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Recent debates on the economic history of the United States
and other regions have revisited the question of the extent to
which slavery and other forms of labor coercion contributed
to the development of economic and political institutions.
This article aims to bring Africa into this global debate, exam-
ining the contributions of slavery and coercion to periods of
economic growth during the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries. It argues that the coercion of labor in a variety of forms
was a key part of African political economy, and thus when pre-
sented with opportunities for growth, elites turned first to the
expansion of coerced labor. However, while labor coercion
could help facilitate short-run growth, it also made the transi-
tion to sustained growth more difficult.
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Howdid power and coercion contribute to the shaping of themodern
economy? This has been the driving question behind histories of

empire and slavery for many decades and remains the subject of fierce
debates in both academic and public history circles. Recent contribu-
tions have centered on the processes of industrialization in first Britain
and then the United States, assessing the extent to which the violence
of empire and the coercion of millions of enslaved laborers made this
possible.1 Some argue that enslaved labor, and the goods they produced,
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were foundational to the rise of industrialization.2 Others counter that
while individual elites certainly gained from the exploitation of enslaved
workers, the scale of production by enslaved labor is not sufficient to
explain the large structural changes in industrialized economies and
that the institution itself undermined prospects for economic develop-
ment and diversification in the regions where it was most widely used,
like the US South.3

The recent focus on the United States and Britain obscures the fact
that these same questions could be, and have been, asked of other parts
of the world. Labor coercion was everywhere during the period of indus-
trialization and took a variety of forms in different parts of the world.
Enslaved or coerced workers were engaged across a variety of profes-
sions and industries and had varied degrees of autonomy and living stan-
dards. The ways in which these forms shaped patterns of production and
the distribution of economic rents also varied. In a study of Brazil, Nuno
Palma et al. show that regions more heavily dependent on enslaved labor
struggled later, writing that “there is no evidence that slavery benefited
the societies that relied largely on it. Not only is slavery abhorrent
from a modern normative perspective, but it also mostly had negative
development consequences: while slave-owners and a few narrow
sectors profited from it, overall society lost out.”4

After the abolition of slavery, coercion remained a key feature of
many labor markets, ranging from outright forced labor to indirect
means like legal restrictions on wages and mobility. How these struc-
tures shaped development has also been debated. In South Africa, for
example, what is known as the “capitalism and apartheid” literature
focuses on the role of racial discrimination in shaping South Africa’s
economy.5 On one side are scholars arguing that policies that kept
African wages low were essential in keeping mines and manufacturing
industries profitable. Critics argue that the market distortions of apart-
heid policies hindered long-run development by reducing the size of
the domestic market through keeping majority incomes low and disin-
centivizing investments in human capital. In a critical review of this

Global History (London, 2014); Caitlin Rosenthal,Accounting for Slavery:Masters andMan-
agement (Cambridge, Mass., 2018).

2 Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman, eds., Slavery’s Capitalism: A NewHistory of American
Economic Development (Philadelphia, 2016), 1–2.

3 Alan L. Olmstead and Paul W. Rhode, “Cotton, Slavery and the New History of Capital-
ism,” Explorations in Economic History 67 (2018): 1–17; Gavin Wright, “Slavery and Anglo-
American Capitalism Revisited,” Economic History Review 73, no. 2 (2020): 353–383.

4Nuno Palma, Andrea Papadia, Thales Pereira, and Leonardo Weller, “Slavery and Devel-
opment in Nineteenth Century Brazil,” Capitalism: A Journal of History and Economics 2
(2021): 372–346.

5 See, e.g., Merle Lipton, Capitalism and Apartheid (Houslow, UK, 1985).
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literature, Nicoli Nattrass adopts a middle ground: while low wages for
African workers were important in maintaining the profitability of
mines during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the
shortage of skilled workers made later productivity gains in manufactur-
ing more difficult.6

This paper surveys these same debates for sub-Saharan Africa. It
focuses not on the Atlantic slave trade, which has dominated studies of
labor coercion in Africa, but rather on the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies.7 The continued use of slavery and forced labor after the abolition
of the Atlantic trade—often referred to as the “second slavery”—has been
the subject of increasing scrutiny in recent years by scholars critiquing the
idea that slavery was an antiquated institution incompatible with the
expansion of capitalism. Rather, many regions saw expansion rather than
retrenchment of the use of coerced labor during the nineteenth century.8

In sub-Saharan Africa, global changes in demand and transport costs saw
rapid increases in the production of minerals, cash crops, and forest prod-
ucts. As this paper shows, this process of growth relied heavily on the coer-
cion of labor, either through the expansion of the slave trades within Africa
or through other, more indirect, methods of labor coercion.

This paper follows Frederick Cooper in treating slavery and coercion
“not narrowly an issue of labor and markets but of political economy,”
part of wider efforts by elites to control access to wealth and power.9

This paper argues that the persistence of coercion in the mobilization
of labor in Africa reflected both factor prices and the structure of political
and economic institutions. Periods of rapid economic growth during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries often involved the expansion of labor
coercion. As in South Africa, however, the turn to coercive policies also
made it more difficult to achieve sustained economic growth.

Varieties of Coercion

Any discussion of slavery and coerced labor in Africa must first deal
with the dizzying array of institutions and structures in which power was

6Nicoli Nattrass, “Controversies About Capitalism and Apartheid in South Africa: An Eco-
nomic Perspective,” Journal of Southern African Studies 17, no. 4 (1991): 654–677. Charles
Feinstein adopts a similar position in his Economic History of South Africa: Conquest, Dis-
crimination and Development (Cambridge, 2005), chapters 5 and 6.

7 There is a rich literature on the Atlantic slave trade, and smaller literatures on other slave
trades. For an overview, see Paul Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery: AHistory of Slavery in
Africa (Cambridge, 1983), or Patrick Manning, Slavery and African Life: Occidental, Oriental
and African Slave Trades (Cambridge, 1990).

8DaleW. Tomich and Paul E. Lovejoy, “Introduction: Atlantic/Africa,” in The Atlantic and
Africa: The Second Slavery and Beyond (Albany, 2021).

9 Frederick Cooper, “The Problem of Slavery in African Studies,” Journal of African
History 20 (1979), 116.
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used to mobilize labor instead of wages. Historically, the emergence of
coercion in Africa was favored by comparatively low population densities
that made labor scarce relative to land.10 This not only shaped labor
markets but also the broader structure of political institutions. As Sean
Stilwell puts it, “it is now axiomatic that in Africa, possession of—or
control of—people meant power. Power over people provided access to
labor, to the reproductive capacity of female slaves, and to political
agents or functionaries who then bolstered the power of elites and
other big men.”11 However, the precise structures by which this control
over people was exercised varied both between and within African soci-
eties. Further, the changing geopolitics of the colonial period led to the
introduction of new forms of coercion, both direct and indirect,
layered on top of institutions which persisted from the pre-colonial
period. Many of these were then inherited by post-independence
states, resulting in a complex and multi-layered history of labor coercion
well into the second half of the twentieth century. This section reviews
these different types in order to illustrate the range of different
methods of labor coercion.

