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World History & Geography I 

The African Slave Trade 

What role did slavery play in African societies before the transatlantic slave trade began, and 

what was the effect of European involvement? 
 
The exchange of peoples captured in local and ethnic wars within sub-Saharan Africa, the trans-Saharan slave 
trade with the Mediterranean Islamic world beginning in the seventh century, and the slave traffic across the Indian 
Ocean all testify to the long tradition and continental dimensions of the African slave trade before European 
intrusion. The enslavement of human beings was practiced in some form or another all over Africa — indeed, all 
over the world. Sanctioned by law and custom, enslaved people served critical and well-defined roles in the social, 
political, and economic organization of many African societies. Domestically these roles ranged from concubines 
and servants to royal guards and advisers. As was the case later in the Americas, some enslaved people were 
common laborers. In terms of economics, slaves were commodities for trade, no more or less important than other 
trade items, such as gold and ivory. 

Over time, the trans-Saharan slave trade became less important than the transatlantic trade, which witnessed 
an explosive growth during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The millions of enslaved Africans forcibly 
exported to the Americas had a lasting impact on African society and led ultimately to a wider use of slaves within 
Africa itself. 

The Institution of Slavery in Africa 
Islamic practices strongly influenced African slavery. African rulers justified enslavement with the Muslim argument 
that prisoners of war could be sold and that captured people were considered chattel, or personal possessions, to 
be used any way the owner saw fit. Between 650 and 1600 black as well as white Muslims transported perhaps as 

many as 4.82 million black slaves across the trans-Saharan trade route.10 In the 1300s and 1400s the rulers and 
elites of Mali and Benin imported thousands of white Slavic slave women, symbols of wealth and status, who had 
been seized in slave raids from the Balkans and Caucasus regions of the eastern Mediterranean by Turks, Mongols, 

and others.11 In 1444, when Portuguese caravels landed 235 slaves at Algarve in southern Portugal, a 
contemporary observed that they seemed “a marvelous (extraordinary) sight, for, amongst them, were some white 
enough, fair enough, and well-proportioned; others were less white, like mulattoes; others again were black as 

Ethiops.”12 
Meanwhile, the flow of black people to Europe, begun during the Renaissance, continued. In the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries as many as two hundred thousand Africans entered European societies. Some arrived as 
slaves, others as servants; the legal distinction was not always clear. Eighteenth-century London, for example, had 
more than ten thousand blacks, most of whom arrived as sailors on Atlantic crossings or as personal servants 
brought from the West Indies. In England most were free, not slaves. Initially, a handsome black person was a 
fashionable accessory, a rare status symbol. Later, English aristocrats considered black servants too ordinary. The 
duchess of Devonshire offered her mother an eleven-year-old boy, explaining that the duke did not want a Negro 
servant because “it was more original to have a Chinese page than to have a black one; everybody had a black 

one.”13 London’s black population constituted a well-organized, self-
conscious subculture, with black pubs, black churches, and black social 
groups assisting the black poor and unemployed. Some black people 
attained wealth and position, the most famous being Francis Barber, 
manservant of the sixteenth-century British literary giant Samuel 
Johnson and heir to Johnson’s papers and to most of his sizable 
fortune. Barber had helped Johnson in revising Johnson’s 
famous Dictionary of the English Language, published in 1755, and he 
is frequently mentioned in the celebrated biography of Johnson by 
James Boswell. He was a contemporary of another well-known African 
who lived in London for a while, Olaudah Equiano. 

In 1658 the Dutch East India Company began to allow the 
importation of slaves into the Cape Colony, which the company had 
founded on the southern tip of Africa in 1652. Over the next century and 
a half about 75 percent of the slaves brought into the colony came from 
Dutch East India Company colonies in India and Southeast Asia or from 
Madagascar; the remaining 25 percent came from Africa. Some of those 
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enslaved at the Cape served as domestic servants or as 
semiskilled artisans, but most worked long and hard as field 
hands and at any other menial or manual forms of labor 
needed by their European masters. 

The Dutch East India Company was the single largest 
slave owner in the Cape Colony, employing its slaves on 
public works and company farms. Initially, individual 
company officials collectively owned the most slaves, 
working them on their wine and grain estates, but by about 
1740 urban and rural free burghers (European settlers) 
owned the majority of the slaves. In 1780 half of all white 
men at the Cape had at least one slave, as slave ownership 
fostered a strong sense of racial and economic solidarity in 
the white master class. 

