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Who were the slaves? 

 Millions of Africans were forcibly transported overseas over a period of about 450 

years from the middle of the 15th Century. 

 The enslavement of people from West Africa by British, European and African 

traders, and their mass transportation to the Americas was known as the 

transatlantic Slave Trade. 

 A similar slave trade, conducted by Arab and African traders over roughly the 

same period, saw millions transported east and enslaved in the Arab world. 

 Slavery had existed for thousands of years, but this period saw the most 

widespread and systematic form. 

 

How did it begin? 
 Advances in ship design/navigation enabled Europeans to travel reliably to Africa. 

 The Portuguese were the first to begin capturing Africans and taking them back to 

Europe as slaves. 

 Spanish traders took the first African slaves to America in 1503. Over the next 

century the slave trade developed as a profitable commercial (trade) system. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



How many people were enslaved? 

 A database compiled in the late 1990s put the figure for the transatlantic slave 

trade at more than 11 million people, but numbers are still debated. 

 The total taken from eastern Africa and enslaved in the Arab world is thought to 

be between 9.4-14 million; figures are uncertain due to the lack of written records. 

 More than a million people are thought to have died while in transit across the so-

called 'middle passage'. 

 Many slaves captured from African interior died on the long journey to the coast. 

 On the plantations, life expectancy was short because of poor diet and the back-

breaking work. Slaves were branded with hot irons and punishment for trying to 

run away was whipping or execution. 

 
What was the effect on Africa? 

 The forced removal of up to 25 million people made Africa's population stagnate or 

even decline during the slave trade, historians believe. 

 Some have argued that some African kingdoms were more socially and 

economically advanced than many European countries before 1500. 

 In the 14th century, the West African empire of Mali was larger than Western 

Europe, and reputed to be one of the richest and most powerful states in the 

world. 

 
Who profited from slavery? 

 Merchants in Britain, America, Europe and Africa became very rich from the slave 

trade. 

 The trade also created, sustained and relied on a large support network of 

shipping services, ports, and finance and insurance companies, employing 

thousands of people. 

 New industries were created processing the raw materials harvested or extracted 

by slaves in the Americas. Plantation owners profited from the free labor provided 

by slaves. 
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