Owing to the relative scarcity of labor, slavery was prevalent in
African economies long before the beginning of the Atlantic trade.
Enslaved labor was key to the trade economies of the medieval
Sudanic empires, both in the production of traded commodities and as
a commodity itself. Enslaved workers were employed in the salt mines
in Taghaza, in the gold mines of medieval Mali, and as both porters
and commodities in caravans traveling Trans-Saharan trade routes.12

The same was true for the medieval Swahili coast, where enslaved
workers were employed in food production in the hinterland of coastal
trading centers, in the production of exports, as domestic workers, and
in skilled occupations in urban settings. Slaves were also traded both
within the region and farther afield.13

10Gareth Austin, “Resources, Techniques and Strategies South of the Sahara: Revising the
Factor Endowments Perspective on African Economic Development, 1500–2000,” Economic
History Review 61, no. 3 (2008): 587–624; A. G. Hopkins, An Economic History of West
Africa (London, 1973), Chapter 2.

11 Sean Stilwell, Slavery and Slaving in African History (Cambridge, 2014), 4.
12Michael A Gomez, African Dominion: A New History of Empire in Early and Medieval

West Africa (Princeton, 2018), Chapter 4; Ralph Austen, African Economic History: Internal
Development and External Dependency (Oxford, 1994); Ghislaine Lydon, On Trans-Saharan
Trails: Islamic Law, Trade Networks and Cross-Cultural Exchange in Nineteenth-Century
Western Africa (Cambridge, 2009), 228–230.

13 Gwyn Campbell, “Introduction: Slavery and Other Forms of Unfree Labour in the Indian
Ocean World,” Slavery and Abolition 24, no. 4 (2003): ix–xxii; Henriette Rødland, Stephanie
Wynne-Jones, Marilee Wood, and Jeffrey Fleisher, “No Such Thing As Invisible People:
Toward an Archaeology of Slavery at the Fifteenth-Century Swahili Site of Songo Mnara,”
Azania: Archaeological Research in Africa 55 (2020): 439–457.
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These regions were, and remained, areas of intensive slavery.14 In
these areas, slaves were often a substantial proportion of the population
and tended to work in slave-dominated units focused on the production
of commodities for the market. Also included in this category was the
Cape Colony from the eighteenth century. The Dutch East India
Company began importing slaves from Asia and East Africa in the seven-
teenth century to meet labor demands from European settler farms.15

Using emancipation records from the nineteenth century, Kate Ekama
and coauthors show substantial variation in the activities of both male
and female slaves.16 While most male slaves were laborers, significant
numbers were also employed in animal husbandry or clerical work. Sim-
ilarly, among female slaves, most were domestic workers but others
worked in artisanal production or animal husbandry. A small number
of female slaves were also employed as laborers. Similarly, in areas of
intense enslavement in the Indian Ocean region, female slaves worked
in occupations ranging from concubines to prostitutes to domestic ser-
vants to water carriers, as well as in mining and textile production.
Male slaves were employed in agriculture, transport, fishing, and com-
merce, as soldiers, and in the bureaucratic service.17

There were also many other regions of what is known as low-density
slavery, in which slaves were a smaller proportion of the population and
worked within households. This model of low-density slavery was out-
lined initially by Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers, who conceptualized
slavery in Africa as a matter of degrees of marginality within local com-
munities and stressed the ability of slaves to be integrated within those
communities.18 Slavery of the low-density type tended to emerge in
regions with less centralized political institutions, and often lower
levels of overall population density. Slaves lived within households and
had extensive “face-to-face” interactions with their owners, and fre-
quently became absorbed within their households.19

Slavery was not the only means of labor coercion, and in most
African economies the labor force was composed of both slaves and

14 Stilwell, Slavery and Slaving, 20.
15 Robert Ross,Cape of Torments: Slavery and Resistance in South Africa (London, 1983);

Robert Carl-Heinz Shell, Children of Bondage: A Social History of Slave Society at the Cape of
Good Hope, 1652–1838 (Hanover, 1994); Nigel Worden, Slavery in Dutch South Africa (Cam-
bridge, 1985).

16 Kate Ekama, Johan Fourie, Hans Heese, and Lisa-Cheree Martin, “When Cape Slavery
Ended: Introducing a New Slave Emancipation Dataset,” Explorations in Economic History
81 (July 2021): 101390.

17 Campbell, “Slavery and Other Forms of Unfree Labour in the Indian Ocean World.”
18 Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers, “African ‘Slavery’ as an Institution of Marginality,” in

Slavery in Africa: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives, ed. Suzanne Miers and Igor
Kopytoff (Madison, 1977).

19Martin Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa (Cambridge, 1998), 4.
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coerced laborers mobilized through other means. In the context of land
abundance, land rights did not often serve to secure debt. This purpose
was instead served by pawning, or “a system in which individuals are
held in debt bondage as collateral for loans.”20 Pawning was widely
used in a variety of contexts, though its importance in the provision of
creditmight havemeant it wasmore common in regions heavily involved
in external trades.

Communal labor was another means of mobilizing labor through
power relationships within a village or other community. In the cycle
of rural life, cooperative labor arrangements were used for tasks too
large to be tackled by the family, such as house-building, the clearing
of fields for planting, or the harvest, and often operated on a system of
rotating obligations between neighbors or other kin. There remains
some debate about the extent to which communal labor was prevalent
prior to the colonial period given the limited chronological scope of the
oral history evidence on whichmuch knowledge of systems of communal
labor relies. Gareth Austin notes in his study of Asante that “it seems
likely that the rotating exchange of labour between neighbours or
fellow-villagers was a recognized institution in nineteenth-century,”
but also that “recourse to it was relatively infrequent because of the avail-
ability of slaves and pawns within households.”21 On the other side of the
continent, Opolot Okia argues for Kenya that colonial officials had an
interest in stressing the “traditional” legitimacy of communal labor to
justify its use.22

Colonial states built on and often expanded existing systems of
forced labor. They also introduced their own systems for the direct coer-
cion of labor, including labor taxes, military drafts, and forced cultiva-
tion.23 Recent literature on the political economy of colonial rule has
suggested that labor was an important source of revenue for colonial
states. In a study of French colonies, Marlous van Waijenburg combines
records of forced labor requisitions with wage estimates to calculate the
total value of forced labor recruitment to French colonial states. She esti-
mates that revenue from such sources could amount to even more than
total cash revenue, at least in the early years of colonial rule, though its

20Toyin Falola and Paul E. Lovejoy, “Pawnship in Historical Perspective,” in Pawnship,
Slavery, and Colonialism in Africa, ed. Lovejoy and Falola (Trenton, 2003), 1.

21 Gareth Austin, Labour, Land and Capital: From Slavery to Free Labour in Asante
1807–1956 (Rochester, 2005).

22Opolot Okia, Labour in Colonial Kenya after the Forced Labor Convention, 1930–1963
(Cham, 2019), Chapter 1.

23Richard Roberts, “Coerced Labor in Twentieth-Century Africa,” in Cambridge World
History of Slavery, Vol. 4: AD 1804–AD 2016, ed. David Eltis, Stanley L. Engerman,
Seymour Drescher, and David Richardson (Cambridge, 2017), 583–609.
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importance as a revenue source declined over time.24 The decline was
uneven, however, and poorer colonial states tended to rely more
heavily on forced labor until later in the colonial period.

