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Preface

This second volume in the series ‘The General History of Africa: Studies and
Documents’ presents the working documents, a summary report of discus-
sions, and supplementary papers submitted at the Meeting of Experts on the
African Slave Trade which was organized by Unesco at Port-au-Prince, Haiti,
from 31 January to 4 February 1978.

The purpose of the meeting, which was recommended by the Interna-
tional Scientific Committee for the Drafting of a General History of Africa,
was to elicit the authorized views of specialists on the various aspects of the
slave trade mentioned in several volumes of the General History of Africa.
Over and above its immediate results, it also aimed at identifying new lines of
research on this subject, since despite the numerous studies and publications
that have already been produced, there remain several questions that have
not yet been satisfactorily answered.

Discussions centred on the following topics: scale and effects of the
slave trade; ideological positions with regard to the problem; abolition of
the slave trade, especially in the Indian Ocean; new lines of research.

The authors are responsible for the choice and the presentation of the
facts contained in this book, and for the opinions expressed therein, which
are not necessarily those of Unesco and do not commit the Organization.
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Introduction

To facilitate the discussions, Unesco drew up an annotated agenda highlighting
the main lines of debate, and invited several experts to prepare working docu-
ments on specific topics.

Main lines of debate

Scale of the slave trade

The task here was to use the most recent work in order to establish statistics
about the population uprooted from Africa by the traffic in slaves, in particular
with a view to providing receiving countries with statistical data about the
origin and numerical strength of the people of African extraction.

The figures given and the methods adopted to arrive at these estimates
vary from one school of thought to another. The meeting was required to
compare the various procedures followed, to make a critical appraisal of them
and to suggest a method likely to produce better results. It would undoubtedly
be desirable to attempt to take stock of the methods used to evaluate the human
losses sustained by Africa as a result of the slave trade (particularly losses
suffered at the time of man-hunts on the African continent and deaths in the
ports of embarkation and on the slave ships).

Effects of the slave trade

The experts were requested to examine the repercussions of the slave trade
both in Africa and in the receiving countries, and also in those countries which
organized the slave trade. The aim was to assess not only the numerical impor-
tance of the population forcibly removed from Africa, but also the impact of
this deportation on the demographic development of the African continent.

The impact of the slave trade on political and social structures, on cul-
tural life and on economic development in Africa, which has not been studied
in any depth, was to be discussed thoroughly in order that conclusions could
be reached which sum up the question and suggest fresh lines of research.
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Furthermore, through discussion of the papers before them, the partici-
pants were expected to examine the methods used to assess the new wealth
gained by economies outside Africa as a result of the slave trade. They were
requested to evaluate the growth of that wealth and the role of the slave trade
in the industrial development of the European countries, particularly at the
stage of the initial accumulation of capital. They were also asked to evaluate the
role of the slave trade in the industrial development of the receiving countries.

Lastly, the impact of the slave trade on the attitudes and structures of
the receiving countries was to be examined. In particular, a study was to be
made of the development of relations between the local population and the
new arrivals.

Many studies have been made of African cultural contributions to the
countries where the slaves were settled. The meeting was asked, first, to take
stock of such studies and, second, to examine the consequences of the cultural
mixture on attitudes and on the social and economic structures of the receiving
countries.

Ideological positions with regard to the problem of the slave trade

Although an outline of this aspect of the problem can be found in several
studies, it has never been dealt with in a systematic and exhaustive manner.
The experts were therefore requested to examine the ideological positions
(philosophical, religious or political, inter alia) underlying the problem of the
slave trade.

A study was to be made, in particular, of the positions of the Christian
churches and of Islam and of doctrinal developments within them, and of the
standpoints adopted by various political and philosophical schools of thought
on the slave trade and on slavery—especially all the abolitionist movements
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—both in the countries which orga-
nized the slave trade and in the countries which stood to gain from it.

Abolition of the slave trade, particularly in the Indian Ocean

A great deal of research has been carried out on what led to the abolition of
the slave trade and the stages through which it passed. The participants were
requested to review the issue.

In particular, they were invited to evaluate the role played by slaves’
uprisings in the abolition process itself, and the participation of slaves in
national liberation movements, especially in North and South America and the
Caribbean.

Special emphasis was to be placed on the Indian Ocean routes, which
have been less thoroughly studied than those across the Atlantic.
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The experts were also requested to consider the consequences of the
abolition of the slave trade in Africa itself, in Europe and in the receiving
countries.

New lines of research

The experts were requested to bring together under this heading all the recom-
mendations concerning the pursuit of research into the slave trade which arose
out of the discussions. In particular, they were to: (a) list the sources of archives
still to be published; (b) suggest forms and directions which further research
might take; and (c) put foward suggestions on ways of setting up a system
for the exchange of information, researchers and teachers and, when appro-
priate, students, between universities in the region (Caribbean and the Ameri-
cas) and Africa.

Working papers

The working papers are grouped in four sections in Part I of this book. The
first section contains contributions by S. U. Abramova and Michéle Duchet
on ideological and political aspects of the slave trade. In the second section,
Joseph E. Inikori deals with the effects of the slave trade on the Atlantic econ-
omies; José Luciano Franco examines the slave trade in the Caribbean and
Latin America; Oruno D. Lara discusses Negro resistance to slavery and
F. Latour da Veiga Pinto, assisted by Antonio Carreira, examines the effects
of Portugal’s participation in the slave trade on Portuguese society and the
country’s socio-economic development.

The third and fourth sections deal with the slave trade within Africa
itself and in other parts of the world. Mbaye Gueye shows how European
participation in the slave trade caused it to swell to huge proportions and
discusses the subsequent effects on the internal slave trade. I. B. Kake points
out that the peoples of North Africa and the Middle East had been transfer-
ring black populations to their territories long before Europeans began trading
in slaves and shows how this population drain developed from the fifteenth to
the end of the nineteenth century. Population movements between East Africa,
the Horn of Africa and the neighbouring countries are examined by Bethwell
A. Ogot, and Hubert Gerbeau discusses research to be undertaken on the slave
trade in the Indian Ocean.

Part I ends with the summary report of the meeting of experts and recom-
mendations for future action.

Part II of the book contains additional papers which participants were
asked to submit, describing research on the slave trade being carried out in
various countries. These papers contain mainly bibliographical data, details of
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work in progress, areas of research to be explored, names of specialists doing
research work on the slave trade, statistics, and lists of archives. Some of them
also discuss the role and impact of the slaves—economic, cultural, political—
in the receiving countries and in the trading countries.



Part 1
Working papers
and summary report



Ideological
and political aspects
of the slave trade



Ideological, doctrinal, philosophical,
religious and political aspects
of the African slave trade

S. U. Abramova

‘There is no topic in African history on which so much has been written and
yet so little known as the Atlantic slave trade.” These words belong to Daaku,!
the African historian. Indeed, hundreds of studies and popular books have
been written on the 400-year-long slave trade. It had a significant impact on
man’s history: there is hardly a single work on the history of Africa, America
or the West Indies and few studies on the history of Europe that do not con-
tain at least one chapter on the export of slaves to the New World.

One hundred years have gone by since Africans ceased to be transported
to the New World, but disputes on the slave trade and its place in world history
still continue. This paper attempts to give a concise account of the reasons
behind the slave trade, its development and appraisal by contemporaries, and
what it gave to the peoples involved in it.

Development of the slave trade

In 1441, an expedition headed by Antam Gonsalvez and Nuno Trista brought
back ten captives from Africa to Europe. Some of these captives assured their
captors that they would be handsomely rewarded if they returned their captives
to Africa. Gonsalvez shipped the captives back to Africa where he received
in exchange ‘ten blacks, male and female, from various countries . . .” and
various goods including ‘. . . a little gold dust’.2

Several slaves, with a splendid retinue, were sent as a gift to Pope Eugene
IV. The others were sold in Lisbon at an extremely high price.

Following this first profitable sale of Africans the Portuguese sailors
began to bring back slaves from every voyage to Africa.

Pacheco Pereira wrote that in his day (late fifteenth century) from the
coastal areas embracing Senegal and Sierra Leone alone 3,500 slaves, and at
times even more, were carried off yearly,? although the capture of slaves was
not the main object of the first Portuguese expeditions. At that time, however,
the population in some European countries was rather small and slave labour
was widely used, for instance, in the countries of the Iberian peninsula. But
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after the Christian Reconquest the influx of slaves virtually ceased. The market-
ing of black slaves was probably the first profitable ‘outcome’ of the costly
African expeditions.

One often reads that Portuguese rulers, and among them Prince Henry,
known as ‘the Navigator’, the organizer of Portuguese expeditions to Africa,
sanctioned the import of Africans ostensibly to convert them to Christianity.
It is true that slaves were baptized, but nevertheless sold.

At that time the Church took quite a different line with regard to Africans.
Pope Nicholas V issued a special bull granting the King of Portugal, Alphonso
V, the right to seize lands and enslave heathens in regions discovered by that
time in Africa, and in those that would be discovered. Moreover, the Catholic
clergy, for instance, in the Congo, daily compromised itself and the Church
by indulging openly in the slave trade.4

In the early sixteenth century, the Spanish established a huge colonial
empire in the West Indies and America. In the process of seizing new lands
they massacred nearly all of the native Indian population. To obtain cheap
manpower they began to bring African slaves, who had proved their worth
in Europe as capable and handy workers, to the New World.

By exporting Africans to America the Spanish were not trying to save
what was left of the Indians. They were eager to preserve their colonies where
there was no manpower to work the mines and plantations. In 1510, the first
large group of African slaves, 250 in all, was brought to the Hispaniola gold
mines. After that, the Spanish Government regularly concluded asiento with
other countries for the right to sell African slaves in Spain’s American colonies.

In the second half of the sixteenth century, Portugal began to lose its
monopoly in Africa, and Spain in the New World. The development of capi-
talism in Europe prompted an active colonial policy. Holland, Great Britain
and then France began conquests in America, Asia and Africa, where they
built up their colonial empires.

Having considerably squeezed out Portugal, these countries settled on
Africa’s western coast where they built forts and established settlements. In
the West Indies, Holland seized Curacao and Aruba; Great Britain, Barbados
and Jamaica; France, Guadeloupe, Martinique and, in the late seventeenth
century, Santo Domingo, etc. Brazil, Cayenne, Surinam, New Amsterdam
(New York) and Virginia were among the colonies that emerged in America
at the time.

By the mid-seventeenth century, the main colonies where African labour
was soon to be employed were founded. Following the essential organizational
period in the colonies the development of plantation economies began. The
rapid development of the West Indies and the American colonies would have
been impossible in that period without the mass employment of cheap man-
power.
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Evidence of the European countries’ huge interest in African trade as a
whole, and particularly in the slave trade, was the founding of numerous trade
companies.

This put an end to the first period of development of the slave trade.
Two phases are distinguished within this period; different as they are, they
form a continuation. The first is the transportation of African slaves from
Africa to Europe, mainly to Portugal and partly to Spain. The appearance of
Africans in the European slave markets was not merely the continuation of
the Mediterranean slave trade. Never before had Europeans indulged in the
seizure of slaves on such a huge scale. Never before had the hunt for slaves
been so systematic nor had it been carried on solely for the sake of procuring
slaves. Never before had Europeans come into contact with such a huge
number of slaves belonging to another race and differing from their European
masters not only by their outward appearance but also by their inner make-up
and their perception of the surrounding world, for the distinctions between
European and African reality were drastic.

The second phase is the granting of the first asiento and the delivery of
slaves to the New World, first from Europe, and later direct from Africa. This
was only the beginning of the European-American slave trade.

Formally, the second period of the slave trade began in the late seven-
teenth century and continued to 1807-08, when Great Britain and the United
States of America, the world’s two biggest slave-trading powers, abolished
the export of slaves from Africa. Actually the borderline was set by the French
Revolution of 1789, i.e. during the campaigns of Napoleon that followed,
the transport of slaves from Africa was insignificant.

Despite the attempts of monopoly companies to limit the slave trade in
one way or another, it was conducted within that period on an unrestricted
scale. It was regarded at the time as a branch of trade conducive to the nation’s
welfare, as “the first principle and foundation of all the rest, the mainspring of
the machine which sets every wheel in motion’® And it is to the eighteenth
century that Karl Marx’s statement that Africa had been turned into a warren
for hunting blacks, refers first of all.®

In the late eighteenth century, when a campaign was already in progress
to ban the transport of slaves from Africa, defenders of the slave trade produced
numerous arguments in favour of its continuation (see below). Here we shall
dwell only on the climatic theory advocated by all adherents of the slave trade.
The theory alleged that the climate of the West Indies, both Americas and other
parts where African slave labour was widespread, was unbearable to Europeans
and prevented them from working their plantations. It was claimed that the
plantations of European colonists would inevitably fall into decline were it
not for the import of Africans, who were used to the tropical climate and,
moreover, proved to be splendid agricultural workers. The climatic theory
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has survived to our day.” It has, however, been refuted by the history of the
European colonies in America.

After exterminating the American Indians, the British and the French
began to employ white slaves to work their plantations. At that time political
prisoners and criminals were exiled to the West Indies. The system of inden-
tured servants was also widespread. In Europe, particularly in London and
Bristol, people were kidnapped and sold into slavery to the New World.®

In the 1640s, when sugar-cane was introduced on a wide scale in the
West Indies, and crop areas were extended, the number of white slaves fell
short of the demand for manpower. Beginning with the late seventeenth cen-
tury the import of African slaves into the colonies of the New World rose
sharply.

Thus the reason for replacing white slaves by Africans had nothing to
do with the hot climate. At that time Europe simply could not supply the
colonies with a sufficient amount of cheap manpower. As admitted by all
contemporaries, without the enslavement of Africans the colonies of the New
World could not have continued to exist. One of the documents of the Royal
African Company, founded in 1672, reads: ‘The slaves are sent to all His
Majesty’s American Plantations which cannot subsist without them,’®

In the second half of the seventeenth century, the slave trade became
notorious as one of the most profitable branches of trade, and each European
country, provided it had the opportunity, sought to snatch a profitable share
of the slave trade for itself. Great Britain, Holland and France were the leading
slave-trading powers of the time. From the late seventeenth century, the British
North American colonies, the future United States of America, also sent slave
ships to the American coast. Even Denmark and Sweden built several forts
on the western coast of Africa with the aim of taking part in the slave
trade.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the slave trade was considered
as respectable as any other branch of trade. Tradesmen from different countries
boasted of their successes in trading in ‘live merchandise’. Pages upon pages of
old books are filled with inventories showing the number of slaves exported
from Africa and the number of those who managed to reach the New World
alive.l® These data are only approximate—there were no precise statistics—yet
they are sufficient evidence of the importance of the slave trade and its scope
in the eighteenth century.

Robert Bisset’s The History of the Negro Slave Trade in its Connection
with the Commerce and Prosperity of the West Indies and the Wealth of the
British Empire,! one of the most serious works on the subject written by an
advocate of the slave trade in the years of struggle for its abolition, when both
abolitionists and their opponents spared neither words nor emotions in publi-
cizing their economic, political and religious views on the subject, gives the
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precise standpoint on this question: the flourishing and wealth of the metro-
politan country depend on the size of the slave trade, the import of slaves to the
plantations.

In Capital, Karl Marx quotes a prominent historian, a specialist of the
colonial period: ‘It is the agriculture of the West Indies, which has been for
centuries prolific of fabulous wealth, which has engulfed millions of the African
race.”® And that was exactly the way things stood. The American colonies,
the slave trade and the ‘triangular’ trade were a major factor in the primary
accumulation of capital and had a substantial impact on the economic devel-
opment of the metropolitan countries, but the fabulous wealth of the West
Indies and of the American planters was created by the hands of Africans,
scores of thousands of whom perished in the conditions of plantation slavery.
In distinction to several present-day historians this was well understood by
contemporaries.

To quote a British historian, at the opening of the eigtheenth century:

the African slave trade was the foundation on which colonial industry and the colonial
commerce of European countries rested. It dominated the relations between the
countries of Western Europe and their colonies; it was one of the most important
factors in the warsthe of the century; it played a considerable role in the domestic
affairs of the nations involved in it.?

One has only to recall the asiento. Being well aware of the profits that would
come pouring in from the delivery of slaves to the Spanish colonies and from
the goods that were smuggled during those voyages, European countries vied
to obtain this contract. According to the Treaty of Utrecht (1713) following the
war for the Spanish inheritance, Great Britain, as the victor, succeeded to the
asiento previously held by France and gained several additional privileges
into the bargain.* According to contemporaries, obtaining the asiento was a
huge victory for British diplomacy.

