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Our Long Walk to Economic Freedom

Our Long Walk to Economic Freedom is an entertaining and engaging

guide to global economic history told for the first time from an African

perspective. In thirty-five short chapters Johan Fourie tells the story of

100,000 years of human history spanning humankind’s migration out of

Africa to the Covid-19 pandemic. His unique account reveals just how

much we can learn by asking unexpected questions such as ‘How could

a movie embarrass Stalin?’, ‘Why do the Japanese play rugby?’ and

‘What do an Indonesian volcano, Frankenstein and Shaka Zulu have

in common?’. The book sheds new light on urgent debates about the

roots and reasons for prosperity, the march of opportunity versus the

crushing boot of exploitation, and why it is the builders of society –

rather than the burglars – who ultimately win out.

Johan Fourie is Professor of Economics at StellenboschUniversity, South

Africa, where he coordinates the Laboratory for the Economics of

Africa’s Past (LEAP). He is a National Research Foundation-rated

scholar, co-founder of the African Economic History Network and

former editor of Economic History of Developing Regions.
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A Note on Sources and Terminology

This is a book for non-specialists. I’ve tried to steer clear of

endless footnotes. The articles that I refer to in the text are cited in the

endnotes, but I do not identify every single source I’ve consulted.

I am an empirical social scientist. Throughout the book

I rely heavily on open-access GDP and other development statistics.

For the sake of consistency I rely on the 2021 version of the

Maddison Project (GDP per capita at constant 2011 US dollar)

and World Bank’s World Development Indicators (GDP per capita

at 2010 US dollar) wherever possible. Both maintain online reposi-

tories that are freely accessible. Because of different ways that the

World Bank and Maddison Project calculate GDP per capita esti-

mates, countries are comparable within these datasets but not

across them. I also owe a huge debt of gratitude to Max Roser of

ourworldindata.org. His data, figures and maps are freely down-

loadable and provide a wonderful public resource for the social

science community. For anyone still in doubt about the astounding

progress humankind has made over the last two hundred years, just

spend a few minutes on this site. For figures published in copy-

righted journal articles, I have downloaded the replication data

from the authors and redrawn the graphs in R. I was ably assisted

by former student and data science whizz Jonathan Jayes. Find him

at interludeone.com.

As is still the case in South Africa, I use lower case when

referring to race and upper case when referring to ethnicities or

nationalities. South Africa still classifies its population into four

race groups, for example: black, coloured, white and Indian/Asian.

To identify as ‘coloured’ in South Africa does not have the same

derogatory connotations as it may have in the United States and

elsewhere.
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Although this book is aimed at an audience outside the

classroom, I will continue to use it in my undergraduate, graduate

and MBA courses. It would be great if others were to do the same.

Visit ourlongwalk.org for freely downloadable teaching material

such as lecture slides, explainer videos, test banks and translations.
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