There were a number of other, less direct, methods to bring Africans
into the labor force, either by restricting their options for production or
by imposing taxes that had to be paid in cash. Both were imposed widely
across colonial Africa, but were most commonly used in colonies with
extensive European settlement or foreign enterprises. Hut and poll
taxes, for example, were more important sources of revenue in colonies
with European and other settler communities.25 While the primary aim
of these taxes was to raise revenue, they also served a second intended
purpose, which was to compel Africans into the wage labor market in
order to earn the cash with which to pay the tax. How effective this
was in a context of widespread tax evasion and limited state capacity
remains an open question. Similar aims were served by restrictions on
African economic opportunities. Perhaps the most important of these
included land seizures that created artificial scarcities in the amount of
land available. This had the effect of creating competition over land and
forcing those unable to access land into the labor market. Restrictions
on the production of cash crops by Africans also limited their ability to
earn a cash income without participating in the market for wage labor.

This section has reviewed the various forms of labor coercion used in
African economies during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Their
variety reflected the long history of labor mobilization using power and
social relationships rather thanwages in sub-Saharan Africa, where com-
paratively low population densities made labor rather than land the
scarce factor of production. Systems of property rights and political
expansion had thus focused on people and not territory. These systems
provided the foundation for processes of economic change in the
region during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as discussed in
the next section.

Patterns of African Long-Run Growth

The first two decades of the twenty-first century have seen a rapid
expansion in research on African economic history.26 This work has

24Marlous van Waijenburg, “Financing the African Colonial State: The Revenue Impera-
tive and Forced Labor,” Journal of Economic History 78, no. 1 (2018): 40–80.

25 Leigh Gardner, Taxing Colonial Africa: The Political Economy of British Imperialism
(Oxford, 2012), Chapter 1.

26Gareth Austin and Stephen Broadberry, “Introduction: The Renaissance of African Eco-
nomic History,” Economic History Review 67, no. 4 (2014): 893–906; see also A. G. Hopkins,
“The New Economic History of Africa,” Journal of African History 50, no. 2 (2009): 155–177.
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focused particularly on assembling quantitative data with which African
countries can be compared to each other and to countries outside Africa.
Challenging ideas that data in Africa are inadequate to support rigorous
analysis, this work has generated new insights across a wide range of
topics, from trade to public finance and to inequality.27 These data
have helped illuminate not only the structure and functioning of histor-
ical economies but also the ways in which historical events have shaped
current economic outcomes.28

Starting from the late nineteenth century, it is possible to calculate
aggregatemeasures of African economic output, which further enable com-
parative work. Figure 1 shows annual estimates of gross domestic product
(GDP) per capita for a selection of African countries. Previous estimates
of historical GDP per capita for African countries were for single countries
or benchmark years only, establishing that many countries were already
above subsistence (sometimes substantially so) by the 1870s.29Annual esti-
mates allow fora closer lookatpatternsof economicgrowthsince the 1880s,
rather than just levels. These data show several episodes of growth from the
late nineteenth century onward. One period was between the late nine-
teenth century and the outbreak ofWorldWar I, reflecting rapid expansion
in the export and government sectors. The outbreak of war and the turmoil
of the interwar period also affectedAfrican economies, but growth resumed
during the 1940s as Africa became a key supplier of strategic goods for the
war effort. This phase of growth continued through the postwar golden age.

The gains from this growth were by no means distributed equally,
and one of the contributions of the recent renaissance in African eco-
nomic history is to show rising levels of inequality in a number of
African countries beginning in the colonial period, often linked to the
expansion of export production. In Botswana, for example, the commer-
cialization of cattle exports from the 1930s prompted an early increase in
inequality that was compounded by the postindependence shift to
diamond exports.30 Similarly, Ghana’s level of inequality was already
comparatively high in the early colonial period due to the comparatively

27 Johan Fourie, “The Data Revolution in African Economic History,” Journal of Interdis-
ciplinary History 47, no. 2 (2016): 193–212.

28 SteliosMichalopoulos and Elias Papaioannou, “Historical Legacies and African Develop-
ment,” Journal of Economic Literature 58, no. 1 (2020): 53–128.

29Morten Jerven, “A West African Experiment: Constructing a GDP series for colonial
Ghana, 1891–1950: GDP Series for Colonial Ghana,” Economic History Review 67, no. 4
(2014): 964–992; Leandro Prados de la Escosura, “Output Per Head in Pre-Independence
Africa: Quantitative Conjectures,” Economic History of Developing Regions 27, no. 2
(2012): 1–36.

30 Jutta Bolt and Ellen Hillbom, “Long-Term Trends in Economic Inequality: Lessons from
Colonial Botswana, 1921–74,” Economic History Review 69, no. 4 (2016): 1255–1284.
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high incomes of cocoa farmers, which increased more from the 1930s as
the incomes of civil servants and skilled workers began to rise.31

Not all countries experienced similar rises in inequality linked to
export production. Despite being one of the leading export producers
of East Africa, Uganda had only a limited increase in inequality during

Figure 1. GDP per capita in a selection of countries, 1885–2008. (Source: Stephen Broadberry
and Leigh Gardner, “Economic Growth in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1885-2008: Evidence from
Eight Countries,” Explorations in Economic History 83 [2022]: 101424.)

31 Prince Young Aboagye and Jutta Bolt, “Long-term trends in income inequality: winners
and losers of economic change in Ghana, 1891–1960,” Explorations in Economic History 82
(2021): 101405.
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the postindependence period.32 A recent survey of inequality trends in
colonial Africa argues that the extent to which export production contrib-
uted to rising inequality depended on the capital-intensity of export pro-
duction.33 In Uganda, much of the cotton exported was produced by
smallholders alongside subsistence crops with the intention of earning
a small amount of cash income to hedge against the risk of famine.
This contrasts with the large capital investment required for the export
of beef or tree crops like cocoa.

Alongside the “renaissance” of African economic history, there have
emerged new insights about long-run economic growth and the workings
of pre-industrial economies around the globe, which, brought together
with the literature on Africa, have suggested that Africa was perhaps not
as much of an outlier as earlier literature suggested. Estimates of GDP
per capita for Europe and Asia dating back to the medieval period show
that, much like African economies, pre-industrial economies were not sub-
sistence economies with little or no growth. Rather, many had levels of per
capita income much higher than subsistence level, and experienced
periods of growth which could sometimes last decades.

However, the gains from these periods of growth were often erased
by subsequent periods of shrinking.34 It was only when the severity and
duration of the shrinking in those periods were reduced that the early
industrializers were able to achieve sustained improvements in per
capita income.35 Even before that, however, these growth episodes con-
tributed to rising inequality in preindustrial economies.36 Anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that the same characterization could be made of sub-
Saharan Africa for the period prior to the late nineteenth century.37

Annual estimates of GDP per capita illustrate that most countries were
subject to long periods of shrinking as well as growth.

32Michiel de Haas, “Reconstructing Income Inequality in a Colonial Cash Crop Economy:
Five Social Tables for Uganda, 1925–1965,” European Review of Economic History 26, no. 2
(2022): 255–283.

