth and economic
development? The first thing to remember is that economic growth is part of a process of economic
development, but that the latter includes a wider range of changes in the economy. Economic
development is economic growth that is accompanied by structural change and diversification.
Diversification means that the range of productive activities widens. Diversification leads to an
increase in the number of jobs and is usually also accompanied by an increase in labour
productivity. Labour productivity refers to the level of production (output) per worker. And if
labour becomes more productive, their incomes will rise.

Ideally, economic development includes a process of economic expansion that is sustainable over
time (a permanent improvement of income levels) and allows broad participation (it is inclusive).
Unlike economic growth, economic development encapsulates the possibility to reduce poverty in
a structural way. To see how economic growth can contribute to economic development it is useful
to make a distinction between extensive growth and intensive growth. Extensive growth is
economic growth as result of adding more resources (inputs) to the system of production. You can
think of extra labour hours, extra raw materials, more land or more machines, transport equipment
or infrastructure (capital goods). Intensive growth is the result of producing in a more efficient
way. Efficiency means that you can produce more with the same (or even less) resources than
before. Intensive growth is thus driven by productivity growth. To increase productivity workers
have to become better trained and production systems have to incorporate better technology.

A simple example of productivity growth is the following: suppose you have to move 10 heavy
bags of rice from one village to another over a distance of 10 kilometre. You walk every day back
and forth with one bag. After 10 days you have completed the job. Motor car technology
(combustion engine, axes, metal etcetera) will allow you to move the bags in a much more efficient
manner. You can drive up and down in perhaps less than one hour, instead of walking ten days!
However, to have the car carry the rice bags, you need to have a driver who is trained to drive the
car and an investor who owns a car for rent. Indeed, the combination of investments in capital,
human skills, knowledge and technology is essential for achieving intensive growth. These are the
key determinants of what Nobel Prize winner Simon Kuznets has called ‘modern economic
growth’. Modern economic growth leads to a sustained rise in GDP per capita, a sustained reduction
of poverty rates and a structural transformation of the economy because people become more
productive.

African history has witnessed several phases of economic growth, and in some places and periods
even strong economic growth. However, most of this growth has been extensive growth. African
growth has especially been driven by the sale of natural resources, or even people in the form of
slaves. Economic development has lagged behind. Without productivity growth and structural
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change phases of extensive growth will always be followed by phases of stagnation or decline.
Figure 4 shows the long term trend of GDP per capita in Ghana - also known as the Gold Coast in
the colonial era. You can see a very rapid rise between 1900 and 1930. In these years the Gold
Coast economy experienced a cocoa-boom. Many cocoa-farmers and people working on the
railways and in the harbours benefitted. Export revenues and wages rose. The colonial government
received increasing amounts of tax money and re-invested part of this money in railways and public
schools. The Gold Coast quickly became one of the richest countries in Sub-Sahara Africa.

Figure 4: GDP per capita in Ghana, 1885-2018
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However, with the collapse of world market prices for cocoa in the 1930s and again in the 1970s,
it became clear that much of the gains were temporary. Ghana’s economy was dependent on cocoa,
and had insufficiently diversified into other economic activities. When an economy depends so
heavily on world market prices income levels can be highly volatile. Ghana’s government revenues
suffered as custom duties declined and the state became increasingly indebted. Ghana’s integration
in the world economy (globalisation) thus had a large impact on the lives of its citizens, for better
or worse. The only way for societies to strengthen their position in the world economy is to turn
from extensive to intensive growth. Ghana is currently diversifying its exports from cocoa towards
gold, oil and tropical hardwood, which is by itself not a bad strategy. Yet, all of these export
products are still natural-resource based commodities. These exports can only form a basis for
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sustainable economic growth in the future if the money that is earned with these exports is re-
invested in health, education, infrastructure and economic activities that create more jobs and
labour productivity growth.

