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LABOUR INAFRICAN ECONOMIC HISTORY

• Labour scarcity central theme in African history
• Low population densities for most of history
• Challenges to state formation and centralize power 
• Limits to the size of the market
• Control over human labour (slavery, forced labour)

• Labour central component of economic development
• Skilled labour: absorb and develop new technologies
• Competitive labour costs and export-led industrialization
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LABOUR INAFRICAN ECONOMIC HISTORY

• Labour scarcity central theme in African history
• Low population densities for most of history
• Challenges to state formation and centralize power 
• Limits to the size of the market
• Control over human labour (slavery, forced labour)

• Labour central component of economic development
• Skilled labour: absorb and develop new technologies
• Competitive labour costs and export-led industrialization

• Labour force and projected population growth
• Reversing land-labour ratios
• Dismantling old barriers to growth (+ demographic dividend)



AFRICA’S ‘POPULATION BOOM’ 

Historical population trends and and projections, 1500-2100
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LONG-RUN WAGE SERIES AND LABOUR HISTORY

• AAOWD (link)
• 50 African and Asian countries
• c. 1880-2010
• Unskilled and ‘skilled’ labor:

• Carpenters
• Electricians
• Mechanics
• Clerks
• Bank tellers

https://www.aehnetwork.org/data-research/
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LONG-RUN WAGE SERIES AND LABOUR HISTORY

• AAOWD (link)
• 50 African and Asian countries
• c. 1880-2010
• Unskilled and ‘skilled’ labor:

• Carpenters
• Electricians
• Mechanics
• Clerks
• Bank tellers

• Data limitations
• Imperfect sources
• Gaps, urban-centered
• Tip of the iceberg…

https://www.aehnetwork.org/data-research/


REFLECTIONS
Limitations of GDP as a concept:
• Not all countries do exactly the same
• Challenges in setting the right base-year
• Currency conversions exclude non-traded goods & services
• Labor that is not counted (e.g. domestic labor)





PAY-OFFS

1. African variety and similarities



VARYING REAL WAGE OUTCOMES ACROSS AFRICA

Sources: Frankema and van Waijenburg 2012
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PAY-OFFS

1. African variety and similarities
• Great variation in nominal and real wage levels and trends
• Higher real wages and faster increases in places where colonial 

states intervened less in land and labor markets

2. Global comparisons



0

5

10

15

20

25
U

ga
nd

a

M
al

aw
i

In
di

a

K
en

ya

N
ig

er

In
do

ne
si

a

Pa
ki

st
an

M
al

i

Si
ng

ap
or

e

C
on

go

C
ot

e 
d'

Iv
oi

re

G
ab

on

B
en

in

G
ui

ne
a

Si
er

ra
 L

eo
ne

M
al

ay
si

a

G
ha

na

N
ig

er
ia

So
ut

h 
K

or
ea

Ja
pa

n

M
au

rit
an

ie

G
am

bi
a

Se
ne

ga
l

DAYWAGES FOR UNSKILLED LABOR, 1910 (PENCE) 
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PAY-OFFS

1. African variety and similarities
• Great variation in nominal and real wage levels and trends
• Higher real wages and faster increases in places where colonial 

states intervened less in land and labor markets

2. Global comparisons
• African unskilled labor relatively expensive
• African skilled labor even more expensive

3. Long-run trends and transitions



CARPENTER PREMIUMS IN GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE
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PAY-OFFS

1. African variety and similarities
• Great variation in nominal and real wage levels and trends
• Higher real wages and faster increases in places where colonial 

states intervened less in land and labor markets

2. Global comparisons
• African unskilled labor relatively expensive
• African skilled labor even more expensive

3. Long-run trends and transitions
• Premiums for skilled labor have fallen dramatically
• But, labor in general still relatively expensive



A PROFOUND WAGE COST GAP
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A COMPETITIVE EDGE?

Official minimum wages in African and Asian countries, c. 2015

Source: ILOSTAT
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