
1 Reconstructing the Fragments
Liberia’s Economic History, 1847–1980

The rate of expansion of the economy of Liberia during the decade
preceding 1961 surpassed that of almost any other country in the
world . . . Japan is the only country whose growth rate exceeded that of
Liberia.

Robert Clower et al., Growth without Development

The fragments of the Geryoneis itself read as if Stesichoros had com-
posed a substantial narrative poem then ripped it to pieces and buried
the pieces in a box with some song lyrics and lecture notes and scraps of
meat. The fragment numbers tell you roughly how the pieces fell out of
the box. You can of course keep shaking the box.

Anne Carson, The Autobiography of Red

Comparisons between Liberia and Japan during the 1950s appear fre-
quently in histories of Liberia. They first originated in theMonthly Bulletin
of Statistics published by the United Nations in May 1962, which noted
that Liberia’s rate of economic growth during the previous decade was
the second fastest in the world after that of Japan. The same fact was then
repeated in a study of Liberia’s economy published in 1966 by a team of
Northwestern University economists led by Robert Clower, quoted here.
Other histories have also taken it up. US diplomat Charles Morrow
Wilson, who spent part of his career working in Liberia, observed that
“by 1954 and continuing through 1960, Liberia, with the single exception
of Japan, led the entire world in the growth rate of what census statisti-
cians like to call the real gross national product.”1 Journalist James
Ciment writes in his 2013 book, “Liberia in the 1950s and early 1960s
boasted the second-highest economic growth rate of any nation in the
world, behind only Japan.”2 Beyond history books, it has a popular reso-
nance: I first heard it in a conversation with P. Bloh Sayeh, then director
of the Liberian national archives, during my 2017 visit to Monrovia.

1 Charles MorrowWilson, Liberia: Black Africa in Microcosm (New York: Harper and Row,
1971), 196.

2 James Ciment, Another America: The Story of Liberia and the Former Slaves Who Ruled It
(New York: Hill and Wang, 2013), 202.
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From the vantage point of the twenty-first century, this seems a strange
juxtaposition. Japan is one of the wealthiest countries in the world, and
Liberia one of the poorest. According to the World Bank’s World
Development Indicators for 2017, a child born in Japan can expect to
live more than twenty years longer than a child born in Liberia, and while
100 percent of the Japanese population has access to electricity, less than
a quarter of Liberians do. Similarly, almost every Japanese adult is liter-
ate, but fewer than half of Liberian adults are. Visitors to Tokyo arrive at
one of the two major international airports, take a direct train that glides
between skyscrapers into the city center before transferring onto the city’s
expansive and efficient metro system. In contrast, the limited number of
flights landing at Roberts Field near Monrovia in that year had a bumpy
taxi over a runway first constructed during World War II and frequently
shut down due to maintenance problems.3 The only transport into the
city is by car, over largely dirt roads overlooked by buildings half-
destroyed by war and never fully reconstructed.

Japan and Liberia did not start in the same place when they began their
rapid postwar ascents. Before wartime destruction delivered a sharp
shock to the Japanese economy, it had been the first country in Asia to
achieve modern economic growth after the institutional reforms of the
Meiji Restoration in 1868.4 In 1850, Japan’s GDP per capita was $901,
while Liberia’s was $441. The unit is 1990 international dollars, which is
frequently used to make comparisons in historical national accounting.
Subsistence income on this metric is defined as $400, or a dollar a day for
most of the population plus a small elite. Both countries were independ-
ent nations increasingly isolated by the growing influence of European
empires in the regions around them, and both struggled to define their
position alongside the growing economic and military might of Europe
and the United States. Over the decades that followed, however, Japan
was able to carve a path for Asian industrialization, build its own empire,
and marshal enough resources to engage in a global war. In contrast,
Liberia’s economy remained stagnant across much of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. It was not until the 1930s that a rapid influx
of foreign investment and growing demand for rubber and iron ore
produced the growth that would prompt the comparisons between the
two countries in the 1950s.

Recent quantitative research in African economic history has made it
easier to compare African countries both to each other and to those in

3 A new terminal opened in Monrovia in 2019.
4 Jean-Pascal Bassino, StephenBroadberry, Kyoji Fukau, BishnupriyaGupta andMasanori
Takashima, “Japan and the Great Divergence, 730–1874,” Explorations in Economic
History 72 (2019): 1–22.
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other regions over time.5 This work has challenged a number of standard
narratives about Africa and its role in the global economy over the long run.
By various metrics, African countries were not necessarily substantially
poorer in the nineteenth century than those of Asia and elsewhere. They
also experienced periods of rapid growth, contrary to common narratives
aboutAfrican economic stagnation.6Unfortunately, this work has not been
distributed evenly across African countries. Differences in the availability
of statistics on population, government finances, production, and trade
have led to significant inequalities in the volume of research addressing the
period before 1950. British colonies have received the most attention, in
large part thanks to a standard set of statistical reports – known as the Blue
Books – which all British colonial governments submitted to London
each year. French colonies follow close behind, allowing for comparisons
between British and French colonialism. Portuguese and Belgian colonies
occasionally feature, thoughmuch less frequently. By contrast, Liberia and
Ethiopia have been almost entirely absent, leaving a significant gap in our
understanding of how their forms of governance and interactions with the
world economy shaped their economic performance over the long run.

This chapter helps fill this gap by providing the first annual reconstruc-
tion of Liberian economic performance since themiddle of the nineteenth
century. Since there is no equivalent of the British Blue Books for Liberia,
this involves the compilation of data from various, mainly qualitative,
sources. Reconstructing the story of Liberia’s economic history in this
way is not unlike Anne Carson’s reconstruction of the life of the monster
Geryon in herAutobiography of Red; it requires piecing together a tale from
the scraps of information that have survived over the centuries. With such
a fragmentary record there will certainly be grounds to quibble over
details and interpretation. The aim of the chapter is to document the
broad trends of Liberian development over the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries and provide a foundation for the more detailed thematic chap-
ters to follow. It provides a transparent accounting of how these statistics

5 For reviews, see Gareth Austin and Stephen Broadberry, “The Renaissance of African
Economic History,” Economic History Review 67 (2014): 893–906; Johan Fourie, “The
Data Revolution in African Economic History,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 47,
no. 2 (2016): 193–212.

6 Stephen Broadberry and Leigh Gardner, “Economic Growth in Sub-Saharan Africa
1885–2008: Evidence from Eight Countries.” Explorations in Economic History 83 (2022)
p. 101424; Ewout Frankema and Marlous van Waijenburg, “Structural Impediments to
AfricanGrowth?NewEvidence fromRealWages in British Africa, 1880–1965,” Journal of
Economic History 72, no. 4 (2012): 895–26; Morten Jerven, “African Growth Recurring:
An Economic History Perspective on African Growth Episodes, 1690–2010,” Economic
History of Developing Regions 25, no. 2 (2010): 127–54; Morten Jerven, The Wealth and
Poverty of African States: Economic Growth, Living Standards and Taxation since the
Late Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022).
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have been assembled to provide a basis for future improvements and in
order to counter broad claims about the particular unreliability of African
statistics.7 This will, I hope, offer a blueprint which people researching
other neglected countries – notably Ethiopia – might follow in order to
build a more rounded and inclusive picture of Africa’s long-run
economic development.

