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SUMMARY: This article argues that the greatest economic and social transformations of
the early colonial period in West Africa, the ‘‘cash-crop revolution’’, and ‘‘the slow
death of slavery’’ and debt bondage, had stronger and more varied causal connections
than previously realized. The economic circumstances of late nineteenth and early
twentieth-century West Africa delayed and diluted abolitionist measures. Indeed, the
coercion of labour, through the exercise of property rights in people, contributed to
the speed with which the cash-crop economies developed. Conversely, however, the
scale and composition of cash-crop expansion did much to determine that the slave
trade and pawning would be replaced by a consensual labour market. They also
shaped the possibilities for peasant versus larger-scale organization of production, and
the distribution of income by gender and between communities.

This essay explores the causal relations between the greatest economic
and social transformations of the early colonial period in West Africa: the
‘‘cash-crop revolution’’, ‘‘the slow death of slavery’’, and debt bondage.1

The development of export agriculture, in place of the export of slaves,
defined the ‘‘modern’’ pattern of the region’s economies: a comparative
advantage in (and dependence on) the produce of the soil, and unequal but

* The idea for this paper came from a travelling symposium on ‘‘Colonialism and Labour’’,
primarily organized by David Clayton (University of York), which took the form of panels at
the 2004 European Social Science History Conference in Berlin, and at the 2006 International
Economic History Association Congress in Helsinki. An earlier version of the present paper
was presented at Humboldt University, Berlin, in January 2008. I am grateful for all the
comments received. Research in the National Archives of the Gambia in 2007 was supported by
a grant from the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council. I also thank the IRSH’s referees
for their comments, and the editors for their patience. Mina Moshkeri (LSE) drew the map.
1. John Tosh, ‘‘The Cash-Crop Revolution in Tropical Africa: an Agricultural Reappraisal’’,
African Affairs, 79: 314 (1980), 79–94; Paul E. Lovejoy and Jan S. Hogendorn, Slow Death for
Slavery: The Course of Abolition in Northern Nigeria, 1897–1936 (Cambridge, 1993).
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wide ownership of the means of production, in contrast to the domination
of the slave trade by rulers and large merchants. The ending of slave
trading, slavery, and human pawning overturned the major institutions for
the mobilization of labour from beyond the family (though all intersected
with family relations). Both processes have inspired substantial historio-
graphies; but the connections between them have been relatively little
examined. However, many pertinent observations and ideas can be found
in these literatures, not least in work produced during the last decade. The
aim of this essay is to develop a synthesis, to provoke debate, and to
suggest lines of further research. I focus on the French and British
colonies, which in 1914 comprised about 94 per cent of the region’s
population and more of its area.2

The discussion begins with an introduction to the historical context and
historiographical issues. I then examine the economic considerations
in the formation of colonial governments’ policies towards slave trading
and slavery, before assessing the contributions of slave labour to the
growth of cash-crop production. The analysis then moves to the various
mechanisms by which the expansion of export agriculture shaped the
ways in which slavery declined: especially the destinies of former slaves
and former masters. I consider the effects of emancipation on the
economies, short- and long-term. Finally, I briefly explore the implica-
tions of the interaction of cash-cropping and the ending of slavery for
inequality and social hierarchy: the proliferation of peasant households,
and the persistence or otherwise of the old elites.

H I S T O RY

The emergence of export agriculture began during the protracted aboli-
tion of the Atlantic slave trade, decades before the European Scramble for
Africa (the latter happened essentially between 1879 and 1903). The major
products were groundnuts (peanuts) and palm oil. The former were
produced for export on the coasts and estuaries of the western Sudan
(mainly from Senegal, the Gambia, and Guinea Bissau)3; the latter from
the forests of the Guinea coast (especially from Sierra Leone to south-
eastern Nigeria and into Cameroon).4 The 1880s to the 1900s saw the

2. Assuming that the populations of German Togoland, Portuguese Guinea (Guinea Bissau),
and Liberia (independent under an African-American elite) accounted for the same proportion
of the regional total as the corresponding states or parts of states do today.
3. The savanna, sahel and even the southern Sahara, all the lands between the forest zone near and
of the Guinea coast, and the central Sahara, are traditionally known as the ‘Sudan’. The western
Sudan stretches from Mali westwards; the central Sudan from Burkina Faso to the Lake Chad basin.
4. For an introduction see A.G. Hopkins, An Economic History of West Africa (London, 1973),
pp. 125–135; John E. Flint and E. Anne McDougall, ‘‘Economic Change in West Africa in the
Nineteenth Century’’, in J.F.A. Ajayi and M. Crowder (eds), History of West Africa, II, 2nd edn

2 Gareth Austin

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017


global frenzy for wild rubber, which West Africans helped to supply, from
what became French Guinea east to what is now Ghana (Figure 1 overleaf).

Under colonial rule the agricultural-export economies spread from the
coast to incorporate the whole of West Africa. The zones of export
production were extended inland and new ones were opened, spearheaded
by newly built railways. The major producing areas were the forest zones,
for cocoa and palm oil, and those parts of the savanna that were both
suited for groundnut growing and had relatively low transport costs:
primarily the Senegambian groundnut basin, and the area of northern
Nigeria in range of the railway, which reached Kano in 1912. South-west
Nigeria and the Gold Coast shifted from palm oil to the exotic tree crop,
cocoa. The adoption of cocoa, and also of groundnuts as an export, was
largely at the initiative of indigenous producers and traders. In the
northern Nigerian case it confounded British hopes that the colony might
become a major supplier of raw cotton to Lancashire.

These were the more prosperous parts of the region (the growth of their
output is summarized in Table 1 below). The rest of West Africa mainly
comprised inland savannas, where a short planting season and particularly
thin soils combined with high transport costs. These areas also became
integral to cash-crop production, but in less lucrative ways. French
Soudan (Mali) and northern Côte d’Ivoire, for example, became growers
of cotton (in some cases under coercive pressure, direct or indirect, to
do so) and/or, by the 1920s, suppliers of migrant wage labour to the
main cash-crop districts. In various parts of the region local trade in
food crops expanded to serve the centres of export-crop production and
marketing.5

Meanwhile, the sale and holding of slaves, along with human pawning,
had declined; unevenly over time and space, often very slowly, but in
most areas decisively by 1930. It is important to emphasize both the
seismic scale of the overall change, and the very gradual approach taken
by the colonial powers. At the time of the colonial conquests, slaves
comprised a large minority of the populations of most societies in the
region, and a majority in certain desert-edge populations (typically
sedentary farmers, under itinerant Tuareg masters). The most systematic
data for the incidence of slavery in West Africa come from careful

(Harlow, 1987), pp. 386–393; Robin Law (ed.), From Slave Trade to ‘‘Legitimate’’ Commerce:
The Commercial Transition in Nineteenth-Century West Africa (Cambridge, 1995).
5. Hopkins, Economic History of West Africa, pp. 172–236; Jan S. Hogendorn, ‘‘Economic
Initiative and African Cash Farming: Pre-Colonial Origins and Early Colonial Developments’’,
in Peter Duignan and L.H. Gann (eds), Colonialism in Africa 1870–1960, IV, The Economics of
Colonialism (Cambridge, 1975), pp. 283–328; C. Harrison, T.B. Ingawa, and S.M. Martin, ‘‘The
Establishment of Colonial Rule in West Africa, c.1900–1914’’, in Ajayi and Crowder, History of
West Africa, II, pp. 485–545, 517–534.
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Figure 1. West Africa in 1914. The political boundaries shown are as of 1914; the bolder lines distinguish territories belonging to different colonizers, while
the less bold lines distinguish different colonies of the same power. The countries have been given their postcolonial names except for the German colony of
Togoland, whose territory today comprises the republic of Togo and part of Ghana. Guinea-Bissau was Portuguese. The Gambia, Sierra Leone, Ghana, and
Nigeria were British colonies. The others were French.
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examination, in context, of admittedly very imperfect French surveys
carried out in 1894 and 1904 (by the latter date, many slaves had left
on their own initiative). Martin Klein estimates that, for French West
Africa as a whole, over 30 per cent of the population were slaves at the
turn of the century.6 For the largest pre-colonial state in the region, the
Sokoto Caliphate (centred in what is now north-west and north-central
Nigeria), Paul Lovejoy and Jan Hogendorn put the slave population at
the time of conquest (1897–1903, by Britain, France, and Germany)
as ‘‘between a quarter and a half of the population of the Caliphate,
which certainly numbered many millions and perhaps as many as 10
million’’.7

Britain and France had already proclaimed the abolition of slave trading
and slavery in their colonies long before they became rulers of most of
West Africa. Before the Scramble, Britain colonized the Gold Coast

Table 1. Main agricultural exports from main producing colonies,
1890–1914 (metric tons)

Colony and crop 1890 1900 1914

Senegal groundnuts 27,221 140,922 280,526
Gambia groundnuts 18,554 36,378 67,924
Ghana cocoa 0 0.5 53,746
Nigeria cocoa 6 (Lagos only)* 205 5,018
Nigeria palm oil – 46,236 73,659
Nigeria palm kernels – 86,994 165,050
Nigeria groundnuts – 608 17,271

*For comparison, in 1900 Lagos accounted for 56 per cent of the total (see Berry,
cited below).
Note: – means no figure available. In Nigeria in this period exports of cocoa
beans, palm oil (and palm kernels) and groundnuts came from the south-west,
south-east and (at least after 1912) north respectively.
Sources: Sara S. Berry, Cocoa, Custom and Socio-Economic Change in Rural Western
Nigeria (Oxford, 1975), p. 221; Gerald K. Helleiner, Peasant Agriculture, Government,
and Economic Growth in Nigeria (Homewood, IL, 1966), Table IVA8; Polly Hill,
The Migrant Cocoa-Farmers of Southern Ghana (Cambridge, 1963, repr. Hamburg,
1997), p. 177; G.B. Kay with Stephen Hymer, The Political Economy of Colonialism in
Ghana (Cambridge, 1972), p. 336; Susan M. Martin, Palm Oil and Protest: An
Economic History of the Ngwa Region, South-Eastern Nigeria, 1800–1980 (Cambridge,
1988), p. 148; James F. Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’: Islam and Emancipation in
Senegal: The Wolof Kingdoms of Kajoor and Bawol, 1859–1914 (Portsmouth, NH,
2002), p.199; Kenneth Swindell and Alieu Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate: the
Gambian Groundnut Trade, 1834–1934 (Leiden, 2006), pp. 23, 101, 149.

