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The Slave Trade in Africa

Slave labor was not peculiar to the European colonies in the
Americas. Slavery and slave trading were ""]_C'em'I)lm"lf’m-ella
that existed in a‘ll cultures. Slavery had existed in Al‘rlca for
thousands of years, and slave labor was common 1n Weg;
Africa. )

When Portuguese voyagers first ?rrlved .
Benin, and Kongo, they found a thriving commerce .m slaves,
These kingdoms represented the southern extrfamlty of an
extensive trade conducted by Islamic nations that involved the
capture and sale of Europeans and mixed-race North Africans
called Berbers, as well as black people from south of the Sahara
Desert. Although Arabs nurtured antiblack prejudice, race was
not the major factor in this Islamic slave trade. Arab merchants
and West African kings, for example, imported white slaves
from Europe.

Insofar as it affected West Africa, the Islamic slave trade was
conducted by Sudanese horsemen. The horsemen invaded the
forest region to capture people who could not effectively
resist—often they came from stateless societies. The trade dealt
mainly in women and children, who as slaves were destined for
lives as concubines and domestic servants in North Africa and
southwest Asia. This pattern contrasted with that of the later
Atlantic slave trade, which primarily sought young men for agri-
cultural labor in the Americas. The West African men who con-
stituted a minority of those subjected to the trans-Sahara slave

de were more likely to become soldiers for such North
es as Morocco and Egypt than field workers.
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ptured hundreds of Africans for service as domestic servants in
rtugal and Spain.

But usually the Portuguese and the other European and white
nericans who succeeded them did not capture and enslave people
emselves. Instead they purchased slaves from African traders. This
rangement began formally in 1472 when the Portuguese merchant
i do Siqueira gained permission from the Oba (king) of Benin to
e for slaves, as well as gold and ivory, within the borders of the Oba’s
Igdom. Siqueira and other Portuguese found that a commercial infra-
ucture already existed in West Africa that could distribute European
de goods and procure slaves. The rulers of Benin, Dahomey, and
her African kingdoms restricted the Europeans to a few points on the
&L and the kingdoms raided the interior to supply the Europeans
thslayes,

Interethnic rivalries in West Africa led to the warfare that pro-
“ed these slaves during the sixteenth century. Although Africans
"€ nitially reluctant to sell members of their own ethnic group to
lr,opeaﬂS, they did not at first consider it wrong to sell members of
“Town race 1o foreigners. In fact, neither Africans nor E‘l“'OPe't“IS
“Ytdeveloped the concept of racial solidarity. By the eighteenth
»!'ltury’ however, at least the victims of the trade believed that such West African artists recorded the

hdan[y should exist, Ottobah Cugoano, who had been captured and appearance of Europeans who came to trade
“I must own to the shame of my in gold, ivory, and human beings.

fing that century, wrote,
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blic (see Map 2_2).'During the sixteenth century, gold

fﬁ;l or mines in Spanish Mexico and Peru and especially

atations in Portuguese Brazil produced an enormous

‘ W nd for labor. The Atlantic slave trade grew to huge and
de -wopomons to meet that demand (see Table 2— 1).
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MAP 2-2 Slave Colonies of the
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries
This map indicates regions in North
America, the West Indies, and South
America that had significant populations of
enslaved people of African descent.

What European powers controlled the

regions of North America and the
Caribbean islands shown in this map?
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America.
The Dutch

Iso shifte > center of suoar :
The Dutch a ted the center of sugar production to the West

indies. England and France followed, with the former taking control of

Barbados and Jamaica and the latter taking Saint Domingue (Haiti),
Guadeloupe, and Martinique. With the development of tobacco as a
cash crop in Virginia and Maryland during the 1620s and with the con-
tinued expansion of sugar production in the West Indies, the demand
for African slaves grew. The result was that England and France com-
peted with the Dutch to control the Atlantic slave trade. After a series
of wars, England emerged supreme. It had driven the Dutch out of the
trade by 1674. Victories over France and Spain led in 1713 to English
control of the Asiento, which allowed English traders the exclusive right
to supply slaves to all of Spain’s American colonies. After 1713 English
ships dominated the slave trade, carrying about twenty thousand slaves
per year from Africa to the Americas. At the peak of the trade during
the 1790s, they transported fifty thousand per year.
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