
Key Terms

Slavery Slavery and enslavement are both the 
state and the condition of being a slave, 
who is someone forbidden to quit their 
service for another person and is treated 
as property. 

Enslaved Make someone a slave

Misconception A view or opinion that is in correct 
because it is based on faulty thinking or 
understanding.

Triangular 
Trade

A system of trading in which a country 
pays for its imports from one country by 
its exports to another. Used to refer to the 
transatlantic slave trade.

Middle 
Passage

The sea journey undertaken by slave ships 
from West Africa to the West Indies.

Origins of Slavery:
The precise beginning of slavery is difficult to track because its origins predate historical recording and the written 
word. Sumeria is still thought to be the birthplace of slavery, which grew out of Sumer into Greece and other parts of 
ancient Mesopotamia. The Ancient East, specifically China and India, didn’t adopt the practice of slavery until much 
later, as late as 221 BC. Historians debate whether or not the practice of slavery in India existed before this time, but 
many believe argue against its existence as there is no word in ancient Sanskrit that can be translated as “slave.”

Language: It is important to consider the language we use when discussing this topic. Many words are considered 
offensive and dismissive because they served to objectify the people who were enslaved and disregard the African 
perspectives of the history. Terms used when teaching slavery are very important.
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The Transatlantic slave trade, involved the transportation by slave traders of various enslaved African people, mainly to 
the Americas. The slave trade regularly used the triangular trade route and its Middle Passage and existed from the 16th 
to the 19th centuries. The vast majority of those who were enslaved and transported in the transatlantic slave trade 
were people from Central and West Africa,

Africa before Slavery:
Many Europeans thought that Africa's history was not important. They argued 
that Africans were inferior to Europeans and they used this to help justify 
slavery. However, the reality was very different. There were great and rich 
empires across the continent: Mali, Songhay, Benin, Gao to name a few. It is 
important to understand what Africa was like before Europeans arrived 

Trade Triangle:
The transatlantic slave trade generally followed a triangular route:
• Traders set out from European ports towards Africa's west coast. There 

they bought people in exchange for goods and loaded them into the ships.
• The voyage across the Atlantic, known as the Middle Passage, generally 

took 6 to 8 weeks. Once in the Americas those Africans who had survived 
the journey were off-loaded for sale and put to work as slaves.

• The ships then returned to Europe with goods such as sugar, coffee, 
tobacco, rice and later cotton, which had been produced by slave labour.

Abolition of the Slave Trade in the British Empire:
The act of the slave trade was outlawed in 1807 and slavery was officially abolished across the British Empire in 1833. The fight to 
end the slave trade was a drawn-out battle which brought to the surface a host of issues ranging from politics and economics to 
more social and cultural concerns. Britain had been engaged in slavery since the sixteenth century, with economic prosperity 
being secured through the use of slave-grown products such as sugar and cotton. The British Empire relied on cultivating 
products in order to trade in a global market: the use of slaves was paramount to this process.


