
WHAT IS SLAVERY?

The slavery of the 
Transatlantic Trade 
defined human beings 
as objects – goods to  
be bought or sold. 
British colonial laws 
gave slave-holders the 
right to treat enslaved 
people with extreme 
brutality without fear  
of any consequences. 

slave, noun. ‘One who is the property of, 
and entirely subject to, another person, 
whether by capture, purchase, or birth; 
a servant completely divested of 
freedom and personal rights.‘  
The Oxford English Dictionary

 Forms of slavery have occurred  
 in societies throughout history.

The pyramids of Ancient Egypt were built by enslaved 
labour. 2686 BC.
 
In Ancient Greece prisoners of war worked as slaves in 
the silver mines; the wealth created was used to build  
the Parthenon in Athens. 447 BC.
 
In the Roman Empire hundreds of thousands of slaves 
were used in every part of the economy.
 
For centuries slavery existed in Africa. Slaves were 
used in agriculture, domestic labour and as soldiers. 
From the 7th century AD Arab merchants traded slaves 
from the coasts of North and East Africa.

‘What is this claim that human people have been 
thrown overboard? This is a case of chattels or goods. 
Blacks are goods and property... The case is the same 
as if horses had been thrown overboard.’ 
John Lee, Solicitor General, 1783 Zong Civil Insurance Dispute

Why was the Transatlantic Slave Trade so terrible?

The Transatlantic Slave Trade  
was driven by the need for  
labour to work on European 
plantations in the Caribbean  
and America.

In the 15th and 16th centuries 
some European countries 
adopted slavery in their new 
colonies. Slave labour was the 
most profitable way of growing 
plantation crops such as  
sugar, tobacco, coffee and 
chocolate to meet consumer 
demand in Europe.

The enslaved Africans had no
hope of respite from a lifetime
of hard labour, they had no
protection under the law, 
and their children inherited 
their enslaved status. 

Turner painting  
of the Zong ship

The Portuguese, sugar  
and slavery.

THE BEGINNINGS OF 
THE TRANSATLANTIC 
SLAVE TRADE.

Early in the 15th century Portugese explorers sailed 
to  West Africa to trade gold and ivory from African 
merchants. They undertook small-scale trading  
in slaves along the coast as a means of acquiring gold.

The Portugese took some African slaves to their 
Atlantic island of Madeira to work on the sugar 
plantations there. By 1500 Madeira was the biggest 
exporter of sugar in the world. The Portugese had 
created the combination of sugar and slavery that 
others were to follow. 

In the 15th-16th centuries the Spanish and 
Portuguese conquered huge areas of North and 
South America. The native peoples of these lands 
were forced to mine silver and work on the new 
sugar plantations. Large numbers were killed  
by disease and physical exploitation. 

In the 16th century Portuguese and Spanish merchants, with 
royal approval, transported increasing numbers of people from 
West Africa and West Central Africa to work as enslaved labour 
in their colonies. By 1600 the greatest demand for African slave 
labour came from the Portuguese colony of Brazil where sugar 
had been successfully introduced as a crop. 

 Europeans needed labour in their new American colonies.

 England’s colonies in America  
 and the Caribbean.

Africans were brought to English colonies to work the 
plantations as slave labour.
England’s first successful colony was established at Jamestown in Virginia  
in 1607. By 1632 England had settlements on five islands in the Caribbean.
Early settlers grew tobacco for export to England using labour brought  
mainly from the South West of England.

England extended its American and Caribbean colonies; sugar was grown  
on the Caribbean plantations and 
tobacco in Virginia and Maryland. 
Increasing numbers of enslaved Africans 
were brought to these colonies as the 
most profitable and efficient form  
of labour.

Spain and Portugal declined as great  
sea powers. By 1700 England dominated 
the Transatlantic Slave Trade.
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In the Zong trial of 1783, the captain of the slave 
ship Zong was tried for fraud having thrown sick and 
dying African captives into the sea in order to collect 
insurance money for slaves ‘lost at sea’. 
Slave Ship (Slavers throwing overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming On),  
J. M. W. Turner, 1840 © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Branding of Slaves [In, ‘The Book of the Mogul’], 17th century.
© The Art Archive / Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana Venice / Dagli Orti (A).

Pyramids and Sphinx.
© Royal Geographical Society.

The scarred back of an American slave, c. 1855.
© Peter Newark American Pictures, Private Collection  /  The Bridgeman Art Library.

Portuguese chart of the west coast of Africa, from the Straits of Gibraltar to the island 
of Sao Tome, off Gabon; with the Canary Islands and the Cape Verde Islands.
Universalis Orbis Hydrographia [Detail], Fernao Vaz Dourado, 1573 © British Library.

Prince Henry the Navigator, the third son of King John I of Portugal, became a patron of Portuguese exploration. 
Henry the Navigator (1394-1460) [Detail from the ‘Polyptych of St. Vincent’], Nuno Gonzalvez, c.1465 © Museu Nacional de Arte Antigua, Lisbon, Portugal  /  The Bridgeman Art Library.

Hernando Cortes was amongst the European colonisers that began 
the first phase of the Spanish colonisation of the Americas.  
Meeting of Hernando Cortes (1485-1547) and Montezuma (1466-1520) [Miniature from the ‘History of the 
Indians’], Diego Duran, 1579 © Giraudon, Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid, Spain  /  The Bridgeman Art Library.

Diamond Mining in Brazil.
Carlos Juliao, 18th century © Biblioteca Nacional, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  /  The Bridgeman Art Library.

In the 1560s the English Captain, Sir John Hawkins, led three voyages 
in which he illegally transported slaves from Africa to sell to the new 
European colonies in the Americas.
Sir John Hawkins (1532-1595), Willem and Magdalena de Passe, 1620 © National Portrait Gallery.

English Quaker tobacco planters in Barbados.
Englese Quakers en tabak planters aende Barbados [In, ‘Orbis habitabilis oppida et vestitus, centenario numero complexa’], Carel Allard, 1680 © British Library.

The Arrival of the Englishmen in Virginia.
John White, 1585-1588, © British Museum  /  The Bridgeman Art Library.


