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LESSON 4.4 | NEW FORMS OF SOCIAL ORGANIZATION AND MODES OF PRODUCTION

PURPOSE
The Transatlantic Slave Trade article expands on topics 

initially addressed in the Crash Course World History video. 

However, this article also examines pre-Columbian  

Exchange slave trade as well as the politics and cruelty 

behind the Middle Passage. With the arrival of Europeans  

in the Americas came drastic consequences to the social, 

political, cultural, demographic, economic, and environmental 

worlds of the Western Hemisphere. As the Europeans changed 

LESSON 4.4.2 | READ | The Transatlantic Slave Trade — Jake Thurman

the social, cultural, and political the Western Hemisphere, 

they did so in deference to their native lands. This was 

deeply apparent in the way that laborers and environments 

were exploited, or even decimated, in the name of feeding 

the European economic machine. Students will analyze the 

political, economic, and social impact slave trade had  

on the world.

ATTACHMENT
• The Transatlantic Slave Trade — Jake Thurman

PROCESS
Have students read the provided article and instruct 

them to pay particular attention to how how and  

why the Atlantic slave trade came to be. What horrors 

were witnessed and who is to blame for what 

is arguably one of the worst atrocities overseen by man? 

Host a discussion of themes following their completion 

of the reading. 
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HANDOUT | The Transatlantic Slave Trade — Jake Thurman

PRE-COLUMBIAN SLAVE TRADE
Upon colonizing the New World, the Europeans ushered  

in fundamental changes in the political, social, economic, and 

cultural makeup of the Americas. Many of these changes  

had consequences that crossed oceans and impacted the 

lives and livelihoods of people across the world. One of the 

most glaring examples of this was the drastic effects of the 

trade in humans from Africa.

Slave trading in world history dates back to some of the 

earliest civilizations. For some three thousand years before 

the Europeans became involved, slavery was commonplace 

among many peoples in Africa, specifically. Intra-African slave  

trading and claiming was a historical reality, largely based  

in warfare. Under this system, slaves were not considered 

property in the same way that they will be with the advent 

of the Transatlantic system. These earlier forms of slavery 

in Africa saw slaves as, more or less, a social class or 

designation within society. It was often possible for the 

enslaved to even escape their toil after integrating into  

the new communities in which they came to belong. Sometimes  

children were subjected to the same bondage as their 

parents, but frequently they were not. It was even possible, 

on occasion, for an enslaved person to become part of the 

kinship group of another in the civilization within which he or 

she was enslaved, thereby integrating into a new community. 

In the Muslim World of the middle ages, the importing of slaves 

from Africa became commonplace. Prior to the sixteenth 

century, slaves were largely traded from East Africa and across 

the Sahara to the Middle East. Slaves in this system tended 

to be female, at a ratio of two to one, which will be the exact 

opposite of the trade in the Americas. This is largely due  

to the fact that the slaves of the Muslim world weren’t to be 

used as laborers held as property or chattel. Instead, these 

people were seen as a symbol of status, were employed  

in harems, households, and armies. On occasion, some slaves 

rose to prominence in Muslim empires. They were seen  

as more loyal and less conspiratorial than local elites, which 

allowed a few to rise to positions of relative power.  

This is just one of the contrasts between the enslavement  

of Africans that existed in Afro-Eurasia and that which 

existed after the European “discovery” of the Americas.  

This being said, let’s not use this as an opportunity to deny  

the pre-Columbian slaves their due or glorify indigenous 

and Islamic practices of slavery. These people were still 

largely ripped away from their own kinship groups, and many 

endured torment and toil in their own right. The existence  

of sexual enslavement of women for millennia prior to European 

involvement in the trade should likewise not be completely 

overshadowed by the abominable conditions of the later 

Transatlantic system. 

Now, as for that Transatlantic system; what exactly was 

different about it? How and why did it come about?  

What did it mean for the lives of those enslaved? What 

were the consequences for the Africa? For Europe and  

the Americas? All of these questions deserve answering, 

but it’s important to understand that this overview will  

be just that, an overview. This is one of the most important 

and devastating things that one group of humans has 

subjected another group to, and as such, it is an impossibly 

rich topic. This is by no means a comprehensive look at  

the topic, and I hope that you will consider this as you read on.  