In the eighteenth century, the interests of European society were closely
linked with the slave trade, which had a great impact on the growth of Euro-
pean ports and promoted the emergence of manufacturers processing raw
materials cultivated by Africans. In 1796, during debates held in the British
Parliament on the question of abolishing the slave trade, Tarleton and Young,
members of the House of Commons, who represented the interests of ship-
builders and slave-traders, claimed that the abolition of the slave trade would
ruin London, Liverpool, Bristol and Glasgow.s

The manufacturers of Nantes maintained in all competence:

The slave trade is the basis of all our navigations. It brings manpower to till the land
of our islands. In exchange the islands give us an abundance of sugar, coffee, cotton
and indigo which are used in domestic and foreign trade.!®
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Certainly, these cities continued to thrive after the slave trade was abolished,
but the words of British Parliamentarians and Nantes manufacturers testify
once again to their awareness of the economic significance of the slave trade:
it provided work for thousands of craftsmen and sailors; many hundreds of
people were employed in the textile mills and factories of London, Bristol,
Glasgow, Manchester, Nantes, Roanne, etc., working on raw materials from
West Indian and American plantations: products of sugar-cane, tobacco, cot-
ton, etc.

Undoubtedly, the greatest profits from the slave trade went to both
Americas. No one denies the fact that for several centuries Brazil was actually
integrally linked with Africa and that the greatest number of slaves were
imported into Brazil. But less is written of the significance of the African slave
trade for the United States of America, or of the fact that ‘it was the sale of
Africans in the New World—the slave trade—that laid the financial foundation
of the United States’.” Nevertheless, history has preserved the testimony of
contemporaries on the importance of the slave trade for the United States
economy: when the Declaration of Independence was put up for discussion
atthe Continental Congress the article denouncing the slave trade was exempted
from the text.18

In the eighteenth century the export of slaves increased yearly. According
to the (exaggerated) data of contemporaries, in the 1780s, when the movement
for the abolition of the slave trade began to develop in Europe and America,
100,000 Africans were exported yearly.

The struggle for abolition of the slave trade

Viewing the events of those years from the present time one can single out the
following reasons for the abolition of the slave trade in the early nineteenth
century: the development of capitalist relations in European countries and
America in general; changes in Great Britain’s economic policy—the result of
the breaking off of its Continental colonies; the impact of the French Revo-
lution with its ideas of liberation; the revolution of African slaves in Santo
Domingo; the growing number of slave uprisings in the West Indian colonies
as the result of the revolutionary events in France and Santo Domingo; the
upsurge of the abolitionist movement in nearly all the European countries.

The struggle to abolish the slave trade continued for several decades.
It acquired, to use present-day terminology, an international character and
was accompanied by sharp polemics between the abolitionists and their oppo-
nents, in the course of which there appeared many books, brochures and pam-
phlets depicting, often with pro and con exaggerations, the main ideological,
political, economic and religious views of that time on the slave trade.
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The abolitionists A. Benezet, T. Clarkson and W. Wilberforce proved
their demands to abolish the slave trade.!® They maintained that it rendered
Africa lifeless. It had plunged the continent into a chaos of gory internecine
wars, and the responsibility for these endless wars and slave hunts lay with
Europeans, for it was their constantly increasing demands for slaves that
instigated new wars. The Africans had not fought so frequently before the
slave trade, and as they had no knowledge of firearms there had been fewer
casualties. Tracing the development of the slave trade the abolitionists showed
how a new category of successful slave-traders emerged alongside the old chiefs
and rulers, and how the Africans’ whole life was subordinated to the demands
of the slave trade.

The brutal character of the slave trade was sharply denounced. It was
emphasized that it embittered both the Africans and Europeans who were
involved in it, while the drastic conditions of the transportation of slaves led
to high mortality among slaves and sailors.

To impress the reader, the abolitionists took particular pains to show
the high mortality rate among European sailors employed on slave ships.
Perhaps they exaggerated a little, but today some historians resort to these
data to show that, like Africa, Europe experienced a loss of manpower during
the time of the slave trade and consequently also suffered from this practice.

The abolitionists consented that African slaves were inferior to European
colonists. They asserted, nevertheless, that in the New World slaves were
placed in conditions which precluded their further development. In similar
conditions Europeans would have remained intellectually at the same level.
The abolitionists would exclaim: ‘ Are there no people in our country who by
virtue of the conditions of their life are even less developed than Africans?’

The abolitionists maintained that ‘legal’ trade—the sale of raw materials
to Europe in exchange for industrial goods, would bring more profits. But to
achieve this one had to abolish the slave trade which barred Europeans from
penetrating the African hinterland.

Planters and manufacturers, who had invested capital in the slave trade,
as well as many shipowners and sailors came out in defence of it and of its devel-
opment, and for preserving slavery in the colonies. Among its protagonists
were such figures as B. Edwards, a Member of Parliament and a West Indies
planter, Tarleton, a Member of Parliament, a Deputy from Liverpool, and the
aforementioned Robert Bisset.20

What arguments did they put up against the abolitionists ?

First, reasons of a purely economic character: that the slave trade was
the source of obtaining slaves; that slave labour formed the backbone of the
West Indian plantations, and the number of slaves necessary to work the plan-
tations could be retained only by constantly bringing in new slaves; that if
the slave trade were abolished the plantations would fall into decline and the
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economies of the south of the United States of America, Great Britain and in
part France would be undermined; that incomes from mines in Brazil, Cuba
and other countries would fall, losses would be suffered by the shipbuilding
and textile industries, the makers of firearms and other craftsmen, leaving
many people without work.

Its protagonists admitted that the slave trade was a brutal affair but
that this brutality was not something peculiar to that trade alone. In conclu-
sion, facts would be adduced showing the brutal treatment of sailors in the
British Navy, or the cruellest European laws.

The advocates of the slave trade, like the abolitionists, said much about
the Africans’ awful life in their homeland, claiming that the slave trade had
nothing to do with that side of the question: Africa had always been rent by
internecine warfare, slave raids, etc. Idyllic pictures would be given of life
in the New World plantations with the following conclusion: in the New
World Africans were much better off than at home, as for the state of slavery,
they were used to that in Africa. The defenders of the slave trade categorically
refuted the abolitionists’ arguments on the freedom-loving nature of Africans
and explained frequent uprisings on the slave ships only because of brutal
treatment.

The advocates categorically claimed that enslavement of Africans and
the slave trade were sanctioned by the Bible. They alluded to Noah’s damnation
of Ham and his progeny as evidence of the fact that Africans were predestined
to be slaves. Nevertheless, there was no single opinion on the slave trade among
the clergy, and especially so in Great Britain. The Bishop of London, for
instance, reminded people that the Bible wrote of slavery in general and not
with regard to Africans, and that it did not mention the slave trade or the
export of Africans to the New World.2! Atthat time these doubts did not become
widespread. But in the nineteenth century, when the question of abolishing
slavery in the British West Indies was put up for discussion in Great Britain,
even the most rabid protagonists of slavery refrained from quoting the Bible.
At that time many books were published explaining that the Bible did not
sanction the enslavement of Africans.

The Quakers were among those who came out against the slave trade.
In the late seventeenth century the American Quakers voiced slogans to abolish
it. In Great Britain, the Quakers submitted a petition for the abolition of the
slave trade in 1783, and in the nineteenth century they were the first to demand
the abolition of slavery in the West Indian colonies.

Beginning of racism

In those years it was widely claimed that Africans in general were intellectually
inferjor to Europeans, that Negroes, using the expression of those days, stood
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closer in the line of development to apes than to human beings. This was the
beginning of racism in regard to Africans.

We shall not dwell here on racism in general, its origin, or how it was
and is manifested in different epochs and among different peoples. This report
deals in brief with the times when racialism in regard to Africans began to
assume the form of theory.

In the works of Azurara, Cadamosto and Pacheco Pereira, Portuguese
sailors who made voyages to Africa before the beginning of the transatlantic
slave trade, no racist views are expressed. When Europeans first came into
contact with the Negro race, Africans were not looked upon as inferior beings.
They could not be regarded as the Europeans’ equal partners because priority
belonged to those who were stronger. But if the newly discovered lands had
been inhabited by non-black people having the same level of development as
the Africans encountered there, relations between the Europeans and the local
population would have developed in much the same way. At that time the
stress was not on racial but religious intolerance. And historians are well
aware that religious intolerance was displayed not only with regard to Africans
and not only in those times.

After the extermination of the Indians in the French and British West
Indies, white slaves were brought there to work alongside Africans (see above).
In the writings of those years we do not find any racial pronouncements against
African slaves. White and black slaves worked shoulder to shoulder on the
plantations and were subject to equally brutal treatment.

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries many works were
published by slave-traders and clerks employed in the numerous African trade
companies. Among these authors one finds Barbot, Snelgrave, Bosman,
Phillips et al.22 Serving first as guidebooks (with the exception of Phillips’
book in which he openly pities African slaves), informing slave-traders of the
most profitable slave markets and means of delivering slaves with the least
possible losses to the New World, they were written in a business language.
Books written at the time by slave-traders contained no racialist views.

Discourse on the alleged inferiority of Africans as compared with Euro-
peans took place not among slave-traders but in quite different quarters.

In 1781, the work of P. Camper, a Dutch physician and naturalist and a
well-known scientist of his time,23 appeared. Employing in his studies of skele-
tons of human beings and apes the facial angle, a measure he introduced,
Camper concluded that the facial angle of Africans came nearer to that of
apes rather than of Europeans. Camper merely stated his conclusions, but his
followers, including C. White,2* used the distinctions between skeletons ox
people belonging to different races and apes to claim that Europeans were in
general superior to Africans not only physically but also intellectually. The prota-
gonists of the slave trade were quick to make use of this conclusion.
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Neither before the beginning of the slave trade nor while it was conducted
freely and legally did any doubt arise as to the Africans’ inferiority to Euro-
peans. But when it became necessary to prove the need for its continuation,
economic and religious arguments lacking sufficient conviction were augmented
by racialist theory. All the basic racialist provisions against Africans were
put forth during the struggle for abolition. From its very beginning racialism
had a purely auxiliary character. It was needed to legalize the continuation
of the slave trade and sanction slavery in the American colonies, as well as
to prove that Africans, owing to the inferiority of their race, were fated to be
slaves of the superior Europeans.

The slave trade and racism engendered by it turned the concept of “slave’
from a social distinction into a racial one. Racism is the most odious heritage
of the slave-trade epoch.

In the early nineteenth century two of the biggest slave-trading powers
abolished the slave trade: Great Britain in 1807 and the United States of
America in 1808.

Illegal export of slaves

The year 1808 ushered in the third and last period in the history of the slave
trade, that of illegal export of slaves from Africa. The official abolition of the
slave trade in Great Britain and the United States did not reduce the number
of slaves coming from Africa. In the early nineteenth century, the labour of
slaves in New World plantations and mines was just as profitable and enabled
planters and manufacturers to receive high profits. The retention of slavery
in the New World after the slave trade was abolished predetermined the large-
scale development of the illegal slave trade, for not a single slave-trading coun-
try was ready to substitute hired labour for the work of slaves.

These factors determined the attitude of different States to the slave
trade in the nineteenth century. Of the big slave-trading countries Great
Britain was the only one that found it more profitable to struggle against the
slave trade than to take part in it. By that time its main colonial interests had
switched from the West Indies to the East Indies. Besides, British industry
called for increasing amounts of raw materials and new markets, and in this
respect its interests became concentrated on Africa. Great Britain headed an
international campaign to abolish the export of slaves from Africa. This allowed
her to preserve till today the reputation of an allegedly disinterested champion
of Africans’ freedom. Foreseeing the emergence of its future colonies in Africa,
Great Britain found it highly profitable to pose as a liberator in the eyes of
Africans.

Undoubtedly the anti-slave blockage played a substantial role in curbing
the export of slaves. Moreover, the first African scientists and public leaders
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(S. Crowther, J. Horton), whose names are widely known even now, came
from among the emancipated Africans who studied later in different missions
and in Fourah Bay College.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Church had connived
in the slave trade; in the nineteenth century the missionaries concentrated
their activities on helping emancipated Africans and victims of the trade.

The anti-slavery blockade also enabled a thorough study to be made of
the situation on the western and eastern coasts of Africa, and when the time
of direct colonial seizures arrived the slogan ‘Abolition of the Slave Trade’
was used to justify annexations.

In the nineteenth century the abolitionist movement in Furope was aimed
at curbing the slave trade and abolishing African slave labour in the West
Indian colonies. T. Clarkson, W. Wilberforce and T. F. Buxton in Great
Britain and V. Scholcher in France did much to solve these problems. Other
slave-trading countries, in utter disregard of their declarations to the contrary,
continued to export slaves in keeping with the needs of their colonies’ eco-
nomies. The United States of America, which had abolished the slave trade,
regularly imported new groups of slaves. According to the materials of the
United States Senate, the works of several nineteenth-century authors and
documents of the British Foreign Office, the United States carried on the slave
trade until the Civil War. Many southern planters and northern manufacturers
regarded the import of slaves as a necessary requisite for the successful devel-
opment of the plantation economy (the internal slave trade could not cope
with the growing need for manpower).

It is common knowledge that the attitude to slavery of Africans split
the country into two hostile camps. The history of abolitionism in the United
States has its heroes and martyrs. Seeking to justify the right to own people,
the adversaries of abolitionism did not confine themselves to economic reasons
but resorted to racism. In the nineteenth century the United States became
the centre of racism with regard to African slaves. The works of Morton and
Nott26 published there viewed Africans as second-rate people, good only for
serving the white man.

In the nineteenth century, following the routing of Napoleon’s army,
the international prestige of Russia increased substantially. Russia had never
exported slaves from Africa. But the Russian Government began to take an
active part in international negotiations on measures to put an end to the
export of slaves from Africa. In 1841 it signed together with the Great Britain,
Prussia and France The Treaty of the Abolition of the Slave Trade. In the mid-
nineteenth century the movement for the abolition of serfdom was gaining
momentum in Russia. In those years the progressive Russian public devoted
much attention to questions dealing with the slave trade and the position of
African slaves, namely in the United States, drawing a silent parallel with the
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position of serfs in Russia. The magazine Sovremennik, edited at the time by
the great Russian democratic poet Nekrasov, published H. Beecher-Stowe’s
Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Life among the Lowly. The outstanding Russian
pedagogue and public leader Vodovozov translated H. Heine’s poem ‘The
Slave Ship’, etc. At that time the Russian press subjected racialist provisions
to severe criticism. The pronouncements of N. G. Chernyshevsky, the Russian
revolutionary democrat, are well known. Neither in the eighteenth nor in the
nineteenth century was a single work published in Russia advocating racism
against Africans.

After 1850, the general development of capitalism, the growing emigra-
tion from Europe and transition to an active colonialist policy reduced con-
siderably the export of slaves from Africa. In the United States the victory of
the northern States in the Civil War put an end to the Atlantic slave trade.
With the emergence of colonies in Africa, Africans began to be more needed
at home than in the New World.

Historiography

A century has gone by since the abolition of the Atlantic European Slave
Trade.?¢ The international situation has changed as well as the place of African
countries among other States: former colonies have become independent. A
genuine history of the African peoples is in preparation: The General History
of Africa, the first volumes of which will soon be published under Unesco
auspices. It stands to reason that the slave-trade problem, incorporating numer-
ous complex and often contradictory points, has become in recent years a
subject of particular interest to historians in different countries.

The history of the slave trade is now depicted in different ways and
sometimes receives a new interpretation (Boahen, Curtin, Duignan, Clendensen
et al.).2? It is clear that the historiography of the slave trade is a separate,
highly important and interesting theme.

The history of the slave trade is now studied by African historians,
and among them Boahen, Ajayi et al.,?® and this is particularly interesting.
African scholars are able to make a much better evaluation of the scale of the
Atlantic slave trade and its consequences in Africa than European historians.

Undoubtedly some questions have to be revised. It is utterly wrong to
assert, for instance, that Africans themselves are to blame for the development
of the slave trade or to speak of equal co-operation between European and
African slave traders, just as it is absolutely incorrect to exaggerate, as has
been done in the last few years, the role of the Arab slave trade in East Africa
while diminishing the role and consequences of the Atlantic trade.