7. Conclusion

The central question of this chapter was: what is development? We have seen that the term
‘development’ is not so easy to define and that it is subject to different types of interpretation. In
the definition of ‘human development’, the idea of expanding the freedoms that people enjoy is
crucial. But human freedom is not just an aim in itself, it is also often a means towards achieving
more of it. If people are not in a position to use their talents, to acquire skills and knowledge or to
reap the benefit from their entrepreneurship, economic growth cannot be sustained in the long run.
Freedom is not something that is given, it is both secured and constrained by rules. We have called
such rules institutions and distinguished between formal institutions (e.g. laws) and informal
institutions (e.g. social behaviour). Political authorities design many of the formal rules of the game
in the economy and are also responsible for controlling and maintaining the rule of law. To enhance
the freedom of people to make their own economic decisions it is necessary that governments offer
a minimal degree of security to people and that, in turn, people have a minimum degree of trust in
the way their rulers guarantee security. Only under such conditions are people likely to make
investments that may enhance their welfare in the long term. This is not the place to further discuss
the various institutions that are needed to achieve intensive growth, but in other chapters of this
textbook we will address the role of institutions in more detail.

Study questions

1. Human development differs from economic development or political development. Can you
describe the most important differences?

2.  What are, in your view, the most important elements of human freedom? Can you also indicate
how some of these elements contain aspects of un-freedom?

3. What are institutions and why are they important? Can you think of institutions that are typical
for Africa, your country, or your family?

4. Can you mention two differences between the long-term paths of economic growth in Africa
and Asia?

5. Economic growth is often considered a necessary condition for ‘development’, but not a
sufficient condition. Can you explain what is meant by this?
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Discussion exercise

Divide the class into sub-groups of 3-5 students. Let each group discuss what they believe to be
the three most important barriers to human freedom in their country and rank these in order of
importance. One student per group will be asked to present the list and offer a short discussion of
the arguments in support of their choices.
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Chapter 2

Production Systems in Pre-colonial Africa

Erik Green
Lund University

1. Introduction

How did Africans organize production in order to sustain their livelihoods or occasionally produce
a surplus in pre-colonial Africa? In this chapter we will investigate this broad question. The chapter
will show that Africans were innovative and adaptable to changing circumstances. At the same
time, the opportunity to establish systems that would generate sustain surplus production was in
most times and most places hampered by prevailing factor endowments (i.e. the relative supply of
land, labour and capital), geography and the disease environment.

People in pre-colonial Africa were engaged in hunting and gathering, agriculture, mining and
simple manufacturing. Agriculture involved most people, so the chapter looks mainly at farming
activities. The chapter explains that farmers in those days faced two big challenges: a hostile
environment and scarcity of labour. In many regions the environmental conditions were
unfavourable for production. And almost all regions suffered from a shortage of labour. We will,
however, see that there were many different systems of production in pre-colonial Africa, to suit
the variety of conditions the people faced.

The production systems had to be flexible to deal with the existing conditions. Pre-colonial
Africans could make an impression on nature. As a Malawian proverb says: ‘It is people who make
the world: the bush has wounds and scars.” They were not, however, able to transform nature on a
large scale, since economic development was not far advanced in the pre-colonial period. Without
modern machinery such as tractors, and modern inputs such as chemical fertilisers and pesticides,
they were to a large extent at the mercy of the land and the weather. Minor temporary changes in
conditions could have severe effects on people’s livelihood, for example, two weeks’ delay in the
rains could reduce the crop yield by one third.

The chapter does not capture all spatial and temporal differences in economic activities in pre-
colonial Africa. What it aims to do is to focus on some of the major differences in production
systems and the key factors that can explain why the systems developed as they did. It begins with
outlining the factors that affected production and how these were organized. It then discusses the
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economic activities in the different ecological zones found in Africa. This is followed by a section
that discusses specialization, adaptation and crises.

2. Conditions for production in pre-colonial Africa

Looking at the geography of the continent enables us to understand other factors that affected
production. Map 1 shows the five main ecological regions in Africa. These are the tropical rain
forest, the savannah, the highlands, the deserts and the temperate zones. The last two produced
very little in pre-colonial times. The deserts are huge but have always been very scarcely populated.
The temperate zones include only the southern tip of Africa and in pre-colonial times these were
populated only by a small number of pastoralists and hunter-gatherers. So the rest of this chapter
discusses the first three regions — forests, savannah and highlands — as these are the ones most
relevant to our study of production. Before we do that, however, let us first provide a very brief
summary of some of the generic conditions affecting economic activities in pre-colonial Africa.

