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Introduction 
The Transatlantic Slave Trade (TST) involved the forced trafficking of Africans from continental Africa to the Americas. According to the British historian, Hugh Thomas (Lord Thomas of Swinnerton), it dates from 1440 to 1870.[endnoteRef:1]  The noted academic, Philip Curtin, argues that over this expanse of time, 9,566,000 people were forcibly taken from Africa.[endnoteRef:2] The historian, Richard Hart, notes that Curtin’s calculations ‘fail to account for the number of slaves present in the United States when slavery was abolished…’.[endnoteRef:3] Conversely, the leading Nigerian historian, Joseph Inikori, calculates that the figure is more likely to be around 15.4 million people.[endnoteRef:4] Prof. Inikori also suggests that the figure would be no less than 12 million and upwards of 19 million.[endnoteRef:5] What is not in question is the fact that the TST remains the largest, forced (sustained) mass-migration of people the world has ever witnessed.  [1:  Thomas, Hugh. The Slave Trade: The story of the Atlantic Slave Trade:1440-1870. Touchstone books, 1997.  Pages 10-15.]  [2:  Curtin, Philip D. The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census Paperback. University of Wisconsin Press; First Edition. 1972. Page xviii.]  [3:  Hart, Richard. Slaves who abolished slavery: Volume 1: Blacks in Bondage University of the West Indies. 1980. Page 65.]  [4:  Inikoria, J.I. and Engerman, Stanley L. The Atlantic Slave Trade: Effects on Economies, Societies and Peoples in Africa, the Americas, and Europe. Duke University. 1992. Pages 5-6. ]  [5:  Ibid.] 


The Transatlantic Slave Trade
According to the British historian, James Walvin, the first enslaved Africans were taken to the Americas in 1493, on Christopher Columbus’ second (of four Spanish-backed) Atlantic voyage.[endnoteRef:6] (Prior to Italian-born Columbus’ voyages, enslaved Africans were trafficked from Africa to Portugal where they were sold in slave markets in towns and cities such as Lagos.) In 1513, the Spanish crown granted Portugal the Asiento – the licence to ‘trade’ in enslaved Africans on the West African coast.[endnoteRef:7] History reveals that with the exception of Italy, virtually every European seafaring nation at that time was involved in the TST, from the 16th century onwards. However, the major slave trading nations were the Portuguese, French and English (later the British). Portuguese ships trafficked almost 3.9 million enslaved Africans, with Brazil receiving around 3.2 million of them. (After Nigeria, modern-day Brazil is the country with the largest number of people of African ancestry, mainly as a result of the TST.)  English/British ships carried ‘upwards of 3 million Africans, largely to the Caribbean, the United States and the Guyanas’, while ‘French ships carried 1.3 million enslaved Africans to the Caribbean’.[endnoteRef:8] [6:  Walvin, James. A short history of slavery. Penguin. 2007.Page 41. ]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  See: https://www.statista.com/chart/22057/countries-most-active-trans-atlantic-slave-trade/] 


Regarding Britain and slave trading, the National Maritime Museums states, ‘That virtually every port sent a ship into slaving. In England one can come up with a list including not only the obvious ones like Liverpool, London and Bristol but also Plymouth, Exeter, Bridport, and locally Chester and Poulton’.[endnoteRef:9] [9:  https://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ports-of-transatlantic-slave-trade] 


The Caribbean scholar, and former Trinidad and Tobago, Prime Minister, Dr Eric E. Williams, notes that the TST was part of the ‘Triangular Trade’,[endnoteRef:10] in which products from Europe were taken to West Africa, where they were exchanged for enslaved Africans. These Africans were subsequently taken to the Americas and sold. The slave-produced products from the Americas (sugar, cotton, and cash crops) were then taken back to Europe – hence the notion of a ‘triangle’. The English ‘adventurer’, Sir John Hawkins, was arguably the first person to undertake the ‘Triangular Trade’ in 1562, and then in 1564 and later in 1567. Hawkins described the enslaved Africans on board his slave ships as ‘human cargoes’.[endnoteRef:11]  [10:  Williams, Eric. Capitalism and Slavery. Andre Deutsch. 1944. Pages 51-52]  [11:  Op. Cit. Walvin, A short history of slavery. Pages. 42-43.] 