6. Martin A. Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa (Cambridge, 1998), esp.
Appendix 1, pp. 252–256.
7. Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery, p. 305.
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proper (the southern quarter of what is now Ghana), and proclaimed the
abolition of slave trading, slavery, and debt bondage.8 But during and
following the Scramble itself, such urgency was usually absent; though
European officials and politicians made this as little obvious as possible to
voters and humanitarian lobbies back home.9 Admittedly, in some cases the
slave trade was promptly banned and enforcement attempted, as in Ashanti
and northern Ghana from 1896.10 Moreover, the conquerors sometimes
used proclamations of slave emancipation to undermine the resistance
of African rulers, as the French did in various places and as the British did
in the Benin kingdom in southern Nigeria in 1897.11 In the latter case,
however, as Sir Frederick Lugard, later the first governor-general of Nigeria,
was to comment, it proved ‘‘necessary [y] to legalise the institution under
some other name, as was in effect done by the House Rule Proclamation’’ of
1901, which forbade servants from leaving their masters.12

During the conquest the French army needed to reward its soldiers,
most of whom were African, and for whom the most valuable booty at
the time was slaves. Colonial commanders, and the civilian administrators
that followed them, were under-staffed and very much needed the
cooperation of allies and of local chiefs in general. The latter relied on
slavery for many of their own staff. Klein has documented persistent,
though not consistent, acquiescence in the continuation of slave trading,
let alone slavery, by French officials in the years of conquest and early
administration.13 Near the Nigeria border in German (and briefly French)
Cameroon, the emir of Madagali enslaved over 2,000 people that he
captured in raids on ‘‘pagan’’ mountain peoples in his neighbourhood,

8. Raymond E. Dumett, ‘‘Pressure Groups, Bureaucracy and the Decision-Making Process:
The Case of Slavery Abolition and Colonial Expansion in the Gold Coast, 1874’’, Journal of
Imperial and Commonwealth History, 9 (1981), pp. 193–215.
9. Particularly detailed and incisive accounts of the whole story, for French West Africa gen-
erally and for what is often seen as the classic case within British West Africa, are Klein, Slavery
and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, and Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery.
10. Gareth Austin, Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana: From Slavery to Free Labour in
Asante, 1807–1956 (Rochester, NY, 2005), pp. 220–223.
11. Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, pp. 138–139, 143, 154, 163; Philip
A. Igbafe, ‘‘Slavery and Emancipation in Benin, 1897–1945’’, Journal of African History, 16
(1975), pp. 409–429. In south-western Nigeria, Hausa soldiers in the British army are also said
to have freed many slaves at their own initiative; see Toyin Falola, ‘‘The End of Slavery Among
the Yoruba’’, in Suzanne Miers and Martin A. Klein (eds), Slavery and Colonial Rule in Africa
(London, 1999), pp. 232–249, 238.
12. F.D. Lugard, Governor-General of Nigeria, Memorandum on ‘‘Slavery (Forced Labour,
&c.)’’, May 1918, published in Lord Lugard, Political Memoranda: Revision of Instructions to
Political Officers on Subjects Chiefly Political & Administrative 1913–1918 (2nd edn, 1919; repr.
London, 1970), pp. 216–248, 223.
13. Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa; regarding the slave trade, see
especially p. 92.
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between 1912 and 1920.14 By 1912, however, in most parts of West Africa
regular slave raiding and trading had been suppressed, and cases were
more likely to concern clandestine kidnapping of children. Meanwhile, in
most of the region the measures taken against slavery itself had been
largely confined to abolishing the legal status of slaves: as happened in
Nigeria in 1900–1903 and in French West Africa most clearly in 1905.
This meant that colonial administrators and courts would not return
runaways. Without the backing of the coercive power of the state, slavery
as a widespread social institution was doomed to wither.

That process was accelerated by the actions of slaves themselves,
variously taking advantage of the military defeat of their masters or
believing that the colonial state would ensure that they would not be
returned to their masters, or anticipating formal emancipation. Some of the
colonial conquests triggered mass departures of slaves, notably in southern
Yorubaland (in south-western Nigeria) during 1892–1895.15 The most
dramatic exodus, involving hundreds of thousands of slaves, was centred on
Banamba and spread to neighbouring areas of Malinamba. The result was
that slavery as a system fell apart between 1905 and 1910. The scale of the
1905–1906 mass departures from Bambara forced the hands of colonial
administrators who had initially hoped that ‘‘servants’’ would stay with
their masters.16 Other slaves stayed put and often negotiated or were given
improved conditions. Klein estimates that in French West Africa as a whole
‘‘probably over a million’’ slaves left their masters between 1905 and 1913.17

Yet in certain colonies, slavery persisted even in law. In northern
Nigeria an estimated 200,000 women were legally bound under a form of
slavery disguised as concubinage until 1934. If the law in northern Nigeria
contained a big loophole, in Sierra Leone the loophole was coextensive
with the law. As late as 1927 an ordinance was passed allowing masters
to use ‘‘reasonable force’’ to recapture runaways. The consequent political
uproar in Britain and in the International Labour Office led to the
legal status (only) of slavery being abolished the following year.18

14. The numbers are detailed in his own diary. James H. Vaughan and Anthony H.M. Kirk-
Greene (eds), The Diary of Hamman Yaji: Chronicle of a West African Muslim Ruler
(Bloomington, IN, 1995). See, especially, Vaughan’s ‘‘Context’’ essay, pp. 13–15.
15. E. Adeniyi Oroge, ‘‘Iwofa: An Historical Survey of the Yoruba Institution of Indenture’’,
African Economic History, 14 (1985), pp. 75–106, 93–95; B.A. Agiri, ‘‘The Development of Wage
Labour in Agriculture in Southern Yorubaland 1900–1940’’, Journal of the Historical Society of
Nigeria, 12:1&2 (1983–1984), pp. 95–107, 95–96.
16. Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, pp. 159–177, 296–300.
17. Ibid., pp. 170–173.
18. Summarized in Suzanne Miers, Slavery in the Twentieth Century: The Evolution of a
Global Problem (Walnut Creek, CA, 2003), pp. 156–157. See also Ismail Rashid, ‘‘‘Do Dady nor
Lef Me Make Dem Carry Me’: Slave Resistance and Emancipation in Sierra Leone, 1896–1928’’,
in Miers and Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in Africa, pp. 208–231.
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In Mauritania, slavery has been even more persistent, but over most of the
region slave status as a source of labour was at most marginal by 1930.

H I S T O R I O G R A P H Y

There are substantial literatures on both these transformations. The origins
of the wage labour market, and even more of export agriculture, were the
focus of much of the first generation of continuous professional research
into West African economic history, from the later 1950s to the end of the
1970s. Much of this writing showed no awareness that slavery had even
existed in the nineteenth century. This seems odd because almost any
acquaintance with books published on West Africa before or during the
early twentieth century would have corrected that impression.

One can only speculate that the economists who pioneered the litera-
ture projected backwards from the composition of the West African
labour forces of their own day, subtracted hired labour, and were left only
with free family labour. Thus the assumption was that the labour came
overwhelmingly from farm-owners themselves and (‘‘free’’) family
members until the family labour forces were supplemented, as the colo-
nial period went on, by migrant wage labourers.19 The latter moved
seasonally between the zones of cash-crop cultivation and their own
homes, which were in areas where soil quality and/or transport costs were
such as to render export production on their own account unprofitable.
Elliott Berg’s pioneering study of ‘‘The development of a labour force
in Sub-Saharan Africa’’ (1965) located the ‘‘recruitment problem’’ in the
period c.1880–c.1930. The author proceeded to define this problem as
‘‘the transfer of labour resources out of the villages of the subsistence
sector into paid employment’’.20 Slavery within Africa is not specifically
mentioned in the article, even though it gave attention to the use of forced
labour by colonial governments.21

That the original labour force was overwhelmingly family-based was
also an undocumented premiss of the then dominant economic inter-
pretation of cash-crop expansion. This was the ‘‘vent-for-surplus’’ model,
which attributed the economic growth to the application to agriculture
of previously idle labour and land.22 The notion that the labour was

19. In this paper, a ‘‘free’’ person means someone who was not a slave or pawn, though they
might be a subject (the notion of a free ‘‘subject’’ is familiar to holders of British passports).
20. Elliot J. Berg, ‘‘The Development of a Labour Force in Sub-Saharan Africa’’, Economic
Development and Cultural Change, 13 (1965), pp. 394–412, 395.
21. Berg referred to ‘‘serfs, slaves, etc.’’, but only in an abstract theoretical context; ibid., p. 400.
22. Hla Myint, ‘‘The ‘Classical Theory’ of International Trade and the Underdeveloped
Countries’’, Economic Journal, 68 (1958), pp. 317–337; idem, The Economics of the Developing
Countries (London, 1964, 1973); R. Szereszewski, Structural Changes in the Economy of
Ghana, 1891–1911 (London, 1965), pp. 73–90; C.M. Elliott, ‘‘Agriculture and Economic
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mobilized from a reserve of leisure would have been hard to reconcile with
the proposition that labour was scarce enough for there to be any sort of
market for labour, whether for labourers or for their services. That contra-
diction was not pointed out in those of the early critiques of vent-for-surplus
that mentioned slavery.23 Probably this was because the scholarly literature
on nineteenth-century pre-colonial slavery and its eventual demise was very
scattered until the mid-1970s, when it took off sharply.

Partly because it would have seemed inappropriate at the time, slavery
within Africa had not figured on the research agenda in the era of
decolonization, which was the period when African history became the
subject of regular professional study. This changed in the 1970s, parti-
cularly at the initiative of French Marxist scholars seeking to identify the
characteristic ‘‘mode(s) of production’’ of pre-colonial Africa.24 The flow
of research on slavery within Africa, and on its eventual decline, has
barely faltered since. Among other findings, this work has shown that
slavery was much more widespread in the pre-colonial nineteenth century
than was previously supposed, and also that its incidence was not stable.
Rather, the use of slaves within West Africa became considerably more
common as the Atlantic slave trade declined, facilitated by the downward
pressure on the price of slaves in West Africa as shipments fell.25 Slave use
rose further in the later nineteenth century when state-builders, above all
Almami Samori Ture, took and sold captives on a massive scale to finance
purchases of horses and guns.26 Thus the twentieth-century demise of
slavery reversed a trend as much as it abolished a status quo.

Also, the monographic evidence is very much that the expansion of
slave-holding responded to the demand for additional labour by rulers,

Development in Africa: Theory and Experience 1880–1914’’, in E.L. Jones and S.J. Woolf (eds),
Agrarian Change and Economic Development (London, 1969), pp. 123–150; Gerald K. Hel-
leiner, Peasant Agriculture, Government, and Economic Growth in Nigeria (Homewood, IL,
1966), pp. 10–13.
23. Sara S. Berry, ‘‘Cocoa and Economic Development in Western Nigeria’’, in Carl K. Eicher
and Carl Liedholm (eds), Growth and Development of the Nigerian Economy (East Lansing,
MI, 1970), pp. 16–29; J.S. Hogendorn, ‘‘Vent-for-Surplus Models and African Cash Agriculture
to 1914’’, Savanna, 5 (1976), pp. 15–28; W.M. Freund and R.W. Shenton, ‘‘Vent-for-Surplus
Theory and the Economic History of West Africa’’, Savanna 6 (1977), pp. 191–196; Sheila
Smith, ‘‘Colonialism in Economic Theory: The Experience of Nigeria’’, Journal of Development
Studies, 15:3 (1979), pp. 38–59.
24. Claude Meillassoux (ed.), L’esclavage en Afrique précoloniale (Paris, 1975).
25. For an overview see Paul E. Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery: A History of Slavery in
Africa, 2nd edn (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 165–225. On prices – and their partial recovery as
demand from within West African economies rose – see Paul E. Lovejoy and David Richardson,
‘‘British Abolition and its Impact on Slave Prices along the Atlantic Coast of Africa,
1783–1850’’, Journal of Economic History, 55 (1995), pp. 98–119.
26. On the dynamics of state-building and enslavement in the late nineteenth century, see
Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, pp. 43, 51–53, 58, 68, 109–111.

Export Agriculture and the Decline of Slavery in West Africa 9

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017


merchants, and heads of households engaged in commodity production.27

The expansion of the latter was not limited to palm produce and
groundnuts for the Atlantic trade. It also included a major growth of
market activity in the economies of the central Sudan, centred on the
Sokoto Caliphate, and in their forest trading partners. The inhabitants of
slave villages or plantations grew some of the grain and most of the raw
materials for the handicraft cotton textile industry of Kano and other
towns, the products of which were sold almost throughout West Africa.28

Despite this economic angle, the focus of the growing historiography of
abolition has been elsewhere: on the interaction of colonial policy and
slave agency (through runaways, revolts, and negotiations with masters)
in the ending of slavery.29

Yet the idea that there were causal relations between the cash-crop revo-
lution and the ending of slavery was not new – just neglected. As early as
1926, while the historical transformations were themselves still incomplete,
Alan McPhee’s contemporary economic history of British West Africa
claimed for the Gold Coast Colony (the part of what is now Ghana south of
Ashanti) that the abolition of slave dealing and the legal status of slavery
there in 1874 had ‘‘negligible’’ effect until changes including ‘‘the develop-
ment of the cocoa industry’’ dealt it a ‘‘staggering blow’’ by, he implied,
creating a ‘‘free labour market’’ offering ‘‘alternative employment’’ to former
slaves.30 In 1973, for West Africa as a whole, A.G. Hopkins argued that
export agriculture helped freed slaves establish themselves as farmers and
migrant labourers. This helped make possible a ‘‘transition from slave to free
labour [y] without widespread economic and social dislocation’’.31 These
studies, in identifying and in McPhee’s case highlighting a causal relationship
from the growth of export agriculture to the accelerated ending of slavery,
raise an issue which, as will be seen below, has now attracted more attention.

