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Abstract
This review article seeks to build bridges between mainstream African history and the more historically
oriented branch of the ‘new’ economic history of Africa. We survey four central topics of the new
economic history of Africa — growth, trade, labor, and inequality — and argue that the increased use
of quantitative methods and comparative perspectives have sharpened views on long-term trajectories
of economic development within Africa and placed the region more firmly into debates of global
economic development. The revival of African economic history opens new opportunities for
Africanist historians to enrich the interdisciplinary approaches they have taken to study questions of
demography, poverty, slavery, labor, inequality, migration, state formation, and colonialism. These fruits,
however, can only be reaped if the institutional boundaries between the fields of history and economic
history are softened and both sides engage in greater mutual engagement. Our paper aims to move closer
to a shared vision on the benefits and limitations of varying quantitative methods, and how these
approaches underpin both more and less convincing narratives of long-term African development.
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Introduction

Limited availability of written records has been a blessing as well as a curse for the study of African
history. The curse is clear. Answers to central historical questions, ranging from the region’s long-
run demographic development to transformations of its agricultural systems, processes of state for-
mation, the rise of cities, practices of warfare, and ethnic identity formation, have been formulated
with uncomfortable degrees of imprecision and long lists of caveats. Indeed, the scarcity of textual
source materials has often precluded a settlement of scholarly debates on the basis of decisive
historical evidence. However, the blessing — in disguise one may add — is that such constraints
have made historians of Africa deeply aware of the need to combine different types of source
materials, to adopt a variety of approaches, and to integrate the insights and expertise of adjacent
academic disciplines such as archaeology, paleobotany, historical linguistics, anthropology, and eth-
nography into their reconstructions of the past.1 In doing so, Africanist historians have repeatedly
been at the fore of innovation in the history profession.

In light of the professional imperative for interdisciplinary approaches, we hope that the new
quantitative approaches that have emerged in the field of economic history over the past fifteen
years will become more ‘mainstream’ in African history. While certain strands of literature that
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1We use ‘historians of Africa’ and ‘Africanist historians’ interchangeably to refer to all scholars working on African history.
We use ‘Africa’ throughout the paper, but focus the discussion sub-Saharan Africa.
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explore dimensions of economic change and combine (some degree of) quantitative methods with
qualitative analysis are well integrated in Africanist scholarship — for example, studies on the trans-
atlantic slave trade — this is less true for the more quantitative- and economic theory-heavy work
that has done by the ‘new’ African economic historians.2 The reasons for this prolonged disconnect
are clear: the institutional location of economic historians in the profession and the associated pub-
lication incentives, a general unfamiliarity and unease with quantitative methods among historians
nowadays, as well as a profound skepticism about data from Western sources and the use of
Eurocentric methods.3 While such concerns are certainly not unfounded, we should be careful
not to throw out the baby with the bathwater. If carried out diligently, there are great benefits to
normalizing quantitative approaches in African history (again) and to bringing qualitative and
quantitative research approaches into closer conversation with one another.

In this paper, we take a step towards strengthening this bridge, by surveying major developments
in the ‘new’ quantitative economic history of Africa since Anthony Hopkins’s last statement in this
journal in 2009; most of which has been published in the leading economic history journals.4 Our
review highlights two main arguments. First, there is great variation in the types of quantitative
methods and data that underpin the ‘new’ economic history of Africa, each with its own promises
and pitfalls. For historians who are less familiar with the spectrum of quantitative methods, it may
be helpful to recognize two distinct branches in the field and see how the methods of ‘economic
historians’ are different from those adopted by ‘historical economists’, a distinction we will explain
in the next section.

Second, we argue that the increased use of data and quantitative approaches have generated valu-
able insights into the historical contexts and material conditions that shaped the lives of millions of
Africans, including aspects of demography, poverty, slavery, inequality, migration, state formation,
and colonialism. To be sure, quantitative indicators are neither ‘neutral’ vantage points nor can they
replace the breadth of qualitative methods that are needed to capture the full scope of human
experiences and to place African voices center stage.5 However, using numbers to obtain a better
sense of comparative orders of magnitude, to explore the nature (direction, acceleration, volatility)
of short and long-term developments, and to assess the distinctive features of African economies

2The integration of qualitative and quantitative methods in work on the transatlantic slave trade was accelerated in the
1990s, when a group of historians joined forces to create the transatlantic slave trade database. More recently, this field
has made further strides, especially on Lusophone Africa, largely propelled by scholars from the global South. See for
example: M. Candido, ‘Different slave journeys: enslaved African seamen on board of Portuguese ships’, Slavery and
Abolition, 31:3 (2010), 395–409; D. Domingues da Silva, ‘The Atlantic slave trade from Angola: a port-by-port estimate of
slaves embarked, 1701–1867’, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 46:1 (2013), 105–22; C. da Silva Jr.,
‘Enslaving commodities: tobacco, gold, cowry trade, and trans-imperial networks in the Bight of Benin (c. 1690s–c.
1790s)’, African Economic History, 49:2 (2021), 1–30. See for an especially provocative thesis on the centrality of currency
in shaping Africa’s economic path after 1500: T. Green, A fistful of shells: West Africa from the rise of the slave trade to
the age of revolution (Chicago, 2019).

3For a general account of the ‘strange career’ of economic history: W. H. Sewell Jr., ‘A strange career: the historical study of
economic life’, History and Theory, 49:4 (2010), 146–66.

4A. G. Hopkins, ‘The new economic history of Africa’, The Journal of African History, 50:2 (2009), 155–77. The strand of
literature we discuss in this paper consists of studies where quantitative approaches are central to the analysis, while remain-
ing primarily interested in understanding African history (more on this in section 2). The centrality of quantitative methods
distinguishes the ‘new’ African economic history from the more qualitative-oriented work done on African economic pro-
cesses with which readers of this journal are already familiar. The NAEH studies mostly appear in the major economic his-
tory, non-Africanist journals, where evaluation of the soundness of quantitative methods is central to the peer review process.

5There has been an especially heated debate about the uses and limitations of quantification in the context of the trans-
atlantic slave trade. See for example: R. Austen, ‘The slave trade as history and memory: confrontations of slaving voyage
documents and communal traditions’, The William and Mary Quarterly, 58:1 (2001), 229–44; and J. Morgan,
‘Accounting for “the most excruciating torment”: gender, slavery and trans-Atlantic passages’, History of the Present: A
Journal of Critical History, 6:2 (2016), 184–207.
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and societies in global comparative perspectives can be valuable complements to the insights from
qualitative work.

Moreover, the ‘new’ economic historians share many of the concerns that Africanist historians
have about the quality, assumptions, and purposes that underpin historical statistics; especially
those created by colonial governments and other Western actors. The quality of historical data,
however, does not neatly fit into binary categories of ‘good’ and ‘bad’. Data quality varies from
one individual statistic to another, and their usefulness depends on the types of questions we
seek to answer, the sensitivity checks we can perform, and the extent to which the conclusions
would be affected by any biases that are introduced.6 Economic historians are trained to asses, cre-
ate, and analyze historical data, and thus have a particular skill-set that can maximize what we can
learn from a limited and challenging source base; much like many other subfields in African history.

Our review is not meant to be comprehensive, and it cannot be for space-constraints alone. For
one, our review focuses mostly on the twentieth century, and on the colonial period in particular;
the era for which new quantitative sources have become widely available.7 This, for example, means
that recent work on the transatlantic slave trade falls outside the scope of our paper. Additionally,
we will say little about developments in African financial history, business history, fiscal history, and
several other sub-strands of historical research that touch on questions of economy, or that use
statistics as part of their evidence base.8 Instead, we will highlight a selection of widely used quan-
titative methods and discuss them in relation to some of the key questions that African (economic)
historians have been working on.

Our article contains six sections, each of which explores different aspects of the ‘new’ economic
history. We start by detailing how the ‘new’ quantitative African economic history has developed
into two major branches, each with its own research aims and methods. We will then take readers
through four major research topics that have received special attention from the ‘new’ economic
historians over the last decade, and that we believe to be of interest to Africanist historians at
large: long-term patterns of economic growth, trade, labor, and inequality. For each of these topics,
we introduce readers to the data and quantitative methods that were used, discussing their strengths
and limitations. We close our survey by drawing attention to a recent trend, which focuses on cross-
continental comparisons. Our paper argues that the use of quantitative methods and comparative
perspectives has sharpened views on the long-term economic trajectories within Africa, and that
it has integrated the region more firmly into debates about the making of the global economic

6Throughout this paper, we will provide specific examples of data quality, biases, and the sensitivity checks that can be
performed.

7Additionally, our strong focus on the colonial period was fuelled by the rapid expansion of highly influential (but often
misguided) narratives across the social sciences about the economic legacies of colonialism.

8For recent contributions on financial history see: L. Gardner, ‘The rise and fall of sterling in Liberia, 1847-1943’, Economic
History Review, 67:4 (2014), 1089–112; T. Madimu, ‘Towards banking inclusion? The Post Office Savings Bank (PSOB) in
Southern Rhodesia, 1905-1945’, African Economic History, 47:1 (2019), 54–91; A. Olukoju, ‘Social prestige, agency, and crim-
inality: economic depression and currency counterfeiting in inter-war British West Africa’, International Journal of African
Historical Studies, 54:2 (2021), 149–73; and L. Cook, L. M. Mbaye, J. Gerson, and A. Simpasa, ‘The colonial origins of banking
crisis in Africa’, African Development Bank Group, WP 358, 2021. See for business history: G. Verhoeff, The History of
Business in Africa: Complex Discontinuity to Emerging Markets (Cham, 2017); M. Ochonu (ed.), Entrepreneurship in
Africa. A historical approach (Bloomington, IN, 2018); and C. Anyansi-Archibong, The foundation and growth of African
women entrepreneurs: historical perspectives and modern trends (Cham, 2021). See for fiscal history: T. Mkandawire, ‘On
tax efforts and colonial heritage in Africa’, Journal of Development Studies, 46:10 (2010), 1647–69; E. Frankema, ‘Colonial
taxation and government spending in British Africa, 1880-1940: maximizing revenue or minimizing effort?’, Explorations
in Economic History, 48:1 (2011), 136–49; L. Gardner, Taxing colonial Africa: the political economy of British imperialism
(Oxford, 2012); E. Huillery, ‘The black man’s burden: the cost of colonization of French West Africa,’ Journal of
Economic History, 74:1 (2014), 1–38; M. van Waijenburg, ‘Financing the African colonial state: the revenue imperative
and forced labor’, Journal of Economic History, 78:1 (2018), 40–80; and D. Cogneau, Y. Dupraz, and S. Mesplé-Somps,
‘Fiscal capacity and dualism in colonial states: the French empire 1830–1962’, Journal of Economic History, 81:2 (2021),
441–80.
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divide. We are hopeful that greater engagement between mainstream African history and the new
economic history will generate valuable intellectual pay-offs in the decades ahead.

