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Introduction 
 

Ewout Frankema*, Ellen HillbomÀ, Ushehwedu Kufakurinaniÿ and 

Felix Meier zu Selhausen§ 

* Wageningen University 
À Lund University 
ÿ
 University of St Andrews 

§ Utrecht University 

 

 

 

1. We are all Africans 

 

Africa is the cradle of humankind. During the 20th 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 18th 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 worldsô largest freshwater lakes, and some of the worldôs 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.  
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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 ógeneral 

patternsô 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 Africaôs 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.  
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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 ócausalityô in 

long-term processes of socio-economic or political development implies a basic conception of what 

is meant by ósufficientô and ónecessary conditionsô. 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 

Africaôs (economic) way of life in the past. Some scholars have appropriated anthropometrics and 

paleobiology in combination with archaeology to reconstruct Africaôs ancient (economic) past. 

However, in some parts, written evidence has survived allowing to reconstruct some aspects of 

Africaôs pre-colonial past. This evidence comes from the encounters that Africans had with the 

outside world. For example, written sources from Africaôs early encounters with European and 

Arab traders provide important information about Africaôs 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 Africaôs pre-colonial economic organisations. 

 

For Africaôs more recent past colonial government and Christian missionary archives represent key 

sources for scholars studying Africaôs 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 Africaôs past. The chapters of this online 

textbook reflect these evolving methods in the writing and research of African economic history.  
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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 Africaôs colonial history, but it 

can also be a more contemporary theme, for instance about the causes and consequences of African 

population growth, Africaôs 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-19th Century, in other parts of Central Africa we would locate such a óstartô somewhere in 

the early 20th 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 óAfrican 

developmentô, 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 ógeneral patterns of developmentô 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 

óopen sourceô 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 óDevelopmentô? 
 

Ewout Frankema 

Wageningen University 

 

 

 

1. Defining ódevelopmentô  

 

Before we can discuss óAfrican developmentô we first need to know what the word ódevelopmentô 

means. Unfortunately, there does not exist a single, universally accepted, definition of 

ódevelopmentô. 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 ódevelopmentô means, it is likely that you will get five very different answers. 

One thing is clear though, the word ódevelopmentô refers to some kind of process of change that 

occurs over time.  

 

To be more specific about the way we use the term ódevelopmentô in this textbook we make a 

distinction between óhuman developmentô and other categories of development such as ópolitical 

developmentô, óeconomic developmentô, ósocial developmentô or ócultural developmentô. 

Although all these categories are related, the term óhuman developmentô emphasizes aspects of 

development that are of direct importance to people. This emphasis appears in the following 

definition offered by the United Nations:  

 

ñThe basic objective of human development is to enlarge the range of peopleôs choices to make 

development more democratic and participatory.ò (UN, 2011). 

 

Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen has defined development along similar lines. According to Sen 

development can be regarded as ña process of expanding the freedoms that people enjoyò (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 Senôs 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 peopleôs freedom of choice gives us a more specific idea of how to define 

ódevelopmentô, there remain a lot of questions about the meaning of development as freedom. First 

of all, when we talk about ófreedomô, or ólibertyô, 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 ófreedomô of their children until they have 

reached a certain degree of maturity. If they wouldnôt 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 ófreedomô 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: óhuman agencyô. 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 todayôs 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 óinstitutionsô. 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 peopleôs 

behaviour are inspired by different conceptions of what people believe to be ónormalô or 

óappropriateô and what they see as óab-normalô or óinappropriateô. In more simple terms, we can 



14  
 

define institutions as the órules of the gameô: 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 óequalityô and óinequalityô. 

 

 

3. Human development and the ópoverty trapô 

 

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 commodities 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 ópoverty trapô. 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 óreciprocalô 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 HIV/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 ógood institutionsô 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. óNational incomeô 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 óaverage income 

per capitaô. 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$) 

 
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 20th 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 

 
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 20th 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 Africaôs growth collapse and that these causes are 

interrelated. To give one example of ómulti-causalityô: 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 20th century. 

 

When we take a closer look at the determinants of African economic growth in the second part of 

the 20th 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 ñgreen revolutionò, 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 20th 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 itôs 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 

 
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 ómodern economic 

growthô. 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 

 
Sources: Broadberry and Gardner (2021) (1885-1950); Maddison Project Database, v. 2020 (1950-2018). 

 

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. Ghanaôs 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. Ghanaôs government revenues 

suffered as custom duties declined and the state became increasingly indebted. Ghanaôs 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 

ódevelopmentô is not so easy to define and that it is subject to different types of interpretation. In 

the definition of óhuman developmentô, 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 ódevelopmentô, 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 
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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: óIt is people who make 

the world: the bush has wounds and scars.ô 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 peopleôs livelihood, for example, two weeksô 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 ï forests, savannah and highlands ï 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 Africaôs 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 ï 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 

fertili ser for their crops. And there was another factor that limited crop production ï 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 ï in other words, the range of 

different crops for human and animal use ï 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 peopleôs 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 

Arica. 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 ï one of the most important 

labour saving technologies in the pre-industrial age ï 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 

 
 

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 

husbandôs family paid compensation to the brideôs 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 óBig 

Manô 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. Womenôs 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, c. 1900. Source: Wikimedia. 

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chef_de_village_et_ses_femmes_(Guin%C3%A9e).jpg
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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 ï 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 farmerôs 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 16th 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 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ILRI,_Stevie_Mann_-_Ploughing_with_cattle_in_southwestern_Ethiopia.jpg
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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 peopleôs 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.  

Al though 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 ï 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 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Great-zim-aerial-looking-West.JPG
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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 ï forest, savannah and highlands 

ï 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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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 16th to the 19th century. The magnitude of Africa's 

external slave trades has been hotly disputed. Figures in the range of several tens ï or even hundreds 

ï 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 7th 

century onwards, and later of the Ottoman Empire (an empire which from the 14th 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 9th 

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 17th 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 9th century, and then decreased again in the following centuries. More is 

certainly known about the slave trades from the 16th 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 16th to the 

19th century. The vast majority of these slavesï about two-thirds of the total ï 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 ñexternalò 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 this figure, the Atlantic slave trade from West Africa and South-

Western/South-Eastern Africa are reported separately as they exhibited quite different patterns over 

time. In total, the slave trades increased until the early 19th century. By the last decades of the 18th 

century, the trade had increased to around 900,000 people being shipped out of Africa per decade, 

i.e. almost 90,000 people per year. Overall, the trade peaked in the 1820s when close to one million 

people were coercively transported out of Africa. The figure also shows that the Indian Ocean and 

Red Sea trades were much smaller than the Atlantic slave trade. The Indian Ocean trade was 
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furthermore most intense during the 19th century: perhaps as much as two-thirds of all slaves 

trafficked across the Indian Ocean were trafficked during the 19th century. 

 

Figure 1: Magnitude of Africaôs external slave trades (number of people trafficked per decade), 

1500-1900  

 
Sources: Red Sea and Indian Ocean Slave Trades estimates based on Lovejoy (2000); Manning (2010); 

Toledano (2011); Ware (2011) and Manning (2014); Atlantic slave trade based on Transatlantic Slave Trade 

Database, online at slavevoyages.org. 

 

 

3. The Atlantic slave trade 

 

The European colonization of the American continent after 1492 brought back slavery to centre 

stage of the early modern economy, from the 16th to the 18th century. The vast natural resources 

available in the ñNew Worldò created a large European demand for laborers to work on plantations 

and in mines. Many indigenous populations in the Americas had been almost completely wiped out 

by the European colonizerôs military conquest and lethal germs. Too few Europeans were at the 

time desperate enough to accept the terms offered by landholders and other potential employers to 

migrate to the ñNew Worldò voluntarily to satisfy the demand, especially to the regions where 

labour demand was the highest ï the tropical and sub-tropical zones of the Americas.  
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The solution that came to be preferred by the European colonizers was instead to purchase slaves. 

Most societies throughout history have prohibited the enslavement of their own population and 

have only allowed for the enslavement of ñothersò. This was also the case in Europe during the 

early modern period. While there were small trickles of criminals sentenced to be transported to 

some distant colony, and a slightly larger trickle of so-called ñindentured servantsò transported to 

the Americas, there was no enslavement of any Europeans at the time. The issue instead became 

one of finding some ñothersò that could be enslaved and transported to the Americas. 

 

Slaves, many Europeans found, could in many cases be acquired from Africa, and racist ideas ï 

widespread in Europe at the time ï provided a justification for an inhumane treatment of the 

Africans enslaved. The general, highly ignorant discourse in Europe at the time had it that Africans 

in general were lazy and primitive. In particular, the fact that Europeans thought of Africans as lazy 

ï a racist stereotype that survived well into the 20th century ï would become important, as many 

therefore also came to believe that the only way Africans could be made to work was through 

coercion. Some would even go on to argue that this coercion was virtuous according to how they 

interpreted Christian dogma, since it was a deadly sin to be lazy. 

 

Figure 2: Directions of the transatlantic slave trade, 1501-1866 (number of people trafficked) 

 
Source: Statista (accessed 2020-05-07).  

https://www.statista.com/chart/19068/trans-atlantic-slave-trade-by-country-region/
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This came to create the single largest coerced movement of people in history, from Africa across 

the Atlantic Ocean to various places in the Americas. Following much scholarly research during 

the latest decades, the magnitude of the Atlantic slave trade is by now well-known. All the research 

has been pooled in an online-database called the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database (shortened 

TSTD), where the data is available for free (via the website slavevoyages.org). In total, it is now 

estimated that more than 30,000 ships carried some 12.5 million humans away from Africa over 

the whole period of the Atlantic slave trade, from the 16th to the 19th centuries. Most of the slaves 

were carried to Brazil or to the islands in the Caribbean, as can be seen in Figure 2. It created some 

of the most intense slave societies known in history (in terms of the share of the population being 

enslaved), in the Caribbean, Brazil and the southern states of what came to be called the United 

States. 

 

The trade was to a large extent concentrated to a small number of ports in Africa. Three ports in 

particular ï Whydah, Bonny and Luanda ï were the ports of embarkation for more than 2 million 

slaves shipped over the Atlantic. 

 

Figure 3: Magnitude of Atlantic slave trade, by region of African embarkation, 1500-1875 

 
Source: Transatlantic Slave Trade Database, online at: slavevoyages.org.  
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The trade in human beings across the Atlantic was one leg of what long has been called the 

ñTriangular Tradeò, due to the supposed geographical patterns of the trade. First, European and 

Asian manufactures such as textiles, alcohol or firearms were exported from Europe to Africa and 

exchanged for slaves. Then the slaves were transported across the Atlantic and exchanged for 

colonial commodities produced in the mines or on the plantations in the Americas, such as sugar, 

tobacco, coffee and cotton. Finally, the colonial commodities were exported back to Europe for 

refining and final consumption. The key drivers of this ñTriangular Tradeò were thus, on the one 

hand, the growing demand for these types of colonial commodities in Europe, and, on the other 

hand, the European merchants and planters interested in profiting from satisfying this demand. 

Most of the slaves ended up working on sugarcane plantations in Brazil and the Caribbean. 

Estimates from the TSTD suggest that 44 percent of all slaves trafficked across the Atlantic were 

headed for Brazil, and 38 percent were headed for the Caribbean, while the remaining 18 percent 

were headed primarily for the Spanish Americas or the North American mainland. 

 

We now know that the image of a ñTriangular Tradeò is a simplification that is somewhat 

misleading. Ocean currents and winds instead created two quite separate systems of trade: one in 

the North and one in the South Atlantic. The North Atlantic trade was to a large extent dominated 

by English slave traders, and primarily carried slaves from West Africa to the Caribbean or to North 

America. While all ships in this system of trade certainly did not follow a ñtriangularò route, it is 

perhaps fitting to talk about such a pattern to the trade on an aggregate level. The South Atlantic 

slave trade was, in contrast, almost completely dominated by Portuguese-Brazilian slave traders. 

These carried slaves primarily from West-Central Africa to Brazil. This trade was to a large extent 

not ñtriangularò, instead it exhibited a bilateral pattern. 

 

The transportation of Africans across the Atlantic came to be called ñthe Middle Passageò. The 

horrors of the Middle Passage have been much emphasized in both scholarly literature and popular 

culture. Many slaves were forced on board the small slave ships, leading to enormous crowding in 

the slave holds. One example of this can be seen in the famous picture of the slaves carried on 

board the slave-ship Brookes in Figure 4. As horrible as the illustration suggests that the conditions 

must have been aboard Brookes, the reality was actually even worse. The picture shows the 

situation after certain pieces of legislation had been imposed in Britain that limited the number of 

slaves that a slave-trader could carry in order to reduce crowding of the slaves ï in the hope that 

this could reduce the mortality among the slaves transported across the Atlantic. It is known from 

primary sources that the very same ship, Brookes, on some previous journeys had carried almost 

twice as many slaves across the Atlantic as is shown in the figure. 

 

On average, it took the ships around two months to go from the African coast to the destination in 

the Americas. Estimates are that, on average, around 12 per cent of those forced to embark on a 

ship never reached the intended destination, but died on board from epidemic diseases or accidents. 

The suffering was further intensified as the slaves often were confined below deck for more or less 

the whole time of the voyage, and not rarely chained together in shackles. No wonder that the slaves 
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in many instances rebelled during the Middle Passage. One example of such a revolt was when 96 

slaves embarked on the Guinea Coast on the ship Little George rebelled a few days after the ship 

had left the African coast. The slaves managed to imprison the slave traders, and take control of 

the ship, which they then sailed back and abandoned at the Sierra Leone river. More common was 

perhaps that the slaves mutinied while the slave ships still lay for anchor in the African ports or 

were just about to leave. 

 

Figure 4: A contemporary illustration of the slave-ship Brookes 

 
Source: É British Library Board, shelfmark 522.f.23 volume 2, fold out. 

 

 

4. Who were the slave traders? 

 

The Atlantic slave trade was organized by slave traders from various European nations, including 

most importantly Britain, France, the Netherlands, Spain, Portugal and Denmark. The two major 

slave-trading nations in Europe were, as was noted above and as can be seen in Table 1, Britain 

and Portugal (the latter mainly via traders from the Portuguese colony Brazil). The slave trade 

towards the Middle East and the Indian Ocean was instead mainly conducted by Arabs.  
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Even though several European nations attempted to do so already from an early date, they were 

unable to do so throughout most of the continent prior to 19th century developments in medicine 

and military technology. The European slave traders were therefore for the most part confined to 

establishing minor footholds in the form of trading stations or forts along the African coast ï often 

with the acceptance of local African rulers. African agents many times therefore also came to 

participate in the slave trades, as sellers of slaves to the Arab or European buyers. This has 

occasioned a large debate on why these people participated in such a business. There are 

comparatively few sources that can shed light on this topic, as few of these agents left any sources 

behind revealing their intentions. We can be quite certain that the motives varied between the 

individuals involved in the trade. It is also impossible to understand this issue without recognizing 

that many African societies were stratified societies, with substantial differences in terms of wealth, 

status and power between elites and the majority of the population. 

 

Table 1: Number of slaves transported across the Atlantic, by flag of the slave-ship 

 Spain 
Portugal/ 

Brazil 

Great 

Britain 
USA France Others 

1501-1600 119,962 154,191 1,922 0 0 1,365 

1601-1700 146,270 1,011,192 428,262 4,151 38,435 247,322 

1701-1800 10,654 2,213,003 2,545,297 189,304 1,139,013 397,348 

1801-1900 748,639 2,469,879 283,959 111,871 203,890 19,342 

Total 1,061,525 5,848,265 3,259,440 305,326 1,381,404 665,377 

Source: Transatlantic Slave Trade Database, online at slavevoyages.org. 

 

There were clearly some African rulers who were quite explicit about not wanting to participate in 

the trade at all. There were, at the same time, some rulers and merchants who chose to participate 

in the trade, seemingly with little or no regard for the fate of the enslaved. The institution of slavery 

had existed in many African societies long before the external slave trading took off during the 15th 

century. Through this institution, some members of the elites in these societies could gain access 

to foreign commodities ï to a large extent luxury products including textiles and alcohol ï which 

could further elevate their status. One rare example of an agent who left a diary of his own behind 

was the chief and slave-trader Antera Duke from Old Calabar, in current-day Nigeria. The entries 

in the diary suggest that Dukeôs motives largely were of this type. Some rulers might also have 

believed there were few options to participating in the trade, as a guns-for-slaves cycle developed 

in the wake of the slave trade (see more on this below). A key method of getting access of firearms 

to defend the own population therefore was through selling slaves. 

 

There were clearly conventions for who was eligible for being enslaved in Africa, just as there were 

elsewhere in the world. Several African societies thus seem to have adhered to similar ideas as 

many other societies, that only ñOthersò could be enslaved. There was at the time no pan-African 

idea, so people would not have perceived of themselves or others as Africans, but as belonging to 

a number of different ethnicities and nationalities. In such a context, the perception that it was 
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legitimate to enslave ñOthersò meant that Africans of other ethnicity or nationality, in practice very 

often prisoners of war, were enslaved. Another category of people that could be enslaved in several 

African societies were people who had committed crimes, similar to the transportation of convicts 

that took place in many other societies around the world at this time. 

 

 

5. The consequences of the slave trades for Sub-Saharan Africa 

 

The consequences of the external slave trades for African societies varied considerably 

geographically and over time. Though slaves had been transported from African shores for several 

centuries or even millennia, the overwhelming share of the trade ï in terms of the numbers of slaves 

transported ï took place during the 18th and 19th centuries in particular. It is thus during these two 

centuries that we can expect the impact upon African societies to have been the largest. 

 

Box 1: The story of Ottobah Cugano 

 

For the individuals who became the victims of the slave trades, this was of course an enormous 

tragedy. Comparatively few of these victims were able to produce any testimonies of their 

sufferings that have survived to this day. There were, however, a few individuals that managed 

to do so. One example is Ottobah Cugoano, who had been enslaved on the Gold Coast (in 

present-day Ghana) at the age of 13, and transported to the Caribbean. Cugoano was eventually 

liberated, and became a learned scholar and an abolition activist. In 1787, he published his 

Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery. In this book, Cugoano 

recaptured his enslavement as a child: 

 

I was early snatched away from my native country, with about 18 or 20 more boys and girls, as 

we were playing in a field. We lived but a few days journey from the coast where we were kid-

napped [é] we travelled on, and in the evening came to a town, where I saw several white 

people, which made me afraid that they would eat me, according to our notion as children in 

the inland parts of the country. [é] the horrors I soon saw and felt, cannot be well described; I 

saw many of my miserable countrymen chained two and two, some hand-cuffed, and some with 

their hands tied behind. [é] I was soon conducted to a prison, for three days, where I heard 

groans and cries of many, and saw some of my fellow-captives. But when a vessel arrived to 

conduct us away to the ship, it was a most horrible scene; there was nothing to be heard but 

rattling of chains, smacking of whips, and the groans and cries of our fellow-men. Some would 

not stir from the ground, when they were lashed and beat in the most horrible manner. 

 

When, how and where people were enslaved certainly differed between the individuals. The 

horrors experienced once they had been enslaved were, however, for all of them most certainly 

comparatively similar to what Cugoano here describes.  
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On a societal level, the slave trades had several consequences. A first, and the perhaps most 

obvious, consequence for African societies was a loss of population. During the 18th and 19th 

centuries, around 13 million people were thus transported away from African shores. How many 

further might have died when forced to march to the African coasts (or while waiting to be sold) is 

not known, but anecdotal evidence from some specific cases suggest that this figure might have 

been in the millions, too. No reliable figures exist neither on how many people might have lived in 

Africa, nor on the population growth rates in African societies at the time. It has, however, been 

estimated that there possibly were around 60-70 million people living on the whole African 

continent by the early 18th century. Some scholars have therefore suggested that the annual 

population loss from the slave trade may have exceeded the population growth rates ï leading to a 

net population drain for many African societies ï at least during the 18th and 19th centuries, the two 

most intensive centuries of the external slave trades. 

 

As the majority of the slaves purchased were people in the prime of their productive life, this would 

have put a further strain upon African societies. The different slave trades would, however, have 

different demographic impacts upon different parts of the African continent. Westwards, in the 

Atlantic trade, the demand was primarily for young male slaves that could be coerced to work on 

the plantations and in the mines in the Americas. Roughly two-thirds of the slaves transported 

across the Atlantic are thus estimated to have been men or young boys (one quarter of all slaves 

shipped across the Atlantic were actually recorded to have been children). Eastwards, in the Red 

Sea and Indian Ocean trades, there was in contrast a comparatively large demand for young 

females, to be exploited as domestic workers or as concubines in harems. This would have 

important demographic consequences for these African societies, skewing the sex ratios. When 

primarily women were trafficked from a region, this would reduce the number of people who could 

bear a child, thereby reducing further population growth. Skewed sex ratios due to men primarily 

being trafficked might in other places have contributed to a pattern of polygamy, as there remained 

fewer males per females in these societies. 

 

The potentially most devastating effects of the external slave trade came from the spirals of internal 

violence that it initiated or reinforced. The vast majority of all slaves exported were originally 

prisoners of war. Historians have certainly debated the direction of causality. Were the wars fought 

primarily in order to acquire prisoners that could be sold as slaves, or were the wars fought 

primarily for other reasons, with slaves more or less a side-effect? It is often very hard to 

disentangle the direction of causality given the scarcity of historical sources surviving on this topic. 

The process might furthermore very well have been dialectical (factors mutually influencing each 

other) rather than unidirectional (one factor causing another). What seems safe to conclude, 

however, is that the external slave trades at least reinforced spirals of violence in several parts of 

the African continent. In current-day Ghana, for example, there were recurrent wars between 

several of the polities in the coastal region during most of the years of the late 17th and early 18th 

centuries.  
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These spirals of violence also led to the consolidation of several ñpredatory statesò (states 

promoting the interests of a small elite, at the cost of the own or other populations) in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. In the wake of the slave trades, several new ï and generally highly militarized ï states 

emerged, for example in West and West-Central Africa. Their growth in terms of territory and 

power was to a large extent associated with the Atlantic slave trade. Military conquests led to 

geographical expansion but also to the taking of large numbers of prisoners of wars. These prisoners 

could then be sold as slaves, in exchange for firearms and other goods, to the slave-traders. These 

goods, in turn, further increased the military strength and power of the predatory states, and thereby 

enabled further military conquests. This pattern has been labelled a ñguns-for-slavesò cycle of 

trade. The Jolof Empire, Asante, Oyo and Dahomey in West Africa, and the Lozi, Lunda and Luba 

in West-Central Africa, are all examples of polities that have been described as having had such 

predatory states at the time. 

 

We know from many historical examples that wars as a rule retard economic development. They 

lead to substantial losses of life, primarily among the younger strata of a society. Wars also lead to 

destruction of capital and infrastructure, necessitating heavy investments for rebuilding what was 

destroyed during the war. If people anticipate wars to occur again in the future, they also negatively 

impact people's willingness to invest in capital, as any investments run the risk of being destroyed. 

Over the long-term, wars can also be very negative for the level of trust in a society, or between 

different societies, thus for example hampering the development of peaceful commercial activities. 

All these effects would probably have affected African societies as the slave trades increased the 

level of violence across the continent, even though some of them might have been more severe 

than others. 

