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7. Impact on Africa, the Americas, Caribbean and Europe

Impacts on Africa
“Quilimane, on the coast of modern Mozambique, is now the greatest mart for slaves on the east coast... The riches of Quilimane consisted, in a trifling degree, of gold and silver, but principally of grain, which was produced in such quantities to supply Mozambique. But the introduction of the slave trade stopped the pursuits of industry, and changed those places where peace and agriculture had reigned into a seat of war and bloodshed. Contending tribes are now constantly striving to obtain mutual conflict prisoners as slaves for sale to the Portuguese, who excite these wars and fatten on the blood and wretchedness they produce. The slave trade has been a been a blight on its prosperity; for at present Quilimane and Portuguese possessions in the whole colony of the Rios de Senna do not supply themselves with sufficient corn for their own consumption.”

Captain W.F.W. Owen, British Naval Officer, 1820’s 
The Transatlantic Slave Trade was very far from being in the interests of African societies, and the harm done both to people and to their communities by the trade runs so deep that it is impossible to calculate. By way of justification, it has been argued that the Transatlantic Slave Trade offered profits and new goods to the local African elites who were involved in the supply of slaves to Europeans. Also that the Africans who survived the Middle Passage benefited from being moved to societies in the Americas, which offered greater material benefits in the long term. But in reality, the trade in Africans was about plunder and brutality and a complete lack of respect for the human rights of Africans who were enslaved. The trade was a ‘reign of terror’ that was imposed first on West and Central Africa, and then on the continent’s south-eastern coasts at the end of the 18th century. Even if the Transatlantic slave Trade did benefit a small minority of elites, the impact that it had on the greater majority of people, was devastating.

The slave trade forced people to move away from their homes, their communities, their farmlands and from any kind of economic stability they had. It affected whole populations and political systems. It impacted massively upon agricultural production and severely disrupted the social and psychological well being of inhabitants. Reactions across the continent of Africa were different, but it is clear that the slave trade altered the way these societies ‘developed’.

Impact on African Populations

The trade had a costly and negative demographic impact on West and Central Africa. It caused large-scale atrocities, population levels fell in some places, it destroyed growth in most places, it seriously distorted domestic and social life everywhere and as a result had devastating effects on local communities and national life. The impact of the slave trade on the African workforce was extremely negative because it removed so many of the continents young and healthy workforce. Slave buyers preferred their captives to be between the ages of 15 and 35, and preferably in their early twenties, the gender ratio being about two men to one woman. Europeans often accepted younger African children, but rarely an older person. Wherever it was possible, they shipped the most healthy, and some even went to the trouble to get Africans who had survived small pox so that they would be immune to one of the world’s greatest killer diseases. Removing such large proportions of Africa’s workforce drained the continent of its skills and abilities. It reduced the productivity of the population as a whole and left a continent without the necessary human resources for sustainable development. 

Impact on African Political Systems

It has often been claimed that because slaves already formed part of African society, it was easy for African chiefs to get involved in the Transatlantic Slave Trade by selling their own slaves. But the slavery that existed in Africa before the Transatlantic Slave Trade was very different, and it is much more likely that the sale of human beings only began when the Europeans arrived. It was becoming profitable to sell slaves to Europeans and the demand for enslaved Africans was growing. Europeans were providing arms to states for them to raid neighbouring regions for captives. If they refused, European arms were used against them. So, it became necessary for some African rulers to buy firearms to protect themselves and their citizens. But in return, they were forced to sell slaves. The Ashantis for example, developed formidable military capabilities with the help of European guns to protect themselves from slave raiders, eventually using these to participate in the trade themselves, this time as suppliers. 

So, security and defence became linked to African involvement in the trade. More and more arms became available in West Africa – during the short period between 1796 and 1805 for example, 1,615,309 guns were imported into West Africa from England alone, an annual average of 161,531. And they transformed African domestic politics and economic relations. The militarily powerful Guinea slave-trading states of Akwamu, Denkyira, Asante and Dahomey developed their aggressive character. West Africa became a large market for cheap arms and people were encouraged to kill and enslave each other as a means of survival. Human life and guns became cheaper and more and more Africans were made available for enslavement. And so it was, that buyers and sellers of slaves created an environment that destroyed the quality of life for millions of Africans.