The slave population at the Cape was never large, 
although from the early 1700s to the 1820s it outnumbered 
the European free burgher population. When the British 
ended slavery in the British Empire in 1834, there were 
around thirty-six thousand slaves in the Cape Colony. In 
comparison, over three hundred thousand enslaved 
Africans labored on the Caribbean island of Jamaica, also a 
British slaveholding colony at the time. 

Although in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
Holland had a Europe-wide reputation for religious tolerance 
and intellectual freedom, in the Cape Colony the Dutch 
used a strict racial hierarchy and heavy-handed paternalism 
to maintain control over enslaved native and foreign-born 
peoples. Early accounts of slavery at the Cape often gave 
the impression that it was a relatively benign institution in 
comparison with slavery in the Americas. Modern scholars, 
however, consider slavery in the Cape Colony in many 
ways as oppressive as slavery in the Americas and the 
Muslim world. In Muslim society the offspring of a free man 
and an enslaved woman were free, but in southern Africa 
such children remained enslaved. Because enslaved males 
greatly outnumbered enslaved females in the Cape Colony, 
marriage and family life were almost nonexistent. Because there were few occupations requiring special skills, those 
enslaved in the colony lacked opportunities to earn manumission, or freedom. And in contrast with North and South 
America and with Muslim societies, in the Cape Colony only a very small number of those enslaved won 
manumission; most of them were women, suggesting they gained freedom through sexual or close personal 

relationships with their owners.14 
The slave trade expanded greatly in East Africa’s savanna and Horn regions in the late eighteenth century and 

the first half of the nineteenth century. Slave exports from these areas and from Africa’s eastern coast amounted to 
perhaps thirty thousand a year. Why this demand? Merchants and planters wanted slaves to work the sugar 
plantations on the Mascarene Islands, located east of Madagascar; the clove plantations on Zanzibar and Pemba; 
and the food plantations along the Kenyan coast. The eastern coast also exported enslaved people to the Americas, 
particularly to Brazil. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, precisely when the slave trade to North 
America and the Caribbean declined, the Arabian and Asian markets expanded. Only with colonial conquest of 
Africa by Great Britain, Germany, and Italy after 1870 did suppression of the trade begin. Enslavement, of course, 
persists even today.  

The Transatlantic Slave Trade 
Although the trade in African people was a worldwide phenomenon, the transatlantic slave trade involved the largest 
number of enslaved Africans. This forced migration of millions of human beings, extending from the early sixteenth 
to the late nineteenth centuries, represents one of the most inhumane, unjust, and shameful tragedies in human 
history. It also immediately provokes a troubling question: why Africa? Why, in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, did enslavement in the Americas become exclusively African? 

European settlers first enslaved indigenous peoples, the Amerindians, to mine the silver and gold discovered in 
the New World. When they proved ill suited to the harsh rigors of mining, the Spaniards brought in Africans. 
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Although the Dutch had transported Indonesian peoples to work as slaves in the Cape Colony in South Africa, the 
cost of transporting Chinese or Pacific Island peoples to the Americas was far too great. 

One scholar has argued that a pan-European insider-outsider ideology prevailed across Europe. This cultural 
attitude permitted the enslavement of outsiders but made the enslavement of white Europeans taboo. Europeans 
could not bear the sight of other Europeans doing plantation slave labor. According to this theory, a similar pan-

African ideology did not exist, as Africans had no problem with selling Africans to Europeans.15 Several facts argue 
against the validity of this theory. English landlords exploited their Irish peasants with merciless severity, French 
aristocrats often looked on their peasantry with cold contempt, and Russian boyars treated their serfs with casual 
indifference and harsh brutality. These and other possible examples contradict the existence of a pan-European 
ideology or culture that opposed the enslavement of white Europeans. Moreover, the flow of white enslaved Slavic 
peoples from the Balkans into the eastern Mediterranean continued unabated during the same period. 