 

As a rule, African societies resisted enslavement of the own population in various ways. Most 

societies thus had social conventions completely prohibiting or at least limiting enslavement of the 

own population. In order to maintain control over people, rulers also had an interest in defending 

subjects against enslavement by foreigners. Enslavement was therefore primarily a risk for peoples 

living in polities with weaker states, unable to defend the population against foreign slave-catchers, 

and particularly then people living at or close to the border-zones between different polities. Many 

people were therefore making attempts to defend themselves from enslavement, in various ways. 
 

Scholars have noted that walled towns and villages, which helped to protect the population from 

slave-raids, were common in all areas where slave raiding was a threat. Relocation of villages was 

another option used in several instances. In some cases, the relocation simply meant migrating to 

areas that were considered less at risk from slave raids. It also meant the concentration of people 

into larger villages or towns, as people sought security in living together in larger numbers. 

Relocation sometimes also meant taking advantage of specific geographic locations, so that 

villages for example might be located in more inaccessible places, including taking refuge in hilly 

or mountainous areas ï such as the Gurunsi (in current-day Central African Republic) or the Kabre 

in Togo ï or in riverine or marshy areas. Another option employed was to build villages on stilts in 
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lakes, such as Ganvi® and other towns in current-day Benin, or Nzulezo in Ghana. Resisting slavery 

in some cases took the form of the construction of underground shelters, which sometimes were 

developed into veritable fortresses, such as in some parts of the Sokoto Caliphate. In some 

instances, documented for example from the Balanta of Guinea-Bissau, African societies also 

mobilized counter-offensives against slave raiders, which gave them a reputation as resisting 

enslavement. While many of these defensive strategies might have been necessary given the high 

risk of enslavement, they came at a cost to the African societies undertaking them. Erecting 

fortifications or building shelters could for example require considerable investments, in practice 

in the form of labour that needed to be invested into construction. Relocation to geographically 

safer areas ï including mountainous or marshy areas ï could mean moving to more marginal lands, 

with a lower productivity of agriculture as a consequence. 

 

There were, however, also African agents that gained from the slave trades, both directly and 

indirectly. Some members of the elites that participated in the trade, and sold other people as slaves, 

could certainly gain economically and socially from the trade by getting access to foreign 

commodities, including many high-status consumer goods, in exchange for the slaves that they 

sold. The forts established by European slave trading companies in some parts of West Africa, such 

as Gor®e in Senegal or Elmina and Cape Coast Castle in Ghana, could also create a certain demand 

for local laborers, including craftsmen and hired day-laborers, in small enclaves around the forts. 

The wages paid were certainly not high for day-laborers such as canoemen but could at least 

provide a livelihood for those employed. The slave trade also created a certain demand for supplies. 

Most importantly for foodstuffs to feed the enslaved during the Middle Passage, which arguably 

contributed to a commercialization of some societies in coastal West Africa. Recent research has, 

however, shown that this demand must have been rather marginal compared to the output possible 

in the region at the time, and the demand already present from urban centres. Also, because many 

slave-traders brought along most of the required supplies from Europe, rather than having to rely 

on the possibilities to purchase them in Africa, the demand for agricultural products was kept down. 

 

 

6. The abolition of the slave trades 

 

By the late 18th century, an abolitionist movement started to develop, primarily in certain parts of 

Europe. In some circles, slavery as a whole started to be questioned. Rising prices for slaves in 

Africa, presumably as a consequence of the drastic increase in the numbers of slaves exported 

during the century, furthermore drove up the costs for the buyers in the Americas, and hence made 

the institution less profitable than it previously had been. Political struggles in European metropoles 

ï primarily in Britain ï as well as in the Americas, eventually came to lead to the Atlantic slave 

trade being banned in one nation after another. 

 

The first major slave-trading nations to abolish the Atlantic trade for all subjects of their nations 

were Britain and the United States. Both abolishing the trade in 1807. Although some trade 
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continued illegally despite the ban, it had large ramifications for the North Atlantic slave trade, as 

demand from the Americas dried up quite considerably. Slave-exports from regions in Africa where 

slave-traders from these two nations previously had dominated, such as the Windward Coast and 

the Gold Coast, hence experienced a drastic drop in the number of slaves trafficked in the following 

years. Other European nations, such as France, would some years later impose a similar ban on the 

Atlantic slave trade, reducing the demand for slaves in for example Senegambia. In some parts, 

most notably in West-Central Africa, the Atlantic trade would however continue unabated for 

several more decades. Brazilian merchants (by the 19th century independent from Portugal), and 

merchants from the Spanish colony of Cuba, would continue to trade in slaves well into the 1840s 

and 1850s, and it was only following political pressure from Britain that these nations too, started 

to abolish the trade in slaves. 

 

As for the Red Sea and Indian Ocean slave trades, these flows also continued largely unabated 

during much of the 19th century. Slavery was certainly officially abolished in the Ottoman Empire 

in 1847, as part of the process of modernization of the Ottoman society (tanzimat) during the 19th 

century. For a long time, however, comparatively little was done to enforce the law, so the trade 

could in practice continue for several more decades. It was only by the late 19th century that the 

trade in slaves to the Ottoman Empire really seems to have started to decrease. 

 

Abolition of the external slave trades did not end slavery in Africa. Instead, the abolition led to a 

transformation of slavery in Sub-Saharan Africa. While domestic slavery had existed throughout 

many parts of Africa even before the external slave trades began, the institution was not always 

very intensive. As demand in the Americas rose, so did the prices paid for slaves in Africa. This 

prohibited domestic demand for slaves to grow in Africa, as there were limited opportunities as to 

where slave labour profitably could be exploited when the purchase price of the slaves was high. 

Within Africa, large ï and geographically extensive ï networks supplying the external slave trades, 

had however, developed over the centuries as a response to the growing external demand for slaves. 

These networks did not disappear just because the Atlantic slave trade was abolished, but rather 

continued to acquire and supply slaves in various places across the continent. Following the 

abolition of the Atlantic slave trade, external demand declined in region after region of West Africa, 

in tandem with a continued supply. As a consequence, prices of slaves in West Africa started to 

decline. One key consequence of this, in turn, was that it started to become economically feasible 

for local agents in Africa to purchase the slaves and exploit them as a labour force on locally 

established plantations. 

 

Ironically then, the abolition of international slave trade caused an expansion of slave systems in 

Africa itself. Plantation economies, based on slave labour, experience a substantial growth in 

several parts of the African continent, for example in the Sokoto Caliphate in West Africa, or on 

the island of Zanzibar off the east African coast. The output from these plantations, along with 

other products, were to a large extent exported, primarily to the burgeoning industrial economies 

in Europe. This trade eventually came to be labelled the ñlegitimate commerceò, as Europeans ï 
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after the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade ï came to consider slave-trading ñillegitimateò, and 

were ignorant of (or turned a blind eye to) the conditions under which many of the products of this 

ñlegitimate commerceò had been produced. 
 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

The slave trades out of Africa were of major historical importance, not only for the African 

continent, but for the whole world. It is hard to imagine how the American continents would have 

developed without all the enslaved laborers from Africa. The descendants of these slaves still make 

up a substantial ï or in some cases even the vast majority ï of the population in these countries. It 

is likewise hard to imagine that Europe would have been able to industrialize at the same pace in 

the 18th and 19th centuries without access to all the raw materials, such as cotton, produced by all 

these slaves. Meanwhile, the activities of the slave traders were devastating for the African 

continent and its populations. Recent research has suggested that African countries on average 

would have experienced a much higher economic growth rate, and thus have been much more 

affluent today than they currently are, had there been no slave trade and the negative consequences 

associated with this trade. Despite more than 200 years having passed since its initial abolition, the 

international slave trade therefore continues to matter for us today. 

 

 

Study questions 

 

1. Which were the main driving factors behind the development and growth of the slave trades 

out of Africa? 

2. What were the magnitudes of the slaves trades out of Africa, and how did they change over 

time? 

3. How large were the Transatlantic, Red Sea and Indian Ocean slave trades, respectively? 

4. What were the main consequences suggested in the text of the external slave trades for African 

societies? 

5. How did the abolition of the external slave trades impact upon African societies? 

 

 

Discussion exercise 

 

Divide the class in sub-groups of three to five students. Let each group discuss what they believe 

to be the most important consequences of the external slave trades for African societies in general, 

and how and to what extent the slave trade has impacted the country that they are living in.  
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1. Introduction  

Many of the goods and services that we consume are not produced by ourselves. We rely on others 

to provide these goods. We trade. This is truer, the more complex and more advanced an economy 

becomes. Like people, countries trade too. This is called international trade. Why is commodity 

trade of such vital importance? Does free trade foster economic development? Do historical trade 

patterns affect us today? What are the risks of international trade? What insights does history teach 

us with respect to the recent commodity trade boom in Africa? These are the questions that we 

cover in this chapter on trade. We first look at the benefits of trade through the lens of trade theory. 

We then describe the development of trade in Africa from early times to today. We finally discuss 

the lessons trade history provides when it comes to the recently good performance of Africa 

countries. 

 

 

2. Trade Theory 

 

Why do people trade? Because voluntary trade must necessarily improve the situation of both, 

buyer and seller. Take two individuals: Saba and Bakari. Also, take one good that they both value: 

a chicken (it can be any other good; it just happens that Saba and Bakari both like to eat chicken). 

We can find out how much Saba and Bakari value a chicken by asking: ñHow much are you willing 

to pay for a chicken?ò 

 

Saba: ñI am willing to pay up to 10,000 shillings for a chicken.ò 

Bakari: ñI love eating chicken. I am willing to pay up to 20,000 shillings for a chicken.ò 

 

Their answers inform us about how much they value a chicken. Both would gain from buying a 

lower price than what they are willing to pay. For example, if Bakari pays 10,000 shillings for a 

chicken, he gains because he is paying 10,000 shillings less than what he would be willing to pay 

(which is 20,000 shillings).  
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Now assume that Saba owns a chicken. Should Saba eat the chicken herself or sell the chicken to 

Bakari? This depends on the price that Bakari pays her. 

 

a) She will keep the chicken for any price lower than 10,000 shillings, because it is less than 

she values the chicken herself. 

b) She will sell the chicken for any price higher than 10,000 shillings. 

 

Because Bakari is willing to pay up to 20,000 shilling and this is more than what the chicken is 

worth to Saba, there are gains from trade. Independent of the actual price they negotiate, the total 

gain (Total gain = Sellerós gain + Buyerôs gain) in any trade will sum up to 10,000 shillings. 

 

This is just an example, but it highlights a basic principle of trade. Traded goods have value to 

both, buyer and seller. Sellers would never produce or sell anything, if they did not get ñsomething 

betterò in return. The good will be passed to the buyer, because the buyer values the good more 

than the seller. It also follows that trade is a winïwin situation: buyer and seller both gain. If we 

observe voluntary trade, the alternative of no-trade must have been worse.  

 

Comparative advantages 

Trade and economic growth go hand in hand. However, there are reasons to think that trade fosters 

development. Trade can deepen specialisation. Famous 18th century thinker Adam Smith described 

how division of labour, through specialisation, can increase productivity: more output can be 

produced without increasing the amount of labour or capital. The 19th century economist David 

Ricardo showed that countries can benefit from trade, even if a country has an absolute advantage 

in everything. With ñabsolute advantageò we mean that a country is better (=uses less 

resources/inputs) in producing any product. Ricardoós theory of comparative advantage remains a 

very important argument in favour of international free trade. 

 

 
Economist David Ricardo 1772-1823. Source: Wikipedia.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Ricardo#/media/File:Portrait_of_David_Ricardo_by_Thomas_Phillips.jpg
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We can understand the argument best by looking at a simple, hypothetical case: Two countries 

produce only two commodities using only one input, labour. Say, Malawi and Brazil produce 

tobacco and textiles. Brazil can produce one unit of tobacco in one hour and one unit of textiles in 

two hours. Letôs say Malawi is less efficient. Malawi needs to employ more labour: two hours to 

produce one unit of tobacco and ten hours to produce one unit of textiles. Table 1 lists the 

hypothetical production costs of tobacco and textiles in Brazil and Malawi. 

 

Table 1: Working hours to produce one unit of tobacco/textiles 

 Labour costs 
Opportunity costs of producing 

one unit of 

 Tobacco Textiles Tobacco Textiles 

Brazil 1 hours 2 hours ½ textiles 2 tobacco 

Malawi 2 hours 10 hours 1/5 textiles 5 tobacco 

 

Are there gains from trade? One would think the answer is ónoô, because Brazil needs less labour 

in producing both tobacco and textiles than Malawi. But this is wrong. 

 

The production of a good comes at a cost. No country has unlimited resources. The same hour of 

work used in tobacco production cannot be used in textiles production. With this idea in mind, we 

can now express production costs in terms of foregone production of the other good. This is what 

economists call opportunity costs.  

 

¶ Brazil needs to give up 2 units of tobacco to produce 1 unit of textiles. This is because after two 

hours of work, Brazil produced either 2 units of tobacco or 1 unit of textiles. This means 2 units 

of tobacco ñcostò 1 unit of textiles; or every unit of tobacco costs Brazil half a unit of textiles. 

¶ Malawi can produce tobacco relatively cheaper than Brazil. Malawi can produce one unit of 

tobacco at the cost of 1/5 (0.2) textiles. In contrast, if Brazil produced that unit of tobacco she 

had to forego half a unit of textiles, hence the Brazilian cost of one unit of tobacco is 1/2 (0.5) 

textiles. Malawi has a comparative advantage in producing tobacco. Malawi needs to give up 

less units of textiles than Brazil. Brazil in turn has a comparative advantage in textiles 

production.  

 

The two countries would gain from trade. Brazil should specialise in the production of textiles and 

Malawi should specialise in the production of tobacco. The countries should then trade their surplus 

products in exchange for the other good that they do not produce. Comparative advantages also 

affect the prices of the goods involved. With trade, the market price will fall between the 

opportunity costs of both countries. In the above example, the world market price of textiles will 

be between 2 and 5 tobacco. Malawians will pay less for textiles buying textiles on the world 

market than if they produced it on their own. Brazilians will pay less for tobacco than they would 
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pay if the two countries were producing both goods for themselves. Without increasing inputs 

(more labour/capital) or technological change, trading partners benefit from a more efficient 

international allocation of resources. 

 

It is important to understand the concept of comparative advantage. Firstly, it explains trade 

patterns. It is often argued that Africa has a comparative advantage in agricultural products such 

as cocoa, coffee, cotton or groundnuts. 

¶ This does not mean that African countries are the only possible producers of these commodities. 

The United States, for example, can produce cotton, groundnuts and tobacco (and does indeed 

produce them more efficiently). 

¶ This does not mean that African countries are unable to produce sophisticated manufacturing 

goods like cars or mobile phones. 

By comparative advantage we mean that African countries can produce agricultural products at 

lower opportunity costs than other countries. Instead of producing one mobile phone, African 

countries can use the same amount of resources, produce agricultural products, and exchange them 

on the world market for more than one mobile phone. 

 

Other ways how trade can influence development 

Scholars have identified various other ways how trade can boost economic development. Firstly, 

trade attracts Foreign Direct Investments (FDIs). FDIs are inflows of physical investments from 

individuals or companies abroad. Physical investment means capital such as tools, machinery, and 

factories (not buying bonds or stocks). FDIs add to a countryôs capital stock. Capital accumulation 

is needed, because workers equipped with more capital can produce more goods. 

 

Secondly, trade may enhance technological progress, which is the ultimate engine of economic 

growth. Technological progress means that more can be produced with the same amount of 

production factors. The two production factors economists have in mind are capital and labour. 

Trade can generate technological progress. For example, openness to trade may let highly efficient 

foreign firms choose to locate production in a developing country. These foreign firms hire and 

train workers. When those trained people leave and take a job at a domestic firm, they take their 

knowledge and skills with them and may apply them in their new firm. 

 

Thirdly, international trade can introduce or intensify competition. Obviously, competition is good 

for consumers, because competition will drive down prices. But what about the producers? In order 

to survive domestic firms have to improve production processes, reduce costs, improve quality and 

innovate. Competition provides the incentive to do this. There is large evidence that firms that 

engage in international trade are more efficient and innovative. Remember the Saba-Bakari trade 

example above. If Bakari has to pay a lower price for the chicken, he will receive a larger gain; 

with the saved money he can buy something else. Saba in turn will need to make chicken production 

more efficient, if she wants to have a larger gain. For example, she can use a different breed of 

chicken that gives more meat or has a better taste, or she increases her farm size, or looks out for 
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cheaper ways to feed the chicken. If Saba canôt match the market price without making a loss, she 

will go out of business. But then, she will be ñfreedò from inefficient chicken production and re-

direct her resources and energy to something else that fetches a better return. This may be painful 

in the short-run, but directing resources to activities which give the highest return is essential in an 

efficient economy that does not waste resources. 

 

Static and dynamic gains from trade 

So far we have drawn a very rosy picture of international trade. However, advantages of trade can 

be limited. Many gains from trade are static. With ñstaticò we mean ñone time offò gains: Income 

and consumption increases only once. Once these gains are realised there will be no further gains 

in the future. For example, international competition that breaks a state monopoly and reduces the 

consumer price is such a static gain. Once the price is lowered, there may be no further gains for 

domestic consumers or producers. The same can be said with respect to comparative advantages in 

agriculture. After opening to trade and specialising in the product in which the country has a 

comparative advantage, consumption possibilities do increase, but then no further gains may be 

achieved. 

 

It is important to consider dynamic gains. With ñdynamicò we mean gains from trade that multiply 

over time. Dynamic gains can sustain economic growth. If developing countries specialize in their 

current comparative advantage such as agriculture, they will not make steps towards manufacturing 

such as textile production. Is this bad? It is not bad, if we only consider static gains. By specialising 

in agriculture and trading on the world market, African countries will receive more textiles in 

exchange for their agricultural products as if they produced textiles themselves. Specializing in 

current comparative advantages might be bad, however, if we consider dynamic gains. It is often 

argued that there are no dynamic gains from specialising in agriculture, while there are dynamic 

gains from specialising in manufacturing. 

 

Why are there no dynamic gains in agriculture? The reason is that the scope for productivity gains 

is limited in agriculture. For example, Ghana specialised in cocoa production. Ghana became the 

worldôs largest producer in 1911 and stayed so until 1977. However, agricultural techniques and 

yields have hardly changed between 1930 and 2000. Hence, the average cocoa farmer produced 

about the same amount of cocoa in 1930 as in 2000. Cocoa farmers would only earn a higher 

income if they receive a better price for cocoa on the world market. In contrast, manufacturing 

allows productivity gains over time: with the same amount of capital and labour, more goods can 

be produced every year. The gains in productivity can offset increases in labour costs. Workers can 

earn more and more over time. 

 

In addition, economic activities are interlinked. Some sectors positively influence other sectors in 

the economy. For example, a large car industry creates demand for steel, which might develop as 

a result of having a car industry. Engineers (and businessmen) trained in the car industry can use 

the set of skills in the tool manufacturing industry. It often reduces costs if industries locate at the 
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same place. Hence, the creation of one industry will create or attract other industries. These 

linkages are often associated with manufacturing. These linkages do rarely exist in agriculture. 

Skills and inputs used in producing agricultural exports do not benefit other industries. We will 

now turn to the history of trade in Africa. We will come back to trade theory later. 

 

 

3. The Trans-Saharan Trade 

 

For at least 2,500 years there has been trade between sub-Saharan Africa and North Africa and the 

Middle East. This trade is called ñTrans-Saharan Tradeò, because it required traders to cross the 

Sahara. As shown in Map 1, the Sahara separates the Mediterranean economies from the economies 

of the Niger basin. The Sahara is the worldôs largest desert. It is about 2,000 km wide north-south. 

The desert consists of sand and stone. Temperatures are very high at day and very cold at night. 

There is no water except in the few oases. This makes the Sahara very difficult to cross. 

 

Map 1: Trade routes in West Africa, 1100-1600 

 
Source: Phillips (1985, p. 115). 

 

Trade was only made possible by the camel. A camel could carry up to 450 kg of goods, make a 

distance of about 40 km per day and survive without food or water up to 10 days. Caravans 

consisted of hundreds, sometimes even thousands, of camels, moving from oasis to oasis until they 
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reached the markets in the Sahel region. The photo below shows how goods are transported by 

camel along the old caravan routes even today. 

 

 
Camel train from Agadez to Bilma in todayôs Niger. Source: Wikimedia. 

 

The height of the Trans-Saharan Trade was between 700 and 1600. Gold dust was the most 

important export commodity for those West African economies involved. Western Europe and 

North Africa used gold for coinage, but lacked gold deposits and therefore imported the gold. It is 

estimated that two-thirds of all the gold circulating in the Mediterranean area in the Middle Ages 

was imported across the Sahara. In Map 1 gold producing areas are shown as shaded areas and 

labelled as ñGoldfieldsò. These areas are located in what is now Ghana and Guinea. Other exports 

included slaves (an estimated 12 million in total between 700 and 1900) and commodities such as 

ivory and ostrich feathers/ eggs. 

 

The Trans-Saharan trade did not only allow Africans to sell and export their goods but also to 

import foreign goods, in exchange for West African export goods. A major import good was salt. 

Major deposits are located in northern Africa at Idjil, Taodeni and Taghaza, as shown in Map 1. 

Salt makes food taste better. Other import commodities include dates (from the oases), iron tools, 

copper and brassware, beads, woven cloth, paper and books. Imports as well as exports were luxury 

items ï goods that had a high value to weight ratio. Trade in bulk items was not profitable due to 

high transportation costs despite of the camel. 

 

Trade gave rise to powerful African empires that controlled and taxed trade. Map 2 shows the 

Ghana kingdom (nothing to do with present-day Ghana) occupied the transit territory of the Trans-

Saharan trade covering areas of Senegal, Western Mali, and Southern Mauritania. The kingdom 

was first mentioned in 800 AD and lasted until 1240 AD, when it was incorporated into the Mali 

Empire. In ca. 1350 the Mali Empire stretched from Senegal to Mali. The Songhai Empire (1430- 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caravan_goes_on.jpg
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1591) was even larger stretching to what is now Niger down to the savannah regions of West 

Africa. Its capital was Gao, and Timbuktu was an important centre of Islamic study and learning. 

With trade, a new religion - Islam - spread throughout the Sahel region. 

 

Map 2: Trans-Saharan Empires of Ghana, Mali, Songhai 

 
 

In the 15th century Portuguese voyages opened a new trade route. The maritime route was cheaper 

than the Trans-Sahara route. In 1471, for example, the Portuguese opened a trading station 

ñElminaò at the ñGold Coastò (close to ñCape Three Pointsò in Map 1). However, the real blow to 

the Trans-Saharan gold trade came after Europeans discovered the Americas. Gold was imported 

from Central and South America much cheaper and in vast amounts. Consequently, the Trans-

Saharan gold trade declined. 

 

Other trade routes also existed. For example, West Africa had trade links with East Africa. This is 

documented, for example, by cowries which were used as shell money, coming from the Indian 

Ocean and appearing in Sahelian cities as early as 900 AD. Eastern Africa also had contacts with 

traders from Middle East and as far as Indonesia. Swahili language is a reminiscent to Arab and 

Persian traders.  
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4. Legitimate trade 

 

With the discovery of the Americas and European ships came the transatlantic slave trade. 

