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Brief Description

In the 19th century, African economies underwent a dramatic structural transformation.

With the abolition of the slave trades that dominated commerce for the previous three

centuries, commercial agriculture took off. Driving Africa’s agricultural revolution were,

on the one hand, enterprising smallholder farmers and trade brokers responding to global

demand for vegetable oils, cocoa, and coffee, and, on the other, European trading houses

merchants, and settlers riding the wave of economic imperialism to new markets. In Markets,

States and Power, we explain how the confluence of these historical forces—the smallholder

cash crop revolution and the spread of economic imperialism giving way to colonialism—

made modern Africa. We focus on four profound changes arising from their interaction: the

reorganization of economic activities across the continent and legacies of spatial disparities;

the reconstruction of social boundaries and the politicization of ethnicity; the differential

effects on groups’ mobilizational capabilities and pathways to political power; and, finally,

the impact on household bargaining and gender relations. To date, no book has offered
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an integrated framework and systematic analysis to account for these defining features of

modern Africa. We fill this gap leveraging the most comprehensive and detailed dataset on

the spread of the cash crop revolution across some 38 African states combined with a range of

other geospatial data and illuminating case studies. Markets, States and Power promises to

be the definitive book on the making of modern Africa with broad appeal to those interested

in the region or to big debates about the causes of inequality, underdevelopment and conflict.

Full Description

In the 19th century Africa was being remade. After centuries of the ravaging slave trades, the

continent, beginning in West Africa, was undergoing an important structural change. Led by

smallholder farmers—oil palm cultivators in the eastern Niger Delta in the 1830s; groundnut

producers in Senegambia in the 1840s; Akuapem palm farmers in eastern Ghana who turned

to growing cocoa in the 1890s—commercial agriculture took off to meet growing external

demand for vegetable oils, cocoa, and coffee. The cash crop revolution was transformative. It

stimulated agricultural innovation, boosted farmers’ incomes, gave rise to a new generation

of merchant princes and trade brokers, and spurred migration. Areas suitable for cash crops

displaced old economic hubs and emerged as the loci of the region’s new economic geography.

Tied to European industrialization, the cash crop revolution not only lifted up African

smallholder farmers and traders, but it also pulled European merchants deeper into the

region. European traders contributed to the opening of new markets, the expansion of credit,

and the importation of new technology such as the all-important steamship. Occurring at the

height of imperialism, however, European traders also leveraged mercantilist practices and

institutions—such as gunboat commerce, trading oligopolies, foreign-financed infrastructural

investments, and ultimately colonialism—to dominate the continent’s agricultural export

markets and squeeze out African traders. The spread of imperial institutions and subsequent

colonization of the continent powerfully shaped the impact of Africa’s smallholder farming

revolution.
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In Markets, States and Power, we explain how these historical forces made modern Africa.

We focus on four important changes arising from the colonial cash crop revolution, including:

spatial effects on patterns of economic development; social effects via ethnic politicization,

boundary-making, and inequality; political effects on the post-colonial distribution of state

power; and, finally, gender effects on household bargaining and women’s economic marginal-

ization.

To date, no book has offered an integrated framework and systematic analysis to account

for these defining features of modern Africa. Despite a prominent earlier scholarship in

the 1960s and 1970s by the likes of William Hance, Polly Hill, Walter Rodney, and A.G.

Hopkins on the cash crop revolution and its consequences, few studies systematically build

on their contributions. Too often the starting point for much analysis on colonialism remains

the Scramble for Africa and the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885—with a disproportionate

focus on Europe’s imperialists. Such an approach fails to account for the endogeneity of

colonialism—that is, the underlying causal factors that explain variation in colonial state-

building and economic extraction. As we illustrate below, one of the core contributions of

our book is to demonstrate how the continental distribution of factor endowments for cash

crop agriculture shaped the geography of colonialism with important economic, social and

political consequences. Moreover, in many studies of colonialism, agency tends to reside only

with Europe’s empire-builders—and not with Africans. The history of Africa belies such an

approach. Instead, as we show, the making of modern Africa arose out of the strategic

interactions between and within these disparate social forces—with the latter representing

millions of farmers, migrants and traders embracing cash crop agriculture while navigating

the tightening constraints arising from colonial extractive institutions built to advance the

interests of various—and at times competing—constituents of the European imperial regime.