Another theory holds that in the Muslim and Arab worlds by the tenth century, an association had developed 
between blackness and menial slavery. The Arab word abd, or “black,” had become synonymous with slave. 
Although the great majority of enslaved persons in the Islamic world were white, a racial element existed in Muslim 
perceptions: not all slaves were black, but blacks were identified with slavery. In Europe, after the arrival of tens of 
thousands of sub-Saharan Africans in the Iberian Peninsula during the fifteenth century, Christian Europeans also 
began to make a strong association between slavery and black Africans. Therefore, Africans seemed the “logical” 

solution to the labor shortage in the Americas.16 
Another important question relating to the African slave trade is this: why were African peoples enslaved in a 

period when serfdom was declining in western Europe and when land was so widely available and much of the 
African continent had a labor shortage? The answer seems to lie in a technical problem related to African 
agriculture. Partly because of the tsetse fly, which causes sleeping sickness and other diseases, and partly because 
of easily leached lateritic soils (containing high concentrations of oxides), farmers had great difficulty using draft 
animals. Tropical soils responded poorly to plowing, and most work had to be done with the hoe. Productivity, 
therefore, was low. Economists maintain that in most societies the value of a worker’s productivity determines the 
value of his or her labor. In precolonial Africa the individual’s agricultural productivity was low, so his or her 
economic value to society was less than the economic value of a European peasant in Europe. Enslaved persons in 
the Americas were more productive than free producers in Africa. And European slave dealers were very willing to 
pay a price higher than the value of an African’s productivity in Africa. 

The incidence of disease in the Americas also helps explain African enslavement. Smallpox took a terrible toll 
on Native Americans, and between 30 and 50 percent of Europeans exposed to malaria succumbed to that 
sickness. Africans had developed some immunity to both diseases, and in the Americas they experienced the 

lowest mortality rate of any people, making them, 
ironically, the most suitable workers for the environment. 

In 1500 a Portuguese fleet en route to India around 
Africa sailed too far west into the Atlantic and made 
landfall on the coast of modern Brazil. Although its 
commander, Pedro Álvares Cabral, did not know where 
he was, he followed the common practice  and 
immediately claimed the land for King Manuel I, the 
Portuguese monarch. Colonization began in the early 
1530s, and in 1551 the Portuguese founded a sugar 
colony at Bahia. Between 1551 and 1575, before the 
North American slave traffic began, the Portuguese 
delivered more African slaves to Brazil than ever 
reached British North America (Figure 20.1). Portugal 
essentially monopolized the slave trade until 1600 and 
continued to play a significant role in the seventeenth 
century, though the trade was increasingly taken over by 
the Dutch, French, and English. From 1690 until the 
British House of Commons abolished the slave trade in 
1807, England was the leading carrier of African slaves. 

Population density and supply conditions along the 
West African coast and the sailing time to New World 
markets determined the sources of slaves. As the 
demand for slaves rose, slavers moved down the West 
African coast from Senegambia to the more densely 
populated hinterlands of the Bight of Benin and the Bight 
of Biafra (a bight is a bend or curve in the coast). The 

 
FIGURE 20.1 Estimated Slave Imports by Destination, 

1501–1866 Brazil was the single largest importer of African 

slaves from 1501 to 1866. But when taken cumulatively, the 

British, French, Dutch, and Danish colonies of the 

Caribbean rivaled the much larger colony of Brazil for 

numbers of slaves imported from Africa. (Source: Data from 

Emory University. “Assessing the Slave Trade: Estimates,” in Voyages: 

The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database. 2009. 

http://www.slavevoyages.org.) 

 

http://www.macmillanhighered.com/BrainHoney/Resource/6696/digital_first_content/trunk/test/mckayworld10e/asset/img_ch20/59933_MCK10E_CH20_M20.07.html


abundant supply of Africans to enslave in Angola, the region south 
of the Congo River, and the quick passage from Angola to Brazil 
and the Caribbean established that region as the major coast for 
Portuguese slavers. 

Transatlantic wind patterns partly determined exchange 
routes. Shippers naturally preferred the swiftest crossing — that is, 
from the African port nearest the latitude of the intended American 
destination. Thus Portuguese shippers carried their cargoes from 
Angola to Brazil, and British merchants sailed from the Bight of 
Benin to the Caribbean. The great majority of enslaved Africans 
were intended for the sugar and coffee plantations extending from 
the Caribbean islands to Brazil. Angola produced 26 percent of all 
African slaves and 70 percent of all Portuguese slaves. Trading 
networks extending deep into the interior culminated at two major 
ports on the Angolan coast, Luanda and Benguela. The 
Portuguese acquired a few slaves through warfare but secured the 
vast majority through trade with African dealers. Whites did not 
participate in the inland markets, which were run solely by 
Africans. 