European products, such as firearms, copper and cloth, were exchanged for slaves. Slaves, back 

then, were Africaôs major export commodity. An estimated 12 million Africans were shipped 

across the Atlantic Ocean to the Americas to work as labourers, mainly on plantations and in mines. 

This is a very important element of trade that caused immense human misery, reduced African 

populations, and disrupted development. It is treated extensively in a different chapter of this 

textbook. 

 

In 1807, Britain abolished the slave trade; that is Britain declared the trade as illegal. Not all 

European trading nations followed suit. Nevertheless, transatlantic slave trade declined 

significantly, because the British navy was patrolling the sea, fining slave ships and setting slaves 

free. The abolition of the transatlantic slave trade did not mean a trade embargo. Slave trade was 

replaced with so called ñlegitimate tradeò. Legitimate trade included trade in any commodities 

except slaves. Remember there are gains from trade.  

 

A commercial shift to agricultural exports indeed took place, to palm oil, ground nuts and gum 

arabic (harvested from the acacia tree) in particular. The shift had implications for West African 

societies. Profit margins were lower. African elites probably lost out, because they were less able 

to participate in small-holder production or effectively tax it. 

 

 

5. The transport revolution 

 

Transportation costs greatly matter for trade. Why do transportation costs hold back trade? 

Transportation costs create a price wedge between buyer and seller and can undo gains from trade. 

Again, take Saba and Bakari. If it costs 10,001 shillings to transport the chicken from Sabaôs farm 

to Bakariôs home, there will be no gains from trade and hence, no trade. This is because either the 

buyer or seller has to pay the transportation costs. If Saba pays the transportation costs of 10,001 

shillings and she values the chicken herself at 10,000 shillings, she will ask for a price of at least 

20,001 shillings. However, Bakari is not willing to pay this price. If Bakari pays for the 

transportation, the maximum price he would be willing to offer to Saba is 9,999 shillings (Bakariôs 

willingness to pay 20,000 minus the transport costs of 10,001). You can see what happens when 

transportation costs decline below 10,000 shillings: We observe trade between Saba and Bakari. 

With every further decline, gains from trade will increase. Note that reducing transportation costs 

can benefit both producers and consumers.  
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Early trade was held back by extremely high transportation costs. Geography is to blame. 

Typically, water transport is the cheapest means of transport. Africa, however, lacks navigable and 

inter-connected waterways. Canoes were used along some rivers such as the river Niger and on 

Lake Victoria (some 700 km away from the sea). Large reductions in transportations costs came 

with big vessels and modern steam ships in the late 19th century. However, steamships could not 

navigate on African rivers because of frequent rapids and low water levels during the dry season. 

The next best transport option for inland traffic would be draft animals such as horses, oxen and 

donkeys. However, because of the presence of animal trypanosomiasis draft animals and cattle 

herding could not be used in large parts of Africa. Trypanosomiasis, is a parasitic disease 

transmitted by the tsetse fly. Draft animals infected with trypanosomiasis are likely to die. Map 3 

shows the absence of cattle in tsetse areas. 

 

  
Shifting transportation technologies on Lake Victoria. Dugout canoe (left). Steamship (right) at 

Kisumu, ca. 1910. 

 

Hence, head-loading was the main mode of transport. This was extremely costly. Much of the cargo 

consisted of provisions for the voyage itself. Only low weight - high value goods were carried 

through the hinterland. The slave trade was cheap, because slaves could be walked. The photo 

below shows a caravan transporting highly valuable ivory from Uganda to the coast, some 1,000 

km faraway. Bulky items were transported over very short distances only. 

 

Hence, head-loading was the main mode of transport. This was extremely costly. Much of the cargo 

consisted of provisions for the voyage itself. Only low weight - high value goods were carried 

through the hinterland. The slave trade was cheap, because slaves could be walked. The photo 

below shows a caravan transporting highly valuable ivory from Uganda to the coast, some 1,000 

km faraway. Bulky items were transported over very short distances only. 
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Map 3: Cattle and Tsetse distribution in Africa 

 
 

A new technology brought a transport revolution: Railroads. The first railroad was built in 1862 in 

South Africa to facilitate the export of gold and diamonds. From 1883 on, railroads were built in 

other sub-Sahara African countries. Figure 1 shows the expansion of railroad coverage. The phase 

up to 1914 was most dynamic: More than 21,000 km of rail were built. The speed slowed down in 

the 5 years after World War I (which ended in 1918), but caught up in the interwar period. By 1937 

the rail network reached 35,000 km of length. The year 1937 marks the end of the dynamic: 75 

percent of todayôs rail network (ca. 47,000 km) has been established by then. Recently, rail saw a 

comeback due to Chinese investments. Motor roads started in the 1930s. At the beginning, roads 

were often feeder roads, directing traffic to the railroad. Later, in the 1950s and 1960s, motor roads 

became the dominant transportation technology.  
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Ivory trade in Uganda 1899. A caravan on its way to the coast. 

 

Colonial administrations heavily invested in physical infrastructure (education and health 

expenditures were negligible by contrast and typically left to Christian missionaries). This was not 

unselfish (economic and political choices are rarely unselfish). As you can see in Map 4, railroads 

lead to a terminus at the sea port. The purpose of the railroads was to open the hinterland to trade. 

Colonial administrations succeeded on this account. 

 

Figure 1: Railroad construction, 1860-2000 

  
Source: Data from Mitchell (2007).  
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Map 4: Railroads and roads in sub-Saharan Africa, 1862-1960 

 
Note: No road data available for Chad, Equatorial Guinea, Gambia and Somalia. Hence, the territories of 

these countries appear as white even though there might be paved roads. 

 

Transportation costs of pre-modern transportation technologies were extremely high making export 

production unprofitable. For example, the Gambia and Senegal groundnut production was only 

profitable close to the Gambia River that flows into the sea. Ghanaôs cocoa production was 

profitable only up to a 50 km distance from the coast. In Kenya, coffee growing would have been 

profitable only up to 300 km from the coast (not reaching the fertile soils of the Kenya Highlands). 

 

Table 2 shows the massive reduction in transportation costs by the railroad. In Ghana, carriers 

would move one ton of goods over one mile at the cost of 5 shilling. In contrast, the railroad charged 

0.8 shilling. Hence, the railroad did the same service at only 16 percent of the costs. In Nigeria, 

carriers were paid less and therefore head-loading costs were lower. Still, the railroad charged only 

7.6 percent of the price of head-loading. Transportation in Kenya was particularly expensive before 

the railroad. Part of the high porterage costs can be explained by marauding Maasai warrior parties 

at that time. Caravans needed large numbers of armed guards for protection. Porters probably asked 

for a higher salary as well to be persuaded to take the dangerous journey through Kenya.  
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Table 2: Transportation costs: Head-loading versus Railroad (in shillings per ton mile) 

Country Head-loading Railroad Ratio 

Ghana (1902) 5 0.8 16% 

Kenya (1902) 11 0.09 0.8% 

Malawi (1900) 3   

Nigeria (1910) 2.5 0.19 7.6% 

Sierra Leone (1910) 2.5 0.27 10.8% 

Tanzania (1896) 3.5   

Source: Jedwab, Kerby and Moradi (2014). 

 

Note that railroad costs were decreasing further over time. The railroad contributed to the 

expansion of African exports. Cocoa farming in Ghana became profitable up to 250 km from the 

coast. There are many more examples: Groundnut production in Nigeria, cotton in Uganda, wheat 

and coffee in Kenya, mineral commodities such as copper in Zambia and iron ore in Sierra Leone. 

 

 

6. Trade under colonial rule 

 

In the introduction we said that trade cannot be bad if it is voluntary. In some parts of Africa trade 

under colonial rule was not voluntary. The worst example is the Congo Free State, the territory 

what is now the Democratic Republic of Congo. Villagers were told to deliver a certain amount of 

rubber, which would then be exported. Failing the quota was punishable by death. Many, many 

people were killed. Many, many people were also mutilated. Soldiers were ordered to bring the 

hand as evidence that the punishment was executed and a bullet was shot. Soldiers started to cut 

off hands. Moreover, 35 percent of the population was under forced labour ï slaves in all but name. 

Colonisers also used subtle methods as well: hut taxes. Households had to pay a tax in coins. These 

coins had to be earned first, e.g. by working as labourers or producing and selling goods for the 

market. By and large, however, export production and trade was voluntary.  

 

There were also trade restrictions in place that favoured the coloniser. For example, the coloniserôs 

trading firms received favourable treatment, exports had to be shipped to the coloniser, or exporters 

had to ship goods solely by that coloniserôs shipping agencies. Table 3 shows export values of 

selected countries. Export values are expressed in constant 2000 US-Dollars. Using Ăconstant 

valuesñ eliminates inflation effects, because all goods are valued by prices that existed in the year 

2000. The method is useful, because it makes figures from different years comparable. For 

example, one US dollar earned in 1883 expressed in constant 2000 US-Dollars, would buy the 

same goods as one US dollar earned in the year 2000.   
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Table 3: Export values 1883-2000 (in constant 2000 US-Dollars millions) 

Country 1883 1913 1960 2000 

Former British     

 Gambia 18.5 55.8  202.0 

 Ghana 33.3 460.0 1996.6 2429.1 

 Nigeria 146.0 575.0 2257.4 24820.5 

 Kenya-Uganda 5.5 125.5 2105.5 3399.4 

 Malawi 0.0 19.2  446.4 

 Sierra Leone 40.7 116.7  115.0 

 Tanzania 5.5 68.0  1526.9 

 Zambia 0.0 17.4 2244.4 877.6 

 Zimbabwe 1.8 34.8  2659.7 

Former French West Africa 4.0 73.9 535.7 2049.7 

Other     

 Democratic Rep. Congo 40.7 203.9 3773.9 963.8 

 Angola 37.0 97.6  8182.0 

Sources: Meier (1975), p. 442 and World Development Indicators (World Bank, 2014). No export data 

available for Guinea, Mali and Mauritania in 1960. For calculating exports of former French West Africa in 

1960, we assumed that these three countries exported 77 percent, which was about the case 1986-2005. 

Prices deflated by US consumer price index. 

 

Table 3 shows that trade expanded massively under colonial rule. In 1883, Kenya-Ugandaôs exports 

were worth a meagre 5.5 million US dollars. By 1913, exports increased 23-fold. By 1960, the 

exports grew ten-fold. After that, export growth slowed down. In 2000, exports exceeded the level 

of 1960, but by only 61 percent. Most African countries show similar patterns up to 1960. Countries 

like Zambia and Sierra Leone have even lower export volumes in 2000 than in 1960. Nigeria and 

Angola are big exceptions. Their export strength in 2000 is mainly due to crude oil. 

  

What did African countries export? Primary commodities! This is in line with Africaôs comparative 

advantages. Africaôs workforce was skilled with respect to agricultural techniques, cultivating in 

climatic and ecological complex environments. But Africa had an unskilled workforce with respect 

to manufacturing. Africa had abundant land. But Africa had little capital. Hence, it was relatively 

cheaper to produce agricultural products. And this is what African countries did. Table 4 shows the 

principal exports of a selection of African countries over the colonial era and 1990.  
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Table 4: Principal exports of selected African countries, 1900-1990 (percent of total export 

value) 

 1900 1930 1960 1990 

Gambia  Groundnuts: 99% Groundnuts: 27% 

Groundnut oil: 13% 

Groundnuts: 20% 

Groundnut oil: 14% 

Ghana Rubber: 37% 

Palm oil: 27% 

Palm kernels: 11% 

Gold: 10% 

Cocoa: 78% 

Gold: 12% 

Cocoa: 60% 

Wood: 15% 

Gold: 10% 

 

Cocoa: 29% 

Aluminium: 18% 

Gold: 13% 

Wood: 11% 

Diamonds: 10% 

Kenya  Coffee: 50% 

Sisal: 15% 

Maize: 10% 

Coffee: 33% 

Sisal: 12% 

Tea: 12% 

Tea: 19% 

Coffee: 14% 

Oil: 13% 

Malawi Tobacco: 75% Tobacco: 73% 

Cotton: 11% 

Tobacco: 77% 

Tea: 13% 

Tobacco: 68% 

Tea: 11% 

Nigeria Palm kernel: 46% 

Palm oil: 21% 

Palm kernels: 25% 

Palm oil: 22% 

Ground nuts: 15% 

Cocoa: 12% 

Groundnuts: 27% 

Cocoa: 23% 

Palm kernels: 16% 

Palm oil: 10% 

Petroleum: 96% 

Sierra Leone Palm kernels: 47% Palm kernels: 64% Diamonds: 54% 

Iron ore: 16% 

Titanium minerals: 52% 

Aluminium: 19% 

Diamonds: 15% 

Uganda  Cotton: 71% 

 

Cotton: 40% 

Coffee: 34% 

Coffee: 74% 

Zambia  Zinc: 27%  Copper: 88% 

Zimbabwe  Asbestos: 18% 

Iron ore: 13% 

Tobacco: 10% 

 Tobacco: 24% 

Sources: Commodities with 10 percent or more of total exports. 1990 figures are from Deaton (1999). Other 

figures are from 1960 Blue Books and FAOSTAT (http://faostat.fao.org/site/342/default.aspx). Nigeria 

before 1930 refers to South Nigeria. 

 

The type of primary commodity may differ across countries and time, due to differences in soils, 

climate, altitude, and world market prices. For example, Senegal specialised in groundnuts, Ghana 

(see Table 4) and Cote dôIvoire in cocoa, Kenya in coffee (see Table 4), Malawi in tobacco (see 

Table 4), Mozambique in maize. 

 

Is specialisation in agriculture bad for development in the long run? 

¶ No, because Africaôs comparative advantages are in agriculture. Hence, specialisation in 

the agricultural sector offered the highest gains from trade: Instead of producing consumer 

goods, Africans could produce agricultural products and exchange them for a larger 

quantity of consumer goods imported. 

¶ Possibly yes, if we consider dynamic gains of trade. By specialising in agriculture, Africaós 

labour force has not acquired skills to turn the comparative advantage to manufacturing. 

Compare section 2 of this chapter.  

http://faostat.fao.org/site/342/default.aspx
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Table 4 shows a different aspect of specialisation in Africa: Heavy dependence on a very small 

number of commodities. In 1930, Gambia, groundnuts contributed to 99 percent of export earnings. 

In Ghana, cocoa was the main export earner, contributing 78 percent in 1930. In Malawi, 75 percent 

of export earnings were achieved by tobacco. This hasnôt changed over a century. 

 

 

7. Trade policies after independence and the economic crisis of the 1980s 

 

After independence, African governments were free to choose their own trade policy and trading 

partners. The 1960s was a time of optimism. There was a strong belief that a country could be 

transformed using developmental policies ï which colonial administrations have not followed. 

Trade policies were part of the mix of developmental policies. Almost all African governments 

followed a policy of import substitution. Import substitution policies aimed to substitute foreign 

goods (=imports) with domestically produced goods. This can be achieved by using quotas ï 

allowing only a small quantity of imports, or tariffs making imports more expensive and hence less 

desirable for the domestic consumers. The hope was that as a result domestic industries would 

develop. 

 

Initially, consumer goods were substituted. Reducing the trade bill for consumption goods and 

keeping export earnings unchanged means more foreign exchange (US dollars) can be used to 

import capital goods. Capital goods are machinery, factories, and intermediate goods. This would 

lead to industrialisation increasing output and income. African governments also heavily taxed 

agricultural exports. This was done using parastatal marketing boards. Farmers had to sell their 

harvest to marketing boards. Only marketing boards were authorised to sell (or Ămarketñ) to the 

world market. Hence, farmers had no other choice than to sell their produce to the marketing 

boards. Marketing boards, however, paid producers a price much below the world market price. 

By selling the good at the higher world market price, African governments made a profit (at the 

expense of the farmers). This profit, in turn, was meant to be used to finance industrialisation. 

 

Unfortunately, these policies have failed to achieve their goal. 

 

¶ Manufacturing industries did not develop. In the 1990s, the share of manufactures in total 

exports was tiny. In Gambia, for example, the share of manufactures exports was 0.6 percent. 

Figures for the other countries are as follows. Ghana: 3.2 percent, Malawi: 4.9 percent, 

Nigeria: 0.9 percent, Sierra Leone: 2.6 percent, Uganda: 0.8 percent, Zambia: 4.0 percent. 

Kenya (21.1 percent) and Zimbabwe (34.4 percent) are exceptions with very high shares of 

manufacturing exports (though the shares used to be high in the 1960s too). 

 

¶ Commodity dependence remained strong, see Table 4. Note that the shifts you can see in 

Table 4 were not due to trade policy. Shifts in commodities mainly occurred because of the 

discovery of mineral resources or changes in world market prices. For example, Sierra 
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Leoneôs main export commodity used to be palm kernel up to the late 1930s, when diamonds, 

iron ore and ilmenite were found. Only 20 years later in 1960, Sierra Leone transformed to 

an economy mainly exporting mineral resources. There is a similar story for crude oil in 

Nigeria which was discovered in the Niger delta in the late 1950s. In Kenya, coffee was the 

main export commodity but with the decline in coffee prices in the 1980s, Kenya switched 

to tea. Low cotton prices pushed Uganda towards coffee. 

 

¶ Africaôs share in world trade fell from 4 percent in the 1950s to under 2 percent in 2000. This 

can be partly attributed to the fact that primary commodities decreased in importance in world 

trade. However, African countries even lost market share to Latin America and Southeast 

Asia. In shelled groundnuts, for example, Africaôs combined market share shrunk from 93 

percent in 1960 to 2 percent in 2000. The market share in palm oil shrunk from 60 percent in 

1960 to 14 percent in 2000. Coffee shrunk from 18 percent in 1960 to 12 percent in 2000. 

Cocoa shrunk from 76 percent in 1960 to 71 percent in 2000. Copper shrunk from 23 percent 

to 4 percent. Increases in market shares are modest by comparison. Cotton slightly increased 

from 10 percent to 14 percent. Tobacco increased from 12 percent to 17 percent, and tea from 

6 percent to 23 percent (mainly because of Kenya which alone accounts for 20 percent of 

world production). 

 

Why has import substitution failed? Some scholars say these policies were doomed to fail because 

they would not change comparative advantages. African manufacturing products remained 

relatively more expensive to produce than agricultural products. 

 

There are many more reasons: 

 

¶ Restrictions on imported machinery, equipment, and raw materials drive up the prices of 

these inputs to all domestic firms. Would-be exporters cannot sell their products on world 

markets at competitive prices and quality. 

 

¶ Also, remember that the purpose of trade is to exchange something that you value less (e.g. 

a chicken) for something that you value more (e.g. money that allows you to buy something 

better than a chicken such as a mobile phone). 

o When restricting the import of consumption goods, their price will increase. Exporters 

loose an incentive to supply export goods. 

o When lowering the price to exporters, exporters lose an incentive to produce export 

goods. For example, in 1984, Ghanaian cocoa farmers received 20 percent of the 

world market price. In 1991, Ugandan coffee farmers received about 30 percent of 

the world market price. Instead of increasing government revenues, lowering the 

producer price to these levels did reduce agricultural production. Governments killed 

the goose that laid the golden egg. 
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¶ State led industrialisation is problematic if it encourages mismanagement.  

o Many of the policies created opportunities for Africaôs political and economic elites 

to enrich themselves. For example, the exchange rate was often manipulated. The 

exchange rate is the price for which the domestic currency can be exchanged for 

another country's currency such as US dollars. The manipulation took the form that 

state selected firms imported using an ñofficialò exchange rate. This official rate was 

much lower than the market exchange rate. The goal was to reduce import costs for 

selected firms deemed to be important for industrialisation. However, a frequent 

practice was to make money by claiming ñdiscounted dollarsò from the government 

and change the dollars at the much higher exchange rate offer on the black market. 

o State industries are prone for inefficiencies. State firms can employ a large number 

of employees, and pay them high wages, without producing something valuable. The 

firm will survive because the state pays for the losses. 

 

Hence, many of the government revenues were wasted rather than put into productive purposes. 

 

Expansion in trade is what matters for economic development. If exports decrease, imports must 

decrease at some point too. This is because countries cannot run trade deficits forever. Trade deficit 

means that the value of imports is larger than the value of exports. Foreign countries (or the 

international capital market) would not be willing to finance this trade deficit forever. Persistent 

trade deficits contributed to the economic crisis that gripped many African countries in the 1980s. 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank were instrumental in ñrestructuring 

the economyò. Many of the trade restrictions were lifted. 

 

 

8. World market prices and terms of trade 

 

Prices are important, because they determine how gains from trade are divided between sellers and 

buyers. At a chicken price of 10,000 shilling, Bakari gains more, than at a price of 19,999 shillings. 

In international trade, commodities are traded on the world market. Hence, world market prices are 

relevant. 

 

How did world market prices develop in the long run? Figure 2 shows the development of coffee 

and cocoa prices over one century. The prices are compared to the price in the year 1990, which is 

set to 100. For example, when you see a cocoa price of 150, it means that the price is 150 as 

compared to 100 in 1990, or the price is 1.5 times higher than compared to 1990. A cocoa price of 

75 reads as 75 percent the level as compared to 1990 or 25 percent lower than in 1990. When you 

see a cocoa price of 400 ï as was the case in 1907 and again in 1954 ï it means that prices were 

4.0 times higher than in 1990. This means that a cocoa farmer could buy four times as much from 

the proceeds of his cocoa farm in 1907 and 1954 as compared to 1990.  
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Figure 2: Real coffee and cocoa prices 1900-1998 

 
Source: Deaton (1999). 

 

Figure 2 conveys two insights: 

 

1. There were large ups and downs between 1900 and 1998. Price volatility is a problem: 

¶ Production that was profitable at last yearôs price can be loss-making in the next year. This 

volatility is a problem for producers. It is very difficult - if not impossible - to predict 

prices. For example, frosts reduced Brazilôs coffee harvest in 1976. Because Brazil is the 

worldôs largest coffee producer, world market supply was seriously reduced driving up 

the world market price for coffee. African coffee producers (well, African governmentsô 

marketing boards) were lucky in 1976, because they benefitted from higher world market 

prices. 

¶ Because of the heavy dependence on one or two commodities (see table 4), price volatility 

threatens a countryôs macroeconomic stability. Government revenues fluctuate yearly. 

Expenditures may need to be adjusted (or financed by debt). Lower prices and income for 

exporters mean less income spent for other sectors of the economy such as for non-

tradable goods, schooling, health, etc. 

 

2. There apparently is a downward trend in the long run. So in addition to large volatility, world 

market prices for coffee and cocoa tended to fall over time. This means that coffee and cocoa 

farmers would earn less income, unless they were able to increase yields. However, African 

farmers were typically not able to increase yields by much. In Ghana, for example, yields per 

acre in 2000 were very similar to the ones in 1930. 
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We discussed world market prices for export goods. In international trade, world market prices for 

import goods do matter as well. This is where the concept of Terms of Trade (TOT) becomes 

useful. 

 

To better understand TOT, we start with an example. Take a country that only exports coffee and 

only imports machinery. It is bad news for this country, if the world market price for coffee stays 

the same whereas the world market price for machinery doubles. In this case TOT worsened: 

¶ The country now must export twice as much coffee to import the same quantity of 

machinery as before. 

¶ If the country cannot expand coffee production, which is probably the case, it must reduce 

imports by half. 