There is a rich historiography available on slavery in the  

early modern and modern eras, which deserves much more  

analysis and appreciation. Historians aside completed,  

let us delve more deeply into the questions above.
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ORIGINS AND OVERVIEW OF  
THE TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE
With the arrival of Europeans in the Americas came drastic 

consequences to the social, political, cultural, demographic, 

economic, and environmental worlds of the Western 

Hemisphere. As the Europeans changed the social, cultural, 

and political the Western Hemisphere, they did so in 

deference to their native lands. This was deeply apparent 

in the way that laborers and environments were exploited,  

or even decimated, in the name of feeding the European 

economic machine. With the arrival of sugar and the shift  

to plantation agriculture in Brazil and the Caribbean, the demand  

for labor would see Europeans reaching toward a new 

source, Africa. Africans were deemed suitable because they  

were unfamiliar with the land, largely resistant to European 

diseases, accustomed to laboring in the tropics, and came  

from farming cultures. The notion that race was an initial 

factor has largely been rejected as too simplistic by historians,  

though, after its invention, the concept of racial inferiority 

would take its place among the causes. Religion and “civility” 

were just two of the other factors essential in understanding 

how humans conceive of themselves in a way that designates 

a group as “other.” To the English, for example, heathenism 

was of primary consideration when determining one’s potential  

for enslavement. The absence of Christian belief and 

behavior was deemed to indicate a deficit in one’s capacity 

to be “civilized.” This is hard to fathom with the clarity that 

hindsight provides to us. The irony that the persons making 

this designation, and assuming the mantle of the “civilized,”  

are the ones underwriting these centuries-long genocidal  

practices. However, to understand the complexity of historical 

action we should not allow ourselves to confuse our purpose  

by an attempt to make sense of these actions. They happened, 

and the reasons behind them reflect the cultural, social, and 

economic realities of the actors involved. The first of those 

being sixteenth century Portuguese slavers.

The Transatlantic leg of the African slave trade most likely 

began with a Portuguese slaving voyage from Africa to the 

Americas in 1526. These earliest efforts were emulated  

and accelerated by later Portuguese, British, French, and 

Dutch voyages. All told, approximately 12.5 million people  

were taken from the coast of Africa to the Americas. Of those,  

about 10 million actually disembarked in the Western 

Hemisphere, the rest were casualties and testaments to the 

human capacity for callousness toward the “other.” It is this 

sheer volume and violence of the trade that truly sets it apart 

as different from the slaveries that existed prior. 

Of the 12.5 million that left Africa, many came from the  

linking of existing networks of slave trading to the coasts  

to meet the new demand from Europe. Many more, however, 

were forced into bondage through war, kidnapping, and societal 

collapse. The violence of the trade was undeniable,  

as slavers from the coasts ventured inland and exploited  

their military advantage to prey upon smaller agricultural 

societies and their populations. Many of those doing the 

enslaving were Africans, but had European demand and 

economic muscle not been driving the trade, it would not 

have existed in such volume. The traders on the coasts  

were meeting a demand. In short, it was economics that 

was dictating this trade. Some of the confusion  around  

the perception of Africans selling other Africans into slavery 

is reinforced by our use of terms like “African” or “American 

Indian” to encompass wildly diverse arrays of people. Africa 

alone is believed to have over three thousand distinct  

ethnic groups. Just as we wouldn’t accept a history that 

relegated Hitler and Churchill to members of the same  

group of “Europeans,” we shouldn’t be so quick to lump 

together  people from such a large and diverse place.  

If we oversimplify history in this fashion too much, the  

European front of World War II becomes a civil war.* 
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received a plethora of manufactured products including 

guns, cotton textiles, glass, and products made from the very 

sugar grown by slaves in the Americas. This had a drastic 

economic and political impact in Africa, which drove so many 

to participate in the trade.

From the European point of view the trade supplied that  

most basic to economic production, labor. The expansion  

of plantation agriculture from Brazil into the Caribbean  

drove the expansion of the slave trade. By the end of the 

trade in the nineteenth century, more than eight out of 

every ten Africans taken in bondage to the Americas had 

disembarked in either Brazil or the islands of the Caribbean.  