One example of a state that was destroyed by the presence of Europeans in Africa was the Kingdom of the Congo. When the Portuguese arrived in 1482, it had a relatively highly developed political and economic system. But by the 1560s, perhaps even before, the Kingdom had been destroyed by the interference of slave traders. Another example was Angola, after the country had been given as a ‘gift’ by the King of Portugal to one of his noblemen, Paulo Días de Novais. In 1571, the Portuguese sent an army to guard the territory, and although two of states - Matamba under Queen Nzinga and Kasanje, briefly tried to oppose the Portuguese military, (and succeeded in holding the Portuguese at bay for a short period), by the 1650s they had both been forced into becoming slave trading partners of the Portuguese. The violence that their presence caused undermined the local economies. Then the Portuguese provided cheap wine and rum, as well as textiles and other supplies, to the elites of these new states. This in the end resulted in the elites’ dependence on the Portuguese, who then demanded slaves in return. 

Impact on Agricultural Systems

Europeans who were not involved in the Transatlantic Slave Trade could see the benefits of it everywhere in their societies, especially in port towns. But the experience for Africans was terror, flight, rebellion and general mayhem all around them and throughout West Africa, evidence of this destruction can still be seen. People escaping from slave raiders left massive stretches of empty land in fertile areas behind them. For example in Mahi, to the north west of the Abomey plateau, there is still a great ‘empty belt’ of land running through the sub-Sahelian regions of Ghana, Togo, Dahomey and Nigeria, in other words through the main slave-raiding areas of West Africa. There are also spaces of virtually empty land in South-Eastern Ghana and in South-Western Togo. It is not because this land is infertile, but is where people fled from because of the trade. Much of Yoruba remained well populated, though many towns and villages were forced to invest heavily in defences, which sometimes consisted of three or more outer walls and moats.

Escaping slave capture meant that many Africans were forced to move from their communities to safer places in the interior in order in survive. They had to abandon their farmlands, their means of producing food and any economic stability they had. The internal African food-distribution system was severely damaged by the slave trade, and new trade routes were developed, but they were not so efficient. The result was food shortages, and famine became frequent in many places. In fact, there are several cases of Europeans in forts such as Elmina having to release slaves waiting for the Atlantic crossing, because there was simply no food to feed them.

Impact on Western Europe and the Americas

The most obvious impact of the Transatlantic Slave Trade was, of course on Africa. Equally, the population of great regions of the Americas was transformed by the arrival of African peoples across the hemisphere. Indeed until the 1820's Africans formed the great majority of people crossing the Atlantic to settle in the Americas. But behind this transformation of two continents there lurks the role of Europe itself. The whole of Europe - but more especially the major seagoing powers of Europe - was greatly affected by the Transatlantic Slave Trade.

The countries involved spanned the whole range of European powers who sought imperial or trading expansion in the Atlantic, beginning with the Spanish and Portuguese, later the Dutch, and finally the French and the British. But even smaller countries not normally associated with slave trading were affected, Danes and Germans for example. 

Changing Landscapes

The obvious and initial impact on Europe was that new forms of economic and social power developed. Commercial and maritime companies (often with royal or governmental backing) grew wealthy through slave trading and slave-based activities in Africa and the Americas. Clearly not everyone involved in the Transatlantic Slave Trade got rich, but many did and some to a spectacular degree. Some families were able to transform themselves from humble traders and gentry into aristocrats at the very top of European societies. Companies grew rich on the back of slavery, investing their profits in the urban and trading fabric of the country. In Britain they spread their profits across the country, investing in farms and schools, stately homes and grand London residences. West Indian ‘entrepreneurs’ became a favourite caricature of mid-18th century cartoonists and commentators, who mocked their social pretensions yet sometimes envied their wealth. 

Few doubted that sugar was a source of great prosperity. And no one questioned that the sugar empire of the Caribbean was all made possible, by Africans imported as slaves. Europe’s business was business. And much of that business was West Indian. And most of that West Indian business was becoming ever more securely rooted in African slaves. Between 1650-1800, the wealthy Caribbean islands became known as the ‘best of the West’, because of the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Throughout what became known as ‘Plantation America’, which included the southern parts of the United States, the slave trade provided labour for large-scale agricultural production. At the same time, the Brazilian colonial economy, which was based first on sugar plantations but later on gold mining and coffee, was only made possible and profitable because of the slave trade. Without the institution of slavery and the transatlantic slavery that fed it, the rapid expansion and development of the economies of Americas and Europe would not have been possible.