¶ If the country keeps exporting the same amount of coffee and importing the same amount 

of machinery, it will run a trade deficit. More goods are imported than exported. The trade 

deficit can be financed by debts ï repaid if the quantity of coffee exports doubles in the 

future or TOT shift back to the advantage of the country. 

 

Obviously, in the real world more products are traded than coffee and machinery. TOT takes into 

account the complexity of export and import goods by using the export and import price indices. 

The export price index reflects the prices of all the goods that a country exports (such as coffee in 

our example). The import price index reflects the prices of all the goods that a country imports 

(such as machinery in our example). 

 

Terms of Trade are then defined as the ratio of the export price index to the import price index. 

Similar to the example of coffee and machinery, TOT measures the amount of import goods a 

country can buy per unit of export goods.  

 

Changes in TOT have far-reaching welfare implications. TOT were falling between 1900-2000. 

So, who determines or what causes TOT to change? There is no evil mastermind behind changing 

TOT. Supply and demand on the world market determine world market prices. Whatever shifts 

world supply and demand of traded goods will affect TOT. There are forces, however, that tend to 

erode TOT to the disadvantage of African countries: 

 

¶ Supply: Competitors - Latin American and South East Asian producers of tropical products 

- enter the market for commodities. This increases supply. The price of tropical products 

tends to fall. 

¶ Demand: As people get richer, they consume fewer primary commodities and spend more of 

their income for manufactures and services. The writer of this text, for example, is a 

passionate coffee drinker. A rough calculation suggests a yearly consumption of about 10 kg 

per year, which is about the average consumption of worldwide leading Scandinavian coffee 

drinkers (Finland: 12kg, Norway 10kg). A pay rise would not be spent for increased coffee 
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consumption, but instead pay for a cleaning robot produced by a South Korean manufacturer. 

The example highlights general consumption patterns in rich countries. 

¶ Some commodities exported by developing countries were substituted by synthetic (or 

chemical) products. Natural rubber (or caoutchouc) is an excellent example. Natural rubber 

is a tropical product tapped from rubber trees. Rubber is used for car or bicycle tires and other 

components in cars and many other machines. In 1900 rubber prices were very high and 

Africa contributed about half of world supply. During World War II chemists developed a 

new synthetic rubber, which is made from petroleum; it is cheaper and better for some 

purposes. Today, natural rubber is still used but less so than if synthetic rubber did not exist. 

 

Figure 3: Terms of Trade 1980-2020 (2000=100) 

 
Notes: Oil exporters include Angola, Cameroon, Congo (Brazzaville), Gabon and Nigeria. Mineral 

exporters include Botswana, Congo (Kinshassa), Guinea, Mauritania, Niger, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Cotton 

exporters include Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Sudan and Togo. Coffee exporters include Burundi, 

Ethiopia, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda. 

Source: World Development Indicators (World Bank 2022). 

 

How was the recent development in TOT? Figure 3 shows the terms of trade for the last 40 years 

for African countries. You can see how TOT worsened between 1980 and 2000. However, in the 

2000s we observed a turnaround in TOT. In 2011, TOT reached the same level as in 1980 before 

the major economic crisis set back African countries to pre-independence levels. Since then, TOT 

have remained at relatively high levels.  
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What caused the improvement in TOT since ca. 2000? It is China mainly, and partly India. The 

effect of Chinaôs phenomenal growth is twofold: 

 

¶ China produces manufactured goods such as textiles, mobile phones, fridges and motor 

cycles much cheaper than other countries. Hence, Chinaôs cheap production and exports 

reduced the import price index of African countries. You can see Chinese products in daily 

life in every corner of Africa. African consumers benefit from this. 

¶ China buys commodities on the world market. Because China is such a big country, the 

increased demand affects prices. So far, the increased demand was not matched by big shifts 

in supply. Hence, prices of African export commodities increased. 

 

 

9. Future outlook 

 

In the last 20 years many people became optimistic that finally "Africa is rising". The economic 

history of trade suggests being cautious. The recent performance is fuelled by an increased demand 

for African primary exports. The Terms of Trade were improving. Is this sustainable? History saw 

many price cycles, but no upward trend in the long run. African governments often took periods of 

high world market prices and spent heavily and inefficiently, wasting the revenues. We should not 

be overoptimistic. Prices may drop in future.  

 

However, this time the situation may be different. The current demand is fuelled by a very big 

economy - China. With all likelihood the Chinese demand is about to stay for a longer time. 

Imagine what happens if the two billion consumers in China and India start to eat chocolate like 

Europeans (5.7 kg per capita per year). Demand will increase. Prices will increase. African cocoa 

producers will gain. Today represents an opportunity to make a leap forward. Government revenues 

are likely to increase. As for trade, trade patterns will only change if comparative advantages will 

change. 

 

 

Study questions 

 

1. Chicken trade between Saba and Bakari 

a. Is it smart if Bakari wants to trick Saba by insisting that he would be willing to pay 

only 3000 shilling? What would happen? Would the outcome make Bakari happy? 

Why would Bakari loose? 

b. The price for a chicken at the nearby market is 8,000 shilling. This means the price 

is lower than what Saba would be willing to pay for a chicken (10,000 shilling). 

Would she sell her chicken at a price of 8,000 shilling? Or would she buy a chicken 

for that price? Does her situation improve? 
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[To make it more fun you can do a play. One student plays the buyer (Bakari) and the other 

student plays the seller (Saba). Make sure Saba and Bakari know their willingness to pay. 

Calculate the gains from trade for a) Saba, b) Bakari and c) the two of them (Total gain = 

Sabaós gain + Bakariôs gain). 

2. What hindered trade in African history? What hinders trade nowadays? 

3. If one shilling in 1900 is worth about US$6.5 in 2006, what is the daily wage of a 1900 

Nigerian porter in todayôs terms? Assume that a porter can carry 30 kg over 12 miles per day. 

Do you find such job attractive at this pay? 

Hint: First, calculate how many days a porter needs to carry one ton (=1000 kg) over 

one mile. You can then assume that for this work the porter is paid the cost for head-

loading reported in Table 2. In 1900, being a porter was not an attractive 

activity/occupation. This implies that in 1900 many Africans had better opportunities 

than porterage. 

4. What trade policies did African countries follow after independence? Why did it harm trade? 

5. What is the general trade pattern in sub-Saharan Africa? When did this pattern emerge? Is this 

a problem? 
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1. Introduction  

 

During the first phase of the colonial period, between roughly 1880 and 1914, the African continent 

was partitioned into more than 50 colonies. The process of carving up the continent and creating 

new political entities had important long-term consequences. First, European powers developed a 

large scale, centralized bureaucratic apparatus and established new rules and laws to govern their 

colonial territories. Further, they established a much firmer control of geographical boundaries than 

had previously existed in the region. 

 

The creation of new geographical entities determined which previously independent states and 

societies would, from then on, live within the same geographical boundaries. It also determined 

which societies were left undivided, and which were cut across by international boundaries. And it 

determined the size of the new entities. Sometimes very large and diverse areas and peoples were 

incorporated into one large colony, such as Nigeria. In other instances, very small colonies were 

created, such as the Gambia. In order to understand why Africa was colonised at the time and how 

colonies were created we need to understand the process of partitioning. 

 

Prior to the establishment of formal control after 1880, commercial ties had connected Africa and 

Europe from as early as the 15th century when the Portuguese landed on the coast of West Africa. 

This contact intensified with the rise of the slave trade, which was at its height in the 1700s until 

the mid-1800s. To facilitate trade, Europeans established various coastal trading posts and forts, 

mostly along the West African coast, but also in Northern and Southern Africa. Over time, some 

of these posts developed into proto-colonies, or colony-like entities. The Cape Colony in Southern 

Africa for example, came under colonial control already in the mid-17th century. Further, small 

colonial administrations were established during the first half of the 19th century along the coast of 

Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) and Algeria. Still, Africans effectively prevented 

Europeans from extending their presence into the hinterlands up until 1880. Hence, before the start 

of colonial expansion, Europeans knew very little about the continentôs interior. This all changed 

rapidly at the end of the 19th century with the partitioning of Africa by European colonial powers. 

This process is also called the Scramble for Africa.  
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The aim of this chapter is to explain how the partitioning of Africa evolved and to look at the role 

that both Africans and Europeans played in the process. We will start by discussing the 

technological factors that enabled the European powers to occupy Af rica. This will be followed by 

an overview of the process of partitioning. The chapter ends with a discussion of the various driving 

forces that have traditionally explained the partitioning of Africa. 

 

 

2. Key factors that enabled European colonial expansion 

 

Until well into the second half of the 19th century, African societies successfully guarded their 

continent against unwelcome European invaders. However, in the decades leading up to the 1880s, 

a number of rapid technological developments took place that shifted the balance of power in 

favour of the Europeans. At the same time, European countries had been developing stronger state 

and administrative capacity in Europe already since the 16th century. The combination of strong 

state capacity and technological advances enabled the Europeans, for the first time in history, to 

expand into the African interior. In the next section the five key factors that enabled European 

colonial expansion in Africa are discussed. 

 

Quinine 

Until the first half of the 19th century, the disease environment in parts of Africa was exceptionally 

hostile to Europeans. Out of every 1000 European individuals travelling to tropical Africa between 

250 and 500 would die, mostly as a result of contracting malaria. Therefore, the tropical parts of 

Africa were not considered a suitable or attractive place for European settlement. For Africans, 

malaria was often not as deadly. First, because when children survived malaria attacks, they 

developed natural immunity. Second, due to past exposure, malaria had caused the development of 

the sickle cell gene in humans which also provided some resistance to malaria. But the sickle cell 

trait does not provide the cure to malaria as only people that inherit one sickle cell gene from their 

parents are less susceptible to falling ill from malaria. In contrast, when people inherited two copies 

of the gene they die before reaching the adult age. 

 

For Europeans, the deadliness of malaria was reduced with the use of the anti-malaria drug quinine 

from the 1840s onward. Quinine was extracted by grinding the dried bark of a cinchona tree 

(originally found in highland Peru) into a fine powder, as shown in Figure 1. This was mixed into 

a liquid before it could be drunk as medicine against malaria. European death rates from tropical 

diseases dropped substantially in the decades following the availability of this effective treatment. 

Thus, it was quinine that fi rst made possible the presence of Europeans on the western coast. 

Matters improved once again in 1901-02 when Europeans found out that mosquitoes were the 

actual source of malaria and other tropical diseases. Armed with this information they launched 

campaigns to distribute mosquito screens and bed nets alongside quinine to the European 

population mostly, which further reduced the number of deaths.  
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Figure 1: Quinine extracted from the bark of the cinchona tree 

   
Source: Wikimedia. 

 

Iron metallurgy: stronger and cheaper weapons 

During the 19th century, the technology used to produce iron improved substantially. In Africa, the 

most significant impact of these improvements was in the supply of better and cheaper firearms. 

Europeans initially held most of these weapons and, naturally, this gave them a military advantage. 

The development of the Maxim-gun, a semiautomatic weapon, later proved a crucial factor in the 

establishment of European military superiority. Due to its increased speed of firing, and the fact it 

was relatively light to carry, it became the standard machine gun of Europeans in Africa. Between 

1880 and 1920, the disparity in military power between Africans and Europeans was at its height. 

Nevertheless, many African societies possessed firearms, sometimes in large quantities. Most guns 

were initially obtained in return for trading slaves. All West African states owned substantial 

quantities of firearms, and some states in the interior of East Africa also possessed large arsenals 

of weapons. However, most of these were old and heavy firearms, and rarely included machine 

guns. Moreover, many African armies initially lacked any training in how to handle firearms. The 

military advantage meant that the conquest of territory was relatively easy and comparatively cheap 

for Europeans. 

 

Steamboat 

Another important technological discovery that preceded the partitioning was the invention of the 

steam engine. The steam engine had transformed industrial production and the transportation of 

goods over land in Europe. It also revolutionised the transport of goods by sea through the dramatic 

reduction of transport costs and time making direct trade between Europe and Africa profitable. In 

the second half of the 19th century, European ports ï previously used for the trade of slaves and 

manufacturing goods ï evolved into havens for the trade of manufacturing goods and tropical 

foodstuffs such as groundnuts, cacao, and palm oil. These steamboats, carrying goods between 

Africa and Europe, also transported a new generation of explorers.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cinchona_plant_(Cinchona_officinalis);_flowering_stem_and_fl_Wellcome_V0043951.jpg;%20https:/commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cinchona_officinalis_001.JPG;
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The most famous of all was David Livingstone. Livingstone travelled from the UK to Africa in 

1840 as a Christian missionary. His initial aim was to spread the gospel among Africans in southern 

Africa. During his first decade in Africa, he made three long journeys northwards which showed 

him the social devastations that the slave trades had caused. This convinced him that to abolish the 

slave trade, it was important to advance European commercial interest as an alternative to the slave 

trades and to evangelize African populations. His motto became óChristianity, Commerce and 

Civilizationô. Livingstone believed that the key to achieving these goals was to explore Africaôs 

interior. In doing so, he was the first to demonstrate that quinine was the key to surviving the 

continentôs hostile disease environment. 

 

Administrative capacity 

Improvements in the ótechnology of government administrationô also played a role in the conquest 

of Africa (Curtin, 1995: 401). Since the 15th century, Europeans had been strengthening their 

administrative powers. This development accelerated first in France, following the French 

revolution and during Napoleonic rule. Later also in Britain and other parts of Europe, where 

successive administrative reforms were implemented. As a result the major powers in 19th-century 

Europe were better able to administer an overseas empire and could set up a colonial government 

more efficiently than in the past. Within Europe, there was great confidence in the ability to manage 

and rule large overseas empires. 

 

Racism, racial superiority, regeneration of African peoples 

The confidence in ruling overseas areas was part of a more general European attitude towards the 

world. Driven by its material prosperity and supremacy, Europe reassessed its position towards the 

rest of the world. This was combined with a firm belief in a ónatural order of thingsô, an idea that 

gained prominence with the appearance of Darwinôs On the Origin of Species. Darwinôs work was 

understood by some to provide scientific confirmation of the supremacy of the white race. Thus, 

Europeans felt entitled to rule others. The conquest of the óbackwardô races by the ósuperiorô race 

was seen as part of an inevitable, natural process. Racism flourished during the period, peaking 

between 1880 and 1920. This had a profound influence on how the colonial regimes were 

organised. In this view, colonisation was also seen as a form of imperial responsibility, which 

provided a justification for colonial conquest. 

 

 

3. The process of colonisation 

 

Although the above set of factors facilitated the colonization process at the end of the 19th century, 

it is still not straightforward to determine the moment at which partitioning officially began. It is 

perhaps best understood as an evolutionary development in which various African and European 

interests and actions interacted in what seemed an unstoppable process. What started as commercial 

contact led to increasing influence of European powers in various coastal regions in Africa. Map 1 
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indicates the regions in which European powers were present prior to the partitioning, and in which 

direction they advanced to seize territory. 

 

Initially, European territorial annexation advanced most rapidly in the northern and the southern 

parts of the continent. At South Africaôs southern tip, the Dutch had founded the Cape Colony in 

1652. From the early 19th century onwards, the British started to take over control of this region. 

The discovery of diamonds and gold in the 1860s and 1870s increased the pace at which Britain 

annexed territory. The balance of power that had previously been established between Africans and 

Europeans came under pressure. The Zulu in particular, and also the Xhosa, put up such determined 

resistance that the British were forced to halt their expansion, at least temporarily. In 1879, the 

Zulu even defeated the British in the famous battle of Isandlwana. However, some months later a 

reinforced British army eventually defeated and destroyed the Zulu kingdom. In the meantime, the 

struggle between the British and the Dutch Boers for power in the region intensified. This 

ultimately led to the Anglo-Boer wars at the end of the 19th century. In 1910, the British eventually 

defeated the Boers and established the Union of South Africa. 

 

Map 1: European presence in Africa prior to the partitioning in 1800 

 

Source: Wikipedia. 

 

In 1869 the Suez Canal, an important route towards India, was completed in Egypt. The Suez Canal 

connected the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea. After itôs completion, ships from Europe did not 

have to go around the southern cape to reach the east African coast. This reduced the travel distance 

by ca. 7000 kilometres. In the following period the French and British presence in the area rapidly 

increased and they started to control Egyptian finances. In 1882, the British felt they had to defend 

the Suez Canal from Egyptian nationalists. Fearing that France would establish itself as Egyptôs 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonialism#/media/File:Colonial_empires_in_1800.svg
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rulers, the British decided to take over control of Egyptôs territory. This sparked intense 

competition between France and Britain over the Nile valley. 

 

Although annexation occurred most forcefully in the northern and southern parts of Africa, there 

were other parts of Africa in which the pressure of competitive annexation was felt before the 

beginning of the partitioning. Since the 1870s, King Leopold of Belgium had been fascinated by 

the potential prestige and profitability of creating a Belgian empire in Africa. He was convinced 

that the future of the Belgian economy depended upon acquiring an overseas market and resources. 

In his quest to realise this he hired the American journalist and explorer Henry Morton Stanley to 

explore the river Congo. The goal was to obtain extensive economic concessions from local African 

rulers which gave an exclusive right to natural resources and trade. At the same time, a French-

Italian naval officer on leave, de Brazza, had been exploring the area of Gabon and northern Congo, 

and signed a number of treaties with chiefs in the Congo basin in the name of France. Competitive 

annexation meanwhile also reached Algeria, the western Sudan, and Madagascar. 

 

The competition between France and Britain over the Nile valley escalated in 1884, bringing both 

countries at the brink of war. Chancellor Bismarck of Germany began to fear that those two 

countries would claim all territory in Africa. Although unconvinced of the usefulness of colonies, 

Bismarck claimed protectorates over Togo, Cameroon, and German West Africa (now Namibia). 

At the same time, he called for an international conference in late 1884 to discuss the increased 

tensions over Africa. In what became known as the Berlin Conference (officially named óWest 

Africa Conferenceô), the ground rules for the rest of the European conquest of Africa were 

established. At the conference, two major decisions were made: first, King Leopoldôs presence in 

the Congo Basin was recognised in return for free trade in the area; and, second, any European 

power could prohibit others from challenging certain territory by bringing it under effective control. 

Preferably, control should be established by signing treaties with African chiefs or alternatively by 

military conquest. 

 

 

4. The involvement of Africans: resistance and adaptation 

 

During this era of increasing intrusion by the Europeans, the invaders faced a large number of 

different opponents. Map 2 shows where various important political entities were located on the 

eve of the partitioning. 

 

African societies were not submissive bystanders during the partitioning. Indeed, various strategies 

were employed to deal with the invaders. Some societies fought colonial rule from the onset and 

resisted until the end; other societies fought and only surrendered when defeat was inevitable; still 

others tried to bargain the terms of cooperation; and, finally, some societies used the colonial 

presence to their own strategic advantage.  
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Map 2: Political entities prior to the partitioning in 1880 

 

Source: Wikipedia. 

 

Menelik II , Emperor of Ethiopia, shown in Figure 2, employed the ófight from the onsetô strategy 

most successfully. In the famous battle of Adwa, in 1896, Ethiopia defeated the Italian invaders 

and escaped colonial rule, with the exception of the brief Italian occupation between 1935ï1941.  

 

Other African states did not escape colonial rule, but some managed to survive within the colonial 

structure. Various African rulers managed to retain their power by timely surrender and 

collaboration with the Europeans. For example, in northern Nigeria, Rwanda, and Burundi, the old 

ruling class remained in power throughout colonial times. In northern Nigeria for example, the 

Sokoto Caliphate and British colonial authorities forged an alliance after the Caliphate was 

integrated into the British empire. This allowed the Sokoto Caliphate to keep its authority over its 

subjects.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonisation_of_Africa#/media/File:Scramble-for-Africa-1880-1913-v2.png
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Figure 2: Emperor Menelik II of Ethiopia (1844-1913) 

 

Source: Wikipedia. 

 

Given that the Europeans had more and lighter weapons which they could operate more quickly, 

one of the defence strategies employed by African societies was guerrilla warfare. This proved a 

very effective strategy, occupying European troops for years. However, these tactics were not 

broadly applied, as most local economies could not afford this kind of warfare: feeding and 

supporting a full-time army was often beyond their economic means. Moreover, the guerrilla tactics 

could even ruin their economic capacity. For example, Samori (ruling the Madinke empire in 

western Africa), shown in Figure 3, employed scorched earth tactics. While very effective in 

slowing the advance of the French, these tactics also destroyed the regionôs agricultural resources. 

This put at risk the Madinke empireôs ability to feed and support its own communities and army.  

 

In other areas, African societies exploited local rivalries and used the European presence to their 

own advantage. When the British tried to establish influence over the Buganda Kingdom (in present 

day Uganda) and the surrounding areas, the Buganda elite used the British assistance to strengthen 

its own position. During the early 1890s, the Buganda elite offered both military and political 

assistance to the British in the subjugation of surrounding and rival kingdoms such as the Toro, the 

Bunyoro and the Ankole (all in present-day Uganda). In return, they received a favoured status 

within the protectorate.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menelik_II#/media/File:Emperor_Menelik_II.png
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Figure 3: Samori Toure (1828-1898), ruler of the Madinke empire in western Africa  

 

Source: Wikipedia. 

 

Europeans also exploited local rivalries. When rival states did not combine forces to meet the 

invaders, the Europeans would face one opponent at a time. For example, the British in Western 

Africa first fought the Yoruba, in 1892-93. Then they fought the centralised state of Benin, in 1897. 

And, finally, in a longer war they took on the Sokoto Caliphate in northern Nigeria. Due to pressure 

from various sides, every emirate (province) of the original Caliphate had to fight alone which was 

much easier for the British. Eventually the whole Caliphate fell in 1903. Similarly, the French 

exploited the rivalry between the Tukulor and the Mandinke empires when they extended their 

presence into the western savannah (coming from Senegal). The French first made a series of 

treaties with both the Tukulor and Mandinke. The rulers of the empires saw these treaties as 

guarantees against French attacks. The Tukulor even helped the French in their campaign against 

other societies in the region. Yet, only a few years later, the French still attacked both empires, 

conquering the Mandinke in 1893 and the Tukulor by 1898. The Portuguese also exploited intra-

African conflicts and increased their influence on modern Mozambique and Angola by letting 

African armies do the fighting. In Angola, however, the Portuguese themselves also had to face 

those armies and it was not until well into the 20th century that the Portuguese could claim control 

over the territory. 

 

Some of the most successful challenges to colonial rule came from various stateless societies. 

These societies had no central authority that could function as a main contact for negotiation or, 

indeed, that could formally surrender. For example, in fighting the Igbo of Southern Nigeria, the 

British had to defeat many different subgroups. When they had conquered one area, other 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samori_Ture#/media/File:Almamy_Samory_Tour%C3%A9.jpg
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subgroups rose to resistance again and the British had to redirect their campaigns. As a result, it 

took the British until 1910 before they could declare victory over the Igbo society in Nigeria. 

Similarly it took them years to conquer the subgroups of the Tiv of the Benue valley. The French, 

in turn, needed 20 years to subjugate the array of decentralised communities in the forests of the 

Cote dôIvoire. 