Reassembling the Fragments

Struggles to obtain data on Liberia are no new problem. In 1901, a report
on Liberia’s trade and commerce submitted by the British consul to the
Foreign Office stated: “Authoritative statistics being unavailable, all
others which are obtained from business houses and steamship agencies
are apt to be biased by nationality or business relations, and are conse-
quentlymore or less unreliable. I prefer, therefore, not to give any.”8 True
to his word, the consul duly submitted a trade report that lacked any
statistics on trade. The position improved in the reports that followed, but
in 1910, the report noted that “financial considerations have necessitated
the suspension of the work of the statistical department of the govern-
ment, and practically no information in respect to the trade and com-
merce of the country has been procurable for the last two years.”9

One of the first comprehensive economic histories of Liberia, initially
written as a London School of Economics (LSE) PhD dissertation in
1936, had much the same complaint. The author was an African
American named George Brown, who had grown up in Kentucky and
previously studied at Howard University in Washington, DC. In 1934,
Brown enrolled in a PhD program at the LSE, where he took courses in
anthropology, economics, and history and was particularly influenced by
economic anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski.10 In his dissertation,
and in the published book based on it, Brown lamented that “as official
sources and accredited public documents on Liberian history are far from
numerous, the research problems of selectivity give way almost wholly to
the more difficult task of critically assessing such documents as do exist.”
In particular, he observed that “the absence of accurate and creditable
records of national wealth, business surveys, investment values and

7 Morten Jerven, Poor Numbers: How We Are Misled by African Development Statistics and
What to Do about It (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013).

8 UKForeignOffice,Report on the Trade andCommerce of Liberia for the Year 1901 (London:
HMSO, 1902), 7.

9 UK Foreign Office, Report on the Trade of Liberia for the Year 1910 (London: HMSO,
1911), 3.

10 Gregg Mitman, Empire of Rubber: Firestone’s Scramble for Land and Power in Liberia
(New York: The New Press, 2021), 168–72.
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production statistics, agricultural, industrial employment and population
censuses is a serious handicap.” Also missing was information on “wages
earned by indigenous persons working abroad, and philanthropic con-
tributions from abroad.” Without official sources, these had to be calcu-
lated from the “private, scattered, fragmentary and, in some cases, simply
estimated records.”11 The fact that Brown thanks the Liberian president
for use of his yacht during the period of his PhD research suggests that
these problems were not a matter of access to government resources but
rather indicate that such records were never produced to begin with. Data
remained scarce even in 1962 after Liberia had enjoyed the period of
economic expansion discussed in the previous section and the govern-
ment had grown significantly in size. Robert Clower, leading the
Northwestern University project, noted during his time in Monrovia
that “a major bottleneck to effective planning in Liberia is likely to be
the absence of any systematic records of statistics collected by govern-
ment departments and central compilation of governmental regulations
and activities.”12

The successive difficulties faced by Cromie, Brown, and the
Northwestern team have been compounded in more recent decades.
Both environmental conditions and looting during the civil wars have
taken their toll, particularly on records from the nineteenth century.13

A recent survey of surviving archival holdings yielded just two boxes of
material from before 1900.14 The vast bulk of what remains dates from
the presidency of William Tubman (1944–71) and beyond. Additional
materials from these early periods can be found in the Liberia collections
at Indiana University Library, and earlier material about Liberia survives
in the national archives of its major trading partners and international
organizations such as the League of Nations. However, even with this
archival triangulation, much of Liberia’s early economic history is the
subject of only limited surviving documentation.

This lack of easily accessible data has made it difficult to compare
Liberia with other countries in terms of the patterns of its development,
particularly for the period before World War II. However, it remains
possible to construct data series, which can be used for comparative
work, by harvesting quantitative information from largely qualitative

11 George Brown, The Economic History of Liberia (Washington, DC: The Associated
Publishers, 1941), 323–26.

12 Clower to D. Nemetz, PAS, January 24, 1962, Herskovits Library, Economic Survey of
Liberia papers, Box 1, Folder 9.

13 David M. Foley, “Liberia’s Archival Collection,” African Studies Bulletin 11, no. 2
(1968): 217–20; Myles Osborne, “A Note on Liberian Archives,” History in Africa 36
(2009): 461–63.

14 Gregg Mitman, E-mail to author, March 3, 2018.
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sources. For example, the annual statements of the president of Liberia to
the legislature frequently contain data on government finances and, less
frequently, trade, which can be compiled into a mostly continuous data
set. These are supplemented or checked by figures given in diplomatic
correspondence or the media. Sporadic trade reports provide additional
data on exports. The rest of the chapter presents annual data on popula-
tion, government finances, and trade. It concludes by using these data to
construct measures of GDP per capita, which are compared with other
countries in Africa and around the world.

Population

Population data are one of the most basic categories of data needed to
track patterns of development over time. Unfortunately, there are few
reliable direct measurements of the population of African countries
before the second half of the twentieth century, and almost none at all
before the nineteenth. Gareth Austin writes that “all aggregate figures for
the population of pre-colonial sub-Saharan Africa, or its major sub-
regions are ‘guesstimates’ based on backward projection from colonial
census reports.”15 More recently, Sarah Walters has noted that “despite
considerable research, especially on the demographic impact of slavery
and colonialism, knowledge of Africa’s past population trends remains
sparse compared with other world regions.”16 There are some isolated
exceptions, such as John Thornton’s study of the Kingdom of the Kongo
from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, which relies on baptismal
registers kept by missionaries in the region.17 Colonial governments
made some effort to calculate the population of their territories.
However, the limited capacity of colonial states meant colonial adminis-
trations had to make do with uncertain estimates by district officers for
most regions. Resistance to colonial taxation and forced labor recruit-
ment also made many Africans reluctant to be counted.18 The first

15 Gareth Austin, “Resources, Techniques and Strategies South of the Sahara: Revising the
Factor Endowments Perspective on African Economic Development, 1500–2000,”
Economic History Review 61 (2008): 587–624.

16 Sarah Walters. “African Population History: Contributions of Moral Demography,”
Journal of African History 62 (2021): 183–200.

17 John Thornton, “Demography and History in the Kingdom of the Kongo, 1550–1750,”
Journal of African History 18, no. 4 (1977): 507–30. For an update to these calculations,
see John K. Thornton. “Revising the Population History of the Kingdom of Kongo,”
Journal of African History 62 (2021): 201–12.

18 Dennis D. Cordell, Karl Ittman and Gregory H. Maddox, “Counting Subjects:
Demography and Empire,” in The Demography of Empire: The Colonial Order and the
Creation of Knowledge (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2010).
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censuses judged to be reliable were not produced until afterWorldWar II,
and, in many countries, not until after independence.

Even by this fairly dismal standard, however, data for Liberia are
limited. Only the early population of migrants from abroad is relatively
well documented. From the 1820s, censuses were taken of the migrant
population, giving details of not only their numbers but also their ages and
the number of deaths that year.19 Unfortunately, these censuses did not
continue after 1843, and there was no attempt to extend these counts to
include the indigenous population. The next census was not for more
than a century, in 1962. As a result, there was considerable uncertainty as
to the population of Liberia for much of its history as a state. In 1912, the
American consul wrote in response to a request for a Liberian census that
“there has never been an official census taken of Liberia as a whole,
neither has there ever been, so far as I am able to ascertain, any enumera-
tion in the cities and towns of the country or in the political subdivisions
which are counties. Statements with reference to the population of
Liberia are merely estimates.”20 Writing in the 1930s, George Brown
noted that “the total population of Liberia is unknown. Estimates vary
widely and apparently in the interests of the occasion.”21 In 1956, Philip
Porter gave the list of estimates over time, reproduced in Table 1.1.