European slave traders, akin to John Hawkins, initially ‘captured’ their enslaved Africans at gunpoint. As demand grew among Europeans for African labour, slave traders would make ‘deals’ with African leaders and ‘chiefs’ for labour. The nature of this ‘trade’ is still open to debate. What we do know is that Europeans armed with weapons that were unknown in West Africa at that time, sought labourers from African leaders, who were their military inferiors. World history is replete with accounts of these types of encounters, and in all instances, those with the ‘power’ invariably obtained those items they sought. 

Slave raids and ‘trading’ took place in West Africa, in countries we know today as Sierra Leone, Liberia, Niger, Nigeria, Benin, Cameroon, Senegal, Gambia, Gabon, Angola, Ghana et al, which saw groups of enslaved Africans rounded up and marched to the coast in chains and coffles[endnoteRef:12]. They would be kept in European-built slave forts or castles, such as Elmina and the Cape Coast Castle, which still stand in modern-day Ghana. (Many of these slave forts contained chapels in which Europeans could pray for the success of their slave trading ventures.) Other Africans were kept in ‘barracoons’ on islands just off the coast of West African countries such as Gambia, Sierra Leone and Senegal. In all instances, these constructions aimed to discourage rescues or slave revolts. The mortality rate in these castles/barracoons was high, as Africans could languish in the cramped, unsanitary quarters for months, until ships arrived, or were filled with their respective ‘passengers’. [12:   Parry, J.H., Sherlock, Philip., and Maingot, Anthony. A short History of the West Indies. Fourth Edition. MacMillan. 1987. Pages 67-69.] 


The second part of the voyage – from Africa to the Americas was known as the ‘Middle Passage’, which could take anywhere between six weeks to three months, depending on the weather.[endnoteRef:13] Most enslaved Africans (male and female) were between the ages of 15 and 35, and the noted British abolitionist, Thomas Clarkson, described how they were crammed onto slaves ships (known as Guineamen), akin to ‘books on a bookshelf’.[endnoteRef:14] Eric Williams describes how they were chained ‘two by two’ – ‘right leg and left leg, right arm and left arm’.[endnoteRef:15] The Africans spent as many as 23 hours a day below deck, and were forced to sleep, eat, defecate, urinate and menstruate in these terrible confines. Yet, despite this brutality – life existed on these ships. The noted African-born writer, abolitionist and ‘man of letters’, Ignatius Sancho was born on a slave ship.[endnoteRef:16] Yet, slave ships were known for their brutality:  women were particularly susceptible to rape and other violations from European crewmen, when forced to exercise above deck. The mortality rate on board these slave ships was as high as 20 per cent, where disease was rife, and crew-related violence a plenty. It has been suggested that if the Atlantic Ocean was drained of its waters, it would be possible to walk across the expanse on the bones of dead Africans.  Finally, statistics reveal that ‘for every 100 “slaves” who reached the New World, another 40 had died in Africa or during the Middle Passage”.[endnoteRef:17] [13:   Op. cit. Williams. Capitalism and Slavery. Pages 34-35.]  [14:  Gibson-Wilson, Ellen. Thomas Clarkson: A biography. William Sessions Ltd. 1989. Pages 49-50. ]  [15:  Op. cit. Williams. Capitalism and Slavery. Pages 34-35.]  [16:  See: https://www.rmg.co.uk/stories/topics/transatlantic-slave-trade-greenwich#:~:text=Charles%20Ignatius%20Sancho%20(c.,butler%20for%20the%20Montagu%20family.]  [17:  See: https://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtid=2&psid=446#:~:text=At%20least%202%20million%20Africans,or%20during%20the%20Middle%20Passage.] 