A point for consideration: for many years historians adopted the figures
of Africa’s losses from the slave trade given by Dunbar and adduced by
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W. B. Dubois in The Negro.?® Historians are well acquainted with Dubois’s
works, esteem him as a person and scholar, and highly value his work for the
welfare of Africa. Unfortunately, Dunbar’s materials were probably not
critically analysed by the scholar.

Now, however, there is another extreme. New works on the history of
the slave trade and among them Curtin’s book3® give ‘new’ calculations of
Africans exported from Africa, and particularly of those imported to the New
World. Africanists know that there were, are and will be no exact statistics
on the'subject. All figures were always approximate. The figures showing the
number of slaves exported from Africa and imported into the New World
are contradictory and are rarely founded on official documents; in most cases
they have been deliberately falsified. That is why all attempts to undertake a
complete revision of the numerical aspect of the slave trade without adducing
any new sources are highly surprising. Probably the truth lies somewhere in
between the figures quoted by Dunbar and the ‘new’ calculations.

Alongside new works on the history of Africa, new editions are appearing
of works on the history of the slave trade by its contemporaries and prominent
scholars of the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries. Books by T. Clark-
son, A. Benezet, W. Wilberforce and T. F. Buxton, and Mathieson’s trilogy
have already come out.

One can say that the history of the Atlantic slave trade has not been
studied exhaustively. New studies are being made, new materials are added to
the scientific fund. It will also be useful to give a new reading to the works
dating from the time of the slave trade. Those who lived in those times saw
what the slave trade had done to the African peoples and were quite aware of
the true reasons that had engendered and promoted it. A serious unbiased
discussion of the basic problems of the slave trade will enable a better inves-
tigation to be made of those aspects of its history that until now have been
approached by historians of different countries from different standpoints.
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Reactions to the problem
of the slave trade:
an historical an ideological study’

Michele Duchet

The problems of trading and dealing in black slaves, and slavery as such, can
clearly not be dissociated: the various anti-slavery movements indeed also
denounced the inhumanity of the traffic in human beings that drained ever-
increasing numbers of blacks from Africa over to America and the West
Indies. The petition submitted to the French National Assembly in 1790 by
the Amis des Noirs (Friends of the Black People) refers to both ‘the slave
trade and slavery’, and this is true of most of the works quoted,? if only because
the initial step towards stamping out slavery was to put an end to the slave
trade. But experience has proved that it was perfectly possible to abolish one
without doing away with the other, whence the persistent resurgence of slavery.
They can therefore be seen as two distinct forms of human exploitation which
are probably closely linked but must not be confused. Indeed, they never were
in the minds of those who fought either to preserve or abolish them. I shall
try to explain why this was, and review the arguments put forward and the
interests at stake.

It would be impossible here to relate the whole history of the slave trade?
but a few relevant facts must be recalled. The Spaniards were the first to take
black slaves across to the New World at the beginning of the fifteenth century.
But it was particularly from the seventeenth century onwards, with the devel-
opment of the great plantations—especially in Brazil—and the sugar economy,
that the slave trade really reached its zenith. It is estimated today that some 9
to 12 million Africans were embarked on the slave ships in the period from the
fifteenth to the end of the eighteenth century, the yearly average being 60,000.
The mortality rate on these vessels was high, but the profit to be made was such
(300 per cent) that this traffic was a significant factor in that era of capital
accumulation which preceded the Industrial Revolution. The slave trade was
profitable for two reasons: not only was this triangular traffic a source of
rapid enrichment for those who were involved in it, but it also brought pros-
perity to the colonies with the steady flow of labour it provided. For the first
of these two reasons, countries to which a particular colony did not even belong
could be seen to invest in the slave trade there, as did the Dutch in Brazil4
For the second reason, companies were founded with the backing of the various
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mother countries and vied with foreign nations for the monopoly of the trade:
the French Compagnie du Sénégal et de Guinée was an example. The combina-
tion of these two factors meant that the whole of Europe was involved in this
abominable traffic, deriving enormous profit from it. Having thus attained
world-wide proportions, the slave trade overstepped the boundaries of the slave
economy as such; true, it was the keystone to that economy, but it developed
as an independent form of commerce, one of many, and a particularly lucrative
one. It had its own trading stations and trade routes in Africa itself, involved
in the buying and selling of a new kind of merchandise, the black slave. A
whole set of practices grew up around it, both on land and at sea, designed to
keep the cargo alive, the value of the shipment being carefully assessed in
terms of the price it would fetch at the auction sales.® The fact that people
had become accustomed to such high rates of profit, and the very existence of
the ‘system’ explain up to a point why the slave trade has subsisted to this day.

For the abolition of slavery did not by any means imply the abolition
of the slave trade. Slavery was abolished by Great Britain in 1807, Brazil in
1836, France in 1848, Argentina in 1853 and the United States in 1865, to give
only a few examples. But the slave trade continued to exist to satisfy the demand
for labour in certain countries, and subsequently the demand for ‘forced
labour’, the modern brand of slavery. Furthermore, in some places, ‘a fusion
of the two forms of slave trade, the Atlantic and the Arabized trade’, had
occurred; Moorish traders took their slaves to the Niger delta or the Upper
Sangha basin and sold them to European traders.® With the slowing down of
slave traffic to America, the older routes were revived and the caravans simply
changed direction without the trade itself being affected.?

Thus it was that shiploads of slaves continued to pour into the Dutch
colonies until as late as 1862, and into Brazil until 1887. Thus it was that men
like Savorgnan de Brazza and later Monseigneur Augouard had reason to
report numerous cases of transactions in human lives in the Oubangui region
at the end of the nineteenth century.® And thus it is that to this day, the United
Nations still receives reports attesting to the continued existence of slavery
and the slave trade in the Arab countries. And yet from the fifteenth to the
twentieth century, there has been no dearth of protests, decrees and laws on
the subject, which ought to have succeeded in eradicating such practices,
whilst the countries of Africa, with their accession to independence, were at
last freeing themselves from the fear of servitude, forced migration and exile.
This calls for a re-examination of history, an investigation of anti-slavery
‘opinion’: Of what did it consist? Who spoke out against the slave trade and
slavery? What did they say? What were their arguments and what reasons
did they give ? Why this struggle ? Was it purely a matter of defending the cause
of black slaves, or was there some other underlying cause? What part did the
black people themselves play in that struggle ? These are all questions that can
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only be answered by ignoring details of facts and events and going in each

case to the heart of the matter: the overall conjuncture, constraints, official

attitudes, the issues at stake, ideologies. I shall therefore deal separately with
two distinct periods, divided in terms of the prevailing ‘conjuncture’:

From the fifteenth to the end of the eighteenth century. This was the age of
slavery as an institution and the economic system to which it was linked.
The ‘abolitionist’ trend was very slow to develop, and only reached its
peak with the independence of the American colonies.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there was a strong anti-slavery
movement and it had won the legal battle, but ‘forced labour’ and the
slave trade gained momentum in defiance of human rights. The fact that
they were carried on clandestinely meant that the anti-slavery cause
became a humanitarian battle.

The slave trade and anti-slavery from the fifteenth
to the end of the eighteenth century

It should not be forgotten that the introduction of African labour to America
and the West Indies was a direct consequence of the extermination of the
Indians. This is why Las Casas, the Roman Catholic Bishop of Chiapas, was
accused of causing the downfall of the Africans by taking up the cause of the
Indians. In fact, he should be given credit, as he was by the eighteenth-century
philosophers, for having been ‘more of a man than a priest’, for having been
more intent on defending the Indians than on converting them.? Because,
before his time, the Church had scarcely concerned itself with the enslavement
of the Indians, as long as they were converted. The arrival of the African slaves
was that much less of a problem in that they had already been reduced to
slavery in accordance with the laws of their own countries, and had been
bought as such by the slave traders and planters. There was nothing in the
Holy Scriptures (Old or New Testament) forbidding Christians to own slaves.
In 1836, a theologian, Monseigneur Bouvier, Bishop of Le Mans, declared
that the slave trade was permissible, on condition—the only condition—that
the blacks were justly deprived of their freedom, that they would be treated
humanely and that there would be no unlawful transactions.’® Once these
prescriptions had been complied with, slaves were to be instructed in the true
precepts of religion, a task that was easier than it would have been, had the
slaves remained in their own countries, free.

In fact, to the theologians,!* the right to spread the Gospel came first:
slavery was deemed legitimate as long as it contributed to the propagation of
Christianity. Thus the various missions all had their slaves, playing on the
fact that they truly needed them to carry out their task effectively, and that
the slaves would, moreover, be their most zealous disciples. There is little
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evidence of any concern in the matter, and when in 1557 the Jesuit Manuel de
Nobrega requested permission to buy more slaves, the Order blamed Miguel
Garcia, who had dared to protest against it.!2 The fact that the clergy in the
Spanish and Portuguese colonies owned thousands of slaves was regarded as
proof of the so-called legitimacy of the slave trade by the Council of the Indies.
In addition it was imperative not to let the slave trade fall into the hands of
‘heretic’ nations. With a clear conscience, Catholics and Protestants vied with
each other to secure the market for themselves. Thus it was that the problem of
the slave trade came to the fore in a case which took place in 1685, when a
German Protestant, Balthazar Coymans, upon request for a concession, met
with the reply from the Spanish theologians Molina, Sanchez and Sandoval,
who had been consulted on the matter, that there was nothing to be said
against trading in slaves if it served the true Faith, but that the souls of the
blacks were in grave danger of being contaminated by a voyage on board a
heretic vessel! 13

It may be said, however, that Protestants and Catholics shared the same
evangelical ideal and that the image of the faithful servant subject to divine
law and the authority of a kindly master was enough to reassure a Christian
conscience. But there still remained the problem of persecution of the indi-
vidual—in Africa, on board the slave ships, at the slave markets—in short,
within the actual framework of the whole slave system. The deliberately sus-
tained myth of men taken as slaves and then sold to dealers by the Africans
themselves, the alleged care taken by slave traders to look after their shipments
of slaves, was all cast in doubt when it came to the third stage of proceedings,
the slave markets, whose iniquities could not be disguised. The rest transpired
through accounts by missionaries and travellers. In 1571, a theologian from
Seville, Tomas de Mercado, showed just how far the slave trade was contrary
to proper commercial practice and humanitarian principles. Although he
acknowledged the fact that slavery and the sale of African slaves by the Africans
themselves did exist, he spoke out against the way traders would foment inter-
necine conflicts as a means of capturing prisoners. He described conditions
on board the ships and protested against the alarming mortality rate. His
protest was all the more significant in that it was aimed at the slave trade and
not simply slavery as such. Other theologians'4 were to express similar views,
challenging the ‘good faith’ of the traders to whom the prisoners were handed
over, and who would undiscriminatingly carry off men, women and children.
Christian tradition, as we know, holds that any business transaction must be
legitimate, and proscribes fraud or excessive profit; the black slave trade was
therefore inadmissible, even if one of its functions was to supply the plantations
with slaves who would ultimately become Christians. Traders whose consciences
were not clear were therefore urged by Mercado to speak to their confessors!1®

It would be pointless to deny the fact that the theologians’ standpoint
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had the advantage of keeping the system fundamentally intact (the plantation
and mission economy, and the tacit approval of the local clergy) and only
attacking traders and company agents whose lucrative ventures could deserv-
edly cause an outcry. Nevertheless, by drawing attention, through the very
arguments they put forward, to the fact that the system depended entirely on
a form of commerce which consisted in trading in human lives, and in which
slaves of both sexes and of all ages exchanged hands in lots as though they
were commodities and not human beings belonging to the same ethnic group
or family, a form of commerce in which people were treated on the slave-ships
as no animal would ever have been treated, those who raised these questions
sowed the seeds of doubt in many a mind: could one take delivery of these
slaves without another thought for the inhumanity of the whole process ?

The Protestants had inherited the same ‘dualistic’® tradition as the
Catholics, accepting the existence of slavery but not the fact of reducing a
man to slavery by unjust and violent means. They believed even more firmly
than the Catholics that in a world fraught with sin, slavery was a means of
redemption for those whom God had reduced to that state. They, too, proposed
to spread the Word to the servile masses, but their far more rigorous doctrine
dictated other means of achieving this end. They did their utmost to improve
master-slave relations, preaching charity and moderation to the former and
submission and respect to the latter. Richard Baxter would say to the slaves:

reverence that providence of God which calleth you to a servant’s life, and murmur
not at your labour or your low condition, but know your mercies, and be thankful
for them. ¥

This ideology of the ‘good slave’ and the ‘good master’ was based not only
on a theological precept (the proper exercise of ‘servitude’), but was also in
keeping with the moral standards of everyday life, so typically Protestant; in
keeping, too, with the ideal of Christian brotherhood.

At any rate, far from being opposed to the slave trade, the Protestants
saw in it a means to serve the cause of evangelization; and it must not be
forgotten that in the Protestant world the success of commercial undertakings
was evidence of divine approval, and that when it came to deciding who was
to blame, to put all the onus on the greedy, ruthless dealer rather than the
planter, was positively unthinkable. We shall see, moreover, that the concept
of sin plays a decisive role in religious ideology. Let me simply say at this
juncture that whereas for the Catholics, the wicked trader was more to blame
than the master who owned the slaves, Protestant ethics required that the master
be held responsible for the slaves whom God had bestowed on him for their
mutual benefit.
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Sects

It was here that the anti-slavery movement, based on an ideology of protest
and rupture, first came into being. I agree with D. Brion Davis that the leaven
of the crusade against slavery and the slave trade is not to be sought in religious
tradition, but rather in the birth of a new concept which refused to regard the
established order as a compromise with sin, and gave God and the faithful the
power to transform the world.?® It was this philosophy that was to give the
different sects the desire and the strength to put an end to what they regarded as
the most dire injustice, and by no means a road to salvation for the pagan
blacks. Moreover, sects like the Moravian Brethren and the Quakers had had
their share of persecution and exile, and their experience made them more alive to
the black slaves’ lot. The Quakers’ work, so highly praised by the philosophers,
is well known. But it should be recalled, if only to illustrate how powerful the
institution and force of habit were, that at the beginning the Quakers, too,
bought slaves; one can even go as far as to say that the prosperity of their
communities in the New World depended on slave labour, as did the wealth
of a large number of English traders who became Quakers. William Penn
himself owned slaves, and as late as 1730 the slave trade was practised in
Philadelphia.

The Quakers were ‘good masters’, but they did not try to convert their
slaves or make them join their society, known as the Religious Society of
Friends. Seen in that perspective, their possession of slaves could not be justified
other than by the profit they derived from it: it became a sin. And if the mere
fact of owning slaves was reprehensible, surely trading in slaves was even more
so, as indeed was the traders’ maltreatment of them ?7'® The arguments put
forward by ‘orthodox’ theologians struck at the very heart of Quaker doctrine
on this point, their ideal of a simple, just life. Their very existence was chal-
lenged. But it was not until 1769 that the anti-slavery lobby won the battle
and had slavery abolished in Pennsylvania. The Quakers’ image was greatly
enhanced by their role in this critical battle, and they were held up as an example
by all those who, for quite different motives, had begun to espouse the cause
of the Negroes. Their selfless action was heralded in the Ephémérides du
Citoyen by the French Physiocrats 2° and acclaimed by the Abbé Raynal in his
Histoire des Deux Indes as being the acts of “humane sectarians’, of ‘ Christians
who sought virtues rather than dogma in the Gospel’.?!

This does not imply that there was a convergence between the ‘humani-
tarianism’ of the enlightenment and the philanthropic leanings of certain sects
or even of the churches themselves. It is more the evolution of religious thought
itself, as we have seen for the Quakers, which accounts for the emergence of
an anti-slavery feeling based on the affirmation of a new set of values and a
new moral code. But in Protestant Britain, it was more common for philan-
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thropy and the spirit of the Reformation to find their outward expression in
charitable organizations. The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (or
SPG) was one, its object being to aid and educate the American Negroes. It
was founded in 1701 and it had considerable influence in Georgia. The Count of
Zinzendorf sent a group of Moravians to its leader, Thomas Bray, to help him
in his work.?2 Several Huguenots joined the movement, which was particularly
active in South Carolina, Philadelphia and New York, where it could expect
substantial support from the Anglican Church. In 1710, Colonel Christopher
Codrington set about founding two model plantations in Barbados. His idea
was to show that by treating slaves in a humane manner, by encouraging them
to marry and have children, by bringing down the mortality rate through a
reduction in the amount of work and the absence of punishment, it was pos-
sible to increase the output of the plantations and, particularly, to run on a
closed-circuit economy without having recourse to the slave trade. The results
were by no means convincing, but a path had been opened towards the suppres-
sion of the slave trade, and as an ideal, at least, the experience had a great
deal of influence by proposing an alternative to the abominations of the slave
trade which it was impossible to control.

