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From a globa l perspective , Atlantic his tory from the s ixteenth century 
down to the mid-nine teenth century was ra ther unusua l. The movement 
of human be ings , initia lly perhaps by land out of Africa , and eventually 
via  the  Bering land bridge and the Indones ian archipe lago to the  fa rthes t 
te rra  firma , began many millennia  ago. Typica lly, however, whether it was  
the centra l Europeans  who are thought to have se ttled in Asia three thou-
sand years ago, or the Chinese  who vis ited Africa  in the fifteenth century, 
movement and se ttlement were not accompanied by continuing and 
intens ive contact be tween the source socie ty and the migrant socie ty. In 
the early modern Atlantic, however, for the firs t time in human his tory 
there  appeared an hemispheric “community.” Community in the  sense  used 
here , means that everyone living in it had va lues  which if they were not 
shared a round the  Atlantic were certa inly reshaped in some way by others  
living in diffe rent parts  of the  Atlantic bas ins , and, as this  sugges ts , where  
events  in one small geographic area were  like ly to s timula te  a  reaction — 
and not necessarily jus t economic — thousands of miles away. The end 
result was , if not a  s ingle  Atlantic socie ty, a  se t of socie ties  fundamenta lly 
diffe rent from what they would have been without participa tion in the  
new transa tlantic ne twork. . . . Atlantic integra tion . . . was a  paradigm for 
the integration of the  whole  world a fte r 1800, a sort of precursor of glob-
a lisa tion a t the turn of the twenty-firs t century.

This  phenomenon of integration is  a ll the  more  s triking when we cons ider 
the dispara te e lements  drawn into the  Atlantic community. Most work on 
Atlantic his tory has  focussed on the  North Atlantic, and to a  lesser extent 
the  white  North Atlantic. Geography and winds  ensured the exis tence of two 
la rge ly exclus ive  Atlantic sys tems , north and south, which both the  Portu-
guese , through the long domina tion of the  As iento, and the  English, through 
the ir contacts  with the  Rio de  la  P la ta  and the ir e fforts  to supply s laves to 
Brazil a ttempted to merge . The northern sys tem was the  la rger of the  two, 
but black migrants , who domina ted the  human movements  within both sys-
tems , were proportiona te ly more important in the  south, which accounted

David Eltis , “Atlantic His tory in Globa l Perspective ,” Itinerario, Journal of European Overseas  
Expans ion 23 (1999): 141-56.

______________________



116 The Atlantic Slave Trade : Racism or Profit?4

for over ha lf of a ll Africans  carried to the  Americas . As this  implies , the  role  
of Africans  in the shaping of the  Adantic world s till needs  more  a ttention. 
This  is  more  than a conventiona l plea  to give a  voice to the non-e lite in con-
s tructing the  pas t. Africans not only moved across the  Atlantic in fa r grea te r 
numbers  than Europeans , they a lso had a  major influence  over who ente red 
the  s lave trade , which regions supplied s laves , and through prices , what 
s laves did when they a rrived in the  Americas . One further major implica tion 
is  the  s till not wide ly recognised fact that integra tion ensured tha t the expe-
riences of Europeans and Africans in the  Americas  were more  s imila r than 
firs t appears , despite  the dramatic diffe rences in how the two groups trav-
e lled to the  Americas  and in the subsequent labour regime under which 
they worked.

It is  important a t the outse t to revise the traditiona l picture  of the  
Atlantic sys tem aris ing from a marriage of the  vas t unexploited resources  
of the  Americas , with the abundant reserves  of labour of the Old World.
It was not resources tha t drove the expans ion of Europe to the New 
World, but technology. Most of the land and minera l resources , fores try 
and fish of the  Americas  were not windfa ll ga ins tha t immedia tely in-
creased European well be ing, but ra ther small additions  a t the margin. 
Thus a t the point of contact, New World land had little  va lue . . . . The  
exploita tion of the resources in the  Americas  became poss ible only with 
la ter development of technology, and in the case of some planta tion 
products  such as sugar, the bruta l exploita tion of one group of human 
be ings (Africans) by another (Europeans) who did not see the exploited 
as fully human, or a t leas t full citizens .