African chattel enslavement
Enslaved Africans were taken to the countries in modern-day North, Central and South America, as well as the Caribbean islands, and sold at various slave markets. (There are currently over 300 million people of African heritage in the Americas: the vast majority of whom are the descendants of enslaved Africans.) On arrival in the Americas, they underwent a process of ‘seasoning’ in which they were forced to come to terms with their new environment. They were branded with hot irons, and their African names were exchanged for European ones. This process also sought to divulge them of their language, religion and any other cultural traits, as a way of forcing them to become more acquiescent. 

[bookmark: _Hlk165633442]In the Caribbean and Latin America, the vast majority were forced to work on ‘plantations’ as ‘praedial slaves’ to cultivate cash crops such as sugarcane.[endnoteRef:18] Here, they carried out backbreaking toil, often in the burning sun. African chattel enslavement was posited on violence and terror. Colonial authorities and plantation owners used a range of cruel treatment and behaviours to force their ‘slaves’ to be compliant and accepting of their new conditions. (This included the use of Christianity.) In ‘Terror and Triumph: The Nature of Black Religion’, Dr Anthony Pinn describes the dehumanising nature of African chattel enslavement, which was totally divergent from any previous form of slavery.[endnoteRef:19] Black enslavement was in perpetuity, with little opportunity for manumission or freedom. Children born to enslaved parents were also ‘slaves’, and at any time, a slave husband could find his wife and children sold to another plantation.  Enslaved Africans were often given names that ridiculed their powerlessness: male emasculation was characterised by ‘slave’ names such ‘Julius Caesar’, ‘Zeus’ or ‘Hercules’. History reveals that in the slave societies of the Americas, to be ‘Black’ or ‘African’ meant being a slave. Conversely, being white meant ‘freedom’, and contained every other positive trait or connotation linked to that colour.  [18:  See: https://scholar.library.miami.edu/emancipation/culture2.html]  [19:  Pinn, Anthony. Terror and Triumph: The Nature of Black Religion. Fortress Publishers: First Edition. 2003. Pages 12-27.] 


Any African attempt to resist enslavement was treated with extreme violence. Captured Africans who had fled plantations were maimed – lost their limbs, ears, noses, breasts and other intimate parts. In his book, The Trader, the Owner and the Slave, James Walvin singles out the cruelty of British slave owner, Thomas Thistlewood, who ran a plantation in West Jamaica. Thistlewood used a range of cruel devices and unspeakable violence to keep his enslaved Africans subservient.[endnoteRef:20] As a result of such violence, the average life expectancy of a praedial slave or field hand was around eight to 10 years. As the historian, Hilary McD. Beckles, notes, this figure was even lower on church-owned plantations in the Caribbean.[endnoteRef:21] Eric Williams argues that slave owners regarded enslaved Africans as ‘dispensable’, due to the fact that there was ‘a limitless pool of labour’ in Africa.[endnoteRef:22] [20:  Walvin, James, ‘The Trader, the owner and the slave: Parallel lives of the age of slavery. Jonathan Cape. 2007. Pages 105 – 167.]  [21:  Beckles, Hilary McD. Britain’s Black Debt: Reparations for Caribbean slavery and native genocide. University of the West Indies Press. 2013. Page 116. ]  [22:  Williams, Eric. From Columbus to Castro: The history of the Caribbean. Andre Deutsch. 1970. Pages 41-45.] 