Unqualified condemnation of slavery came mainly from the Puritans.
Their belief in personal salvation through a life of righteousness and adherence
to a strict moral code made them see slavery as the source of all iniquity.
In 1664, Richard Baxter, whom I have already mentioned, denounced the
slave traders as ‘the common enemies of mankind’ and condemned as a
‘heinous sin’ the fact of buying human beings, even if they were slaves, unless
it was for the purpose of setting them free. As for the planters, they were
‘incarnate Devils’.2®* Morgan Godwyn regarded the Americans as base mat-
erialists who no longer cared for their souls, to the point of putting the slave
trade before religion;2* at the beginning of the seventeenth century, a Puritan
called Paul Baynes accused them of living in slavery themselves, as sinners;
in 1700, Samuel Sewall, a lawyer, declared that there were no grounds for
slavery either de facto or de jure. The effect of all these protests was admission
of the fact that the constant importation of blacks was undesirable, and that
white labour might be used instead.?® It is also true that for the first time it
was realized that the emancipation of the Negroes and their integration would
present formidable problems.

It is clear that the suppression of the slave trade, a necessary but insuffi-
cient precondition for the abolition of slavery, was a problem in itself. If all
commerce ceased, it was evident that not only would the existing black labour
force have to be employed sparingly, but that in the long run the slaves would
have to be freed and integrated into a white society. In other words, the slave
trade made it possible to perpetuate slavery, while continuing to be a source of
manpower. America’s openings to the Ocean, to Africa, to the world of slave-
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traders and dealers prevented her from feeling the burden of those black peoples
coming to die on her plantations. A land of exile and frustration, she had
nothing to offer her slaves other than slavery. Thus the abolitionists were
constantly confronted with the eternal logic of the system. At the beginning
of the eighteenth century, the Anglican Church’s only answer to the expansion
of the slave trade was a great campaign to ‘christianize’ slaves, thereby
shelving the issue, as it were, and resigning itself to making Christians of those
of whom it could not make free men.

Humanitarianism, the economists and the Enlightenment

A noble-minded primitivist trend had emerged from within Protestant theology
pointing out that blacks were good, and stressing the depravity of the slave-
owners who lived off their work; their corruption and ‘materialism’ were as
blameworthy as the ‘unnatural commerce’ carried on by the slave-traders.
These themes were taken up frequently in sermons during the eighteenth cen-
tury, as well as in literature, for example by Daniel Defoe and in James Thom-
son’s The Seasons, which was to be Saint-Lambert’s source of inspiration.
Novels, poetry and the theatre were invaded by images of the suffering slave-
victim set against those of the cold-blooded, merciless master, all of which
prepared the ground for the abolition of slavery in people’s minds.2¢ With their
philosophy of sentiment, Shaftesbury?” and Hutcheson gave a rational basis
to that active compassion with which God has expressly endowed every human
being so that he may concern himself with the sufferings of his fellow-men. This
gaverise to a tendency to portray in the most gruesome detail the misfortunes of
the black people, wrested from an idyllic life to be plummeted into the hell
of the plantations, such as in John Wesley’s Thoughts on slavery. But Hutcheson
had himself been distressed by his reading of the accounts of the voyages of
Sir Hans Sloane and Atkins.?8

However, the influence of Scottish moralist philosophy, of which Hut-
cheson, and then Adam Smith, were the exponents, was not only due to the
virtuous emotion which was its weapon against the insensitivity of the evil
slave-owners, but can also be attributed to the utilitarianist arguments it used
to such effect: thus Hutcheson demonstrated that slavery and slave labour,
which had every appearance of being in the interests of the slave-holder, were
not so in the long run and were in fact the reverse of the very ideal of happiness
and human progress.?? But his disciple, Adam Smith, went much further:3
for him, slavery was only part of a system which worked badly because it
pitted personal interest against the public welfare. The way in which slaves
were treated prevented them from working, and slavery was the most costly
and unproductive form of labour. In fact, Smith’s theories revolve around the
whole relationship between free and forced labour in a changing Western
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economy, and these theories were hardly an incitement to use black labour.
But in a world in which the law of profit prevailed, the economic argument
carried most weight, overriding humanitarian considerations and offering in
exchange for ‘compassion’ a distinctly worldly reward, i.e. better yields. We
might ask to what extent this form of anti-slavery was compatible with a code
of ethics and how far it was instrumental in preparing for the changes that
would inevitably come about.

In France, the realism of the Physiocrats was just as ambiguous; it was
chiefly an answer to the actual crisis in the slave system, put into words by its
administrators.® Some of them were reformists, like Pierre Poivre who in 1766
urged the Ile de France settlers to treat their slaves with ‘humanity’ and not to
lose sight of the fact that they were ‘men like themselves’. In exchange, the
slave would ‘serve his master joyfully and faithfully’.?? Others condemned the
evils of the slave ‘system’ from the economic standpoint; at all stages of the
process there were losses, because of the increased difficulty of carrying on the
trade and therefore the higher selling price, because of the overworking of
badly cultivated land, the excessively high mortality rate, militia expenses,
time wasted, and because of the insecurity, indeed the hostility, of the slaves:
‘The slave is lazy because it is his only enjoyment in life, and his only way of
recapturing a part of himself robbed wholesale by his master.’®

There were others who believed in gradual emancipation, so that over
a period of twenty years the slave masses would become free workers. L’ His-
toire des Deux Indes, written in 1780, reflected such a project proposed by
Bessner, the governor of Guiana. But Raynal’s work gave prominence to the
ideas of the economists, set out between 1765 and 1775 in the Ephémérides du
Citoyen: why not let Africa itself produce the commodities that America now
supplied? Why not resettle the black slaves in Africa, where they would be
free? Admittedly this solution would entail keeping on the slave trade, but
it would do away with slavery which was detrimental to the economy of the
plantations.?* Humanitarianism thus upheld the theories of the Physiocrats,
and the poet Saint-Lambert, on publishing Ziméo in the economists’ journal,
wrote to Dupont de Nemours: ‘It is an act of charity for you to take up the
cause of these poor Negroes; I have always pitied them greatly . . .”.%

Pity, humanitarianism, philanthropy—these three words aptly sum up
the reactions of the eighteenth-century philosophers to the problem of slavery
and the slave trade. But with Buffon, Voltaire and Bernardin de Saint-Pierre,*
the emphasis was on moral condemnation. Helvétius’ critique was consistent
with the views of the Physiocrats, but was more political: one must be careful
not to destroy the principle of self-interest which motivates men, and seen in
that light slavery is a mistake as well as a crime.?? A horror of the ‘system’ was
the subject of most attacks, and in Voltaire’s Candide, the Negro of Surinam
who was mutilated in compliance with the Black Code on runaway slaves,
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was a sort of symbol of all the sufferings the black man was made to endure,
and with impunity, for the law condoned slavery and all the hardships that went
with it. In most cases, their accusations were by the same token an extension
of their denunciation of the bloodthirsty, barbaric practices of so-called *civi-
lized’ peoples, of the pervading spirit of intolerance which corrupted all their
undertakings, of vain conquests and futile voyages.® The cause of the black
slaves gave rise to a sense of helplessness reflected fairly accurately in this
quotation from Helvétius:3? ‘Let us avert our gaze from such a baneful sight,
which is so shameful and abhorrent to mankind.’

It is as though the very universality of enlightened philosophical thought
deterred it from undertaking a ‘charitable action’ at a time when a radical
change in mankind and society was imminent, from serving a cause which was
not sufficiently in the interests of progress, as was, for example, the case of
Calas, a victim of religious intolerance.

There is a well-known chapter in Montesquieu’s Esprit des Lois, in which
he questions what ‘right we had to make the Negroes slaves’ and in which
there is this sentence, showing how injustice (in the strongest meaning of that
which is unlawful) follows injustice: ‘The peoples of Europe, having extermi-
nated those of America, had to reduce the peoples of Africa to slavery, in
order to use them to clear all that land for cultivation.’®®

‘Might is right’ is the only law here. This was clearly stated, but the
‘point of law’ was not dealt with, for the fact that there was nothing in religious
texts debarred a ‘jurist’ from giving a straightforward opinion.#* It was not
until 1780, in the Histoire des Deux Indes, a ‘philosophical and political’
history, that the principle of freedom was defended against any ‘reasons of
state’. Freedom is ‘the ownership of one’s body and the possession of one’s
mind’. The government does not have the right to sell slaves, the trader did
not have the right to buy them, and no one has the right to sell himself.4?
Thus politics and ethics must join together to bring freedom to enslaved
peoples, even before the other nations have shaken off their own chains. The
idea of a ‘one and indivisible’ freedom emerges here from the crucible of the
Enlightenment, and turns all causes into one great cause. Because of the uni-
versal nature of its principles, ‘practice’ outweighs theory, the defence of the
‘rights of man’ is in itself an instrument of progress and justice, whether that
man be a “savage’ or a “civilized’ being, whether black, mulatto or white, and
whatever his nationality or religion may be.

But the Histoire des Deux Indes went much further than that humani-
tarian protest. It emphasized the Negroes’ own revolt and the ‘maroon’ phenom-
enon, the significance of which has often been underestimated in the history
of slavery.

A thorough study of texts and documents on slavery shows that the
fear of slaves becoming maroons was a predominant factor in Europe’s * guilty
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conscience’. We know that the Negroes’ resistance to slavery came out in a
number of different ways: suicide on board the slaveships or on the plantations,
attempts to murder slave-owners, abortions. The history of the ‘system’ is
a long sequence of escape and rebellion, and in some places the number of
maroons reached alarming proportions. It happened in Jamaica in 1720 and
in 1734-35; then in Guiana, where the ‘colonies’ of maroons grew to such a
size that the authorities were forced to negotiate with them and grant them
their autonomy.*® There are records in the official Correspondence of the con-
cern of administrators and settlers; although for the most part the phenom-
enon was endemic, the slave population outnumbered the whites to such an
extent that the worst could be feared.

‘Slavery is a violent and unnatural condition. . . . Those who are sub-
jected to it are constantly possessed with the desire to break free, and are
always ready to revolt’, observed Jean Dubuq, head of the Colonial Office.
This gave rise to a policy of reform and efforts to persuade settlers to make the
slaves’ lives ‘bearable’ and make them lose ‘the desire to be free, by dint of
good treatment’. Humanitarianism was a necessity, before it ever developed
into the ‘active compassion’ advocated by Christians and philosophers.

The slaves’ refusal to accept their condition, their assertion of their
right to be free, which was manifest in their propensity to run away, in itself
the negation of slavery, inspired a whole new set of writings, from Mrs Behn’s
famous Oroonoko to Victor Hugo’s Bug Jargal, and including Saint-Lambert’s
Ziméo. Others are less well known: the speech by Moses Boom Sam (in Abbé
Prévost’s Pour et Contre),® who is shown as the Moses of the black people and,
in the Histoire des Deux Indes, the appeal for a ‘new Spartacus’ to lead his
brethren on to ‘vengeance and slaughter’, the advent of a new leader being a
certainty now that the fugitive black slaves had succeeded in gaining their
independence.*®

Two distinct trends thus emerged from within the anti-slavery movement:
‘humanitarianism’ (a term first used by a Physiocrat, Abbé Baudeau)*’ and
militant humanism. The first, inspired by Christian compassion, sought to
find a cure for an inescapable evil in the charity of the slave-owners and the
submission of the slaves. The second condemned the master—slave relationship
as an unnatural violence, and saw a possible issue in revolt: ‘ Your slaves need
neither your generosity nor your advice to throw off the sacrilegious yoke that
oppresses them. Nature speaks louder than philosophy and self-interest.’s®

But the world then entered upon the ‘revolutionary’ era; in 1776, the
thirteen American colonies shook off British domination, in 1781 they drew
up a constitution for themselves. In 1789 there was the French Revolution and
in 1794 the abolition of slavery by the National Convention, shortly after the
revolt in Santo Domingo led by Toussaint Louverture. But none of these
revolutions, although embarked upon in the name of liberty, really brought
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freedom to the Negroes. In 1802, Napoleon was to restore the slave trade and
slavery in the French colonies. In America, where the whole economy depended
on slave labour and slave traffic, the question was raised of how to reconcile
the founding of a new nation with an institution which implied non-citizenship.
In 1787, the Northwest Ordinance prohibited slavery in a third of the territory,
and there were many separate instances of manumission in some of the states.
But of the thirteen states, eight were to maintain slavery. After Independence,
abolitionist literature abounded, refuting the racist arguments. ¢ Christian and
humanitarian motives combine with the principles of liberal ideology’ to prove
that the new nation could not act against the very precepts on which it was
founded.*® But most of them trusted in democracy to bring about the gradual
decline of the institution.

The principles which are the basis of the Government of the United States will uner-
ringly lead to the extinction of slavery throughout the empire, as soon as it is compat-
ible with public security and the welfare of the slaves themselves. 50

But there was still no question of slaves being integrated into the American
nation, we have the example of Thomas Jefferson accepting the emancipation
of the Negroes but proposing to dispatch them to Sierra Leone5! or even to
Santo Domingo. The English philanthropist, Thomas Clarkson, had written
a pamphlet which was republished in Philadelphia in 1788. Written for the
British public for the sole purpose of condemning the slave trade, it also pro-
posed a means whereby the Americans could ‘carry on the Transatlantic trade
while ethicizing it’.52 The blacks would be sent back to Africa, and thenceforth
there would no longer be a slave trade, but a trade in the products of their
Iabour. It is of some significance that at this decisive point in its history, the
United States had only economic, if humanitarian, solutions to offer, and that
no mention was made of slavery in its Constitution. As Elise Marienstras so
aptly puts it: ‘Recognized in theory as a member of the human species, the
American Negro was granted none of the prerogatives universally attributed
to mankind by current ideology.’%®

As we know, it was Great Britain who, with the loss of her American
colonies, was the first to launch an abolitionist campaign, in 1787. The London
Anti-Slavery Society (Wilberforce, Clarkson, Pitt, Grainville, Fox and Burke)
prompted the founding of the French Society in 1788 (Condorcet, Brissot,
Lafayette, Mirabeau, a number of fermiers-généraux (tax-farmers) and adminis-
trators and a few merchants). The main target was the slave trade; but here
again, economic and humanitarian motives were inextricably linked: Great
Britain wanted to put an end to a form of trade which brought wealth to the
Americans, and the French saw the abolition of the slave trade as a means to
stamp out slavery. In the documents of the Société des Amis des Noirs—
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speeches, addresses, etc.—the slave trade is spoken of as an ‘act of barbarism
and inhumanity” and slave ships as ‘floating coffins’ in which atrocity is the
prerequisite for profit.5¢ They denounced the capture of slaves in Africa itself,
the way in which hostilities were deliberately kindled as a source of captives
for the slave shipments, looting and corruption; because of the slave trade,
‘mankind has become a commodity’.5®

But beneath the violence, the crisis of the ‘system’ as such was making
itself felt. The issue of slavery, ‘which probably should be eradicated only by
hardly perceptible degrees so as not to endanger public order or personal
property’ % was approached with circumspection and, it is added, must not
be ‘confused’ with the slave trade. The latter should, it was thought, be replaced
by a more profitable form of trade which would channel the commodities
produced in Africa towards Europe. What it amounted to was to go from one
form of slave trade to another, from the black slave trade to what is known as
the ‘economy of exploitation’, which thrived from the nineteenth century
onwards. With the decline of the sugar plantations and the onset of the Indus-
trial Revolution began a long process which in fact culminated in the end of
slavery and subsequently of the slave trade. The official dates marking their
abolition in the various countries are meaningful only if they are compared
with each other and seen in the relevant context. In Great Britain, where the
Industrial Revolution was a speedier process and where, furthermore, there
was the desire to do harm to the former American colonies, events went faster;
in France, Napoleon restored slavery but prohibited the slave trade in 1815.
For a long time, slave traffic towards the United States and Brazil persisted,
although slavery was abolished in the latter country in 1836. There were
Spanish, French, Brazilian and American vessels involved in the traffic, British
ships having more or less ceased slaving operations. From the humanitarian
viewpoint, virtually everything that was to be said had been said, and the
black peoples had been placed under the protection of the law by the Declara-
tion of the Rights of Man. But the colonial system and the exploitation of the
working masses were to set all these speeches and decrees at nought.

