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Summary

1. What was the value of prison labor to the British colonial
regime?

Positive, even net of prison costs.

2. Was incarceration driven by economic incentives?

Yes. Shocks to reservation wages drove up incarceration rates.

3. What are the long-run effects of prison labor on trust in
institutions?

Negative. Colonial imprisonment correlates with lower trust in
police and courts, but not lower interpersonal trust.
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Contribution

I First quantitative exploration of the role of the colonial prison
system and its long-run legacies.

I New data and estimates of the value of convict labor to British
colonial Nigeria

I Examines both drivers and effects of prison labor
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Three sets of comments

1. Estimating the value of prison labor

2. Evidence on incentives for incarceration

3. Long-term effects
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Estimating the value of prison labor

Value of prison labor = Annual unskilled wages × Average number
of prisoners

I Assumption: if not for prison labor, the British would hire the
same number of workers in public works for market wage

I Discuss counterfactual. Do convicts replace hired workers? Or
are they deployed in works that would not happen otherwise?

I Provide bounds for estimates

I Not all convicts employable
I If all convicts worked for a wage, wages might be lower

I Any way to quantify (even for a subset of years) what convicts
produced?
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Estimating the value of prison labor

Does incarcerating one additional individual produce more value
than the cost of housing them in prison?

I What happens after 1945? This period also seems to drive the
correlation between daily average number in prison and wages.
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Incentives for incarceration

Argument: Positive shocks to agriculture increase reservation
wages; British substitute paid labor with convict labor when labor
costs are high.

I Increased price or quantity of agricultural goods may have
additional effects:

I ‘Rapacity effect’ increases crime

I Substitution with Native prisons?

I More coercion as a way to exert more direct control on
profitable sector?
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Incentives for incarceration

I Other observable implications? E.g. drop in employment
when incarceration rates increase?

I More evidence on where prisoners are drawn from (e.g. rural
vs urban)?

I Evidence on punishment of prisoners is convincing!

I Substitution between extra imprisonment and other sentences
I Can this be used more? Show effects of rainfall. Show

correlations with value of prison labor.

I What is the connection between prison labor and other forms
of forced labor or surplus extraction?
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Incentives for incarceration
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Incentives for incarceration

I Relationship between rainfall and productivity improperly
specified?

I Non-parametric estimations to figure out how rainfall relates
to yields?
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Long-term effects

I How does colonial imprisonment driven by extractive motives
affect trust today?

I Difficult question!

I Compare imprisonment at times of peak estimated extraction
vs other times?

I How much of the correlation between colonial imprisonment
and contemporary trust is driven by persistence of extractive
motives vs ‘memory’ of past treatment?

I Compare imprisonment in location vs imprisonment in ethnic
groups’ origin (Nunn & Wantchekon, 2011)
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Conclusion

I New and detailed documentation of colonial prison system, its
function and its effects

I New knowledge and new questions:

I How does prison labor fit in the menu of extractive and
state-building strategies of colonial states (van Waijenburg,
2018)?

I Is prison labor as an extractive system abandoned after
independence? What is its legacy for postcolonial regimes?
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