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Abstract 
This contribution reports on a project in mapping the extent of different agricultural 

systems in Africa at 1000 CE, 1500 CE and 1800 CE. The project is motivated by the 

lack of known agricultural history in the existing global historical cropland data.  
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Introduction 
Recent global historical cropland data sets used in climate modelling 

grossly underestimate the pre-colonial development of agriculture in the Americas 

and many parts of sub-Saharan Africa (se e.g. Goldewijk et al. 2011). Such data sets 

are usually based on back-casting and environmentally deterministic algorithms.  

Historical geographers have been slow in responding to this new demand for a 

global synthesis. No attempt has yet been made to express the present knowledge of 

global agrarian history in maps. Only for the Americas has such a synthesis been 

achieved (map by Mann 2005 and references there) 

A small international project has been set up to answer to these challenges 

on a global scale. It aims at global reconstructions of agricultural systems for AD 

1000, AD 1500 and AD 1800. For each of these cross-sections a map will be made, 

comparable in scale and detail to the often quoted map by Derwent Whittlesey on 

the major agricultural regions of the world in the first half of the 20th century 

(1936). In this presentation the preliminary results for Africa will be presented. 

Materials and Methods 
The following work is based on the existing historical and economic 

historical literature, some interdisciplinary environmental history projects and more 

specialised archaeological and archaeobotanical work. This has formed the basis for 

a GIS based on larger or smaller regions each characterised by their dominating 

agrarian system for three periods 1000 CE, 1500 CE and 1800 CE.  

Results and Discussion 
Based on the lack of sources the degree of certainty of type of agricultural 

systems differ between the periods. Nevertheless the mapping indicates both an 

expansion of agriculture and an intensification over time in which more productive 

and labour intensive systems were introduced. The expansion of the banana 

cultivation in Great Lakes region exemplifies this. The establishment of “islands” of 

intensive agriculture in West Africa, the Sahel, East Africa (Widgren 2010) and in the 

warm temperate regions of Southern Africa also witnesses to this change.  

 



Conclusions 
The maps are only preliminary and will have to be continuously updated. 

Hopefully the critical eyes of archaeobotanists will be able to question and improve 

these maps. 

 

 
                                   

Fig. 1 – Agricultural systems 1800 CE (prel map) . Even if details cannot be read 

from a BW version of the map it hopefully gives an impression of level of detail in 

which we work. 
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