To fill this gap in the literature, over the course of the past five years we have built a

comprehensive dataset of historical African economic geography, including detailed geospa-

tial information on sites of cash crop production and mining at the end of colonialism across
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most states in Sub-Saharan Africa. We draw on two sources of data. We collected adminis-

trative data from colonial records and other historical sources on the volume and value of the

most important agricultural commodities and minerals produced by each state (i.e., those

that make up at least 10 percent of total exports at the end of colonialism) standardized in

1960 US$ and aggregated at the second-administrative level. In the course of this research,

we discovered a historical map depicting the source location of more than 95 percent of all

exports across 38 African states, standardized in 1957 U.S. dollars ($). Constructed by a

team led by the aforementioned William Hance, a renowned geographer of Africa, the map

draws on “hundreds of sources...including maps, articles, agricultural yearbooks, reports of

commodity boards, and product and regional studies.” As far as we know, the Hance dataset

is the most exhaustive and granular representation of the spatial diffusion of the cash crop

revolution across Africa, but has never been systematically analyzed until now.

The power of this data is visualized in Figure 1. It illustrates the extent to which

the cash crop revolution shaped colonial economic geography. Colonial extraction did not

merely leave a legacy of differential development, however. We further show in the book—

leveraging statistical analysis that enables us to estimate the spillover effects of colonial cash

crop production—that the agglomerating effects arising from colonial extraction came at the

expense of surrounding areas, which ended up significantly worse off than otherwise would

be expected based on their underlying characteristics.

In other parts of the book, we combine our colonial resource data with outcome mea-

sures on the politicization of ethnicity, the distribution of state power after independence,

and gender inequality to explore the legacies of colonial cash crop agriculture on these impor-

tant dimensions. In the penultimate chapter we analyze the degree to which contemporary

countervailing forces—democratization, agricultural liberalization, and Chinese-backed in-

frastructure projects, but also worsening climate change—are remaking Africa and disrupting

the spatial equilibria borne out of Africa’s colonial cash crop revolution.

Overall, with its novel, comprehensive data, extensive qualitative case evidence, coher-
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ent, integrated structure, and dynamic theoretical framework, Markets, States and Power

promises to be the definitive book on the making of modern Africa with broad appeal to those

interested in the region or to big debates about the causes of inequality, underdevelopment

and conflict.
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Figure 1: How the Cash Crop Revolution Made Modern Africa.
This figure illustrates the core of our central argument on the confluence of cash crop agriculture and economic
imperialism on Africa’s long-run development. The upper-left panel illustrates cash crop suitability (blue,
less suitable areas, to green, more suitable areas). The upper-right panel illustrates how cash crop suitability
shaped cash crop production (orange dots). Each orange point represents US $289,270 export value of cash
crop production in 1957. Red Xs represent mining sites producing varying export volumes. In turn, the
lower-left panel shows the link between colonial resource extraction and colonial infrastructure investments
(roads in light-blue and railways in dark-blue). Finally, the lower-right panel overlays the colonial resource
data with luminosity at night in 2015 (measured by satellite night-time lights in yellow) as a proxy for
economic activity, and which indicates the spatial inequality entrenched by colonial resource extraction.
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Proposed Chapter Outline

Chapter 1: Introduction: The Making of Modern Africa

The book begins with a vignette that encapsulates the dynamic, yet paradoxical effects of

the cash crop revolution in Africa: it started as a smallholder farming phenomenon that

disrupted the old slave trade order and dispersed wealth in the hands of millions of farmers,

but that also drew European trading houses deeper into the continent implanting economic

imperialism and paving the way for formal colonialism. Building from this vignette, we then

explain how the confluence of these historical forces—the cash crop revolution and economic

imperialism—made modern Africa. Beyond reshaping African economic geography, we also

argue it transformed the continent’s ethnic landscape, distribution of societal power and

gender relations. We describe the remarkable data we used to test this argument and present

our key findings. The Introduction concludes with a discussion of the book’s contributions

and a roadmap for the remainder of the monograph.

