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Africa and Britain in the Atlantic World 

 

For centuries, ships sailed away from African shores, their holds bloated with human 

cargo to be sold in the western hemisphere. African elites supplied these slaves to European 

traders in the enormously profitable trans-Atlantic slave trade. Many of these ships flew the 

British flag, tying the country to the trade in humans. When the British finally abolished the 

slave trade in 1807, both the African continent and British nation were profoundly different than 

they had been in 1650, when the trade began in earnest. Groups in Africa and Britain 

experienced the impact of the Atlantic slave trade quite distinctly. Elites in both regions 

benefitted enormously, while British commoners faired markedly better than did African 

commoners. After abolition of the slave trade, the societies of Africa and Britain were altered in 

a way that ultimately facilitated imperialism. 

The massive profits generated by the triangular trade created a new class of wealthy 

people in Britain. Trans-oceanic trade is enormously expensive. It requires large outlays of 

capital to pay for voyages and expensive insurance policies to compensate for losses. As ships 

flowed in and out of British harbors, money fell into the hands of these large financiers and 

insurers. Many of them married into noble families in the countryside, creating a new and 

distinct class of “gentlemanly capitalists” (Osborne and Kent 15). These classes would go on to 

be instrumental in the formation of the British Empire.  

The consumer goods transported to Britain significantly altered the economic life of the 

middle class. For most of the seventeenth century, commoners in Britain lived and worked on a 
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local level, purchasing few goods made outside of their immediate communities. Then, a 

threefold revolution occurred: the agricultural, demographic, and – eventually – industrial 

revolutions. In short, these created a large population with a more stable food supply that had the 

economic capability to demand luxury goods, including coffee, sugar, and tobacco. British per 

capita consumption of sugar doubled from four pounds per year to eight pounds per year 

between 1700 and 1750 (Osborne and Kent 15). Sugar was distinct from other crops in that its 

cultivation is enormously expensive and labor-intensive. Therefore, planters looked to slavery as 

a solution. Sugar made drinks like tea and coffee palatable to consumers, meaning that the 

British workforce could switch from depressants – such as beer and wine – to stimulants. That, 

combined with the calories sugar contains, helped British workers adjust to work in factories at 

the dawn of the industrial revolution. This would eventually become enormously important 

during imperialism, when technology and production became lifelines for the British Empire. 

These “middling” classes also became important in their own right, accumulating political 

influence to match their economic influence.  

 In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Britons began to question to 

economic efficiency and moral justification for the slave trade. A wave of classical liberal 

thought convinced many of the British people that slavery was antithetical to the idea of being 

British. The idea of slavery could not coexist with ideas of laissez-faire economics and the 

fundamental rights of man (Osborne and Kent 22). By seeing clearly what they did not believe, 

many British people gained a stronger sense of what they did believe. Most important for the 

abolitionist movement was the growth in evangelical religions, which was popular among the 

middling classes. Local angelical priests, as well as members of dissenting protestant churches, 

generally saw slavery as contrary to Biblical law. The pressure from common people brought 
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about abolition of the slave trade in 1807, and of slavery itself in 1833. Thus, reaction to the 

slave trade coincided with and likely contributed to a wave of liberalism in early nineteenth 

century Britain. 

After abolition, British attitudes changed from liberal to reactionary, and ultimately set 

the stage for imperial dogma. The most notable turning point in British attitudes occurred in 

1841 with the Niger expedition. Thomas Fowell Buxton led this campaign to create a model 

plantation in West Africa, thereby overcoming Africans’ “savage superstition” (Osborne and 

Kent 28). Very quickly, the Britons involved began succumbing to disease and left the plantation 

to their African partners. Upon returning the next year, the British discovered that the planation 

project had failed. Most abominably to observers, slavery had been reestablished by the African 

settlers. Many Britons took this example as an indication that Africans, in the words of Charles 

Dickens, were “ignorant and savage races” (Osborne and Kent 29). This new tone of British 

thought resembles that of imperialism. Many British scholars overemphasized racial differences 

between Africans and Europeans to justify the wholesale conquest of the African continent. 

Thus, the slave trade and its abolition contributed to the rise of scientific racism. 

While British attitudes changed and its people became richer, Africa experienced the 

Atlantic world inequitably. The economies of African states shifted in focus and reorganized 

around new elites. Goods received from the slave trade, such as alcohol, could be distributed to 

the clients of a wealthy trader and enhance his prestige. Far from being pawns in the trade, these 

merchants could use competition among Europeans to their “intense advantage” (Shumway 65). 

Fante elites in eighteenth century Ghana gained so much influence with British traders that 

British Company of Merchants was, in the words of a British official, in a “state of dependence” 

(Shumway 81). John Currantee, a Fante merchant who established himself as the leader of the 
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port of Anomabo in the 1740s, is the best example of the growing power of elites. His relations 

were so close with the British that his son, William Ansah Sessarakoo, became the “guest of 

George III” (Shumway 79). In the state of Dahomey, wealthy elites profited so greatly that they 

took control of the state itself. In the Gambia, British traders were required to pay elites for the 

right to trade. (Osborne and Kent 17). Though it is difficult to make generalizations about Africa, 

it can be concluded certain aspects of the African population benefitted greatly from the slave 

trade. 