Almost all Portuguese shipments went to satisfy the virtually 
insatiable Brazilian demand for slaves. The so-called Middle 
Passage was the horrific journey experienced by Africans from 
freedom to enslavement in the Americas. Here is an excerpt from 
a Portuguese doctor’s 1793 report on conditions in Luanda before 
the voyage across the Atlantic had begun. Be sure to note in this 
and subsequent quotations how the enslaved peoples are clearly considered, and treated, as chattel: 

The dwelling place of the slave is simply the dirt floor of the compound, and he remains there exposed to harsh 
conditions and bad weather, and at night there are only a lean-to and some sheds . . . which they are herded 
into like cattle. 

Their food continues scarce as before . . . limited at times to badly cooked beans, at other times to corn. . .  
And when they reach a port . . . , they are branded on the right breast with the coat of arms of the king and 

nation, of whom they have become vassals. . . . This mark is made with a hot silver instrument in the act of 
paying the king’s duties, and this brand mark is called a carimbo. . . . 

In this miserable and deprived condition the terrified slaves remain for weeks and months, and the great 
number of them who die is unspeakable. With some ten or twelve thousand arriving at Luanda each year, it 

often happens that only six or seven thousand are finally transported to Brazil.17 
Conditions during the Middle Passage were even worse. Olaudah Equiano  describes the experience of his 

voyage as a captured slave from Benin to Barbados in the Caribbean: 
At last, when the ship we were in had got in all her cargo [of slaves], they made ready with many fearful noises, 
and we were all put under deck so that we could not see how they managed the vessel. . . . The stench of the 
hold while we were on the coast was so intolerably loathsome that it was dangerous to remain there for any 
time, and some of us had been permitted to stay on the deck for the fresh air; but now that the whole ship’s 
cargo were confined together it became absolutely pestilential. The closeness of the place and the heat of the 
climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself, 
almost suffocated us. This produced copious perspirations, so that the air soon became unfit for respiration 
from a variety of loathsome smells, and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died, thus 
falling victims to the improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their purchasers. This wretched situation was again 
aggravated by the galling of the chains, now become insupportable, and the filth of the necessary tubs [of 
human waste], into which the children often fell and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women and the 

groans of the dying rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable.18 
Although the demand was great, Portuguese merchants in Angola and Brazil sought to maintain only a steady 

trickle of slaves from the African interior to Luanda and across the ocean to Bahia and Rio de Janeiro: a flood of 
slaves would have depressed the American market. Rio, the port capital through which most enslaved Africans 
passed, commanded the Brazilian trade. Planters and mine operators from the provinces traveled to Rio to buy 
slaves. Between 1795 and 1808 approximately 10,000 Angolans per year stood in the Rio slave market. In 1810 the 

figure rose to 18,000; in 1828 it reached 32,000.19 
The English ports of London, Bristol, and particularly Liverpool dominated the British slave trade. In the 

eighteenth century Liverpool was the world’s greatest slave-trading port. In all three cities, small and cohesive 
merchant classes exercised great public influence. The cities also had huge stores of industrial products for export, 

 
The Slave Coast of West Africa 

 



growing shipping industries, and large amounts of ready cash for investment abroad. Merchants generally formed 
partnerships to raise capital and to share the risks; each voyage was a separate enterprise or venture. 

Slaving ships from 
Bristol plied back and forth 
along the Gold Coast, the 
Bight of Benin, Bonny, and 
Calabar looking for African 
traders who were willing to 
supply them with slaves. 
Liverpool’s ships drew 
enslaved people from 
Gambia, the Windward 
Coast, and the Gold Coast. 
British ships carried textiles, 
gunpowder and flint, beer 
and spirits, British and Irish 
linens, and woolen cloth to 
Africa. A collection of goods 
was grouped together into 
what was called the sorting. 
An English sorting might 
include bolts of cloth, 
firearms, alcohol, tobacco, 
and hardware; this batch of 
goods was traded for an 
enslaved individual or a 
quantity of gold, ivory, or 

dyewood.20 
European traders had 

two systems for exchange. 
First, especially on the Gold 
Coast, they established 
factory-forts. These fortified 
trading posts were expensive 
to maintain but proved useful 

for fending off European rivals. Second, they used shore trading, in which European ships sent boats ashore or 
invited African dealers to bring traders and enslaved Africans out to the ships. The English captain John Adams, 
who made ten voyages to Africa between 1786 and 1800, described the shore method of trading at Bonny: 

This place is the wholesale market for slaves, as not fewer than 20,000 are annually sold here; 16,000 of whom 
are natives of one nation called Ibo. . . . Fairs where the slaves of the Ibo nation are obtained are held every 
five or six weeks at several villages, which are situated on the banks of the rivers and creeks in the interior, and 
to which the African traders of Bonny resort to purchase them. 