A causal relationship in the opposite direction was hinted at but not
elaborated in three works by Marxist scholars from the 1960s to early
1980s. In his history of French colonial rule in Africa, Jean Suret-Canale
devoted a section to ‘‘The Decline of Slavery’’. He asserted that African
‘‘domestic slavery [y] presented a serious obstacle to colonial exploitation’’.

27. Recent studies include Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 122–125; Kenneth Swindell
and Alieu Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate: The Gambian Groundnut Trade, 1834–1934
(Leiden, 2006), pp. 61–62; Kristin Mann, Slavery and the Birth of an African City: Lagos,
1760–1900 (Bloomington, IN, 2007), pp. 152–154.
28. See especially Paul E. Lovejoy, ‘‘Plantations in the Economy of the Sokoto Caliphate’’,
Journal of African History, 19 (1978), pp. 341–368.
29. For overviews and cases see Suzanne Miers and Richard Roberts (eds), The End of Slavery
in Africa (Madison, WI, 1988); Miers and Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in Africa.
30. Allan McPhee, The Economic Revolution in British West Africa, 2nd edn with an intro-
duction by A.G. Hopkins (London, 1971), (1st edn London, 1926), pp. 252–253.
31. Hopkins, Economic History, pp. 227–228 (quotation, p. 227).
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This was on the grounds that slavery reduced the labour productivity of
both the enslaved person and the potentially indolent master.32 But most of
the section described the compromises that the French felt obliged to make
in implementing their commitment to abolition; and if the eventual result
was higher productivity, the book does not confirm it.33

In a later study of Nigeria, Sheila Smith set out to examine the role of the
colonial state in the transformation of Nigeria into a primary produce
exporter. She described ‘‘the abolition of slavery’’ as one of ‘‘the active
interventions of the state [that] were crucial in generating and maintaining
the conditions for the production of cash crops for export’’.34 But she did not
say why abolition was one of these conditions, and her section on abolition
was devoted to the difficulties faced and compromises made by the British
during the process. These included economic disruption that would have
resulted had abolition been sudden – which it was not.35 Smith’s otherwise
incisive article nowhere specified how abolition actually constituted a con-
dition for the production of agricultural exports. Finally, Mansur Muhtar, for
northern Nigeria, offered such a proposition: that by transforming ‘‘unfree
labour into a pool of free men’’, abolition could raise productivity.36 Whether
there is evidence for this remained – and still remains – to be seen.

Recent monographic research has begun to put the stories of export
agriculture and the decline of slavery together, and to examine the
evidence on possible causal interconnections. In 1983–1984 B.A. Agiri
described the succession of slave, pawn, and wage labour in agriculture
during the growth of cocoa-farming in southern Yorubaland.37 In 1993
Lovejoy and Hogendorn, in a major study of the end of slavery in
northern Nigeria, though primarily concerned with the legal and social
status of slaves and former slaves, devoted a chapter to ‘‘The colonial
economy and slavery’’. They concluded ‘‘The increased opportunities for
slaves to earn cash income that were available from 1912 [after the
opening of the railway from Kano to the coast permitted groundnut
exports to take off] were instrumental in easing the transition from slavery
to freedom’’, though ‘‘most’’ former slaves ‘‘did not escape poverty, and
many of their descendants are poor today’’.38 More assertively, in 2002

32. Jean Suret-Canale, French Colonialism in Tropical Africa 1900–1945 (London 1971; French
original, 1964), p. 61.
33. Ibid., pp. 60–67, 69–70.
34. Smith, ‘‘Colonialism in Economic Theory’’, p. 39.
35. Ibid., pp. 43–44.
36. Mansur Muhtar, ‘‘Vent for Surplus Critique and the Development of Export Crop Pro-
duction in Northern Nigeria – Towards a Socio-Economic Interpretation of History’’, in I. A.
Kiyawa, D. S. Hegde, M. Sagagi, and S. Yahaya (eds), Topics on Nigerian Economy Bayero
University, Department of Economics, Occasional Papers 1 (Kano, 1988), pp. 1–18, 11.
37. Agiri, ‘‘Development of Wage Labour’’.
38. Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery, p. 233.
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James Searing argued that ‘‘the dynamic growth of the peanut economy
explains the rapid decline of slavery in the peanut basin’’ of Senegal.
Specifically, his study of two former Wolof kingdoms in Senegal
emphasizes the crucial role of cash-cropping in providing economic
alternatives for slaves looking to leave their masters.39 In 2005 I examined
in some detail the relations between the adoption of cocoa-farming and
the decline of slavery and debt bondage in the former kingdom of Asante,
in what is now Ghana.40 The sections that follow explore the issues across
colonial West Africa as a whole.

A B O L I T I O N : E C O N O M I C C O N S I D E R AT I O N S I N

C O L O N I A L P O L I C Y

That the colonial administrations would legislate against the trading and
holding of slaves was a political given. The only question was how much
scope for compromise and ambiguity – ultimately, how much time for delay –
they were to be allowed by their political masters in the imperial capitals. The
latter had to respond to the intermittent nagging of missionaries, anti-slavery
organizations and awkward members of parliament. Indeed, they were
answerable ultimately to voters who had been told that the abolition of
slavery was one of the aims of Empire, and who probably thought that it had
already been achieved. The issue to be discussed here is whether economic
considerations on the spot encouraged militant action or, rather, compromise
and delay.

An important recent book by Kenneth Swindell and Alieu Jeng claims
that ‘‘although many West African [colonial] administrators were fearful
of the flood of slaves into the towns, and the creation of lawless vagrants,
they were attracted to the idea that abolition was essential for the creation
of a wage labour force and expanded production’’.41 While the fears are
readily documented, it is hard to find evidence of serving officials in West
Africa, in advance of the fact, wanting to see slave labour replaced by
wage labour. Like the three Marxist scholars mentioned earlier, Swindell
and Jeng provide no such evidence. In the case of William Merlaud Ponty,
Governor of Haut-Sénégal-Niger (including what is now Mali) and later
Governor-General of French West Africa, Klein describes his welcome
for the free labour market as ‘‘retrospective’’; following the disintegration
of slavery in the French Soudan because of the exodus of 1905–1908.42

39. James F. Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’: Islam and Emancipation in Senegal: The Wolof
Kingdoms of Kajoor and Bawol, 1859–1914 (Portsmouth NH, 2002), pp. 195–229, 196.
40. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 236–249, 512–515.
41. Swindell and Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate, p. 120.
42. Klein, Colonialism and Slavery in French West Africa, pp. 160, 168, 177; likewise, Richard
L. Roberts, Warriors, Merchants, and Slaves: The State and the Economy in the Middle Niger
Valley, 1700–1914 (Stanford, CA, 1987), pp. 201–202.

12 Gareth Austin

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017


Regarding slave trading, rather than slavery, there was a pragmatic
economic case for ending it swiftly, because it basically pre-supposed
raiding or kidnapping. The violence involved, though largely restricted to
areas outside the home territories of powerful states such as the kingdom
of Asante and the Sokoto Caliphate, was inconsistent with the interests of
trade and the generation of taxable income. The vast areas depopulated
by Samori represented agricultural and fiscal waste as well as human
suffering. Even so, we have seen that initially French officials were not
always keen to act against the trade, because their allies among the African
rulers drew income and personnel from it.

On slavery itself, colonial officials appear to have been unimpressed by
Adam Smith’s famous contention of 1776 that free labour is more efficient
than slave labour. Indeed, over the century and more that followed,
even the leaders of the abolitionist movement were never collectively
confident about it.43 By the turn of the twentieth century, for European
commentators and administrators, the experience of the abolition of slavery
in the Caribbean had compounded this caution.44 There, sugar exports fell
while the former slaves’ living standards rose.45 The freed slaves had pre-
ferred to work for themselves rather than for their former masters; in this
period, such work tended to counted for little or nothing in the official mind.

This perception was expressed by Mr Denton, Acting Governor of
Lagos, in 1898: ‘‘I much fear that as they [the slaves] can find the means of
subsistence ready to hand without work they will cease to do anything in
the way of cultivating the land as soon as the restrictions of domestic
slavery are removed’’.46 ‘‘Suppress the slaves’’ [sic], wrote a French local
administrator in Senegal in 1904, ‘‘and the fields will remain uncultivated
and the colony will be ruined’’.47 Georges Poulet, author of a major report
on the issue of emancipation for the French government, in 1905, believed
that a radical policy of emancipation in French West Africa could cost
‘‘half a billion francs’’ in lost revenue.48 In Sierra Leone, the Creole elite of
Freetown – ironically, themselves descended from freed slaves – main-
tained a long-running argument (notably through their press) against

43. David Eltis, ‘‘Abolitionist Perceptions of Society After Slavery’’, in James Walvin (ed.),
Slavery and British Society 1776–1846 (London, 1982), pp. 195–213, 255–262; Seymour
Drescher, ‘‘Abolitionist Expectations: Britain’’, in Howard Temperley (ed.), After Slavery:
Emancipation and its Discontents (London, 2000), pp. 41–66, 61.
44. E.g. Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’, p. 185.
45. Drescher, ‘‘Abolitionist Expectations’’, pp. 53–60, 65–66; Elits, ‘‘Abolitionist Perceptions’’,
pp. 204–205, 211–212, 258–259, 261.
46. Quoted in A.G. Hopkins, ‘‘The Lagos Strike of 1897: An Exploration in Nigerian Labour
History’’, Past and Present, 35 (1966), pp. 133–155, 144.
47. Quoted in Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, p. 134 (see also pp. 98,
151).
48. Quoted in Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’, p. 185.
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abolition on the grounds that it would damage the economy of the
interior of the colony, reducing trade and increasing vagrancy.49 In
Nigeria in 1904 the British administrator (‘‘Resident’’) in Ilorin, in the
north of Yorubaland, feared that if the slaves were freed the

[y] farmers could not pay for sufficient hired labour to keep the Province in its
present flourishing condition and the markets would suffer severely. Again, if
these slaves [y] were forced to be free, the old master would not be likely to
feed and house them and they would have to shift for themselves. There would
then be a great danger of them turning into highway robbers [y].50

As this illustrates, Klein’s comment that the colonial state saw freed slaves
‘‘as vagabonds and potential criminals who sought freedom not to work
but to avoid work’’ is applicable, as a generalization, to British as well as
French West Africa.51 Productivity and public order were thus jointly
threatened.