Two branches of the ‘new’ African economic history

The field of African economic history has gone through some remarkable cycles of expansion and
contraction. Between the 1960s to 1980s, scholarly interest in questions regarding the demographic
impact of the slave trades, the economic rationale and legacies of colonialism, and the spread of
capitalism surged and sparked heated academic debate.9 Dependency and Marxist perspectives
dominated the literature in these days, while the influential ‘formalist-substantivist’ debate within
economic anthropology scrutinized the validity of Western economic theories highlighting the
role of ‘rationality’, ‘markets’, and prices in understanding problems of resource allocation in the
context of African social relations and cultural practices.10 By the late 1980s, however, the energy
had seeped away from the field. With a handful of notable exceptions, leading scholars of the
first wave either retired or branched off to other emerging fields, such as global history.
Especially in the American academy, the ‘cultural turn’ dampened enthusiasm for quantitative
methods and economic historical projects. Marxist perspectives lost ground with the collapse of
the iron curtain. As a result, the study of questions about long-term African economic development
had all but disappeared from the radar by the close of the twentieth century.11

Paradoxically, this fading interest transpired at a critical time for the region, as it coincided with
intense political and economic distress in many African societies. Global poverty shares, which had
long been dominated by Asia, increasingly concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa. Economic histor-
ians, however, had their gaze on Asia and became preoccupied by the so-called Great Divergence
debate.12 The renewed attempt to explain why Britain industrialized before China took place in
the context of China’s impressive economic ‘re-awakening’, and inspired large empirical and com-
parative research agendas. While the Great Divergence debate generated new insights and methodo-
logical tools that would later be applied to African economic history (some of which we discuss
below), African economies were dealt a marginal role in this conversation at best. Meanwhile, econ-
omists were turning their focus to the continent, interrogating the historical causes of what they
implicitly framed as the ‘African exception’: the only world region that was plagued by persistent
poverty.

In his landmark article ‘New economic history of Africa’, Hopkins sounded the alarm-bell,
pointing out that economists were producing ‘new’ narratives of African economic development

9For the debate on the demographic impact of the slave trade: P. Manning, ‘The enslavement of Africans: a demographic
model’, Canadian Journal of African Studies, 15:3 (1981), 499–526 versus J. D. Fage, A history of West Africa: an introductory
survey (Cambridge, 1969). For a summary of the debate on Hopkins’s ‘crisis of adaptation’ thesis: R. Law, ‘Introduction’, in
R. Law (ed.), From slave trade to legitimate commerce: the commercial transition in nineteenth-century West Africa
(Cambridge, 1995), 1–31; On the legacies of colonial rule: W. Rodney, How Europe underdeveloped Africa (London, 1972)
versus L. H. Gann and P. Duignan, Burden of empire. An appraisal of Western colonialism in Africa south of the Sahara
(Stanford, 1967).

10Karl Polanyi argued that the exchange of resources in precolonial economies was governed by custom or command
rather than prices emerging from the interaction between supply and demand. As Austin noted (525), Robin Law has demon-
strated that these claims were false even for the kingdom of Dahomey, the case on which Polanyi had built his argument. See
K. Polanyi, Dahomey and the slave trade: an analysis of an archaic economy (Seattle, 1966); R. Law ‘Posthumous questions for
Karl Polanyi: price inflation in pre-colonial Dahomey’, The Journal of African History, 33:3 (1992), 387–420; and G. Austin,
‘The economics of colonialism in Africa’, in C. A. Monga and J. Y. Lin (eds.), The Oxford handbook of Africa and economics:
volume 1: context and concepts (Oxford, 2015), 522–35.

11Patrick Manning offered an early warning about the neglect of long-term views on African economies in development
conversations: ‘The prospects for African economic history: is today included in the long run?’, African Studies Review, 30:2
(1987), 49–62.

12K. Pomeranz, The great divergence: China, Europe, and the making of the modern world economy (Princeton, 2000).
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which had largely escaped the attention of African historians.13 He called for historians’ (re-)
engagement with the new ‘truths’ that were being produced by scholars that used highly innovative,
but very different types of research methods to explore questions of major historical importance,
including the issue of African poverty. Hopkins’s assessment of this literature was milder than
Gareth Austin’s, who warned that the principal methodological tools employed by economists
risked producing superficial narratives at best, and flawed ones at worst.14

What Austin and Hopkins could not foresee is that the ‘new’ economic history of Africa would
take such a steep flight (see Fig. 1) in the decade following their publications — 2008 and 2009,
respectively. The African Economic History Network (AEHN) that was founded in 2011 by a
group of 9 scholars from mostly European and South African universities (including Austin), cur-
rently has over 500 members worldwide and serves as a platform to foster communication, research,
and teaching on long-term developments in African economies.15 The AEHN has a well-read blog,
a working paper series, a bimonthly newsletter, an open access textbook, and organizes an annual
meeting which grew from 20 paper presentations in 2012 to over 90 presentations in 2019 (the last
pre-COVID meeting). Other initiatives have blossomed as well, including the foundation of the
research group ‘LEAP’ at Stellenbosch University in 2015.16 Additionally, the journal African
Economic History expanded its capacity to publish articles in 2017, going up from one to two issues
per year.

However, a shared definition of what was ‘new’ as opposed to ‘old’ failed to take root, and alter-
native labels were used, either referring to the ‘renaissance’ of African economic history, the birth of
‘causal history’, the ‘data revolution’, or the rise of ‘persistence studies’.17 With the benefit of hind-
sight, we believe that it is useful to divide the ‘new’ quantitative economic history of Africa into two
branches. For want of better labels, these may be referred to as African economic history and African
historical economics.

This distinction not only captures a contrast in research methodologies and approaches between
the two branches, but also, and more importantly, a contrast in knowledge objectives. Historical
economists tend to frame history as a ‘laboratory’ stacked with ‘natural experiments’ that can be
exploited to test social science theories, or (in)validate development narratives formulated by earlier
generations of historians. Historical economists that work on Africa chiefly aim to identify to what
extent historical events and ‘treatments’ (for example colonialism or the slave trade) can explain
present-day variation in African socio-economic development (for example income levels, trust,
or institutional ‘quality’).18 The contributions of this strand of literature, which is largely nurtured

13Hopkins, ‘The new economic history of Africa’. Note that Hopkins’s survey differs from us in the following respect. It
focused on two main studies carried out by the historical economics branch, rather than being a review of a broader strand of
literature.

14G. Austin, ‘The ‘reversal of fortune’ thesis and the compression of history: perspectives from African and comparative
economic history’, Journal of International Development, 20:8 (2008), 996–1027.

15The founding members of the AEHN are well aware of the Western bias in the original composition of both the mem-
bership and the (visibility of the) scholarly output that has been generated, and have taken steps to address these structural
imbalances, including the co-organization of training programs and workshops held in African universities led by local and
visiting scholars. See for further discussion: E. Green and P. Nyambara, ‘The internationalization of economic history: per-
spectives from the African frontier’, Economic History of Developing Regions, 30:1 (2015), 68–78; G. Austin, ‘African eco-
nomic history in Africa’, Economic History of Developing Regions, 30:1 (2015), 79–94; J. Fourie, ‘Who writes African
economic history?’, Economic History of Developing Regions, 34:2 (2019), 111–31.

16https://leapstellenbosch.org.za/#aboutleap
17J. Fenske, ‘The causal history of Africa: a response to Hopkins’, Economic History of Developing Regions, 25:2 (2010),

177–212; G. Austin and S. Broadberry, ‘Introduction: the renaissance of African economic history’, Economic History
Review, 67:4 (2014), 893–906; J. Fourie, ‘The data revolution in African economic history’, Journal of Interdisciplinary
History, 47:2 (2016), 193–212; D. Cogneau, ‘The economic history of Africa: renaissance or false dawn?’, Annales, 71:4
(2016), 539–56; E. Frankema, ‘Why Africa is not that poor’, in A. Bisin and G. Federico (eds.), The handbook of historical
economics (Cambridge, 2021) 783–810.

18Note that Hopkins in 2009 primarily referred to contributions by historical economists.
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by economists who apply cutting-edge econometric techniques and target the leading economics
journals, was recently surveyed by Stelios Michalopoulos and Elias Papaioannou in the Journal of
Economic Literature.19

We instead, put the spotlight here on the work undertaken by scholars who self-identify as quan-
titative economic historians. This branch is primarily interested in understanding African history
and conceptualizes historical development as an open-ended, multifaceted process of change.
Moreover, where historical economists tend to view statistical results as the endpoint of their
analyses, for economic historians, data are oftentimes a starting point to motivate and sharpen ques-
tions that are not easily — let alone exclusively — answered by quantitative evidence. Hence, unlike
historical economists, whose work concentrates on econometric hypothesis testing, the quantitative
approaches of African economic historians tend to be based on carefully constructed descriptive
historical statistics that are interpreted with the use of qualitative analyses, and therefore more com-
mensurable with traditional historical inquiry.20 As a corollary, economic historians also tend to
treat their primary sources with a more critical eye than many historical economists do. The

Fig. 1. Share of articles published in the top four economic history journals on African economic history and the slave
trade, 2000–21.
Sources: The top four include the Journal of Economic History, Economic History Review, Explorations in Economic History, and the
European Review of Economic History.
Notes: The peak in 2014 reflects the special issue on the ‘renaissance’ in African economic history in the Economic History Review. The
figure contrasts articles on African economic history with those on the slave trade to highlight that the presence of the latter category
has been more consistent throughout the years, whereas the former shows a clear uptick. We exclusively counted full-length research
articles for this table, and did not include comments or other types of reviews.

19S. Michalopoulos and E. Papaioannou, ‘Historical legacies and African development’, Journal of Economic Literature,
58:1 (2020), 53–128.

20This is not to say that there are no synergies between the work of historical economists and economic historians, as both
strands regularly draw on the other’s work.
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‘new’ African economic history thus operates more in a continuation of the older school that gained
momentum in the 1960s, but it does so by applying and adapting a variety of quantitative and
comparative methods to African contexts; methods that were often originally designed to study eco-
nomic developments in other parts of the world. What do these methods have to offer and how well
do they fit diverse African contexts?