33 Ellen Hillbom, Jutta Bolt, Michiel de Haas, and Federico Tadei. “Measuring Historical
Inequality in Africa: What Can We Learn from Social Tables?” African Economic History
Working Paper 63 (2021).

34 For a review, see Stephen Broadberry, “Accounting for the Great Divergence: Recent
Findings from Historical National Accounting,” Oxford Economic and Social History
Working Papers (2021).

35 Stephen Broadberry and John Joseph Wallis, “Growing, Shrinking, and Long Run Eco-
nomic Performance: Historical Perspectives on Economic Development,” NBER Working
Paper 23343 (2017).

36 See, e.g., Guido Alfani, “Economic Inequality in Preindustrial Times: Europe and
Beyond,” Journal of Economic Literature 59, no. 1 (2021): 3–44.

37 For one overview, see Morten Jerven, “African Growth Recurring: An Economic History
Perspective on African Growth Episodes, 1690–2010,” Economic History of Developing
Regions 25, no. 2 (2010): 127–154.
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In sub-Saharan Africa, the severity and duration of its eco-
nomic shrinking is the key factor in explaining its position of rel-
ative poverty today. As the regional comparisons in Figure 2 show,
GDP per capita in the region was at the same level or even slightly
higher than that of leading Asian economies like China and India
up to the final decades of the twentieth century. By then, however,
the prolonged period of shrinking beginning in the middle of the
1970s contrasted with persistent growth and structural change in
Asia.

The one partial exception is South Africa, shown in Panel A of
Figure 1. While South Africa did suffer significant periods of shrinking
—notably during the South African War (1899–1902) and in the final
years of the apartheid regime during the 1980s—the rise of manufactur-
ing in the interwar period reduced the vulnerability of the economy to
commodity price shocks.

The next three sections each focus on one of these periods of
growth: the nineteenth century, the early colonial period, and the
postwar “golden age.” They examine the various roles that labor coer-
cion played in the process of economic expansion, and conversely
how economic and political changes contributed to shifts in the forms
of labor coercion used. While it is not possible to quantify these
effects, anecdotal evidence shows that coercion was widely used in
the production of important export commodities. The paper concludes
by speculating on the ways in which the use of that coercion may have
made the shift to sustained growth more difficult; namely, rising
inequality, underinvestment in human capital, and institutional
instability.

Figure 2. GDP per capita in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. (Source: Broadberry and
Gardner, “Economic Growth.”)
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Nineteenth-Century Globalization

The nineteenth century saw two conflicting trends with regard to the
use of slavery and forced labor. On the one hand, there were increasing
international restrictions on the export of slaves. These were imposed
gradually and with different levels of intensity in different regions. On
the other hand, however, growing demand for African commodity
exports—ranging from minerals to agricultural products like palm oil
and cloves and forest products like timber and ivory—increased
demand for enslaved labor within Africa. Warfare and political upheaval
also expanded the number of enslaved. Slavery and forced labor thus
remained persistent and central to Africa’s economic and political
institutions.

Pressure to reduce or eliminate the export of slaves from Africa
began in the first years of the new century, not long after the Atlantic
slave trade reached its peak in the late eighteenth. Denmark abolished
the slave trade in 1803, followed by Britain in 1807, the United States
in 1808, and other European countries shortly thereafter.38 The imme-
diate impact of abolition was limited, as Gareth Austin puts it with
regard to West Africa: “the 1807 British abolition act was the effective
beginning of the end of the Atlantic trade.”39 However, there remained
significant markets for African slaves across the Atlantic in Brazil and
Cuba, among other destinations.40 Slaves continued to be exported
from places like the Gold Coast and Bight of Benin until the middle of
the nineteenth century, though efforts by the British Navy to enforce
the ban prompted a shift southward to West-Central Africa.41

Efforts to suppress the trade in other regions began later, and were
similarly ambiguous in their immediate effects. The decline in Ottoman
privateering in the Mediterranean following peace treaties between
North African and European states reduced the flow of Christian captives
coming from Europe to North Africa, leaving sub-Saharan Africa as the
only source of slaves for North African markets.42 The trans-Saharan
trade saw significant expansions during the nineteenth century, particu-
larly during the Egyptian cotton boom of the 1860s, when the use of slave
labor expanded to meet demand for cotton generated by the shortfall in

38 Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery, 135–136.
39Gareth Austin, “Migration in the Contexts of Slaving and States in 19th-Century West

Africa,” in Migration in Africa: Shifting Patterns of Mobility from the 19th to the 21st
Century, ed. Ewout Frankema and Michiel de Haas (London, 2022), 38.

40Ralph Austen, African Economic History: Internal Development and External Depend-
ency (Oxford, 1987), 111.

41 Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery, Chapter 7.
42 Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Africa and the Africans in the Nineteenth Century: A

Turbulent History, trans. Mary Baker (New York, 2009), 185–86.
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American exports during the US civil war.43 In East Africa, the impact of
the Moresby Treaty of 1822 between the British government and the
Sultan of Muscat and Oman—which restricted the geographic range of
slave exports from the East African coast—was counteracted by the
growing demand for enslaved labor on island plantations first estab-
lished in the eighteenth century.44 In southern Africa, British policies
of abolition sparked a proliferation of other varieties of labor coercion
(some of which were discussed in section 2) that eventually provided a
model for other colonial economies.45

The multifaceted impact of abolition, combined with other major
shifts in the global economy, meant that the gradual decline of slave
exports—and the growth of commodity exports—did not imply a
decrease in enslavement within Africa itself, as proponents of “legiti-
mate” commerce had predicted.46 In fact, the opposite occurred, and
the number of enslaved people increased over the course of the
century. This expansion was driven by two primary factors. First was
the rise in demand for African commodities driven by European and
American industrialization, along with innovations in transport technol-
ogy that made it cheaper to export lower-value-to-weight goods.47 The
nineteenth century thus saw rapid growth in the export of minerals,
forest products, and agricultural produce from Africa to other regions
of the world.48 It is important not to exaggerate the impact of this
increase for most of the African population. John Tosh notes with
regard to West Africa that the high cost of internal transport combined
with ecological constraints would have limited the commercial produc-
tion of exports to a narrow band of territory in the forest zone near the
coast.49

43Mohamed Saleh and Sarah Wahby, “Boom and Bust: The Trans-Saharan Slave Trade in
the 19th Century,” in Migration in Africa, 56–74.

44 Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, Spices and Ivory in Zanzibar: Integration of an East African
Commercial Empire into the World Economy (Oxford, 1987): Chapter 2; Karin Pallaver,
“Slaves, Porters, and Plantation Workers: Shifting Patterns of Migration in 19th- and Early
20th-Century East Africa,” in Migration in Africa, 78.

45 Feinstein, An Economic History of South Africa, chapter 3; Nigel Worden and Clifton
Crais, eds., Breaking the Chains: Slavery and Its Legacy in the Nineteenth Century Cape
Colony (Johannesburg, 1994).

46 Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery, 136.
47 Ronald Findlay and Kevin H. O’Rourke, Power and Plenty: Trade, War, and the World

Economy in the Second Millennium (Princeton, 2009), Chapter 7.
48Austen, African Economic History, Chapter 5; Ewout Frankema, Jeffrey Williamson,

and Peter 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, no. 1 (2018), 231–67.

