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The Origins of the Slave Trade(s)
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The Origins of the Slave Trade(s)

source: Jacques Grasset de Saint-Sauveur source: Eric Gaba (2011)
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The Triangle Trade

source: PA Gazette (1749)

source: Williams Jacksonsource: Le Saphir (1741)
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The End of the Slave Trade

source: Francis Meynell (1846) source: Kevin Harber (2010)
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Empirical Strategy

“If the slave trades are part of the explanation for why Africa is significantly poorer than the
rest of the world today, then by looking within Africa, one should observe a pattern of

development today that mirrors the past intensity of the slave trade. The poorest African
countries should be the countries that had the greatest number of slaves taken during the slave

trade.”

– Nunn (2015)
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Data

• Two types of data:

▶ Data on the number of slaves shipped out from each African port

▶ Data on the ethnicity of slaves at their destinations

• Three steps in the estimation:

▶ Calculate the number of slaves shipped out from each African port

▶ Calculate the number of slaves of each ethnicity based on ratios in destination locations

▶ Map slaves from each ethnicity to present-day countries
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Data on Ethnic Groups
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Estimating Slave Exports

Ethnic Groups and Current Borders Ports → Ethnicities → Countries

Economics 523 (Professor Jakiela) The African Slave Trades, Slide 9



Slave Exports

Log Slave Exports
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Slave Exports and GDP per Capita

Angola

Burundi

Benin

Burkina Faso

Botswana

Central African Republic

Ivory Coast
Cameroon

Congo

Comoros

Cape Verde Islands

Djibouti

AlgeriaEgypt

Ethiopia

Gabon

Ghana

Guinea

Gambia

Guinea-Bissau

Equatorial Guinea

Kenya
Liberia

Libya

Lesotho

Morocco

Madagascar
Mali

Mozambique

Mauritania

Mauritius

Malawi

Namibia

Niger

Nigeria

Rwanda
Sudan

Senegal

Sierra Leone

Somalia

Sao Tome & Principe

Swaziland

Seychelles

Chad

Togo

Tunisia

Tanzania

Uganda

South Africa

Democratic Republic of Congo

Zambia

Zimbabwe

5
6

7
8

9
10

Lo
g G

DP
 pe

r c
ap

ita
 in

 20
00

-2 0 2 4 6 8 10
Log total slave exports normalized by land area

Data from Nunn (2008)

GDPc = α+ βSlavesc + εc

• GDPc = log GDP per capita

• Slavesc = slave exports
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Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression
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Data from Nunn (2008)

GDPc = α+ βSlavesc + εc

• GDPc = log GDP per capita

• Slavesc = slave exports

• ĜDPc = predicted value of GDPc

• εc = the residual

Economics 523 (Professor Jakiela) The African Slave Trades, Slide 12



OLS Example: Negative, Statistically Significant
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Log Slave Exports -0.118∗∗∗

(0.025)
Constant 7.517∗∗∗

(0.126)

Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indicates statistical sig-
nificance at the 99, 95, and 90 per-
cent confidence level.
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OLS Example: Negative, Not Statistically Significant
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Log Slave Exports -0.121
(0.071)

Constant 7.659∗∗∗

(0.350)

Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indicates statistical sig-
nificance at the 99, 95, and 90 per-
cent confidence level.
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OLS Example: Middle East and North Africa
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Log Slave Exports 0.006
(0.100)

Constant 7.830∗∗∗

(0.212)

Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indicates statistical sig-
nificance at the 99, 95, and 90 per-
cent confidence level.
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Means Differ Across Groups (MENA Region, Islands, Other Countries)
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Data from Nunn (2008)
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Within-Group Variation in Exposure to the Slave Trades
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Within-Group Variation in Exposure to the Slave Trades
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Normalized Slave Exports -0.101∗∗∗

(0.031)
Constant 0.000∗∗∗

(0.095)

Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗

indicates statistical significance at the 99,
95, and 90 percent confidence level.
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Multivariate Regression: Adding Controls
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Normalized Slave Exports -0.101∗∗∗

(0.031)
Constant 0.000∗∗∗

(0.095)

Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗

indicates statistical significance at the 99,
95, and 90 percent confidence level.

