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Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade 



Why the Slave Trade ended? 
• The Enlightenment 
• American and French Revolutions 
• Slave uprisings 

– 1733 St. John slave uprising 
– Jamaica slave rebellion of 1776 
– Haitian Revolution led by Toussaint L’Ouverture 

• Atrocities gaining media attention 
– Zong massacre 
– Capt. John Kimber 

• Growing voice of abolitionists 
– former slaves  Ottobah Cugoano and Olaudah Equino 
– Religious leaders  

• Quakers 
• John Wesley and the Methodists 
• John Newton 

– the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade  
• Thomas Clarkson 

– British MP William Wilberforce 

• Change in economics to capitalism 
 



Economic reasons 
• Slavery belonged more to the feudal age of 

landed wealth 
– But a capitalist economy had different needs 

• Demanded a vast pool of labor from which industry could 
draw in accordance with the laws of supply and demand 

• Slaves represented capital 

– Also, slavery was simply not as profitable anymore 
• Slave rebellions in the Caribbean had become more frequent 

• Prices of slaves had increased substantially 

• Free market labor as it existed was cheaper than slaves 
– it required no capital outlay - the purchase price of a slave - and 

could be replaced from the labor pool at no extra capital outlay 

• With the rise of industrialization, investors favored local 
industry over colonial plantations 

• Therefore, wage labor replaced slave labor 



Slave uprisings 

 



Abolitionists 
• Former slaves 

– Toussaint L'Ouverture (1743-
1803) 

• Was born a slave on the island of 
Saint-Domingue (present-day Haiti) 

– Not just the largest and richest 
French colony, but the richest 
single colony in the Americas 

» Primarily due to its sugar 
production 

– One of 500,000 African slaves 
there (made up 89% of the 
population of the island) 

• was freed in 1776 at the age of 33 

• Led the Haitian Revolution (1791-
1804), which was a successful slave 
revolt against the French 

– Inspired by the French Revolution 

 







The Haitian Revolution 

• L’Ouverture was committed to abolishing slavery, 
but not necessarily independence  
– In 1794, the French National Convention abolished 

slavery 
• rocked the world of slave-holding throughout the Americas  

– the Spanish viewed this with disfavor and began to fight 
for the island 
• Nervous that this slave uprising would spread 
• Wanted to take advantage of a failing French colony 
• Saw this as a strategically important region 

– Toussaint agreed to help the French army eject the British 
and Spanish 
• L'Ouverture began fighting with the French 
• He became a de-facto governor of the colony 







The Haitian Revolution 
• When Napoleon took power in 1799, he 

responded to the pleas of the plantation 
owners by reinstating slavery in the French 
colonies  
– But L’Ouverture was in control of the whole island 

– He established his authority over the entire island 
of Hispaniola with a new constitution in 1801 
• But he was careful not to declare Saint-Domingue's 

independence, acknowledging that it was still a colony 
of the French Empire  

• Article 3 of the constitution states: "There cannot exist 
slaves [in Saint-Domingue], servitude is therein forever 
abolished. All men are born, live and die free and 
French." 





Toussaint 
L'Ouverture holds a 
copy of the Haitian 

Constitution of 
1801 



The Haitian Revolution 

• In 1801, Napoleon decided to 
send an expedition of 20,000 
men to Saint-Domingue to 
restore French authority 
– War broke out between 

L’Ouverture and the French 
(1801-1804) 

– By 1803, Napoleon agreed to 
recognize Haitian 
independence if Toussaint 
agreed to retire from public 
life 
• but the French had Toussaint 

arrested and sent back to France 
to be imprisoned, where he died 
in 1803 







Execution of 
French 
soldiers 



The Haitian Revolution 
• The war continued, with a 

former slave, Jean-Jacque 
Dessalines, leading the forces 
for independence 
– As a result of his wars in 

Europe, Napoleon decided to: 
• abandon Haiti to independence 

• sold the French territory in North 
America to the United States (the 
Louisiana purchase) 

– Haiti became an independent 
nation in 1804 
• Inspired abolitionists on both 

sides of the Atlantic 

 

 





Atrocities 

• 1781 Zong massacre 
– The murder of an estimated 132 

enslaved Africans by the crew of 
the slave ship Zong  

– As was common business 
practice, the ship’s owners  had 
taken out insurance on the lives 
of the slaves as cargo 

– Running low on water due to 
navigational errors, the crew 
threw slaves overboard into the 
sea to drown 

– Tried to collect the insurance 
money for the loss of the slaves 

– Turned into a public court case 
when the insurers refused to pay 

– the Zong massacre became an 
important topic in abolitionist 
literature 





The Slave Ship, J. M. W. Turner's representation of the 
mass murder of slaves, inspired by the Zong killings 