 

Not all areas became the subject of battles. The Europeans obtained many regions through treaties 

with African chiefs. The African chiefs typically regarded these treaties as pacts of friendship. Or 

they considered them as safeguards from attack. The Europeans, meanwhile, took these treaties 

back to Europe as proof of their effective occupation of a territory. As described in section three 

above, King Leopold hired the explorer Stanley to explore the Congo river and to obtain extensive 

economic concessions from local African rulers. During the Conference of Berlin these treaties 

formed the basis upon which King Leopold claimed the area of the Congo Free State. At the same 

time de Brazza, who explored the area of Gabon and northern Congo and signed a number of 

treaties with chiefs in the Congo basin did the same for France. He founded Brazaville in 1880, 

and thereby gave France a gateway to the heart of Africa. And in Eastern Africa, Karl Peters signed 

treaties with African chiefs on behalf of Germany. In 1885 Germany declared the protectorate over 

Tanganyika (now Tanzania). 

 

Another form of European occupation was giving the rights to rule an area to private companies. 

These companies acquired territories both by signing treaties with local rulers and by fighting. In 

the lower Niger, the Royal Niger Company ruled on behalf of the British government, and the 

Imperial British East Africa Company was active in the area north of Lake Victoria and in British 

East Africa (later Kenya). In Tanganyika the German East Africa Company was given the 

responsibility of ruling the area on behalf of Germany. And in Southern Africa, the British South 

African Company (BSAC) occupied territory initially in Shona territory and later also defeated the 

Ndebele kingdom. Both areas became part of Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). Later, the BSAC would 

also occupy the territory of modern Malawi. 

 

In many areas, the rule of these companies was met with fierce resistance and European 

governments were forced to take over. In Tanganyika, a number of serious uprisings against the 

German East Africa Company forced the German government to send in reinforcements and take 

over direct control in 1889. Nevertheless, fighting in the area continued. The Hehe in the south 

fought until the end of the 1890s, and the Maasai resisted German rule in the north. The most 

famous resistance in the area, the Maji Maji revolt, was launched in 1905. This was an armed 

rebellion of Africans against German colonial rule in German East Africa (modern-day Tanzania). 

The uprising was triggered by the resistance against a policy of the Germans that forced Africans 

to grow cotton for German colonial export. In Rhodesia, after an initial defeat the Shona and the 

Ndebele rose in resistance to colonial rule under the BSAC. The uprising was so fierce that the 

colonists were nearly fought off the territory. Only when the BSAC received reinforcements from 

the Cape Colony ruled by the British did the revolt end.  
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The era of partitioning officially ended in the early 1900s. Yet, some areas were never really 

controlled by colonial governments ï such as parts of Central Africa. In other regions, such as 

Angola and Somalia, resistance continued for at least another decade. Moreover, it took until the 

1920s to settle all the colonial boundaries. The boundary between Nigeria and Cameroon, for 

example, was subject to various negotiations, as were the borders between Ghana and Togo, and 

between Kenya and Tanzania. The British sought information on indigenous settlement patterns 

and on several occasions tried to adjust the border to reunite political groups as it understood them. 

The border between Ghana and Togo was redrawn a number of times after World War I to reunify 

the states of the Dagomba and the Mamprusi which had originally been partitioned in the north. In 

other instances claims for reunification, from the Ewe for example, were dismissed. 

 

Map 3: Africa in 1914 

 

Source: Frankema, Williamson and Woltjer (2018: 260). 

 

When the partitioning was completed the British possessed African territories stretching from 

Egypt to South Africa, divided only by German East Africa. In West Africa, British diplomacy 

initially proved no match for French military action in the upper Niger basin. France extended its 

rule from Senegal far into Central Africa. Still, the British claimed the Niger river mouth, and a 
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substantial part of the hinterland to form present Nigeria. Looking at the map of West Africa it is 

clear that the British carved out the areas that were most suitable for international trade, but they 

left large parts of the West African interior to the French. In East Africa, however, the British 

claimed large parts of the hinterland. Finally, Portugal obtained large territories on both the East 

and West coast of the African continent. 

 

Map 4: Africa in 1965 

 

Source: Wikimedia. 

 

 

5. Theories on the colonisation of Africa 

 

Now that we understand the major technological factors that enabled the colonial conquest, and 

how the process of partitioning unfolded, we can turn to the question of why Africa was colonised. 

In the literature various, sometimes conflicting, explanations are offered. In the remainder of this 

chapter we will discuss the most important theories, and evaluate their validity in the light of the 

process of partitioning discussed above.  

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Africa,_administrative_divisions,_April_1965._LOC_97687612.jpg
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The African dimension 

The African Dimension theory focuses on the role of Africans in the partitioning of Africa. It 

suggests that the European colonial conquest was provoked by two related phenomena. The first 

was the abolition of the slave trade. This enforced a shift to legitimate trade, primarily of cash 

crops. As a result, both exports and imports began to decline. The indigenous rulers that had 

become rich through predatory activities such as the slave trade, adopted reactionary attitudes. 

They started to resist increasing European influence. Their resistance, in turn, provoked European 

reactions and ultimately hastened the actual military conquest. 

 

The second phenomenon was that during the second half of the 19th century, instability increased 

due to conflicts between those African elites that exercised informal European control, and the 

African movements that opposed European incursion. Opposition movements used imported 

weapons to fight the old elite. As these weapons became more widely available, more people 

became involved in the struggle for power. Thus, local conflict and instability intensified. This 

instability was not only bad for trade, but it also created a possible foothold for European rivals. 

These developments also advanced European military conquest. 

 

How well does this theory explain what happened during the partitioning of Africa? The 

explanation focusing on opposition movements turning against the old elite originates from an 

analysis of the Egyptian developments during the 1880s. Hence it fits that situation well. It can also 

to some extent explain what happened in Tunisia and Zanzibar. Yet, it is only partially applicable 

to Anglo-Boer relations in South Africa, and it cannot explain the battles between the Zulu and the 

Xhosa and the British. Moreover, it cannot explain the French expansion in the Niger Sudan, as the 

Muslim states usually went to great lengths to avoid war. Furthermore, the exploratory and treaty 

signing activities employed by Leopold and de Brazza in the Congo basin do not fit this theory 

well. Finally, the territory acquired by Italy in Somalia, and by Germany in West and East Africa 

formed part of areas where the informal influence had actually been British, not German or Italian. 

 

Political and strategic theories 

Among the most powerful imperialist theories are the political and strategic explanations for the 

partitioning. The start of the partitioning of Africa is often associated with how the balance of 

power within Europe evolved during that period. Wars and rivalries between European nations had 

brought the balance of power in Europe under pressure. Any actions by one European nation 

required an immediate response from other countries to keep the balance. In order to preserve the 

power and diplomatic balance at home, European powers felt that carving up the African continent 

to settle conflicting interests in Africa was the only option. In this process, European did not form 

one homogenous group, but instead acted often individually and focussed on their own self-interest. 

 

The desire to own African colonies was also a matter of European national prestige. The French, 

for example, had lost territory during a war with Germany and sought to compensate for that loss 
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in Africa. The Portuguese, having had historic connections to Africa dating back to the 15th century, 

felt the British ignored their óhistoric claimô on Africa. In response, they started claiming control 

over very extensive territories both on the west and east coast of the continent. Finally, Germanyôs 

chancellor, Bismarck was frustrated with British behaviour in Africa. The British policy at the time 

was to exclude other powers from any political influence over territories, even when the British did 

not occupy or had any legal claim themselves. Moreover, due to the intensifying competition 

between France and Britain after the events in Egypt, Germany was worried it could lose out in 

claiming territory in Africa. In response, Bismarck claimed territory in West Africa and at the same 

time organised the Berlin Conference. Finally, even the British, whose dominance in the world had 

started to decline during the 1880s, began to become deeply concerned about their national prestige 

and credibility as a great power. 

 

In addition to national prestige, personal prestige was also involved. Europeanôs in Africa, as ómen 

on the spotô, sought to extend control, for their own esteem, to further their own career, or for the 

prestige of the country they served. This often happened independently of the desires of the country 

they served. It was especially relevant for the Niger and Sudan region where troops were staffed at 

outposts that had survived from the slave trade era. Without clear missions and lacking regular 

communication with their home country in Europe, these troops grew increasingly anxious and 

restless. Combined with military supremacy, thus having the power to simply overtake neighbours, 

it was tempting to annex alien societies across the frontier. In various cases, they started to conquer 

land on their own. A well-known case is de Brazzaôs exploring activities in the Congo Basin, which 

he embarked upon on his own initiative. There were also ómen-on-the-spotô in the Gold Coast, 

Senegal, and South Africa who worked on their own initiatives because they felt that the 

governments at home were too slow or ignorant of what was happening on the ground. This 

uncontrolled occupation of territory, which in some cases mounted to the occupation of significant 

areas, is often cited as one of the triggers for competitive European annexation. 

 

The need to protect strategic European interests was another factor driving the partitioning of 

Africa. The global strategy view of imperialism argues that the partitioning of Africa originated 

from proto-nationalist movements within Africa that were threatening European interests 

elsewhere. In 1880, the British were not particularly interested in acquiring territory in Africa as 

they were preoccupied with protecting the empire they already had in India. Thus, in 1882, they 

engaged in military action to defend the Suez Canal, a key route towards India, from Egyptian 

nationalists. However, this explanation seems too circumstantial to the two cases of Egypt and 

South Africa, to be generally applicable to explain the grand partitioning of Africa. 

 

The main criticism of this theory is that for European rivalries, prestige, and strategy to be 

convincing explanations for the partitioning, there must have been something (economically) 

valuable at stake. Why would European countries quarrel over land if there were nothing to be 

gained from it in economic terms? Hence, the underlying notion in Europe during the run-up to the 

partitioning was that there was at least some (potential) gain to be made.  
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Economic theory 

The (potential) economic gain from acquiring colonies has indeed been very powerful in explaining 

the rapid expansion of European countries into Africa after 1880. According to this theory of 

imperialism, Europe needed Africa for new markets for selling their industrial products, for 

obtaining raw materials for production and for investing their surplus capital (an argument often 

associated with work of Hobson, and later Lenin). 

 

During the 19th century Europe underwent rapid industrialisation. However, at the end of the 

century Western Europe in particular found itself in a long depression, leading to decreased 

consumption and overproduction. Instead of reducing production, industrialists looked for new 

markets. In the same vein, the factories needed raw materials for production. And finally, European 

capital owners were looking for a field for investment of surplus capital. For the first time, Africa 

was considered an important factor for the development of European economies.  

 

At this time, when Europe found itself in the depression described above, the reports of explorers 

on the African continent that reached Europe never failed to emphasise the riches of the continent. 

By the 1880s, the general belief in Europe was that Africa was ó[é] the worldôs last great untapped 

reservoir of markets, resources and possible investment opportunities [.]ô (Sanderson 1985: 103). 

Yet, Europeôs commercial interests in Africa were still mainly limited to certain areas in the West 

coast. Actual trade between the continents represented only a fraction of the total trade for most 

European countries. So it was the potential, rather than the actual gain, that made Africa so 

attractive and motivated the partitioning. 

 

Finally, the idea that there was a need to invest excess capital has lost its explanatory power during 

recent decades as it is became clear that investments outside South Africa and Egypt were marginal. 

The precise timing of the partitioning is thus hard to explain by theory. Why did the partitioning 

not occur a few years earlier or later? For Britain, which was really the only industrialised power 

in the 19th century, it would have been sufficient to maintain an informal empire in Africa. France 

and Germany, which were only starting to industrialize in the late 19th century, had not experienced 

significant problems in growth that needed to be solved by the establishment of an African empire. 

And Portugal, a country with great colonial ambitions, was a pre-industrial power in the 1880s and 

yet took control over very extensive territories in West and East Africa that, for long, remained a 

heavy burden on the countryôs underdeveloped economy. 

 

Civilisation/Christianity 

In many regions, formal colonisation of Africa was preceded by and to a large extent coincided 

with the increase in missionary activities. It is sometimes suggested that the activities of the 

missionaries were responsible for starting the partitioning of Africa. But although Christian 

missionaries were often the first Europeans to enter a region, the eventual coloniser was often from 

a different country than the missionaries. Only in a few cases is there a clear connection between 
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pre-colonial missionary activity and subsequent colonial occupation. In the case of the Buganda 

kingdom, the British government was initially very reluctant to annex the kingdom. The costs were 

considered too high. However, the missionaries demanded annexation because without formal 

occupation they feared expulsion from the area where they had established themselves. The 

missionaries won the bid for the public opinion and the British government, although not keen, 

permitted the annexation of the Buganda Kingdom and its surrounding areas, which later would 

become the Uganda Protectorate. In Nyasaland (now Malawi), again, the British government was 

averse to occupying the area because the only convenient access to the sea was through Portuguese 

Mozambique. Yet, the British government was afraid of becoming unpopular in Scotland, an 

important region in the northern part of Great Britain, if they allowed the Scottish missionary 

presence in the area be taken over by Portuguese Catholics. Thus, eventually the British occupied 

the area. 

 

Generally, the direct missionary influence on partitioning was limited. It has been argued, however, 

that Christianity invoked a broader missionary and humanitarian impulse within European society 

that aimed to enlighten and civilise the African peoples. Moreover, missionaries supported 

colonialism out of the conviction that European control would facilitate missionary activity in 

Africa. So while the missionaries probably did not actually cause the partitioning, their support for 

colonialism certainly played a vital role in legitimising colonial occupation among Europeans.  

 

To summarise, it seems that some explanations are applicable to certain regions and periods while 

others seem more adequate for other cases. Together, the combination of all these motives seem be 

exhaustive in explaining the partitioning of Africa. There is no agreement in the literature as to 

which is the most important, although the combination of strategic/political and economic theories 

seem to prevail . Together, these factors constituted a series of triggers. If one of the triggers had 

not gone off, a combination of the others may well have sufficed to bring about the same result. 

How the eventual partitioning evolved was the result of the interplay between European objectives 

and actions, and African reactions and adaptation strategies. 

 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

As we have seen, medical innovations made the presence of Europeans in Africa possible, and 

European military superiority enabled the relatively rapid partitioning of Africa. But there is no 

one clear reason why Europe colonised Africa in the first place. A combination of motives ranging 

from economic gain and national prestige to African provocation all interacted in what became an 

unstoppable process. How this process subsequently evolved was in turn shaped by a combination 

of actions and reactions of both Africans and Europeans. 

 

The conquest initially developed most rapidly in both North and South Africa, for historical 

reasons, but also because the environment was less hostile for Europeans. Within a few decades 
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the entire continent was under colonial rule. Even though the number of Europeans that eventually 

went to Africa to settle was very low, the colonial period had major consequences. European 

powers carved up the continent, established nation-states and started to develop national 

economies. However, as there were so few Europeans actually there, it was the Africans that 

worked in construction, agriculture, and industry. Hence it was the Africans that built up the 

colonial states, and paid the taxes to maintain them. 

 

Most African countries became independent halfway through the 20th century and kept the same 

boundaries that were drawn during the partition. The creation of these countries had important 

long-term consequences. It determined not only the location, shape, and size of nations but also 

which societies, from then on, shared the same nationality. Hence the creation of countries during 

colonial times decided the geographical and ethnic basis of African countries today. 

 

 

Study questions 

 

1. Name three technological developments that enabled the European partitioning of Africa. 

2. In which African regions did the annexation of territory initially develop most rapidly, and 

why? 

3. Name two strategies employed by African societies to confront European invaders. Can you 

give an example of societies that followed those strategies? 

4. Give two explanations for why Europe colonised Africa. Which one seems the most 

convincing to you? 

5. Name some of the long-term consequences of the partition. Can you give an example of how 

it affects your life today?  

 

 

Discussion exercise 

Divide class in sub-groups of three to five students. Let each group discuss what they believe to be 

the three most important long-term consequences of colonial rule 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 this list. 
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1. Introduction  

 

A populationôs health, the diseases from which people suffer, and the nature of social response to 

illness are profoundly revealing of the core characteristics of human societies. Human wellbeing is 

deeply influenced by economic conditions, accounting for 10 percent of global GDP (Gross 

Domestic Product) today. While it is common to focus on the scientific identification of disease 

causation and the technicalities of medical treatment, health is also considered a key factor 

influencing productivity, governmental expenditure, and aid flows. As this chapter will  show, 

moreover, African societies have organized themselves to manage their disease environments, the 

diagnosis of illness has invariably been shaped by cultural preconceptions, and the costs of care 

have threatened the viability of individual households and indeed social stability. 

 

This chapter explores the long history of health and disease in African history. First, it will  begin 

by asking how health can be measured, and what the metrics used reveal about African societies. 

Second, attention will  then turn to an evaluation of disease and healing in Africaôs pre-colonial 

past, emphasizing the continentôs unique disease burden, and how this both influenced indigenous 

cultures and external stereotypes. Such preconceptions of a sickly continent in need of Europeôs 

ñcivilizing missionò helped propel colonial conquest, which, ironically, triggered several decades 

of population decline. Third, the chapter will  discuss how a gradual expansion of colonial 

healthcare, and a marked improvement in the efficacy of western (ñscientificò) biomedicine in the 

1940s and 1950s, saw African levels of disease and mortality fall as independence approached. The 

optimism of the first years of decolonization regarding health and healthcare were challenged by 

economic and political instability, structural adjustment, and HIV/AIDS. The chapter will  close 

with an evaluation of the recent history of medical change across the continent, how concepts such 

as global health, health for all, and securitization created a situation where health indicators were 

improving, but the structures and sustainability of healthcare provision remained uncertain. 
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2. How do we measure and evaluate health? 

 

Health and disease are complex phenomena affected by multiple factors. They are profoundly local 

in nature, shaped by cultural norms and disease ecologies. Understanding of what a disease is, or 

what terminology should be used, has changed over time. Yet, researchers feel compelled to try to 

compare levels of illness in different regions and across different periods. It is necessary then to 

think about what can be measured, and what the measures mean. It is also worth keeping in mind 

that different disciplines prioritize different metrics. Demographers might emphasize population-

level measures like the infant mortality rate (how many babies died in their first year of life per 

1,000), or the crude death rate (how many people died during a year per 1,000). Health economists 

consider factors which have cost implications such as the average length of stay for patients in a 

hospital, while epidemiologists record disease-specific metrics such as the disease prevalence rate, 

which reflects the proportion of a population with a health condition at one moment. Some metrics, 

such as life expectancy at birth, are used in multiple disciplines. How long the average person lives 

for is of course central to demography and medicine, but is also used by the United Nations 

Development Programme to provide one third of the data that make up its Human Development 

Index. 

 

These are all valuable measures, but need to be interpreted and used with care. For example, before 

the mid-20th century few people in Africa recorded dates of birth, so working out the duration of 

infancy involved a degree of guesswork. To ensure that interventions reflected the reality that many 

children in Africa died after infancy the Millennium and Sustainable Development Goals shifted 

away from infant to under-five mortality. Africa today has a lower crude death rate than Europe. 

But that is more because Africans are on average much younger than Europeans. It does not mean 

the average person in Africa is healthier. Historical evidence suggests that early in the 20th century 

people stayed in hospitals for a long time not only because, compared to today, patients were sicker 

when they were admitted and drugs were less effective, but also because Christian missionaries, 

who ran most hospitals in early colonial Africa, viewed inpatients as prime candidates for religious 

conversion. Changes in average length of stay then may not necessarily indicate improvements in 

treatment or underlying health conditions. Calculating a prevalence rate requires precise means of 

diagnosis of a disease, but accurate laboratory testing is not universally available even today, and 

was relatively rare during the colonial period. It is also difficult  to test a representative sample of 

an entire population. Often in the past doctors overestimated the prevalence of a disease in an 

African society because they relied on the only data they had access to, for example, the frequency 

of a disease among people admitted to hospital or women attending maternity clinics. But patients 

are by definition sick, and pregnant women are particularly vulnerable to specific illnesses ï this 

was not a representative sample. 

 

So in the past, measurements of African health were not always accurate or representative. 

Historians have often been able to derive useful information by interpreting the available data with 

care. But they have also looked for alternative measures of health. For example, enlistment records 
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have been analysed. Colonial armies required African soldiers to be reasonably tall. Because adult 

height is a good indicator of levels of nutrition and health during childhood, it has been possible to 

evaluate the impact of economic and social development on male living standards, over time. An 

analysis of changes in the average height of African recruits in Ghana indicates a steady increase 

in heights from the 1890s until the 1970s. Figure 1 shows the height distribution of Ghanaian 

recruits in the First and Second World Wars. It seems likely that the sharp rise in average incomes 

associated with expanding cocoa production stimulated a ca. 2 cm increase in Second World War 

recruitsô average heights. However, the same is not true for the many African soldiers who grew 

up further away from the coast.  

 

Figure 1: Male heights in colonial Ghana by birth cohort 

 
Source: Moradi, Austin and Baten (2013). 

 

An alternative source are maternity registers recording the weight of babies born in hospitals. 

Figure 2 shows a substantial increase in the average birthweight of babies born in mission hospitals 

between the 1930s and 1950s in colonial Ugandaôs capital city Kampala. At the same time the 

share of low-birthweight (< 2,500g) babies was declining (black line). Birthweight is a good 

indicator of changes in maternal diet and disease exposure, and also a good predictor of future 

health and longevity. It is of course possible that women who came to the maternity clinic before 

the 1930s were significantly poorer than those who gave birth in medical settings in the later period, 

but there is no evidence indicating such a change. Overall, it seems safest to assume that the period 

of colonial rule was overall neither catastrophic nor hugely beneficial in terms of its impact on 

human growth.  
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As for the pre-colonial period ï this was an era when very little usable quantitative data were 

generated or retained. Rather, historians have tended to rely on qualitative documentary records, 

typically produced by European observers, which describe African healing practices, standards of 

health and longevity. These tend to be more revealing of European prejudices than African realities. 

However, mid-19th century accounts by thoughtful, long-resident, medically-trained observers such 

as the famous missionary doctor, David Livingstone, suggest that while the causes of disease were 

often different in Africa, Africans were not substantially more likely to suffer illness or early death 

than European peasants and town-dwellers in a normal year. Normal years, however, were not so 

frequent during an era defined by the slave trade and imperial conquest. 

 

Figure 2: Mean birthweights (grams) in Ugandan hospitals 

 
Source: Doyle (2013, pp. 272-3). 

 

 

3. Patterns of pre-colonial disease 

 

In the broadest comparative terms, Africa appears to have possessed a uniquely hostile disease 

environment for two key reasons. First, the African continent was home to a particularly diverse 

and deadly set of tropical diseases. Some of these, such as sleeping sickness or human 

trypanosomiasis, a disease spread by the tsetse fly, were found only in Africa. Others, such as the 

mosquito-borne infection malaria, were common in many parts of the world, but were especially 

virulent in African settings. The form of malaria that was most common in Africa, Plasmodium 

falciparum, was more commonly fatal than Plasmodium vivax, the form found most frequently in 

Asia and the Americas. Even in 2020, 96 percent of malaria deaths globally occurred within the 

African continent, with most fatalities occurring before the age of five in children who have not 

yet built up immunity against the disease. 
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The severity of insect-borne disease partially explains the paradox that modern humans (homo 

sapiens) have lived in Africa for two to three times as long as any other continent, yet population 

densities in the African continent remained comparatively low until very recently. Table 1 places 

sub-Saharan Africaôs population densities in comparative perspective with other world regions, 

showing that over the past 500 years Africa had the lowest population density. Low population 

densities also resulted from obstacles to the intensification of agriculture. Patterns of rainfall were 

often low and unpredictable; soils were relatively lacking in fertility. In addition, domesticated 

animals as well as humans suffered heavy disease burdens. For example, due to conditions such as 

nagana, the animal form of trypanosomiasis, and tick-borne East Coast Fever, using oxen or horses 

for transport or to pull ploughs to loosen or turn the soil before planting was, with few exceptions, 

impossible in infested regions. 