It was there that sugar, labor intensive and difficult to produce, 

ruled. Under unimaginable conditions, African laborers toiled 

from sunup to sunset. So harsh were the conditions that the  

average life expectancy for a slave in Brazil was only twenty-

three years. This high mortality rate only led to even more 

people being stolen across the ocean to meet this same 

inhuman end.

The American leg of the trade between Europe, the Americas,  

and Africa saw the cultivation of raw materials and cash  

crops by slave laborers to be sent to markets or manufacturers 

in Europe. The wealth generated by sugar plantations was 

then used to prime the economic pump back in England, for 

example. The way this progressed involved the investment 

of this capital into industries that created the products that 

were essential to Africans and could be traded for more 

slaves. Thus triangular trade was born. The rights of trade 

and acquisition were protected fiercely by the European 

mercantilist system, and in many ways, this enabled the vast 

amounts of wealth and power acquired through globalized 

trade to feed systems of capital in Europe that would bring 

about the Industrial Revolution. Recent historiography has 

made this connection and posited that the role of Africans 

Additionally, the African peoples involved with the Transatlantic  

Slave Trade would not have considered themselves as part 

of this overarching label, “African,” any more than “Asian” 

would have been a suitable category for understanding  

both the Mongols and Abbasids. As such, viewing this  

as a tragedy visited upon Africans by other Africans is 

historically inaccurate. These were individual actors working 

within the constraints of their historical context, not ours.

*But this is precisely what centuries of history have done  

to subject peoples. Sure a lack of complexity makes the 

history easier to recite, but it fails to justify the very truth 

we’re seeking. It lends itself to fostering the very  

designation of “otherness” that continues to impact the  

way we interact today, an indication of just how important 

language can be in how we conceive of ourselves and our 

fellow human beings.

African elites engaged their armies in warfare with  

neighboring peoples, as they had for centuries. When the  

Oyo Empire of West Africa was defeating their rivals in 

southern Yoruba states and selling their captives into slavery, 

they were not doing it to be complicit in a European-African 

conspiracy, they were taking advantage of the spoils of their 

power in ways that were fundamentally similar to their pre-

existing historical realities. The increased European demand 

for slaves, and the increased prices that accompanied it, 

made this political victory into a lucrative economic one as 

well. And at no point would the Oyo have considered what  

they were doing to be equivalent to selling their “own” into  

an elaborate network of perpetual torture and servitude. 

When viewed in the appropriate historical context, the African 

portion of the Transatlantic Slave Trade becomes more  

a response to economic realities and making space for one’s 

own self or own community in a competitive and changing 

landscape. In return for their supply of slaves, African elites 
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in this system, both as labor and as the source of a valuable 

commodity (slaves), was extremely significant. 

 

MIDDLE PASSAGE
The leg of the triangular trade that linked Africa and the 

Americas is referred to as the Middle Passage. This journey 

across miles of ocean usually began in ports dotting the 

western coasts of Africa. It was there that the African and 

European slave traders exchanged goods for slaves and  

the 12.5 million people who were to become slaves embarked 

on the voyage. These people, as discussed earlier, came  

from a diverse array of ethnic groups from the interior. Some 

of them travelled over 1,000 miles from their former homes 

to the coasts under the watch of slavers and their European-

made firearms. They were captured, traded, and marched 

toward the coasts. Once there, the slaves arrived at castle- 

like prisons, which can still be seen along the coast of Ghana 

and other West African nations, where they were held until 

European ships sailed into nearby waters. These castles, 

known as “Points of No Return,” were the last places on the 

continent that almost all of those who entered would see. 

From the castles, they were placed aboard ships bound for 

 the other side of the world. On these ships, conditions  

were harsh, which is why the number getting off the ship 

was approximately fifteen percent less than the number 

who boarded. For the journey, which could last two to three 

months, the slaves were placed between decks at night,  

chained together and stacked, leaving a man less space 

than a body in a coffin. As nature took its course, feces,  

urine, vomit, and other viscera would occupy the same hold  

as the bodies from whence they came. The dead would  

die, and not be discovered until morning, meaning the living  

shared the space for as long as the latch remained fixed. 