A more qualified view was expressed in a contemporary (1907) study of
the labour problem in French African colonies. Robert Cuvillier-Fleury
put a more charitable gloss on the ‘‘refusal’’ of freed blacks to work, which
he considered the experience to date. He attributed it to distaste for
manual work resulting from the experience of slavery.52 Understandable
as such distaste was, the implication was that abolition would reduce, not
raise, productivity. Cuvillier-Fleury qualified his argument by suggesting
that ‘‘agricultural crisis’’, where slavery had already been abolished (as in
the Caribbean), might have been avoided had the slaves been put through
a transitional state of semi-constraint to allow them to adapt to eventual
freedom.53 He thought that in Africa the abolition of the slave trade had
already led to an amelioration of slavery, converting it to an esclavage
de case.54 The implication is that when slaves in Africa were eventually
freed, their contempt for work would also have been ameliorated. While
insisting that in Africa, too, ‘‘[t]he free man is generally less lazy than the
slave’’, he considered that freed domestic slaves would be capable of
responding to economic incentives.55 Thus, presumably, the end of slavery

49. Rashid, ‘‘‘Do Dady nor Lef Me’’’, pp. 215, 223–225.
50. Quoted in Ann O’Hear, Power Relations in Nigeria: Illorin Slaves and Their Successors
(Rochester, NY, 1997), p. 72.
51. Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, p. 106 (likewise, pp. 101, 134, 281,
292). See also Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery, pp. 71, 79. 81, 85–88, 91–92.
52. Robert Cuvillier-Fleury, La main d’oeuvre dans les colonies françaises de l’Afrique
occidentale et du Congo (Paris, 1907), p. 26.
53. Ibid., p. 27. Though if apprenticeship in the British West Indies counted as such a transi-
tional state, it was surely not effective in Cuvillier-Fleury’s terms. See Gad Heuman, ‘‘Riots and
Resistance in the Caribbean at the Moment of Freedom’’, in Temperley, After Slavery,
pp. 135–149.
54. Cuvillier-Fleury, La main d’oeuvre, pp. 29–30.
55. Ibid., pp. 30–31, 30.
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in Africa would not produce agricultural crisis after all. While less
pessimistic than the likes of Denton, this is hardly in the optimistic tradi-
tion of Adam Smith.

Productivity was not the only consideration for those charged with
making and implementing colonial policy. Disruption and distribution
mattered too. As things stood at the beginning of colonial rule, slaves
were a large and integral part of the workforce. If they left their masters
there would be a shock to output and revenue, even if they immediately
set about finding work, whether for themselves or for wages.

In this context, it should be noted that the pre-colonial slave trade
functioned as a labour market, moving slaves to the areas where the
prospective masters could pay most for them, because they could obtain
relatively high market returns from slave labour. This meant that the
major slave-importing societies were those most engaged in the produc-
tion of commodities, whether for markets within Africa or for overseas. A
major example was the kingdom of Asante, where kola was produced for
sale to Hausa traders from the Sokoto Caliphate to the north-east; and
where gold and (from the 1880s) rubber was produced and sold on the
Gold Coast to the south. Most of Asante’s new slaves were imported from
the north, very often sold by those same Hausa traders, having been
seized in the northern savannas, where opportunities for commodity
production were less lucrative.56 Another example was the Gambia,
growing groundnuts for sale to European ships, and again importing
slaves from its hinterland.

The mass return of freed slaves would benefit the areas to which they
returned. But it would reduce productive capacity, at least temporarily, in
the more market-oriented economies from which they were freed (or
freed themselves). This shortfall would last at least until a free labour
market could tempt them back for hired labour, or attract replacements.
In 1893 the commissioner of the North Bank district of the Gambia
wrote that

To proclaim the freedom of all slaves [y] would have the effect of paralysing all
trade and cultivation, as all the hard work is done by the slaves; their masters,
being either too old or unaccustomed to hard work to take to it all at once.
The slaves would all return to their country, and the population be considerably
reduced.57

Both British and French officials were especially concerned about
the implications of abolition for the chiefs, on whom they depended for
day-to-day control and government of the mass of the population.

56. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 114–134, 484–490.
57. National Archives of The Gambia, Banjul, ARP 32/1, I, report by J.H. Ozanne, Travelling
Commissioner, North Bank, Bathurst, 16 June 1893.
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Officials were keenly aware that the chiefs depended on slaves for both
administrative and productive labour. Chiefs themselves were quick to
remind the Europeans of this, in protests against abolitionist proposals. The
most powerful Futa chief, Abdul Bokar Kan, wrote to the French governor
of Senegal in 1889: ‘‘it is impossible for us to live without slaves because they
work for us. Slaves for us are as money and merchandise are among you’’.58

In response to the mass exodus of slaves from the Banamba area in what is
now Mali in 1905, Maraka chiefs threatened a tax strike if the French did not
use force to stop it. The administration started to oblige, forcibly returning
a group 200 slaves to the town of Kita, but ultimately could not hold the
line.59 In Sierra Leone, the chiefs who led the Hut Tax Revolt of 1898 ‘‘listed
government efforts to dismantle domestic slavery as one of the most
important of their reasons for taking up arms’’.60 Thus, a quick abolition
would badly disrupt the income and probably executive capacity of chiefs,
and their might in the eyes of their subjects. Longer-term, too, the viability
of colonial rule through the chiefs (whether it was official, as in the British
case, or de facto, as often in the French) could be compromised by a
redistribution of the control of labour, and therefore of access to income,
from the rich and powerful to their former slaves.

Finally, the reason why slavery paid in nineteenth-century pre-colonial
West Africa was that, with land abundant (physically and institutionally)
and labour scarce, free wage rates would have been relatively high.61

Indeed, I have argued elsewhere for the case of the Asante kingdom
that it would have been impossible to find a wage rate that would have
been in the interests of both an employer to offer and a worker to accept.
Thus, the economic alternative to slavery and slave trading would
have been the absence of any market for labour at all, beyond casual
employment.62 This proposition was put at the time, in different words, in
a petition to the governor of the Gold Coast from an Asante chief and
elders in 1906: they said they depended on the labour of slaves and the
descendants of slaves ‘‘as we have no money like white men to hire men to
do necessaries for us’’.63 It may be added that the economic logic for

58. Quoted in Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, p. 66; also a Wolof chief
in 1885, quoted by Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’, p. 179; and the Asante petition quoted below.
59. Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, pp. 160–161.
60. Rashid, ‘‘‘Do Dady nor Lef Me’’’, p. 215. One demand of the 1900 rising in Asante was
‘‘Permission to buy and sell slaves as in the old time’’ (quoted in Austin, Labour, Land and
Capital, p. 209).
61. This theme is reviewed for Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole in 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),
pp. 587–624.
62. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 155–170, 495–498.
63. Quoted in ibid., p. 165.
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labour coercion in the context of land abundance was being elaborated
at the time by the Dutch economist, H.J. Nieboer (writing in English);
and had been anticipated in part by Edward Gibbon Wakefield several
decades before.64 I am not aware of any evidence that colonial officials
read or even knew of either Nieboer or Wakefield. But they had to deal
with the kind of economic conditions that Nieboer, in particular, had
described.

Where there was a substantial gap between colonial conquest and the
abolition of, at least, the legal status of slavery, one might suppose that
the eventual decision to act against slavery (whether its legal status, or
compulsory emancipation) was a response to changed economic condi-
tions: a shift to land scarcity and labour abundance. That would fit the
theory of induced institutional innovation, the standard economic
explanation of how institutions such as property rights in land and labour
change: that they respond to shifts in the relative scarcity of factors of
production.65 An erosion of the abundance of land in relation to labour
would be expected from the growth of export agriculture. But in West
Africa, delayed as abolitionist measures often were, they were introduced
before land–labour ratios had altered much. Elsewhere, I have shown this
quantitatively for the case of Asante, where the British occupation began
in 1896, cocoa was planted rapidly from 1901, and slavery was banned in
1908.66 In sum, the effect of economic considerations on colonial policy
was, if anything, to weaken rather than strengthen the case for prompt
action against slavery.

S L AV E L A B O U R I N T H E C A S H - C R O P R E V O L U T I O N

In view of the pessimistic expectations of chiefs and European officials
about the likely economic impact of an early abolition of slavery, it is not
surprising to find that slaves made major contributions to the growth of
export agriculture in the early years of colonial rule. We have already seen
that they provided much of the labour during the expansion of com-
modity production during the pre-colonial decades of the nineteenth
century, both for markets within the region and for the maritime trade.
However, these contributions declined under colonial rule, more or less
rapidly, with freed slaves providing increasing inputs.

64. H.J. Nieboer, Slavery as an Industrial System (The Hague, 1900; revd edn 1910); on
Wakefield’s ideas and considerable influence in discussions of colonization in early Victorian
England see Bernard Semmel, The Rise of Free Trade Imperialism (Cambridge, 1970), most
relevantly pp. 82–83, 89, 110–111.
65. Applied, e.g., in David Feeny, ‘‘The Decline of Property Rights in Man in Thailand,
1800–1913’’, Journal of Economic History, 49 (1989), pp. 285–296.
66. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital in Ghana, pp. 237–239, 513.
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We should begin by making two qualifications about the significance of
slave labour for commodity production in the decades between the
beginning of the end of the Atlantic slave trade and the Scramble. Both are
relevant to what was to happen after colonization.

First, coercion was not always the only way of mobilizing labour from
outside one’s household for farming. An alternative existed where the land
concerned was exceptionally valuable, in the specific crops that it could
support and in its proximity to market. In the Gambia from the 1830s,
and later also in Senegal, groundnut production attracted voluntary
immigration from the interior of western Sudan, the migrants effectively
renting land, and sharing the groundnut crop with the landlord.67 In
noting the importance of this consensual labour, however, we need to
remember also that of slavery. According to Swindell and Jeng, in 1894
‘‘slaves outnumbered freemen by two to one’’ in the north bank district of
The Gambia, ‘‘the historic core of the groundnut trade’’.68

Second, in south-eastern Nigeria slave labour made a bigger indirect
than direct contribution to the growth of commodity production in the
decades before the British conquest. The area of export production itself –
the oil-palm belt – benefited from an unusually high density of population,
enabling it to produce oil and kernels for sale without extensive use of
slaves. But this was made possible by importing foodstuffs from its
northern hinterland, which had a much lower population density, and
where production relied heavily on the use of slaves.69 Also just outside the
oil-palm belt, the women weavers of the town of Akwete developed a new
kind of luxury cloth to sell to the prosperous palm-oil producers. As their
business expanded, weaving became a year-round, full-time rather than
seasonal and part-time occupation. The weavers found time to specialize by
delegating other tasks to slaves purchased with their profits.70

Colonization was soon followed by further expansion of agriculture for
overseas markets, as we have seen, including the adoption (where possible)
of cocoa-farming. Colonial governments initially increased the use of
one form of labour coercion: forced labour for the state, whether for the
government or for (or via) the chiefs. Also, compulsory cultivation was one
of the methods used by the French to promote cotton production, especially

67. Landlords also had to provide migrants with some food. See Swindell and Jeng, Migrants,
Credit and Climate, pp. 56–61.
68. Ibid, p. 121.
69. David Northrup, ‘‘Nineteenth-Century Patterns of Slavery and Economic Growth in
Southeastern Nigeria’’, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 12 (1979), pp. 1–16.
In the Gold Coast, on the other hand, slave labour was important on oil palm plantations. See
Trevor R. Getz, Slavery and Reform in West Africa: Toward Emancipation in Nineteenth-
Century Senegal and the Gold Coast (Athens, OH, 2004), pp. 38–40.
70. Colleen E. Kriger, Cloth in West African History (Lanham, MD, 2006), pp. 44–51, 51.
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in the mid-1920s, though it always yielded very limited results.71 Pressure by
colonial authorities on farm owners was apparently much less effective than
had often been true of the pressure applied by farm owners to slaves and
pawns, as part of their workforces. The requisitioning of labour by the
colonial state was particularly direct and prevalent in the French colonies,
until its abolition with effect from 1946. Besides public works, such labour
was also used to help French planters, unsuccessfully seeking to make Côte
d’Ivoire into a settler colony. All over colonial West Africa, until after World
War II, including in the British colonies, labour was also requisitioned
through chiefs or village headmen to build roads, in the name of communal
labour. This tended to diminish after the colonial powers reluctantly signed
the international Forced Labour Convention of 1930.72

The greater importance of forced labour in French than British colonies
was partly a response to their relatively unfavourable environment: the
French monopolized the Sahel, had most of the more arid savanna, and
had the territories most distant from the sea. What is striking about
colonial coercion in West African agriculture is how little it contributed
to the overall growth of cash-crop output from the region. In the most
commercially successful of the French colonies, Senegal, the growth of
groundnut output dwarfed that which could be accounted for by
administrative pressure or tax demands.73 More so in the British case, the
major commercial successes were southern Ghana (including Ashanti, i.e.
colonial Ashanti) and southern Nigeria, which were distinct in having no
direct taxation during their cash-crop take-offs.