Scholars have not been able to conclusively identify to origins and diffusion of food production in
Africa, but the origin of food production in West Africa did not lag far behind that of the Near East.
Food production using iron tools is believed to have spread across Africa through the Bantu
migration that began c. 1000 BC. Population density was low in most regions and at most times in
pre-colonial Africa. Because people were widely spread out, land was in abundance but labour was
scarce. Conflicts over land seldom developed and there were no economic incentives to give people
property rights to land. In these vast African landscapes, pastoralists could move freely in search
of grazing land without coming into conflict with the settled farming communities. And the
abundance of land meant that the farmers could use extensive agricultural methods. This means
that they did not use a lot of inputs to keep the land fertile. Once land was exhausted, or they wanted
to increase yields, they opened a new field.

What held up production, then, was not an insufficient supply of land but an insufficient supply of
manpower. Plenty of strong young people were needed to work the land and open new fields.
Without a big labour force, farmers were limited in their use of extensive agriculture. Shifting
cultivation and land rotation (instead of crop rotation) was common. Labour was very valuable,
and institutions that regulated the use of labour, such as the family, kinship systems and slavery,
played a crucial role in Africa’s pre-colonial economic history.

The African environment was in many ways more severely hostile than that of other continents.
Two factors that limited exploitation of the natural resources were the generally thin soils, animal
diseases and crop pests. Soil quality obviously differed from region to region, but we have no
reason to assume that it was low overall. The problem was that in most regions of pre-colonial
Africa the soil nutrients were concentrated in the topsoil. This meant that the good soil was
vulnerable to erosion, and its fertility was severely depleted when the land was exposed to wind
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and heavy rain. Another problem was that the thin topsoil made plough agriculture inefficient,
because turning up the soil with a plough would bring the less fertile soils to the surface. This is
one reason why the plough was used in only a few regions of pre-colonial Africa. Summing up,
farmers had to work with — land that was of fairly good quality in most regions, but with fragile
soils that were difficult to exploit.

The other limiting factor, diseases and pests, restricted what animals could be kept and what crops
could be grown. Sleeping sickness (trypanosomiasis) and rinderpest effectively prevented livestock
rearing in many places, and swarms of locusts could devastate crops. Animal diseases could wipe
out herds, so stock loss was a constant threat to the growth of pastoral and agropastoral societies.
These diseases also affected agricultural societies by limiting crop production, because where
disease was endemic the farmers could not keep cattle and thus did not have manure to use as
fertiliser for their crops. And there was another factor that limited crop production — a factor that
farmers in those days could not have known about. If you look at a world map, you will see that
geographically the continent of Africa is aligned along longitudes rather than along latitudes. It is
a botanical fact that species tend to diffuse more successfully along latitudes than along longitudes.
In other words, if you travel east or west you will see more variety of plant species than if you
travel north or south. This meant that the domestic crop repertoire — in other words, the range of
different crops for human and animal use — was relatively poor in Africa. So there was a limit to
how many new crops farmers could introduce to enhance productivity.

As we shall see in the next three sections the various ecological regions offered its own specific
conditions for production. This helps to explain the great variety of production systems that existed
in pre-colonial Africa. As we have noted above, Africans were not passive victims of their situation.
On the contrary, African agency is a key to understand how production systems developed and
changed in pre-colonial Africa.

The tropical forest zones

Agriculture and mining were the two most important productive activities in the tropical forest
zones during our period. In 1000 AD, the beginning of our period, West Africa was the main
supplier of gold to Western Europe. This, however, was an exceptional case. The main economic
activity in the forest region was agriculture.