Chapter 2: The Cash Crop Revolution, Colonialism and Economic Reorganization

This chapter analyzes the long-run impact of the cash crop revolution on economic devel-

opment in Africa. The analysis sets the stage for the rest of the book. We argue that

the spatial and distributional consequences of the region’s transition to commercial export

agriculture were forged out of the dynamic and interactive effects of three factors: shift-

ing geographic fundamentals to favor agro-climatic suitability for cash crops; infrastructural

investments to reduce trade costs; and external forward production linkages to service im-

perial economies. Consistent with this framework, we show that the cash crop revolution

contributed to a spatial shift in African economic development to areas suitable for the most

important commercial agricultural commodities. In particular, the cash crop revolution

accelerated urbanization, road infrastructure, nighttime luminosity and household wealth,

rivalling or surpassing other geographic and historical forces, such as disease ecology or the
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effects of the slave trades. However, economic agglomeration induced by commercial agricul-

ture proved highly localized; we find limited evidence it spurred broader regional growth, in

contrast to other cash crop regions around the world. If anything, we observe in Africa the

gains accruing to cash crop zones came at the expense of nearby areas, which are worse off

today than expected based on underlying characteristics. Material from part of this chapter

is currently a revise and resubmit at a top development journal.

Chapter 3: Cash Crop Agriculture and the Construction of Africa’s Modern Ethnic

Landscapes

Beyond reconfiguring African economic geography, the cash crop revolution also brought

about other profound economic and social changes via its effects on the commercialization of

land, the dispersion of wealth, and labor migration. In this chapter we explore these effects

on ethnicity—social identity based on shared descent and culture. To motivate this analysis,

we first discuss ethnicity as a source of social cooperation and the origins and persistence

of Africa’s high ethnic diversity—yet only of which a small subset of groups are politically-

relevant in the post-independence era. We argue that the commercialization of agriculture

is one significant driver of this important variation in ethnic politicization. The cash crop

revolution transformed Africa’s ethnic landscape by endowing some groups—those whose

homelands coincided with the most suitable places for cash crop production and would be-

come their primary producers or the owners of the land on which they were produced—with

greater wealth potential than others and clear incentives to preserve and extend these advan-

tages in competition with other groups. This increased the ethnic salience of these members

and their capabilities to leverage their shared identity as a bases of political mobilization.

The commercialization of agriculture, however, also affected boundary policing. Following

from Max Weber’s conceptualization of ethnic group formation as social closure, we argue

cash crop agriculturalists, in the face of rising land values and an in-flux of migrants, more

stringently policed ethnic boundaries to exclude outsiders from land ownership and increase
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insiders’ control of agricultural rents. This had a lasting impact on cultivating more ex-

clusionary social norms and reducing inter-ethnic marriage. It also left a legacy of ethnic

inequality. Material from part of this chapter contributes to an article in the American

Political Science Review with Valeria Rueda from Nottingham University on the political

economy of ethnicity in Africa, which also analyzes the impact of a parallel revolution in

printing unleashed by Christian missionaries.

Chapter 4. Cash Crop Agriculture and Political Power after Independence

One of the implications of the analyses in Chapters 2 and 3 is the uneven distribution of cash

crop agriculture provided some groups with a significant economic advantage—they domi-

nated production of the state’s most valuable exports. In this chapter we analyze whether

this economic power translated into political power after independence. We find that, on

average, ethnic groups endowed with cash crops had nearly 40 percent more cabinet min-

isters than non-cash crop groups. Strikingly, groups in mining or food-producing locations

obtained no such political advantage. To account for cash crop groups’ over-sized influence

in post-independence governments, we distinguish between three channels: elite formation,

threat capabilities, and revenue maximization. In line with these mechanisms, cash crop

groups’ power was not static, however. Weakening of global agricultural commodity prices

undercut these groups’ share of cabinet positions. Material from part of this chapter will be

sent to a top political science journal in the first part of 2022.