The most systematic estimate of the population prior to the 1962
census was a PhD dissertation by Porter, a geographer, who used aerial
photographs taken earlier in the 1950s to build a count of “huts” around
Liberia and then field research to estimate the number of occupants per
“hut.” By this method, his estimate was 744,340, plus or minus 50,000.
This was not far off some of the lower estimates of the 1940s but below the
total given by the 1962 census of 1.02 million, which was in itself signifi-
cantly lower than some earlier estimates. The lack of previous complete
censuses made the calculation of population growth rates impossible. To
remedy this, the Liberian government began a population growth survey
of 70,000 people in 1969.22

Without reliable historical censuses, estimates of the population of
Liberia and other African countries before the middle of the twentieth
century are made primarily by assuming a reasonable growth rate and
projecting backward from the first reliable count. Patrick Manning uses

19 For an example, see Charles Henry Huberich (ed), The Political and Legislative History of
Liberia (New York: Central Book, 1947), 289.

20 W.D. Crum toC. S.Hammond andCo., September 11, 1912, inNARARG84UD584
volume 2.

21 Brown, The Economic History of Liberia, 41–42.
22 Republic of Liberia, The Population of Liberia (Monrovia: Ministry of Planning and

Economic Affairs, 1974).
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the growth rate of India to develop new estimates for African countries.23

The use of the Indian growth rate has been critiqued by Frankema and
Jerven, who argue that India was far more densely populated than much of
sub-Saharan Africa.24 They argue that the growth rates of land-abundant
countries in Southeast Asia are more appropriate. Figure 1.1 shows esti-
mates of the Liberian population using these two different growth rates. In
the Manning estimates, the early population was higher but growth was
less rapid. In contrast, the higher growth rate assumed by Frankema and
Jerven results in a lower estimate for Liberia’s population in 1850.

However, one problem for both these Liberia estimates is the starting
point from which backward projections are made. They rely on popula-
tion estimates by the UN for 1950 and 1960, which were made before
Liberia’s first census, and were actually higher than the census total. For
example, the 1960 UN estimate was 1,052,000, as compared with a total
population in 1962 based on the census of 1,016,443. While the gap
between these is relatively small (around 3.5 percent), using the 1962
figure for calculating the population by the same method used in
Frankema and Jerven reduces the overall population throughout the
period. In 1850, for example, the revised estimate of the population
within the modern boundaries of Liberia was 295,768 instead of

Table 1.1 Population estimates for Liberia

Year Estimate Source

1862 500,000 G. Ralston
1888 Nearly 2,000,000 E. B. Gudgeon
1906 Nearly 2,000,000 Sir H. H. Johnston
1912 600,000 to 700,000 L. Jore
1919 700,000 R. C. F. Maugham
1927 3,500,000 Capt. T. H. W. Beard
1948 1,322,066 US Economic Mission
1949 1,000,000 to 1,100,000 K. R. Mayer
1954 More than 2,500,000 Treasury Department, Liberian Government
1955 1,500,000 Wile, US Embassy, Monrovia
1956 700,000 J. Josephus, Firestone Plantations Company Recruiter

Source: Porter, “Population distribution,” p. 47.

23 PatrickManning, “African Population: Projections, 1850–1960,” in The Demographics of
Empire: The Colonial Order and the Creation of Knowledge, edited by Karl Ittman, Dennis
D. Cordell and Gregory H. Maddox (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2010), 245–75.

24 Ewout Frankema and Morten Jerven, “Writing History Backwards or Sideways:
Towards a Consensus on African Population, 1850–2010,” Economic History Review
67, no. 4 (2014): 907–31.
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330,073. This implies that using the Frankema and Jerven figures for
Liberia would tend to bias per capita figures downward.

At the same time, it is also worth asking whether the growth rates
assumed by Frankema and Jerven for the West African region as a whole
are plausible for Liberia. Both Manning and Frankema and Jerven rely on
what they refer to as “situational” revisions to growth rates, which attempt
to take into account local events which may have affected fertility or mor-
tality rates even if no direct evidence of the impact is available. Frankema
and Jerven motivate their modification of Manning’s situational adjust-
ments largely with reference to the particular history of commercial expan-
sion and colonial conquest in the region. For example, they argue that the
West African growth rate likely differed from that of East Africa because the
“integration of West Africa into the Atlantic economy through the so-called
cash-crop revolution had been much further advanced in 1900 than the
integration of other parts of tropical Africa in either the Atlantic or Indian
Ocean trade networks.”25 Furthermore, they argue for adjustment in
Manning’s growth rates based on the fact that “colonial ‘pacification’
came earlier in West Africa,” which “stabilized political relations and
reduced investment risks.” It was also “associated with growing domestic
commercialization of rural and urban economies.” These developments,
along with colonial medical interventions such as smallpox inoculation,
“created more favorable conditions for populations in West Africa to
flourish.”
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Figure 1.1 Alternative historical population estimates for Liberia
Source: Frankema and Jerven, “Writing history backwards and
sideways,” Manning, “African population.”

25 Frankema and Jerven, “Writing History Backwards or Sideways,” 924–25.
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Frankema and Jerven rely heavily on the experience of Ghana (colo-
nial Gold Coast) in framing these estimates. However, there is consid-
erable evidence to suggest that population growth rates in the Gold
Coast may not fit the experience of Liberia well. As data presented
later in this chapter show, the half-century from c. 1880 was, overall,
a period of economic stagnation for Liberia, with frequent and often
severe periods of shrinking. This had significant consequences for gov-
ernment finances, and government penury left little scope for the kinds
of medical interventions which may have reduced mortality in Ghana.
A report by the US Public Health Service, commissioned in response to
an outbreak of yellow fever in Monrovia in 1929, noted, for example,
that “Monrovia has no modern method of sewage disposal.”
Furthermore, it

has no municipal organization for the removal of garbahe [sic] and refuse . . .. The
general method adopted is to dump all garbage and refuse in the back yard, in
many instances it is the yard of the nearest neighbor who invariably returns
a similar contribution. Once thrown out into the yard it is left to be disposed of
by the numerous sheep, goats and other animal scavengers.26

Colonial governments could hardly be described as generous in terms
of the provision of urban sanitation networks, but anecdotal evidence
suggests that the position in Accra was better than in Monrovia. In
response to an outbreak of plague, which killed 127 in 1908, construction
began on the first pipe-borne water system – the Weija Water Works,
which transported water to Accra from the Densu River – in 1914.27 The
availability of clean water led to declines in mortality from a variety of
water-borne diseases, including dysentery, diarrhea, typhoid, and guinea
worm. This is not to overstate the infrastructure of colonial Accra. There
was, for example, no parallel provision of sewage disposal.28 Still, studies
of cities elsewhere in the world suggest that the provision of clean water
had a dramatic impact onmortality rates, particularly through the decline
in mortality not only from typhoid but also from the long-term health
effects of surviving typhoid.29

26 H. F. Smith, “A Report on Certain Phases of the Public Health Situation in Monrovia,
Liberia, with Special Reference to Yellow Fever and Its Control,” n.d., in Cambridge
University Library RCMS 124/8, volume 1.

27 Anna Bohman, “The Presence of the Past: A Retrospective View of the Politics of Urban
Water Management in Accra, Ghana,” Water History 4 (2012): 141–43.

