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8. Legacies in Africa, Americas, Caribbean and Europe

Celebrating or Commemorating?

In 1992 many nations officially celebrated the five hundredth anniversary of Christopher Columbus' ‘discovery’ of the so-called ‘new world’. For these governments, this was something to celebrate, to be proud of, to honour and respect. But hundreds of organisations marched in the streets, held protests and demonstrations to question this celebration.  For these groups, this was a time for commiseration for the indigenous Americans murdered, the Africans kidnapped and enslaved, the indentured servants tricked and manipulated.  For them, 500 years of colonialism and enslavement were something to be criticised, not celebrated.  These activities demonstrate the gulf that exists between those who see themselves as the beneficiaries of Columbus, and those who see themselves as his victims. Given such opposing views, where and how can we begin to evaluate the effects of the Transatlantic Slave Trade almost 200 years after its abolition? And what are the key aspects of its legacies? 

Slavery led to the exploitation and oppression of Africa and Africans. Millions more were kidnapped and enslaved, African societies were ransacked, and entirely new societies built on the labour and lives of Africans.  Slavery and colonialism were carried out for the economic enrichment of Europe and its descendants, with the legal and political sanction of presidents, prime ministers and the Church. It was exploitation of African labour that led to the expansion of industry across Britain, the United States and the world. Slavery and colonialism also created the circumstances, which confine Africans and African nations to some of the worst conditions experienced by any people in the world today. 

In South America and the Caribbean, in areas that were exploited and abandoned by the nations which profited from the Transatlantic Slave Trade, economies remain underdeveloped and stagnant. People occupy shanty-town dwellings and there is inadequate provision for the educational and health needs of children. Across the USA, the descendants of Africans struggle to survive violent attacks, systematic racial hostility, and the continuing vilification of Africans and 'blackness'. These patterns can be traced directly back to the slave trade and slavery. 

Clearly slavery has contributed in fundamental ways to shaping the USA, the Caribbean and South America. The starting point of evaluating its legacy, is the present day situations of descendants of enslaved Africans, or of masters of enslaved Africans. In the USA for example, and across the Caribbean and South America, racial poverty and powerlessness are direct results of the Transatlantic Slave Trade and the colonial system which it led to.

Different Memories

The collective memory of enslavement for Africans is very different from that of Europeans and their descendants. To many white people, slavery and colonialism are just a distant memory of a short period in history. In Britain and the United States, many whites believe that slavery did not last particularly long, its benefits went only to a small proportion of white people and the evils of slavery are overshadowed by the role played by British abolitionists.

To people of African descent though, the memory is a very different one. Slavery and colonialism affect everyday lives and evoke poignant and immediate memories of suffering, brutalisation and terror. The memories are of Britain and the USA achieving their economic prosperity on the back of African enslavement. That they may have finally ended the Transatlantic Slave Trade for economic rather than moral reasons, have discriminated against black peoples ever since, and are largely unrepentant about it. Many people believe that the racism that grew out of African enslavement is the reason for today’s racial inequalities. And it is these different interpretations of the effects of slavery that resulted in many groups celebrating Columbus, while so many others condemned him. But why are there such different memories? 

Economic Systems

As the most advanced industrial capitalist societies in the world, countries like the United States, Britain, France, Spain, Portugal and the Netherlands have all achieved substantial economic development through conquest, slavery and the exploitation of African labour. This labour fed financial accumulation, economic expansion and was the base for the development of capitalism. And after the countries exploited during slavery were abandoned, many of their populations, the descendants of the enslaved, were forced to migrate to the countries of their former colonial masters, to find work.  

Racialisation and Racism

'Racialisation' simply means the process by which Africans and Europeans came to be defined as races, beginning during enslavement. Then, racist theories were developed by some of the most distinguished and respected members of European and American societies, who used science to 'justify' oppression, exploitation and injustice. During and after slavery, racist practices decided who was human and who was not, who could be a citizen and who could not, and who could enjoy the inalienable right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  Today, different types of racisms exist, but most of them draw on ideas that were developed during enslavement. And despite their so called ideals of freedom, equality, democracy and fairness, countries like Britain and the USA have systematically excluded, and continue to exclude, Africans and their descendants from the benefits of such ideals.

Responsibility of Western Governments

Governments during and since slavery have played a central role in defining ideas around race. For example Western governments promoted racist ideas and practices under apartheid in South Africa. They have been responsible for forced labour of indigenous populations in their African colonies, and more recently for racist immigration legislation and policies in Britain and France. Governments in Brazil and the Caribbean used more subtle means of racism, claiming to be protecting its multi-racial and multi cultural populations, while in practise the laws clearly favour whites and those closest to them in colour and culture (the so called ‘mixed race’).  Brazil in particular, encouraged the settlement of hundreds of thousands of whites from Europe, so as to prevent the nation from having a Black majority.  

Communities of Resistance

The legacy of slavery has created cultures and communities of resistance everywhere, based on ideas about autonomy and self-determination for people of African descent. From national and international movements such as black nationalism, Pan-Africanism and Negritude, to black organizations and groups. In the Caribbean, from Paul Bogle and George William Gordon to Franz Fanon and Marcus Garvey; from Michael Manley and Maurice Bishop to C.L.R. James. In the United States, from the Negro Academy and the National Association of Colored Women to the Urban League, the Nation of Islam, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the Black Panther Party. From Sojourner Truth and Ida B. Wells to Mary Mcloud Bethune and Mary Church Terrell, and from Rosa Parks to Angela Davis. In Britain, the League of Coloured Peoples, the Campaign Against Racial Discrimination, the West Indian Standing Conference, the Race Today Collective and the Institute of Race Relations. We know the names of the famous, but we should also remember the efforts of those many thousands who struggled without reward, without credit, without fame or fortune, but who made it possible for the famous to become famous.

Reparations

During the 1990s Africans on the continent and in the Diaspora began to demand reparations for the atrocities, injustices and exploitation carried out against Africa and Africans during slavery and colonialism. An international conference took place in Abuja, Nigeria, in April 1993. It was attended by representatives of the Organization of African Unity, members of African national governments, and distinguished scholars and lawyers. Bernie Grant, then MP for Tottenham in London, put forward a motion in the House of Commons demanding that the issue of Reparations be debated.

Those calling for Reparations demand that Europe and the United States acknowledge the crimes committed during enslavement and the benefits they have enjoyed, and pay for what they have done. Reparations also calls for the return the treasures stolen from African societies and populations that are currently housed in European museums. The German government paid Reparations to Israel for the Jewish victims of the Nazi Holocaust. Reparations were also made by the United States' government to the Japanese and Japanese Americans interned during World War II.  In the late 1990s, President Clinton considered making an apology for slavery, but was against offering any financial compensation because he felt that too much time had passed.  In the end, he did not make an apology either. 

Like so many other areas involved in evaluating the legacy of slavery, there are many different views on Reparations.  People of African descent seem to overwhelming support Reparations, while whites seem to overwhelmingly reject it. Reparations clearly are not the only way to begin to evaluate and rectify the consequences of slavery. But it is one way of opening up the debate about slavery and its legacies today.
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