Long-run growth trajectories

Questions about why and how economies grow, contract, diversify, diverge, and converge are at the
heart of the economic history discipline. Historical national income accounts (GDP estimates) form
the basis for analyzing processes of economic change over the long run. While the World Bank and
the IMF provide systematic national income estimates for the post-1960 era, series that span cen-
turies rather than decades are typically constructed by economic historians.21 African economies
have long been absent from the largest historical national income databases, including the
Maddison database and the Penn World Tables.22 Not only has the lack of such comparable statis-
tics made it more difficult to study African development pathways in global comparative frames, it
has also allowed entrenched assumptions about the historically static nature African economies and
persistent poverty in the region to last.

Leandro Prados de la Escosura and Morten Jerven were the first to remedy this void, picking up
the thread of a handful of older studies.23 To estimate continent-wide real per capita GDP growth
for 1870–1950, Prados de la Escosura used two approaches: the ‘dual approach’ and the ‘economet-
ric approach’.24 The ‘dual approach’ exploits population estimates and trade data to make conjec-
tures about long-term economic growth. The assumption here is that the export sector determines
the pace of income growth (or decline), and that the domestic sector moves in line with population
growth. The ‘econometric approach’ uses the statistical relationship between observed GDP per
capita growth and income terms of trade growth in a period for which both series are available
(that is to say, 1950–90), to then backward extrapolate GDP growth trends for 1870–1950 on the
basis of colonial trade reports. The results of both methods are shown in Table 1, and essentially
perform a sensitivity check on each other. They suggest that African economies have, on the
whole, been expanding for 80 years between 1870 and 1950, with particularly strong rates of growth
in the years before the First World War (1900–13), a modest rate of growth in 1913–29, and sur-
prisingly strong growth during the Great Depression era (1929–38).25 Jerven’s growth estimates for
the Gold Coast underscore this picture, albeit with somewhat higher growth rates for the interwar
years.26

21While widely used, these series have their challenges. See for a general critique of postcolonial African GDP estimates:
M. Jerven, Poor numbers: how we are misled by African development statistics and what to do about it (Ithaca, 2013). See also
H. Marwah, ‘What explains slow sub-Saharan African growth? Revisiting oil boom–era investment and productivity in
Nigeria’s national accounts, 1976–85’, Economic History Review, 67:4 (2014), 993-1011.

22www.rug.nl/ggdc/historicaldevelopment/maddison/?lang=en and www.rug.nl/ggdc/productivity/pwt/?lang=en
23P. Manning, Slavery, colonialism, and economic growth in Dahomey, 1640-1960 (Cambridge, 1982); R. Szereszewski,

Structural changes in the economy of Ghana, 1891-1911 (London, 1965); P. N. C. Okigbo, Nigerian national accounts,
1950-57 (Enugu, 1961); B. Maldant, Y. Breton, and M. Haubert, Croissance et conjoncture dans l’Ouest africain (Paris, 1973).

24L. Prados de la Escosura, ‘Output per head in pre-independence Africa: quantitative conjectures’, Economic History of
Developing Regions’, 27:2 (2012), 1–36.

25This is surprising as it stands in contrast to studies painting a rather grim picture of the 1930s, marked by evaporating
profits, increasing tax pressures, rising food insecurity, a revival of pawnship and growing popular resistance against attempts
by the colonial state to maintain fiscal balance, see M. Ochonu, Colonial meltdown: Northern Nigeria in the Great Depression
(Athens, OH, 2009).

26M. Jerven, ‘A West African experiment: constructing a GDP series for colonial Ghana, 1891–1950’, Economic History
Review, 67:4 (2014), 964–92. Note that such aggregate figures obscure significant variation in growth between the southern
and northern territories: A. Y Nyaaba and G. M. Bob-Milliar, ‘The economic potentials of northern Ghana: the ambivalence
of the colonial and post-colonial States to develop the north’, African Economic History, 47:2 (2019), 45–67.
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In a more recent study of economic growth in eight British African colonies, Stephen Broadberry
and Leigh Gardner have applied a more thorough accounting method, taking a wider range of
quantitative sources into account, including public sector expenditure, industrial output, real
wages, and transportation.27 They provide GDP estimates at a sector level, which are subsequently
aggregated to ‘national’ levels of per capita GDP (that is to say, colonial levels). Their series reveal
considerable cross-colony variation in income levels and growth rates, but their results corroborate
the view that Africa experienced repeated episodes of economic growth before major parts of the
continent underwent a protracted downturn in the 1970s–90s. Recent work by Denis Cogneau,
Yannick Dupraz, and Sandrine Mesplé-Somps on Francophone Africa has also used complemen-
tary approaches to cross-check the findings. Their study is especially welcome as the initial push
of the ‘new’ economic history of Africa had a disproportional focus on former British territories.28

There are good reasons to be cautious about the accuracy of all of these estimates, as the con-
struction of historical GDP series requires the use of an accounting framework that was originally
designed to measure productivity growth in Western industrializing economies.29 The fact that a
significant — albeit in many countries declining — share of African income was either generated
through non-marketed production within households, or produced within households and sold
informally, suggests that this framework is especially ill-designed to capture African economic real-
ities. In a similar vein, the income that was generated in the expanding informal sectors does not
enter into official records, even though there are again ways to correct for this omission.

Additionally, these macroeconomic trends hide a lot of variation in the quality of the data that
underpin these GDP series. One major concern is the fact that they are built on weak demographic
data, especially before 1950.30 To circumvent the systematic underestimations of colonial population
censuses, these per capita figures of national output rely on new population series that are based
backward projections of a reliable post-1950 population benchmark level. Patrick Manning has

Table 1. Annual GDP per capita growth rates in Africa, 1870–1950 (in per cents)

Dual approach Econometric approach

Sub-Saharan Africa Africa Sub-Saharan Africa Africa

1870–1900 0.4 0.5 0.3 0.4
1900–50 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5
1900–13 1.6 1.4 0.7 0.8
1913–29 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.2
1929–38 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.6
1938–50 0.9 0.6 0.9 0.6

Source: Prados de la Escosura 2012, ‘Output per head’, 22, Table 2.

27S. Broadberry and L. Gardner, ‘Economic growth in sub-Saharan Africa, 1885–2008: evidence from eight countries’,
Explorations in Economic History, 83 (2022), 1–21. For ongoing work on British African colonies see also M. Jerven, The
wealth and poverty of African states: economic growth, living standards and taxation since the late nineteenth century
(Cambridge, 2022).

28See Cogneau, Dupraz, and Mesplé-Somps, ‘Fiscal capacity and dualism’. Their estimates are based on an econometric
approach inferred from observable post-1950 trade-income relations, which is comparable to the method adopted by
Prados de la Escosura. A second approach uses information on wages and salaries to estimate total labor income, multiplied
by 3/2, as a proxy for the capital share in national income. Annual series and the computation method can be found in
appendix A.1, 20–36.

29See for a broader critique how this complicates historical comparisons: M. Jerven. ‘An unlevel playing field: national
income estimates and reciprocal comparison in global economic history’, Journal of Global History, 7:1 (2012), 107–28.

30This problem has long been recognized. Demographic data for the colonial period are notorious for their omissions,
problematic underlying assumptions, and/or use for political manipulation. See: R. Kuczynski, Demographic survey of the
British colonial empire, volumes I (West Africa) & II (South Africa High Commission territories; East Africa; Mauritius
and Seychelles), (London, 1948–9); Szereszewski, Structural changes; D. D. Cordell and J. W. Gregory (eds.), African popu-
lation and capitalism. Historical perspectives (Boulder, 1987).
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made conjectures about population trends for 1850–1960 by assuming ‘default rates’ of African
population growth based on more reliable population censuses in that period from British India.
He adjusted these default growth rates with a number of so-called ‘situational modifications’ to fac-
tor in the demographic effects of African slave trading, famines, epidemics, and colonial disorder.
Manning’s data and estimation procedure have been contested and revised by others.31 As recently
shown by Sarah Walters, an especially promising route to further fine-tune such series is that of
‘moral demography’: an approach that combines the quantitative techniques of demographers
with culturally-informed readings of the context in which the statistics were produced and existed.32

Nonetheless, the challenges of reliable population data illustrate how the results of national income
studies are partly contingent on the choices made between competing demographic data series.

A second major concern is the reliability and/or availability of statistics for agricultural production.
The lack of colonial bureaucratic capacity, combined with racist assumptions about the ‘unproductive’
nature of African farming, means that estimates for the less commercialized parts of the rural sector
are either absent or based on misguided ‘guesstimates’. Africa’s ‘new’ economic historians are well
aware of these pitfalls and the assumptions that have to be made to compensate for such data limita-
tions. A makeshift solution to the lack of consistent and reliable data on agricultural output and infor-
mal services is to assume that these sectors grew in line with the labor force, but did not grow on a per
capita basis. While such assumptions still resonate with the notion of a fairly ‘static’ subsistence sector,
they are generally regarded as ‘conservative’ for the purpose of national income accounting, as they do
not inflate growth rates. In other words, early twentieth-century GDP growth may have been even
stronger than has been documented by these conservative estimates. While these strong assumptions
are thus defendable in light of the exercise at hand, such make-do solutions signal that more work
needs to be done on the relationship between subsistence farming and commercial agriculture, and
on the size, nature, and development of informal sector activities.33

Despite the inevitably large margins of error, long-term national income series offer an indis-
pensable reference framework for analyses of structural economic and social change. Only with
these macro-data at hand can scholars begin to assess the opportunities for occupational mobility
and living standard improvements at a more aggregate level, and how these in turn may have
affected economy-wide distributions of income and wealth (more on this below). GDP series are
also crucial to place African economic development in global comparative perspective. For example,
one important insight from these new national accounts is that the Great Depression of the 1930s
seemed to have had a milder impact on African economies than on Asian economies. Additionally,
the extended GDP series have provided (much needed) pushback on the popular notion that
sub-Saharan Africa has been the world’s poorest region since time immemorial; an implicit assump-
tion that still looms large among policy makers, media, and many social scientists. As shown in
Table 2A, from a macroeconomic comparative perspective, many sub-Saharan African countries
tended to be significantly wealthier than China or India by the mid-twentieth century. The table
also reveals how African economic growth started to slow right at a time that Asian economic
growth began to accelerate.