28 K. David Patterson, “Health in Urban Ghana: The Case of Accra 1900–1914,” Social
Science Medicine 13B (1979): 254.

29 This is known as the Mills–Reincke effect. See Joseph P. Ferrie and Werner Troesken,
“Water and Chicago’s Mortality Transition, 1850–1925,” Explorations in Economic
History 45, no. 1 (2008): 1–16.
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Without direct demographic data, it is difficult to know precisely how
much these problems affected population growth, though there are sug-
gestions from around 1960 that mortality remained high. In 1958,
a report on public health by the United States Operations Mission in
Liberia (USOM/L) stated that “the life expectancy and the infant mortal-
ity are not known in Liberia nor are there any other statistics that are
worth talking about. It is, however, known that the infant death rate is
quite high (estimated to be as high as 70%). It is also known that the
maternal death rate is high, but nobody knows just how high.” Disease
burdens were also significant, according to the report.

The fact that we now have some fifty or more known cases of smallpox in one
hospital and that we have had between 5–150 cases there since it was opened last
February shows that, at least, one of the acute communicable diseases is prevelent
[sic]. Our pre-spray malaria survey shows rates from 91–49% and even our post-
spray surveys which are admittedly inadequate show a rate of between 62 to 19%,
so we know that malaria is a big problem.30

A memorandum by a member of the Northwestern team noted that
“although malaria is the largest single disease in Liberia, malnutrition
and dysentery (in addition to malaria) are the causes of the absence of
a ‘population explosion’ in Liberia. Another cause is the high infant
mortality rate due to the ignorance of midwives.”31

Some conclusions can be drawn from data collected from the 1960s
onwards. In 1960, for example, life expectancy was higher in Ghana than
in Liberia (forty-five as opposed to thirty-five), while mortality rates were
higher in Liberia. Turning to fertility, Ghana’s fertility rate (births per
woman) was initially higher than Liberia’s but declined faster. In studies
of demography, trends over time are often more informative than compar-
isons of levels at a single moment.32 The comparison of crude birth rates
shown in Figure 1.2, for example, highlights the different trends between
the two countries. In Ghana, fertility was higher initially but reached its
peak around 1970. In Liberia, by contrast, fertility continued to increase
until it peaked in 1981. An increase in fertility followed by an “irreversi-
ble” decline is one of the key stages in what demographers refer to as the
demographic transition. In the first stage, high fertility rates and high
mortality rates mean there is little or no population growth over the long
run. When mortality rates fall, population expands rapidly as fertility rates

30 “Public Health,” USOM/L, Herskovits Library, Economic Survey of Liberia papers,
Box 7, Folder 5.

31 Memo to Survey Staff from Johnnetta Cole, April 24, 1961, Herskovits Library,
Economic Survey of Liberia papers, Box 9.

32 Tim Dyson and Mike Murphy, “The Onset of Fertility Transition,” Population and
Development Review 11, no. 3 (1985): 403.
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remain high and often increase. Owing to a variety of economic and social
changes, fertility rates then begin to fall. In the final stage, low fertility
rates and low mortality rates mean there is once again little or no popula-
tion growth.33 Research in historical demography has provided empirical
evidence of this transition in a wide range of countries, from industrializ-
ing countries in eighteenth-century Europe to developing countries in the
twentieth century. Placing Ghana and Liberia within this wider context
suggests that Ghana began the demographic transition earlier than
Liberia, making it difficult to believe that they would have shared the
same growth rates across the twentieth century.

Figure 1.3 provides a reestimate of Liberia’s population statistics, which
reflect its later path in the fertility transition. The estimates are calculated
by revising the starting point used in Frankema and Jerven’s estimates,
and by shifting the growth rate trend forward by ten years. This has the
effect of dating the beginning of more rapid population growth during the
twentieth century to the 1930s rather than earlier, which for Liberia
reflects the beginnings of the period of economic growth discussed in
the introduction to this chapter. This method produces figures for the
nineteenth century which are somewhere between the two series in
Figure 1.1: in 1850, 379,000 as compared to 330,000 (Frankema and
Jerven) and 453,000 (Manning). To be sure, these estimates remain
uncertain and there is much work to be done in the field of African

1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Ghana Liberia Sub-Saharan Africa (excluding high income)

10

20
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40

60

50

Figure 1.2 Crude birth rates per 1,000, 1960–2015
Source: World Development Indicators.

33 Tim Dyson, Population and Development: The Demographic Transition (New York: Zed
Books, 2010); Massimo Livi-Bacci, A Concise History of World Population (Chichester:
John Wiley & Sons, 2017).
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historical demography to revise the “guesstimates” produced by backward
projection under whatever assumptions. The role of internal migration, for
one, remains imperfectly understood.34 One aim of this book, however, is to
broaden our understanding of long-run growth in Africa in order to sharpen
the situational adjustments made for individual countries.

Public Revenue and Expenditure

Government finances are the next indicator considered in this chapter.
Fiscal history has been an important strand in the quantitative economic
history of Africa. What is taxed and how the proceeds are spent reflect
wider political and economic characteristics of a country. Joseph
Schumpeter argued that “the fiscal history of a people is above all an
essential part of its general history. An enormous influence on the fate of
nations emanates from the economic bleeding which the needs of the
state necessitates, and from the use to which the results are put.”35 In
global economic histories, the expansion of the public treasury is associ-
ated with the broader increase of government and legal capacity, itself
related to economic development.36

1845

P
op

ul
at

io
n 

(t
ho

us
an

ds
)

1855 1865 1875 1885 1895 1905 1915 1925 1935 1945 1955 1965 1975

500

700

900

1,100

1,500

1,700

1,300

Figure 1.3 Recalculation of Liberia’s population statistics
Sources: For figures up to 1962, see text. After 1962, see Liberia,
Statistical Handbook.

34 For a recent historical study of migration within Africa, see Michiel de Haas and
Ewout Frankema, eds., Migration in Africa: Shifting Patterns of Mobility from the 19th to
the 21st Century (London: Routledge, 2022).

35 Joseph A. Schumpeter, “The Crisis of the Tax State,” International Economic Papers:
Translations Prepared for the International Economic Association 4 (1954): 6.

36 K. Kivanc Karaman and Sevket Pamuk, “Different Paths to theModern State in Europe:
the Interaction between Warfare, Economic Structure and Political Regime,” American
Political Science Review 107, no. 3 (2013): 603–26; Noel Johnson and Mark Koyama,
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In Africa, low population densities could make the collection of tax
more difficult.37 However, some African states did develop elaborate
systems of taxation and tribute, often linked to the taxation of trade rather
than land or income. More centralized states emerged particularly in
areas where ecological diversity presented opportunities for
specialization.38 During the colonial period, the pressure to build local
revenue sources came from the unwillingness of most metropolitan gov-
ernments to sanction large financial transfers to their colonies.39 How
they did this depended on a combination of local political and environ-
mental conditions.40

The Liberian government faced the same challenges as other states,
colonized and independent. The prevailing theme in the historiography of
the Liberian fiscal state is its almost constant insecurity, from the decla-
ration of independence through the first half of the twentieth century.
Monday Akpan, writing about the Liberian economy of the nineteenth
century, noted that

Of themany problems that beset the Liberian government of the nineteenth century,
the most grave was perhaps the chronic penury of its treasury. This penury made it
difficult to effect development in important areas like education, transport, commu-
nication and defense. It inhibited government efforts to occupy Liberia’s territories
effectively to prevent encroachment by European powers; and to implement a liberal
or beneficent policy towards Liberia’s indigenous African population.41

He supports this statement with fragmentary data on revenue and expen-
ditures given in nominal terms for a series of benchmark years (see
Table 1.2). This table hints at some of the main fiscal issues which
dominate a fuller history. There is a steady but slow increase through

“States and Economic Growth: Capacity and Constraints,” Explorations in Economic
History 64 (2017): 1–20; Mark Dincecco, Political Transformations and Public Finances
in Europe, 1650–1913 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Philip
T. Hoffman, “What Do States Do? Politics and Economic History,” Journal of
Economic History 75 (2015): 303–32.