The forest was both a blessing and a curse. Forest land, newly cleared with iron axes and digging
sticks, was very fertile. Here people grew oil-palms, yams and plantains (a type of banana). These
were labour saving crops that yielded well and were thus suitable for the labour-scarce economies
of the forest zones. But the forest limited people’s access to grazing land.. It meant also that plough
agriculture could not develop, with no oxen to draw the plough. The forest also limited long
distance trade, as goods had to be transported by human porters in the absence of pack animals.
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The forest harboured mosquitoes and tsetse flies, especially along the rivers and streams. Map 2
shows the prevalence of the tsetse fly in Africa. It was found in west, central and parts of eastern
Avrica. And the presence of tsetse flies of course meant that people were infected with sleeping
sickness, thus aggravating the scarcity of labour. Malaria was probably the biggest killer, but
sleeping sickness was more prevalent. Although the tsetse fly carried trypanosomiasis that was
fatal for humans, it was its effect on livestock that more profoundly impacted the pre-colonial
economies. Tsetse flies also carried the animal trypanosomiasis parasite (also known as nagana)
that is fatal to cattle and horses. The presence of tsetse flies prevented the development of pastoral
or agro-pastoral systems in the forest zones. With no cattle, ploughs — one of the most important
labour saving technologies in the pre-industrial age — could be introduced. It also impeded long-
distance trade human porters had to be used to carry goods. This is one of the reasons why trans-
Sahara trade for the West African economies as it was the only tsetse free transport route and
camels could be used as carriers.

Figure 1: Tsetse distribution, 1973
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Source: Alsan, M. (2012). The Effect of the TseTse Fly on African Development. Unpublished manuscript
Harvard University, p. 41.

Despite these problems, people settled in these areas, probably drawn there largely by the labour-
saving fertility of the soil. Newly cleared forest land was very fertile and suitable for labour-saving
crops that enabled many farmers in the forest regions to produce a surplus for the market. Clearance
of forest land, however, required large initial investments to make it usable for planting. The
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occupation of the forest areas was a heavy task requiring many strong labourers. It has been
estimated that to clear enough forest land to support one family in East Africa required up to 150
man-days of labour. The forest clearers were generally young men who worked in groups and then
shared the land among themselves. Labour shortages can lead to social conflict.

The chronic labour shortages made competition over labour common, so institutions that regulated
access to labour were of crucial importance. The family was the main source of labour for the
farmers and social status was closely associated with the number of children a household was
blessed with. Men competed intensely for women and tensions arose because of inequality in
access to them. All societies in the forest zones observed the custom of bridewealth, by which the
husband’s family paid compensation to the bride’s family for the loss of her fertility and labour.
Forced marriages, abduction of women, and polygamy (having more than one wife) were all fairly
common.

The ideal social organisation in the forest region was a large complex household headed by a ‘Big
Man’ surrounded by his wives, married and unmarried sons, younger brothers, poor relations, other
dependents, and numerous children. Labour was shared out in various ways between men and
women, depending on the job. Women’s share of agricultural labour varied. Heavy clearing work
was usually a job for men, planting and weeding were for women, and peak activities like
harvesting were for both. The children were used as soon as possible for domestic and farm labour.

Chief with his wives in Guinea, ¢. 1900. Source: Wikimedia.
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The savannah

Land in the savannah was generally less fertile than land in the forest zones. But the environment
was less hostile, so there was a better chance for agricultural, agropastoral and pastoral economies
to develop, at least in southern Africa.

Farmers in the savannah mainly grew grain such as millet and sorghum. Millet was most common
in the dryer savannah regions of West Africa and sorghum was most common in southern Africa.
In the pre-colonial savannah regions the population was very unevenly distributed. Islands of
intensive agriculture were isolated amidst huge areas of pasture and sparsely populated land. Not
surprisingly, most of the densely populated areas were on lake shores, in river valleys or along the
coast.

The densest population concentration was in the Great Lakes region of Central Africa. In this region
farming was less labour-intensive than in the forest zones. Along the shores of the lakes it was not
necessary to clear the land regularly to open up new areas for cultivation. Here people grew yams,
sorghum and bananas. Bananas were important for the survival of the agricultural societies in this
region. A banana grove could last for 50 years and produce food to support several people. In some
areas farmers deliberately established groves by fertilising the soil with grass and manure carried
there from pasture areas.