49 John Tosh, “The Cash-Crop Revolution in Tropical Africa: An Agricultural Reappraisal,”
African Affairs 79 (1980): 79–94.
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However, as this section will show, coastal production could have
ripple effects far into the interior. One feature of the period was the
expansion of plantation production in both West and East Africa. Fred-
erick Cooper, in his study of plantations in Zanzibar, defines plantations
as “large-scale, specialised units that developed in order to serve the needs of
a vast andwidespreadmarket for particular commodities,” andwhich devel-
oped in areas where the soil and climate were particularly suited to produc-
ing them.50 The rapid growth in the production of cloves—a crop indigenous
to Southeast Asia, which before the nineteenth century had never been pro-
duced in East Africa—was primarily by plantations on Zanzibar and the
nearby island of Pemba. These could range greatly in size, from small plan-
tations with one or two slaves to large plantations with several thousand
slaves.51 The expansion of clove production on the islands also increased
demand for food surpluses to feed plantation workers, and plantations
were also established on the coastal mainland to produce food crops like
grain and coconut. In both cases, the vast majority of the slaves came
from the East African interior, largely from the hinterland of Kilwa, in
what is today Tanzania and the Lake Malawi region.52

Similarly specialized units emerged in the production of palm oil in
West Africa, as both Mohamed Salau and Paul Lovejoy have shown.53

But not all export production by enslaved workers took place on planta-
tions. Rather, as before the nineteenth century, the structures of slavery
and production by enslaved workers were diverse. In Asante, slaves con-
tributed to the expansion of gold mining and kola nut production from
the 1820s to the 1860s. Kola trees tended to be located at some distance
fromKumasi, and so the production of kola nuts by slaves through share-
cropping arrangements facilitated the expansion of the Asante interior
(discussed below). Gold mining was concentrated in the dry season,
and therefore would have been combined with other activities.54 Slave
labor was also crucial in the expanding production of groundnuts,
which were used in Europe to make margarine and soap. However, the
form this production took varied, from sharecropping to plantation
agriculture.55

50 Frederick Cooper, Plantation Slavery on the East Coast of Africa (New Haven, 1977), 3.
51 Cooper, Plantation Slavery; Sheriff, Slaves, Spices, and Ivory; Austen, African Eco-

nomic History.
52 Pallaver, “Slaves, Porters and Plantation Workers,” 79; Karin Pallaver, “Nyamwezi Par-

ticipation in Nineteenth-Century East African Long-Distance Trade: Some Evidence fromMis-
sionary Sources,” Africa 61 (2006): 513–531.

53Mohamed Bashir Salau, Plantation Slavery in the Sokoto Caliphate (Rochester, 2018);
Paul Lovejoy, Slavery, Commerce and Production in the Sokoto Caliphate of West Africa
(Trenton, 2006).

54 Austin, Labour, Land and Capital.
55Mohammed Bashir Salau, “The Role of Slave Labor in Groundnut Production in Early

Colonial Kano,” Journal of African History 51, no. 2 (2010): 147–165.
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A second factor in the increasing slave population was warfare and
state-building, in which slaves became both captives in conflict and
instruments of territorial conquest.56 Most notably, the Islamic jihads
of the early nineteenth century created a number of newly centralized
states that relied on newly captured and existing slave populations for
much of their conquest of the frontier.57 The numbers of slaves held by
these new states could be large. Lovejoy estimates that the Sokoto
Caliphate, the largest of the jihad states, had a slave population compa-
rable to that of Brazil or the United States in 1860.58 Outside the new
caliphates, other expanding states used similar practices. As noted
above, the Asante state used slave labor to clear forest and expand agri-
cultural production.59

The nineteenth century was a period of significant economic and
political turmoil across Africa. Emerging opportunities for export pro-
duction placed new demands on labor. While, many of the commodities
that fueled this growth could be produced using a variety of methods of
production, the centrality of slavery and other forms of coercion in the
African political economy combined with the constraints of Africa’s
factor endowment meant that the acquisition of slaves frequently went
hand in hand with increasing production of both exports and other
goods. As Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch puts it:

In bothWest and East Africa, from the King of Dahomey to the Sultan
of Zanzibar, African leaders quickly seized new opportunities and
enthusiastically opened their realms to new markets, but they did
not give up their old sources of revenue. On the contrary, growth in
exports was gained through slaves, who were used in armies, as
porters in caravans, as labourers on plantations, and as workers in
the textile industry.60

Colonial Expansion

The increase in the volume and value of exports continued to accel-
erate during the early colonial period, particularly prior to World War

56 There remains a debate about the extent to which the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade,
and its impact on the revenue of West African states, contributed to the political instability of
the period. See Hopkins, Economic History of West Africa, 142–148; and Robin Law, ed.,
From Slave Trade to ‘Legitimate’ Commerce: The Commercial Transition in Nineteenth-
Century West Africa (Cambridge, 1995).

57 Paul E. Lovejoy, Jihad in West Africa during the Age of Revolutions (Athens, 2016),
Chapter 7.

58 Lovejoy, “Internal Markets or an Atlantic-Sahara Divide? HowWomen Fit into the Slave
Trade of West Africa,” inWomen and Slavery: Africa and the Western Indian Ocean Islands,
ed. Gwyn Campbell, Suzanne Miers, and Joseph C. Miller (Athens, Ohio, 2007), 270.

59 Austin, “Migration in the Contexts of Slaving,” 43.
60 Coquery-Vidrovitch, Africa and the Africans in the Nineteenth Century, 191.
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I. This expansion was a key source of the economic growth documented
in section 3. As in the nineteenth century, coercion played a key role.
How much of colonial export production relied on coercion? Just like
in the previous period, this is difficult to say with any certainty. Not all
export success stories were stories of coercion, and in other cases colo-
nial efforts to use coercion to increase production had decidedly mixed
results. Cotton is one example. Michiel de Haas’s account of cotton pro-
duction in Uganda shows that what became one of the leading centers of
cotton exports in the region relied primarily on smallholders producing a
small amount of an export crop to supplement family incomes. Families
did not rely exclusively on the production of cotton for the market, but
planted small amounts of cotton for the market alongside food crops.61

Across the continent in northern Cote d’Ivoire, however, French
authorities gave cotton production quotas to Senoufo chiefs, who mobi-
lized traditional systems of communal labor to meet those quotas. “In
contrast to the old system,” notes Catherine Boone, “the product of
this collective effort was not a public good: chiefs and lineage heads
sold the cotton to the French, used the proceeds to pay head taxes, and
kept the rest for themselves.” This redistribution to the chiefs and
their households had a negative impact on the workers themselves,
straining “the capacity of Senoufo villages and households to provide
for subsistence needs.”62

The story of rubber is similar. The most notorious use of forced pro-
duction was probably the “red rubber” regime in the Congo Free State
(CFS) under King Leopold II of Belgium. When the prices for natural
rubber spiked in the early twentieth century, Leopold saw it as an oppor-
tunity to reverse the failing financial position of the CFS, which he had
claimed as his own personal property in 1885. Under the red rubber
regime, Africans were required to produce minimum quotas of wild
rubber, often at gunpoint. Those who did not produce the set quota suf-
fered brutal atrocities at the hands of CFS officials. While this strategy
did produce a short-term rubber (and revenue) boom, it proved unsus-
tainable in the long run. The worst-affected areas saw extensive depop-
ulation as Africans fled the reach of the CFS, and rubber trees were
destroyed by overtapping. The international outrage prompted by
public revelations about the atrocities committed led to the Belgian gov-
ernment’s takeover of the administration of the Congo.63 Still, this brief

61Michiel de Haas, “Measuring Rural Welfare in Colonial Africa: Did Uganda’s Smallhold-
ers Thrive?” Economic History Review 70, no. 2 (2017): 605-631.