Chapter 5. Cash Crop Agriculture and Gender Relations

Beyond legacies of economic, political and ethnic inequality, an influential scholarship sug-

gests that Africa’s transition to cash crop agriculture also worsened gender inequality. In

her classic work, Women’s Role in Economic Development, Ester Boserup conceived of sub-

Saharan Africa as historically the “region of female farming par excellence” (due to the

absence of the plough and women’s contributions in food agriculture)—but which was then

9



upended by the gendered nature of colonial cash crop extension services. Boserup’s sweeping

thesis has been much debated and discussed but never systematically tested. We fill this gap

and identify the degree to which colonial cash crop agriculture deepened gender equality,

conditional on historical trends in women’s social and economic status drawing from George

P. Murdock’s anthropological dataset on pre-colonial organizational structures.

Chapter 6. Levelling the Cash Crop Revolution’s Legacies of Inequality

Colonialism left much of Africa trapped in a negative feedback loop of weak institutions and

spatial inequities. Over the past three decades, however, dependence on cash crop exports

has substantially declined, while other social and economic forces, such as urbanization,

mining, and mass education, have taken off. In the book’s penultimate chapter, we analyze

the effect of these changes—as well as democratization and Chinese development finance

focused on connective infrastructure—vis-à-vis the path dependent effects of the cash crop

revolution. This will ensure that, even as our monograph breaks new ground on the historical

drivers of modern Africa, it is current and speaks to important contemporary debates.

Conclusion

Beyond summarizing the book’s principal findings, the Conclusion situates our analysis of

the dual legacies of the cash crop revolution and colonialism in global perspective. Despite

cash crop agriculture’s importance to the emergence of early modern globalization from the

16th century onward, its impact on spatial patterns of development around the world has

largely been understudied. It also looks forward to consider how climate change has affected

and will affect commercial agriculture through the end of the 21st century.
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Readership

We expect this book to be of interest to scholars and graduate students from a range of disci-

plines, especially political science, economics, sociology, and geography, given the breadth of

the monograph and the systematic data it brings to bear on some big questions in the study

of development—the origins of spatial inequality; the politicization of ethnicity; and long-

run effects on commercial agriculture on gender relations. We also intend for the book to be

more broadly accessible, such as for undergraduate students and policymakers, interested in

coming up to speed on the historical forces that made modern Africa and the durability of
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these legacies in light of important recent change.

Comparable Books

Despite the importance of the cash crop revolution on the making of modern Africa, there

have been very few systematic treatments of the subject, especially over the past five decades.

Many textbooks and academic books touch on the subject but often only scratching its

surface over a few pages. Even among journal articles, as far as we know, there have been no

continent-wide studies of the long-run effects of the region’s transition to commercial export

agriculture on economic development, social institutions or politics.1

In the 1970s several landmark books covered the topic, such as Walter Rodney’s 1972

magnum opus, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, and A.G. Hopkins’ seminal work, An

Economic History of West Africa (1973). These books remain very influential but their key

insights on the path dependent effects of colonial cash crop agriculture remain untested,

largely due to the lack of data. Our book fills this important gap, leveraging the most

comprehensive dataset to date on African colonial resource extraction. In doing so, we

are able to estimate the relative effects of colonial cash crop production compared to other

geographic and historical forces that have drawn significant scholarly attention—the late

transition to the Neolithic Revolution; the Tsetse fly; malaria; precolonial states; and the

slave trades.

More recently, the edited volume by Emmanuel Akyeampong, Robert H. Bates, Nathan

Nunn, and James Robinson, Africa’s Development in Historical Perspective has offered a

broader perspective on long-run development in the region, including several chapters on

the cash crop revolution. But the effects of the transition to commercial agriculture are

not directly compared to other historical forces. Moreover, as an edited volume, it lacks

1This is highlighted in a recent review article that surveys research on the long-run effects of various
factors on African development, such as precolonial institutions, the slave trades, the Scramble for Africa
and border creation, colonial investments, and indirect rule, but generally says little about the cash crop
revolution. See Michalopoulos, Stelios and Elias Papaioannou. 2020. “Historical legacies and African
development.” Journal of Economic Literature 58(1):53–128.
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an integrated narrative and framework. Instead, our monograph aims to resemble Jeffrey

Herbst’s influential States and Power in Africa. Although relying more extensively on quan-

titative analysis, especially geospatial analysis, we aim to ensure our book is as accessible

and historically-grounded as Herbst’s seminal work.

Additional Information and Specifications

We expect the book to be around 300 pages with 40 maps (given the importance of geogra-

phy) and 80 figures and tables. Our estimated completion date is fall 2022—after holding a

book workshop in late summer.

Additional Materials

Please see enclosed our CVs and a draft chapter of Chapter 3, “Cash Crop Agriculture and

the Construction of Africa’s Modern Ethnic Landscapes.”
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