Slave trade, slavery, forced labour

After being a vast reservoir of slaves, Africa was to become the battleground
for European imperialism. Each country carved out its own stronghold, and the
old trading stations were often used as a launching ground for prosperous
settlements. Colonization was an excuse for every possible form of intervention:
military expeditions bought slaves from local traders to use them as ‘volun-
teers’; when villages were taken, their inhabitants were also captured, and
shown little mercy. And when the need arose, African labour continued to be
exported, especially to the United States and Brazil. The nationality of the
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ships was immaterial: Spanish, French, Brazilian or American. If one compares
the growth of the slave population in the two main countries involved in slavery
on the American continent, namely the United States and Brazil, it appears
that at the beginning of the nineteenth century there were approximately
1 million slaves in each of them, but by the beginning of the War of Secession
the figure had grown to nearly 4 million in the United States as against 1.5
million in Brazil. The United States had thus amassed sufficient human ‘capi-
tal’ to develop its new cotton fields without being unduly hard on the slaves.
In Brazil, where there was a steadily increasing demand for labour on the sugar
plantations and on the recently developed coffee plantations, the intensive
use of slave labour caused a rise in the mortality rate. Hence the need, after a
while, to resort to local labour and, from the 1860s onwards, to a policy of
immigration.5?

The slave trade was now no longer an answer to a steady, guaranteed
demand for African labour, but was subject to market fluctuations, economic
changes and the relative importance of sugar, cotton or coffee. As it was mostly
clandestine, there were no longer the enormous profits to be earned that had
attracted the slave-traders. And yet it was to persist until it was finally deprived
of its clientéle by the defeat of the southern states and the suppression of
slavery in Brazil, that is until such time as it could no longer fulfil the basic
function it had had in the pre-industrial economy.

But just as in Africa the colonial powers were reducing to ‘slavery’
whole sections of the local population by forcing them to do all kinds of labour,
drudgery and compulsory service, it was inevitable that the slave trade should
continue to exist in other forms. The best-known example is Sio Tomé, a
Portuguese island off the coast of Angola.®® It is probably not the only case of
its kind, but it is significant for the way in which the whole ‘system’ was carried
over there without appearing to transgress the ‘law’. For the Code of 1878
specified labour conditions in the Portuguese African provinces: free labour
and a five-year contract. But from the 1860s onwards, 2,000 to 4,000 Africans
were shipped to Sdio Tomé (and also to the island of Principe) each year;
hunted down in the Angolan interior, chained together, embarked as contrac-
tual labour, they were shipped off to the cocoa plantations, whence they never
returned. Public opinion was first roused in 1865 by protests from members
of the ‘Anglo-Portuguese Commission on Slavery’. An English journalist,
Henry W. Nevinson, spoke of a new slave trade (4 Modern Slavery, 1906) and
succeeded in having a commission of inquiry sent out to investigate.’® Other
‘workers’ were exported in this way from Mozambique to the Transvaal:
there were approximately 80,000 of them a year, and they were rounded up by
an association comprising 250 ‘recruiting agents’. Assimilation laws passed
in 1926, 1929 and 1933 failed to put an end to ‘forced labour’.

Another example: when in 1894 and 1895 decrees were issued prohibiting
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the entry of ‘slave’ captives and caravans into the Sudan, the slave-traders
promptly declared that the ‘captives’ were ‘free, wage-earning’ porters.®

The facts were there: but how to put a stop to the slave trade and slavery
when there were ‘contracts’, ‘salaries’ and an apparent lack of constraint?
More than ever, to preserve the rights of individuals, it was the slave trade
which had to be attacked. Even if there were no coercion, deportation with
no chance of return constituted in effect a state of slavery, since the ‘contrac-
tual’ labourer was at the mercy of his employers. He was alienated, hence he
was no longer ‘free’; slavery had wrested him from his home, made him an
exile, a captive. In West Africa, the decree of 1905 was aimed at ‘any person
who has entered into an agreement whose object is to deprive a third person
of his liberty’.5! It is clear enough from the terms of the decree that the legis-
lator’s words should, by looking beyond the actual facts of the case, be taken
to mean the intention of the guilty party to reduce a man to slavery, even if
that man’s status was not that of a slave. And yet the traffic continued, espe-
cially in the more remote parts of the globe, and only changes in the economic
situation finally brought about its extinction.

There was, of course, no lack of humanitarian protests, but the colonial
system was not concerned about slavery save in the case of ‘household’ slaves,
and so it was easy to denounce traditional practices in Africa which had been
the basis of the Atlantic slave trade. As for the export of labour for the purpose
of ‘depriving a third person of his liberty’, it was far too useful to be prohib-
ited, as was illustrated only too well when, in 1947, the inspector of the Angolan
Colonial Service, who was a member of the Portuguese Parliament, submitted
a report on ‘forced labour’ in Angola®? only to be given a seven-year prison
sentence for his courage.

As for the ‘missions’, it is extremely difficult to assess their role. Their
common ideology was to spread the Gospel, but charity often prompted them
to make ‘humanitarian’ gestures, and the fact that they were settled perma-
nently in the colonies facilitated their action.®® As far as the Roman Catholic
Church was concerned, Pope Gregory XVI had condemned the slave trade as
being an ‘inhuman . . . commercium’ in 1838, and Leo XIII denounced slavery
in 1888, instructing Monseigneur Lavigerie to oppose its establishment in the
French colonies. But on the whole, churches and missions supported coloniza-
tion, preferring to focus their attacks on slave trading in the Muslim countries,
thereby killing two birds with one stone. The Protestant missionary Fowel
Buxton € led an expedition into the interior in an attempt to sap the very
foundations of the slave trade (around 1840) but the discovery at this time of a
route to the Sudan by a Turkish captain oponed up new trade outlets, and some
60,000 slaves fell victim to the new trade. As in the earlier period, opposition
to the slave trade and slavery came chiefly from religious sects, particularly
the Evangelicals. One of the most fervent activists was Sir Thomas Fowel
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Buxton, who drew up a proposal to ‘civilize’ Africa, urging Great Britain to
use the influence and power ‘which God had thought fit to bestow on her to
raise Africa up out of the dust and enable it to draw upon its own resources
to wipe out slavery and the slave trade’.s As for the official missionary effort,
it was restricted to the spread of the faith and the education of the people,
leaving the settlement—or the neglect—of these difficult problems to the dis-
cretion of the administrative authorities.

Taking the declarations of the Rights of Man, and the Law of Nations
as the basis for its ideas, the liberal, philanthropic and humanitarian trend
developed, led by such prominent figures as Lamartine, Benjamin Constant
and Tocqueville. Victor Schoelcher, who had been one of the chief architects
of the Act for the abolition of slavery in 1848, denounced the persistence of
the slave trade in Natal in 1877.%¢ In many countries, from France and Great
Britain to Brazil and the Cameroons, anti-slavery societies were founded to
defend the rights of the human being against all forms of slavery, in the widest
possible sense that the historical context dictated. But this liberal tradition,
inspired by faith in the progress of the human mind and in a certain sense of
the white race’s ‘civilizing’ mission, was superseded by socialist thinking which
cherished no illusions about ‘man’s inhumanity to man’, and set about demon-
strating that the evils of the colonial system were to be found in the logic of
its own existence, and that the only way to put an end to slavery ‘in all its
forms’ was to put an end to European hegemony in Africa:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and entomb-
ment in mines of the aboriginal population . . . the turning of Africa into a warren for
the commercial hunting of black-skins, signalized the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist
production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief momenta of primitive accumulation
.. . slavery . . . is the sole natural basis of colonial wealth.®?

Within a comprehensive theory of capitalism, Karl Marx defines the slave
trade as one form of primitive accumulation, as a traffic in human beings which
has specific characteristics and which, at a particular point in history, yields
a maximum rate of return.

Liverpool waxed fat on the slave-trade. This was its method of primitive accumulation.
And, even to the present day, Liverpool ‘respectability’ is the Pindar of the slave-trade
which . . . has coincided with that spirit of bold advent which has characterized the
trade of Liverpool and rapidly carried it to its present state of prosperity; has occa-
sioned vast employment for shipping and sailors, and greatly augmented the demand
for the manufactures of the country.%®

The profit derived from the slave trade itself is compounded by the profit
made out of menial labour: merchants, slave-traders and planters share the
gains of a system which pushes human exploitation to limits hitherto unknown.
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Treated as a mere commodity, bought, sold and exchanged, the slave still
provides the labour power needed for the production of colonial wealth.
Whereas the wage-earner sells his labour ‘freely’ (even if that freedom is
illusory), it is ‘the labour-power itself which is sold’ (by a third party) with the
body of the slave. Hence:

‘The horrors of overwork, that product of civilization, serve to augment
the barbarity of slavery and bondage’,% and the slave trade, prompt to supply
needs, makes it unnecessary to ensure that the individual slave survives. Only
his productivity counts. Slavery sanctions the slave trade, but the slave trade
sanctions slavery: this is the logic of the system which fostered the transition
to industrial capitalism. This, in turn, was to throw men-as-commodities on
to the market, perpetuating the trade in human flesh and the overwork resulting
from it. Although he denounces the atrocities of the slavery system, Marx
demonstrates the vanity of humanitarian idealism ® which depicts the revolt
of the slave as a triumph of a certain concept of mankind. ‘The rebellious
negroes of Haiti and the fugitive negroes of all the colonies’ wanted to free
themselves, not mankind, and their fight becomes an example for all who are
exploited.™ Nor is it possible to humanize an inhuman system; one must expose
its economic causes and the social relationships brought about by the cir-
cumstances of the quest for profit and by overwork;? the struggle against
menial work must be harnessed to the struggle against the exploitation of free
workers, and to the struggle against capital.

However, at the international level, liberalism had a useful role in carrying
on the combat against the wrongs of the system, until such time as the peoples
were able to throw off the colonialist yoke for themselves. But the problem lay
in knowing whether it was the abolition of slavery and the slave trade in the
strict sense they were fighting for, or whether that included all forms of slavery
and the trade in human beings stemming from the exploitation of the African
labourers. An International Labour Office report published in Geneva in 1953
rightly recalls that even though the slave trade and slavery had been condemned
by conferences and conventions throughout the nineteenth century, there had
never been any mention of ‘forced labour as an institution distinct from
slavery’. Hence the existence of some confusion both in terminology and in
people’s minds. The 1890 Brussels anti-slavery conference condemned the
Arab-centred slave trade, the 1885 Berlin conference prohibited slavery and
the traffic in human beings. Article 22 of the League of Nations Covenant
(1920) mentions together ‘the prohibition of abuses such as the slave trade’
and the prevention of compulsory service in certain mandated territories.
The Temporary Slavery Commission placed slavery on a par with ‘similar
forms of servitude’. It provided for compulsory repatriation in the event of
work involving the removal of a labourer from his usual place of residence,
thereby defining forced labour unequivocally as a form of servitude when the
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trade in human beings imposes the further insuperable obstacle of the distance
between the place of work and the place of residence.” In 1926, the Slavery
Convention recommended that no amendment should be made to this except
when the work is necessary for ‘public purposes’, such as the construction
of the first African railways.” A commission of inquiry sent out to Liberia
in 1930 reported that ‘conveying groups of indigenous captives’ to the coast
was tantamount to a form of slave trade, and that forced labour was therefore
nothing but slavery in disguise, and yet in 1932 the ‘Standing Advisory Com-
mittee of Experts on Slavery’ did not deal with forced labour.” What is
undoubtedly at the root of all this lack of decision is the difficulty of recon-
ciling huminitarianism and politics, of speaking up in the name of human
rights when the interests of the great colonial powers are exacerbated to such
a degree that while pretending to reject slavery, they accept forced labour,
which they need.

The International Labour Office then decided to deal more specifically
with ‘forced labour’ by trying, if not to stop it, at least to restrict the powers
of those who had recourse to it.” The danger is inherent in any country where
workers are ‘recruited or engaged through a system of voluntary migration’.
This manpower drain is dangerous because it ‘tends to perpetuate conditions
of servitude’, gives rise to extremely poor conditions of output and remunera-
tion, and finally because it hinders the development of the villages left deserted.
However the practice was so widespread that the ‘Recruiting of Indigenous
Workers Convention’ (No. 50) was ratified only by the countries which did
not feel directly concerned. In 1949, the statute on ‘migrants for employment’
(Migration for Employment Convention, No. 97) sought, by the choice of a
neutral term to describe them, to protect workers recruited in the so-called
underdeveloped countries, in particular the Africans. The United Nations
General Assembly had just, on 10 December 1948, adopted the prohibition
of slavery and the slave trade ‘in all their forms’ (Article 4), but without
referring to forced labour, even though it asserted that everyone has the right
to ‘free choice of employment’. This ¢ Universal Declaration of Human Rights’
marked the victory, at the international level, of an ideal, frail though the
Second World War had shown it to be. Deportation, slavery and extermination
had been the lot of many of those peoples who had formerly been conquerors
and colonizers. In the advocacy of human rights, with no discrimination on
grounds of race or religion, there was a sort of consensus which reflected both
the strength and the weakness of the liberal humanism that had been the legacy
of the Age of Enlightenment. Its strength lies in a certain idea of man, of his
freedom and dignity, which, after a bitter struggle, has been accepted ever
since the eighteenth century. Its weakness lies in the fact that it is a principle,
nothing more, a mere ‘statement’ which is not binding upon those who manipu-
late men and words, with whom ‘forced’ labour spells servitude and slavery,
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and ‘migratory labour’ means migrant or emigrant workers who do not have
the ‘free choice’ that they, as ‘voluntary’ recruits, are allegedly given. Words,
and history, can be treacherous.

In 1957, an International Labour Office Convention (No. 105) declared
the abolition of forced labour, one year after a United Nations Supplementary
Convention of 1956 had reaffirmed the abolition of slavery and the slave trade.
But the two issues constantly overlap, ‘forced labour’ being the substitute for
slavery in colonial countries, and the slave trade remaining the means of meet-
ing manpower requirements. The inquiry carried out by the United Nations
in 1963 on the specific question of slavery and the slave trade provides ample
proof of this.

Mohamed Awad’s report shows that there were seventy-six replies,”
and was based on the premise that where there is no slave trade, there is no
slavery.”® He points out that the abolition of slavery has been adopted in
principle by most countries at different times, Saudi Arabia being the last
to have officially abolished it in 1962. The Mali report gives three distinct
periods in the history of slavery in Africa: (a) domestic slavery and prisoners
of war in feudal times; (b) the slave trade with the establishment of trading
posts; (c) the replacement of the slave trade by a ‘system of exploitation’.
‘Consequently the abolition of slavery and of institutions or practices similar
to slavery only became a fact with national independence.’ Finally, anti-
slavery societies in Saudi Arabia and India claim that there are still slaves in
these two countries,’ although this is denied by their official representatives.
Clearly the word “slavery’ covers a variety of practices, in a variety of different
contexts: traditional slavery (which could be taken to include short-distance
trading); slavery in the Arab countries which is associated with the caravan
trade and which still exists; slavery linked with the Atlantic slave trade;
servitude for debt (as in the case of India, for example); and forced labour
in the colonial countries, a form of slavery imposed on individuals who are not
officially regarded as slaves. To say that the slave trade creates slavery empha-
sizes the common link in all these practices which successively or together
have shattered human freedoms and disrupted ethnic identities throughout
the course of history. The slave trade does not only help to preserve slavery
as an institution, to the mutual advantage of both dealer and slave-owner;
it imposes on the slave the added burden of exile, takes away any hope he
may have of ever returning home, and even has the effect of depriving him of
the will to regain his freedom. Africa has endured every form of slavery,
every form of servitude, her fate seemed to her to be unchanged when the slave
trade gave way to ‘voluntary’ migration.