Where the colonial period saw expanded production of an established
export crop, as with groundnuts in Senegambia and palm produce in
south-eastern Nigeria, slaves continued to contribute to the labour force,
directly and/or indirectly as the case was. In the early 1890s, in areas
including Asante and the Baule region of Côte d’Ivoire, as well as the
western Sudan, many masters acquired additional slaves; encouraged by
low slave prices following from the abundance of captives offered on the
market in the 1890s, as a result of the enlarged scale of enslavement by
the forces of Samori and others just before and during the early stages of

71. Thomas J. Bassett, The Peasant Cotton Revolution in West Africa: Côte d’Ivoire, 1880–1995
(Cambridge, 2001), esp. pp. 58–62; Richard Roberts, Two Worlds of Cotton: Colonialism and
the Regional Economy in the French Soudan, 1800–1946 (Stanford, CA, 1996), esp. pp. 83,
172–177.
72. On forced labour generally see especially Babacar Fall, Le travail forcé en Afrique Occi-
dentale française (1900–1945) (Paris, 1993). On its rather tortuous decline, see Frederick
Cooper, Decolonization and African Society: The Labor Question in French and British Africa
(Cambridge, 1996).
73. See the calculations of Mohamed Mbodj, ‘‘Sénégal et dépendance: le Sine-Saloum et
l’arachide, 1887–1940’’, in Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch (ed.), Sociétés paysannes du tiers-
monde (Lille, 1980), pp. 139–154, 141–143.
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the European conquests.74 The use of slave labour was curtailed, sooner
or later, by slaves running away, often without waiting for the formal
abolition of at least the legal status of slavery. Alternatively, slaves remained
in place; but generally did less or no work for their former masters.

In the late nineteenth century West Africans were active participants
in the search, across the three tropical continents, to supply the new
international market for rubber. In contrast to Leopold’s Congo, in West
Africa rubber tapping was, throughout the boom, a field of indigenous
enterprise. In the 1880s–1890s it was a fairly wild frontier, in the dense
forests straddling the Gold Coast Colony, Ashanti, and Côte d’Ivoire.
Slaves figured both as a source of labour and as the object of reinvestment
of profits.75 By 1910, the boom was over; except and until American
companies established themselves in Liberia in the late 1920s, rubber was
not profitable as a plantation crop in West Africa, apparently because the
labour costs were too high.

African coercion was, at most, inconspicuous in the take-off of pro-
duction of an exotic crop, cocoa beans, in the Akim Abuakwa district of
the Gold Coast Colony, in the 1890s and 1900s, because of the precocious
abolition of the legal status of slavery and debt bondage in the colony.
Rather, a Gambian precedent was followed, in that farmers from neigh-
bouring districts, short of suitable uncultivated land, voluntarily immi-
grated to exploit the Akim forest. In this case, however, the farmers drew
on a combination of credit and their savings from earlier market activities
to buy, rather than rent, the land from the local chiefs.76 The Gold Coast
Colony case is a famous story of free migrant enterprise. But the story
needs qualification.

Raymond Dumett and Marion Johnson reported a ‘‘common trend’’ in
the 1880s and 1890s for slaves to be replaced by pawns. The act of
pawning had been banned along with slave dealing, but the law was
enforced far less vigorously against the former than the latter. They quote
a Basle missionary writing in 1895 that ‘‘thousands of boys and girls’’ were
now living in pawnage in the Akwapim district, where slavery had
‘‘changed into the holding of pawns.’’ Dumett and Johnson suggested a
supply-side link between the spread of cocoa cultivation and the growth
of pawning, in that the former led to much litigation over land, leaving

74. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 123, 225, 486–487; Timothy C. Weiskel, French
Colonial Rule and the Baule Peoples: Resistance and Collaboration 1889–1911 (Oxford, 1980),
pp. 85–92; Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in French West Africa, p. 160.
75. Kwame Arhin; ‘‘The Economic and Social Significance of Rubber Production and Exchange
on the Gold and Ivory Coasts, 1880–1900’’, Cahiers d’Études africaines, 77–78: 20-1-2 (1980),
pp. 49–62, 57–60; Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, p. 124.
76. Polly Hill, The Migrant Cocoa-Farmers of Southern Ghana (Cambridge, 1963; 2nd edn
with preface by G. Austin, Hamburg, 1997).
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families in debt.77 Though they did not explicitly link pawns with cocoa
labour, it is logical to take the further step of positing that pawning
contributed to the early cocoa-farm labour force in the eastern province
of the Gold Coast. For they did note that, in general, ‘‘heads of farming
families’’ were among those who turned to pawning as a substitute for
slavery in the colony.78 Moreover, Akwapim was the nursery of Ghanaian
cocoa-farming, and Akwapims were very prominent among the migrant
farmers who then spread it into the under-used lands of Akim
Abuakwa.79

Pawning, but also slavery and the chiefs’ right to summon their subjects
to make farms for the chieftaincy, provided the extra-familial labour in
what became the northern part of the Ghanaian cocoa belt. This was the
forest heartland of the former Asante kingdom, where cocoa planting
spread rapidly – largely at indigenous initiative – after the defeat of the
anti-colonial uprising of 1900. A high proportion of the earliest cocoa
farms in Asante were made by chiefs calling upon their subjects’ labour.
On the early cocoa farms in general, first-generation slaves (many of them
bought from Samori’s forces just a few years before) and pawns did much
of the farm work.80 Indeed, slavery contributed to family labour, where
the children of (almost invariably) slave mothers and free fathers were
incorporated into households via cadet lineages. The anthropologist
Meyer Fortes made the following note on an interview he conducted in
Asokore, in Asante, in 1945.

Wealthy cocoa farmers. (They are not very willing to talk about other people[’]s
wealth. I asked if they knew anyone who had become wealthy only from cocoa
farming.) At Nyamfa there was a man Kwame Dampa, who had very big cocoa
farms wh[ich] he made in the early days. He had ‘‘[e]fie nnipa’’ (descendants of
slaves) to work his farms and so got very rich. But if you do not have many sons
or money to employ labour you can’t make big cocoa farms.81

In the other major cocoa economy of early twentieth-century West
Africa, south-western Nigeria, Sara Berry found that ‘‘several’’ of her
‘‘informants mentioned slaves as a source of labour on their families’ early
cocoa farms’’.82 Agiri reported other cases, such as ‘‘the Oyede family in
Ota’’ who, as of 1902, ‘‘employed slave labour to cultivate over twenty

77. Raymond Dumett and Marion Johnson, ‘‘Britain and the Suppression of Slavery in the
Gold Coast Colony, Ashanti, and the Northern Territories’’, in Miers and Roberts, The End of
Slavery in Africa, pp. 71–116, 94–95.
78. Ibid., p. 94.
79. Hill, Migrant Cocoa-Farmers.
80. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 239–241.
81. Quoted in ibid., p. 241.
82. Sara S. Berry, Cocoa, Custom and Socio-Economic Change in Rural Western Nigeria
(Oxford, 1975), p. 129.
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acres of cocoa, coffee and gbanja kola’’.83 In his research on the former
Ijesha kingdom, John Peel found that, despite the flight of slaves fol-
lowing the colonial conquest, former warriors or their heirs ‘‘still were
often able to command the loyalty of ‘slaves’: men who for whatever
reason preferred to stay in Ilesha and who needed their former master as a
patron’’. Thus, ‘‘Ajayi Obe was able, when he planted cocoa after 1911,
to call on the labour of a handful of former slaves of his father’’. Later
he gave them plots of their own but they ‘‘continued to give part of their
time, usually the whole morning [y] to their ‘master’, from whom they
[y] in the end received cocoa seedlings’’.84

Meanwhile, as Adeniyi Oroge showed, many of the wealthier Yoruba
farmers had responded to the earlier (and continuing) slave departures by
making use of iwofa, the Yoruba version of pawning. Unlike in the Gold
Coast, in southern Nigeria even child-pawning was not outlawed expli-
citly until 1916 and not rigorously prosecuted until 1927. The result was
a widespread resort to pawning in the early years of colonial rule.
The incidence of pawning rose greatly (according to Oroge’s overview)
before the administration took serious action against it in 1927. Pioneers
of Nigerian cocoa-farming, such as J.K. Coker, a key figure in Agege
Planters’ Union, relied heavily on iwofa.85 Further north, in Ijesha,
the outstanding pawn-master, Peel reported, ‘‘was Peter Apara who,
according to his youngest son, had the service of upwards of 40–50 iwofa
at times’’, though more commonly pawns were used ‘‘in ones and twos’’.86

Nor was the use of pawn labour confined to export-crop producers, but
included some of those who produced food for sale to those involved in
cocoa production and marketing. Peel noted the case of a Yoruba com-
mercial food-farmer who died in 1928 who had been considered ‘‘rich
with up to 30 pawns’’.87

Slavery thus contributed to the inputs of labour for the cash-crop
revolution of the colonial period. The role of first-generation slaves
diminished most quickly. Slaves born in the household, on the other hand,
being more integrated in the slave-owning society and without an original
home to escape to, were most likely to stay and to keep working for their
masters. Meanwhile pawning, long-established as it was, either continued
alongside slavery until the simultaneous demise of both (Ashanti) or
actually became much more common as a replacement for slave labour
(Yorubaland). The latter trend turned out to be transitional.

83. Agiri, ‘‘Development of Wage Labour’’, p. 96.
84. J.D.Y. Peel, Ijeshas and Nigerians: The Incorporation of a Yoruba Kingdom 1890s–1970s
(Cambridge, 1983), p. 121.
85. Oroge, ‘‘Iwofa’’.
86. Peel, Ijeshas and Nigerians, p. 121.
87. Ibid., p. 293.
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T H E C A S H - C R O P ‘‘ R E V O L U T I O N ’’ A N D T H E

D E C L I N E O F S L AV E RY

The growth of export agriculture did much to determine the economic
opportunities and risks facing slaves as they contemplated leaving
their masters; and did much to decide the implications for the former
masters. The influence of cash crops on slaves’ decisions has to be seen
in the context of social and practical considerations. For instance,
slaves seem to have been most likely to leave where they were present in
large concentrations; and when they were relatively newly arrived, so
that they could hope to find their kin and resume a life as a free member
of a community, rather than having to start afresh on strangers’ terms.
These conditions help account for the great Banamba slave exodus, to
take the leading case.88 Men, women and families left, especially men.89

The tendency for first-generation slaves to be the quickest to leave did
not always apply. The 1909 administrative report for the cercle of
Kayes, in Mali, stated ‘‘It is only when [slaves] have accumulated some
savings, acquired cattle, that they ask to return in the regions they came
from.’’90 The decision to stay or go was indeed affected by economic risks
and opportunities. A whole range of variations can be seen across the
region.

In principle, the most economically attractive option was to become an
independent cash-crop farmer (or farming household). This was open to
those slaves who had originally been captured in areas suitable for export
agriculture, providing they could re-establish their rights to land there. In
Ashanti, slaves from what was now the Gold Coast Colony left relatively
soon after the colonial government finally prohibited slavery in 1908,
heading home to lands where cocoa growing was either established
or being introduced. In both Asante (Ashanti) and Yoruba communities,
as we have seen in Peel’s Ijesha case, some former slaves eventually
became cocoa farmers in their own right. For some years at least, they
were likely to need the patronage of their former masters, and provide
him (as it usually was) with some labour; but this tended to dwindle, and
become at most symbolic. In Asante some former slaves eventually
became relatively wealthy, such that by the 1930s or at least 1950s
they were no doubt among the high proportion of cocoa-farmers in
Asante who hired labour. Meanwhile their social assimilation, though
limited in that they were usually denied the chance to become chiefs,
was assisted by a strong custom of not revealing people’s social origins.

