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Long Shadows: Africa’s Slave Trade

Nunn (����)

For half a millenium (����–����), African exported slaves.

Colonial rule in Africa is short in comparison: about �� years ����–����.

Question: has the slave trade a�ected modern development in Africa?

Regression yields significant negative connection.

More slaves exported, the worse is development today.

“These findings complement the research of Engerman and Sokolo� (����, ����),
which shows that slavery in the New World resulted in the evolution of
institutions that were not conducive to economic growth. My results show that
not only was the use of slaves detrimental for a society, but the production of
slaves, which occurred through domestic warfare, raiding, and kidnapping, also
had negative impacts on subsequent development.”



Four Great Slave Trades

�. The Trans-Atlantic trade:

Best known

From West Africa, West-Central Africa, and Eastern Africa to

European New World colonies.

�. The Trans-Saharan trade:

From just south of the Sahara to N. Africa.

�. The Red Sea trade:

From inland of the Red Sea to the Middle East and India.

�. The Indian Ocean trade:

From Eastern Africa to the Middle East, India or plantation islands in the

Indian Ocean.

Baseline OLS Equation

Baseline equation is:

yi = b0 + b1si + c0id+ x0
ig + ✏i,

where:

yi is log per capita GDP in ���� (from Maddison).

si is log slaves exported between ���� and ���� normalized by land area

(from a variety of sources)

ci indicates the origin of colonizer for country i

xi is a vector of other control variables (geography, climate).



�. Only colonizer fixed e�ects

�. Geography

�. No island, N. African countries

�. Islamic, French legal system

�. Natural resource endowments

�. Include controls, drop islands and N. Africa

Interpretation and Problems

Interpretation: � SD increase in s has �.��–�.�� SD decrease in y (col. �).

E.g., with a � SD decrease in slave trade, y = ��,���! ��,���.

Endogeneity: Did underdeveloped countries select into slave trade?

Compatible with both reverse causation and omitted variables.

Also potential measurement error especially with slaves from interior.

Two Strategies

Historical records: richer countries more likely to enter into trade.

Instrumental variable:

Distance from each country to the location of the demand for slaves.

(Discuss.)



Historical Records of the Slave Trade

Prosperous countries more likely to enter into slave trade.

Instrumental Variables

Distances to worldwide demand points from the country:

�. [Atlantic] to nine largest importers: Virginia, Havana, Haiti, Kingston,

Dominica, Martinique, Guyana, Salvador, and Rio.

�. [Indian Ocean]: to Mauritius and Muscat.

�. [Trans-Saharan]: to Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli, Benghazi, and Cairo.

�. [Red Sea]: to the export ports of Massawa, Suakin, and Djibouti.



Discussing the Instruments

“The validity of the instruments relies on the presumption that although the
location of demand influenced the location of supply, the location of supply did
not influence the location of demand. If sugar plantations were established in
the West Indies because the West Indies were close to the western coast of
Africa, then the instruments are not valid. However, if instead many slaves were
taken from western Africa because it was relatively close to the plantation
economies in the West Indies, then the instruments are potentially valid.

According to the known history of the slave trades, it was the location of demand
that influenced the location of supply and not vice versa. The location of the
demand for African slaves was determined by a number of factors, all unrelated
to the supply of slaves. In the West Indies and the southern United States, slaves
were imported because of climates suitable for growing highly valued, globally
traded commodities such as sugar and tobacco. The existence of gold and silver
mines was a determinant of the demand for slaves in Brazil. In the northern
Sahara, Arabia, and Persia, slaves were needed to work in salt mines, and in the
Red Sea area slaves were used as pearl divers.”



Postscript: Two Possible Channels of Influence

What might cause the connection between slave trade and underdevelopment

today?

�. Slave Trade Retained Ethnic Fractionalization

The slave trade bred within-country hostilities across ethnicities:

discouraging formation of larger communities or ethnic groups.

A measure of fractionalization: n groups

F =
X

i

ni(1� n)i

which measures the probability that two people drawn at random come

from di�erent groups (why?).

The slave trade and ethnic fractionalization:



�. Slave Trade Retarded the Growth of the State

The slave trade set back the development of the State:

By this, we refer to the pre-colonial state in the ��th century.

Use a measure proposed by Gennaioli and Rainer (����), using ethnographic

data from Murdock (����) on the number of jurisdictional hierarchies beyond the

local community.