 

Table 1: Average population densities per world region 

 1500 1750 1900 1975 

Sub-Saharan Africa 1.9 2.7 4.4 13.6 

Japan 46.4 78.3 118.2 294.8 

South Asia 15.2 24.1 38.2 100.3 

Europe 13.7 26.9 62.9 99.9 

China 13.4 22.2 45.6 91.1 

Source: Frankema (2015, p. 276). 

 

The second major factor was that Africa was connected to Eurasia by Egyptôs Sinai land bridge, 

and later through maritime traffic, and so Africans suffered repeated infiltration of pandemic 

diseases which emerged in Asian or European cities and spread through these continentsô dense 

networks of commercial trade. Perhaps the worst example was the Black Death, an exceptionally 

lethal form of plague spread by fleas which arrived in North Africa in 1348 and quickly reversed 

several centuries of sustained population growth. Africa then suffered disproportionately from the 

disadvantages of urbanism in an era when cities generated wealth but also facilitated the 

transmission of disease. However, the continentôs long-term exposure to some of the illnesses 

circulating in Europe and Asia created a degree of immunity. This meant that conquest in Africa 

would have less devastating consequences than in more isolated populations in the Americas, 

Caribbean, and the islands of the South Pacific. 

 

Pre-colonial ideas of health and medical/cultural responses to disease 

In many African societies, faced with high levels of day-to-day, endemic disease and occasional 

episodes of intense epidemic outbreaks, cultures of healing extended beyond the realm of the sick 

individual and the techniques of surgical or herbal medicine. European commentators often noted 

the technical skill of African surgeons and the range of roots and leaves used by herbalists to treat 

multiple illnesses. Herbal medicine was also employed to prevent illness and protect health, 

particularly during conception, pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding. Such practices are 

illustrated by the sculpture from modern-day Democratic Republic of the Congo below, which 
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depicts a breastfeeding mother with patterns of scars on her skin which were achieved by rubbing 

herbal medicine into small incisions. As historical anthropologists across the continent have 

observed, direct attempts to alleviate symptoms of disease formed only part of African healing 

practices. Instead, emphasis was placed on working out why an individual had become ill.  These 

pragmatic African healing cultures then often involved both clinical and spiritual interventions. 

They also commonly required the engagement of kin or peers who formed therapy management 

groups who organized and evaluated treatment options. This understanding of healing as involving 

both spiritual and corporate elements shaped many societiesô public cultures of political 

engagement. Rituals of healing the land or healing the state were understood as crucial for the 

achievement of collective prosperity and social integration, and also for the mitigation of the 

interpersonal tensions arising from disruptive forces such as the slave trade or long-distance 

commerce. 

 
Scarification protecting women during conception, pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding 

Source: Commons Wikimedia. 

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:M%C3%A8re_et_enfant_Yombe-Africa_Museum.jpg
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Integration into global markets, 15th-19th centuries 

International trade, involving enslaved peoples and primary commodities, not only hastened 

Africaôs integration into global markets from the late 15th century onward but also accelerated the 

continentôs integration within a quickening process of biological globalization. Commerce brought 

new sources of infection to the continentôs shores, and also facilitated the dispersal of long-

established pathogens. During the second half of the 19th century, for example, as goods and people 

circulated faster and further across East Africa, epidemics became almost annual occurrences. 

Outbreaks of cholera, dysentery, influenza, measles, plague, smallpox, and a host of other diseases, 

brought devastation to the region. West Africaôs suffering was more prolonged. With tragic irony, 

the perception that West Africansô acquired immunity to malaria heightened their advantage over 

other forms of labour in the Americas would propel the trans-Atlantic slave trade to new heights, 

with grim demographic consequences. It is estimated that 12.5 million people were exported as 

slaves, and that as many captives died of disease or violence before reaching the Americas, during 

capture, transfer to the coast, imprisonment there, and finally during the voyage. 

 

 

4. Colonial conquest and early colonial rule 

 

In the European imagination Africa was, by the late 19th century, categorized as a diseased 

continent in need of redemption, whose inhabitantsô adaptation to seemingly hostile environments 

reinforced assumptions of their racial inferiority. For several centuries, Europeansô incredibly high 

levels of mortality in tropical Africa protected the continent from conquest. Half of the Christian 

missionaries who arrived in the Gold Coast before 1850 died within three years, reinforcing the 

idea that Africa was ñthe White manôs graveò. Imperial conquest was motivated by a growing sense 

of racial superiority within European powers, but it was enabled by a pragmatic willingness to 

exploit the disease resistance that Africans necessarily acquired if  they survived childhood. Across 

the continent, European expansion was largely achieved through the employment of African 

soldiers. Conquests could then be consolidated because Europeansô life expectancy on the African 

continent rose to sustainable levels in the 1880s and 1890s due to crucial scientific discoveries. 

Drinking water was made safe by filtering and boiling, and European administrators and soldiers 

began to use the herbal medication, quinine, systematically to prevent as well as cure malaria. 

 

Early colonial medicine focused intently on the consolidation of white power, with outbreaks of 

plague legitimizing the racial segregation of urban space, and the devastating epidemics of sleeping 

sickness which accompanied the disruptive nature of conquest provoking a remodelling of rural 

societies. African populations defined as at risk of sleeping sickness were relocated by the colonial 

state in part at least to facilitate the extraction of tax and labour. Colonial governments were 

concerned that epidemics of communicable disease would reduce the size of the working and 

taxpaying population. But, in addition, sleeping sickness outbreaks often occurred on islands and 

lakeshores that were remote from colonial control.  
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This forced the inhabitants of such environments to move to villages near major roads to ensure 

that they could be made to work for the colonial economy and pay taxes to sustain the 

administration. Coercion also characterized controls against plague infection, the provision of mass 

inoculation against diseases such as smallpox, as depicted in the photo above, and campaigns 

against syphilis, the most common sexually-transmitted infection of the period. The first decades 

of the 20th century featured population decline of such apparent severity that extreme measures 

appeared justified. It seems likely that basic sanitation and vaccinations had immediate beneficial 

effects on life expectancy. In the longer-term, medical interventions that were commonly punitive 

or unexplained appear to have contributed to doubts within indigenous society about whether the 

intent behind western biomedicine was benign. This early experience of aggressive western 

medicine may explain why medical authorities in later periods often complained of African 

societiesô lack of trust in, and incomplete compliance with, health interventions. 

 

 
Smallpox vaccination in colonial Kenya. Source: Commons Wikimedia. 

 

In the early colonial period, missionary medicine provided the bulk of African healthcare in 

hospitals and dispensaries. The photo above shows the arrival of patients, who had often been 

carried over long distances, at one of Ugandaôs first mission hospitals in Uganda. Indeed, Christian 

missionary societies invested substantially into African healthcare long before the colonial state. 

By 1925, Protestant missions alone ran 116 hospitals and 366 dispensaries, treating about 660,000 

African patients. Medical missionaries viewed the hospital as an ideal opportunity to engage with 

a captive audience, a chance to demonstrate Christianityôs caring, and occasionally miraculous, 

healing power. Christian symbolism in missionary medical activities, including blessing of the sick, 

sign of the cross, prayers and the social support available in missions may have aligned Christian 

mission practices more closely with African traditional therapeutic systems, which understood 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_National_Archives_UK_-_CO_1069-137-106.jpg
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disease as signs of individual and community imbalance which could be most effectively treated 

by including the entire social body, as suggested by the Congolese sculpture above. 

 

More broadly, missionary healthcare was a means of inculcating Christian morality within the 

household. In the early colonial period medical missionaries, convinced that population decline 

was due above all to Africansô sexual immorality, placed the prevention and treatment of sexually-

transmitted infections at the heart of their endeavours. By the 1930s, belatedly recognizing the 

scale of the misdiagnosis on which previous campaigns against syphilis had rested, missionary 

medicine had turned towards a focus on maternal and infant health, which it would continue to 

dominate for decades. 

 

 
Patients arriving at Mengo Missionary Hospital, Uganda. Source: Commons Wikimedia. 

 

 

5. Later-colonial rule 

 

In the period between the First and Second World Wars a major change in medical provision 

occurred. Healthcare was gradually secularized, as the capacity and ambition of the colonial state 

expanded. From the 1930s onwards the colonial state increasingly invested into the provision of 

African mass healthcare. This involved both an expansion of curative provision, and a refocusing 

of preventive healthcare. While investment in sanitation and vaccination continued, new energy 

was devoted to efforts to affect popular understanding of disease transmission and avoidance. 

These would, however, have limited effect until healthcare systems were substantially Africanized 

in the later colonial period, as African personnel proved better able to translate medical concepts 

into local idioms.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Two_patients_being_brought_into_the_Mengo_dispensary_Wellcome_L0038272.jpg
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In the 1940s and 1950s the curative power of colonial healthcare was transformed. The frequency 

with which Africans engaged with biomedical care increased enormously, partly because of major 

investment in medical training, institutions, and staffing, but also because the curative capacity of 

western biomedicine was transformed. The introduction in the 1940s of new antimalarials, like 

chloroquine, and antibiotics, such as penicillin, underpinned a substantial fall in mortality, 

particularly for infants and younger children, and a sharp reduction in the average length of stay in 

hospital, permitting a dramatic rise in the number of patients each unit could treat. 

 

The impact of those medical advances can be best studied when observing disease patterns over 

time. Table 2 shows the frequencies of the most commonly diagnosed diseases at a mission hospital 

in rural Uganda during the early and mid-20th century. Diseases like syphilis and tropical ulcer had 

required very long periods of painful, and often unsuccessful, hospital treatment during the early 

decades of the 20th century. From the late 1940s, as penicillin was introduced, patients admitted 

with these conditions experienced almost miraculous cures. For many diseases, rapid cures meant 

they featured less prominently in hospital over time. Table 2 illustrates a pronounced relative 

decline in the hospitalisation of patients with skin and sexually-transmitted diseases between from 

1940s that could be treated with antibiotics. For other diseases which were very common, but had 

previously been expensive or impossible to treat, such as malaria and tuberculosis, the introduction 

of effective and affordable medications stimulated a substantial rise in hospital admission (see 

Table 2). While colonial medicine improved over time in terms of its effectiveness, it is important 

to note that its early focus on communicable disease ï conditions that could increase rapidly in 

prevalence and potentially infect functionaries of the colonial state ï was sustained through to 

independence. With few exceptions, non-communicable conditions such as cancer and heart 

disease, were given less attention than they merited. 

 

Table 2: Disease incidence (%) among in-patients at Toro hospital in Uganda, 1908-70 

Disease category 1908-19 1920-29 1930-39 1940-49 1964-70 Examples 

Skin diseases 14.1 12.9 17.2 8.2 2.4 Ulcers, Sores, Abscesses 

Sexually transmitted inf. 11.8 20.1 10.8 4.1 0.7 Syphilis, Gonorrhoea 

Respiratory diseases 9.1 8.3 9.6 11.6 17.2 Pneumonia, Bronchitis 

Infectious and parasitic 8.0 9.9 8.3 5.5 13.4 Influenza, Measles, TB 

Malaria 6.8 5.8 6.5 14.3 11.2 Malaria 

Digestive system 6.6 4.9 4.4 2.1 3.7 Constipation, Dyspepsia 

Injury 5.6 5.9 3.8 2.0 1.9 Burns, Wounds, Fractures 

Gastroenteritis 4.2 1.7 2.2 3.9 14.2 Gastroenteritis, Dysentery 

Genitourinary system 3.6 3.8 3.4 4.2 9.2 Urinary infection, Cystitis 

Maternity complications 3.5 4.9 8.0 12.2 3.1 Incomplete abortion 

Worms 1.6 2.4 6.0 11.0 4.3 Tapeworms, Roundworms 

Source: Doyle, Meier zu Selhausen & Weisdorf (2020). 
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While these broad trends were visible universally, medical systems varied in character across the 

continent. For example, probably the most intrusive healthcare system in colonial-era Africa was 

that of the Belgian Congo, distinctive for the governmentôs delegation of responsibility for 

healthcare to corporate and missionary providers until the 1950s. Meanwhile, the French imperial 

system was noteworthy for its dependence on military doctors and the persistent prominence of 

medical campaigns against particular diseases, most notably sleeping sickness, right through to 

decolonization. Rather than focus on receiving patients who chose to seek treatment for a range of 

maladies, French medical strategy instead focused on trying to cure a small number of illnesses at 

any one time. Medical teams moved around from village to village, testing and treating an entire 

community for one disease, and then leaving that area without medical provision for perhaps six 

months until it was time for a new campaign. This prioritization of mobile diagnosis and intense 

treatment of high-profile ailments reached a high point with the programme against sleeping 

sickness. In 1937 alone, almost 600,000 injections were given in French Equatorial Africa against 

sleeping sickness. While these kinds of vertical campaigns could also be found in British colonies, 

over time the trend was towards the development of a pyramidal referral system. With this approach 

the entire population should in theory have access to local, basic healthcare, often in the form of a 

dispensary. Complicated cases would be referred upwards to larger hospitals with more specialized 

staff and equipment.  

 

During the era of segregation and Apartheid in South Africa medicine played a key role in 

sustaining an economy based on cheap black labour. In the mining industry, for example, cramped 

living conditions, inadequate food, and poor ventilation resulted in shockingly high levels of illness 

and mortality, particularly due to respiratory disease. When mine owners were informed of the 

costs of improving minersô working and domestic environments, they chose instead to create a 

laboratory for the development of a pneumonia vaccine. This was 30 times cheaper, albeit 

completely unsuccessful. Medical concerns that vaccine research would not address underlying 

issues were in turn effectively silenced by the categorization of the migrant labourer as óthe tropical 

workerô. Mine owners established the South African Institute for Medical Research, funding 

research which stigmatised Central African migrants as being biologically weak. The worker, not 

the working environment, was to blame for death rates exceeding 10 percent per annum. 

 

All  medical systems involve a compromise between cost and efficacy, and between the breadth 

and depth of patient engagement, and those of colonial Africa were certainly no exception. That 

the medical institutions of the Belgian Congo were so frequently targeted during the conflicts of 

the 1960s is perhaps unsurprising given the striking slowness of the Africanization of the workforce 

within both mission and state healthcare systems as well as hospitalsô and dispensariesô enduring 

association with the ñcivilizing missionò and extractive capital in the form of plantation and mining 

corporations. Medicine in the Congo had often been presented as an example of European 

technological superiority and moral generosity and guidance. Meanwhile, healthcare had been used 

to aggressively monitor and transform Africansô lives, particularly through maternity clinics (see 

photo below) and within mining communities. The vertical French system disadvantaged those 
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who fell ill  with the ówrongô diseases or at the wrong time ï many communities had very limited 

access to local healthcare in the months between each visit by mobile clinics, and a system that 

prioritized some diseases inevitably under-resourced treatment for others. 

 

 
Baby clinic Leopoldville, Belgian Congo. Source: Manchester University Press Open Hive. 

 

The British pyramidal system in theory ensured that most people could access basic, local 

healthcare, and that dispensary staff would refer complicated cases upwards, to health centres or 

hospitals. In practice, however, such a model relied heavily on the diagnostic capacity of the least-

qualified staff, and, perhaps unsurprisingly, saw its referral hospitals swamped with patients who 

sought direct access to the highest-quality care. South Africaôs segregationist healthcare racially 

discriminated against African workers in ways which saved employers money in the short term, 

but at the cost of workersô health and long-term economic growth. Preferring to dismiss employees 

who fell sick instead of improving unhealthy working and living conditions, treating workers as 

disposable and replaceable, ultimately contributed to the low productivity and antagonistic labour 

relations that undermined Apartheid. 

 

 

6. Early  Independence 

 

Across the continent in the age of decolonization nationalist politicians promised that independence 

would permit the removal of the gross health inequities which had characterized colonial rule. 

Given the prominence of doctors within many nationalist movements, it is perhaps unsurprising 

that substantial investment in healthcare did in fact ensue in most former colonies. In the first six 

years of independence in Ghana, for example, the number of health centres quadrupled and doctors 

https://www.manchesteropenhive.com/view/9781526151070/figures/9781526151087_C003_002.jpg
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and nurses (depicted in the photo below), often presented as highly-trained symbols of the new 

nationôs progressivism, trebled. 

 

 
Nurse Training in Ghana, 1957. Source: Commons Wikimedia. 

 

Yet within this broad trend, healthcare expansion took several distinct forms. Some newly-

independent countries like Uganda sought to bring high-quality healthcare to all geographical 

regions, by ensuring that each district would have its own referral hospital. In others, such as 

Tanzania, policy sought to ensure that every village possessed effective basic healthcare provision. 

Such strategic or ideological variation did result in substantial structural divergence, yet in all cases 

the redistribution of investment and personnel towards rural communities was limited by the 

concentration of resources in the capitals of these new nations. The development of medical 

schools, the establishment of research institutes, and the commitment to world-class provision 

created centralizing forces which deepened the advantages enjoyed by urban populations under 

colonial rule. Ugandaôs flagship national hospital, Mulago, received 60 percent of the health budget 

in 1964. Even in egalitarian Tanzania the doctor-to-patient ratio in 1967 was 150 times higher in 

urban centres compared to rural areas. In 1971, rural Tanzanian health centres received only 4 

percent of the national health budget. Despite these divergent approaches, and structural 

imbalances, the first decade of independence typically brought substantial improvements in life 

expectancy. In part this simply reflected a major upwards shift in the numbers of patients treated, 

as new medical units were established and Africanization programmes improved nurse-to-patient 

and, more slowly, doctor-to-patient ratios. This broadening of access to treatment was typically 

matched by an expansion in preventive healthcare, particularly through vaccination programmes 

against common childhood diseases such as measles and polio.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_National_Archives_UK_-_CO_1069-46-49.jpg
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7. Later  independence 

 

The progress that had characterized most early independence-era health programmes faltered 

during the 1970s. In reality, several countries had fallen behind during the 1960s. Often this was 

due to civil  war, as state revenues reduced and were diverted from health and education 

increasingly to military ends. In addition, in such situations insecurity and underfunding refocused 

medical systems on emergency care and, generally unsuccessful, attempts to slow the emigration 

of healthcare personnel. For example, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, long-lasting president 

Mobutu Sese Sekoôs (1965-1997) mismanagement saw the number of hospital beds almost halve 

in the first decade of independence. In the decades that followed civil  conflict grew more frequent 

and longer-lasting. Angolaôs civil  war, which lasted from 1975 until 2002, saw one third of the 

population displaced, and two-thirds of medical facilities destroyed. The number of doctors per 

1,000 people fell threefold from 0.12 in 1970 to 0.04 in 1990. In southern Sudan not one single 

doctor was practicing in 1983. In 2016 alone, 18 African countries experienced some form of civil  

war, with tragic health consequences, particularly for the continentôs 12.4 million internally 

displaced persons. 

 

Even more universal was a slowdown in economic growth and an increase in income inequality. 

Even Nigeria, which saw the value of its exports increase elevenfold between 1960 and 1990 due 

to the discovery of crude oil, experienced deepening poverty. However, oil production skewed the 

value of Nigeriaôs currency to such a degree that its agriculture and manufacturing sectors, the 

main source of income for the great majority of the population, became profoundly uncompetitive. 

As a result, official figures reported that the proportion of the population living in poverty rose 

from 15 percent in 1960 to 43 percent in 1992. State investment in Nigeriaôs health system was 

reduced, reaching a mere 1 percent of all government expenditure in 1990. Accordingly, Nigerian 

health indicators stagnated. Figure 3 shows that between 1980 and 2000, life expectancy only rose 

by one single year to 46 years while infant mortality fell marginally from 134 to 119 per 1,000. 

 

The 1970s and 1980s were not lost decades everywhere. In Senegal, as shown in Figure 3 life 

expectancy during this period rose from 39 to 57 years, and infant mortality halved. To a large 

degree this reflected Senegalôs commitment to the principles of the Alma Ata Declaration of 1978. 

This declaration became so influential because the World Health Organization accepted its key 

principle, that the provision of universal basic healthcare was the approach which would lead to 

óHealth For Allô. Alma Ata discussed health in terms of wellbeing rather than the absence of 

disease, defined it as a human right and a socio-economic as well as a medical issue, and advocated 

the reorganization of medical systems around the principles of comprehensive primary healthcare. 

In Senegal, aligning with the WHOôs new strategy resulted in a gradual refocusing of rural medical 

provision around public health, and a shift in resources from hospitals to village health posts under 

the supervision of a health centre. By 1990 a third of the population benefited from an effective 

system of Universal Health Coverage.  
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For most African countries, lying somewhere between the extremes of Nigerian underperformance 

and Senegalese overperformance (Figure 3), the situation in the mid-1980s was one of faltering 

gains and weakening investment. At this point, two new factors profoundly reshaped the medical 

environment: AIDS and SAPs (structural adjustment programmes).  

 

Figure 3: Life expectancy in select African countries 1950-2019 

 
Source: Roser, Ortiz-Ospina & Ritchie (2013), Our World in Data. 

 

In 1983, the first cases of AIDS were recognized in Uganda. AIDS is a disease which is almost 

always fatal without treatment, and is spread when people are exposed to bodily fluids containing 

the HIV virus, through for example sex or blood transfusion. By the mid-1980s a third of pregnant 

women in Ugandaôs capital Kampala tested positive for HIV. By the early 1990s the epicentre of 

the pandemic shifted southwards. In 2002, it was estimated that 36 percent of sexually-active adults 

in Botswana were infected with HIV. At that time a 15 year old boy in that country had an 80 

percent chance that his eventual cause of death would be AIDS. As can be seen from Figure 3, 

across southern Africa (Botswana, South Africa, Zimbabwe), all the hard-won gains in life 

expectancy achieved since 1960 were lost within a few years. AIDS was a particularly devastating 

disease because it primarily affected young adults in their peak productive and reproductive years. 

Affected families often fell into deep poverty as they not only lost a prime income-earner, but also 

took on long-term costs to care for the sick and the orphaned children left behind. Across the 

continent, AIDS was estimated to have killed well over 20 million people by 2020, but the impact 

https://ourworldindata.org/life-expectancy
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of the pandemic was very uneven. North and West Africa were affected only to a limited degree ï 

in Niger 48,000 people carried the virus in 2017, a prevalence rate of 0.4 percent. In that same year, 

by contrast, 7.5 million people in South Africa were HIV positive.  

 

South Africa suffered so severely in part because of the legacies of Apartheid. A sexual culture 

reshaped by labour migration and gender and racial inequalities facilitated the rapid spread of HIV. 

Africansô rural economies had been structurally undermined to force male labourers to accept 

underpaid urban employment, while Apartheid rules aimed to prevent men from bringing their 

families to the cities with them. This fracturing of family life underpinned the worldôs worst AIDS 

epidemic. The National Party ignored AIDS as a disease of immorality and Nelson Mandela 

baulked at the scale of HIV control, fearing that addressing AIDS adequately would mean the ANC 

would be unable to deliver its commitments to racial justice; his successor, Thabo Mbeki, was 

repelled by analyses of HIV causation which seemed to reinforce tropes of African hypersexuality, 

and attributed AIDS to structural inequities rather than HIV infection.  