88. Klein, Slavery and Colonialism in French West Africa, p. 160.
89. E.g. Roberts, Warriors, Merchants, and Slaves, p. 198.
90. Quoted in François Manchuelle, Willing Migrants: Soninke Labor Diasporas, 1848–1960
(Athens, OH, 1997), p. 134.
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They could thus try to conceal their foreign and servile origins, with
variable success.91

In northern Nigeria, especially in Kano province, thousands of former
slaves became smallholding peasants, growing groundnuts for sale.
This outcome was encouraged by the colonial tax regime. For the British
ended the exemptions from grain tax that many slave estates had enjoyed
under the Sokoto Caliphate. This, and related tax reforms, gave masters an
incentive to let their male slaves work on their own account, or ransom
themselves, because the slave or former slave thereby became responsible
for his own tax (the effect on female slaves was indirect but in practice
similar). Also by their own initiative, thousands of slaves left their masters’
communities and established peasant households.92

Meanwhile, or rather as early as the 1890s, many thousands of people held
as slaves in the inland savannas of the western Sudan, and on the desert-
edge, seem to have left their masters’ communities. Many joined the streams
of migrants going into groundnut production in Senegambia. The annual
report on French West Africa for 1910 stated that ‘‘former slaves of the Sahel
descended in small bands into Senegal where they have covered the lands
adjacent to the new Thiès-Kayes railroad with their plantings’’.93 Searing
argues ‘‘that slaves from within the Wolof region took advantage of the same
opportunities’’. In their case they were already in, or near, groundnut-
growing lands. ‘‘This seems the most likely explanation for the rapid decline
of slavery in Kajoor and Bawol, where the slave populations seem to have
evaporated without leaving a trace in the colonial archives.’’94

Leaving his master’s community, a self-emancipated slave could present
himself to a landowner elsewhere as a free migrant in search of land to
rent. Alternatively, he could join a peasant household in the junior status
of an unmarried, dependent man. The first strategy would make most
sense for first-generation slaves originally taken from beyond the
groundnut basin, because free migration was normally seasonal, and a
former slave could use the dry season to re-establish a home base. The
second strategy would reduce the risks involved in staying all year in the
basin, allowing some of the benefits of belonging to a household in return
for dependent status. In both cases, the terms offered by local groundnut
farmers would be similar to the work regime that slaves faced: giving the
best part of their time to the work of the host/master.95 Another option,

91. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 226–230, 242–243; Akosua Perbi, ‘‘The Legacy
of Indigenous Slavery in Contemporary Ghana’’, FASS Bulletin (Faculty of Social Studies,
University of Ghana, Legon), 1 (1996), pp. 83–92.
92. Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery, pp. 159–198.
93. Quoted in Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’, p. 211.
94. Ibid., p. 224; also pp. 210–212.
95. Ibid., pp. 210–213; Swindell and Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate, p. 119.
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noted by Swindell and Jeng in the Gambia, was that where slaves bought
their freedom – as opposed to running away – the chiefs would allow
them to cultivate unused land in the neighbourhood. That meant they
could stay in the same community; but the previously unused land might
be of relatively low quality.96

In French Guinea (now the Republic of Guinea), as Emily Osborn has
shown, rubber-tapping provided opportunities for former slaves during
the early years of colonial rule. Osborn quotes a report by Auguste
Chevalier, a French official and agricultural specialist, in 1910. ‘‘Chevalier
explained that during an 1899 [journey] through the region, he had ‘met
natives every day crossing through the bush, slaves fleeing or released
sofas [slave soldiers] [y] They were going to look for their natal villages
to establish themselves there’.’’ Returning ‘‘in 1910, he noted [y] : ‘These
same individuals [y] today [y] have rebuilt their old villages; they have
exploited the vines of rubber or kola plants. They have lived for more
than ten years in a state of absolute peace and their families are secure’’’.97

For those slaves who wanted their own farms, rent-free, but who had
no rights to land in an export-crop zone, there was the possibility of
establishing food farms in their original home. For cash they would have
either to plant whatever cash crop would grow, probably getting only
slight returns because of soil quality or distance to market. Even in such a
context, however, former slaves were in some cases able to return with
valuable new knowledge or assets. Brian Petersen’s study of Buguni, in
what is now southern Mali, found slaves returning home with different
kinds of millet, rice, or maize; many brought back materials to plant fruit
trees; others had worked as weavers, blacksmiths, or in other trades; or
at least they brought the knowledge that farming groundnuts in Senegal
was remunerative.98 On the other hand, the results of these crop shifts
were modest enough to be reversible: when the purchasing power of
cotton producers dwindled in the Depression, there was a revival of
pawning.99

The final possibility, for slaves, was to stay in order to retain a degree of
security, and perhaps a little property, and in expectation of less harsh

96. Swindell and Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate, p. 121.
97. Emily Lynn Osborn, ‘‘‘Rubber Fever’, Commerce and French Colonial Rule in Upper
Guinée, 1890–1913’’, Journal of African History, 45 (2004), pp. 445–465, 462.
98. Brian J. Petersen, ‘‘Slave Emancipation, Trans-Local Social Processes and the Spread of
Islam in French Colonial Buguni (southern Mali), 1893–1914’’, Journal of African History, 45
(2004), pp. 421–444, 435.
99. Martin A. Klein and Richard Roberts, ‘‘The Resurgence of Pawning in French West Africa
during the Depression of the 1930s’’, African Economic History, 16 (1987), pp. 23–37; reprinted
in revised form in Toyin Falola and Paul E. Lovejoy (eds), Pawnship in Africa: Debt Bondage in
Historical Perspective (Boulder, CO, 1994), and in Lovejoy and Falola (eds), Pawnship, Slavery,
and Colonialism in Africa (Trenton, NJ, 2003).
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treatment from the master in future.100 Such household-level reform
might happen either through direct negotiation, or if the master felt it
expedient to be less demanding. With other slaves having run away, and
with the option of buying new slaves closed by the suppression of the
slave trade, masters had incentives to compromise. In Wuli, on the north
bank of the Gambia river, the agricultural labour required of (non-court)
slaves was reduced ‘‘from six to five and then to four days per week’’.101

Emancipation reduced inequality, but took unequal forms. It is generally
thought that the majority of slaves were female.102 But the labour-market
opportunities for freed slaves were mainly for men. This applied both to the
young adults joining groundnut-growing households in Senegal as depen-
dent labourers and to the cocoa labour market in the Gold Coast Colony
and Ashanti.103 Female slaves were more likely to stay with their masters,
not least because they were likely already to have had children with a free
man. But for those slaves who stayed, female as well as male, the longer-term
tendency was for them to achieve greater autonomy. In the more prosperous
parts of the cash-crop economies, at least, women were often able to capi-
talize on the secondary economic effects of export agriculture – when these
developed sufficiently. In Ashanti, for example, cocoa income was often
spent in food and other local markets, providing cash-earning opportunities
for traders (mostly women) and food-farmers (very often women).104

The inequalities of emancipation operated along space and ethnicity as
well as gender. For a former slave participating in cash-crop production,
much depended on whether they did so as a local citizen, or as a stranger.
The first migrant labourers to work on the cocoa farms of the Gold Coast
Colony were often Ewes from southern Togoland, many of whom came
from districts just as suitable for cocoa growing as those where they were
employed. Some of them brought cocoa seedlings back home to plant for
themselves. Thus, they could forsake the labour market for the produce
market.105 North of the Gold Coast Colony, in Ashanti, most of the
migrant labourers came from the savanna. They therefore did not have the
option of entering cocoa-farming back home. They and their successors

100. See the discussion of the strategies and destinies of slaves and former slaves in two
contrasting places: the Soninke homeland on the desert edge, mostly in what is now Mali
(Manchuelle, Willing Migrants, pp. 132–140) and the expanding port of Lagos (Mann, Slavery
and the Birth of an African City, pp. 204–236).
101. Peter M. Weil, ‘‘Slavery, Groundnuts, and European Capitalism in the Wuli kingdom of
Senegambia, 1820–1930’’, Research in Economic Anthropology, 6 (1984), pp. 77–119, 110.
102. E.g. Martin A. Klein, ‘‘Women in Slavery in the Western Sudan’’, in Claire C. Robertson
and Martin A. Klein (eds), Women and Slavery in Africa (Madison, WI, 1983), pp. 60–92, 68–72.
103. See Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’, p. 206; Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 244,
247–248.
104. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 244, 247.
105. Ibid., p. 429.
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continued to work for wages (or, increasingly, crop shares) in the cocoa
belt, rarely achieving the ownership of a farm of their own.106 Regional
inequality was a marked feature of the cash-crop economies of twentieth-
century Africa: cocoa economies generally being wealthier than ground-
nut or palm-produce producers, and cash-crop growing areas being better
off than their labour-supplying hinterlands. The fortunes of former slaves
more often reflected this pattern than qualified it.

Yet there was a huge gain for the labourers, arising from the fundamental
economic effect of the spread of export agriculture. It brought West Africa’s
lands more fully and more lucratively into production. Along with the
population growth to which it gave financial support, it increasingly made
land less abundant and labour less scarce.107 In the abstract, this made labour
power less valuable. But by the same token, it made it profitable for many
masters to become employers. Thus, the slave trade was succeeded, over
much of the region, by a consensual market for seasonal or annual labour.
This gave migrant labourers opportunities not only to sell their labour – if
they did not have the right kind of land in the right place to sell their produce
– but also later to renegotiate and improve their contracts.108

What of the masters? Those whose slaves stayed generally had to accept
reduced economic returns on slave ownership; and even those returns
were in long-term decline. Of those masters who lost their slaves, some
had to contract their operations: their farming and/or trading activities
were shrunk by loss of labour. This seems to have been a common
experience in Igboland (in south-eastern Nigeria).109 In what is now Mali,

106. Gareth Austin, ‘‘The Political Economy of the Natural Environment in West African
History: Asante and its Savanna Neighbours in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries’’, in
Richard Kuba and Carola Lentz (eds), Land and the Politics of Belonging in West Africa
(Leiden, 2006), pp. 187–212. The denial of land rights to people who were not subjects of local
chiefs in Ghana contrasts with what happened during the much later cocoa and coffee boom in
Côte d’Ivoire. The boom occurred after the abolition of forced labour, and especially after
independence. Northern labourers (i.e. from the savanna) were welcomed to the forest zone by
President Houphoet-Boigny with a promise in 1963 of land to the tiller. This was not translated
into law, and the issue of northerners’ land rights in the south, complicated by the distinction
between migrants from the Ivoirien savanna and those from across the Burkina Faso border,
became one of the sources of the recent civil war. See Jean-Pierre Chauveau, ‘‘How Does an
Institution Evolve? Land, Politics, Intergenerational Relations and the Institution of the Tutorat
Amongst Autochthones and Immigrants (Gban Region, Côte d’Ivoire)’’, in Kuba and Lentz,
Land and the Politics of Belonging in West Africa, pp. 213–240.
107. For an attempt to quantify this for one major case see Gareth Austin, ‘‘Labour and Land in
Ghana, 1879–1939: A Shifting Ratio and an Institutional Revolution’’, Australian Economic
History Review, 47 (2007), pp. 95–120.
108. Austin, Land, Labour and Capital.
109. Don C. Ohadike ‘‘‘When the Slaves Left, the Owners Wept’: Entrepreneurs and Eman-
cipation Among the Igbo People’’, in Miers and Klein, Slavery and Colonial Rule in Africa,
pp. 189–207.