62 Catherine Boone, Political Topographies of the African State: Territorial Authority and
Institutional Choice (Cambridge, 2003), 254–255.

63Robert Harms, “The End of Red Rubber: A Reassessment,” Journal of African History
16, no. 1 (1975): 73–88.
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period left lasting scars on the development of the Congo.64 Other efforts
to coerce rubber production had more limited impacts, as James Fenske
shows in his study of rubber in Benin, where rubber production only took
off in the postindependence period, when the incentives shifted for
African producers.65

One area in which coerced labor played an important, if indirect, role
in promoting export growth was in the construction of infrastructure,
particularly railways. Although African railway networks were thin on
the ground compared to other regions, access to the railway had a dra-
matic impact on transport costs and made export production profitable
in regions where it had not previously been so. Roads had a similar
impact during the interwar period. Over time, the construction of infra-
structure had a dramatic impact on the economic geography of African
countries.66 This infrastructure was also built largely by coerced labor.
Labor on the railways was difficult, and mortality rates were high, and
thus coercion became the norm rather than the exception. In some
cases, these were not Africans but rather workers shipped in from
other parts of the world, including Chinese workers to South Africa
and the French Congo or Indian workers to East Africa or Natal.67

Such experiments in importing workers were short-lived (although in
some cases historically impactful), but in most cases the workforce was
African in origin. Workers were recruited either by the colonial state
itself or by African elites on its behalf.

As in the case of the forced cultivation of crops, however, the recruit-
ment of labor for work on the railways had complex effects on African
economies. While the railways themselves facilitated the expansion of
export production, which can be measured, the recruitment of forced

64 Sara Lowes and Eduardo Montero, “Concessions, Violence, and Indirect Rule: Evidence
from the Congo Free State,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 136, no. 4 (2021): 2047-2091.

65 James Fenske, “‘Rubber Will Not Keep In This Country’: Failed Development in Benin,
1897–1921,” Explorations in Economic History 50, no. 2 (2013): 316–333.

66 For more detail on the impact of infrastructure investments, see Remi Jedwab and Alex-
ander Moradi, “The Permanent Effects of Transportation Revolutions in Poor Countries: Evi-
dence from Africa,” Review of Economics and Statistics 98, no. 2 (2016): 268–84; Alfonso
Herranc-Loncan and Johan Fourie, “‘For the Public Benefit’? Railways in the British Cape
Colony,” European Review of Economic History 22, no. 1 (2018): 73–100; Remi Jedwab
and Adam Storeygard, “Economic and Political Factors in Infrastructure Investment: Evidence
fromRailroads and Roads in Africa 1960–2015,” Economic History of Developing Regions 34,
no. 2 (2019): 156–208; Laura Maravall, “The Impact of a ‘Colonizing River’: Colonial Railways
and the Indigenous Population in French Algeria at the Turn of the Century,” Economic
History of Developing Regions 34, no. 1 (2019): 16–47; Mattia Bertazzini, “The Long-Term
Impact of Italian Colonial Roads in the Horn of Africa, 1935–2015,” Journal of Economic
Geography 22, no. 1 (2022): 181–214.

67 Julia Martinez, “‘Unwanted Scraps’ or ‘An Alert, Resolute, Resentful People’? Chinese
Railroad Workers in French Congo,” International Labor and Working-Class History 91
(2017): 79–98.
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labor for their construction had negative effects, which are more difficult
to document. In a study of the French Congo, Alexander Keese records
that efforts to evade forced labor on the Congo–Ocean Railway were suf-
ficiently widespread to cause significant decreases in local population
levels, to the point of entire villages being abandoned.

Deserters had immense success in escaping forced labor, but they
paid an enormous price as well: while we need many more detailed
studies on these effects, it is obvious that the experiences destabilized
rural communities and affected their cycles of agricultural produc-
tion and their level of food security.68

Last, colonial states implemented a wide range of more indirect
means of labor coercion, which were discussed earlier in this article.
Such policies were most often found in colonies in which export produc-
tion was in foreign hands, either those of settlers or foreign commercial
enterprises. Labor recruitment was difficult for the same reasons as out-
lined in previous sections, and in many cases the colonial state inter-
vened to restrict the outside options available to African producers.69

Many of these methods were pioneered in South Africa and then
adopted by other colonies later on.

One of the great ironies of the colonial period was that public justi-
fications for colonial conquest often referred explicitly to the abolition of
slavery within Africa. The Brussels Act of 1890, which laid the ground-
work for territorial claims by European powers, obliged the countries
signing it to commit to ending the slave trade, also stating that the
best means of doing this “was to establish colonial administrations in
the interior of Africa, to protect missionaries and trading companies,
and even to initiate Africans into agricultural and industrial labor.”
Through these statements, “it put an anti-slavery guise on the colonial
occupation and exploitation of Africa.”70

Once in possession of territory, however, understaffed and under-
resourced European colonial administrations needed the cooperation
of African elites both to govern and to promote the continued expansion
of export production to build a tax base.71 Both tended to consolidate and

68Alexander Keese, “Hunting ‘Wrongdoers’ and ‘Vagrants’: The Long-Term Perspective of
Flight, Evasion, and Persecution in Colonial and Postcolonial Congo-Brazzaville, 1920-1980,”
African Economic History 44 (2016), 163.

69 See, e.g., Samir Amin, “Underdevelopment and Dependence in Black Africa: Their His-
torical Origins and Contemporary Forms,” Social and Economic Studies 22, no. 1 (1973):
177–196.

70 Suzanne Miers, “Slavery and the Slave Trade as International Issues,” Slavery & Aboli-
tion 19, no. 2 (1998): 9, 19.

71 The structure and legacies of colonial institutions are the subject of an extensive litera-
ture. See, e.g., Elise Huillery, “The Black Man’s Burden: The Cost of Colonization of French
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even expand the use of forced labor, rather than abolish it. “Paradoxi-
cally,” Richard Roberts points out, “many colonial states justified the
Scramble for Africa in the later nineteenth century as part of their
effort to end the slave trade and slavery and promote African commerce,
only to resort to forced labor to build in the infrastructure that would
enable the colonial project.”72

Coercion and the “Golden Age”

From the interwar period onward, colonial governments faced
increasing pressure to reform their methods of labor recruitment. This
pressure came from international organizations like the League of
Nations and the International Labour Organization (ILO), and from
Africans themselves, who were increasingly shifting from migration
and avoidance to organized political pressure as a method of protesting
labor requisitions. As a result, both late colonial and postindependence
governments faced a set of dilemmas about definitions and dimensions
of coercion. As Elisabeth McMahon puts it with regard to Zanzibar, “at
what moment was labor ‘coerced’? If the government told villagers to
build a school for their children, was this a form of forced labor? If a gov-
ernment told a community to build roads so they could bring their clove
crops to market more efficiently, was this coerced labor?”73 The final
decades of the colonial period and the first decades of independence
saw the adoption of new policies of labor mobilization that tried to
balance the pressures to abolish forced labor while at the same time
retaining options for accessing unpaid workers through systems of “com-
munity” mobilization. This section reviews the ways coercion continued
to be used in the postwar decades, even as rhetoric changed in response
to political pressures.