37 Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa: Comparative Lessons in Authority and Control
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000).

38 James Fenske, “Ecology, Trade and States in Pre-Colonial Africa,” Journal of the
European Economic Association 12, no. 3 (2014): 612–40; Leigh Gardner, “New
Colonies, Old Tools: Building Fiscal Systems in East and Central Africa”, in Fiscal
Capacity and the Colonial State in Asia and Africa, c. 1850–1960, edited by
Ewout Frankema and Anne Booth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019),
193–29.

39 Leigh Gardner, Taxing Colonial Africa: The Political Economy of British Imperialism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

40 See chapters in Ewout Frankema and Anne Booth, eds., Fiscal Capacity and the Colonial
State in Asia and Africa, c. 1850–1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019).

41 Monday Akpan. “The Liberian Economy in the Nineteenth Century: The State of
Agriculture and Commerce,” Liberian Studies Journal VI (1975): 1.
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the nineteenth century, but with setbacks in individual years, including
deficits in 1878 and 1908. However, the table is fragmented, with large
gaps between observations across crucial periods.

Figure 1.4 expands on this work by giving annual estimates of public
revenue in constant prices from 1845 to 1980. For the nineteenth century,
these estimates are based primarily on the annual statement of the Liberian
president to the legislature.42 Each year this statementwould include reports
on the statistics of Liberia’s finances and trade for the year. Unfortunately,
the original reports from this period have mostly not been preserved.
However, the presidential statements themselves often give totals for reve-
nue and expenditure, as well as sometimes more disaggregated figures.
These data are supplemented by occasional figures from diplomatic corre-
spondence or other archival sources. Where no direct observation has been
found, linear interpolation is used to fill the gaps. Gray bars indicate obser-
vations from historical records. Figure 1.5 does the same for public
spending.

The data are presented in constant US dollars. What currency to use
for long-run figures in Liberia is not necessarily straightforward, as
Chapter 5 documents in greater detail. After declaring independence,
the Liberian government issued its own currency, the Liberian dollar,
which was at least in theory issued at par with the US dollar. In practice,

Table 1.2 Estimates of revenue and expenditure

Year Gross revenue Gross expenditure

1837 $3,500.00 Unknown
1847 $9,000.00 Unknown
1854 $48,046.98 $33,743.98
1878 $119,889.00 $124,166.63
1891 $151,940.90 $151,439.00
1892 $188,075.45 $165,943.60
1900 $255,000.00 $200,000.00
1905 $295,646.89 $286,427.73
1906 $357,433.39 $340,035.83
1907 $433,825.27 $426,436.16
1908 $382,356.00 $415,951.32

Source: Monday Akpan. “The Liberian Economy in the
Nineteenth Century: Government Finances,” Liberian
Studies Journal VI (1975): Table 4.

42 Accessed from IULC and CNDRA. Published in D. Elwood Dunn, ed., The Annual
Messages of the Presidents of Liberia 1848–2010 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2011).
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however, the Liberian dollar was a paper currency issued without the
backing of gold reserves or other assets. Through the nineteenth century,
it was vulnerable to depreciation relative to gold-backed currencies. This
led to the gradual substitution of British sterling, in an early example of
“dollarization.” In 1943, with assistance from the US military, Liberia
changed from the British West African shilling to the US dollar. In the
decades since, Liberia has continued to use the US dollar alongside the
Liberian dollar. Presenting these figures in British sterling would be
equally appropriate for some periods. The deflation of the series also
presents difficulties. No systematic price data exist for Liberia across
this period. Reflecting the change of currencies, price indices for British
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government spending are used up to 1943, after which US price series are
spliced on. The two series are similar so in practice it makes little differ-
ence which is used.

The two figures show that the size of the government treasury expanded
slowly in the first half-century following Liberia’s declaration of independ-
ence, then more rapidly thereafter. However, it also shows the volatility of
both revenue and spending. During the early period there were brief periods
of rapid growth, in the 1860s and 1870s, but these were followed by sharp
declines. A more substantial increase came around the turn of the century
and lasted until the beginning of World War I. This was also followed by
a sharp contraction, as was an increase of revenue in the 1920s. These
fluctuations were small compared to the growth of government revenue
during the postwar period. As the next section will show, this increase in
revenue was linked to an expansion in foreign trade and investment.

Bringing the revenue and expenditure series together shows that more
comprehensive data do not change the story of fiscal instability told by
Akpan and others. Figure 1.6 shows the budget balance, measured as the
surplus or deficit as a share of total revenue. The volatility of both revenue
and expenditure resulted in frequent and substantial deficits. Even during
phases when revenue was increasing rapidly, such as during the 1920s or
the 1950s, spending kept pace with and often exceeded revenue. The
Liberian government was thus frequently in financial trouble, even as it
expanded in terms of both its share of the overall economy and its capacity.

Why were the public finances so volatile? In part, this is explained by
the sources of revenue. Liberia, like other West African economies in the
nineteenth century, relied heavily on the taxation of trade.43 Tariffs
charged on imported goods were the largest single source of revenue in
Liberia until the introduction of an income tax in 1951, though efforts to
diversify the sources of revenue – discussed in more detail in Chapter 7 –

meant their significance declined over time. Still, since international trade
was a key source of income with which Liberians paid direct taxes, these
too tended to be more difficult to collect during periods of global
economic crisis such as World War I or the Great Depression. The
Liberian government had few means – peaceful or otherwise – by
which to compel people to pay taxes, and its limited legitimacy with
much of the population meant voluntary compliance was difficult to

43 Gardner,Taxing Colonial Africa; Ewout Frankema, “Colonial Taxation andGovernment
Spending in British Africa, 1880–1940: Maximizing Revenue or Minimizing Effort?,”
Explorations in Economic History 48 (2011): 136–49; Ewout Frankema and Marlous van
Waijenburg, “Metropolitan Blueprints of Colonail Taxation? Lessons from Fiscal
Capacity Building in British and French Africa, c. 1880–1940,” Journal of African
History 55 (2014): 371–400.
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build. Foreign companies operating in Liberia under concession agree-
ments were offered generous tax exemptions as an enticement to invest-
ing in Liberia, so their contribution to the treasury was often less than it
might have been.

Looking beyond the tax system, the Liberian government had few other
means with which to mitigate sudden declines in revenue. It had no
central bank until the 1970s. In its early decades, it would often turn to
printing additional notes to satisfy short-run financial obligations, but this
resulted in the depreciation of the Liberian dollar documented in
Chapter 5. Once it began to use a foreign currency, this was no longer
an option. It also accumulated substantial debts, as outlined in Chapter 6,
but the introduction of foreign financial controls from 1906 also made
this more difficult. In any case, neither of thesemechanisms was sufficient
to cope with the scale of the deficits accrued, and often the only real
option was to cut spending, with difficult political consequences.