Disease could decimate a ship, so those showing its first 

signs were frequently tossed overboard in the same manner  

as the corpses. There was little about these ships that isn’t  

horrifying to recall. During the days of nice weather, the 

slaves were brought to the top deck. There they were 

exercised, while still shackled. They were often fed pulpy 

beans and given a small pannikin (a small metal drinking  

cup) of water. This was their sustenance until their vessel 

closed in on its destination. Then, they would be given  

some meat and more calories to stave off the low prices  

a malnourished slave would fetch at market. Eventually  

the slaves would disembark, frequently at a distance from  

the main harbor, and be brought to shore. There they  

were sold in what can only be described as live stock markets. 

Upon arrival at the home of their new owner, this impossibly 

callous journey was complete. 

IMPACT OF THE SLAVE TRADE 
The slave trade had a tremendous impact on the communities 

involved in Africa. Smaller, kinship-based, societies faced 

complete devastation. They lacked the larger infrastructure 

to protect themselves, which meant they were particularly 

vulnerable. Many societies faced the loss of significant portions 

of their male populations. The resulting gender imbalance  

led to shifting roles for the women who remained. This also 

led to a rise in women slaves within Africa, since male slaves 

were more valuable through sale. Another consequence of 

the decline in male population was the increase in instances 

and acceptance of polygamy, the marrying of more than one 

wife to a single man. On the rare occasion, some women 

were able to capitalize on the trade by marrying European 

traders on the coasts. This allowed them access and 

influence in their communities. They even oversaw trading 

operations and owned slaves themselves.  

Politically, corruption and economic factors contributed to an 

increase in judicial and political actions that would result in 

growing the number of slaves available. The balance between 
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resisting European influence and participating in trade with 

Europe also required political maneuvering.

Economically, Africa saw little long-term gain from the 

trade in the places in which it was conducted, and utter 

devastation in the places where slaves were sourced.  

The trade brought in European manufactured goods, but 

little of the wealth accumulated from the trade was used  

to develop African economies. By contrast, industries in 

England and other parts of Europe developed and were 

thriving because of the opening of new African markets. 

The loss of millions of healthy, working-age males also 

contributed to halt the development of the African economy. 

While the overall population grew during the period, it did 

so at a rate much lower than the rest of the world. This 

contributed to the stagnation in the economy as well. 

For the Americas, the millions of Africans that inhabited  

the Western Hemisphere would lead to a fundamental  

shift in the cultural and social structures within. Places  

like Cuba, Haiti (Saint Domingue), and Brazil, among  

others, saw Africans and their descendants became 

enormous parts of their populations. Their foods, music,  

beliefs, and languages helped create syncretic communities 

that shaped the modern character of those nations. The use  

of slaves and plantation labor would also have devastating 

impacts on the environments in those countries. While  

the slave population shipped directly to what is now the 

United States was relatively small, the actual population 

of enslaved people there was in the millions. This was due 

to the longer life expectancy and hereditary nature of the 

chattel slavery practiced. As enslaved people reproduced, 

their descendants became slaves as well. A failure to cope 

with the legacy of this horrible system continues to hang over 

race relations and the lives of citizens, both black and white, 

in the United States. 

Overall, the Transatlantic system that saw Africa, America, 

and Europe intertwined in what we now recognize as one  

of the most horrible epochs in human history had profound 

results for the peoples involved. Though some African elites 

were able to exercise agency and shape the trade in many 

ways, the costs and benefits of the system were ultimately 

felt unevenly. Europe and the Americas received the influx  

of labor necessary to provide the foundation for unprecedented 

economic growth. The Industrial Revolution and capitalism, 

born out of mercantilism’s limitations, were byproducts of a 

global system of trade that required coerced labor of Africans 

a world away from their homes. As the west grew wealthy, 

the toll of the trade was most deeply felt in Africa. There 

were few consequences for the Europeans and Americans 

involved when compared to the price paid by communities 

and kingdoms in Africa. The devastation of the slave trade 

has routinely been linked to issues of underdevelopment  

and other consequences, some of which are also tied to later 

European imperialism on the continent. That, however,  

is a story for another day.


