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KEYNOTE: Max Roser delivered a
public lecture – Data and Development:
Why are we building Our World in Data
– on 25 February 2022

‘The world is getting better’

But, says Max Roser of Our World in Data, there is still much we can and should do

W

hat do you need to know to
make the world a better place?
Max Roser, founder of Our World
in Data, a data repository, began his
public lecture at Stellenbosch University in February with this question.
He had three answers. First, he said,
you need to know that it is possible to
make the world a better place. That
was one of the reasons he founded
Our World in Data about a decade
ago. He wanted to show the immense
progress that humans have made over
the last few centuries; the world has

indeed been getting much better.
Second, Roser said that it is important to know what the biggest problems are. This, too, is where data can
help. Data can expose the most severe
problems that perhaps are not reported in the headlines of newspapers daily. If we just focus on the media (or
social media) we might get a warped
perception of what the real problems
in society are.
The third answer is that you need to
know how to make progress. Scientific
enquiry informed by data helps us to

tackle the most serious problems of
our time. The good news is that we are
doing so at rapid speed, even if there
are still big problems that require our
attention.
Roser visited LEAP for three months
on a research sabbatical. He presented at a Data, Development and Visualisation conference at the end of
February, cohosted by LEAP, RESEP
and the School for Data Science and
Computational Thinking.
Roser’s full lecture is available on
YouTube.

An Island goes
to America

K

aren Jennings, postdoctoral fellow in the Biography of an Uncharted People Project at LEAP,
recently saw the North American release of her
2021 Booker longlisted novel, An Island, published
by Hogarth Books.
The novel tells the story of Samuel, an old lighthouse keeper who lives alone on a fictional island
somewhere off the African coast. His quiet life is interrupted when a refugee washes up on the shore
and he takes the man in, despite viewing him as a
threat. An Island is concerned with the legacy of
colonialism, and explores that impact through the
lens of an incredibly ordinary individual.
On 16 May, the day of the US release, the New York
Times reviewed An Island, noting that ‘no plot summary can do justice to a story woven this carefully, whose strength lies in its deliberate pacing and
sharp dispensation of detail.’
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Leoné presents at EHS
L

EAP postdoc, Leoné Walters, attended the Economic History
Society (EHS) Annual Conference,
which was held at Robinson College,
Cambridge, from 1 – 3 April 2022.
Leoné presented her work entitled,
“Slave trades, kinship structures and
women’s political participation in Africa” in the New Researchers’ Session.
The Plenary Lecture was given by
Gareth Austin from the University of
Cambridge on the economics of slavery in West African history, revisiting
the Nieboer-Domar hypothesis. Harold James from Princeton University
presented the Tawney Lecture on inflation and globalisation. The conference not only hosted a variety of academic sessions, but also receptions,
which gave scholars the opportunity
to meet and converse.

LEAP seminar
series a success

T

SIGHTSEEING: Trinity College
Bridge over the River Cam
Leoné had exciting discussions on
her presentation and her postdoc research as part of LEAP’s Cape Panel
Project. The conference was a wonderful start to hopefully many more
in-person events since the pandemic.

hirteen young economic
historians presented in the
LEAP seminar series this semester. All sessions were held
online.
They were Yiling Zhao (Peking University), Marie Christelle Mabeu (Stanford), Hanna Schwank (Boston), Maylis
Avaro (UPenn), Tianyi Wang
(Princeton), Lydia Assouad
(PSE), Justine Knebelmann
(MIT), Emilliano Travieso (Carlos Madrid III), Chanda Chiseni
(Lund), Max McDevitt (Boston),
Awwa Ambra Seck (Harvard),
Song Yuan (Warwick) and Daniel Albarrán (Wageningen).

From 11 February to 23
March, Charting the Uncharted was exhibited at GUS.
Charting the Uncharted, curated by Clara Babette, is a
collaborative project between
researchers affiliated to the
Biography of an Uncharted
Project and prominent South
African artists. Visit www.
unchartedpeople.org.
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Visualising economic history
Somestimes a picture is worth a 1000 words. Here as some of the images LEAP researchers have
created in the past few months.

AUCTIONS: Postdoc Jonathan
Schoots works with the MOOC 10
Auctions, mapping out networks of
transactions between participants.
REBELS: Master’s student Lauren Coetzee is investigating the factors that drove thousands of Cape Colony
residents to join the Boers as rebels during the South
African War.