. . . The traders augment the quantity of their merchandise, by obtaining from their friends, the captains of 
the slave ships, a considerable quantity of goods on credit. . . . Evening is the period chosen for the time of 
departure, when they proceed in a body, accompanied by the noise of drums, horns, and gongs. At the 
expiration of the sixth day, they generally return bringing with them 1,500 or 2,000 slaves, who are sold to 
Europeans the evening after their arrival, and taken on board the ships. . . . 

It is expected that every vessel, on her arrival at Bonny, will fire a salute the instant the anchor is let go, as 
a compliment to the black monarch who soon afterwards makes his appearance in a large canoe, at which time, 
all those natives who happen to be alongside the vessel are compelled to proceed in their canoes to a 
respectful distance, and make way for his Majesty’s barge. After a few compliments to the captain, he usually 
enquires after brother George, meaning the King of England, George III, and hopes he and his family are well. 
He is not pleased unless he is regaled with the best the ship affords. . . . His power is absolute; and the 

surrounding country, to a considerable distance, is subject to his dominion.21 
The shore method of buying slaves allowed the ship to move easily from market to market. The final prices of 

those enslaved depended on their ethnic origin, their availability when the shipper arrived, and their physical health 
when offered for sale in the West Indies or the North or South American colonies. 

 
Peddlers in Rio de Janeiro A British army officer sketched this early-nineteenth-century 

scene of everyday life in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The ability to balance large burdens on 

the head meant that the person’s hands were free for other use. Note the player (on the 

left) of a musical instrument originating in the Congo. On the right a woman gives alms 

to the man with the holy image in return for being allowed to kiss the image as an act of 

devotion. We do not know whether the peddlers were free and self-employed or were 

selling for their owners. (From “Views and Costumes of the City and Neighborhood of Rio de 

Janeiro, Brazil,” in Drawings Taken by Lieutenant Henry Chamberlain, During the Years 1819 and 

1820 [London: Columbian Press, 1822]/Visual Connection Archive) 

 



The supply of slaves for the foreign market was controlled by a small, wealthy African merchant class or by a 
state monopoly. By contemporary standards, slave raiding was a costly operation: gathering a band of raiders and 
the capital for equipment, guides, tolls, and supplies involved considerable expense. Only black African 
entrepreneurs with sizable capital and labor could afford to finance and direct raiding drives. They exported 
enslaved men and women because the profits on exports were greater than the profits to be made from using labor 
in the domestic economy. 

The transatlantic slave trade that 
the British, as well as the Dutch, 
Portuguese, French, Americans, and 
others, participated in was part of a 
much larger trading network that is 
known as the triangle trade. European 
merchants sailed to Africa on the first 
leg of the voyage to trade European 
manufactured goods for enslaved 
Africans. When they had filled their 
ships’ holds with enslaved peoples, 
they headed across the Atlantic on the 
second leg of the voyage, the Middle 
Passage. When they reached the 
Americas, the merchants unloaded and 
sold their human cargoes and used the 
profits to purchase raw materials — 
such as cotton, sugar, and indigo — 
that they then transported back to 
Europe, completing the third leg of the 
commercial triangle. 

Enslaved African people had an 
enormous impact on the economies 
and cultures of the Portuguese and Spanish colonies of South America and the Dutch, French, and British colonies 
of the Caribbean and North America. For example, on the sugar plantations of Mexico and the Caribbean; on the 
North American cotton, rice, and tobacco plantations; and in Peruvian and Mexican silver and gold mines, enslaved 
Africans not only worked in the mines and fields but also filled skilled, supervisory, and administrative positions and 
performed domestic service. In the United States enslaved Africans and their descendants influenced many facets 
of American culture, such as language, music (ragtime and jazz), dance, and diet. Even the U.S. White House and 

Capitol building, where Congress meets, were built partly by slave labor.22 But the importance of the slave trade 
extended beyond the Atlantic world. Both the expansion of capitalism and the industrialization of Western societies, 
Egypt, and the nations of West, Central, and South Africa were related in one way or another to the traffic in African 
people. 