Like the people in the forest zones, the savannah people were constantly threatened by endemic
diseases such as malaria. In the late 19th century, colonial doctors estimated that up to 20 percent
of all young children living near the shores of Lake Nyasa (now known as Lake Malawi) died from
malaria. Leprosy was common, especially in the humid areas, and smallpox posed a threat all over
the savannah. Women in these agropastoral societies of the savannah played a bigger part in farm
labour than the women in the forest zones. Men were mainly responsible for clearing land and
taking care of the cattle, while women were in charge of all remaining tasks.

Because of this division of labour, men competed intensely for women, and bridewealth was, just
as in the forest region, the common strategy to regulate the competition. Polygamous households
were fairly common. The wealthier you were as a man the more wives were you able to marry.
Occasionally, a poor man who lacked the means to pay bridewealth could still marry by working
for his father-in-law, but he could not take his wife to his own village or gain control over her
children. And again just as in the forest region, young men quite often resorted to capturing women
through minor raids on neighbouring societies. But although women were valuable, and female
labour was crucial to the survival of these societies, their status was low. Women often lacked
access to land and in the unlikely case of a divorce they lost their rights to the children.
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The highlands

The highlands are not one specific ecological region but are found in various regions in Africa. The
most famous are the highlands of northern Tanzania, central Kenya and Ethiopia. We discuss the
highlands separately because the socio-economic organisation of these areas was very different
from that of the forest zones and the savannah. The well-watered highlands enabled Africans to
develop systems of intensive agriculture. This can be compared with the extensive agricultural
systems of the forest zones and savannah, where farmers used only minimal inputs and simply
moved on when the soil became depleted.

Here in the highlands, instead of extending the frontiers of their lands, farmers worked on
improving the land they had. They found methods to prevent the cultivated land from deteriorating
over time. Some of these methods were terracing, manuring, mulching, and in a few places
irrigation. Terracing was necessary to exploit the land on the hill slopes. The slope was cut into a
series of receding flat levels, like steps. To keep the land productive, farmers protected the land
from erosion by covering the topsoil with a layer of bark chips, or mulch. They increased its fertility
by digging in animal manure, which added nutrients such as nitrogen to the soil. And a few farmers
in the highlands took extra advantage of the many streams and rivers — they constructed irrigation
furrows to lead the water to their land, ensuring that it was well watered throughout the year.

Intensive agriculture made it possible for populations to grow. So, unlike most other regions of
pre-colonial Africa, the highlands were quite densely populated. For the people in the highlands,
land and not labour was the scarce resource. Men and women commonly worked together in the
fields, sowing and harvesting. Men were usually responsible for the heavier work, such as
ploughing and construction of terraces. When extra labour was needed during the agricultural peak
seasons, for jobs like clearing land and bringing in a big harvest, a farmer could arrange a work
party of men from his village. After the work was done they would be invited to a feast where meat
and beer were served. Women played a central role in the work parties, as they were in charge of
cooking food and brewing beer. Households that could not provide a good spread of food and
plenty of beer would be unlikely to get many villagers to help with their work.

The most prevalent sign of wealth was in fact not the size of a farmer’s land but his control and
ownership of terrace walls, irrigation canals, and other land conservation devices. Richer and
wealthier farmers employed rural wage labourers, not to help with agriculture but to maintain the
land and improve its quality.

The Ethiopian highlands deserve special mention, as this area was different from the rest of pre-
colonial Africa because their use of ox-ploughs. The topsoil in Ethiopia was generally deeper than
in other regions of Africa, making the use of ploughs beneficial. The biggest expansion of plough
agriculture in Ethiopia took place between the 16th and early 20th centuries. Because the plough
made farming more efficient, farmers in Ethiopia could produce a surplus, rather than just what
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they needed to survive. This in turn boosted their economy and made it possible to develop a
centralised political system.