31P. Manning, ‘African population: projections, 1851-1961’, in K. Ittmann, D. D. Cordell, and G. H. Maddox (eds.), The
demographics of empire. The colonial order and the creation of knowledge (Athens, OH, 2010), 245–75; For a suggestion to
replace Indian with Southeast Asian demographic developments as a benchmark, as well as further adjustments to the data
see E. Frankema and M. Jerven, ‘Writing history backwards or sideways: towards a consensus on African population,
1850-2010’, Economic History Review, 67:4 (2014), 907–31.

32S. Walters, ‘African population history: contributions of moral demography’, The Journal of African History, 62:2 (2021),
183–200. See also B. Fetter, ‘Decoding and interpreting African census data: vital evidence from an unsavory witness’, Cahiers
d’Études Africaines, 27:105/106 (1987), 83–105; and G. Serra and M. Jerven, ‘Contested numbers: census controversies and
the press in 1960s Nigeria’, The Journal of African History, 62:2 (2021), 235–53.

33For a recent more fine-grained analysis on agricultural development: A. Olukoju, ‘The dynamics of indigenous farming
in western Nigeria from the 1850s to the 1920s’, Agricultural History Review, 69:1 (2021), 96–110.
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Estimates of per capita GDP, however, can only get us so far when making comparisons between
different economies. For one, these aggregate national income statistics mask significant regional
variation in economic activity within economies. Second, since GDP per capita levels by definition
present economic output per head of the population, they do not reflect the overall ability of an
economy to sustain human populations. In this light, the income estimates of Table 2A obscure
the much higher population densities in India and China (Table 2B), which corresponded with
more intensive forms of agriculture, higher rates of urbanization, and greater occupational diversi-
fication. Third, national income estimates in and by themselves give few insights into the drivers of
economic growth, and the sustainability of it. Finally, while GDP per capita estimates are a rough
proxy for comparative living standards, they do not tell us anything yet about the distribution of
economic surpluses. We will return to some of these aspects in the next two sections.

Trade and investment

Gareth Austin’s ‘Resources, techniques, and strategies’ may be considered as the landmark study on
the drivers of long-term economic growth in Africa south of the Sahara. In this article, Austin rede-
fines the logic of the land-extensive path of growth that characterized much of sub-Saharan Africa

Table 2A. GDP per capita in African and Asian economies, 1900–2008 (benchmark years, in 1990 Geary-Khamis dollars)

1900* 1930 1950 1970 1990 2008

China 545 568 448 778 1,871 6,725
India 599 726 619 868 1,309 2,975
pop. weighted av. 568 632 517 814 1,632 4,962
Ghana 707 1,094 1,122 1,424 1,062 1,650
Kenya 409 676 651 915 1,117 1,098
Nigeria 643 569 753 1,094 1,112 1,524
Malawi 272 322 352 447 540 744
Uganda 493 540 687 867 585 1,008
Zambia 365 388 661 1,073 806 845
Zimbabwe 516 701 1,282 1,355 779
pop. weighted av. 603 744 1,060 1,028 1,318

Source: GDP for China and India: Maddison Project Database v. 2010. GDP for African countries: Broadberry and Gardner, ‘Economic growth’.
Population estimates before 1950 for China and India: Maddison Project Database v. 2010. Population estimates before 1950 for Africa:
Frankema and Jerven, ‘Writing history backwards’. Population estimates for 1950 and beyond from the UN Population Division.
Notes: *The year 1900 refers to 1904 for Kenya and Malawi, and to 1906 for Uganda and Zambia.

Table 2B. Population densities in African and Asian economies, 1900-2008 (benchmark years, people per squared km)

1900* 1930 1950 1970 1990 2008

China 40 52 59 88 125 144
India 94 112 127 187 294 404
Ghana 12 17 23 38 65 104
Kenya 7 8 11 20 42 70
Nigeria 19 27 37 61 105 165
Malawi 22 22 31 50 100 146
Uganda 17 19 26 47 87 152
Zambia 2 2 3 6 11 17
Zimbabwe 3 5 7 14 27 32

Source: Population estimates before 1950 for China and India: Maddison Project Database v. 2010. Population estimates before 1950 for
Africa: Frankema and Jerven, ‘Writing history backwards’. Population estimates for 1950 and beyond from the UN Population Division. Land
area from the World Bank, World Development Indicators, ‘Land area (sq. km)’.
Notes: *The year 1900 refers to 1904 for Kenya and Malawi, and to 1906 for Uganda and Zambia. Ideally the geographical measure would be
land that is suitable for human settlement, but using overall land area as a rough approximation does not meaningfully alter the orders of
magnitude (of comparatively low historic population densities in most parts of Africa) in this table.
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between 1500 and 2000.34 He argues that ecological and demographic conditions have posed
severe constraints on the exploitation of surplus land, but that growth was nevertheless possible
because of cumulative possibilities to shift local production possibility frontiers outwards. First, sea-
sonal variation in the demand for labor allowed for expanding production in the low (dry) season
(for example, handicraft production). Second, the introduction of new cultigens from Asia and the
Americas resulted in more secure food supplies and possibilities to reap ‘forest rents’ from new
cash crops such as cocoa, rubber, or tobacco. Third, Austin points to the much-neglected role of
fixed capital formation, which mostly resulted from labor investments in land improvement.
Ultimately, the high land-labor ratios that shaped African production strategies and choice of technol-
ogy in agriculture and handicrafts, were upended by this long-term process of economic and demo-
graphic expansion. Indeed, by the start of the twenty-first century, labor was no longer the scarce
production factor.

By taking indigenous resources, techniques, and strategies as his point of departure, Austin’s syn-
thesis avoids overly Eurocentric accounts of long-term African economic development that have
become popular among some historical economists.35 At the same time, his endowments-oriented the-
sis offers a clear economic logic for the prevalence of slavery and other forms of labor coercion without
denying the impact of external forces on the contraction (for example, slave exports) and expansion
(for example, imported crops and mechanized transportation) of African economies over time.

New studies on African trade patterns have shed further light on the intensity and nature of the
continent’s land-extensive growth path. Compared to GDP, commodity trade analyses offer a nar-
rower lens on long-term economic development, but have the advantage that they can be extended
further back in time and are likely to be more accurate.36 Recent work that has quantified terms of
trade — the ratio of export to import prices — for large parts of Africa since 1800, has revealed two
major insights.37 First, the scramble for Africa occurred at a moment when export prices for African
commodities reached a peak after decades of rapid increases (Fig. 2). While the rising profitability of
African export commodities was certainly not the only motivation for formal imperial control over
Africa, this new dataset sharpens our understanding of the economic context in which the transition
to colonization took place.

Second, right after 1885, a sharp and prolonged decline of the terms of trade set in, which —
interrupted by a short-lived recovery in 1900–13 — continued until the eve of the Second World
War. As declining relative prices were compensated for by raising export volumes, Africa’s colonial
economies became entrenched in a specialization pattern of agricultural and mineral commodity
production that ran counter to global price movements. To what extent this path of primary com-
modity specialization was logical in view of prevailing land-labor ratios, remains up for debate.38 We
do know, however, that the sharp decline in the terms of trade in the interwar period were felt in
other parts of the global South as well.39

34G. Austin, ‘Resources, techniques, and strategies south of the Sahara: revising the factor endowments perspective on
African economic development history’, Economic History Review, 61:3 (2008), 587–624. For a larger discussion of the chal-
lenges of conceptual Eurocentrism: G. Austin, ‘Reciprocal comparison and African history: tackling conceptual eurocentrism
in the study of Africa’s economic past’, African Studies Review, 50:3 (2007), 1–28.

35E.g. D. Acemoglu, S. Johnson, and J. A. Robinson, ‘The colonial origins of comparative development: an empirical inves-
tigation’, American Economic Review, 91:5 (2001), 1369–1401; W. Easterly and R. Levine, ‘The European origins of economic
development’, Journal of Economic Growth, 21:3 (2016), 225–57.

36Longer GDP series have been constructed for South Africa though, see J. Fourie and J. L. Zanden, ‘GDP in the Dutch
Cape Colony: the national accounts of a slave-based society’, South African Journal of Economics, 81:4 (2013), 467–90.

37E. Frankema, J. Williamson, and P. Woltjer, ‘An economic rationale for the West African scramble? The commercial
transition and the commodity price boom of 1835–1885’, Journal of Economic History, 78:1 (2018), 231–67.

38For the role of marketing boards in mediating price fluctuations see O. G. Muajama, ‘Cocoa marketing board and the
sustainable cocoa economy in colonial Nigeria’, African Economic History, 47:1 (2019), 1–31.

39G. Federico and A. Tena-Junguito, ‘Lewis revisited: tropical polities competing on the world market, 1830-1938’,
Economic History Review, 70:4 (2017), 1244–67.
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Klas Rönnbäck and Oskar Broberg have underlined this picture by analyzing the direction, com-
position, and profitability of capital investments in Africa by companies listed at the London stock
exchange for the century 1869–1969.40 Their book offers detailed insights into the flows of foreign
capital that poured into Africa, as well as the profits that were extracted. The authors show that
roughly three-quarters of (predominantly British) investments went into mining activities in
Southern Africa, and especially South Africa. Their calculations reveal a real average annual rate
of return on investment of 5.9 per cent, which is not extraordinarily high compared to returns
that were made outside Africa, but given the long span of time such rates of return were substantial
nonetheless.41 The gap between success and failure was large, however. Only 16 per cent of the com-
panies that invested in Africa and were once listed on the London stock exchange were still present
in 1969; the great majority went bankrupt before that date.42 Investors in West and East Africa were,
on the whole, confronted with net losses while a handful of big conglomerates in South and North
Africa (for example, respectively, De Beers and the Suez Canal Company) harvested significant
profits. This geographical gap also reflects the high profitability of investments in mining
(7.1 per cent), as opposed to investments in plantation agriculture and other consumer commodities
(1.9 per cent).43

Colonial states and European trade companies, however, did benefit from African engagement in
cash crop production and sought to promote it with varying combinations of coercion and assist-
ance. Several scholars have made new attempts to set up systematic comparative analysis within or
beyond Africa, in order to explain why particular crops such as rubber, cocoa, coffee, and cotton
failed to develop in some areas or in some periods of time, while being a ‘success” in other areas

Fig. 2. Terms of trade for British and French West Africa, 1808–1939
Source: Frankema, Williamson, and Woltjer, ‘An economic rationale’, 247, Fig. 4.
Notes: This figure shows the pattern for West Africa. A similar pattern was found for East Africa.