At the international level, humanitarian efforts are still active. Slavery,
the slave trade, forced or compulsory labour have been officially banned:
Will they one day be a thing of the past? With decolonization, the conditions
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of man’s exploitation of man have become extinct; sporadically they reappear;
there are still ‘anti-slavery’ societies, and there is still some traffic, though on
what scale or through what channels it operates we do not know. We have
gauged how long it takes for a positive ‘awareness’ to develop, and again the
distance to be travelled before that awareness is translated into ‘humanitarian’
action, and we have seen that the evils wrought by man can be undone by
man, if only he is prepared to denounce their true causes and realize that there
are a thousand ways of exploiting human beings. But who can forecast the
day when no men will be slaves, when no men will do trade in their fellow men,
when nowhere will men be reduced to the ignominious status of marketable

commodities ?
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The slave trade and the
Atlantic economies, 1451-1870 '

Joseph E. Inikori

This article deals deals with all the regions of Africa directly affected by the
external slave trade from that continent across the Sahara, the Atlantic ocean,
the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Other territories included are South and
North America, the West Indies and all Europe bordering on the Atlantic,
including those European countries affected by the activities of the Atlantic
countries. In some ways this definition of the scope of this paper is arbitrary.
1t excludes some of the slave-receiving economies of the period, in particular,
those of the Middle East.2 On the other hand, the economies included were not
all affected to the same degree by the slave trade; indeed, some were only
indirectly affected. However, the coverage of the territories mentioned makes
it possible to analyse in one broad sweep the effects of the slave trade on all the
economies most significantly affected.

The slave trade and slavery is a subject on which a great deal has already
been said and written, starting from the eighteenth century and continuing to
the present day.?

But the existing studies have failed to fit the slave trade as a causal factor,
positive or negative, into a process analysis of economic development in the
major countries or territories that participated in it. This is what this article
tries to do. For that purpose the external slave trade from Africa is viewed as
a form of international trade whose effects on the countries or regions involved
in it, directly or indirectly, are analysed in economic terms. The paper is based
essentially on development as opposed to growth analysis. The distinction
between these two concepts is not always observed by writers. Modern economic
growth is usually defined in terms of a sustained annual increase in income per
head of the entire population in a given economy, over a long period of time,
while economic development relates to the transformation of an economy from
a customary, subsistence, rural and regional stage, to a rational, commercial,
urban and national stage, with appropriate institutions for the efficient mobility
of factors. Often the transformation includes a major structural shift in the
economy, from primarily agricultural to primarily industrial. In the context of
Rostovian analysis, development belongs to the * pre-condition’ and ‘take-off’
stages, while growth belongs to the post-take-off stages. The main question
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which this article tries to tackle, therefore, is the extent to which the movements
of the various economies under review were accelerated or retarded by the
slave trade in those crucial stages of development. The analysis draws on the
concept of dynamic gains from international trade as opposed to the static gains
of classical analysis.4

Magnitude of the external slave trade

One problem which is central to our question is the magnitude of the external
slave trade from Africa during the period 1451-1870. This means a computation
of the total number of slaves actually carried away from sub-Saharan Africa by
way of the Sahara, the Atlantic, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, during
that period. From the point of view of the European sector of the Atlantic,
this is necessary because the development of resources required by the trade
forms an important part of the analysis and this will have to be weighted by
the estimated magnitude of the European portion of the trade. For the African
part of the analysis the computed magnitude will form a useful starting point
for an estimate of the demographic impact of the trade and the consequences of
that for economic development in the regions affected.

Most writers dealing with the slave trade across the Sahara and the
Atlantic have always found it necessary to estimate the total number of slaves
involved. For the Atlantic portion, the most recent of these estimates is that
of Professor Curtin,® which was based on published data. However, his global
estimates have now been shown to be generally on the low side of the mark.®
At present much work is going on relating to the number of slaves exported
from Africa by way of the Atlantic trade. It may take another decade or more
before the outcome can be stated in terms of global figures. For the purposes of
the analysis in this article, the figure of 11 million slaves provided by Professor
Curtin has been taken as representing the barest minimum for the Atlantic
trade. This, together with the European share of the unknown magnitude of
the Indian Ocean trade, makes up the European portion of the external slave
trade from Africa.

For the trans-Saharan trade, a recent attempt to summarize the impli-
cations of some of the existing estimates put the total number of slaves taken
away from sub-Saharan Africa to meet the demands of the desert trade, for the
whole period 850-1910, at 10 million. The distribution of this total over time
shows that for our period, 1451-1870, a little under 6 million people were taken
away.” These data are extremely weak, and some think the present estimate may
be on the high side.® If the trans-Saharan figure should be proved to be an over-
estimate, this may compensate to some extent the underestimate for the trans-
Atlantic trade.

As for the slave trade from East Africa to the Red Sea, Arabia, the Persian
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Gulf, India and the islands on the Indian Ocean, no aggregate estimates of the
total numbers involved have been made, From the information available,® we
may not be exaggerating if we put the total figures for the whole of our period
at some 2 million.

Thus, the external slave trade from Africa south of the Sahara between
the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries, involved the export of not less than
19 million people.

The slave trade and the expansion of international trade

The buying, shipping and employment of over 11 million slaves in capitalistic
production for an international market on the one hand, and the shipping and
marketing of the commodities produced by those slaves on the other, consti-
tuted a very large part, in volume, of all international economic transactions
in the period 1451-1870. In order to relate this international transaction of
immense proportions to Western development, we shall try to answer the
following questions which in some ways are related:

To what extent did the requirements for buying and transporting over 11 million
slaves contribute towards development in Western economies ?

Was the process of economic development in Atlantic Europe and the Americas
critically influenced by the growth of world trade between 1500 and
18707

To what extent did the expansion of international trade between 1500 and
1870 depend on the slave trade?

Before answering these questions, something must be said about the
division of functions in the Atlantic system within which the slave trade and
slavery operated. The main functional categories in that system were: trade
and finance; transportation; manufacturing; mining; export staple agriculture
in plantations; commercial foodstuff agriculture in medium-sized freehold
farms; and the sale of labour. Western Europe overwhelmingly dominated
trade, finance, transportation and manufacturing. Portuguese and Spanish
America also did some trading and transportation, including some manufac-
turing for internal consumption. But their main function in the Atlantic system
was the mining of precious metals and export staple agriculture in plantations.
The middle and north-eastern states of North America, right from the colonial
days, concentrated on commercial foodstuff production for export to the slave
plantations of the West Indian islands, import and export trade, shipping,
finance, shipbuilding, lumber production, fishing and, later, manufacturing.
The southern states specialized in plantation agriculture, first, mainly tobacco,
but later, mainly cotton. The special function of all the West Indian islands
was plantation agriculture—coffee, cotton, indigo, but in particular, sugar
cane. Africa did not perform any real production function in the Atlantic



The slave trade 59
and the Atlantic economies 1451-1870

system. Its function was limited to the acquisition and sale of slave labour. On
the whole, of all the territories under review, only the north-eastern states of
North America performed economic functions closely resembling those per-
formed by Western Europe in the Atlantic system.

The character of functions performed by a given territory in the Atlantic
system was a crucial factor explaining the type of developmental effect which
the system produced in that territory. Trade, finance, shipping, manufacturing,
and commercial foodstuff production in medium-sized freehold farms tended
to produce much greater positive developmental effects than plantation agri-
culture. However, the character of the functions does not fully explain the
differing developmental effects. It is significant that the territories which were
engaged mostly in plantation agriculture were also those in which ‘foreign
factors of production’ were most largely employed, using this concept in
Jonathan Levin’s sense.l® As a consequence, a very large proportion of the total
income produced in the Atlantic sectors of these economies was remitted
abroad. This was particularly so for the West Indian islands. This, together
with the character of the functions performed, left little or no room for a self-
sustained internal development to accompany the growth of activities in pro-
duction for an international market. In the Latin American territories the
operation of some internal factors, partly connected with the character of the
European colonists and the institutions they brought with them, further reduced
the overall positive effects of the Atlantic system for the internal development
of those economies. For these various reasons, the positive developmental
effects of the Atlantic system were largely concentrated in Western Europe and
North America.

The buying and shipping of slaves to the Americas formed one of the
most important functions fulfilled by Western Europe in the Atlantic system.
This proved to be a very demanding task, requiring considerable mercantile
skills, highly sophisticated financial arrangements, refinements in shipbuilding
technology, and production of new types of goods demanded by the slave-
producing regions of tropical Africa. The creative response of the economies
of Atlantic Europe to the requirements of this function formed an important
part of the development process in those economies. Unfortunately, a detailed
study of the character of this response and an assessment of its place in the
process of economic development in Western Europe is only just receiving the
attention of scholars employing the analytical tools of development economics.
The first of such studies, which has been made on the British economy for the
period 1750-1807,1! shows that during this period of about sixty years when
Great Britain dominated the buying and shipping of slaves to the Americas, the
peculiar requirements of this function stimulated important developments in
key sectors and regions of the British economy. The slave merchants were
constantly exposed to considerable risks and so their regular and growing
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demand for insurance cover was important in the development of marine
insurance in Great Britain. The trade required the extension of credit!? at
various stages—credit to slave-dealers on the African coast, and more import-
ant, credit to the employers of slave labour in the Americas. In addition, a
long space of time, usually over a year, elapsed between the time a merchant in
Great Britain invested in goods and shipping and the time the slaves were
finally sold in the Americas. In consequence, the financial resources of the
slave merchants were more than ordinarily stretched. In fact, the commercial
capital required by the slave trade—in shipping, in stock of goods, and in trade
credits—was far in excess of the annual volume of the trade. Rather than sink
the whole of their fortunes in the trade, the slave-merchants always preferred
to obtain credit in various forms. They obtained export credit from the pro-
ducers of goods for the trade, a requirement which in turn compelled the latter
to look for sources of credit for their operation. More important, the slave-
merchants obtained credit through the discounting to the voluminous bills of
exchange they obtained from the sale of slaves in the Americas.

The favourable demand conditions created in this way were important
for the development of banking and the discount market in Great Britain. In
fact, some of the provincial banks that sprang up at this time, especially in
Lancashire, were motivated primarily by the desire to profit from the dis-
counting of slave bills and other bills resulting from the credit relationship
between the slave-merchants and producers of goods for the slave trade.1?

The special shipping requirements of the trade stimulated considerable
activities in British shipyards for the building of a special class of vessel and
for the repair and costly outfit of slave vessels. From a calculation based on
137 slave-ships, measuring 24,180 tons, it is found that about 60 per cent of
British slave vessels were built in British shipyards, the remaining 40 per cent
being made up of prizes taken in wartime, and foreign-built ships purchased
abroad, mostly in the colonies. After deducting this proportion, an elaborate
calculation based on a large amount of shipping data, shows that between
1791 and 1807 about 15 per cent of all tonnage built in Great Britain was
destined for the Guinea trade, about 95 per cent of which went into the shipping
of slaves.* Between 1750 and 1807, an average of £2,625,959 per decade was
invested by British slave-merchants in the building, repairing and outfit of their
vessels in British shipyards, ranging from an average of about £1} million per
decade for the period 1750-80, to an average of almost £4 million per decade
in the period, 1781-1807. The input requirements of these activities had import-
ant linkage effects on other industries, particularly the metal and metal-using
trades, and hence the mining of metal ore and coal, and their transportation.
They also made an important contribution to the process of urbanization.

The manufacturing sectors significantly influenced were the metal and
metal-using industries, copper, brass and iron. The manufacture of guns for
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the purchase of slaves was an important Birmingham industry. The production
of special copper and brass goods for the slave trade, and the employment of
copper in sheathing the bottoms of slave vessels were important activities in
the London, Bristol and Liverpool regions. But the British industry whose
development was most critically influenced by the slave trade was the cotton
textile industry.

Between 1750 and 1776, the proportion of total annual British cotton
exports, by value, which went to the west coast of Africa varied from 30 to
50 per cent.'® This proportion fell drastically during the American War of
Independence, but recovered after the war, and between 1783 and 1792, varied
from 11 to 32 per cent. After 1792, the faster growth of exports to Europe and
the Americas meant that exports to the African coast formed a diminishing
percentage of total British cotton exports, by value. Thus, in terms of volume,
exports to the African coast were important for the development of the export
sector of the British cotton textile industry. The cotton goods exported to the
African coast were the cheap type for common consumers and this made them
adaptable to mass production by mechanical methods. But, by far the most
important contribution which exports to the African coast made towards the
development of the British cotton textile industry was in terms of exposure to
competition.

In the early years of the industry, its home market was protected, the
sale of East Indian cotton textiles for domestic consumption having been
prohibited in Great Britain early in the eighteenth century. Sales in Europe
remained insignificant until after 1776. In those early years, it was mainly on
the west coast of Africa that the British cotton textile industry faced very
serious competition from similar goods from all parts of the world, in particu-
lar, East Indian cotton textiles. The industry’s response to this competition was
very important for its competitiveness from the last years of the eighteenth
century onwards.16

Thus, as far as the British economy in the eighteenth century is concerned,
the requirements for buying and transporting slaves to the Americas made an
important contribution to development. No similar studies have been made for
the other European countries that performed this same function in the Atlantic
system. But the limited studies of Simone Berbain, Gaston Martin and Pierre
Boulle, show that, at least, for Nantes, Rouen and Montpellier, the slave-
merchants’ demand for cheaply produced goods stimulated the growth of
large-scale industry in the eighteenth century.!” And the export of German
linens to the African coast through British and other European slave-merchants
was an important outlet for the textile industries of Westphalia, Saxony and
Silesia.

The buying and shipping of slaves to the Americas represented just a
part of the greatly expanded world trade in which the Atlantic economies



62 Joseph E. Inikori

participated in the period 1451-1870. It will be shown later that thus pheno-
menal expansion of world trade was due largely to the availability of African
slave labour in the Americas. But for the moment we have to establish the
relationship between this growth of world trade and the economic development
of Western Europe and North America.

Between the late Middle Ages and the first half of the seventeenth century
some very important internal developments occurred in West European econ-
omies, which were due to changes in some internal factors, such as population,
leading to the growth of intra-European trade, particularly in raw wool, woollen
products, metal products and silver, as well as inter-regional trade within the
individual West European countries. These early developments stimulated in
the different West European countries differing institutional changes, political,
social and economic. Particularly in Great Britain and Holland, the changes
which occurred at this time created

a hospitable environment for the evolution of a body of property rights which pro-
moted institutional arrangements, leading to fee-simple absolute ownership in land,
free labour, the protection of privately owned goods, patent laws and other encourage-
ments to ownership of intellectual property, and a host of institutional arrangements
to reduce market imperfection in product and capital markets.1®

The main contribution of the Atlantic system to these early developments was
in the supply of bullion which greatly promoted the growth of exchange in
all Western Europe, thereby giving a fillip to the expansion of the market
sector of West European economies. Besides this contribution, much of West
European development at this early stage depended on European resources.
The ‘hospitable environment’ created by these early developments are very
important in explaining the responsiveness of West European economies to
the external stimuli emanating from the growth of world trade from the second
half of the seventeenth century onwards.

But, it is one thing to say that these early internal developments made
West European economies responsive to external stimuli arising from the
growth of the Atlantic system. It is quite another thing to say that from these
early developments the institutional arrangements that evolved in Western
Europe between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and that great
structural transformation called the Industrial Revolution which occurred in
Great Britain during this period, were inevitable. The explanation for those
developments is to be found in the new problems and possibilities created by
the growth of world trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: the new
problems of regularly carrying large quantities of goods over very long distances
across turbulent seas; of processing and distributing large quantities of products
imported from distant places; of accommodation in a trade system stretching
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to every part of the globe; the opportunities offered for developing new indus-
tries based on raw materials previously scarce and expensive, or wholly unavail-
able, such as sugar, tobacco, cotton, etc., and for developing new products in
response to new demands and tastes; the economies of scale associated with
production for a greatly extended world market—these and many other factors
stimulated the institutional developments and the radical structural shifts
which occurred in western Europe at that time. They were all produced by the
growth of world trade in this period. The technical developments and the tech-
nological innovations of the period were all called forth and made economic
by the practical problems of production for an extended world market. It is
the verdict of a British economic historian that

Colonial trade introduced to English industry the quite new possibility of exporting
in great quantities manufactures other than woollen goods, to markets where there
was no question of the exchange of manufactures for other manufactures. . . . The
process of industrialization in England from the second quarter of the eighteenth
century was to an important extent a response to colonial demands for nails, axes,
firearms, buckets, coaches, clocks, saddles, handkerchiefs, buttons, cordage and a
thousand other things.1?