International Trade

Much attention is paid in African economic history to patterns of foreign
trade, the third indicator reconstructed here. Trade links between Africa
and the rest of the world have existed since antiquity. However, the
volume of trade between Africa and Europe accelerated rapidly in the
nineteenth century.44 The abolition of the slave trade by most European
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Figure 1.6 Liberia’s budget balance, 1845–1980

44 Ewout Frankema, Jeffrey Williamson and Pieter 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): 231–367.
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countries in the early nineteenth century did not immediately end the
trade. However, exports of palm oil, groundnuts, and gum arabic gradu-
ally displaced the shipment of slaves across the Atlantic, as African
merchants and elites responded to growing global demand.45

Since trade was a key source of both government revenue and com-
mercialization in Africa, the level of exports has been interpreted by
economic historians as a broad indicator of economic expansion.46

While data on domestic agricultural production tend to be scarce, inter-
national trade is much better documented for most countries. For
Liberia, however, no annual statistics of imports and exports survive
before the early twentieth century. Instead, these need to be pieced
together from sporadic reporting in qualitative sources, which for trade
often leaves large gaps.

In the absence of regular annual statistics, exports can be estimated
indirectly. The simplest method is through linear interpolation, as in
the series used by Banks presented in Figure 1.7. Before 1908, the
Banks’ estimates show a steady increase in exports from 1850. This
seems improbable given the turbulence of Liberia’s economic history
at the time. The period covered by the interpolation included a coup
d’état in 1871, changing trade policies, and disputes with neighboring
territories. It also included considerable volatility in the global econ-
omy, most notably the global depression of the 1870s and 1880s.
Annual data reported for similar countries across the same period
show significant annual variation rather than steady increases.
Figure 1.8 gives nineteenth-century trade data for Liberia’s neighbor,
Sierra Leone, as an example. A more accurate way of filling in
missing values builds on the close relationship between public reve-
nue and the value of trade. As noted earlier, trade taxes were the
most important source of revenue, and thus the two tended to move
together. Where annual data are available, the correlation for the
nineteenth century is very high: 0.93 for Sierra Leone for the period
before World War I, for example.

Figure 1.9 gives estimates of the value of exports derived using this
method. First, linear interpolation links the sporadic nineteenth-century
estimates. Second, the ratio between exports and revenue is used to adjust

45 Robin Law, ed., From Slave Trade to “Legitimate”Commerce: The Commercial Transition in
Nineteenth-CenturyWest Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press); Paul Lovejoy,
“Plantations in the Economy of the SokotoCaliphate,” Journal of AfricanHistory 19, no. 3
(1978) 341–68; M. B. Salau, Plantation Slavery in the Sokoto Caliphate: A Historical and
Comparative Study (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2017).

46 Leandro Prados de la Escosura, “Output Per Head in Pre-Independence Africa:
Quantitative Conjectures,” Economic History of Developing Regions 27 (2012): 4.
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the interpolation to take account of annual volatility in the data. These
estimates provide the first overall picture of Liberian exports over this
long period. There are two phases of rapid expansion: one in themiddle of
the nineteenth century and the second a century later.

During the first such boom, some Americo-Liberians built considera-
ble fortunes as middlemen in the growing Atlantic trade. In between,
there was a long period of stagnation punctuated by considerable volatil-
ity in the real value of exports. This period of stagnation began with the
global depression of the 1870s, a period of economic retrenchment
worldwide. The expansion of global trade resumed in the 1880s, and
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Figure 1.7 Interpolated estimates of Liberian trade, 1870–1914
(nominal values)
Source: A. S. Banks, “Cross-national time-series data archive,” http://
www.databanksinternational.com.
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Africa was among the fastest-growing regions in terms of export produc-
tion. However, these data suggest that Liberia was seemingly unable to
participate in this growth as it had in the middle decades of the century.
As argued briefly in the next section and in more detail in Chapter 6, this
was due primarily to the lack of investment in infrastructure comparable
to other parts ofWest Africa. By contrast, the resumption of growth in the
value of exports from the 1930s was linked to the rapid influx of foreign
investment and production of exports by foreign concessionaires. During
this period, as discussed in Chapter 9, the Liberian government aggres-
sively courted foreign companies through the granting of large and gen-
erous concession agreements.

The primary exports in the early phase of growth were palm products
and coffee. Figure 1.10 gives the value shares of specific exports by
decade. While palm oil and palm kernels were exported across West
Africa and thus do not generate much comment, there was great enthusi-
asm for Liberian coffee during this period: samples were even sent to the
Great Exhibition of 1851. Data on coffee show a substantial increase
through the nineteenth century. In the twentieth century, coffee exports
were uneven, falling in the years leading up to World War I, then rising
again during the interwar period, and falling to zero duringWorldWar II,
before reviving during the second phase of growth after 1945. By the
middle of the twentieth century, coffee was a minor contributor to
Liberia’s exports. During the 1930s, rubber became by far the most
important export, comprising 82 percent of the total value of Liberia’s
exports on the eve of World War II. The export of rubber grew rapidly in
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this period due to the establishment of the Firestone Rubber Plantation in
1927. Soon after World War II, however, rubber was overtaken by iron
ore, which became the engine of the rapid growth that would prompt the
comparisons between Liberia and Japan. Exports of iron ore grew from
nothing in 1952 to 25 million tons twenty years later. Like coffee and
rubber, however, the success of the Liberian iron ore industry was short-
lived. By the early 1990s, the mines had ceased production entirely.

Real imports, shown in Figure 1.11, followed a similar pattern to
exports. Data on the composition of imports is more fragmentary, but
what data exists suggests that the nature of the goods imported shifted
over time. During the nineteenth century, and particularly during the first
decades after migrants arrived, imports were dominated by two classes of
goods: those which could be traded with indigenous communities, par-
ticularly cotton textiles and tobacco, and goods largely consumed by the
communities of migrants themselves. These included clothing, furniture
and other household goods, and some foodstuffs including flour, salted
fish, and meat.47

Some historians have interpreted the latter as an indication that emi-
grants scorned indigenous foods and subsisted on imports instead.
William Allen, however, has shown that this was not the case, pointing
to evidence from letters and other records suggesting widespread
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Figure 1.10 Export value shares by decade, 1850–1980
Note: Data are scarce for the 1870s and 1880s, but qualitative records
suggest that it is likely that palm products and timber made up most of
the remaining export value.

47 American Colonization Society, Liberia Bulletin No. 20 (Washington, DC: American
Colonization Society, 1902): 60.
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consumption of cassava and other African products.48 Rather, food
imports reflected what was to become a persistent problem in Liberia’s
economic history, namely the limited integration of local markets due to
the high cost of transport from the interior to the coast. As a result, urban
populations depended on imports of rice through most of the period,
despite the fact that rice was widely produced locally. Rice imports
increased rapidly with the expansion of rubber plantations and mining
after World War II, as shown in Chapter 9.

Foreign trade was thus a key ingredient of Liberian economic develop-
ment over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was the main source
of both economic growth and periods of shrinking, and on top of that
underpinned government finances and the private incomes of the elite.
The next section incorporates these figures with estimates of the shares of
different sectors in the economy to build the first annual estimates of
Liberian GDP per capita since 1847.