Export Agriculture and the Decline of Slavery in West Africa 27

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859009000017


the Maraka elite of Banamba, shorn of their slaves by the exodus, had to
make a profound adjustment: to performing their own work (making
more intense use of self and family labour) and reducing their con-
sumption, including their expenditure on religious institutions. In trade,
with a reduced labour force, they lost market share.110

In Guinea many of the former slave masters did rather better, becoming
independent rubber traders, thereby avoiding having to labour for
themselves once they lost their slaves. ‘‘For them, the ‘crisis’ of slave
departures occurred not with the initial departure of slaves, but when the
price of rubber plummeted in 1913.’’111 In handicrafts, in south-east
Nigeria, the women cotton weavers of Akwete apparently adjusted to the
end of slavery by relying on family labour, and, in respect of spinning, by
using imported cotton yarn instead of local, hand-spun, yarn.112

Others made the transition from masters to employers. That they could
do so – where they could – showed that the economic conditions that had
made markets for long-term labour impossible without some form of
coercion, no longer existed. Where returns to labour in cash-crop farming
were high enough, farmers could afford to hire labour. This did not apply
to cotton or anything else in the more remote savannas. In contrast, it
became very common with cocoa growers everywhere (though not all the
time, depending especially on the producer price of cocoa).113 In the case
of cocoa, the capacity to hire labour reflected not only the price but also
the nature of the crop. In planting cocoa trees, labour created a stock of
capital, the returns on which could be used to pay for later rounds of
labour services. In Nigeria, the same individuals who had been the largest
users of pawn labour on cocoa farms took the lead in making the tran-
sition, and became the largest employers of hired labour. According to
Agiri, the biggest cocoa farmer, J.K. Coker, ‘‘started as early as 1904
employing about 200 unskilled Yoruba labourers annually, with six or
seven headmen’’.114 Oroge maintained that the majority of them were
actually on the iwofa system, and that this was true of the Agege cocoa
plantations generally.115 But this does not contradict Agiri’s claim that
‘‘[t]he annual contract [in southern Nigerian agriculture] [y] was
developed on the Coker farms’’.116 In Ashanti too, cocoa earnings enabled

110. Roberts, Warriors, Merchants, and Slaves, pp. 193, 200–201.
111. Osborn, ‘‘Rubber Fever’’, p. 463.
112. Kriger, Cloth in West African History, pp. 49, 51.
113. And cocoa farmers were later obliged to concede sharecropping terms to their employees.
On the evolution of hired labour in colonial Asante, e.g., see Austin, Labour, Land and Capital,
pp. 315–321, 400–430, 527–529, 540–545.
114. Agiri, ‘‘Development of Wage Labour’’, pp. 98–99, 98.
115. Oroge, ‘‘Iwofa’’, p. 95.
116. Agiri, ‘‘Development of Wage Labour’’, p. 102.
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masters of slaves and pawns, and chiefs who had summoned their subjects
to make farms for them, to become employers instead. The relative
smoothness of this transition was helped by the relatively high prices that
generally characterized the pre-1914 era.117

A B O L I T I O N A N D E C O N O M I C G R O W T H

The prevailing resource mix had made slavery profitable during the pre-
colonial nineteenth century. For economic growth, the main weakness of
West African slave systems was the fact that new slaves were imported not
from overseas, but from within the region. Therefore, while the inhabitants
of the more powerful states were protected from slave raids, the size of the
markets for their products was limited by the insecurity and losses of people
and property that were imposed on neighbouring areas by slave raiding, and
by wars financed by the capture and sale of slaves. From this starting point,
let us consider the broad economic implications of the ending of slavery.

It can hardly be argued that abolition was essential to the expansion
of cash-crop production that occurred from the 1890s through the 1920s.
The original growth of groundnut and palm-oil exports before the European
conquests proved that steady growth of output could be achieved using slave
and pawn as well as family labour. Again, the various forms of coerced
labour made a major contribution to the further growth and diversification
of commodities and zones of production that occurred during the early
colonial period. If cocoa farmers could hire labour in Ashanti and south-
western Nigeria in the 1910s, this was to a great extent thanks to the pro-
ceeds of trees already planted by slaves and other coerced labourers.

Where slaves left suddenly and in large numbers, the immediate effects
on output must have been negative; at least while the runaways made
good their escape and found themselves ways of participating in the
economy on new terms, often in new places. Lovejoy and Hogendorn
have emphasized that flight of slaves was a major cause of the ‘‘economic
dislocation’’ that led to famines ‘‘at different times in various parts of
Northern Nigeria’’ between 1902 and 1908.118

For export crops, consider Senegambian groundnuts in the late nine-
teenth century. The volume of Senegalese groundnut exports did not
regain (and surpass) their 1882 level until 1898. Searing argues that this
can only partly be explained by price falls, and that ‘‘the chaos created by
the conquest and the flight of slaves in the period’’ also contributed.119

A similar case can be made about the Gambia in the 1890s. As Table 2
shows, there was a sudden and drastic fall in exports from 1893 to 1895.

117. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 242–249.
118. Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery, pp. 216–218.
119. Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’, pp. 187–188, 199 (quotation at p. 187).
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Swindell and Jeng attribute the fall to ‘‘weak groundnut prices and
erratic rainfall’’.120 These are part of the story but, as Table 2 also indi-
cates, not all of it. In May 1894, the travelling commissioner for the North
Bank of the Gambia reported on slavery that ‘‘[t]he Jolas are settling this
question by running away’’.121 This was presumably a response either to
the British occupation of the previous year, or, perhaps more likely, to the
new Slave Trade Abolition Ordinance, which preserved slavery but set a
fee for slaves to ransom themselves and made slaves free on the death of
their master. As in other parts of West Africa, some slaves immediately
outdistanced the government action, literally. While the Mandingo slaves
were staying, added the commissioner, ‘‘the Jolas [y] will all make their
escape sooner or later’’.122 Four years later he confirmed that the pre-
diction had come true, at least for Jola men: ‘‘After the British occupation
in ’93, all the male slaves principally Jolahs ran away, leaving behind only
hereditary and old slaves, and female Jolahs.’’123 A high proportion of the
slaves leaving their masters is another possible explanation for the drastic
drop in groundnut exports, and the timing fits it better than the other
explanations. Also, it was in the 1890s, according to Peter Weil’s field-
work, that the number of days of agricultural work per week that was
required of slaves in Wuli was repeatedly reduced.124 This probably began
after the Ordinance, in an attempt to stem the flight of slaves.

Table 2. The Gambia groundnut shock of the 1890s

Year
Exports

(metric tons)
Rainfall

(centimetres)
Prices (francs per 100 kilograms,

local markets in Senegal)

1892 21,557 129.87 15
1893 25,621 197.79 15
1894 20,330 141.88 15
1895 10,166 169.82 12–15
1896 12,300 130.00 12–15
1897 20,603 85.37 12.5
1898 33,607 123.57 12.5

Note: Gambian groundnut prices do not appear to be available for most of these
years, so Senegalese ones are used instead (from Searing).
Sources: Swindell and Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate, pp. 23, 71, 101; Searing,
‘‘God Alone is King’’, p. 199.

120. Swindell and Jeng, Migrants, Credit and Climate, p. 100.
121. National Archives of The Gambia, Banjul, ARP 32/1, I, report by J.H. Ozanne, Travelling
Commissioner, North Bank, Bathurst, 8 May 1894.
122. Ibid.
123. National Archives of The Gambia, Banjul, ARP 32/1, I, report by J.H. Ozanne, Travelling
Commissioner, North Bank, Bathurst, 30 June 1898.
124. Weil, ‘‘Slavery, Groundnuts and European Capitalism’’, p. 110.
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The combined effect of fewer slaves and shorter weeks would have
reduced the masters’ output. When the former slaves managed to settle
permanently, they would have resumed producing groundnuts, on their
own or better terms. Hence, we would expect to see a sharp decline in
exports followed by a probably equally sharp recovery. This is exactly
what happened. The Gambian case illustrates what was probably a wider
pattern: that while trends in export production responded to prices,
rainfall and other conditions, mass departures of slaves would exert sharp
downward pressure – temporarily.

A more enduring change for which the dwindling availability of slave
labour was held responsible was the end of indigenous gold-mining by
traditional methods in Ghana (an occupation that was the origin of the
name ‘‘Gold Coast’’). In 1931 the colonial chief census officer wrote that
shafts made by traditional methods ‘‘are now no longer worked, as with
the disappearance of slave labour the results would not possibly be suf-
ficient to cover the expense’’. In Ashanti, where the industry had lasted
longest, village elders told a government anthropologist in 1925 ‘‘We have
now stopped mining because it only pays when you have slaves.’’125 The
fact that the same had already occurred in the late nineteenth century in
the Gold Coast Colony may be related to the earlier abolition of slavery
there. However, it is possible that the change of labour institution masked
a shift in the structure of the economy, from traditional gold mining
to export agriculture, that was occurring anyway. For if slave labour had
continued to be available, it seems likely that masters would have
re-directed it into cocoa production.

In the long term, the ending of slavery surely increased the growth
potential of West African economies. There was the enormous gain by
the ending of slave raiding, the ‘‘collateral damage’’ of which perpetuated
the relative underpopulation of the region, and the threat of which
prevented the cultivation of land in vulnerable areas (and left them
more susceptible to tsetse fly infestation, and therefore to the livestock-
killing animal version of sleeping sickness).126 Again, while the slave
trade was itself a labour market, duly channelling labour to where it
was most valuable in market terms, the markets in voluntary labour
services that replaced it surely performed that economic function more
efficiently.

Whether slavery (as opposed to slave trading) and slave ownership were
less efficient than the institutions that replaced them is much less certain.
Slaves generally had some of their labour time available to themselves, and

125. Both quoted in Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, p. 165.
126. Cf. Leroy Vail, ‘‘Ecology and History: The Example of Eastern Zambia’’, Journal of
Southern African Studies, 3 (1977), pp. 129–155.
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in principle they could keep any property they obtained.127 It is also
unlikely that masters allowed them to slack. In Sierra Leone in 1906 slaves
were reported to work longer hours on the farm than free men.128 Again,
Cuvillier-Fleury assumed that masters enjoyed lives of indolence. That
may have been true of some, but it hardly applies to the Juula traders
of western Sudan, nor to their Hausa counterparts in central Sudan,
whose work was conspicuously arduous and determined, even if they
rode rather than walked. Nor does it apply to the Soninke entrepreneurs,
who pursued an interlinked combination of agricultural, industrial, and
commerical activities in the search for wealth.129 Nor does it fit with the
Asante moral economy of accumulation, subscribed to by both com-
moners and chiefs, in which there was always the incentive to acquire
even more through the efforts of oneself – and one’s dependents, slaves
included.130 So while it is plausible that the end of slavery improved
labour productivity, this is not entirely clear.

The purchase of a slave was an investment, a transaction in the capital as
well as the labour market. In areas suitable for large livestock, notably in
the middle Niger Valley, emancipation stimulated investment in cattle,
sheep, and goats. In the process, according to Richard Roberts, the
ownership of livestock was diversified, breaking down the pre-colonial
tendency towards ethnic monopolies.131 Both these related changes, in
principle, would be conducive to long-term economic growth.