The rapid expansion in commodity exports prior toWorldWar I had
drawn a growing number of Africans into production for the market
rather than for subsistence. Not coincidentally, this period also saw
rising political instability across colonial Africa, as those affected by
price shocks in various ways began to organize protests and strikes.
The proliferation of such incidents prompted a rethinking of colonial
policies in metropolitan capitals, and from the 1930s they began to
adopt more expansive development policies that intended to look

West Africa,” Journal of Economic History 74, no. 1 (2014): 1–38; Jutta Bolt and Leigh
Gardner, “How Africans Shaped British Colonial Institutions: Evidence from Local Taxation,”
Journal of Economic History 80, no. 4 (2020): 1189–1223.

72Roberts, “Coerced Labor,” 595.
73 Elisabeth McMahon. “Developing Workers: Coerced and ‘Voluntary’ Labor in Zanzibar,

1909–1970,” International Labor and Working-Class History 92 (2017), 114.
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beyond infrastructure to increase provision of education and healthcare
services. However, the level of resources available for these initiatives
were limited in the straightened financial circumstances of a depression
and war.

At the same time, there emerged growing, if uneven, international
pressure against the use of enslaved or coerced labor. The Brussels Act
had lapsed during World War I, but in its place were clauses in the
1919 St Germain-en-Laye treaty and in the foundational documents of
the League of Nations referring to its own obligation to suppress
slavery. However, these documents did little to define these terms or
set up mechanisms for enforcement, often disappointing antislavery
activists. After the emergence of a public scandal about continued
slave raiding in Ethiopia, the League launched an investigation into
the use of enslaved labor that ultimately led to the adoption of the
Slavery Convention of 1926.

This 1926 convention was the first international agreement directed
particularly at slavery and forced labor. However, Miers describes it as a
“paper tiger.” It balanced a need, which even British and French officials
recognized, to take some steps to satisfy international campaigners along
with their desire to limit the impact on existing forms of labor recruit-
ment. It gave no timeline for the suppression of slavery, nor did it
specify any mechanisms for enforcement apart from delegating the
ILO as responsible for investigating forced and compulsory labor
practices.74

Subsequently, the ILO established a Committee of Experts on Native
Labor, which produced a Convention on Forced Labor in 1930. The 1930
Convention banned the recruitment of forced labor for private enter-
prise, but contained exceptions for military conscription, prison labor,
communal obligations, and states of emergency.75 The 1930 Convention
was subject to wide interpretation in actual colonial practice. Coerced
labor continued to be used, but it was framed in terms of community
contributions to development projects. This was justified by colonial offi-
cials as being in accordance with traditional African practices.76 In
British colonies, responsibility for the mobilization of forced labor was
devolved to Native Authorities, or African local governments. This was
described as “cost-sharing,” in which colonial governments provided
materials and technical expertise needed for local development projects,

74Miers, “Slavery and the Slave Trades,” 28–29.
75 Roberts, “Coerced Labor,” 604.
76Kwabena Opare Akurang-Parry, “Colonial Forced Labor Policies for Road-Building in

Southern Ghana and International Anti-Forced Labor Pressures, 1900–1940,” African Eco-
nomic History 28 (2000), 1. Opolot Okia, Communal Labor in Colonial Kenya: The Legitimi-
zation of Coercion, 1912–1930 (New York, 2012).
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while local Native Authorities were responsible for providing labor.
This approach was used in a variety of colonial projects, perhaps
most prominently in the construction and maintenance of roads, in
which the recruitment of forced labor through chiefs became the
subject of fraught negotiations about the extent of colonial and
chiefly power.77

After the outbreak of World War II, many colonies expanded their
recruitment of forced labor through military conscription and forced
cultivation.78 During the war there was a rapid expansion in demand
for African commodities like rubber and copper, particularly after
the Japanese conquest of Southeast Asia cut off alternative supplies.
The need to ensure supplies of strategic goods led to widespread gov-
ernment interventions in their production and marketing, conve-
niently blurring the distinction between public- and private-made in
the Convention. Across a number of African countries, the war years
saw the creation of marketing boards to which Africans were forced
to sell cash crops at below market value.79 At the same time, disrup-
tions in shipping made imported goods scarce, threatening food secur-
ity in some areas of intensive export production. In Zanzibar, for
example, interruptions in the supply of imported rice provided
grounds for the colonial government to organize a program of forced
cultivation known as the “Grow More Food” campaign, in which offi-
cials could requisition land and set required quotas for the cultivation
of particular crops.80

The transfer of power to independent African governments saw the
end or evolution of many unpopular colonial policies. Hut taxes were
eliminated or transferred to local governments, and in many countries
the powers of colonial-era chiefs were undermined. However, postinde-
pendence governments faced many of the same dilemmas as their late
colonial counterparts. They needed to fulfill promises to a newly enfran-
chised electorate that expected a rapid expansion in the state’s develop-
ment agenda. Resources, at least in the early postindependence period,
were not scarce due to the fiscal effects of postwar economic growth

77 The case of road labor in the Gold Coast is now the subject of a substantial literature. See,
e.g., Okurang-Parry, “Colonial Forced Labor Policies, 1–25; Alice Weimers, “‘It Is All He Can
Do to Cope with the Roads in His Own District’: Labor, Community, and Development in
Northern Ghana, 1919–1936,” International Labor and Working-Class History 92 (2017):
89–113; Sarah Kunkel, “Forced Labour, Roads, and Chiefs: The Implementation of the ILO
Forced Labour Convention in the Gold Coast,” International Review of Social History 63,
no. 3 (2018): 449–476.