Liberian Historical National Accounts, 1845–2008

The three data series developed in this chapter can be used to construct
the first estimates of Liberia’s GDP per capita built from original archival
data from 1845 to 1980. These estimates allow Liberia’s economic per-
formance since the middle of the nineteenth century to be compared to
other countries, both in the region and farther afield. They show that
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48 William Allen, “Rethinking the history of settler agriculture in nineteenth-century
Liberia,” International Journal of African Historical Studies 37 (2004): 435–62.
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Liberia’s pattern of economic development over this period was charac-
terized by considerable volatility, with the gains achieved during periods
of rapid growth erased by economic shocks, both internal and external.
While Liberia shared this characteristic with other West African coun-
tries, the pattern of growth in Liberia differed from that of the rest of the
region.

OfficialGDPper capita data producedby theLiberian government begins
only in 1964. Prior to that, there were two efforts to calculate Liberia’s
national income during the 1940s and 1950s. The first was an unpublished
series compiled by a US government survey conducted in Liberia in 1959.49

The second was by the Northwestern University team for the 1950s.50

Subsequently, there has been only one attempt by an economic historian
to estimate GDP per capita for Liberia before 1945. Leandro Prados de la
Escosura’s pioneering figures for a set of benchmark years from 1870 are
based on extrapolating the relationship between terms of trade data and per
capita income from the post-1945 period backward, using the largely inter-
polated trade data from Banks, replicated in Figure 1.7.51 The estimates
presented here use the archival data presented in previous sections of this
chapter to calculate GDP per capita from the output side, dividing the
economy into three sectors: the traditional sector (which includes agriculture
anddomestic industry and services), government, and the export sector.The
method used is based on Broadberry andGardner’s estimates for eight other
African countries, with somemodifications due to data constraints.52 These
are outlined in more detail in Appendix 2.

In Liberia, as in other African economies, the domestic production of
food and other goods for home consumption is the least well-documented
of the three sectors discussed here, especially before the mid-twentieth
century. In 1962, Northwestern economist Robert Clower described the
agricultural sector as being divided among (1) foreign-owned plantations;
(2) commercial farms; and (3) “tribal” farms producing for subsistence.
Subsistence farmers made up the vast majority of those employed in
agriculture, and of the labor force as a whole. He estimated, based on
aerial surveys conducted during the 1950s, that there were some 150,000
“tribal farms” in production at that point. The plantation and commercial
sectors had grown more recently and produced exports crops, primarily

49 Report of the United States Internal Security Survey Team to Liberia November 16 to
December 14, 1959, NARA RG 59, Entry A1 3107, Box 2.

50 Robert W Clower, George Dalton, Mitchell Harwitz and A. A. Walters, Growth Without
Development: An Economic Survey of Liberia (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1966).

51 Prados de la Escosura, “Output Per Head in Pre-Independence Africa.”
52 Broadberry and Gardner, “Economic Growth in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1885–2008.”
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rubber.53 The 1971 agricultural census painted a similar picture. It
reported 128,076 agricultural holdings, with a total farm population of
681,702 (out of a total population of 1,362,000). Of these, 110,839
holdings produced rice, with an average size of 2.1 acres, and 73,103
produced cassava with an average size of 0.9 acres. These were the two
main staple crops. There were 9,744 farms producing rubber, with an
average size of 43.1 acres.54

The growth of plantation and commercial agriculture had prompted
what Clower described as a slow process of commercialization in the
subsistence sector, with the production of some traditional cash crops
like cocoa, coffee, and piassava.55 This had also been true in the first era of
export expansion when indigenous farmers began to produce their own
coffee and cocoa during the nineteenth century following the cultivation
of both crops on settler farms near the coast.56 However, this process was
slowed by two factors: the high cost of transport from the interior,
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6, and in the twentieth century an
institutional structure that gave the indigenous population little incentive
to invest in agricultural productivity. This is discussed in Chapter 7.

Owing to the lack of systematic data on production in the subsistence
sector, the estimates presented here follow the method used in early
historical national accounts and assume that this sector grows in line
with population.57 In more recent work, the assumption that per capita
consumption remains constant even as wider economies change has been
challenged. To get a more accurate picture of how demand for food
develops over time, newer estimates combine population data with esti-
mates of income elasticity.58 In estimates for other African countries, this

53 Robert Clower, “Liberian Agriculture and Economic Development,” Northwestern
University Staff Paper, Liberian Economic Survey Papers uncatalogued.

54 Republic of Liberia, 1971 Census of Agriculture: Final Report (Monrovia: Ministry of
Planning and Economic Affairs, 1984).

55 Robert Clower, “Liberian Agriculture and Economic Development,” Northwestern
University Staff Paper, Herskovits Library, Liberian Economic Survey Papers uncatalogued.

56 Santosh C. Saha, “Agriculture in Liberia during the Nineteenth Century: Americo-
Liberians’ Contribution,” Canadian Journal of African Studies 22 (1988): 234.

57 P. Deane, Colonial Social Accounting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953);
R. Szereszewski, Structural Changes in the Economy of Ghana, 1891–1911 (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1965).

58 N. F. R. Crafts, “English Economic Growth in the Eighteenth Century: A Re-
Examination of Deane and Cole’s Estimates,” Economic History Review 29 (1976):
226–35; Paolo Malanima, “The Long Decline of a Leading Economy: GDP in Central
and Northern Italy, 1300–1913,” European Review of Economic History 15 (2011):
169–219; Carlos Alvarez-Nogal and Leandro Prados de la Escosura, “The Rise and
Fall of Spain, 1270–1850,” Economic History Review 66 (2013): 1–37;
Stephen Broadberry, Johann Custodis and Bishnupriya Gupta, “India and the Great
Divergence: an Anglo-Indian comparison of GDP per capita, 1600–1871,” Explorations
in Economic History 56 (2015): 58–75.
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is done using real wages.59 Unfortunately, very little price and wage data
survive for Liberia before 1945, and thus it is not possible to apply the
same approach here. Output for the government sector is measured by
real government spending. As shown in the section on government
finances, real government spending per capita grew rapidly in the first
decades after Liberia’s declaration of independence in 1847.Growth then
slowed across the period from the middle of the 1870s until the early
1940s, when growth accelerated again. This follows broadly the pattern of
real exports, used to measure output in the export sector. That these two
should move in parallel is consistent with the importance of trade for
government revenue.

To calculate GDP from these series requires applying the appropriate
weights for the three sectors. Differences in definition mean the weights
vary slightly between the US government, Northwestern University, and
official Liberian government series, but all show a rapid growth of the
export sector as a share of the overall economy. The time series of
aggregate GDP is constructed from real output indices for the three
main sectors, using the 1964 weights from Table 1.3.60 This is then
divided by population to produce estimates of GDP per capita.

Table 1.4 shows that in 1845, Liberian GDP per capita was $430, just
above bare-bones subsistence, which is usually taken to be $400. This
represents most people living at $1 a day, which was the World Bank’s
definition of poverty in 1990, plus an elite who were much richer, but
were too few in number to have a significant impact on the average GDP
per capita. It rose to around $500 in the two decades following the
declaration of independence but then stagnated for a half-century before
a period of rapid growth from the late 1930s. This growth was driven

Table 1.3 Sectoral shares from Liberian national
accounts, 1964

Traditional Government Export

1964 17% 7% 75%

Source: See text.

59 Broadberry and Gardner, “Economic growth in Sub-Saharan Africa 1885–2008.”
60 See Appendix 2 for other estimates of sectoral weights.
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largely by expansion in the export sector, though the government sector
also grew during this period. It continued until the 1970s, after which it
stagnated then declined by 1980.