Swindell suggested that abolition, by causing a proliferation of
domestic units as well as allowing more people to make their own deci-
sions, may have led to higher fertility; with peasant families choosing to
have more children for economic reasons than did larger, slavery-based
establishments.132 If that was so, it could have been a major economic
benefit of emancipation, because it reduced the region’s historic scarcity

127. For a transatlantic comparison on the latter theme, see Dylan C. Penningroth, The Claims
of Kinfolk: African American Property and Community in the Nineteenth-Century South
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2003).
128. Rashid, ‘‘Do Dady nor Lef Me’’, p. 218.
129. Manchuelle, Willing Migrants. pp. 25–29.
130. Ivor Wilks, ‘‘The Golden Stool and the Elephant Tail: An Essay on Wealth in Asante’’,
Research in Economic Anthropology, 2 (1979), pp. 1–36 (reprinted with ‘‘minor revisions’’ in
idem, Forests of Gold: Essays on the Akan and the Kingdom of Asante (Athens OH, 1993); T.C.
McCaskie, ‘‘Accumulation, Wealth and Belief in Asante History: I. To the Close of the
Nineteenth Century’’, Africa, 53 (1983), pp. 23–43; Gareth Austin, ‘‘‘No Elders Were Present’:
Commoners and Private Ownership in Asante, 1807–96’’, Journal of African History, 37 (1996),
pp. 1–30.
131. Roberts, Warriors, Merchants, and Slaves, p. 206.
132. Kenneth Swindell, ‘‘Domestic Production, Labour Mobility and Population Change in
West Africa, 1900–80’’, in Christopher Fyfe and David McMaster (eds), African Historical
Demography, II (Edinburgh, 1981), pp. 655–690.
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of labour. As Swindell admitted, the issue is complicated and the argu-
ment speculative; but well worth future attention.

A final economic advantage of emancipation is that, irrespective of its
intrinsic economic pros and cons, slavery was increasingly unacceptable in
twentieth-century international relations. When Cadburys’, the Quaker-
owned British chocolate manufacturer, stopped buying cocoa from San
Thomé and instead started buying in the Gold Coast, between 1907 and
1909, it was in response to a scandal over ‘‘slave-grown’’ cocoa in the
Portuguese colony.133 It has become probably even more true since, that
to have a coerced labour force exposes the economy to at least the risk of
trade and investment boycotts.134

A L E V E L L I N G P R O C E S S ?

According to a much-debated thesis, most influentially put by Hopkins,
the transition from the Atlantic slave trade to ‘‘legitimate commerce’’ in
the pre-colonial nineteenth century saw the entry of small producers into
production for export markets and undermined the economic position of
the large merchants and rulers who had dominated the export of slaves.135

The end of slave labour, and the transition from the internal slave trade to
markets in labour hired for the season or year, can also be seen as entailing
a shift of wealth and power from elites to small producers. As with the
debate on the nineteenth century,136 though, this generalization requires
qualification. The economic premiss of Hopkins’s thesis applies in the
colonial period too: that cash-crop production in West Africa had no
significant economic advantages of scale, so that a small producer could
supply a kilogram of groundnuts or cocoa beans as cheaply as a large
producer. But, as in the preceding period, that was not the only deter-
minant of the distribution of output and income. Moreover, it did not
mean that larger producers were necessarily less competitive either.137

133. Roger J. Southall, ‘‘Cadbury on the Gold Coast, 1907–38: The Dilemma of a ‘Model Firm’ in
a Colonial Economy’’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Birmingham, 1975), pp. 39–49.
134. In recent years there has been Western (non-governmental) criticism of labour practices in
Ivoirien and Ghanaian cocoa-farming (in the latter case particularly regarding child labour),
leading the Ghanaian government to establish an independently verified process of ‘‘certifica-
tion’’ of working practices.
135. Hopkins, Economic History, pp. 124–135.
136. For a survey of the debate see Robin Law, ‘‘The Historiography of the Commercial
Transition in Nineteenth-Century West Africa’’, in Toyin Falola (ed.), African Historiography:
Essays in Honour of Jacob Ade Ajayi (Harlow, 1993), pp. 91–115; and, further, Robin Law (ed.),
From Slave Trade to ‘‘Legitimate’’ Commerce: The Commercial Transition in Nineteenth-
Century West Africa (Cambridge, 1995).
137. Cf. Gareth Austin, ‘‘Mode of Production or Mode of Cultivation: Explaining the Failure
of European Cocoa Planters in Competition with African Farmers in Colonial Ghana’’, in
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In the region as a whole, the main direction of change in social and
economic organization was the proliferation of independent farming
households, relying mainly on free family labour. This emergence or
enlargement of the peasantry was especially true of the savannas, from the
groundnut basin of Senegal, through Mali and on as far as (though less
so in) northern Nigeria.138 In the forest zone too, many new, and rela-
tively small, households were formed. In Ilorin, on the northern edge of
Yorubaland, local economic opportunities were fairly restricted. So,
whereas in Senegal the new peasant households could expect to profit
directly from the cash-crop economy, beyond the cocoa belt in south-
western Nigeria former slaves left their masters, not so much in the hope
of making fortunes as of establishing a means of coping independently.139

In general, households in relatively poor areas – whether within Yor-
ubaland, and in the region generally – often relied on the new markets for
long-term labour to secure cash incomes.

In northern Nigeria peasant autonomy was balanced by disadvantage,
in that they suffered the financial burden of the regressive tax system
that had encouraged masters to either free them or allow them to live
and work alone. In the latter case, they had to pay a fee, murgu; and in
all cases they were subject to direct taxation. On the other hand, very
gradually, many of the slaves who had continued to cultivate for their
masters acquired effective ownership of the usufructs.140

The creation of hundreds of thousands of new households by people freed
or freeing themselves from living as slaves in larger households headed by
their master, or on plantations, clearly shifted the control of labour down the
social scale. In some cases, ‘‘when the slaves left, the owners wept’’. For
south-eastern Nigeria, Don Ohadike argued that, unlike in the pre-colonial
nineteenth century, when the Aro elite adapted with some success to the
transition from the Atlantic slave trade to palm-oil exporting, ‘‘colonial
Igboland is not a case where the old entrepreneurial class had adjusted to the
new economic system, but one in which their death occurred before a new
one was born’’. When a new indigenous entreprenurial class eventually
emerged, later in the colonial period, many of its members were former
slaves or their descendants. The latter had often taken advantage of mis-
sionary education where the chiefs had not.141 Meanwhile in Senegal, a new
Muslim elite emerged, alongside that associated with the old slave-owning
royal dynasties: the Murid order. Many of the people who settled as peasants

W.G. Clarence-Smith (ed.), Cocoa Pioneer Fronts Since 1800: The Role of Smallholders, Planters
and Merchants (Basingstoke, 1996), pp. 154–175.
138. Searing, ‘‘God Alone is King’’; Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery.
139. O’Hear, Power Relations, pp. 76–77.
140. Lovejoy and Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery, esp. pp. 157–158, 203, 218.
141. Ohadike, ‘‘‘When the Slaves Left’’’, pp. 202–204, 203.
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in the villages that the Murids founded during the early colonial period were
former slaves.142 The peasants donated labour and cash to the scholarly
leadership, but according to Searing, otherwise lived their economic lives in
the same way as fellow Wolof households outside the order.143

Finally, in certain other areas prior arrangements, economic geography,
and colonial support enabled previously slave-holding elites to retain and
reproduce their relatively strong economic positions after emancipation.
We have already observed the capacity of Asante chiefs to give themselves
a head start in the cocoa era, by having farms made for them by their
subjects. More widely in cocoa-growing areas, the fact that this particular
crop was capable of generating returns on labour sufficient to employ
hired labour gave a long-lasting significance to the use of slave and pawns
to make early cocoa farms. The energies of these human assets were
thereby converted into new forms of capital – cocoa trees – that produced
flows of income for their masters, enabling them to employ free labour
after the slaves and pawns had left.

This legacy does much to explain the unequal distribution of income
among cash-crop growers later in the colonial period, despite the absence
of economic advantages of scale in production. Crucially, the local elites
controlled the land; so that, as we have seen, migrants from the savanna
could not acquire ownership of it.144 It is worth noting that the individual
who emerged as leader of African commercial farmers in colonial Côte
d’Ivoire, and went on to become the first president of the independent
republic, Felix Houphouet-Boigny, ‘‘by his own testimony, was from a
former slave-owning, elite family’’.145

C O N C L U S I O N S

The pioneer literature on the cash-crop revolution overlooked the pos-
sibility that it was causally linked to the ending of slavery, because it
tacitly assumed that slavery was unimportant in the late pre-colonial and
early colonial economies of the region. Subsequent research revealed that
there was extensive commodity production in the decades before colonial
rule, for internal as well as external markets, and that enslavement and the
internal slave trade was the main means of recruiting labour from outside
one’s existing household. Indeed, with land abundant and labour scarce, it
is unlikely that markets for long-term labour would have existed without
the coercion that generated slaves and human pawns.

142. This is a classic and controversial topic. For a major recent contribution see Searing, ‘‘God
Alone is King’’, pp. 231–267.
143. Ibid., p. 237.
144. See Austin, Labour, Land and Capital.
145. Cooper, Decolonization, p. 191.
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In this setting, it is not surprising that the expectation of some writers
that abolition was necessary for the rapid growth of cash crops turns out
to be unfounded. Slave labour had been fundamental to the expansion of
commodity production in various parts of the region during and after the
decline of the Atlantic slave trade and before the European conquests.
Insofar as economic considerations entered the internal policy debates of
the colonialists, they pointed firmly against the rapid and compulsory
freeing of slaves. Rather, the colonial administrators’ approach was
usually gradual, and often took the form of making slavery legally
unenforceable rather than making it a crime. Slave (and pawn) labour duly
made an important contribution to the growth of export agriculture in the
early years of several colonies. When and where slaves departed in large
numbers – often fleeing at their own initiative – the result was often to
dislocate economic activity. The colonial interventions, intentionally
moderate though they were, crucially weakened the coercive basis for
slavery, and thus undermined the institutional framework inherited from
before colonial rule. In the long term, however, the abolition of the slave
trade, and indeed of slavery itself, surely increased the economic potential
of the region.

Yet without the cash-crop expansion, to which slave labour had con-
tributed so heavily, the post-emancipation economies would have had
only small labour markets. In those parts of West Africa where the hiring
of wage labour later became widespread in agriculture, notably in cocoa
growing, this was made possible precisely by the profitability of export
crops. In that way the theory of induced institutional innovation, while
unhelpful on the motivation for abolitionist policies, does help to explain
where and when slave trading and slave labour were replaced by free
migrations and hired labour.146 Again, the transition from slavery to hired
labour and/or to free family farming took very different forms across the
region, varying in both gender and spatial (and ethnic) terms. The pattern
of variation was determined partly by access to more or less profitable
land: profitability depending crucially on which particular crops the land
would support, and on access to markets. Important as aggregate
labour–land ratios were, the distribution of poverty and prosperity was
much determined by a more locally specified political and economic
geography. This was the distribution of control over resource and loca-
tional ‘‘rents’’: incomes derived from access to spatially restricted
advantages.147

The most common social outcome of the interaction of emancipation
and cash crops was the formation of peasant households: some producing

146. Austin, Labour, Land and Capital, pp. 236–249, 512–515.
147. Ibid., and idem, ‘‘Political Economy of the Natural Environment’’.
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cash crops, others exporting labour. Compared to the larger slave-holding
establishments (‘‘domestic’’ or otherwise) which the slaves escaped, this
was a social levelling. But there are major qualifications to this, including
the ability of some – not all – formerly slave-holding elites to reproduce
their economic and social position after emancipation, particularly when
labour coercion had already provided them with commercially valuable
assets such as cocoa farms. The relationship between the growth of cash-
cropping and rural inequality was a major theme in the 1960s–early 1980s
literature on colonial West Africa,148 but has since slipped down research
agendas. It would be worth reviewing this issue in the context of the
decline of slavery. Among the themes sketched here, this one is particu-
larly in need of further inquiry.

148. E.g. R.W. Shenton and Louise Lennihan, ‘‘Capital and Class: Peasant Differentiation in
Northern Nigeria,’’ Journal of Peasant Studies, 9 (1981), pp. 47–70.
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