40K. Rönnbäck and O. Broberg, Capital and colonialism. The return on British investments in Africa 1869-1969 (Cham,
2019). See for earlier work: H. S. Frankel, Capital investment in Africa. Its course and effect (London, 1938).

41Ibid., 27; See also: F. Buelens and S. Marysse, ‘Returns on investments during the colonial era: the case of the Belgian
Congo’, Economic History Review, 62:1 (2009), 135–66.

42Rönnbäck and Broberg, Capital and Colonialism, 134.
43Ibid., 112.
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or periods. Explanations have emphasized the subtle combinations of seasonal labor constraints in
relation to climatological conditions, land-tenure institutions, the (limited) capacities of the colonial
state, and the competition or complementarity between food security and export crop dependence.44

Federico Tadei has estimated the rates of extraction that were generated by state-backed trade
monopolies. Even though trade tariffs were modest and most charges were on imports rather
than on exports, European trade companies were able to manipulate buyer prices and extend
their profit margins. By measuring the gap between prices that monopsonist trade companies
paid to mostly indigenous cultivators in French Africa and the prices that would prevail in a hypo-
thetical competitive market, Tadei has estimated an annual 2 per cent loss of GDP between 1898–
1959.45 An annual loss of 2 per cent implies that, had prices not been manipulated to growers’ dis-
advantage, the size of the economy in 1959 would have been 3.3 times larger. In another study that
includes British trade companies, he showed that these monopolies were more effective in West
Africa than in (British) East Africa, which he suggests is due to the political influence of settler
farmers in the latter region that limited the possibilities of price manipulation.46

All in all, studies of GDP, trade, and capital investment help us understand how African economic
growth was intertwined with colonial extraction, and how these processes were contingent on market
interventions by states, companies, and settlers. The main shortcoming of these analyses though, is
that they offer a one-sided perspective on the process of economic growth. Trade records typically
only contain sea-bound trade, and exclude internalmovements of commodities and people. The internal
trade in slaves, and the mobilization of food and non-food commodities as part of export specialization
processes, have to be explored via alternative historical sources that are less comprehensive and require a
more eclectic research strategy. While stock exchange data reveal a great deal about the operations of big
successful companies and the profits they were after, they have little to say about African entrepreneur-
ship, or the reasons why colonial enterprises failed when their expectations met with African realities.
Perspectives from within are thus essential to complement these quantitative approaches.

Quantitative approaches to labor history

Labor and the scarcity of labor in relation to land have long been a central theme in African his-
tory.47 Perhaps more than any other subfield, labor history intersects with a plethora of forces
that shaped the lived experiences of Africans. Historical labor relations in African societies have
been diverse and fluid, and have long been characterized by various forms of labor coercion, includ-
ing the raiding and trading of enslaved people. The recent volume on the General Labour History of
Africa — a joint publication by editors Stefano Belluci and Andreas Eckert with the International
Labor Organization in light of its centennial — is a good illustration of the vibrant and multifaceted
nature of African labor history.48 The over 700-page volume touches on several central subthemes,

44J. Fenske, ‘“Rubber will not keep in this country”: failed development in Benin, 1897-1921’, Explorations in Economic
History, 50:2 (2013), 316–33; G. Austin, ‘Vent for surplus or productivity breakthrough? The Ghanaian cocoa take-off,
c. 1890-1936’, Economic History Review, 67:4 (2014), 1035–64; S. van Melkebeke, ‘Divergence in rural development: the curi-
ous case of coffee production in the Lake Kivu region (first half twentieth century)’, African Economic History, 46:2 (2018),
117–46; and M. de Haas, The failure of cotton imperialism in Africa: seasonal constraints and contrasting outcomes in
French West Africa and British Uganda, Journal of Economic History, 81:4 (2021), 1098–136.

45F. Tadei, ‘Measuring extractive institutions: colonial trade and price gaps in French Africa’, European Review of Economic
History, 24:1 (2018), 1–23.

46F. Tadei, ‘Colonizer identity and trade in Africa: were the British more favourable to free trade?’, Economic History
Review, 75:2 (2022), 561–78.

47A. G. Hopkins, An economic history of West Africa (London, 1973); Austin, ‘Resources, techniques, and strategies’;
J. Fenske, ‘Land abundance and economic institutions: Egba land and slavery, 1830-1914’, Economic History Review, 65:2
(2012), 527–55.

48S. Belluci and A. Eckert (eds.), General labour history of Africa: workers, employers, and governments, 20th-21st Centuries
(Woodbridge, 2019).
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including the nature and sector of work, the social and family systems in which work was embed-
ded, and the position of workers vis-a-vis the state and international governance bodies. Yet, the
integration of recent work done on labor issues by Africa’s ‘new’ economic historians is notably
small, and underlines the ongoing gap between qualitative and quantitative approaches to labor his-
tory. This is unfortunate, as the topic of labor has numerous measurable components, in relation to,
for example, production and transportation costs, living standards, human capital formation, gen-
der inequalities, and labor migration. Indeed, the economic and social implications of historical
labor scarcity, as well as the ongoing transition to labor abundance (Table 2B), can in part be
revealed through quantitative and comparative approaches.

One central question that economic historians across regional specializations have been
working on concerns the extent to which historical GDP growth translated into purchasing
power increases of wage workers. The development of ‘real wages’ (nominal wages corrected
for price levels) in nineteenth-century Britain has been one of the most fiercely debated topics
in the scholarship on the Industrial Revolution.49 Yet, the large variation in consumption pat-
terns across and within world regions long inhibited spatial and temporal comparisons of real
wage levels and trends. In the early 2000s (in the context of the Great Divergence debate), a new
method was developed to facilitate large-scale comparative research on real wages, which was
subsequently applied to African countries a decade later.50 At the core of this new real wage
method is the construction of a hypothetical consumption basket that contains the bare neces-
sities for human survival, but allows for dietary variations over time and across space. With
these baskets standardized at a baseline level of per capita caloric and protein consumption,
the purchasing power of wage income is expressed as a ‘welfare ratio’: the total number of family
subsistence baskets that can be purchased from an average annual wage income, sufficient to
maintain two adults and three children.

For comparative purposes, the wages usually refer to male unskilled urban workers. This method
has been criticized for its imposition of a ‘male breadwinner’ model on historical comparisons of
household income.51 To be sure, economic historians know that not all families typically consist
of two adults and three children, that many did not exclusively rely on male wage income, and
that few consumed the precise standardized basket.52 Moreover, it is not strictly necessary to
focus on urban unskilled male wage workers, for comparisons of female or rural wage workers
can also be made with the same approach. What makes the methodology especially valuable is
that it follows a similar logic to that of present-day poverty indices, in which nominal daily incomes
are also adjusted for the relative price levels of primary consumer commodities to see how they
relate to a specific threshold (for example, the US$1.90 a day benchmark). In other words, this
method can help to determine the relative purchasing power of any specific category of income
earners, as long as the historical data are available to make the estimates.

Uncovering nominal and real wage trends for African workers is especially interesting in the con-
text of the continent’s history of labor scarcity (which should create upward pressure on wages) and
the pervasiveness of labor coercion practices (which should generate downward pressure on wages).

49P. Lindert and J. Williamson, ‘English workers’ living standards during the Industrial Revolution: a new look’, Economic
History Review, 36:1 (1998), 1–25. C. Feinstein, ‘Pessimism perpetuated: real wages and the standard of living in Britain dur-
ing and after the Industrial Revolution’, Journal of Economic History, 58:3 (1998), 625–58.

50The seminal paper is R. C. Allen, ‘The great divergence in European wages and prices from the Middle Ages to the First
World War’, Explorations in Economic History, 38:44 (2001), 411–47; See also R. C. Allen, J-P. Bassino, D. Ma,
C. Moll-Murata and J. L. van Zanden, ‘Wages, prices, and living standards in China, 1738-1925: in comparison with
Europe, Japan, and India’, Economic History Review, 64:1 (2011), 8–38.

51J. Humphries, ‘The lure of aggregates and the pitfalls of the patriarchal perspective: a critique of the high wage economy
interpretation of the British industrial revolution’, Economic History Review, 66:3 (2013), 693–714.

52For recent work on female wage labor participation: D. Akara and M. Chetima, ‘Patriarchal obstruction and female
responses to wage labor recruitment in the coastal plantations of the Cameroon Development Corporation’, African
Economic History, 49:2 (2021), 31–52.
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Fig. 3 shows some of the ‘welfare ratios’ (that is to say, globally comparable real wage levels) that
have been constructed over the last decade for various African cities and mining areas for the period
1900–65.53 While it should be kept in mind that these figures refer to an initially small but growing
section of the labor force that was employed in urban economies, these series corroborate the view
that aggregate welfare growth was real and fairly widespread in different parts of colonial Africa.
The series also point to growing spatial inequalities in real wage levels across the region, with pur-
chasing power sticking to subsistence levels in some places, while clearly rising elsewhere. Where
initial real wages in Accra and Freetown (West Africa) were substantially above those in
Kampala and Nairobi, those of mine-workers in the Central African Copperbelt eventually overtook
all. When placed in a global comparative perspective, West African real wage levels were up to three
times higher than those in many Asian cities at the time.54

How have these rapidly rising African real wages been explained? In the context of growing
demand for labor by expanding export sectors and cities in a context of endemic labor scarcity,
African workers were — at least in theory — able to secure higher wages than workers in more
densely populated parts of Asia, such as India and China. However, such upward pressure on
wages only translated in actual higher incomes in places where colonial interventions in land
and labor markets were relatively mild.55 Indeed, in much of (British) East Africa, high land-labor
ratios did not translate into high real wages. Part of the observed ‘East-West divide’ in African wel-
fare ratios may also have to do with the lower market value and higher transportation costs of the
‘mass-export’ crops produced in Uganda (such as cotton) which would have rendered higher wages
economically unfeasible, or the absence of such crops in Tanganyika which resulted in lower
demand for wage workers to begin with.56

While the trends shown in Fig. 3 are mainly based on data from the British colonial Blue Books,
other sources such as population censuses, agricultural surveys, and local newspapers have also been
used to construct new series and double-check existing ones.57 This real wage method has been fur-
ther adapted to the African context to gauge developments in the non-wage incomes of rural house-
holds, by making various assumptions about land productivity and opportunities to sell part of the
harvest against prevailing market prices.58 Such estimates for Uganda reveal that smallholders were,
in good times, mostly better off (materially) than the wage workers that flocked into the expanding
urban economy of Kampala, including many Rwandese immigrants. Real incomes were thus not

53E. Frankema and M. van Waijenburg, ‘Structural impediments to African growth? New evidence from real wages in
British Africa, 1880-1965’, Journal of Economic History, 72:4 (2012), 895–926; D. Juif and E. Frankema, ‘From coercion to
compensation: institutional responses to labour scarcity in the Central African Copperbelt’, Journal of Institutional
Economics, 14:2 (2018), 313–43

54Frankema and van Waijenburg, ‘Structural impediments’. Real wage estimation methods have also been extended further
back into the nineteenth century for the coastal zone of the Gold Coast. This work has revealed that real wages in the Gold
Coast were mostly on par with those in Asia during the early eighteenth century. See K. Rönnbäck, ‘Living standards on the
pre-colonial Gold Coast: a quantitative estimate of African laborers’ welfare ratios’, European Review of Economic History,
18:2 (2014), 185–202.