Ploughing with cattle in the Ethiopian highlands. Source: Wikimedia.

While people in the other highlands fought over the control of conservation and water resources,
social conflict in the Ethiopian highlands was over oxen. And oxen were an important source of
wealth. People gained access to and control of oxen through complex institutional arrangements of
social cooperation, rental agreements and labour exchange. There was not enough land to raise
sufficient livestock in the highlands. Instead, to acquire oxen the farmers in the Ethiopian highlands
depended on regular market exchanges with the surrounding lowlands.

This brief summary above may give the impression that production systems in pre-colonial Africa
were static. That was not the case. The most important economic change for our period, with
notable long-term effects, was the introduction and spread of new crops. The introduction of rice,
Asian Yams and banana plantains were important changes. We do not know the date for the
introduction of these crops, but it most likely happened before the 16™ century and via the Indian
Ocean trade. Cassava and maize arrived to the African continent from the Americas. Scholars have
called the introduction of maize an agricultural revolution in Africa. We do not know exactly when
maize was introduced into Africa, but historical sources suggest that it was brought by missionaries
and traders from Latin America to West Africa in the 16th century. This crop spread slowly. It
became a major staple crop in sub-Saharan Africa only in the late 19th century. The introduction
and spread of maize increased the productive capacity of Africa farmers, as the yields per hectare
were far higher than the yields of crops like millet and sorghum. The downside was that maize is
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more vulnerable to unsuitable environments and bad weather. The production of maize in pre-
colonial Africa probably fluctuated more than the production of other crops, in other words it varied
more and was less reliable.

The introduction and spread of maize affected the ecological regions in different ways. In the forest
zones of West Africa it was soon integrated as a major crop and stimulated farmers to create
complex fallow systems in the 17th and 18th centuries. In these systems the land was rested
between crops, or planted with a different crop, to allow it to recover its fertility. Maize provided
the people in the forest region with much needed carbohydrates and thus enabled population
growth. In the Ethiopian highlands, however, farmers did not adopt maize in this way, but treated
as a garden crop throughout the pre-colonial period. Crops already being grown in these highlands
satisfied people’s demand for nutrients and so there was no incentive to invest in the risky business
of cultivating a new crop like maize on a large scale. Women, and not men, were mostly in control
of maize production in the highlands and the crop was sown on ground opened by hoe and not the
plough.

Although subsistence agriculture played a major role in pre-colonial Africa it was not the only
economic activity and that Africans were not producing for the market. Trade and economic
specialization were important strategies to generate wealth in the various African societies.

3. Specialization, adaptation and crises

Two inter-related factors are important for understanding economic development over the
centuries. One is the ability of the societies to adapt to changing circumstances. The other is their
inability to avoid recurring crises such as disease, droughts and famines.

Let us look first at West Africa. The pre-colonial West African societies were more specialised
than societies in the rest of Africa, and their specialisation seems to have increased over time. Trade
and the use of slaves were far more developed in West Africa, in both the forest and the savannah
regions. At first the gold trade dominated, but later the trades in copper and salt became more
important. These valuable goods were used for long-distance trade across the Sahara desert. in the
forest areas, gold mining developed in specific locations. Indigenous gold production was well
established by the 13th century and gold was traded with the Islamic merchants on the East African
coast. This trade was disrupted by the arrival of the Portuguese in the 16th century. The Portuguese
wanted monopoly rights over the gold trade with Africans and thus waged war on the coastal
Islamic traders. These wars, together with the rise of the Atlantic slave trade and the spread of
diseases from Europe, led to a drastic decline in gold production. By the end of the 18th century
gold mining and trade were only marginal activities in the region.

Further south, gold mining continued to be an important source of wealth. Estimates from 1800,
for example, suggest that Great Zimbabwe had become the largest supplier of gold in the world.
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Gold mining, however, did not do much to change the lives of ordinary people in pre-colonial
Africa. It did not provide them with many job opportunities and the surplus was commonly
controlled by the people in power, the political elite.

Aerial view of Great Zimbabwe's Great Enclosure. Source: Wikimedia.