↔
(1) (2)
OLS OLS

Log Slave Exports -0.118∗∗∗ -0.101∗∗∗

(0.025) (0.031)
MENA Region 0.415

(0.337)
Island 0.168

(0.392)
Constant 7.517∗∗∗ 7.397∗∗∗

(0.126) (0.177)

Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indi-
cates statistical significance at the 99, 95, and
90 percent confidence level.
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Slave Exports and GDP: Multivariate OLS
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Residualized Slave Exports -0.093∗∗∗

(0.020)
Constant 0.000

(0.055)

Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ in-
dicates statistical significance at the 99, 95,
and 90 percent confidence level.

After partialling absolute latitude, longitude, rainfall, humidity, temperature, log coastline, percent Muslim, log gold produc-
tion per capita, log oil production per capita, log diamond production per capita, dummies for colonizers and legal origin
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Fact: Per Capita Income and Slave Exports Are Correlated

Possible explanations for the association between GDP per capita and slave exports:

• A causal relationship: exposure to the slave trade caused (slow) economic development

• Reverse causality: (slow) economic development caused exposure to the slave trade

• Omitted variables: other factor negatively correlated with slave trade causes development

• A spurious relationship: correlation is just noise (unlikely because statistical significance)
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Causality: Did the Slave Trade Target Less-Developed Areas?
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Log Slave Exports 0.145∗∗∗

(0.044)
Constant -0.362

(0.222)

Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indicates statistical sig-
nificance at the 99, 95, and 90 per-
cent confidence level.
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Causality: Did the Slave Trade Target Less-Developed Areas?
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Residualized Slave Exports 0.126∗∗∗

(0.042)
Constant 0.000

(0.118)

Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗

indicates statistical significance at the 99,
95, and 90 percent confidence level.

After partialling absolute latitude, longitude, rainfall, humidity, temperature, log coastline, percent Muslim, log gold produc-
tion per capita, log oil production per capita, log diamond production per capita, dummies for colonizers and legal origin
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Causality: Using Distance to Ports and Destinations
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Causality: Using Distance to Ports and Destinations

Nunn (2008) uses distance(s) to slave markets as instrumental variables (IV)

• Need a variable that predicts exposure to the slave trade

• Instrumental variable should not have a direct effect on the outcome

• Does variation in distance to slave markets predict current under-development?

Instrumental variables in practice:

• Regress slave exports on distance to markets, predict slave exports

• Regress income per capita on predicted slave exports

IV estimation suggests slave trade had causal impact on current development
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Using Distance to Markets to Predict Slave Trade Exposure
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Predicted Slave Exports -0.208∗∗∗

(0.052)
Constant 7.811∗∗∗

(0.120)

Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗

indicates statistical significance at the 99,
95, and 90 percent confidence level.
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Potential Mechanisms

What are the potential mechanisms?
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Potential Mechanisms: Ethnolinguistic Fractionalization
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(1)
OLS

Log Slave Exports 0.046∗∗∗

(0.007)
Constant 0.475∗∗∗

(0.037)

Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indicates statistical sig-
nificance at the 99, 95, and 90 per-
cent confidence level.
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Potential Mechanisms: Ethnolinguistic Fractionalization
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Data from Nunn (2008)

(1)
OLS

Residualized Slave Exports 0.028∗∗∗

(0.007)
Constant -0.003

(0.019)

Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗

indicates statistical significance at the 99,
95, and 90 percent confidence level.

After partialling absolute latitude, longitude, rainfall, humidity, temperature, log coastline, percent Muslim, log gold produc-
tion per capita, log oil production per capita, log diamond production per capita, dummies for colonizers and legal origin
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Slave Exports by Ethnicity
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Trust
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Afrobarometer: Measuring Trust

Source: Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
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The Impact of the Slave Trade on Trust

Source: Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
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Causality: Distance from the Coast

Source: Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
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Causality: Distance from the Coast

Source: Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
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Causality: Distance from the Coast

Source: Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
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Mechanisms: Trust vs. Expected Trustworthiness

Source: Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
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Conclusions

Exposure to the slave trade predicts current underdevelopment:

• Slave exports explain 31 percent of variation in log GDP per capita in Africa

• Regions with higher population density in 1400 had higher exposure to the slave trade

• Being closer to slave trading ports and markets ⇒ lower GDP per capita

Many potential mechanisms:

• Exposure to the slave trade created a culture of mistrust that persists today

• People who live near those whose ancestors were exposed to the slave trade trust their
neighbors and local institutions less, suggesting a bad equilibrium with weak institutions
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