For reference, Table 1.4 also givesGDPper capita inGhana and Japan,
the two comparator countries mentioned so far in this book. Appendix 2
expands the range of comparisons. It shows that Liberia and Ghana had
similar levels of GDP per capita in 1884, but Liberia fell behind through
the next few decades until the interwar period. At its lowest point in the
early 1930s, Liberia’s GDP per capita was less than 40 percent of
Ghana’s. In the 1940s, Liberia’s rapid growth brought it back into parity
with Ghana, and during the 1950s and 1960s, its GDP per capita was
substantially higher than Ghana’s.

This divergence is striking and signals a wider difference between
Liberia and other West African countries. During the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, Liberia stagnated even as Ghana (then
the Gold Coast) and most other West African countries enjoyed rapid
growth based on the production of export commodities – in Ghana’s
case, cocoa. This growth was facilitated in no small part by the

Table 1.4 GDP per capita in Liberia, Ghana, and Japan, 1850–1980

Liberia
($1990)

Ghana
($1990)

Japan
($1990)

Liberia/
Ghana (%)

Liberia/
Japan (%)

1850 441 901 48.9
1860 482
1870 536 991 54.0
1880 540
1885 574 654 1,085 87.8 53.0
1890 522 661 1,163 79.0 44.9
1901 469 696 1,356 68.1 34.6
1911 560 798 1,506 70.2 37.2
1920 490 815 1,866 60.1 26.2
1929 521 1,151 2,299 45.3 22.7
1938 533 1,142 2,671 46.7 20.0
1945 810 1,022 2,307 79.2 35.1
1950 1,084 1,122 1,921 96.6 56.4
1955 1,304 1,200 2,771 108.7 47.0
1960 1,885 1,378 3,986 136.8 47.3
1965 2,283 1,393 5,934 163.9 38.5
1970 2,796 1,424 9,714 196.4 28.8
1975 2,714 1,247 11,344 217.7 23.9
1980 2,596 1,157 13,428 224.4 19.3

Source: Broadberry and Gardner, “Economic growth in Sub-Saharan Africa”; Maddison,
“Statistics on world population, GDP and per capita GDP.”
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construction of railways. Construction of the Gold Coast railway began
in 1898, and by the turn of the century it had reached the main cocoa-
growing areas. For reasons discussed in Chapter 6, Liberia was unable
to raise sufficient capital for railway construction and thus could not
capitalize on export growth during the decades of globalization that
preceded World War I.

Equally striking is Liberia’s sudden growth from the 1930s, which
allowed it to not only catch up with Ghana but actually exceed it by
a substantial margin. This can be attributed to two factors investigated
in greater detail later in the book. First was the establishment of the
Firestone Rubber Plantation. While the plantation did not actually
begin production until the 1930s, it also laid the groundwork for the
rapid influx of foreign concession companies producing rubber, iron ore
and timber during the two decades after 1945. It was these concession
companies, and to a lesser extent the commercial farms related to them,
which were largely responsible for the growth in exports, which in turn
fueled the expansion of the government sector. This growth, and the
uneven distribution of its proceeds, is the subject of Chapter 9.
The second factor was foreign aid, examined in Chapter 8. Beginning
during World War II, Liberia was a key recipient of foreign aid from the
United States which contributed to improvements in road and port
facilities.

Though Japan’s per capita income was higher than that of the two
African countries, comparison with Japan tells a similar story up to the
1930s, with Liberia falling steadily behind. The impact of the war on
Japan’s economy along with the acceleration of Liberian growth led to
a short period of convergence in which Liberia regained its relative posi-
tion of the late nineteenth century. The two grew at roughly the same pace
during the 1950s before Liberia fell decisively behind from 1960. Its level
of development was substantially lower and, as the rest of the book will
explore, it did not have the same level of human capital and state capacity,
leaving it vulnerable to periods of shrinking. During the civil war of the
1990s, Liberian GDP per capita dipped below the level of the nineteenth
century, and subsequent growth has failed to regain the highs of the
1970s.

Conclusions

By bringing together the scraps of data on Liberia’s economic history
which have survived in a variety of qualitative sources, this chapter has
provided a quantitative overview of Liberia’s economic history since the
middle of the nineteenth century. While the figures here can certainly be
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improved – and hopefully will be in future research – they tell a story of
economic turbulence which is consistent with much of the existing histo-
riography. However, they also allow Liberia’s story to be compared with
that of its neighbors in a systematic way for the first time.

From the data in Table 1.4 and the underlying series discussed earlier
in the chapter, it is possible to separate Liberia’s economic history into
four periods. The first, dating from the 1820s until the 1870s, was
a period of growth and expansion, as it was across much of the West
African coast. Rising demand for African crops and forest products like
palm oil paved the way for a rapid growth in the export of such goods.
Americo-Liberian elites competed with indigenous merchants for a place
in that growing trade, and some achieved considerable success in the
coastal shipping of palm oil and subsequently coffee. Beginning with
the global depression of the 1870s, Liberia’s fortunes took a turn, both
in absolute and relative terms. Like other such mercantile communities
along the coast, Liberia’s merchants began to lose their position of com-
parative advantage as steamships and larger European firms began to
dominate. The construction of railways in neighboring countries saw
more and more Liberian goods be exported out over land borders, with
no benefit to the Liberian treasury. This downward trajectory was not
reversed until the 1930s when the Firestone Rubber Plantation came into
production. From then, exports of rubber and iron ore fueled rapid
growth which saw Liberia catch up to Ghana and other African countries
in terms of its per capita GDP.

The proceeds of this growth were unevenly distributed and accrued
mostly to an urban elite in and around Monrovia. Inequality between
regions and groups was not new to Liberia, as subsequent chapters will
show, but it was certainly exacerbated by the specific pattern of growth
during the middle of the twentieth century. The strains this placed on the
political system began to emerge in themiddle of the century, and in 1980
the unified rule of the True Whig Party finally fractured, ultimately
leading to the civil wars which cost hundreds of thousands of lives and
erased the economic gains of the period after World War II.

Liberia’s story over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is thus an
extreme example of the pattern of growth observed in most countries
before industrialization, characterized by phases of growth, which are
then reversed by periods of shrinking.61 The scale of the shrinking is
due to a combination of limited economic diversification and institutional

61 Stephen Broadberry and John Joseph Wallis, “Growing, Shrinking, and Long Run
Economic Performance: Historical Perspectives on Economic Development,” NBER
Working Paper 23343 (2017).
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weaknesses. Liberia’s dependence on a small number of primary exports
left it vulnerable to changing global demand for these products, and some
of its biggest periods of shrinking came during global economic crises or
the two World Wars. The most significant downturn, however, was
during the civil wars of the 1990s, resulting from the failure of the
Liberian political elite to redistribute economic gains more widely and
allow a greater share of the population a voice in political decisions.

Subsequent chapters of the book explore how these two vulnerabilities
emerged and developed over time. Part I of the book examines their
foundations. Chapter 2 uses anthropological and archeological evidence
to examine what we know about the economy of the “GrainCoast” before
the arrival of migrants from the United States. Chapter 3 focuses on the
migrants themselves, drawing together various collections of data to ask
who came to Liberia and how the selection of migrants influenced its later
history. Part II focuses on the Liberian government’s struggles to exercise
its new economic sovereignty in a region increasingly dominated by
European influence. The dilemmas it faced and the solutions it found
helped shape the impact of the long period of stagnation on the shape of
Liberia’s economy and society. In Part III, three chapters examine how
the Liberian government under Americo-Liberian rule used strategic
alienation of its sovereignty to help sustain the pace of economic growth
and, in consequence, its own survival.
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