It was this which made possible the concentration of large-scale industrial
production at all levels in the small country that England was in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, being peopled by less than 7 million inhabitants by the
mid-eighteenth century, and by just over 8 million by 1790,2° and with no ususual
endowment of natural resources. The opportunities offered for large exports
of ironwares and later of cottons ‘played a vital part in the building of those
industries to the point where technical change transformed their momentum
of growth’.2! For Europe generally, and for France in particular, a French
Economic historian wrote:

The eighteenth century can be truly called the Atlantic stage of European economic
development. Foreign trade, and especially trade with the Americas, was the most
dynamic sector of the whole economy (for instance, French colonial trade increased
tenfold between 1716 and 1787), and furthermore the demand from overseas was
stimulating the growth of a wide range of industries as well as increased specialization
and division of labour. Owing to the superiority of sea transport over land transport,
the eighteenth-century European economy was organized around a number of big
seaports, the most prosperous being those with the largest share in the growing colo-
nial trade, such as Bordeaux or Nantes; each of these had, not only its own industries,
but also its industrial hinterland in the river base of which it was the outlet.2?

He further points out that if

‘ Americanization’ of trade and industry was the most pronounced for countries which
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owned a colonial empire (such as Great Britain, France, Holland and Spain), its
influence extended also farther to the east, to countries which had no colonies but
were able to send goods to America as re-exports from the colonial powers, especially
through Cadiz; so German linens, cutlery, and hardware reached the West Indian
and Spanish American markets.?

For North America in the colonial period, it has been shown that the propor-
tion of total economic activity devoted to production for overseas markets
was relatively large at the beginning of the eighteenth century, being about
one-fifth of total output, and that though that proportion declined over
the century, it still remained about one-sixth in 1768-72.24 This was made up
of shipping and other commercial services sold by the north-eastern colonies
to the West Indian islands and southern Europe, export of foodstuffs, horses
and lumber from the middle and north-eastern colonies to the West Indies and
southern Europe, and the export of tobacco, rice and other minor crops from
the southern colonies to Great Britain and other European countries. From
this analysis of the colonial economy of North America, it is concluded:

While overseas trade and market activity may not have comprised the major portion
of all colonial economic activity, the importance of the market was that of improving
resource allocation. . . . We argue that while subsistence agriculture provided an impor-
tant base to colonial incomes and was a substantial part of average per capita income,
changes in incomes and improvements in welfare came largely through overseas
trade and other market activities. Not only did improvements in productivity occur
primarily through market activity, but the pattern of settlement and production was
determined by market forces. This pattern changed slowly and unevenly, spreading
from the waterways and distribution centres along the Atlantic seaboard into the
interior, 25

For the period, 1790-1860, Professor D. C. North has shown that the export
of raw cotton from the southern states was the most crucial factor in the growth
and development of the United States economy. As the southern states con-
centrated all their resources on the production of raw cotton for export, they
had to buy their foodstuffs from the producers in the west, and this stimulated
the settlement of the west and its specialization in foodstuff production. Also,
the south had to depend on the north-east for its transportation, financial and
other commercial services. Incomes earned from the production of cotton for
export and spent on western food and north-eastern services, provided the
base for the growth of import substitution industries in the north-east. And so
the north-east graduated from exporting southern cotton and supplying the
south and west with imported foreign manufactures, to the domestic production
of those goods for consumers in the south and west, as well as in the north-east
itself, using southern cotton as part of the inputs for the new industries. It was
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this regional specialization based originally on the production of cotton in the
south for export that made economic the establishment of large-scale industries
in the United States between 1790 and 1860.2¢

It can, therefore, be concluded that economic development in Atlantic
Europe and North America was critically influenced by the growth of world
trade between 1500 and 1870. The next question is the extent to which the
growth of world trade in this period depended on the slave trade. Since this
growth depended almost entirely on the exploitation of the resources in the
Americas, the question boils down to whether the exploitation of those resources
would have been possible at all, or whether the scale of their exploitation would
have come anywhere near to what it was, without the availability of slave
labour. This is looking at the problem from the point of view of supply. Another
way is to look at it from the point of view of demand and ask whether the
employment of non-slave labour would not have considerably advanced the
cost of production and therefore have raised the prices of the products in
Europe to a level that would have considerably reduced their consumption and
therefore the quantity imported into Europe. If this had happened, the level
of incomes in the Americas would have been reduced, thereby reducing the
volume of goods imported from Europe. The overall effect would have been
a drastic reduction in the volume of world trade. All this would have depended
on the price elasticity of demand in Europe for the products of the Americas.

Recent publications on the subject of slave labour show that in some cases
it was either slave labour or nothing. It has been pointed out that Spain and
Portugal, the possessors of the majority of the American tropical colonies,
were not in a position to provide workers ‘who were prepared to emigrate at
any price’.?? For the capitalistic production of sugar in the West Indies gener-
ally, it is stated that ‘free labour was simply not available in sufficient quantity
and what there was would not (would not rather than could not) put up with
the conditions of work on a plantation so long as cheap farmland was to be
had in other colonies. It was slavery or nothing.’2® As a general statement for
all the Americas outside Spanish and Portuguese America, it is argued that

Wage or indentured labour would have been forthcoming in some additional numbers
at some high wage. Such wage levels would have been high owing to certain factors
impeding labour movement into plantation agriculture, [so that] any attempt at
sizeable increases in the production of agricultural staples under the inelastic supply
patterns characterizing free and indentured labour would have advanced those labour
prices substantially.?®

Apart from the foregoing arguments, it has been shown that in the decade
before the civil war southern slave farms produced 28 per cent more output
per unit of input than southern free farms, and 40 per cent more than family-
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based northern farms.® When this superior efficiency of slave labour over free
labour is added to the very much higher labour costs that would have prevailed
in the absence of slave labour, it can be easily seen why production costs, even
in the areas where it was possible to obtain some additional wage or indentured
labour at a high price, would have been terribly high in the absence of slave
labour. As Ralph Davis has shown, the phenomenal expansion of European
consumption of products imported from the Americas depended largely on
the very low levels to which their prices dropped in the course of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.?! European demand for products from the Americas
was therefore highly price elastic, so that a manifold increase in the prices of
those products in the absence of slave labour would have greatly reduced their
consumption in Europe and therefore the volume of trade based on them.
Hence, taking into account the large areas in the Americas where no production
at all would have taken place without slave labour, and the greatly reduced level
of production and sale in areas where some wage or indentured labour would
have been forthcoming at a high price, the conclusion can be drawn that the
growth of world trade between 1500 and 1870 was due very largely to the avail-
ability of African slave labour supplied through the slave trade. It is important
to stress that even the growth of trade between West European countries at
this time depended greatly on the re-export of American products from one
European country to another, and the export of European goods from one
European country to another for onward trans-shipment to the Americas.
Before these developments, autarchic practices by various West European
nations in their efforts to encourage home industries militated against the
growth of intra-European trade.?® Even the greatly enlarged trade with the
East Indies during this period still depended largely on the Atlantic system,
for a large proportion of the oriental goods was re-exported to Africa and the
Americas.

Economic consequences of the external slave trade from Africa

This question has just begun to receive the attention of scholars.3® One recent
attempt in this field is based on a static model derived from the classical theory
of international trade. The costs and benefits of the slave trade for
Africa were computed on the basis of the difference between as estimated total
amount of goods that would have been produced (at the subsistence level of
production) in Africa by the estimated number of all slaves that were exported
and the total value of import goods received in exchange for the slaves. If the
former exceeds the latter than the material welfare of Africans deteriorated as
a result of the slave trade; but if the latter exceeds the former, then the material
welfare of Africans improved as a result of the slave trade.?* Apart from the
conceptual weaknesses of this model, it has no power to determine the dynamic
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gains or losses that may be associated with the slave trade. As John H. Williams
points out:

the relation of international trade to the development of new resources and productive
forces is a more significant part of the explanation of the present status of nations, of
incomes, prices, well-being, than is the cross-section value analysis of the classical
economists, with its assumption of given quanta of productive factors, already
existent and employed [with fixed technology and fixed market and productive
organization].3®

It is sometimes said that the slave trade brought from the Americas to Africa
new food crops, such as manioc, sweet potato, maize, groundnuts and some
others.® If we leave aside the controversy over the American origin of these
crops, and accept that as a fact, the argument that those crops came to Africa
because of the slave trade cannot be sustained on any ground, since these crops
are said to have been introduced into West Africa ‘by Portuguese traders
early in the sixteenth century’,* a period during which Portuguese slave trade
in West Africa was far less important, in volume and value, than Portuguese
trade in West African products, such as gold, pepper and so on.3®

Another way of relating the slave trade positively to African economic
development may be through the investment of profits made in the trade by
African dealers. It is possible that after the effective abolition of the external
slave trade late in the nineteenth century, profits earlier accumulated from it
by some African dealers may have flowed into the development of trade in
African products, such as palm oil, then in demand. This could be regarded as
a positive contribution by the slave trade to African economic development.
But during the 400 years or so of the slave trade before its abolition, profits
from that trade added nothing in terms of capital formation to the production
capacity of African economies.®® Duke Ephraim, one of the greatest Efik
traders of pre-colonial times, ‘peopled the vast agricultural area of Akpabuyo
to the east of Calabar with slaves purchased from the profits of his trade, not
so much to produce oil or even food, but to strengthen the power of his house
or ward.’® In general, this was how slave-trade profits were employed in the
Cross River region of present-day Nigeria. It would seem, therefore, that the
economic conditions associated with the slave trade provided no demand
incentives for capital formation to take place. Hence economic development in
Africa was not stimulated by the slave trade. Indeed, it can be argued that
institutions and habits inimical to economic development, which developed and
became hardened during over 400 years of slave trade, became, in later years,
great obstacles to economic transformation in Africa.

If it is so difficult to isolate any positive contribution by the slave trade
to African economic development, two other propositions remain to be exam-
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ined. First, we propose to show that the slave trade had an ascertainable direct
negative impact on the economic development processes in Africa; secondly,
that, while it lasted, it prevented the growth and development of ‘normal’
international trade between Africa and the rest of the world.

The first direct negative impact was its retardative or contractionary
effects on African population during a period of over 400 years. This is an
issue on which historians hold differing views.! With regard to Africa south
of the Equator, there seems to be a general consensus of opinion among them
that external slave trade led to an outright depopulation in the Congo~Angola
region, broadly defined. As for West Africa, there is disagreement as to whether
it led to an outright depopulation, but what no one seems to contend is that,
at best, the population there was stationary during the period of the external
slave trade—that is, the rate of population growth was equal to the rate of
population loss due to that trade.

One general weakness of the existing studies of the subject is that popu-
lation movements in Africa have been related only to the Atlantic slave trade.
A proper understanding of African demographic processes in the period 1451-
1870 requires an assessment of population losses due to the external slave trade
in all its branches. Also, even in the Atlantic trade, only the numbers of slaves
actually exported are considered, when it is known that the processes leading
to the export of those numbers—the wars, raids and other methods of slave
gathering; the long march to the coast; the ‘ warehousing’ of slaves on the coast
awaiting shipment; the long keeping of slaves in ship holds before the vessels
actually departed the African coast with their full cargoes—involved population
losses that probably have been far in excess of the numbers actually exported.
The most serious weakness, however, is that no effort has been made to assess,
albeit roughly, the additional population the slaves exported would have
produced in Africa had they been left there.

It is difficult to make such an estimate. In the first place, no data exist
on birth rates and survival rates in Africa at this time. Even if they existed the
data would not have reflected the effects of the slave trade on birth and survival
rates through its retardative effects on economic growth and the high incidence
of war. On the other hand, the Africans exported were all people in their prime
of life so that the rate of reproduction among them should have been higher
than that of the rest of society left behind.

One way of getting round the problem would have been to employ the
reproduction rates among the Africans received in the slave-importing territories
of the Americas. But this, again, poses problems. Of all the slave-receiving
territories in the Americas it was only in the United States that the imported
Africans achieved some rate of net natural increase during much of our period.
In the other territories, the effect of a lengthy journey from Africa by sea,
strange disease environment, the harsh conditions of plantation slavery,
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particularly on the sugar-cane plantations, etc., actually led to rates of net natu-
ral decrease among the slave populations. Since rates of net natural decrease
did not operate in the African territories from which people were exported,* the
only usable rate is that among the Africans in North America. For this terri-
tory, Professor Curtin’s calculations show that about 430,000 Africans imported,
largely between 1700 and 1810, produced a black population of about 4.5
million by 1863.43

Before this rate of reproduction can be refined to provide a rough approxi-
mation of the numbers that would have been reproduced in Africa by the people
exported, some qualifications are necessary. The North American imports
were concentrated in the second half of the eighteenth century so that it actually
took the 430,000 imported Africans very much less than a century to produce
a population of 4.5 million by 1863. By the time a large number of Africans
began to arrive in North America in the second half of the eighteenth century,
the first million people to leave Africa as a result of the external slave trade
in all its sectors had done so for more than 100 years. On the other hand, the
harsh conditions of slavery, its psychological effects on the fecundity of female
slaves and the strange disease environment still reduced to some extent the
rate of reproduction among the imported Africans in the United States.

On the other side of the coin, it may be argued that the mortality rate
in tropical Africa during our period was higher than that of North America
during the same period. If this was the case, then the survival rate among the
children of Africans in North America, from about the second generation
onward, would be higher than that in Africa. In addition the slaves in North
America did receive some modern medical attention, however minimal the
effect may have been on their health. Another consideration is the fact that
the population of Afro-Americans in 1863 was produced with the input of
some white fathers. It has been shown that the proportion of mulattos in the
total slave population of the United States of America in 1860 was 10.4 per
cent.4

When these two sets of opposing factors are matched it is not easy to
decide the direction of the net result. To be conservative let us assume that,
notwithstanding all the points made above, the reproduction rates which
prevailed among the Africans imported into North America were higher than
the rates that would have prevailed among the 19 million Africans exported
had they been left in Africa. Let us even assume that, when all the facts stated
earlier have been considered, only SO per cent of the North American rates
would have prevailed in Africa. Applying this rate to the 19 million earlier
estimated, the result is that had those Africans not been exported they would
have produced an additional population of at least about 99,420,000 in Africa
by about 1870. This calculation does not take into account the fact that the
large number of Africans who were exported several years before North
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American imports started would have produced proportionately far more
descendants in Africa than those imported into North America produced in
that territory by 1863.

It must be understood that this estimate is a very rough one. It is likely
that Professor Curtin underestimated United States slave imports to a greater
extent than he did for imports into other territories. If so, reproduction rates
based on Curtin’s United States figures will be an exaggeration which will
make our estimates somewhat too high. On the other hand, in our estimate
we have not included the numbers lost in the various stages of producing the
19 million actually exported. Besides, an assessment of the demographic
consequences of the external slave trade for Africa has to take into account the
indirect effects as well. The unsettled conditions produced by the slave trade
and its retardative effects on economic growth had adverse effects on population
growth in Africa during a period of over 400 years. It is significant that, from
1500 to 1870, the growth of the African population lagged far behind that of
any other continent during the same period. When the external demand for
Africans as slaves was cut off in the late nineteenth century, peaceful conditions
prevailed, international trade in the products of the African soil developed,
the flow of goods within Africa expanded and became more regular, and
general economic improvement took place. Under these conditions, population
growth rates in Africa came to be among some of the highest in the world
between 1900 and 1950. No one should be misled into thinking that this popu-
lation growth in Africa was due to the availability of modern medicine, whose
contribution was minimal, because only a tiny proportion of the total popu-
lation benefited from the limited modern medical facilities that existed. ‘Tra-
ditional’ African medicine remained the only means of treatment for most
people, and ‘traditional’ African midwives remained the only physicians
known to most expectant mothers, as was the case during the slave-trade
period. The only new elements that were significant as far as population growth
was concerned, were peace and economic improvement.

Thus, however rough it may be there is no doubt that the figure we have
produced is a very conservative estimate of the additional population that
would have existed in Africa by 1870 in the absence of the external slave trade.
It should be pointed out that the operation of the Malthusian checks could not
have made it impossible to maintain this additional population since the amount
of land in Africa suitable for food production completely eliminates the
possibility of their operation. The inescapable conclusion to be drawn from
the foregoing, therefore, is that the extremely low ratio of population to culti-
vable land which prevailed in Africa south of the Sahara up to the present
century was the direct repercussion of the external slave trade from Africa.