55For a similar argument: S. Bowden, B. Chiripanhura, and P. Mosley, ‘Measuring and explaining poverty in six African
countries: a long-period approach’, Journal of International Development, 20:8 (2008), 1049–79; For recent work on the pol-
itics of African land-holding in Southern Rhodesia: J. Mujere and A. Mseba, ‘The politics of African freehold land ownership
in early colonial Zimbabwe, 1890-1930’, African Economic History, 47:1 (2019), 32–53; and on forced labor in British East
Africa: O. Okia, Communal labor in colonial Kenya: The legitimization of coercion, 1912–1930 (New York, 2012).

56See for this argument: G. Austin, ‘Capitalists and labour in Africa’, in Belluci and Eckert, General labour history, 437–8;
see on Tanganyika also S. Klocke, M. Fibaek and E. Green, ‘Rural wages in eastern Africa, 1920-60’ in S. Klocke, ‘Land,
labour, legacies. Long-term trends in inequality and living standards in Tanzania, c. 1920–2020’ (unpublished PhD thesis,
Lund University, 2021), 209–53.

57T. Westland, ‘How accurate are the prices in the British colonial Blue Books?’, Economic History of Developing Regions,
37:1 (2022), 75–99.

58M. de Haas, ‘Measuring rural welfare in colonial Africa: did Uganda’s smallholders thrive?’, Economic History Review,
70:2 (2017), 605–31.
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only shaped by relative factor proportions and the institutions governing land and labor markets,
but also by the political economy of urban development, the opportunities of commercial agricul-
ture, and the presence or absence of a severely deprived immigrant population.

Comparative analyses of wage differentials have shed light on a range of other long-run trends
and patterns in African labor markets as well, including the movement of millions of Africans dur-
ing the nineteenth and twentieth centuries during the so-called age of ‘intra-African migration’
(c. 1850–1960). Building on earlier strands of economic historical research into wage gaps between
sending and receiving regions, new work on labor migration has shown how it made economic
sense for African labor migrants to travel large distances, even in contexts where the margins
were razor-thin. Wage differentials can explain the seasonal movements of Burkinabe to the
cocoa belt of Ghana, of Rwandan migrants into the cotton fields of Buganda, and of rural dwellers
in different corners of Southern Africa to the major mining areas of the Rand and the Copperbelt.59

While income gaps are of course not the sole component of the ‘opportunity gaps’ that migration
scholars focus on, these data are a major step forward in understanding the drivers between the ebb
and flow of voluntary labor migrations.60

Fig. 3. Welfare ratios of unskilled workers in African capitals and mines, 1900–65
Sources: Frankema and van Waijenburg, ‘Structural impediments’; and Juif and Frankema, ‘From coercion to compensation’.

59M. de Haas, ‘Moving beyond colonial control? Economic forces and shifting migration from Ruanda-Urundi to
Buganda, 1920–60’, The Journal of African History, 60: 3 (2019), 379–406; M. de Haas and E. Travieso, ‘Cash-crop migration
systems in East and West Africa: rise, endurance, decline’, and K. Fredrick and E. van Nederveen Meerkerk, ‘From temporary
urbanites to permanent city dwellers? Rural-urban labor migration in colonial Southern Rhodesia and the Belgian Congo’,
both in M. de Haas and E. Frankema (eds.),Migration in Africa. Shifting patterns of mobility from the 19th to the 21st Century
(London, 2022), 231–55 and 256–80, respectively; Juif and Frankema, ‘From coercion to compensation’. For a classic study
see: M. P. Miracle and S. Berry, ‘Migrant labour and economic development’, Oxford Economic Papers, 22:1 (1970), 86–108.

60See for influential theoretical work: H. de Haas, ‘The internal dynamics of migration processes: a theoretical inquiry’,
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 36:10 (2010), 1587–1617; For recent more qualitative work on labor migration:
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While economic historical research on African real incomes and mobility have expanded our knowl-
edge base, quantitative approaches clearly have limitations in what they can capture. This is especially
evident in the dearth of economic historical work on the emergence of the precariat and the related
decline of organized labor in the closing quarter of the twentieth century.61 The development towards
formal wage labor as the dominant form of labor relations came to a halt with growing numbers of
African men and women toiling in the rapidly expanding (urban) informal sectors. This had major
implications for the development of occupational structures, labor skills, and household revenue port-
folios. Collecting standardized quantitative information on informal sector labor, however, has been
challenging, let alone data that is continuous and reliable enough to explore patterns with the aid of
statistical analyses. If the ‘new’ African economic history ultimately proves to be more data-driven
than question-driven, it will fail to grasp important aspects of long-term African labor dynamics.

Inequality and social mobility

The ‘new’ economic history of Africa has also probed into questions of income and wealth distri-
bution and social mobility. Studies of long-term income inequality have mostly adopted a so-called
social tables approach. A social table ranks the various social classes (or groups) in a particular soci-
ety (or population) from rich to poor. For each group that has been distinguished, scholars estimate
its percentage share in the total population and combine this with the estimated mean annual
income of the members of each group. These data then allow for the computation of Gini-
coefficients and Theil-coefficients, which express the level of inequality in society on a scale of 0
to 1.62 The social tables approach has been around for long and is particularly helpful to explore
the distribution of income in preindustrial societies that were characterized by low degrees of social
stratification and have limited historical sources on individual/household income levels.

The construction of social tables for African societies has taken a steep flight in recent years.63

Fig. 4 show that simple narratives of colonial capitalism spurring inequality are difficult to maintain.
Even in the small sample of countries for which long-term trends in inequality have now been
documented, the trends diverge dramatically. The rising levels in inequality that are observed in
the social tables for colonial Ghana and Botswana have been interpreted as the effect of increasing
export revenues from cocoa and cattle, the mainstays of indigenous capitalist expansion. The struc-
tural gap in inequality levels between Kenya and Uganda, in turn, appear to reflect the impact of
different colonial institutions. While African entrepreneurship in Kenya was long curbed by a pol-
itically influential class of European settlers, Uganda was ruled (indirectly) through a dominant eth-
nic group (the Ganda) that stimulated indigenous farmers to engage in the commercial production
of coffee and cotton. Different inequality levels in Ghana and Uganda also show how varying cap-
italist systems generated different levels of income concentration at the top. Whereas cotton farmers
in the Ugandan regions of Busoga, Teso, and Lango were virtually all smallholders, the cocoa plan-
ters in Ghana were more stratified, with some elite farmers having accumulated considerable wealth
through palm oil and cocoa production.

M. M. Kuusaana, ‘Migration and the production of informal economies in the Gold Coast’, African Economic History, 47:2
(2019), 68–83.

61A. Eckert, ‘Wage labour’, in Belluci and Eckert, General labour history, 21–3.
62A score of 0 implies perfect equality and a coefficient of 1 represents maximum inequality.
63A. Bigsten, ‘Welfare and economic growth in Kenya, 1914–76’, World Development, 14 (1986), 1151–60. See for recent

contributions: J. Bolt and E. Hillbom, ‘Long-term trends in economic inequality: lessons from colonial Botswana, 1921-74’,
Economic History Review, 69:4 (2016), 1255–84; G. Alfani and F. Tadei, ‘Income inequality in colonial Africa: building social
tables for pre-independence Central African Republic, Ivory Coast and Senegal’, African Economic History Network
Working Paper, No. 33 (2017); P. Young Aboagye and J. Bolt, ‘Long-term trends in income inequality: winners and losers
of economic change in Ghana, 1891–1960’, Explorations in Economic History, 82 (2021), 1–28. M. de Haas, ‘Reconstructing
income inequality in a colonial cash crop economy: five social tables for Uganda, 1925-1965’, work in progress. We thank
Michiel de Haas for sharing the latest version of his paper with us.
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There are two major drawbacks to the social tables methodology. First, the inequality level esti-
mates are driven by income differences between social groups or classes, and assumes that
intra-group inequality is limited. This assumption can be problematic if income pyramids are in
flux in moments of rapid economic diversification and structural change. The assumption can
also be problematic for societies where farmers form a large proportion of the working population,
while their income differences are hard to assess. Intricate knowledge of farmers’ household subsist-
ence strategies, including migratory incentives, and how these have changed over time are crucial to
address this issue.64 Second, and not exclusive to social tables, colonial and postcolonial sources
often fail to offer consistent data on incomes and labor force composition. All of this is not a reason
to abandon attempts at quantification of inequality, but it does oblige economic historians to be
transparent about the assumptions they make and to discuss the possible impact such unknowns
may have on their conclusions. This growing strand of literature in particular would benefit from
closer dialogue with social and cultural historians of Africa.

In the study of inequality too, diverse quantitative approaches allow for a variety of perspectives.
Measures of top-income or top-wealth shares, which are usually derived from historical tax records,
have recently been constructed to gauge long-term trends in inequality in parts of sub-Saharan
Africa (Fig. 5). One advantage of this approach is that this indicator is easy to interpret: the

Fig. 4. Income inequality estimates based on social tables for Botswana, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, Senegal, and
Uganda, 1920–70
Source: E. Hillbom, et al., ‘Measuring historical inequality in Africa: What can we learn from social tables?’, African Economic History
Network Working Paper, No. 63 (2021); which is, in turn, based on social tables for Botswana from Bolt and Hillbom, ‘Long-term trends
in economic inequality’; Côte d’Ivoire and Senegal from Alfani and Tadei, ‘Income inequality in French West Africa’; Ghana from Aboagye
and Bolt, ‘Long-term trends in income inequality’, and Uganda from De Haas, ‘Reconstructing income inequality’.
Notes: All Gini-coefficients are calculated for the income distribution of individuals active in the workforce. For discussion of using dif-
ferent ranking populations, see De Haas, ‘Reconstructing income inequality’ and Hillbom, et al., ‘Measuring historical inequality’.