Impact on African Societies 
What economic impact did European trade have on African societies? Africans possessed technology well suited to 
their environment. Over the centuries they had cultivated a wide variety of plant foods; developed plant and animal 
husbandry techniques; and mined, smelted, and otherwise worked a great variety of metals. Apart from firearms, 
American tobacco and rum, and the cheap brandy brought by the Portuguese, European goods presented no 
novelty to Africans. They found foreign products desirable because of their low prices. Traders of handwoven Indian 
cotton textiles, Venetian imitations of African beads, and iron bars from European smelters could undersell African 
manufacturers. Africans exchanged slaves, ivory, gold, pepper, and animal skins for those goods. African states 
eager to expand or to control commerce bought European firearms, although the difficulty of maintaining guns often 

gave gun owners only marginal superiority over skilled bowmen.23 The kingdom of Dahomey (modern-day Benin in 
West Africa), however, built its power on the effective use of firearms. 

The African merchants who controlled the production of exports gained the most from foreign trade. Dahomey’s 
king, for example, had a gross income in 1750 of £250,000 (almost U.S. $33 million today) from the overseas export 
of his fellow Africans. A portion of his profit was spent on goods that improved his people’s living standard. Slave-
trading entrepôts, which provided opportunities for traders and for farmers who supplied foodstuffs to towns, 

caravans, and slave ships, prospered. But such economic returns did not spread very far.24 International trade did 
not lead to Africa’s economic development. Africa experienced neither technological growth nor the gradual spread 
of economic benefits in early modern times. 

 
The African Slave Trade Enslaved African men, women, and children, 

captured in the interior, are marched to the coast by their African captors. The 

guards carry guns obtained from Europeans in the slave trade. The enslaved 

men are linked together by heavy wooden yokes, making it impossible to 

escape. (The Granger Collection, NYC — All rights reserved) 

 



As in the Islamic world, women in sub-Saharan Africa also 
engaged in the slave trade. In Guinea these women slave 
merchants and traders were known as nhara, a corruption of the 
Portuguese term senhora, a title used for a married woman. They 
acquired considerable riches, often by marrying the Portuguese 
merchants and serving as go-betweens for these outsiders who 
were not familiar with the customs and languages of the African 
coast. One of them, Mae Aurélia Correia (1810?–1875?), led a life 
famous in the upper Guinea coastal region for its wealth and 
elegance. Between the 1820s and 1840s she operated her own 
trading vessels and is said to have owned several hundred slaves. 
Some of them she hired out as skilled artisans and sailors. She 
and her sister (or aunt) Julia amassed a fortune in gold, silver 
jewelry, and expensive cloth while living in European-style homes. 
Julia and her husband, a trader from the Cape Verde Islands, also 
owned their own slave estates where they produced peanuts. 

The intermarriage of French traders and Wolof women in 
Senegambia created a métis, or mulatto, class. In the emerging 
urban centers at Saint-Louis, members of this small class adopted 
the French language, the Roman Catholic faith, and a French 
manner of life, and they exercised considerable political and 
economic power. However, European cultural influences did not 
penetrate West African society beyond the seacoast. 

The political consequences of the slave trade varied from 
place to place. The trade enhanced the power and wealth of some 
kings and warlords in the short run but promoted conditions of 
instability and collapse over the long run. In the Kongo kingdom, 
which was located in parts of modern Angola, the Republic of the 
Congo, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the perpetual 
Portuguese search for Africans to enslave undermined the 
monarchy, destroyed political unity, and led to constant disorder 
and warfare; power passed to the village chiefs. Likewise in 
Angola, which became a Portuguese proprietary colony (a territory 
granted to one or more individuals by the Crown for them to govern 
at their will), the slave trade decimated and scattered the 
population and destroyed the local economy. By contrast, the 
military kingdom of Dahomey, which entered into the slave trade in 
the eighteenth century and made it a royal monopoly, prospered 
enormously. Dahomey’s economic strength rested on the slave 
trade. The royal army raided deep into the interior, and in the late 
eighteenth century Dahomey became one of the major West 
African sources of slaves. When slaving expeditions failed to yield 
sizable catches and when European demand declined, the 
resulting depression in the Dahomean economy caused serious 
political unrest. Iboland, inland from the Niger Delta, from whose 
great port cities of Bonny and Brass the British drained tens of 
thousands of enslaved Africans, experienced minimal political 
effects. A high birthrate kept pace with the incursions of the slave 
trade, and Ibo societies remained demographically and 
economically strong. 