Atrocities 

• Capt. John Kimber 
– captain of a British slave 

ship who was tried for 
murder of two female 
slaves in 1792 

– Unlike the crew of the 
Zong, Kimber was tried for 
the murder of slaves 

– The trial generated 
substantial news coverage 

– Kimber was acquitted, but 
the case established that 
slave ships' crew could be 
tried for murder of slaves 



Depiction of the torture of a female slave by Capt. John Kimber 



Abolitionists 
• Former slaves 

– Ottobah Cugoano 
• sold into slavery from West Africa at 

the age of 13 
• shipped to Grenada, where he 

worked on a plantation 
• In 1772 he was purchased by an 

English merchant who took him to 
England, where he was eventually 
freed 

• Was a member of the Sons of Africa, 
an organization of African 
abolitionists in Britain  

• Campaigned throughout Britain with 
Olaudah Equino  

• wrote Thoughts and Sentiments on 
the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the 
Slavery and Commerce of the Human 
Species (1787) 

– the first published African critic of 
the Transatlantic Slave Trade  

– the first African to demand publicly 
the total abolition of the trade and 
the freeing of enslaved Africans 

 



• "Is it not strange to think, that they who 
ought to be considered as the most 
learned and civilized people in the world 
[the British], that they should carry on a 
traffic of the most barbarous cruelty and 
injustice, and that many think slavery, 
robbery and murder no crime?” 
– Cugoano on the topic of British people calling themselves the most 

‘civilised' people in the world when they were involved in a trade of 
‘barbarous cruelty and injustice' 

 



Abolitionists 
• Former slaves 

– Olaudah Equino (1745 – 1797) 
• Captured and sold into slavery 

in West Africa at the age of 11 
• purchased his freedom in 

America in 1766 
• As a freed slave, he settled in 

England in 1767  and 
supported the British 
movement to abolish the slave 
trade 

• published his autobiography, 
The Interesting Narrative of the 
Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789) 
– depicted the horrors of 

slavery 
– the first-known slave 

narrative 
– was highly influential in 

Britain ending the slave trade 

 

 

 







Abolitionists 
• Activists 

– the Society for the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade was founded in 1787 
• Led by Thomas Clarkson 

• gathered evidence of the brutality of 
the trade 

• travelled the country, giving talks to the 
public 

– Almost murdered in Liverpool by sailors 
who had been paid to assassinate him 

• Led a boycott of Britain’s largest import, 
slave-produced sugar  

– 400,000 people joined the boycott, 
cutting sales by up to a half 

• they had presented over 500 petitions 
showing that public opinion was turning 
against the slave trade 

– In 1788, more than 60,000 people 
signed their opposition to slavery 

• organized witnesses and evidence for 
the House of Commons committee 
hearings 



The logo for the Society for the 
Abolition of the Slave Trade  



• ".....Being impressed with a sense of the 
unparalleled suffering of our fellow creatures, the 
African slaves in the West India Islands.....with an 
apprehension, that while I am dealer in that 
article [sugar], which appears to be principal 
support of the slave trade, I am encouraging 
slavery, I take this method of  informing my 
customer that I mean to discontinue selling the 
article of sugar when I have disposed of the 
stock  I have on hand, till I can procure it  through 
channels less contaminated, more unconnected 
with slavery, less polluted with human blood......"  
– James Wright, a Quaker and merchant of Haverhill, advertised in 

the General Evening Post on March 6, 1792, to his customers 
that he would no longer be selling sugar 

 



Abolitionists 

• Religious leaders 
– the Quakers (Society of 

Friends) were the first to call 
for an end to the slave trade  
• a faith that emerged as a new 

Christian denomination in 
England in the mid-1600's  

• Quakers believe that all 
people are created equal in 
the eyes of God 

• The first religious 
denomination to come out 
against slavery 

• Starting in 1783, the 'London 
Society of Friends' annually 
presented a petition against 
the slave trade 

 





Abolitionists 
• Religious leaders 

– John Wesley 
• Founder of the Methodist 

Church 
– Born out of a spiritual renewal 

movement in the Anglican 
faith in the 1700s 

• Under his direction, Methodists 
became leaders in many areas 
of social justice, including prison 
reform and the abolition of the 
Slave Trade 

• As a minister, he included an 
anti-slavery message into many 
of his sermons 

• in 1774, he wrote Thoughts on 
Slavery 
– He attacked the Slave 

Trade and the slave-trader and 
proposed a boycott of slave-
produced sugar and rum 



• "Give liberty to whom liberty is due, that is, to 
every child of man, to every partaker of 
human nature. Let none serve you but by his 
own act and deed, by his own voluntary 
action. Away with all whips, all chains, all 
compulsion. Be gentle toward all men; and see 
that you invariably do with every one as you 
would he should do unto you.“ 