64See for instance S. Berry, No Condition Is Permanent. The Social Dynamics of Agrarian Change in sub-Saharan Africa
(Madison, 1993).
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share of the top-10, top-1, or top-0.1 per cent of income earners (or asset-owners) in total income
precisely reveals the part of the pie appropriated by the rich or even the super-rich. This approach to
inequality was originally advanced by Anthony Atkinson, and has been popularized by Thomas
Piketty, after having been successfully applied to a large range of Western economies.65

The usefulness of a top-income approach hinges on the reliability of estimates of ‘total income’
and the completeness of tax records. In cases of large-scale tax evasion, top income shares can easily
be underestimated. Yet, that the declining trends observed in the 0.1 per cent top-income shares
between 1930 and 1970 (Fig. 4) appear to run opposite to the rising trends observed in the social
tables (Fig. 5) is not necessarily underscoring data problems. It is precisely the confrontation of such
varied approaches and data that incentivizes economic historians to dig deeper to tease out what
causes these trends and how they may be reconciled.

Beyond the more technical aspects, one can and must debate the meaning of such measures in
contexts in which private ownership is not necessarily the norm, or when part of the wealth is stored
in people (including the income derived from control over labor power).66 Studies that explore the

Fig. 5. 0.1 per cent top-income share in 10 African countries, 1930–84
Sources: South Africa from F. Alvaredo and A. Atkinson, ‘Colonial rule, apartheid and natural resources: top incomes in South Africa
1903-2005’, OxCarre Working Paper, No. 46 (2010); Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria, Tanganyika, Uganda, Zambia, Zanzibar, and
Zimbabwe from A. Atkinson, ‘The colonial legacy: Income inequality in former British African colonies’, WIDER Working Paper, No.
45 (2014).

65A. Atkinson and T. Piketty (eds.), Top incomes over the twentieth century: A contrast between continental European and
English-speaking countries (Oxford, 2007); A. Atkinson and T. Piketty (eds.), Top incomes: A global perspective (Oxford,
2010); T. Piketty, Capital in the twenty-first century (London, 2014).

66See for this point J. I. Guyer, ‘Wealth in people, wealth in things: introduction’, The Journal of African History, 36:1
(1995), 83–90; and for the implications on inequality research: E. Frankema, M. de Haas, and M. van Waijenburg,
‘Inequality in sub-Saharan Africa from pre-colonial times to the present’, African Affairs, forthcoming (2023).
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changing cultural meaning of wealth within different African societies have argued, in line with
Polanyi, that historically giving gifts was a better marker of status than their receipt, and that there
has been a shift away from economic relations based on reciprocal obligation towards those based
on the retention and accumulation of wealth.67 Clearly, these are issues that warrant mutual engage-
ment. In addition, studies on culturally embedded forms of elite corruption can also be helpful in his-
toricizing the degree and nature of kleptocratic behavior and pervasiveness of systems of patronage.68

While social tables and top-income shares allow scholars to explore inequality and social mobil-
ity at the macro-level, new research on the basis of micro-level data — taken from population cen-
suses, household surveys, and church registers — has taken off too. Felix Meier zu Selhausen has
used marriage registers collected from Protestant churches in Ghana and Uganda to shed light
on gender differences in age, literacy, and numeracy at the time of marriage. Additionally, these
marriage registers contain valuable information on the degree of occupational mobility of brides
and grooms in relation to their reported fathers’ occupation.69 Although church members cannot
be taken as representative for the population at large, this type of sample-data does offer opportun-
ities to compare recorded literacy rates in rural parishes with urban parishes, and to trace the evo-
lution of intergenerational changes in the occupational structure of church members.70 Such
micro-level data are also a rich source to study Christian movements in their own right, including
the health and educational institutions that were part of the missionary wave.

In the historical economics literature, there has been a surge in studies that relate the diffusion of
mission stations to specific development outcomes today. In an article that criticizes much of the
evidence for the supposed long-term effects of missionary activity, Remi Jedwab, Felix Meier zu
Selhausen, and Alexander Moradi have listed over 50 published papers since 2010.71 One of the
points that this vast literature in historical economics agrees on is that Protestant missions were
more inclined to promote literacy and gender equality than Catholic or Islamic missions. More con-
tested, however, are interpretations of the origins and long-term effects of missionary movements.
Many studies have unduly framed missionary schooling as a ‘European’ or ‘colonial’ legacy, using
maps of mission stations compiled by Western church organizations to argue that places with early
missionary involvement are today still characterized by higher levels of social and economic devel-
opment.72 Revisionist studies have, in contrast, highlighted how colonial governments invested very
little in private mission schools, and that the Africanization of the mission in terms of initiative,
spatial diffusion, labor input, teaching capacity, and school maintenance was of critical importance
for the spread of mass education in Africa. Moreover, when many of the smaller African-run mis-
sions that are excluded in many of the European sources (mainly missionary atlases), are included in
the econometric analysis, it appears that the statistical relation between missionary schooling and
economic development may very well be driven by the fact that mission stations were primarily

67Polanyi, Dahomey; H. E. Hanson, Landed obligation: the practice of power in Buganda (Portsmouth, NH, 2003); Green, A
fistful of shells.

68J.-F. Bayart, The state in Africa. The politics of the belly, (2nd edn, Cambridge, 2009); S. Pierce, Moral economies of cor-
ruption: state formation and political culture in Nigeria (Durham, NC, 2016)

69F. Meier zu Selhausen, ‘Women’s empowerment in Uganda: colonial roots and contemporary efforts, 1894-2012’
(unpublished PhD thesis, Utrecht University, 2015); F. Meier Zu Selhausen and J. Weisdorf. ‘A colonial legacy of African
gender inequality? Evidence from Christian Kampala, 1895–2011’, Economic History Review, 69:1 (2016), 229–57.

70See for the problem of selection-bias and corrections with the use of population census and household survey data: M. de
Haas and E. Frankema, ‘Gender, ethnicity, and unequal opportunity in colonial Uganda: European influences, African real-
ities, and the pitfalls of parish register data’, Economic History Review, 71:3 (2018), 965–94.

71R. Jedwab, F. Meier zu Selhausen, and A. Moradi, ‘The economics of missionary expansion: evidence from Africa and
implications for development’, African Economic History Network Working Paper, No. 49 (2019).

72F. A. Gallego and R. Woodberry, ‘Christian missionaries and education in former African colonies: how competition
mattered’, Journal of African Economies, 19:3 (2010), 294–329; N. Nunn, ‘Gender and missionary influence in colonial
Africa’, in E. K. Akyeampong, R. H. Bates, N. Nunn, and J. A. Robinson (eds.), Africa’s development in historical perspective
(Cambridge, 2014), 489–512.
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established in healthier (malaria-free), more accessible (railroads), and richer places (cash-crop pro-
ducing areas) to begin with.73 In econometric parlance, this renders such analyses subject to pro-
blems of endogeneity, which is another way of saying: in need of further investigation.74

African economic development in global perspective

Despite the fact that African labor supplies have grown enormously over the last century, and labor
costs have declined relative to many other parts of the world, African economies did not become the
‘workshop of the world’ in ways that several of their Asian counterparts did. So far, economic his-
torical research on Africa’s development patterns and potential in the postcolonial era has remained
limited. First-order questions on the drivers of the deep and protracted depression that character-
ized African economies in the closing decades of the twentieth century, and the more recent eco-
nomic boom years have been largely left to development economists and political scientists. What
does it mean to be economically ‘behind’ in a context of on-going globalization, accelerated demo-
graphic growth, and technological change? Are the forces of global market integration, international
competition, and technology diffusion working in favor of African economies or have they instead
closed windows of opportunity? Why has Africa not been able to replicate Asia’s development
model of agricultural intensification and export-led industrialization?

Social scientists have interpreted the remarkable post-1970 divergence between sub-Saharan
Africa and major parts of southern and eastern Asia along three main (continent-level) lines.
First, they have emphasized how Africa lacked the phase of rapid agricultural productivity
growth that preceded Asian industrialization. Put differently, Africa did not have its own version
of a ‘Green Revolution’.75 Second, they have argued that African labor forces were insufficiently edu-
cated for a transition to competitive, market-driven industrialization. Scarce supplies of high-skilled
workers made the adoption of new technologies costly, and conversely, lowered the potential effi-
ciency gains.76 Third, social scientists have drawn attention to a range of institutional barriers that
would have smothered the private entrepreneurship needed to build up a competitive edge in global
markets. Typical examples that are often referred to are insecure property rights, a weak rule of law,
corruption, and redistributive pressures following from deeply ingrained ‘sharing cultures’.77

Economic historians have only recently joined these conversations, in part building on Alexander
Gerschenkron’s classic thesis that ‘late’ industrialization poses a distinctly different challenge than
‘early’ industrialization.78 While late industrializers do not need to invent new technologies as they
can adopt most of it from abroad, they do have to overcome the barriers to technology adoption that
delayed their industrial take-off in the first place. Such barriers may range from financial and

73Jedwab, Meizer zu Selhausen, and Moradi, ‘Economics of Missionary Expansion’.
74See E. Frankema, ‘The origins of formal education in sub-Saharan Africa: was British rule more benign?’, European

Review of Economic History, 16:4 (2012), 335–55; D. Cogneau and A. Moradi, ‘Borders that divide: education and religion
in Ghana and Togo since colonial times’, Journal of Economic History, 74:3 (2014), 694–728; Y. Dupraz, ‘French and
British colonial legacies in education: evidence from the partition of Cameroon’, Journal of Economic History, 79:3 (2019),
628–68; and F. Meier zu Selhausen, ‘Missions, education and conversion in colonial Africa’, in D. Mitch and G. Capelli
(eds.), Globalization and the rise of mass education (Cham, 2019), 25–59.

75D. Henley, ‘The agrarian roots of industrial growth: rural development in South-East Asia and sub-Saharan Africa’,
Development Policy Review, 30:1 (2012), s25–s47.