MOBILITY: Transition probablility colour plot of
settler farmers in the Stellenbosch district between 1800
and 1811, in new work on the Cape of Good Hope Panel.
DEATHS: During his inaugural lecture, Johan Fourie
showed the extent of white infant mortality in the concentration camps of the South African War.
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Studying the financial roots of slavery
D

r Kate Ekama is a postdoctoral
fellow in the Economics Department at Stellenbosch University and
is officially affiliated with the Cape
of Good Hope Panel project run by
LEAP. Kate has been with LEAP
since 2019, after completing both her
MA and PhD at Leiden University in
the Netherlands. Her MA thesis had
a particular focus on slavery in Sri
Lanka, which was partly inspired by
the research into Cape slavery done
by Nigel Worden, who had been her
Honours supervisor at the University
of Cape Town.
Kate has continued to view slavery
as a subject not only of interest but of
importance, which was what initially
motivated her to apply for a postdoctoral position with LEAP.
LEAP’s Capitalizing on Emancipation theme is headed up by Kate, and
includes two MA students, a PhD student, another postdoc, and an intern
from the Netherlands. This theme
serves as an extension of earlier work
she was doing on slavery; however,
the focus is now on the British colonization of the Cape, with a particular interest in the financial aspects of
slavery.
Her research seeks to understand
slavery not only as a means to organise society in terms of law and labour,
but also with regard to how people
interacted financially. In the future
she would like to look more at what
certain transactions – such as mortgaging slaves or apprentices – would
have meant for the enslaved them-

selves and their future prospects.
Slavery was also the theme of a oneday workshop organised by Kate and
hosted by LEAP on 16 May. It was an
opportunity for local and international
scholars working on slavery to present
work in progress. The workshop was
held to commemorate the late Robert
Shell, who was enormously influential
in informing the way we think about
Cape slavery. Almost three decades
since his Children of Bondage (1994)
appeared, it is still one of the seminal
works on the subject and one to which
people often turn.
It was very special that Robert’s
wife, Sandy Shell, could attend the
workshop, both as his widow and as
a scholar, presenting her fascinating
and award-winning research on the
Oromo child slaves in South Africa.
Prior to the workshop, Kate spent
three weeks in the UK and Netherlands. She has said that her Dutch
colleagues describe a break of this

PAUSING: Dr Kate Ekama

kind – one where one comes away
feeling inspired – as an “inspiratie
pauze”. And she has certainly been
inspired, especially by being able to
meet colleagues in person after the
past two years of relative isolation.
It was simply a pleasure to be able to
have free-flowing conversations about
different topics of research and what
kinds of material people are using and
in what ways.
At Cambridge, Kate was able to share
research that she and Robert Ross are
doing on Cape landlords in the 1840s,
and to receive valuable feedback. She
also visited University College London and had a valuable and encouraging meeting with Matthew Smith,
Director of the Centre for the Legacies
of British Slavery.
During a quieter period, Kate was
also able to spend a wonderful week
exploring the archives at Kew. They
have an enormous amount of Cape
material as a result of the reporting
process that was used by colonial officials. To avoid loss – a ship might be
captured or sink – documents were
often sent in duplicate or triplicate on
different ships.
Finally, through generous funding
from the University of Nijmegen,
Kate attended a workshop where she
met PhD candidates from all over the
Netherlands who are working on various aspects of the VOC in the Indian
Ocean world.
Fully inspired after her “pauze”, Kate
is ready to continue with her hard
work for the second half of the year.

LEAP student wins national competition

O

n the evening of the 23rd of February, LEAP Master’s student
Tiaan de Swardt was announced as
the Postgraduate category winner for
the 50th Nedbank & Old Mutual Budget Speech competition.
He was required to write an essay
on the risk of South Africa defaulting
on its national debt and discussing
what the consequences of such a default would be, which he completed in
2021. After drawing on the historical
and contemporary experiences of national debt defaults, his essay took a
cautiously positive tone, stating that
the risk of a debt default was fairly
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minimal, although any unforeseen
fiscal shocks could cause problems.
His view was vindicated after Finance
Minister Enoch Godongwana presented the 2022 budget, indicating that
South Africa was strongly continuing
on the path of fiscal consolidation.
Tiaan is completing a joint-Master’s
degree with the University of Göttingen in Germany. He will be in Germany for most of 2022. His research
focuses on the persistent productivity
advantages of the Huguenot settlers
at the Cape, using the household-level tax censuses of the Cape of Good
Hope Panel.

WINNER: Tiaan de Swardt

Building the world’s
largest household panel
Jonathan Schoots spoke to Lund University economic historian Erik Green,
principal investigator on the Cape of Good Hope Panel project, about his journey to
the Cape and the future of this exciting project

T

ell me about your background: where you grew up,
where you studied, what your
current academic position is.
I grew up in a very small town in
Sweden call Hovmantopr, with a population of only 2000. And I was one
of only 3 of my cohort who went for
higher education. I had always been
interested in international politics,
and I became interested in studying
Africa. So when I was 19, with my
parents advice, I joined a Swedish
institution called Folk High School,
which offers special programs of adult
education outside University. There I
joined their African studies program
and I studied in Sweden for 6 months
and then travelled around Africa for
4 months, from Eastern Africa to
Southern Africa. After that experience
I was hooked on studying Africa.
I had also always been interested in
studying history, but my first priority
was always either economics or political science. I managed to get into
Economics at Lund University, but I
found that it wasn’t my thing. I have
always found economic modelling
fascinating, but I thought Economics would be a bit more flexible with
more competing alternatives and paradigms, but it wasn’t like that at all. So
that desire for competing paradigms
brought me to Economic History. In
1998 I completed my Bachelors studies in Economic History, and then I
got my Masters in 2000 at Lund University where I also completed my
PhD in 2005. From there I moved to
Stockholm for a few years, and I also
did a sabbatical at London School of
Economics, and did some teaching in
Malawi in that time.
After that, by coincidence I happened to meet Johan Fourie of LEAP
in 2010. I wanted to work on South
Africa, and I was contacting scholars
and Johan was one of the few who got
back to me. And at first I thought that
our approaches would be too differ-