Gennaioli and Rainer (����) argue that countries with ethnicities that had

such centralized precolonial state institutions provide more public goods today.

The slave trade and pre-colonial State development:



Long Shadows: British Rent Extraction in India

Banerjee and Iyer, AER (����) [BI]

Di�erent in that it studies one historical institution (land revenue collection)

in a specific country (India).

British set up rent collection systems starting in the late ��th century and

continuing through the ��th century.

Claim: districts with landlord-based rent collection systems underperform in

the present:

Criteria: agricultural yields, agricultural investments, public investment in

education, health and educational outcomes.

E.g.: wheat yields ��� higher and infant mortality ��� lower in “non-LL”

districts.

Channels

Two possibilities:

LL-collection created inequalities that persist to the present day.

LL-districts created social antagonism that has limited collective action to

redistribution and not to lobbying for fresh investment.

BI go for the latter channel, for two reasons:

Land reforms have created convergence in land inequalities, and

The gap between LL and non-LL districts widened in ����–��, precisely when

there was extensive public investment in rural areas.

It seems that LL districts failed to claim their “fair share” of public investment.



Revenue collection:

The British started in Bengal and Bihar (����), and then radiated out from

there.

Conquests: Orissa (����), Assam (����–��), Madras Presidency (����,

����–����), Gujarat (����), Bombay Presidency (����-��), Central Provinces (up to

����), Oudh (����).

Di�erent revenue systems installed.

Land taxes ��� of British government revenue in ����.

Fell thereafter.

Mainly fixed rent systems of di�erent kinds (rent adjusted periodically).

Zamindari: Landlords pay fixed rent to British, collect freely from peasants.

Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, Central Provinces (MP), some parts of Madras Presidency

(now Tamil Nadu + Andhra Pradesh).

Some of these subject to Permanent Revenue Settlement Act of ����.

Ryotwari: Individual cultivators pay directly.

Most areas of Madras or Bombay Presidency.

Mahalwari: Village-based revenue collection.

North-West Provinces, Punjab.





Notes: LL better soil (typo rainfall sign negative), more rice and wheat, less cash crops, higher

population density.

The Identification Problem

What determined the rental system? BI emphasize:

Individual influence: Munro (Madras), Elphinstone (Bombay).

Political events: Like NW, Oudh was slated to be village-based, but ����

Mutiny breaks out, British resort to landlord system.

Date of conquest: More ryotwari later. Direct dealings with cultivators easier

once administrative systems had expanded

Worrisome (but a good paper has to go out on a limb):

Existing presence of landlord class could have informed choices.

High-inequality landlord-based areas conquered initially, recalcitrant non-LL

areas later.

Why did Oudh go LL, no reversal elsewhere in NWP?



Specification:

yit = A+ ↵t + �NLi + �Xit + ✏it, where:

i = district, but errors ✏it clustered at the regional level.

yit: � irrigated area, fertilizer/hectare, � under HYV, crop yields, schools and

health centers,

↵t is year e�ect, no state-level fixed e�ect (in base spec) because within-state

variation in NL is low.

NL is measure of non-landlord system, both continuous and binary versions.

Xit: controls (latitude, altitude, soil, rainfall, time under British rule).

Endogeneity concerns: (a) neighboring districts, (b) IV: conquest between

����–����.

OLS with non-LL proportions by district, and non-LL dummies



Robustness with neighboring districts, and IV

Results: main channel appears to be agricultural investment.

Controlling for irrigation, adoption of HYV and fertilizer use, NL has no further

impact on yields.



Main investments appear after ����, and in non-LL districts.

Main investments appear after ����, and in non-LL districts.



A lot of these investments made under Intensive Rural Development Programs

HYV in rice and wheat

public infrastructure (including fertilizer delivery)

BI argue that former LL districts were worse at collective action to get public

investment:

“[O]ne way to characterize the di�erence in the nature of public action is to

say that landlord-dominated states were busy carrying out land reform exactly

when the non-landlord states started focusing on development.”

Next table argues that once we control for state development expenditure per

capita, the non-LL di�s become insignificant or come down in magnitude.



Summary

Initial history conditions subsequent development.

That happens when history a�ects behavior in persistent ways.

Diminishing returns is one leading example in which this does not happen.

But it is about the only example.

We showed how increasing returns resurrects history.

So do institutions, the status quo, and the social determinants of preferences.

History-dependence is the rule rather than the exception.

Understanding this in specific contexts is key to understanding

underdevelopment.