The most striking impact of the Transatlantic Slave Trade on Britain was the rise of the commercial fleet to sustain the slave empire, by shipping ever more Africans from their homelands into the colonies, and returning with slave-grown produce. We now know the details of some 27,000 slave voyages, 12,000 of which were British - and half of those began in Liverpool. First London, then Bristol and finally Liverpool dominated the British slave trade. But many other ports, from Lancaster to Lyme Regis dabbled in the Transatlantic Slave Trade. There were tens of thousands of British sailors who worked at some point in the Transatlantic Slave Trade. And those ships were financed and sustained in their home ports by a complicated local and regional economic system. This involved backers who invested in the ships and their cargoes, manufacturers and traders who filled the holds with goods destined for West Africa and the Caribbean, and merchants and manufacturers who received, processed and sold the imported produce from the slave colonies. Ports and their immediate neighbourhoods were clearly caught up in the process of the Transatlantic Slave Trade in ways that are not immediately obvious.

Changing Tastes

It is sometimes forgotten that from the middle of the 17th century the tastes and habits of the whole western world, as well as the society itself, were changed through people being able to buy the products that the slaves produced. Europeans consumed vast quantities of tobacco from Virginia, and more and more sugar from the Caribbean. Coffee from Arabia (later from Java and the West Indies), tea from China, chocolate from Mexico - all were bitter drinks and all were made palatable to western taste because of slave grown sugar. What, after all, could be more British than a sweet cup of tea? But who thinks that it was made possible by the sweat of African slaves? Fashionable ladies across Europe, holding tea parties, drinking coffee with their friends, or taking snuff, were linked directly to the Transatlantic Slave Trade.

The Transatlantic Slave Trade also saw Africans arriving and settling in Europe in growing numbers by the mid-18th century. Always a small minority, blacks nevertheless formed a noticeable presence across urban Europe, mostly in the ports. Some were adopted as fashionably-dressed servants, at the very heart of royal and aristocratic society. Others formed a striking feature among the dockside poor. They were human reminders - if one was needed - of the importance of the Transatlantic Slave Trade.

Beginnings of racism in Europe

More subtle but less concrete, was the influence of European attitudes which underpinned the Transatlantic Slave Trade. The shipping and controlling of millions of slaves was not simply an accidental branch of trade and commerce. It was specifically organised and regulated by European governments. But still it came up against a lot of criticism and so the slave trading and plantation interests had to find a way to rationalise it. The differences in appearance and complexion between enslaved Africans and their European oppressors, made it possible for these spokesmen to popularise the idea that Africans were a lower form of human life or even not human at all. In effect, the spokesmen for the slave trading and plantation interests developed and carried out over a long period a well financed brain-washing public relations exercise to justify enslaving Africans for their profit. 

An example of this kind of indoctrination was by Edward Long, a slave owning planter, who wrote a lot about Africans and very much helped to influence public opinion: 
‘In general, they are void of genius, and seem almost incapable of making any progress in civility or science. They have no plan or system of morality among them. Their barbarity to their children debases their nature even below that of brutes. They have no moral sensations, no taste but for women, gormandising, and drinking to excess; no wish but to be idle… They are represented by all authors as the vilest of the human kind, to which they have little more pretension of resemblance than what arises form their exterior form.

This brutality somewhat diminishes, when they are imported young, after they become habituated to cloathing and a regular discipline of life; but many are never reclaimed, and continue savages, in every sense of the word, to their latest period. We find them marked with the same bestial manners, stupidity, and vices, which debase their brethren on the continent, who seem distinguished from the rest of mankind, not in person only, but in possessing, in abstract, every species of inherent turpitude that is to be found dispersed at large among the rest of the human creation.’

Long even compared Africans with animals:

‘…When we reflect on the nature of these men and their dissimilarity to the rest of mankind, must we not conclude, that they are a different species of the same genus? ... That the oran-outang and some races of black men are very nearly allied, is, I think, more than probable ... not, for what hitherto appears, do they seem at all inferior in the intellectual faculties to many of the Negro race; with some of whom, it is credible that they have the most intimate connexion and consanguinity. The amorous intercourse between them may be frequent; the Negroes themselves bear testimony that such intercourses actually happen; and it is certain, that both races agree perfectly well in lasciviousness of disposition ... an oran-outang ... has in form a much nearer resemblance to the Negroe race, than the latter bear to white men...’

And so it was that Europeans came to believe that they governed, even owned, their slaves because they were white, and therefore superior. These racial attitudes put white mankind above all others and helped to secure and justify the Transatlantic Slave Trade for centuries. 

The Transatlantic Slave Trade effectively racialised the Atlantic world, casting Africans and their descendants to the lowest layer of mankind, while confirming the dominant superiority of whites, and of the western world they represented. One of the most persistent, insidious and complex consequences of the Transatlantic Slave Trade was to racialise humankind in ways that we still see in the modern world.
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