 

This approach was particularly unfortunate given that effective antiretroviral treatments became 

affordable during Mbekiôs presidency. Antiretrovirals are not a cure for AIDS, but they stop the 

virus from replicating in a personôs body, enabling their immune system to repair itself, greatly 

increasing an infected personôs life expectancy. In 1996 trials established that a combination of 

three drugs dramatically reduced the amount of virus in peopleôs bodies, but the cost was 

prohibitive for people living in the developing world. Popular protest challenged the moral basis 

for pharmaceutical companiesô profit-making from AIDS, and led to a huge reduction in the cost 

of drugs. Beginning in 2002, South Africa gradually developed the largest antiretroviral treatment 

(ART) programme in the world. By 2017, it was costing the government $1.5 billion annually. The 

economic and social benefits of the programme were clear, however, as only 0.9 percent of HIV 

positive South Africans died of AIDS in 2020.  

 

Many African countries had struggled to confront a disease which required their governments to 

discuss topics typically excluded from public discourse. One early exception was Uganda, whose 

new government in 1986 regarded AIDS as a national emergency and worked closely with civil  

society organizations to engender sexual behavioural change. In Uganda, HIV featured 

prominently in presidential speeches, religious sermons, civil  society activism, and above all in 

public health information posters, as shown below. HIV prevalence rates quickly fell as Ugandansô 

use of condoms outside marriage doubled between 1995 and 2000, and girlsô reported age of first 

sexual contact rose from 15 to 17.3 years during the 1990s. Senegal, meanwhile, rapidly integrated 

HIV prevention into its effective primary healthcare system, building on an already well-

established sexually-transmitted infections programme and investing heavily in public education 

and coordination with community leaders. While Ugandaôs achievement was in bringing an 

explosive epidemic to manageable levels, Senegalôs was to prevent AIDS from ever getting out of 

control.  
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AIDS prevention poster from Uganda 

Source: Commons Wikimedia. 

 

In the same year that Africaôs HIV epidemic was first detected, Ghana entered into Structural 

Adjustment. SAPs were developed by major global lenders (the International Monetary Fund and 

World Bank) in the early 1980s with the intention of increasing developing economiesô 

competitiveness, and ensuring that their exports would cover the cost of their imports. In order to 

reduce the enormous debts that had been accumulated by governments across the developing world, 

the lenders offered additional loans, with strict conditions. Governments were required to accept 

the privatization of state-owned industries, facilitate international investment and competition, and 

reduce expenditure on the civil  service and public services. Initially  confined to countries like 

Ghana and Uganda whose economies were in a state of collapse, SAPs were rolled out across the 

continent in the later 1990s. Typically SAPs involved an immediate shift in the funding models 

which underpinned Africaôs healthcare systems. Gone was the nationalist-era commitment to free 

healthcare as a right of citizenship. Instead, patients were required to shoulder some or all of the 

direct costs of their treatment in the form of user fees that patients had to pay for medical 

consultations and drugs. Where the stateôs provision of healthcare had effectively broken down, as 

in Ghana, where collapsing budgets meant that staff were unpaid and medications became 

unavailable, user fees could facilitate a gradual recovery in public healthcare. But in many countries 

the poor were disadvantaged by a shift from a semi-functioning free system to a user fee model. In 

Zambia, user fees in urban health centres saw attendances fall by four-fifths. SAPs, by requiring 

governments to reduce their expenditure, also contributed to a relative decline in medical training.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2014HH8946.jpg
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By 2004, Africa made up a seventh of the global population and accounted for a quarter of the 

worldôs disease burden, but only one healthcare worker in 77 was based on the continent. And of 

these, an ever-growing proportion worked in the private sector, catering primarily for Africaôs 

small middle class. Structural Adjustment, by accelerating the marketization of healthcare, 

prompted a shift of personnel from state to private practice. In Kenya, the number of private 

hospitals, which had grown steadily since the 1960s, doubled between 1993 and 1994. For the 

African poor the impact of liberalization was a return to traditional healers and an epidemic of self-

medication, dependent on a mushrooming number of untrained pharmaceutical retailers. 

 

 

8. The new millennium:  successes and emerging challenges 

 

The history of health in Africa since 2000 has to some degree been shaped by a reaction against 

the twin crises of AIDS and SAPs. Inequitable access to AIDS treatments brought a renewed moral 

commitment to affordable healthcare for the developing world. Awareness of the marginalization 

of the poor within marketized economies influenced the development of the Millennium and then 

the Sustainable Development Goals set by the United Nations, which highlighted the weakening 

of public health within Africa in particular. The evolving, imprecise concept of Global Health, of 

a shared responsibility for a basic standard of wellbeing for all, inspired an enormous uptick in 

health-related aid transfers to the African continent. Most significantly, the Global Fund, instituted 

in 2002 by a coalition of the UN, donor nations, and charities to focus on HIV, malaria, and 

tuberculosis, had by 2019 committed to a total expenditure of US$31 billion. In addition, the 

American governmentôs PEPFAR invested US$90 billion in AIDS prevention and treatment 

campaigns between 2003 and 2019. These targeted health commitments have achieved impressive 

results. Malaria mortality, for example, fell by 45 percent in countries in which the Global Fund 

operates (shown in photo action below), and recent successes with vaccine trials hold out the hope 

that further improvements lie ahead. Meanwhile childhood immunization was re-energized, 

resulting in the eradication of polio and enormous declines in cases of measles and meningitis 

across the continent. 

 

There are, inevitably, concerns about the imbalances which such transformative funding created. 

In a number of African countries the combined budgets of the Global Fund and PEPFAR exceeded 

those of national Ministries of Health. The shift towards óprojectificationô brought a healthcare 

arena dominated by fixed-term interventions, focused on specific medical conditions within narrow 

geographical boundaries, and displacing personnel from governmental institutions. The intense 

focus on infectious disease to some degree reflected Northern governmentsô concerns about the 

biosecurity of their national borders, and has hampered recognition of the reality that Africans 

suffer a double burden of communicable and non-communicable diseases. Across the continent, 

increased longevity and dietary change has brought increased incidence of conditions such as 

diabetes, heart disease, and hypertension, which in 2019 were responsible for almost as many 

deaths as AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis combined (14.9 percent of total deaths compared to 15.5 



114  
 

percent). In that year non-communicable diseases such as these accounted for 36 percent of all 

deaths in sub-Saharan Africa, up from 24 percent in 2000. Of course, this redistribution in cause 

of death was not only because diseases like diabetes were becoming more common in Africa, but 

also because of improved prevention and treatment for conditions like AIDS and malaria. 

 

 
Donor-funded malaria control in Uganda 

Source: Commons Wikimedia. 

 

Moreover, for countries such as Ghana inward aid has enabled the reconstruction of entire public 

health systems, and a very substantial expansion of specialist training. Uganda in particular has 

drawn on international recognition of its success in combating AIDS to influence the development 

of global health policies. In addition, the era of óprojectificationô has coincided with a new interest 

in óhealth for allô. Pioneered by countries such as Ghana and Rwanda, community-based health 

insurance has revived the goal of Universal Health Coverage. By 2012, 92 percent of Rwandans 

had joined its contributory insurance scheme, which promised to eradicate the impoverishment 

which out-of-pocket user fees always risked, and reduced the marginalization of the poor through 

subsidized subscription rates. Other, similar experiments have struggled to retain members and 

limit  demand. The ambition that marked the first years of independence has been partially renewed, 

but the fragility of healthcare systems to shocks such as Ebola and the prioritization of national 

self-interest over Global Health during the COVID-19 pandemic must temper optimism.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Malaria_Launch_in_Apac_District,_Uganda_(39606990812).jpg
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9. Conclusion 

 

The centrality of health within African history is clear. In economic terms, precolonial African 

societies typically managed the risks involved in agriculture and trade through healing rituals. 

European empiresô medical policies were intimately connected to core concerns relating to the 

colonial economy, such as productivity, labour supply, and tax revenue. The ebb and flow of 

postcolonial governmentsô attitude to public investment can be traced through their fluctuating 

health strategies. Concerns about disease have also been at the heart of religious life ï from pre-

colonial drums of affliction, through missionary medicine, to contemporary healing churches ï and 

politics. Epidemics have long been viewed on the continent as both a threat to stability and an 

opportunity for empowerment. 

 

This was seen clearly during COVID when the pandemic was used as a justification to close down 

opposition politics in several countries. COVID has also reinforced global health inequities, most 

clearly in regards to access to vaccinations, is likely to have heightened mortality due to worsening 

poverty and interrupted access to medical treatment for other conditions. Many African countries 

appear to have outperformed richer nations in terms of the development of a coherent strategy 

against coronavirus and popular acceptance of necessary restrictions. But data are so far lacking on 

whether such achievements translated into substantially lower excess mortality. Nonetheless, there 

are many other positives on which to focus, with the recent introduction of an effective vaccine 

against childhood malaria, the rapid recovery of life expectancies due to AIDS drugs, as shown in 

Figure 3, and substantial increases in health expenditure across the continent since 2000. How the 

continent will  adapt economically to the population growth and ageing that are anticipated in 

decades to come is a fascinating question. It can be hoped that the history of resilience and 

adaptation to new challenges will  provide a legacy on which African states can draw. 

 

 

Study questions 

 

1. Why did Africa, the cradle of humanity, have lower population density than other continents 

in recent millennia? 

2. How did the health priorities of pre-colonial African communities differ from those of colonial 

states? 

3. How have health policies been affected by economic strategies over the past century? 

4. Which factors were most significant in reducing African mortality during the colonial period? 

5. How do patterns of disease and mortality differ in Africa today compared to the global north? 
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Chapter 7 

African Demographics: How many People are too many 

People? 
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1. Introduction 

 

Africaôs population growth over the past 50 years has been unprecedented. By 2050, the continent 

is expected to make up a quarter of the global population, compared to one-tenth in 1980. Such 

rapid population growth has also made Africa the most youthful continent with 60 percent being 

younger than 25 years. Mapping and analysing patterns of population growth is key when planning 

for and understanding changes in economic processes over time. The number of people in a society 

can be seen as either a burden or a strength. On the one hand, with rapid population increase there 

is a need for a parallel increase in production if people are not to become worse off and this, in 

turn, can put significant strain on both natural resources and systems of production. On the other 

hand, the stock of health, nutrition, education, skills, and knowledge embodied in a countryôs 

population and labour force is a fundamental productive asset. In this chapter we discuss the pros 

and cons of Africaôs population growth. The chapter is divided into two separate but interconnected 

parts. The first one is of a more theoretical nature and deals with various aspects of demographic 

theory, while the second is empirical with a focus on selected African characteristics.  

 

The following section, provides some context, reviewing the over-population scare from the 1950s 

onwards; where did it come from and how well has it stood the test of time? Next, we present the 

Malthus-Boserup debate and the fundamental principles for how the negative and positive effects 

of population growth have been understood. In section 3, we move on to the demographic transition 

model, which lays out the move from a relationship of high mortality and high fertility to a stage 

of low mortality and low fertility. We also identify five different pathways in the demographic 

transition based on empirical experiences. Section 4 presents selected data on the historical 

population growth in sub-Saharan Africa. While Africa used to be perceived as a continent with 

low population density, i.e. scarce labour and abundant land, that image has changed as 

contemporary societies experience significant population increase. In the final section, we reflect 

on the factors that can drive further demographic change in Africa.  
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2. Demography 

 

The over-population scare 

In the 1950s, many economists and policy makers became increasingly concerned with the 

relationship between economic growth and population increase. There were a few explanations for 

this newfound interest: 

 

¶ The rate of economic growth in the western world, made up of North America and Western 

Europe, was unique in world history.  

¶ There was a wave of decolonisation as the old empires crumbled, but the newly formed 

countries were poor. 

¶ Population growth was at a pace never before seen in history, but the population increase 

was unequally spread. While population in the industrialised countries was steady, the 

increase was taking place in the developing world.  

 

Therefore, the major global development question in the 1950s became: How could economic 

growth and potential improvements in living standards spread to poor parts of the world when the 

population in these areas was constantly increasing? The challenge seemed enormous. The UN was 

assuming a 2-3 percent annual population growth and global population increase did hit an all-time 

high in 1963 with an annual growth rate of 2.2 percent. With a 2 percent annual population increase 

the world population (in billions) was estimated to be: 7.4 in 2000, 32 billion in 2075 and 500 

billion in 2200. Luckily, Table 1 shows that the prognosis turned out to be a scare and the 

population increase has instead been slower than predicted: 

 

Table 1: Global population, 1800-2100 

 Population (billions) 

1800 1 

1925 2 

1960 3 

1974 4 

1987 5 

1999 6 

2011 7 

2021 8 

2050* 10 

2100* 11 

Note: * Latest projections by the United Nations (2019). 

 

The explanation for the manageable population figures, compared to the prognosis 70 years ago, is 

a drastic decline in fertility in many world regions. In the period 2010-2015, fertility was below 

2.1 children per woman, which is the replacement level, in 83 countries comprising 46 percent of 
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the worldôs population, e.g. in China, USA, Brazil, Russia, and Japan. However, just as discussed 

in the 1950s, it is still a concern that current and future population increase takes place in countries 

with poor economic growth. More specifically in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, which are 

also the regions with the highest poverty rates. Therefore, the question of how to give a growing 

population a decent standard of living remains. 

 

 
Is the world overpopulated? In the city of Lagos in Nigeria live 15 million people. 

 

Malthus-Boserup debate 

Fear of overpopulation and concern with the relationship between population increase and poverty 

are not new issues. Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) lived in England. He was both a priest and an 

economist specialising in issues of poverty and population increase. He claimed that:  

 

¶ Human beings need food to survive, i.e. they will always eat. 

¶ Love between the sexes will prevail, i.e. humans will always reproduce. 

 

Malthus stated that a population has a tendency to grow faster than food production and therefore 

the amount of food per person would decrease as the population increased. This scenario would go 

on until a situation was reached where further population increase was hindered by some increase 

in mortality caused by lack off or conflict over food, e.g. wars, epidemics, or starvation. 

Alternatively, humans could set up systems for keeping fertility down by enforcing preventive 

actions, e.g. no sex before marriage, higher age for marriage and a larger part of the population 

staying unwed.  
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Malthus died before the agricultural transformation and the industrial revolution in England had 

come into full force. Consequently, he was unable to take into account the drastic increase in 

production and productivity in the agricultural as well as the industrial sectors that were the result 

of those processes. He neither experienced revolutionary technological change nor significant 

improvement in standards of living. The Malthusian debate, however, is still alive today and neo-

Malthusians claim that even if food is not the problem it once appeared to be, energy and non-

renewable resources, e.g. minerals, are still heavily stressed by a growing world population. In 

addition, there is the concern with how we are to harmonise all three dimensions of sustainable 

development ï economic, social, and environmental ï expressed in the UN Agenda 2030 

Sustainable Development Goals. When a growing number of people in poor countries can afford 

to consume as many material assets as people do in the rich world, the global ecological footprint, 

how much nature we use to sustain our lifestyles, also grows. Before we asked: How many people 

are too many people? Now the question is also: How much consumption is too much consumption? 

 

A very different point of view has been represented by the Danish economist Ester Boserup (1910-

1999), who saw a direct and positive link between population increase and technological advances 

within the agricultural sector. Because there is always an opportunity for technological change to 

increase food production, her model lacked any incentive for lowering fertility, especially for 

agricultural economies based on family labour. Boserup draws on examples from various time 

periods as well as geographic locations and claims that: 

 

¶ When there is population growth in an agricultural society, pressure on land will increase.  

¶ To deal with land scarcity, farming methods will become more intense in order to produce 

enough food.  

¶ This intensification brings: 

o increased use of labour 

o more intense use of land 

o farming on marginal (less fertile) lands 

o technological change in the form of new crops, tools, machinery, etc. 

 

Indeed, there have been numerous technical advances in agriculture all over the world responding 

to the demand for increased production due to population increase.  

 

Malthusô and Boserupôs opposing arguments for population increase being either a negative or a 

positive force in agriculture both have their merits and continue to be of high relevance. Also, today 

we know that the problem that we are facing is not necessarily the ability to feed the world 

population in the future. Instead, the issues are: 

 

¶ How do we divide what we produce between us? A large share of the global population live 

in plenty and waste food while others are starving. 
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¶ What are the limitations of continuous growth? We are depleting non-renewable resources 

and bio-diversity, and we do not know what to do when they are gone. 

 

 

3. The demographic transition 

 

The demographic transition model captures changes in population dynamics and offers an 

explanation as to how an end to continuous population growth can come about. Traditionally, it 

contains four stages and societies move along these stages from one to four (see Figure 1). While 

there are a few examples of societies moving backwards in the process, e.g. the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic in some African countries, these are only temporary episodes.  

 

Figure 1: The four stages of the demographic transition 

 
 

Stage 1: All societies have started out with both high levels of mortality, primarily child mortality, 

and high levels of fertility together resulting in slow population increase. These societies are 

characterised as agricultural, low productive and pre-modern, where family labour is required for 

agricultural production and where there is no modern health sector to reduce mortality. They evolve 

in accordance with the Malthusian paradigm, with population essentially being determined by the 

food supply. It was not until the agricultural transformation and industrialisation in Europe that we 

saw some countries move out of this first phase. In the world today, there is only a small number 

of isolated, indigenous communities who remain in the first phase. 

 

Stage 2: There is a decline in mortality, primarily child mortality, due to progress in public health, 

medical advancements, improved personal hygiene, increasing standards of living and better 
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nutritional diets. The fall in mortality leads to rapid population growth and the increasing survival 

of children results in an increasingly youthful population (see Figure 2). In Europe 100-200 years 

ago, the move into the second phase was intertwined with other economic processes such as the 

agricultural transformation and change was slow. It happened through the modernisation of society 

and was not promoted by the state. Today, medical advances can be imported from outside and 

advancements in nutrition and public health can be instigated by governments and aid donors. 

Through programs focused on reducing infant (under the age of 1) and child (under the age of 5) 

mortality results can be achieved quickly. Once mortality has gone down, it does not come up again 

unless there are exceptional circumstances such as an epidemic or pandemic, e.g. HIV/AIDS or 

Covid-19, extreme violence, or high incidence of substance abuse. Many African countries can be 

found in this second phase and it is especially applicable to rural areas. 

 

Figure 2: Age distribution during the four stages of the demographic transition 

 
 

Stage 3: Fertility is finally coming down and as a consequence population increase becomes less 

dramatic. Especially, it is the decrease in child mortality which makes parents realise that they do 

not require so many children to secure labour and old age security. Again, in Europe this was a 

slow and gradual process that was tied to processes such as urbanisation, employment outside of 

agriculture, the establishment of a formal labour market, etc. With these types of changes children 

were no longer used as family labour, and instead became a financial burden as parents invested in 

them, e.g. with schooling. The processes found in developing countries today are much the same, 

although there is the difference that change is moving much more rapidly and is helped along by 

government policies, e.g. family planning programs. The world in its global total has by now come 

quite a long way into phase three. On the African continent, an increasing number of countries are 

in the third phase, e.g. Botswana, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Namibia, Senegal, South Africa, 

Swaziland and Zimbabwe. 

 

Stages 4: There are low levels of both mortality and fertility, and low population increase. This has 

been the normal stage found in developed countries. In Africa, Mauritius is an example of a whole 

country being in this phase. Otherwise, it is commonly associated with the urban middle class in 

cities such as Johannesburg, Cape Town, Nairobi, or Accra.  



123  
 

Additional stage 5: The demographic transition model itself ends with low mortality, low fertility, 

and low population increase. However, processes of demographic change continues beyond this 

equilibrium. A growing number of developed countries are experiencing higher mortality rates than 

birth rates, not because of increasing mortality, but because of fertility constantly being below the 

replacement rate of two children per woman on average. This results in a problem with an aging 

population. In Europe, 25 percent of the population is already aged 60 years or over, and that 

proportion is projected to reach 35 percent in 2050. We can see similar development in North 

America and Southeast Asia. Meanwhile, the African population will remain relatively young for 

several more decades. The percentage of its population aged 60 or over was 5 percent in 2017, but 

it is expected to increase to around 9 percent in 2050 and nearly 20 percent by the end of the 

century. 

 

Pathways in the demographic transition 

With the big population scare, academics and policy makers became interested in understanding 

what could be the drivers of the demographic transition process and if there were ways to steer and 

speed up the process. As is captured by the demographic transition model, history teaches us that 

mortality decline is a necessary step prior to fertility decline. Mortality had started to decline in the 

industrialised countries of the North in the early 19th century and it spread to other regions of the 

world during the first half of the 20th century. Most importantly for future fertility decline was 

lower infant and child mortality and these were also areas that could later be easily targeted through 

political decisions also in poor countries. The drivers of mortality decline resulted from economic 

and technical advances such as: 

 

¶ Improved nutritional intake due to increased and more varied food consumption. 

¶ Improved sanitary conditions, especially in urban areas. 

¶ Medical discoveries and expanding health services. 

 

Still, the exact causal relationship between mortality and fertility decline has in each case been 

difficult to pinpoint and the time lag between the start of the two processes has varied. Still, based 

on our historical experiences, we could tease out five different, more or less successful, pathways 

in the demographic transition. Focus is on the extent that decreasing mortality has been followed 

by declining fertility. 

 

Traditional capitalist: Represented by the experiences in Europe and North America primarily in 

the 19th century and Latin America from the mid-20th century. Here it is the development process 

itself, including industrialisation, urbanisation, etc. that resulted in both mortality and fertility 

decline. In the agricultural society children were an asset as they worked on the farms and limited 

costs were added for each extra child. Eventually, agricultural productivity improved, people 

transferred to work in other sectors, and they moved to the cities. In the urban areas child mortality 

declined. Meanwhile, costs went up as children were provided with more expensive housing, 
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schools fees, purchased food, etc. and the family no longer needed children as labour. In this 

pathway, the state was not actively involved in the fertility decline apart from encouraging 

economic and social development and offering basic social services.  

 

Growth with equity: Southeast Asia from the 1950s and onwards is yet another example of how 

economic development went hand-in-hand with the demographic transition. The difference 

between this model and the óTraditional capitalistô is that the state was more active, although not 

coercive. In addition to offering opportunities to regulate family size government promoted general 

development-oriented policies such as equal opportunities, rural development, education, 

employment for women, etc., reforms that sped up the demographic transition both directly and 

indirectly. The pathway was then a mix between overall development and active family-oriented 

policies. 

 

Soft state: This pathway is mostly represented by states in South Asia from the 1970s. Mortality 

decline was already underway due to some economic progress and basic social services and then 

the state became active in reducing fertility through family planning policies. Efforts mostly took 

the form of information, persuasion, providing contraceptives, etc., but there were also occasional 

coercive actions such as forceful sterilization. These countries are still struggling to achieve 

economic development and consequently, they have not to any significant degree been aided in 

their demographic transition by that process. Fertility decline has occurred, but it has been slow 

and the region has continued to experience severe population increase even since the 

commencement of state intervention in family planning.  

 

Radical devolution: The main example is China and its one-child policy, which was put in place in 

the 1970s. Here mortality had been dropping and life expectancy increasing for much the same 

reasons as in other parts of the world, but the communist party feared that the country would get 

stuck in Phase 2 in the demographic transition and eventually find itself in a Malthusian crisis. 