Another kind of specialisation in West Africa was the development of commercial centres. New
centres became important and older ones lost their importance as the types of trade and the goods
traded changed over time. Hausaland, for example, was a leading regional centre in the 16th
century. Hausaland was a collection of states situated between the Niger River and Lake Chad in
what is modern day Nigeria. It grew in strength because of its successful engagement in the gold
trade. But as the gold trade became less important in the 17th century, Hausaland was replaced as
a major commercial centre by the Dahomey kingdom, in the area known today as Benin. This
kingdom had become a key player in the growing trade in people as goods — in other words the
slave trade. It grew richer and richer as it profited from the 17th century trans-Atlantic slave trade.
The cities in southern and eastern Africa were seldom centres of trade and exchange. We might
wonder why commercial centres were more common in West Africa. There are two possible
answers. Perhaps people in West Africa could produce a much bigger surplus and this stimulated
trade and specialisation. Or perhaps the larger population densities of West Africa decreased the
cost of trading and this encouraged specialisation. Whatever the reason, it is clear that there was a
significant difference between West African societies and systems and those of the rest of sub-
Saharan Africa.

Most of the trade in pre-colonial Africa was not with countries beyond the continent but consisted
of local exchange. Local trade was commonly highly organised. Market days rotated between
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different villages and in some cases the markets were organised on neutral land between the
villages. Trade within regions was supported by regional currencies, such as small imported sea
shells or locally produced cloth.

Despite the expansion of trade and specialisation, no society in pre-colonial Africa managed to
escape the traps of recurrent crisis. From what we know about the forest and savannah regions, it
seems likely that hunger was common, and famines occurred quite regularly. In the forest region it
seems that one third of babies may have died in the first year of life and most likely an even larger
proportion died during the next four years because of malaria and the widespread lack of animal
milk.

The crises often had severe effects on the populations. At Cape Verde, for example, three well-
documented great famines between 1773 and 1866 killed roughly 40 percent of the population.
Desperate people responded to these major crises in the only ways that they could. In the history
of southern Africa there are examples of people living on grass and in West Africa of people selling
themselves as slaves. Diversification rather than specialisation was the most important strategy for
coping with hunger crises and famines. People grew a variety of crops and tried, as far as possible,
to exploit a variety of environments. Cultivation of drought-resistant crops like cassava continued
to be an important strategy despite the spread of maize, and people invested in livestock even where
there was a shortage of grazing land.

4. Pre-colonial Africa: between development and stagnation

The aim of this chapter has been to provide a very brief summary of the variety of economic
activities in pre-colonial Africa. The three main ecological zones — forest, savannah and highlands
— all experienced periods of economic growth and increased trade. New divisions of labour were
introduced. People planted new crops and adopted or created new technologies. Complex
arrangements of rules and customs came into being to regulate social cooperation and enhance
production. Pre-colonial Africa was developing. At the same time, recurrent crises such as drought
and famine meant that periods of development were seldom sustained over long periods. The
obstacles were too huge to allow Africans, at their stage of economic and technological
development, to move towards sustained wealth. Pre-colonial Africa faced greater economic and
ecological challenges than many parts of the rest of the world. The continent thus began to lag
behind as the rest of the world became steadily wealthier from the 18th century onward.
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Study questions

1. Africa is commonly divided into five major ecological regions. Name them and explain why
pastoral and agro-pastoral societies developed in the savannah but not in the forest region.

2. Bridewealth was an important practice that existed in most parts of pre-colonial Africa.
Explain why the practice was so widespread.

3. The introduction of maize signified a major change in pre-colonial Africa. How and when did
maize arrive to Africa? What are the major advantages and disadvantages of maize compared
to indigenous African crops like sorghum and millet?