  
[bookmark: _Hlk165632434][bookmark: _Hlk165882632]In ‘How Europe underdeveloped Africa’, the Guyanese academic, Dr Walter Rodney, argues that Africa did not benefit financially from the TST and African chattel enslavement. Conversely, both proved extremely advantageous for Europe, and in Bury the Chains, the writer, Adam Hochschild, records how various British financial, political, cultural, religious, educational and medical institutions benefited massively from African enslavement. He particularly notes the largesse of British ‘absentee’ slave owners who regarded themselves as philanthropists.[endnoteRef:23] Indeed, Hochschild notes that William Beckford, the one-time Lord Mayor of London, and arguably Britain’s first millionaire, ‘was the richest plantation owner of his time’, and whose wealth benefited many cultural institutions in Britain.[endnoteRef:24] Certainly, financial institutions such as the Bank of England,[endnoteRef:25] Barclays Bank,[endnoteRef:26] HSBC (formerly Leylands and then Midlands Bank),[endnoteRef:27] Lloyds of London,[endnoteRef:28] ING Group (formerly Barings Bank),[endnoteRef:29] and cultural bodies such as the National Gallery,[endnoteRef:30]  The Royal Society,[endnoteRef:31] The British Museum,[endnoteRef:32] all have direct or indirect links to the TST or African chattel enslavement. Moreover, in ‘Africans and the Industrial Revolution in England: A Study in International Trade and Economic Development’, Joseph Inikori argues that the British Industrial Revolution depended almost entirely on the role of TST and the slave-produced products of the Caribbean and the United States.[endnoteRef:33] [23:  Hochschild, Adam. Bury the Chains: The British Struggle to abolish slavery. MacMillan. 2005. Pages 14-15.]  [24:  Op. cit. Hochschild. Page 139.]  [25:  See: https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/news/2020/june/statement-in-relation-to-the-banks-historical-links-to-the-slave-trade]  [26:  See: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146643749#:~:text=An%20active%20philanthropist%2C%20he%20was,a%20moral%20dilemma%20for%20Barclay.]  [27:  See: https://history.hsbc.com/collections/global-archives/leyland-and-bullins]  [28:  See: https://www.lloyds.com/about-lloyds/history/the-trans-atlantic-slave-trade#:~:text=From%201640%20to%20the%20early,centre%20for%20insuring%20that%20industry.]  [29:  See: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/-1411131717]  [30:  See: https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/research/research-partnerships/legacies-of-british-slave-ownership-research-project]  [31:  See: https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsnr.1999.0075]  [32:  See: https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2020/aug/25/british-museum-removes-founder-hans-sloane-statue-over-slavery-links]  [33:  Inikori, Joseph I. Africans and the Industrial Revolution in England: A Study in International Trade and Economic Development. Cambridge University Press. 2002. ] 

African resistance
Africans resisted their enslavement at every juncture of this history, using active and passive forms of resistance to do so. Resistance to enslavement began in Africa, where they attacked slave ships berthed on the coastline of West Africa. There are accounts of Africans freeing their brothers and sisters from slave ships. Others did a similar role in disrupting slave-raiding expeditions in parts of West Africa. 

Africans also disrupted matters while on board Guineamen or slave ships during the Middle Passage. Africans used exercise time to enact active resistance. Others used ‘passive’ resistance, and jumped overboard, preferring death to a life of servitude. In his book, ‘Slaves who abolished slavery’, the Jamaican academic, Richard Hart, highlights how this resistance continued in the Americas.[endnoteRef:34] Enslaved Africans used passive resistance to disrupt their enslavement and the running of plantations. They would work slowly, feign sickness, and damage property as forms of passive activity. Active resistance (what the French called Grand Marronage), saw enslaved Africans flee plantations, or in some instances, burn them down. On islands such as Jamaica, and territories such as the Guianas in South America, enslaved Africans established ‘Maroon Towns’ - places in which they lived free from slavery. In the 18th century, certain Jamaican ‘Maroons’ went on raiding expeditions, sacking plantations to free their coerced brothers and sisters, and to bolster their numbers. [endnoteRef:35] [34:  Op. cit. Hart. Pages 70-75.]  [35:  Reddie, Richard. Abolition: The struggle to abolish slavery in the British colonies. Lion.2007. Pages 114-115. ] 