The insatiable desire for slaves caused many African institutions to change in order to 

accommodate the trade. In many areas, the capture of slaves was not violent. In the Niger Delta, 

oracles, or institutions used to pass judgement, used their influence to collect slaves to be sold. 

Most prominently, Arochukwu worked with Aro traders to enslave those without any 

institutional protection (Osborne and Kent 19). Around the same time, the number of witchcraft 

accusations increased. Africans without any protection from larger clans or families were 

susceptible to these accusations, which proved enormously profitable. The corruption of the 

oracles is deeply reflective of how the slave trade poisoned and warped many aspects of African 

life. 

In other cases, the Atlantic world catalyzed violence between states and within societies. 

European states greatly increased their demand for slaves at the expense of other African goods 

(Osborne and Kent 14). Thus, African states faced a choice of either trading in slaves to acquire 

firearms or facing annihilation by those who did. Some West African states, like Oyo, Dahomey, 

and Asante, entered into the cycle of warfare (Osborne and Kent 16). Although “the vast 

majority of people in West Africa were not involved in the slave trade,” most still had to adjust 

their way of life to ensure safety (Shumway 7).  As the slave trade began to expand in Ghana in 
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the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the coast erupted into wars. As a Dutch 

official noted that “one cannot find a single little village of which it could be said that it has 

stayed out of the way” (Shumway 95). Direct war was hardly the only way in which violence 

impacted African lives. The Fante practice of panyarring, or capturing someone associated with 

a debtor to ensure the debt is paid, evolved into kidnapping for the purpose of slaving. The 

situation on the coast of Ghana became so dire that it was dangerous for any person to travel 

alone (Shumway 60). Oral traditions continued to emphasize the possibility of being captured 

while traveling until 1900 (Shumway 147). The Fante were not the only people under heightened 

risk of kidnapping. In Dahomey, “slave raiders patrolled the land,” and even had sanctioning 

from the government (Osborne and Kent 17). Generally, it became less safe for people all across 

Africa during the time of the slave trade as a result of increased war and kidnapping. 

With violence becoming a frequent occurrence for many African peoples, societies 

reorganized to provide protection to those who sought it. In times of turmoil, people tend to look 

for protection wherever they can find it. This was especially true in Southern Ghana, where the 

threat of conquest by the Asante Empire caused the Fante to organize into a coalition centered on 

local elites (Shumway 131). This would tend to suggest a move away from centralized states. 

Indeed, Paul Lovejoy has found that African states generally became “smaller and more 

belligerent” in the time of the slave trade (Shumway 91). 

Many Africans also looked for protection outside of the government. In southern Ghana, 

two non-state institutions became prominent in providing protection. An oracle called Nananom 

Mpow grew from a relatively small burial ground into a religious center for the Fante. A 

contemporary describes the new role of the shrine as the “last resort of the Fantees” (Shumway 

138). Its popularity grew precisely because it offered some semblance of protection, if only 
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spiritual. The growth on religious institutions in the wake of the slave trade is not isolated to 

Ghana: similar institutions were noted in small societies in Senegal, Sierra Leone, and 

southeastern Ghana and southwestern Togo (Shumway 142). Small-scale military societies also 

became prominent among the Fante. Called asafo companies, these organizations were found 

mostly on the coast, where the threat of the slave trade was highest (Shumway 145). These 

institutions have survived to the present day, but retain many traditions from the time of their 

origin. They continue to practice “road-clearing and pursuit of criminals,” which would be 

invaluable actions in protecting people from being captured and sold (Shumway 146). The Fante 

tended to de-emphasize kinship bonds in the time of the slave trade, as they provided little safety 

compared with local institutions like asafo companies. This created a culturally important 

descent system that includes both genealogical and asafo-related descent (Shumway 151). The 

slave trade also had important nation-building qualities, leading the Fante to identify as a single 

group of people with a common language (Shumway 152). Inasmuch as the Fante can be viewed 

as representative of Africa as a whole, the slave trade altered social institutions in Africa. 

Generally, people looked for more local means of protection, such as in religion or in social 

organizations. 

 The trans-Atlantic slave trade altered British and African in a way that made imperialism 

more likely. The British elites grew wealthy and gained clout, and eventually became those who 

fervently supported imperialism. British commoners developed as a distinct class that could 

produce manufactured goods at the industrial scale. The worldview of the British people 

changed, from one centered on local institutions to a global perspective, in which Europeans had 

an obligation to bring civilization to the world. At the same time, African society generally 

suffered. Except for a few elites who benefitted greatly, most African people suffered from the 
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trade. Violence became common whoever the slave trade existed, and slavery permeated and 

corrupted many social institutions. Governments became more local in order to provide 

protection, but this was often not enough. Many African turned to alternative sources of 

protection, physical or spiritual, in the face of violence. During the slave trade, around 12 million 

people were removed from the continent forcefully, having a tremendous impact on societies 

based heavily around the value of people. As a result of the trade, the fragmented people of 

Africa were far more susceptible to conquest by the industrial, wealthy British. Within a century 

of the end of the trade, Europeans pressed their advantage to dominate the continent. 