ent to collaborate, Johan seemed too
much of an economist. But in fact we
met in 2010 and formed a wonderful collaboration, and here we are 12
years later still collaborating.
So tell me a little more about
how your interest in Economic
History developed.
Well at first I thought I would be an
economic anthropologist. But after
participating in an exchange program
in Sri Lanka for 3 months, I realized
that anthropology was not the right
line for me. Yet out of this I realized
that I had always had an interest in the
past. This didn’t at first start with the
African past, but an interest in Sweden, extending to Europe, and so on.
This broad interest shapes my work
and today I define myself more as a
social and economic historian than an
Africanist. I certainly relish my focus
on Africa, but I really read a lot of economic history—European, American,
Asian—and I look to connect my work
on African Economic history to these
broad studies.
What got you interested in the
Cape, and what questions have
most gripped you as that interest has developed?
It all began with my travels when I
was 19, when I became interested in
South Africa and Zimbabwe, seeing
this history of racial inequality and
institutional segregation. For me the
question was ‘How can such a society
transition’. This was in 1995, when
the ANC had won the election and everyone was very optimistic. And then
I started my own research on Malawi,
but I always felt that I wanted to study
South Africa. And then I contacted
Johan Fourie to explore research in
South Africa, and he told me about all
the rich data of the Cape Colony and
convinced me to write a proposal for
a study of the Cape. And compared
to the 10 years that I have spent in
archives like Malawi, where data is
quite limited, I saw how amazing this

PROJECT LEAD: Prof Erik Green
Cape data was. After at first trying to
get smaller funding, in 2014 we decided to apply for a major project to
transcribe all this Cape data, and we
were successfully funded. And then
I applied again in 2020 for this very
big grant and we got it. And we got it
because of the teamwork. I think we
really have a great group, and we have
everything very nicely planned, which
really allowed us to put together an
excellent proposal which resulted in
us getting the grant from the Swedish Riksbanken Jubileumsfond. This
is the largest grant to the humanities
and social sciences ever awarded in
Sweden.
What I like about this kind of project
is there is so much information and
you never can tell what the findings
will be. And this is where Johan and
I really work well together because although we at times understand things
very differently, we come together to
explore and explain the surprising

continued on page 6...
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...continued from page 5
findings which emerge from this rich
data.
Tell me a little more about this
Cape Panel Project. How has
the project developed in the two
rounds of large funding you have
been awarded, and what are the
aims of this project?
Well, with the first application the
aim was to transcribe the tax censuses of the Dutch colonial period,
and in that first 4 years of funding we
completed about a third of the total
tax censuses. So the chief aim of this
new round of funding was to complete
that transcription, but also to connect
those tax censuses with other records,
including the slave emancipation records, the auction rolls, the South African Family register, and so on. And
the project really wants to make this
information available to any person,
from academic researchers to anyone in the general public. And I think
this is to our advantage because our
data is detailed enough that we can
do things that have never been done
before in the global South. This opens
up exciting opportunities for new research. Another aim is to foster a new
generation, to raise up young scholars
who will eventually take this work forward and apply for their own research
projects.
You have a new book coming
out – ‘Creating the Cape Colony’,
what were your inspirations and
goals for that research?
Well, I came to South Africa on a
sabbatical with the intent to write a
book on the Cape, built from my own
research and my colleagues’ research.
The project gradually developed to including six thematic chapters, where
I use the richness of our data to ask:
what can we learn about settler colonialism and about inequality if we
look at the Cape. I also challenge certain aspects which are assumed to be
correct in the South African historiography.
Going forward, what do you
think are the big unanswered
questions where there is opportunity to make progress, be it in
the Cape, or in economic history
more broadly?
One big question, which is not only
relevant to the Cape, which I try to
answer in the book, is why the Cape
Colony was created. There has never
been an intention or long-term plan
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to create a settler colony in this part
of the world and you also find that in
Asia or Latin America, but these settler colonies emerged. So why did it
happen? And what is the role of indigenous agency in this?
The biggest advantage of our project
is that we can really say something
about settler colonialism, and therefore inspire the literature on the US
and European offshore, like Australia and New Zealand, but also Latin
America and so on.
For economic history in general,
I think we need to be less scared of
asking broader theoretical questions
and perhaps question some of the

current conventional wisdoms, like if
there is a trade-off between coercive/
extractive institutions and long-term
economic growth.
Perhaps the former is a pre-condition for long-term economic development. Or imagine if institutions
change parallel with economic development rather than directing the
path of economic change. While these
sound theoretical, they have real
world application today.

For more on the Cape of Good
Hope Panel project visit
www.capepanel.org

COVER: Prof Erik Green’s new book, Creating the Cape Colony, published
by Bloomsbury, will be available in July 2022