4. Explain why maize soon became a major staple crop in West Africa wand not in the Ethiopian
highlands.

5. Trade and specialisation was more prominent in pre-colonial West Africa than the rest of sub-
Saharan Africa. The chapter provides two explanations for these regional differences.
Summarise the two explanations and discuss which one you think is most accurate.
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Chapter 3

The Slave Trades out of Africa

Klas Ronnbéack
University of Gothenburg

1. Introduction

The institution of slavery is of ancient origin and we still today see both traces of slavery and
legacies of historical slavery. Examples of the latter are the large populations of descendants of
Africans in the Caribbean, the United States and Brazil, or Asian descendants in South Africa.
Some of the earliest evidence of enslaved humans come from the Middle East and date from several
thousand years ago. Over the following millennia, the institution of slavery waxed and waned in
importance throughout the societies around the world. Slavery had a very large impact upon the
African continent, not the least since many societies around the world came to acquire all or most
of their slaves from Africa.

At the same time domestic slavery was a common feature in several African societies. Slavery in
Africa was to a large extent transformed in the wake of the major growth and eventual abolition of
the external slave trading, from around the 16" to the 19" century. The magnitude of Africa's
external slave trades has been hotly disputed. Figures in the range of several tens — or even hundreds
— of millions have sometimes been suggested. Many such claims are now generally recognized to
have been vastly inflated. The impact of the external slave trades upon African demography and
economic development was nonetheless substantial.

This chapter will in the following section first discuss the trans-Saharan, Red Sea and Indian Ocean
slave trades. Section 3 focuses on the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Section 4 describes who the slave
traders were. Section 5 highlights the main consequences of the external slave trades for the
development of African societies. Finally, the chapter discusses the abolition of the slave trades,
and what this meant for the African continent.

2. The Trans-Saharan, Red Sea and Indian Ocean slave trades
The slave trades north- and eastwards out of Africa have in the past not received as much attention

as the slave trade to the Americas. There probably existed a trade in slaves from Africa to the
Middle East since ancient times, but this might have been of a comparatively small magnitude, and
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therefore left few traces compared to the large diasporas of people of African descent that one can
find in the Americas.

The militaristic expansion of Muslim caliphates in the Middle East and North Africa from the 7™
century onwards, and later of the Ottoman Empire (an empire which from the 14™ century onwards
expanded from current-day Turkey to at its peak control much of the Balkans, the Middle East and
North Africa), created large numbers of prisoners of war. These prisoners of war were in many
cases enslaved. The slaves imported into the caliphates and the Ottoman Empire at first originated
from many different parts of the world, including the Balkans, Central Asia and Sub-Saharan
Africa. The slaves were exploited for a wide variety of purposes, including military service and
manual or skilled labour for men, and household work or concubinage for women. Trading in
African slaves started to increase following the Islamic conquest of North Africa from the 9™
century onwards. While many of these enslaved people most probably remained in North Africa,
some of them were potentially trafficked elsewhere, including most importantly to the Middle East.
Once the expansion of the Ottoman Empire slowly stopped in the 17" century, fewer prisoners of
war were taken. There was nonetheless still demand for coerced laborers in the empire. As a
consequence, this stimulated the purchase of slaves particularly from Sub-Saharan Africa.

The magnitude of the Trans-Saharan, Red Sea and Indian Ocean slave trades are still not well-
known. Vastly different figures have been suggested and numbers for the 650-1400 period can only
be guessed at. However, scholars have suggested that it might have amounted to a couple of million
people in total during this period. Figures possibly increased during the Muslim conquest of North
Africa from around the 9™ century, and then decreased again in the following centuries. More is
certainly known about the slave trades from the 16™ century onwards, but scholars do nonetheless
not have an entirely clear picture of the magnitude of the Trans-Saharan, Red Sea and Indian Ocean
slave trades. The most authoritative estimates by leading scholars in the field suggest that around
5 million people were trafficked from Sub-Saharan Africa during the period from the 16 to the
19™ century. The vast majority of these slaves— about two-thirds of the total — were trafficked on
the Trans-Saharan route, and were probably to a large extent purchased by slave-buyers in North
Africa. These slaves would thus in reality have stayed on the African continent. It has therefore
been argued that only a minor share of this trade should be labelled as “external” from the African
continent.

Figure 1 shows how the magnitude of the trade on these routes, as well as the Atlantic trade,
changed over time. In