What demographic impact did the slave trade have on Africa? 
Between approximately 1501 and 1866 more than 12 million 
Africans were forcibly exported to the Americas, 6 million were 
traded to Asia, and 8 million were retained as slaves within 

Africa. Figure 20.2 shows the estimated number of slaves shipped to the Americas in the transatlantic slave trade. 
Export figures do not include the approximately 10 to 15 percent who died during procurement or in transit. 

The early modern slave trade involved a worldwide network of relationships among markets in the Middle East, 
Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Americas. But Africa was the crucible of the trade. There is no small irony in the fact 
that Africa, which of all the continents was most desperately in need of population because of its near total 

 
Sapi-Portuguese Saltcellar Contact with the 

Sapi people of present-day Sierra Leone in West 

Africa led sixteenth-century Portuguese traders 

to commission this ivory saltcellar, for which 

they brought Portuguese designs. But the 

object’s basic features — a spherical container 

and separate lid on a flat base, with men and/or 

women supporting, or serving as, beams below 

— are distinctly African. Here a Portuguese 

caravel sits on top with a man in the crow’s 

nest. Four men stand below: two finely carved, 

regally dressed, and fully armed noblemen 

facing forward and two attendants in profile. 
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dependence on labor-intensive agriculture and 
pastoralism, lost so many millions to the trade. 
Although the British Parliament abolished the slave 
trade in 1807 and traffic in Africans to Brazil and 
Cuba gradually declined, within Africa the trade 
continued at the levels of the peak years of the 
transatlantic trade, 1780–1820. In the later 
nineteenth century developing African industries, 
using slave labor, produced a variety of products 
for domestic consumption and export. Again, there 
is irony in the fact that in the eighteenth century 
European demand for slaves expanded the trade 
(and wars) within Africa, yet in the nineteenth 
century European imperialists defended territorial 
aggrandizement by arguing that they were 
“civilizing” Africans by abolishing slavery. But after 
1880 European businessmen (and African 
governments) did not push abolition; they wanted 
cheap labor. 

Markets in the Americas generally wanted 
young male slaves. Consequently, two-thirds of 
those exported to the Americas were male, one-
third female. Asian and African markets preferred 
young females. Women were sought for their 
reproductive value, as sex objects, and because 
their economic productivity was not threatened by the possibility of physical rebellion, as might be the case with 
young men. As a result, the population on Africa’s western coast became predominantly female; the population in 
the East African savanna and Horn regions was predominantly male. The slave trade therefore had significant 
consequences for the institutions of marriage, the local trade in enslaved people (as these local populations became 
skewed with too many males or too many females), and the sexual division of labor. Although Africa’s overall 
population may have shown modest growth from roughly 1650 to 1900, that growth was offset by declines in the 
Horn and on the eastern and western coasts. While Europe and Asia experienced considerable demographic and 

economic expansion in the eighteenth century, Africa suffered a decline.25 
The political and economic consequences of the African slave trade are easier to measure than the human toll 

taken on individuals and societies. While we have personal accounts from many slaves, ships’ captains and crews, 
slave masters, and others of the horrors of the slave-trading ports along Africa’s coasts, the brutality of the Middle 
Passage, and the inhuman cruelty enslaved Africans endured once they reached the Americas, we know much less 
about the beginning of the slave’s journey in Africa. Africans themselves carried out much of the “man stealing,” the 
term used by Africans to describe capturing enslaved men, women, and children and marching them to the coast, 
where they were traded to Arabs, Europeans, or others. Therefore, we have few written firsthand accounts of the 
pain and suffering these violent raids inflicted, either on the person being enslaved or on the families and societies 
they left behind. 

 

 
FIGURE 20.2 The Transatlantic Slave Trade, 1501–1866 The 

volume of slaves involved in the transatlantic slave trade peaked 

during the eighteenth century. These numbers show the slaves 

who embarked from Africa and do not reflect the 10 to 15 

percent of enslaved Africans who died in transit. (Source: Data from 

Emory University. “Assessing the Slave Trade: Estimates,” inVoyages: The 

Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database. 2009. http://www.slavevoyages.org.) 
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