– John Wesley 



Abolitionists 

• Religious leaders 
– John Newton 

• A former slave ship master 
who became an Anglican 
clergyman 

• Newton began to deeply 
regret his involvement in the 
Slave Trade 
– Wrote Thoughts upon the 

African Slave Trade in 1787 

» graphically described 
the horrors of the 
Slave Trade 

• Became a popular preacher 

• Wrote a number of hymns, 
including 'Amazing Grace‘ 
(1772) 
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Abolitionists 

• Lawyers 

– Granville Sharp 

• Devout Christian with liberal, 
Enlightenment-era beliefs 

• One of the first English 
campaigners for the abolition 
of the slave trade 

• A Representation of the 
Injustice and Dangerous 
Tendency of Tolerating Slavery 
(1769) 

– The first tract in England 
attacking slavery 

 



Abolitionists 
• Sharp used the law to argue 

that slaves had rights 
– Served as a lawyer for a 

number of African slaves in 
England 
• The Somersett case in 1772, in 

which slave James Somersett 
from Virginia ran away from his 
master while in England 
– Sharp successfully argued that 

a slave becomes free the 
moment he sets foot on 
English territory 

• Involved in the Zong case, as 
well 

– Became known as “the 
protector of the Negro” 

 



Sharp supporting the rights of an African slave in 
England against the wishes of his master  



Abolitionists 

• in the early 1780s there 
were around 15,000 black 
people in Britain 
– There was a search by 

abolitionists for a 
settlement in Africa where 
they could return "home"  
• Identified Sierra Leone as a 

possible settlement for freed 
slaves 

• Sharp helped to establish the 
city of Freetown 

• considered to be one of the 
founders of Sierra Leone 





Abolitionists 

• Politicians 
– British MP William 

Wilberforce 
• Was a rich landowner and an 

evangelical Christian  

• Elected to Parliament in 1780 

• Supported numerous reform 
causes centered around 
religion, morality and 
education 
– Even started the Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals 

• a leader of the movement to 
abolish the slave trade 

• Repeatedly brought up the 
bill to abolish slavery 







William Wilberforce 

• Made his first speech on abolition in 1789 before 
the House of Commons 
– described in detail the appalling conditions in which 

slaves travelled from Africa to the Americas 

• Introduced his first bill to abolish the slave trade 
in Parliament in 1791 
– Focused on the abolishing of the slave trade, not 

slavery 
– the bill was easily defeated by 163 votes to 88 

• the political climate had swung in a conservative direction in 
the wake of the French Revolution and the slave revolts in 
the French West Indies 

• Wilberforce continued to introduce abolition bills 
throughout the 1790s and early 1800s 



• “Never, never will we desist till we have wiped 
away this scandal from the Christian name, 
released ourselves from the load of guilt, 
under which we at present labor, and 
extinguished every trace of this bloody traffic, 
of which our posterity, looking back to the 
history of these enlightened times, will scarce 
believe that it has been suffered to exist so 
long a disgrace and dishonor to this country.” 
– William Wilberforce, speech before the House of 

Commons, April 1791 

 





William Wilberforce 

• The Abolition Bill was finally passed in 1807 by 
the British parliament 

– The British Slave Trade Act was signed in 1807 

• Abolished the slave trade in Britain 

• However, this only ended the buying and selling of 
slaves; slavery itself continued 

• In reality, the trade continued, with few countries 
following suit by abolishing the trade, and with some 
British ships disregarding the legislation 





Britain and the end of slavery 

• In 1816, Wilberforce began to call for the 
abolition of slavery outright 

• Slavery was finally abolished in the British 
colonies in 1833 
– the Slavery Abolition Act 1833 

– Nearly 800,000 African slaves were freed, the vast 
majority in the Caribbean 

– plantation owners £20 million in compensation 

– Full emancipation of slaves in the British Empire 
took effect in 1838 

 









Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade 





Europe 
• Britain was not the only country involved in the slave trade, 

though, and they weren’t the first to abolish it 
– Denmark was the first slave-trading nation that abolished the slave 

trade  
• Signed in 1792, but didn’t go into effect until 1803 
• Did not abolish slavery in their colonies until 1848  

– Revolutionary France abolished slavery in 1794, but it was restored 
by Napoleon in the French colonies in 1802 
• France did not abolish slavery in its colonies until 1848 

– In 1807, the US signed legislation to abolish the slave trade, to take 
effect in 1808 

– the Netherlands banned the slave trade in 1814 
• Although slavery was not abolished in their colonies until 1863 

– Spain abolished the slave trade in 1820 
• Although slavery existed in Spanish colonies up until the 1870s 

– Portugal abolished the slave trade in 1836 
• Slavery within the Portuguese colonies, however, would only be abolished 

in 1869 
• In Brazil, which had become an independent nation in 1822, slavery was 

not abolished until 1888 



But slavery continues today… 