78Roberts, “Coerced Labor,” 605.
79 Benedetta Rossi, “What ‘Development’ Does to Work,” International Labor and

Working-Class History 92 (2017), 9.
80McMahon, “Developing Workers,” 120.
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and an increased influx of foreign aid.81 However, funds were still insuf-
ficient to compete with the private sector for labor, and many of these
projects drew on some of the same tools of labor recruitment used
during the late colonial period. Benedetta Rossi documents continuities
in the recruitment of forced labor in Niger for development projects in
arid regions. As opportunities for migrant workers expanded, it was pri-
marily women who bore the brunt of labor demands for development
projects.82

In the postindependence period, recruitment of forced labor was
often associated with national development efforts, particularly those
focused on agriculture. These included projects like Operation Feed
the Nation in Nigeria, Operation Feed Yourself in Ghana, and Operacao
Producao in Mozambique. In a detailed study of one such initiative,
Operation Production in Liberia, Mark-Thiesen notes that the project
“was explained as a voluntary initiative for economic development and
economic sovereignty that put the nation first (and, hence, the individual
second).”83 One well-known example was Julius Nyerere’s campaign in
Tanzania intended to create rural villages that were self-sufficient and
not reliant on export markets. Nyerere called the campaign ujamaa, a
Swahili phrase referring to extended family or community. Despite the
name, the state had to resort to force to get reluctant farmers to move
to the new villages.84 In what was then Zaire, the government under
Joseph Mobutu used similar rhetoric of national self-sufficiency to
compel the production of maize to feed workers in mines and cities.85

There remain debates about the extent to which the transfer of
power altered the underlying political economy of African countries.
Alexander Keese points out that it is difficult to draw direct lines
between colonial and postindependence uses of forced labor, and thus
he argues that postindependence practices simply reflected an inheri-
tance from the colonial period.86 In the case of the French Congo, for

81 See, eg, Rebecca Simson, “Africa’s Clientelist Budget Policies Revisited: Public Expendi-
ture and Employment in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, 1960–2010,” Economic History
Review 72, no. 4 (2019): 1409–1438.

82 Benedetta Rossi, “From UnfreeWork to Working for Free: Labor, Aid and Gender in the
Nigerian Sahel, 1930–2000,” International Labor and Working-Class History 92 (2017):
155–182.

83 Cassandra Mark-Theisen, “Of Vagrants and Volunteers During Liberia’s Operation Pro-
duction, 1963-1969,” African Economic History 46, no. 2 (2018): 155.

84Roberts, “Coerced Labor,” 607.
85Reuben Loffman, “Belgian Rule and Its Afterlives: Colonialism, Developmentalism and

Mobutism in the Tanganyika District, Southeastern DR-Congo, 1885–1985,” International
Labor and Working-Class History 92 (2017): 61–62.

86Alexander Keese, “Hunting ‘Wrongdoers’ and ‘Vagrants’: The Long-Term Perspective of
Flight, Evasion, and Persecution in Colonial and Postcolonial Congo-Brazzaville, 1920–1980,”
African Economic History 44 (2016): 152–180.
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example, it’s possible that the ruling elite adapted ideas about collectiv-
ization from Soviet contexts during a period of explicitly socialist rule.
However, in practice, elites used vagrancy laws developed by French
authorities in the final decade of colonialism to mobilize that labor,
suggesting that colonial institutions at the very least paved the way for
the continued use of forced labor, even if colonial practices are not the
sole explanation for postindependence policies.

Forced Labor and African Economic Performance

This paper has shown that forced labor has formed a part of periods
of economic growth in Africa throughout the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. In many places, labor coercion was integral to African political
economy; and during periods of economic change, elites repurposed and
redesigned institutions of labor mobilization to meet this new demand.
During the nineteenth century, gradual moves to abolish the overseas
slave trade were accompanied by increased internal demand for slaves
to expand the production of minerals and cash crops. The increasing
commercialization of cash-crop-producing regions led, in turn, to the
increased use of slave labor to produce food and other goods for local
consumption. While colonial rule was justified in part as an effort to
abolish the practice of slavery, under-resourced colonial governments
not only preserved existing practices but also developed new means—
both direct and indirect—to mobilize labor through coercion. Many of
the institutions developed under the colonial period persisted into post-
independence period, as new phases of economic change put pressure on
existing factor markets.

Coerced labor thus features prominently in the history of African
economic growth during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But
growth is not the only thing that shaped Africa’s long-run economic
performance. As in other regions, understanding why periods of
shrinking are longer and more severe in some places is key to
understanding long-run growth.87 Theories of shrinking have yet to be
developed as fully as theories of growth.88 However, there are several
factors that might either exacerbate or alleviate periods of shrinking.
One is the degree of economic diversification; or put another way,
structural transformation away from agriculture. African economies
have generally experienced little structural change, and through the
period under consideration here remained dependent on a narrow

87Lant Pritchett, “Understanding Patterns of Economic Growth: Searching for Hills among
Plateaus, Mountains and Plains,” World Bank Economic Review 14, no. 2 (2000): 221–250.

88Broadberry and Wallis, “Growing, Shrinking, and Long Run Economic Performance.”
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range of exports.89 Changes in demand for these exports can generate
more severe periods of shrinking than in economies with a more
diverse range of industries. However, most theories of shrinking look
beyond economic structure to consider the interaction of economic
shocks and broader social issues. Unequal economies, for example,
may be more prone to growth reversals.90 Similarly, economies with
limited human capital may be less able to adopt new technology that
might improve productivity. States with less capacity also have less
ability to intervene to mitigate the impact of shocks.91

There is more work yet to be done to link African institutions to the
duration and severity of periods of shrinking. However, the overview of
systems of labor mobilization presented in this paper suggests that while
labor coercion may have facilitated growth in the short run, it might also
have contributed to the causes of shrinking. Easy access to slaves and
other forms of coerced labor may have helped limit the incentives of
African elites to invest in more capital-intensive production of exports,
so that high labor costs in Africa did not have the same impact as in
the United States and the United Kingdom. Studies of the US South
and Brazil, both economies heavily dependent on slave labor, and coer-
cion in South Africa, have made a similar argument about the absence of
investment in structural change. Equally, the widespread use of forced
labor might also have contributed to increasing inequality and made
elites less likely to support investments in human capital.92

Many other factors—ranging from colonial policies to global shifts
and the lack of state capacity in both the colonial and postindependence
periods—also influenced the absence of structural change and low rates
of human capital. A detailed examination of these factors is beyond
the scope of this paper. What this paper aims to show, however, is that
the wider role of forced labor in Africa’s political economy shaped
its long-run performance in diverse ways even after the end of the
Atlantic slave trade. Given the constraints imposed by Africa’s factor

89Gareth Austin, Ewout Frankema, and Morten Jerven, “Patterns of Manufacturing
Growth in Sub-Saharan Africa: From Colonization to the Present,” in The Spread of Modern
Industry to the Periphery since 1871, ed. Kevin O’Rourke and Jeffrey Williams (Oxford,
2017), 345–374.

90Dani Rodrik, “Where Did All the Growth Go? External Shocks, Social Conflict, and
Growth Collapses,” Journal of Economic Growth 4, no. 4 (1999): 385–412.

91 Jens Andersson and Martin Andersson, “Beyond Miracle and Malaise: Social Capability
in Cote d’Ivoire and Senegal during the Development Era 1930–1980,” Studies in Comparative
International Development 54 (2019): 210–32; Emilie Rohne Till, “Is This Time Different?
Social Capability and Catch Up Growth in Ethiopia, 1950–2020,” Journal of International
Development 34, no. 7 (2022): 1259–1281.

92Gavin Wright, “Slavery and Anglo-American Capitalism Revisited,” Economic History
Review 73, no. 2 (2020): 353–83; Palma et al, “Slavery and Development in Nineteenth
Century Brazil”; Nattrass, “Controversies About Capitalism and Apartheid in South Africa.”
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endowments, it is difficult to develop a plausible counterfactual by which
the growth of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in particular,
could have occurred without the use of forced labor. However, its use
may have made the hoped-for economic transitions of the postindepen-
dence period more difficult.
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