76J. Bolt and D. Bezemer, ‘Understanding long-run African growth: colonial institutions or colonial education?’, Journal of
Development Studies, 45:1 (2009), 24–54; L. Pritchett, ‘Where has all the education gone?’,World Bank Economic Review, 15:3
(2001), 367–91.

77D. Acemoglu and J. Robinson, Why nations fail: the origins of power, prosperity and poverty (New York, 2012); J-P.
Platteau ‘Redistributive pressures in sub-Saharan Africa: causes, consequences, and coping strategies’, in Akyeampong,
Bates, Nunn, and Robinson, Africa’s Development, 153–207.

78G. Austin, ‘Is Africa too late for “late development”? Gerschenkron south of the Sahara’, in M. Andersson and
T. Axelsson (eds.), Diverse development paths and structural transformation in the escape from poverty, (Oxford, 2016),
206–35; A. Gerschenkron, Economic backwardness in historical perspective: a book of essays (Cambridge, 1962).
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infrastructural conditions, to education and labor skills, and well-designed and executed industrial
policies. In removing such barriers, the literature on the ‘developmental state’ sees an enlarged role
for state intervention of the kind observed in Japan, the Asian ‘Tigers’, and more recently in
China.79 When it comes to the role of the state in Africa’s postindependence industrial policy, or
more generally, in relation to companies, banks, and different types of industries, there is ample
scope for further research that can move beyond one-sided impressions of endemic corruption
and kleptocracy.80

Austin has argued that the core ideas of ‘late development’ and the role of the state are valuable,
but that this needs to be combined with Kaoru Sugihara’s framework on how particular factor
endowments shape historical development paths.81 Sugihara’s framework starts from the premise
that there are multiple routes towards sustainable growth, rather than just the path taken by the
West. Whereas the West’s growth path was characterized by capital-intensive industrialization,
that of many Asian economies started under a path of labor-intensive industrialization and only
became more capital-intensive in a later stage. By seeing both of these different paths as successful
adaptations to different factor proportions, Sugihara’s view moves beyond traditional Eurocentric
interpretations of ‘successful’ development. As most of Africa was historically land-abundant and
labor-scarce, specialization in land-extensive commodity production was a logical adaptation to pre-
vailing endowment structures, but it also meant that a direct transition from handicrafts to modern
manufacturing was less likely. With land-labor ratios shifting dramatically in recent decades, how-
ever, and combined with rapid increases in years of schooling, Austin concludes that labor-intensive,
state-led industrialization is now much more likely to occur — at least in some African economies.

Related economic historical work has employed a diachronic comparison to assess whether
Asia’s rise has made export-led growth more difficult for Africa, by raising global competition
for labor-intensive industrial commodities.82 What did the global competitive landscape look like
for earlier industrializers? Comparing the labor cost gap that existed between Japan and Britain
in 1900 — a period in which Japan started to make major inroads into global export markets
that were long dominated by the West — reveals that Japan enjoyed a significant labor cost advan-
tage: real wages of unskilled workers in Tokyo were only 10–15 per cent of the rates paid in
London.83 Present-day wage gaps between African countries and their Asian competitors, in con-
trast, are much smaller. Ethiopia may be the exception where industries can benefit indeed from
even lower wages than those paid in India, Vietnam, or Bangladesh. This means that unless
African states are willing and able to engage in significant domestic wage repression — a step at
odds with poverty alleviation objectives — most African economies will have to look for other com-
petitive advantages. An alternative and possibly more promising development route would be to
focus on Africa’s growing domestic markets instead of global export markets, fostering them
through investments in infrastructure projects that connect rural areas with urban centers, lowering

79See for widely cited studies: C. Johnson, Miti and the Japanese miracle: the growth of industrial policy, 1925-1975
(Stanford, 1982); A. H. Amsden, Asia’s next giant: South Korea and late industrialization (New York, 1989); and for work
including Africa (i.e. Nigeria) and Latin America (i.e. Brazil), A. Kohli, State-directed development: political power and indus-
trialization in the global periphery (Cambridge, 2004). As of yet, Bill Freund’s recent book on South Africa is the only one
situating an African country firmly in the developmental state literature that we are aware of: B. Freund, Twentieth-century
South Africa: a developmental history (Cambridge, 2019).

80See for more work with deeper insights on the nature of African state intervention in resource allocation: C. U. Uche,
‘Oil, British interests and the Nigerian civil war’, The Journal of African History, 49:1 (2008), 111–35, and ‘Indigenous banks
in colonial Nigeria’, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 43:3 (2010), 467–87; R. Simson, ‘Africa’s clientelist
budget policies revisited: public expenditures and employment in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda 1960–2010’, Economic
History Review, 72:4 (2019), 1409–38; Marwah, ‘What explains slow sub-Saharan African growth?’.

81G. Austin and K. Sugihara (eds.), Labour-intensive industrialization in global history (New York, 2013).
82E. Frankema and M. van Waijenburg, ‘Africa rising? A historical perspective’, African Affairs, 117:469 (2018), 543–68.
83Ideally, one would work with ‘unit labor costs’, which factors in productivity levels as well, but this data is not system-

atically available.
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intra-African trade barriers, and possibly using some targeted protectionist policies to build up
infant industries. Recent moves towards the establishment of an African Continental Free Trade
Area (AfCFTA) are major steps towards that end.

Gazing ahead

Over the last decade, the quantitative study of Africa’s economic past has enjoyed an impressive revival
among (historical) economists and (economic) historians. Both groups have brought new statistics and
methods to the study of long-term African economic development, but with markedly different knowl-
edge objectives and degrees of data sensitivity. The work done by the branch of the ‘new’ economic
historians is more in line with the research objectives of readers of this journal, and may in some
ways be regarded as the continuation of an older strand of work that flourished in African history in
the 1960s to 1980s. The application of new quantitative methods and comparative perspectives by this
branch over the last decade and a half has mostly confirmed, partly refined, and at points modified the
views that were held some three to four decades ago, but it has also generated two larger pay-offs.

First, new work on historical datasets that are comparable over time and across space have sup-
ported the embedding of ‘African paths’ in debates about the making of global economic inequality;
debates that have taken steep flight over the past two to three decades. As such, the ‘new’ quanti-
tative African economic history has been a major step forward to anchor Africa in increasingly glo-
bally oriented economic historical research agendas, in part through methodological integration.
Moreover, the rising output on Africa has also inspired new types of global comparisons, most not-
ably that of ‘South-South’ evaluations.84 Such trends help further decenter long-standing conversa-
tions in global economic history.

Second, the systematic adoption of comparative analyses has sharpened our understanding of the
similarities and differences in the economic experiences of African countries and peoples. Evidence
on relative orders of magnitude, whether on demography, income, trade, investment, inequality, or
mobility, have revealed both how varied such experiences have been, as well as how certain shared traits
underscore Africa-specific development trajectories. The new quantitative and comparative methods
that have been used by economic historians are thus valuable complements to the more qualitative
and/or more place-, time- and event-specific research approaches that characterize the work of
many Africanist historians. These broader economic patterns as well as the different trajectories within
Africa, provide new frameworks to situate more intimate accounts of Africans’ lived experiences.

As is, however, the connections between the quantitative approaches of the ‘new’ economic his-
torians and the qualitative research designs of social and cultural historians are — with some not-
able exceptions — still limited.85 This is unfortunate, because major themes in African history such
as poverty, agricultural development, capitalism, labor, education, health, and demography, stand to
benefit from combined quantitative and qualitative approaches. While this disconnect in part
reflects hesitation among Africanist historians, it is also driven by self-imposed restrictions
among economic historians, who have hesitated to touch on questions for which no quantitative
datasets can be constructed. Not only does this tendency narrow the scope of the topics they
research, it also skews the emphasis to the colonial period, and the source base to European records.

84An early example is R. Bates, J. Coatsworth, and J. Williamson. ‘Lost decades: postindependence performance in Latin
America and Africa’, Journal of Economic History, 67:4 (2007), 917–43; See also Austin and Sugihara, Labour-intensive indus-
trialization; Andersson and Axelsson, Diverse development paths; Cogneau, Dupraz, and Mesplé-Somps, ‘Fiscal capacity’;
Frankema and van Waijenburg, ‘Africa Rising’; and E. Frankema and A. Booth (eds.), Fiscal capacity and the colonial
state in Asia and Africa, 1850–1960 (Cambridge, 2019).

85There are a few notable exceptions though, including the recent special issue on the history of poverty in this journal
(Volume 58, Issue 3); For another innovative example see S. Doyle, F. Meier zu Selhausen, and J. Weisdorf, ‘The blessings
of medicine? Patient characteristics and health outcomes in a Ugandan mission hospital, 1908–1970’, Social History of
Medicine, 33:3 (2020), 946–80.
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Such self-induced limitations on the types of questions that can be explored stands in contrast with
the long tradition of methodological exploration and innovation that has characterized the field of
African history.

That said, the potential for methodological cross-fertilization and moving past such restrictions
has grown significantly since Hopkins’s wake-up call in 2009. We have sought in this article to bring
the historically-minded branch of the new quantitative economic history of Africa to the notice of
Africanist historians, because we are excited about the potential opportunities for greater scholarly
integration and collaboration in decades to come. Indeed, there are many more African economic
historians that have a keen interest in research cooperation than there were a decade ago. While far
from exhaustive list, we see several ‘frontier areas’ where collaborative work could deepen our
understanding of the long-run transformations that have taken place in African economies.

For one, there is great value in connecting the insights from economic history with those of
environmental history.86 Whereas certain topics — especially that of fuel and energy — loom
large in European economic history, much has yet to be learned about the intersections between
African economies, energy management, and the impact on the environment.87 Collaborations
between economic and social historians, in turn, could deepen our understanding of changing fam-
ily systems and gender,88 the intricacies of colonial and postcolonial bureaucracies,89 transportation
networks,90 or informal economies.91 Partnerships with cultural historians could not only elucidate
how patterns of consumer behavior and urban lifestyles intersected with larger macroeconomic
trends, but also enrich the impersonal accounts of economic historians with ways in which people
understood economic change and shaped it in turn. Finally, research on African economies could
venture further back in time and explore longue-durée questions on topics such as the evolution of
labor relations, urbanization, and state formation, or changing agricultural practices and crop dif-
fusion by expanding cooperation with archaeologists, paleobotanists, and historical linguists. Such
collaborations with different methodological branches of African history may prove vital to sustain
the ‘new’ branch for a longer period than the ‘old’ branch of African economic history.
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