Slave resistance reached its apogee in the Haitian Revolution of 1791, in which enslaved Africans would take on the might of Napoleonic France to end their enslavement.[endnoteRef:36] Under the aegis of Toussaint L'Ouverture, an educated ‘House slave’, the Africans began a 13-year fight that culminated in full freedom in 1804. In response to the Haitian’s actions, ‘France later imposed harsh reparations for lost income, which came to hundreds of millions of French Francs, and that debt was only fully repaid in 1947’.[endnoteRef:37] [36:  James, C.L.R. The Black Jacobins. Toussaint L'Ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution. Penguin. 2001. ]  [37:  See: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/18/haiti-france-reparations] 


Encouraged by what happened in Haiti, Sam Sharpe, a Baptist deacon, inspired his fellow enslaved Africans to rebel on plantations in West Jamaica in 1831/32. The Jamaican historian, Clinton V. Black, argues that the ‘Christmas Rebellion’, as it became known, was so violent and economically detrimental, that it spelt the death knell for British slavery in the Caribbean.[endnoteRef:38] [38:  Black, Clinton V. History of Jamaica. Longman. 1983. Pages 105-107.] 


Abolition
The movement to end the TST and African chattel enslavement began in Britain in the 1780s, spearheaded by the Quakers and evangelical Christians. Figures such as William Wilberforce, Thomas Clarkson, Revd John Newton and members of the Clapham Sect were instrumental in this work.[endnoteRef:39]  [39:  Op. cit. Hochschild. Pages 250 -253.] 


Africans living in London such as Olaudah Equiano, Ottobah Cugoano, Ignatius Sancho and the organisation, the ‘Sons of Africa’, were also prime movers in this abolition work.[endnoteRef:40] In many ways, their actions complemented those of their brothers and sisters in Africa and the Americas, who did not have the luxury or opportunity to use pulpits, podiums or pedestals to voice their opposition to enslavement.  [40:  Op. cit. Hart. Pages 33 -36.] 


An Act of Parliament saw Britain officially end its involvement in the TST in March 1807.[endnoteRef:41] As James Walvin points out in ‘Britain’s slave empire’, the might of the Royal Navy, which had previously defended British slave ships and slave islands in Africa and the Caribbean, were now pressed into action to arrest those who continued to slave trade.[endnoteRef:42]  [41:  Brady, Terence and Jones, Evan. The fight against slavery. BBC books. 1974.Pages 111 – 112.]  [42:  Walvin, James. Britain’s slave empire. Tempus Books. 2007. Page 195. ] 


A similar Act of Parliament saw the abolition of African chattel enslavement in the Caribbean, which came into effect on 1 August 1834. In order to persuade the slave owners of the efficacy of this Act, the British Government offered what James Walvin described as ‘compensation’ to the tune of a massive £20 million, which the historian describes as ‘staggering’. The Government at the time levied the £20 million debt against British taxpayers; the debt itself was only repaid in 2015.[endnoteRef:43] Research by the ‘Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slave-ownership’, which is based at the University College of London in central London, reveals who received a share of the £20 million, as well as how they spent those monies.[endnoteRef:44] [43:  See: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/06/17/government-finished-paying-uks-slavery-debt-2015/]  [44:  See: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/] 


The enslaved Africans did not receive any monetary recompense. Rather than receiving their immediate freedom, they were forced to undergo the system of ‘Apprenticeship’; six years of ‘free’ labour which would prepare them for their liberty.  The British decided to end the apprenticeship scheme two years early in 1838. Elsewhere, African chattel enslavement was abolished in the French territories in 1848, the USA in 1865, Cuba in 1868, and Brazil in 1888. 

Conclusion
It is this discrepancy regarding how the former enslaved Africans were treated that forms the basis of the reparations debate.  
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