This underpopulation prevented for several centuries the growth of a
virile market sector in the African economies by eliminating population pressern



The slave trade n
and the Atlantic economies 1451-1870

that would have led to internal colonization, taming the forests, and greater
population concentration. Internal colonization would have led to interregional
differentiation of economic functions arising from climatic differences, diffe-
rential natural-resource endowments, and differing population densities. The
taming of the forests and greater population concentration would have led
to a reduction in distribution costs by lowering costs of transportation. All
this would have stimulated interregional trade and therefore the growth of
production for the market and all the institutional developments associated
with that growth. But because the ratio of population to land remained
extremely low, population remained largely dispersed, the forests remained
untamed, extensive, rather than intensive, cultivation was encouraged, and
subsistence production and local self-sufficiency remained the rule. Because
land was never a scarce resource no market for land developed and agriculture
generally remained uncommercialized. The land-tenure system which became
hardened under the conditions produced by the slave trade is one of those
institutions inimical to the growth of capitalism which took root in Africa as
a result of the external slave trade. In most of Africa, this system if often talked
about as if it were something inherently African, without it being realized that
the persistence of the system has its history in the slave trade, which prevented
the growth of demand for land that would have made it a scarce and, therefore,
marketable resource. The present development of a market for urban land in
many African countries, following the pressure of population in the urban
centres, shows clearly why a land market (urban and agricultural) failed to
develop in much of Africa many years ago. In the absence of a large population,
the existence of a very great and growing external demand for African products
that were land-intensive in production would gradually have reduced land to
a scarce and marketable resource and hence led to the commercialization of
agriculture and the whole rural economy. This was what the export of raw
wool and wollen cloths did for British land tenure and agriculture in the six-
teenth century and after; what the export of foodstuffs to the West Indies did
for the agriculture of the middle and northern colonies of North America in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; and what the export of cocoa is
doing for the western State of Nigeria.*® But, as we shall show later, the oppor-
tunity cost of the slave trade made impossible the growth of such an external
demand during the period of that trade. Dr Hopkins suggests that, in the
absence of population growth, technical innovation would have encouraged
the growth of market activities by reducing production costs.*® This is rather
a case of putting the cart before the horse since, historically, the growth of
market activities preceded technical innovation. This is to say that, historically,
technical innovation was not an autonomous variable, having always been
stimulated by demand pressures, although in its turn, it later stimulated the
growth of market activities.
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The other direct negative effect of the external slave trade on African
economic development is associated with the general socio-economic and socio-
political conditions created by the trade. Every economic activity has a way
of creating such conditions which not only help to sustain its earlier levels but
provide it with further momentum. This is the major idea behind Professor
Rostow’s ‘take-off’ analysis. That self-reinforcing process was crucial in
sustaining the slave trade. The socio-economic and socio-political forces created
by the slave trade in Africa which sustained it for several centuries, operated
in the form of increased warfare based on the use of firearms and horses sup-
plied by the European and Arab slave-merchants, the emergence of professional
slave-raiders or man-hunters, the gearing of political, social and economic
institutions to the needs of slave acquisition and marketing and so on. The
incentives behind all these innovative activities were the increased variety of
European and Oriental products available to those with slaves to sell.

The mechanism of this self-sustaining process is well elaborated by many
writers on the slave trade. The account by Leo Africanus shows that the king
of Bornu (Borno) at the beginning of the sixteenth century sold slaves to
Barbary merchants and received horses for use in his cavalry in return. With
these horses the king carried out his annual slave-raiding expeditions.*” The
horses may also have been used to acquire territorial fiefs through which
tribute slaves were obtained. In fact, the important slave market of Kuka is
said to have been supplied with slaves captured in government raids in the
surrounding non-Muslim territories south, west and south-west of Bornu
(Borno), and with tribute slaves paid by vassal princes who, in order to dis-
charge this obligation, carried on continuous warfare against their non-
Muslim neighbours.*®

In the Atlantic sector, firearms took the place of horses, and the prolifer-
ation of firearms in the coastal and forest states was an important part of the
self-reinforcing mechanism. The firearms gave steam to imperial ventures aimed
at controlling the sources of slave supply. The conflict between these nascent
empires over the control of slave supply on the one hand, and the need for
self-defence against their activities by their victims or potential victims on the
other hand, created a slave-gun circle. This is why it does not make much
sense to talk of these wars as being politically motivated, for beneath what
one may describe as a political motive lay what was primarily economic. This
is not to say that all the wars of the slave-trade period were caused by the con-
ditions created by the trade, nor that some non-economic motives were not
also present in wars that were largely due to the slave trade. But it does mean
that the self-reinforcing conditions created by the trade were responsible for
much of the wars of the period. As one writer puts it:

The two-way pressures of the ocean trade—European demand for captives and African
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demand for European goods—worked powerfully toward the institutionalization of
the system. Whether making wars in order to capture prisoners for sale or defending
themselves against neighbours with similar ambitions, coastal and near-coastal rulers
found firearms indispensable to their security. The firearms did much to fasten power-
ful rulers, as well as weak ones, into a trading system which required the sale of
captives.®

Of central and eastern Africa it is said:

The opportunity for gaining durable material wealth from the slave trade obviously
encouraged rulers to expand their possessions and increase the number of people
over whom they ruled. Such expansion often took place by warfare which initially
provided prisoners of war, a ready source of slaves, and subsequently provided new
subjects on whom taxes could be levied in the form of men. By expanding his fief the
ruler also acquired a position of being the final arbiter in judicial matters. This position
brought the ruler export slaves through a manipulation of the judicial processes. Thus,
for various reasons, the gains to be derived from the slave trade provided one of the
sharpest incentives to imperial expansion in Central Africa.®0

On the other hand, while the European and Arab slave merchants may not
have openly encouraged inter-State wars in Africa, apart from Portuguese
military activities in Angola, their willingness to loan firearms to warring groups
in return for war captives may have played an important role among African
States in reaching decisions to make war or peace. For example, a European
slave merchant, resident on the Guinea coast, wrote to his co-partner in Great
Britain in August 1740:

We have been greatly disappointed in our trade. Ever since the Fanteens went to
engage Elmena no thinking man that knew the coast could have expected otherwise;
all the trading paths were stopped; nothing going forward but thieving and panyar-
ring; had the said Fanteens become conquerors it’s certain we should for our own
parts have got eight hundred or one thousand slaves at pretty easy terms; but as they
came back repulsed and were even forced to run away, we have suffered to be sure
considerably, for I credited the headmen pretty largely to secure their interest on their
return that T might have the preference of what slaves they took in the war.5!

Earlier on this same merchant had written:

General Shampoo is encamped at the head of the River Vutta [Volta] with 20 thousand
men ready to engage Dahomee King of Whydah; the said king has an army equal to
the other’s, encamped within two miles of each other. On the success of the former we
have a large interest depending and until that battle is decided in some shape or
another there are no trade to be expected. Young in the Africa I am loading him with
a proper assortment of goods and to dispatch him with all expedition for Little Popo
to attend the result of the Battle.52
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These are not isolated cases, for similar references can be found in the works
of other writers on the subject.’?

Historians have always tried to relate the socio-political and socio-eco-
nomic conditions created in Africa by the slave trade to political processes,
particularly those connected with the rise and decline of States, kingdoms and
empires. What has been neglected is an analysis that will explicitly relate those
conditions to the process of economic development in Africa. In the matter
of State formation, for instance, if the slave trade gave rise to some larger and
more powerful States, one would like to know whether such States directed
or took part in economic activities likely to bring about economic development;
whether they made conscious efforts to provide peaceful conditions under which
private enterprise could have helped to bring about economic development;
or, finally, whether they consciously made any efforts to evolve or encourage
the evolution of institutional arrangements essential for economic development.
If the answers to all these questions are negative, one would like to know why.

It is well known that during the period of the slave trade not only did the
States whose rise may be associated with that trade fail to do any of the things
specified above, but even others, like the kingdom of Benin failed to do so.
The explanation is simple. The former remained largely slave-trading States
and so had no political or economic incentives to develop other resources,
or to encourage private enterprise to do so by providing peaceful conditions,
while the other States also became largely involved in the slave trade, or in
defending themselves against the activities of slave-trading States. On the
other hand, the requirements of the slave trade were such that they could not
stimulate any infrastructural developments in the slave-trading States. For
instance, the fact that the slaves transported themselves along bush paths
eliminated any possible pressure to build good roads and to encourage artisans
to build ‘the wheel’ to facilitate the flow of trade.

From the point of view of the private sector, the chaotic conditions which
the slave trade created and which helped to sustain its momentum for several
centuries raised transaction costs enormously and so retarded the growth of
market activities. Any reading of the European company records bears this
out. In a letter to the Royal African Company in Great Britain, an official of
the company resident on the African Coast wrote:

at best the Waterside Kings, and Great Cabbasheers (so called) are but poor great
rogues, for when they do not disturb the traders, and are not at war with one another
for a livelihood combine and lay their heads together to contrive how to abuse and
cheat your honours and the Dutch West India Company.54

Obviously, the slave trade was not a gentleman’s trade, and what the Europeans
say about the African dealers, the former also say about each other, for the
same writer quoted above had cause to say:
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Were I to characterize the Dutch as I by experience have found them to be, I should
give the same character of them, as I have herein given of the Natives of this country,
for I have often seriously considered with myself whether they or the Natives here
were of the most villanous, falsest temper and could never come to a resolution
thereon.5®

No doubt the Dutch and the Africans had much the same thing to say about
the British.

What is more, the wars and raids of the slave trade encouraged the
location of settlements

in good defensive positions and their location in relation to natural obstacles makes
settlements inaccessible at the cost of ease of communications or even good building
sites [and good agricultural land].5

This encouraged subsistence and discouraged market activities. But what is
more serious, by hiding away from slave gatherers these settlements were also
hiding away from the flow of modernizing ideas.

Thus, it is hard to exaggerate the consequences of the chaotic conditions
created by the slave trade for African economic development. For Central
and Eastern Africa, in particular, it has been shown that ‘the pre-colonial
economic tragedy’ consists of the ‘dissipation and disruption’ of industrial
and specialized skills developed in pre-slave-trade days, ‘under the impact of
violence and the slave trade’.5

Not only did the external slave trade retard the development of African
economies through its demographic and disruptive effects, but it also prevented
the growth of a “normal’ international trade between Africa and the rest of the
world at a time when such trade was acting as a powerful engine of economic
development in a number of territories. The loss to Africa of the developmental
effects of this type of international trade represents one of the most important
opportunity costs of the slave trade for African economies.

There is evidence to show that opportunities for the development of
international trade in commodities capable of being produced in Africa did
exist and that the foreign merchants who came to Africa in the period 1451~
1870, were aware of those opportunities, and there is proof that the operation
of the slave trade prevented in various ways the development of such a trade.

In the trans-Saharan sector of African international trade, transport
costs prevented the development of trade in commodities with low value-to-
weight ratio. In fact, it is possible that the problem of finding suitable commodi-
ties with which to pay for goods coming across the Sahara may have compelled
people in the western Sudan to look for slaves as the preferred commodity.
It was in the Atlantic that the first opportunity appeared to develop inter-
national trade with Africa in bulky goods.
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It is important to note that all the Europeans who came to Africa fol-
lowing the Portuguese discovery of an ocean route to that continent were
attracted in the first instance by the desire to develop trade with Africa in the
products of her soil—gold, pepper, ivory, etc.—and for a time these remained
the most valuable commodities in the Atlantic trade between Africa and Europe.
In addition, the European merchants even acted in those early years as dis-
tributors of African products from one African region to another. Between
1633 and 1634 the Dutch alone imported about 12,641 pieces of Benin cloth
into the Gold Coast, present-day Ghana.’® Again, in 1645, a Dutch vessel
brought to the Gold Coast from Ardra and Benin, 588 pieces of Ardra cloth
and 1,755 pieces of Benin cloth, respectively.’® Between 1486 and 1506 the
Portuguese developed an important trade with Benin in Benin pepper.® The
latter example clearly shows that the rulers of the coastal States took keen
interest in this early trading in African products. For instance, when large-scale
importation of European and oriental cotton cloths reduced demand for Benin
cloth on the Gold Coast, and the Dutch, therefore, failed to buy Benin cloth
as they did previously, the king of Benin protested and forced them to take
at least 1,700 pieces a year.

Apart from gold, pepper, ivory and some other minor products, the
European merchants, quite early in their contact with Africa, were aware of
the possibilities of producing in Africa a wide range of products for which
there was a demand in Europe. The records of the European companies that
traded with Africa are full of correspondence from their officials on the African
coast relating to such possibilities. For example, in July 1708, the governor of
the Royal African Company resident on the coast, wrote to the Company:

The ground of this country is as fertile as any ground in the West Indies, taking places
according as they lye nearer or farther from the sea, but the natives are such scothful
sordid wretches, and so given to stealing from one another rather than labour that
little or nothing is made of it . . .62

The governor recommended that the company should establish a settlement at
Fetue on the Gold Coast, which ‘will be an inlet to all manner of Plantations’.
The success of such company-owned plantations would encourage people to
apply to the company ‘to come and settle here upon such terms as you may
think convenient to permit to settle on’. The company’s plantations were to
contain corn, sugar cane, indigo, cotton and cattle. The governor refers to the
Dutch ‘laying out ground on the River Butteroe near their fort there’ for the
development of a sugar-cane plantation, ‘for to make sugar and rum here they
have lately sent to Whydah for two hundred slaves, and they expect by their
next shipping all sorts of materials for their making sugar and rum . . .”% =

Later in the eighteenth century, when the Royal African Company’s
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slave trade became increasingly unprofitable due to long credits and bad
debts in the West Indies, the company made some frantic efforts to develop
trade in African products, not only with the coastal States but also with States
in the far interior. In March 1722 the company wrote to its officials on the
coast:

We have already in divers letters acquainted you with our thoughts concerning the
carrying on of our trade, and as the negroe branch of it grows every day less and less
profitable it is from the article of the home returns we see our chief advantage must
arise.5

From then on, the company endeavoured to make its officials on the coast
open up trade with Africa along these lines. It suggested a number of ways
of doing so, from the development of company plantations and encouraging
Africans on the coast to cultivate sugar cane, cotton, indigo, tobacco and
other crops, to the questioning of slaves brought from the interior about the
opportunities for opening up trade with them in the products of the soil. It
was even suggested by the company’s officials on the coast that ‘ from the notion
we have of the Whydah natives industry’, the cotton grown on the company’s
plantations and by the Africans could be sent to Whydah and

be worked up there into assortments proper for the West Indies and as you have
encouragement or profit by that branch of trade your honours slaving vessels will be
capable of taking on board such quantities as you shall please to direct from hence to
be wrought up at Whydah.ss

Thus, from the available records, it is clear that not only were the European
merchants aware of the possibilities of developing trade with Africa in the
products of the African soil, but also they made some efforts to develop such
trade. However, they all tended to see the trade in African products as subor-
dinate to the slave trade, which they were unwilling to give up in favour of
devoting full attention to the development of trade in the products of the soil.
Hence, the zeal and enthusiasm with which late-nineteenth- and twentieth-
century European merchants encouraged the development of trade in the
products of the African soil throuth trial and error were completely lacking
in the slave-trade period.

The explanation for the European merchants’ attitude is that the devel-
opment of trade in products of the African soil would have been a slow process
compared with the development of trade in commodities produced in the Am-
ericas with African slave labour, and such development would have required a
mass withdrawal of factors from the exploitation of the American resources
and the shipping and marketing of the output. In other words, the exploitation
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of the American resources was making a very heavy demand on the same pro-
duction factors that were needed for the development of African resources.
But as long as African slave labour was available, production factors from
Europe could be more profitably employed in the exploitation of American
resources than in the development of trade in the products of the African soil.

This was so because the employment of African slaves by European
planters to produce tropical products in Africa on the scale that prevailed in
the Americas would have been very costly in terms of resistance by African
governments, the ease with which the slaves employed in Africa could escape
from their white masters (possibly with the connivance of African governments),
and, most seriously, in terms of mortality among whites in Africa at a time
when tropical medicine was unknown to Europeans. The most likely method
would have been through co-operation between the European merchants and
African rulers to encourage African peoples to cultivate the crops in demand,
as was done in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But this method
would definitely have been slow in producing a trade on the scale then pre-
vailing in commodities being produced in the Americas with African slave
labour.

In this circumstance, so long as African slave labour was available, the
Americas remained far more attractive to European production factors. The
buying and shipping of the slaves to the Americas, the exploitation of the
American resources, and the shipping and marketing of the American com-
modities internationally, absorbed so many production factors from Europe
and Africa that little or nothing was left for the development of trade in the
products of the African soil. That development was further hampered by the
unsett