Consequently, the one-child policy was designed to push for a move into Phase 3. This policy, 

which could only have been enforced by a strong state that is also non-democratic, caused a 

significant decline in total fertility rate. Still, the state story is not the full story, because proceeding 

and parallel to the one-child policy, fertility decline driven by a development process has taken 

place, e.g. in larger modern cities like Shanghai. The Chinese state has abandoned the one-child 

police and is now even trying to push for a new three-child family norm to counter the threat of 

labour shortage and high costs for an aging population. However, people are not too eager to follow 

the new directives as it is very expensive to raise children. 

 

Lineage dominance: This is the type that represents the overall African experience. Up until the 

present the demographic transition has only reached Phase 2 in many areas, and we need to look 

for an explanation why. Mortality has been declining since the 1930s, for much the same reasons 

as in other regions. Of late, targeted efforts have been implemented to reduce infant, child, and 

maternal mortality, and now the major challenge is to decrease fertility. While states have been 
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promoting family planning, their efforts have been hindered by other structures, the most important 

being the role played by lineage in African societies. Within this system the costs of children are 

shared by the lineage and therefore economic incentives for parents to reduce family size are not 

as strong. As long as most households are active within agriculture, children will be appreciated as 

family labour. and as long as there is no social security from the state, children are also expected 

to provide for relatives during old age. Costs of more children are then low and benefits high, 

counteracting government efforts to promote smaller families. The exceptions are the expanding 

urban areas and the growing educated middle class where the lineage is less dominant and fertility 

levels are dropping. 

 

An inference to be drawn from the above pathways for the demographic transition is that 

development is the best driver of both mortality and fertility decline. There is no government policy 

that has been as efficient in lowering fertility and driving the demographic transition process as 

incentives given by the overall development of society. Change in population is then a natural part 

of the larger process together with other factors such as labour moving out of agriculture, 

urbanisation, economic growth, human development through education and healthcare, and 

increased gender equality. 

 

 
Many children in Africa grow up in extended families. 
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4. African demographic characteristics 

 

Historical population growth in sub-Saharan Africa 

We know little about historical population size in Africa. The further we go back in time the more 

unreliable are the numbers, something that is exemplified by the estimates for 1850, shown in Table 

2, which vary between 100-150 million, a 50 percent difference, depending on which sources we 

use. It is not until roughly the 1960s that we have more reliable population data, although even 

contemporary population statistics for Africa are considered less reliable than the same type of 

statistics for developed countries. 

 

Table 2: Population numbers for Africa, 1850-2050 

 Population (millions) 

1850 100-150 

1950 220 

2000 800 

2050* 2,500 

Note: *  This is the latest prognosis by the United Nations (2019). 

 

Rapid population increase and higher population density is a rather late phenomenon in Africa 

compared to other continents. Today, Africaôs population is growing at 2.6 percent per year and 

African woman can be expected to have 4-5 children on average. Meanwhile, population growth 

in South Asia is 1.2 percent and in Latin America it is 0.9 percent. Because of continued high 

fertility rates, the African population is expected to double between now and the year 2050 when 

Africans will represent a quarter of the worldôs population. 

 

However, the African population is unevenly spread over the continent. There are large differences 

in both population size and population density between countries. This is exemplified by Table 3 

showing population numbers 1960-2020 in a selection of African countries including both Nigeria 

with the largest population of 206 million and Botswana with 2.4 million, one of the smallest 

populations on the mainland. In fact, one in five sub-Saharan Africans are from Nigeria in 2020. 

 

Table 3: Population (million) in selected African countries, 1960-2020 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 

Botswana 0.5 0.7 1.0 1.4 1.8 2.0 2.4 

Burundi 2.9 3.5 4.1 5.6 6.4 8.4 11.9 

Nigeria 45.9 57.4 75.5 97.6 123.7 159.4 206.1 

South Africa 17.4 22.1 27.6 35.2 44.0 50.0 59.3 

Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank (2021). 
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Meanwhile, statistics on increase in population density in Table 4, calculated as people per square 

kilometre of land area, shows a somewhat different story. For example, while Burundi does not 

have an exceptionally large population, it is a small country which has experienced a drastic 

increase in population density during the last 50 years, hitting 463 persons per square kilometre. 

Botswana is an opposite case with a small population and a large landmass, meaning that 

population density is only roughly 4 persons per square kilometre. 

 

Table 4: Population density (people per km² of land area) in selected African countries, 1960-2020 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 

Botswana 1 1 2 2 3 4 4 

Burundi 117 137 161 218 248 326 463 

Nigeria 52 63 83 107 136 174 226 

South Africa 15 18 23 29 36 41 49 

Sub-Saharan Africa 10 12 16 22 28 36 48 

Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank (2021). 

 

The demographic transition in Africa 

Although tracking far behind other continents, the demographic transition has started in Africa. 

Mortality has been declining since the 1930s, although the continent is still home to countries with 

some of the highest rates of infant and child mortality in the world, e.g. Sierra Leone with 81 infants 

dying per 1,000 live births and child mortality rates at 109 per 1,000 live births. Another way of 

indicating decreasing mortality is by showing increased life expectancy at birth (the number of 

years an individual is expected to live according to statistics). In sub-Saharan Africa generally, life 

expectancy has increased from 40 years in 1960 to 62 years in 2019. The lowest life expectancy 

figures are found in the Central African Republic where it is only 53 years, and the highest are 74 

years in the Seychelles. Due to the recent spread of antiretroviral drugs for treating HIV/AIDS, 

countries such as South Africa are again doing better, and a person is expected to live just over 61 

years. Despite the above mentioned concerns, mortality decline is not what has been holding back 

the demographic transition process ï it is the late and slow decline of rate of fertility (see Table 5). 

 

Table 5: Fertility rates (number of children born) in sub-Saharan Africa, 1980-2100 

 

 Number of children  

per woman 

1980 6.7 

2020 4.5 

2050* 3.0 

2100* 2.1 

Note: *  These are the latest prognoses by the UN. 
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There are, however, significant differences between different countries. This is illustrated by Table 

6, which presents statistics on declining fertility for the same countries that were examined in 

Tables 4 and 5. It shows, that while South Africa has experienced a fertility decline from six 

children per woman on average in 1960 to 2.4 children per woman in 2019, Burundi has only 

experienced a decline from 6.9 to 5.3 children per woman on average during the same period.  

 

Table 6: Fertility (average number of births/woman) in selected African countries, 1960-2019 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2019 

Botswana 6.6 6.6 6.2 4.5 3.3 3.0 2.8 

Burundi 6.9 7.2 7.4 7.4 6.9 6.2 5.3 

Nigeria 6.4 6.4 6.8 6.5 6.1 5.8 5.3 

South Africa 6.0 5.7 5.0 4.0 2.7 2.6 2.4 

Sub-Saharan Africa 6.6 6.7 6.8 6.3 5.8 5.3 4.6 

Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank (2021). 

 

Since the turn of the millennium, the continent has also experienced the period of fastest-ever 

economic growth and during the commodity boom roughly during the years 2005-2015, Africa was 

even the fastest growing and urbanising continent in the world in an international comparison. The 

old inference that ódevelopment is the best contraceptiveô is then also holding true for Africa. This 

is the reason why the largest demographic differences on the African continent are not between 

countries, but between the urban and the rural areas, or between the areas that are experiencing 

economic growth and development and those that are not. Let us move on to look at some of the 

most important aspects of the development process in regard to the onset of the demographic 

transition in Africa. 

 

Child mortality: Most research has shown a strong causal link between high child mortality and 

high fertility. When parents know that it is likely that several of their children will die before 

reaching adulthood, they will spread their risks by having a large family. In the model of the 

demographic transition phase one with high levels of mortality is driven mostly by high child 

mortality. Phase two is specifically signified by declining child mortality eventually leading to 

stage three with declining fertility. Africa is a continent where child mortality rates are still among 

the highest in the world and unless there is a general decline in child mortality there will be limited 

advances in the demographic transition. Figure 3 show clearly that all countries from Table 4, as 

well as sub-Saharan Africa in general, have experienced significant child mortality decline, which 

gives hope for the future. South Africa has the lowest levels of child mortality and is also the 

countries with the lowest fertility rate. At the other end of the scale Nigeria is above the sub-Sahara 

African average for child mortality as well as for the fertility rate.  
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Figure 3: Child mortality rate per 1,000 live births in selected African countries, 1960-2019 

 
Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank 2021. 

 

Figure 4: Urban population as % of total in selected African countries, 1960-2020 

 
Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank 2021. 

 

Urbanisation: Africa is the least urbanised continent in the world, but it is also the one with the 

fastest urbanisation rates. In 1950, there were only two cities on the continent with more than one 

million inhabitants, Alexandria and Cairo in Egypt. In a near future, there may be more than 80 

cities with more than one million inhabitants. Further, there will be a cluster of mega cities (total 

population above 10 million), with Kinshasa, Lagos and Cairo among them as well as thousands 

of intermediary towns of 50,000-100,000 inhabitants. In our discussion above, we showed that 

urban families have higher costs for their children and that this drives fertility decline in urban 
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areas. Figure 4 shows that South Africa and Botswana have the highest degree of urbanisation 

within our sample and this correlates with them having the lowest levels of fertility. For the other 

countries, the evidence is not as clear. 

 

Labour transfer: With agriculture being challenged by the overall development process as being 

the main sector of the economy, labour is transferred from agriculture to the service sector or 

industry (also indicated by urbanisation). In this situation, children lose their value as additional 

family labour and instead represent a cost to the family. In Figure 5, we can see how the share of 

the total labour force employed in the agricultural sector is slowly declining in out sample countries 

and in sub-Saharan Africa in general. The trends are mirroring the urbanization rates above. South 

Africa has the highest rates or urbanization and the lowest share of the labour force in agriculture 

while Burundi represents the opposite. In addition, it is commonly recognized that women moving 

out of subsistence farming and into the formal labour market has a powerful effect on the number 

of children as work and family are no longer easily combined. 

 

Figure 5: Share of labour force employed in agriculture 

 
Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank (2021). 

 

Womenôs education: For a long time economists and demographers have searched for ways to 

measure the economic and social status of women in order to see how it affects fertility patterns. 

One popular indicator is female literacy, which is assumed to affect fertility decisions in several 

ways: increased education raises a womanôs age of marriage, it increases the economic value of a 

womanôs time, brings empowerment and self-esteem and tends to decrease child mortality as 

literate mothers are better equipped to care for their children. However, while female literacy is 

part of a good spiral of development and increased equal opportunities, it is often difficult to show 

a direct causal link between female literacy and declining fertility. The relationships are more 

indirect than direct.  
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State policy: While the African states have offered family planning to their citizens, efforts have 

been less active and intrusive compared to South Asia or China. A key government effort is the 

spread and availability of contraceptives, but user levels in Africa are low by international 

standards. Roughly 6 percent of the population used contraceptives in 1995 on a continent average, 

and now it has potentially increased to some 30 percent. While this constitutes a positive 

development, it is difficult to know to what extent this has a direct impact on fertility decline. 

 

Is the young population Africaôs future? 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

Historical experiences clearly indicate that the demographic transition is a natural part of any socio-

economic development process. From the above sample of African demographic statistics, we can 

clearly see that the trends are moving in the right direction, indicating that the demographic 

transition in Africa is on its way, but it will still take some time. While the original over-population 

scare from the 1950s has been proven wrong, the challenge of achieving poverty reduction and 

improved standards of living in Africa during population increase continues to be high up on the 

development agenda. Also, the concern is no longer only whether people will have food security 

today, but how we achieve economic, social, and environmentally sustainable development for the 

future. Therefore, Africaôs demographic transition is of critical importance not only for the region, 

but for the whole world. 
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Study questions 

 

1. What are the main arguments in the Malthus-Boserup debate? 

2. What are the four stages in the demographic transition model? 

3. Relate the demographic transition model to the African context. What can you say about 

current changes in mortality and fertility in various African countries? 

4. What are the five pathways to demographic transition suggested in the text? 

5. What are the five indicators mentioned in the text that the demographic transition is currently 

spreading on the African continent? 
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1. Introduction  

 

In a world where we routinely overexploit our resources in an unsustainable way, the 

development of human talent has endless potential. When a person is given an education, it 

both improves that individual and develops the society as a whole. All humans can contribute 

to economic, social, and political development; therefore, educational opportunities must be 

provided to as many people as possible. The importance of education for all is clearly expressed 

in the United Nationôs Sustainable Development Goal, SDG 2 ï Quality of education. 

 

The value of education touches upon nearly all aspects of our societies. From the point of view 

of economic progress, it is centred on our abilities to become more productive. This would 

include finding information in books and websites, making mathematical calculations, 

innovating and adopting new technologies, passing on our knowledge and experience to others, 

and so on. The basis for it is the ability to read (literacy) and count (numeracy). Education, 

skills, experience, character, and creativity together correspond to what the economists call 

óhuman capitalô. When combined with new technology and modern machines, this human 

capital makes each worker more productive. The lesson is clear: To grow richer, we need to 

improve education and skills. 

 

In Africa, the history of education and the development of specialised skills in literacy and 

numeracy can be traced back to ancient Egypt. But although education has a long history on the 

continent, many African countries today struggle to offer good quality education to their 

citizens, and the value of the regionôs human capital is low overall. Considering the substantial 

current and future population growth, human talent is a force that could drive socio-economic 

development in the region. 

 

In this chapter, we will discuss how Africans acquired new skills, in the past and in the present. 

To do so, we begin with a short review of the economic benefits of education and then proceed 

to a discussion of education in Africa today and in the past. We consider the role of Islam, 

Christianity and colonisation, and follow the development of education in Africa during the 

period of independence.  
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2. Specialization and returns to education 

 

For most of human history, we needed more workers when we wanted to increase production. 

In many industries (though not all), that is not the case anymore. Instead of using more workers 

to produce things, we use educated workers combined with technology. Educated people use 

their knowledge and skills, gained through formal education or learning-by-doing, to specialise. 

Specialisation means being able to do one particular thing very well. Todayôs engineers 

responsible for large construction projects do not have to know how to grow food or weave 

clothes. They are paid well for their specialised services, which allow them to afford the luxuries 

of our modern society: a wide variety of food, ready-made and attractive clothing, a mobile 

phone, a computer and a comfortable house with plenty of space for their family. 

 

The advantages of specialisation are described in detail by the Scottish economist Adam Smith 

in 1776 in his seminal book The Wealth of Nations. The more we specialise, the more extra 

goods we can produce. When we produce a surplus of goods ï in other words, more than we 

need for ourselves ï we can sell them on the market and increase our income. If education is 

the key to deeper specialisation, then education is also the key to greater prosperity. 

 

Educated people tend to improve the lives of everyone. An educated person can improve our 

existing physical capital. Take the example of Egyptôs pyramids. Our engineers who plan to 

build a new pyramid must cut large sandstone blocks. It would cost a lot to employ thousands 

of workers to cut them by hand. And the job would take extremely long. So our engineer, with 

the help of other specialists, designs a new machine powered by fossil (coal or oil) or renewable 

energy (solar) to do the cutting automatically. By creating new technologies, educated people 

boost productivity and increase the wealth of their society. When people obtain an education, 

we do not just develop specialists and improve productivity and wealth; society tends to benefit 

as a whole. An educated society is more likely to have a democratic voting system. It is more 

likely to have citizens who can make informed decisions about who should govern. It is more 

likely to respect the rule of law. It is more likely to have media freedom. Educated citizens can 

force governments to be responsive to their needs. They can ensure that the wealth that comes 

from economic growth benefits them and does not just end up in the pockets of government 

officials. 

 

Figure 1 demonstrates this positive relationship between education and income in Africa, 

plotting each African countryôs average years of schooling of its adult population against its 

GDP per capita. The positive link between education and income strengthens once countries 

move beyond a GDP per capita threshold of around 3,000 USD. This trend does not tell us 

whether more education leads to more economic growth in Africa or whether more prosperous 

African economies simply have more resources to spend on education. Both may be true.  
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Figure 1: Average years of schooling and GDP per capita in Africa, 2017 

 
Source: Barro & Lee (2018) and World Development Indicators (2023). 

 

So the best way to create long-lasting prosperity for all citizens of a country is to provide access 

to education. Although women make up at least one-half of the population, they were in the 

past and are at present less likely to receive the same level of education as men. Often, resource-

constrained parents grant fewer educational opportunities to their daughters because they prefer 

them to stay and help at home and on the farm. Sometimes cultural or religious beliefs about 

the role of women prevent them from attending school. Practical difficulties may also limit 

girlsô school attendance, such as a lack of separate and safe toilets for girls at school or the 

absence of sanitary products. 

 

When women are discriminated against accessing education, this bears costs for the whole of 

society. This is because improving girlsô education improves their health and future income. 

Also, more educated women tend to marry later and give birth to fewer and healthier children 

than illiterate mothers. The children of better-educated mothers are becoming more educated 

themselves. They have more freedom to choose a job and have a better chance of building a 

professional career. This is what American economist Gary Becker famously coined the 

óquantity-quality trade-offô in the 1960s, in which he stated that a smaller family size allows for 

the allocation of more resources (e.g. school fees or buying of school uniforms and books), to 

each child, which increases the average level of education of a child. 

 

Economists call these additional benefits that education provides ópositive externalitiesô. A 

good government works to provide their citizens with these benefits. One meaningful way a 

government can promote positive externalities is to make education freely available to the 

people and show them why it is essential, so they will demand it. In summary, education for all 

is the key to enjoying the rewards of an advanced market economy. Education is also key to 

building a safe, free and equal society.  
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3. Education in Africa today 

 

In a global comparison, many African countries have relatively low levels of education today. 

Figure 2 maps how literacy is distributed globally, showing the literacy rates in 2015 of the 

population aged 15 years or older. Literacy ï the ability to read and write ï is typically used to 

measure basic education. It shows that compared to other regions except South Asia, sub-

Saharan African populations have lower basic literacy skills. Figure 2 also portrays substantial 

differences in literacy between African countries. Some African countries score particularly 

low on this measure. For example, in 2018, only 31 percent of the population aged 15 years and 

older could read and write in Mali, 43 percent in Sierra Leone and 52 percent in Ethiopia. By 

contrast, some other African countries have more literate populations. In Namibia, 92 percent 

can read and write, in Zimbabwe 92 percent and in Cote dôIvoire 90 percent. The average for 

sub-Saharan Africaôs adult population is about 62 percent. This is much lower than the average 

for the world, which is 84 percent. Equally, there are substantial differences within African 

countries. Literacy is not shared evenly in these countries. The most significant differences are 

often between men and women. According to the World Bank, for example, in 2018, 71 percent 

of Nigerian men were literate, compared to 53 percent of Nigerian women. In Senegal, the 

gender gap was even bigger, with 65 percent of men being literate compared to 40 percent of 

women. 

 

Figure 2: Global literacy rates by country, 2015 

 
Source: Roser and Ortiz-Ospina (2016). Literacy. Retrieved from: Our World in Data. 

 

Of course, education is not only about the acquisition of literacy. Education, especially 

secondary and tertiary education, provides people with various specialised skills that can be 

applied to improve their incomes and further develop the economy. Learning to read and write 
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at school is only the first step. To build our imaginary present-day pyramid, our engineer must 

study mathematics and physics for several years at school and university. One way to measure 

this is to calculate the number of years of schooling each person has acquired over their lifetime. 

Figure 3 maps each African countryôs average years of education of adults (older than 25) in 

2017. It illustrates that there is much variation within Africa, with adults in South Africa having 

an average of more than ten years of education, whereas in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo, adults have accumulated seven years of schooling and in Burkina Faso, barely two years 

of education. 

 

Figure 3: Average years of schooling, 2017  

 
Source: Roser and Ortiz-Ospina (2016). Global Education. Retrieved from: Our World in Data. 

 

Figure 4 shows that despite rapid expansion in African tertiary education in the past two 

decades, in most African countries, of those who graduated secondary school, less than 10 

percent were enrolled in universities in 2016, compared to the global average of 34%. Another 

way to assess Africaôs tertiary education level is to compare the quality of its universities with 

universities elsewhere in the world. What we see here is not a happy picture. The Times Higher 

Education newspaperôs World University Rankings for 2022 rank only 4 of the top 400 

universities in Africa - all four being located in South Africa.  
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Figure 4: Gross enrolment ratio in tertiary education, 2016 

 
Source: Roser and Ortiz-Ospina (2016). Literacy. Retrieved from: Our World in Data. 

 

In summary, African countries have lower education levels than the rest of the world. And 

without world-class universities, African countries cannot produce enough human talent to 

develop their own knowledge-based economies. What, then, are the reasons for Africaôs 

comparatively poor performance? 

 

 

4. The history of education in Africa 

 

To better understand Africaôs comparatively poor performance in education, we need to take a 

historical perspective. Why is it that African countries lag other countries when it comes to 

formal education? It is not that education only recently arrived in Africa. In Ancient Egypt 

(between 2500 and 500 BCE), men were formally taught to become scribes and administrators 

ï people who could write and govern. But these were the exceptions. Typically, knowledge was 

transferred in the informal sphere. Children at the time acquired their skills from their parents, 

relatives, and their village community, who transmitted knowledge from one generation to the 

next in production skills in agriculture and their ecological environment, as well as social and 

cultural traditions. This is what economists call óinformal educationô. It provided the knowledge 

and skills needed in the local community and served as the basis for specialisation in crafts, 

farming, trade and more. However, it did not include teaching literacy and numeracy or other 

aspects of formal education that enabled people to incorporate new knowledge from outside to 

increase the productivity of existing economic activities and develop new ones. 
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Of course, this was how most of the world lived too. Formal education existed only in India 

and China and in the Mediterranean civilisations of Ancient Greece and Rome. A famous early 

example is the Platonic Academy of Athens, a school that was founded in 385 BC. But we 

should note that formal education in these countries was not for everyone either ï it was mostly 

for the rich and powerful, as it was in Ancient Egypt. 

 

Islamic education 

The introduction of Islam in North Africa around the year 670 and parts of West and Central 

Africa around 1075 set off a rapid growth of formal education in these regions. Timbuktu, in 

modern Mali (picture shown below), became the centre of Islamic learning between the 13th 

and 17th centuries, especially under the rule of Askia Mohammad I circa 1500. Because of the 

trans-Saharan trade, trading gold, ivory, slaves and salt across the Sahara between sub-Saharan 

Africa and North Africa, Timbuktuôs economic success attracted many scholars to the town, 

further strengthening the teaching of art, science and religion. With Emperor Askia 

Mohammadôs support, thousands of manuscripts on art, medicine, philosophy, religion and 

science were written. About 700,000 of these manuscripts still can be found in Timbuktuôs 

libraries today, and scholars are busy restoring, translating and digitising these valuable 

documents so that we can learn more about the politics, economy and culture of this early 

prosperous African civilisation. 

 

 
Old view of Timbuktu, 1860. Source: Wikipedia. 

 

An interesting question is: why did formal education start in Africa only after the establishment 

of Islam? One answer is that in most sub-Saharan African societies, language was not written 

down. Skills and knowledge were passed from generation to generation informally, by story-

telling, for example, or on-the-job training in the field. Cultural practices and beliefs were also 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Timbuktu#/media/File:Barth_1858_Timbuktu_from_terrace.jpg

























































































































































































































































