Neverthe less , Old World technology will only ge t us so fa r in under-
s tanding the  Atlantic World in the a fte rmath of 1492. From the broades t 
perspective , interpre ta tions  of Atlantic his tory require the incorpora tion 
of geophys ica l, economic, ideologica l and cultura l e lements in the inte r-
action of four continents  over as many centuries . There have been many 
firs t ra te s tudies of pa irings  of these continents  and e lements , but, except 
a t the leve l of textbooks , little  a ttempt to integrate a ll. Economic hues  
have domina ted the la rges t canvases , and even those whose inte res ts  have  
la in e lsewhere  have acknowledged this  primacy. How s trange , then, tha t 
a fte r five centuries  of transa tlantic trade , be tween e ighty and nine ty-five 
percent of the internationa l trade of any na tion which borders  the  At-
lantic is  with its  immediate  ne ighbours , not with transa tlantic partners . 
This  is  as tme of Mexico, the United Sta tes  and Canada (despite  the ir fac-
ing on to the Pacific as well as the  Atlantic) as it is  of Germany, France , 
The Netherlands and the United Kingdom. Most of Africa and La tin 
America , with the notable  exception until very recently of Cuba , a lso fit 
this  pa ttern. Indeed, mos t of Africa  and the  Americas (especia lly the  
Caribbean) in the las t five centuries  has experienced diminishing, not 
increas ing, dependence on transa tlantic marke ts  for goods , capita l and 
labour over time. Afte r a mass ive switch to transa tlantic trade in the cen-
tury or so a fte r transa tlantic contact was firs t es tablished, the normal 
trend thereafte r for mos t socie ties was a long secula r shift back toward
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intra -African or (intra -American) trade , and perhaps  above a ll, a re turn 
to a focus on domes tic sources  of demand for goods and supplies  of fac-
tors  of production. In the sense tha t mos t economies a round the  Atlantic 
have become more deve loped over time and the more  deve loped the  
economy, the more  important is its  domes tic re la tive to its  external mar-
ke ts , globa lisa tion (and Atlantic his tory) are myths .

To make sense of Atlantic his tory we s till have to break out of the  materi-
a lis t pa radigm and focus on the cultura l, not the economic, or, to put it 
another way, to make sense of the economic, schola rs should re -examine  
cultura l pa tte rns . Despite (or perhaps because of) the preoccupa tion of 
Europeans  with seeking to increase production wherever they managed to 
es tablish a  “planta tion” in seventeenth-century te rms , five centuries  of 
Atlantic his tory is  more  about the merging of cultura l va lues , than of eco-
nomic integra tion. In the two centuries  a fter Columbian contact, diffe r-
ences in the  ways individua ls  defined themselves , the  va lues they he ld and 
above a ll how the socie ties  in which they lived were organised were like ly 
fa r grea ter than say diffe rentia ls  in living s tandards , or ra tes of capita l accu-
mula tion among the  socie ties  a round the  Atlantic bas ins in which they lived.
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emergence  of an Atlantic culture . The bas ic unit of the  expans ionis t soci-
e ties  of Europe in the early modern period was , or became, the  individua l; 
the bas ic unit of the socie ties  with which they came into contact in the extra - 
European Atlantic world was some corpora te  entity compris ing groups of 
individtials . It is  not tha t individua ls  in s ixteenth-century Europe had more  
rights  in re la tion to socie ty than those in Africa and the pre -contact Amer-
icas , though this  was probably true . Rather it is  that property rights  in partic-
ula r, especially those in human labour, one’s own and others , were  ves ted 
in the  individua l in Europe ra ther than the group. Kinship s tructures  in Africa  
and the Americas  were extremely varied, but genera lly, s ta tus  and rights  in 
much of Africa  and the pre -Columbian Americas  derived not from autonomy 
and independence , but from full membership of a  kin-group or some other 
corpora te  body. Such a group would make collective decis ions and hold,

*-\4- 1 Ann* n >-» /-v-f f rrh tn i K 1a î am tuiiCLUvay, a t leas t aunic u l  me wpei tj ngnio m p^iouno vvmui m
the European Atlantic world would be he ld by individua ls . Europeans might 
purchase property rights  in others (s laves) outright, or they might enter the  
labour marke t themselves and temporarily trade  some of the ir own rights  in 
persons in re turn for wages , but in e ither case there  was an individua l owner 
of the rights  in persons  and a marke t transaction.

This  leads to one of the major ideologica l diffe rences  be tween Europe  
and the res t of the  Atlantic in 1500. To be a  full citizen in much of the  
non-European world meant having more socia l bonds and less autonomy 
than would a margina l person without kinship ties . Freedom meant a  
be longing to, not separa teness . By contras t, in Europe and the European 
Americas  full citizenship meant freedom from such bonds , full ownership 
of property rights in onese lf, and, before the e ighteenth century a t leas t, 
the ability to avoid hiring out these rights to others  in re turn for wages .
If, in the Weste rn World, possess ive  individua lism meant a recognition
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that one owns full rights  in onese lf and that one has the right in a market 
socie ty to barga in away such rights , it might a lso mean the accumula tion 
of rights  in others  in the hands of a  few, as indeed happened in the s lave  
socie ties  of the European Atlantic. A marke t sys tem per se , and the ves t-
ing of property rights  in persons with an individua l ins tead of the group, 
were perfecdy cons is tent with both waged and s lave sys tems . It was the  
concept of rights , including rights  to the labour of onese lf and others , 
be ing ves ted in the individua l, that deserves the title  “the peculia r ins titu-
tion” to a  much grea ter degree than did s lavery. Indeed, the idea tha t 
holding such rights  should qua lify one for full membership in socie ty was  
extremely peculia r in re la tive  globa l te rms . Thus  the implica tions  for s lav-
e ry of wes te rn concepts of freedom and a focus on individua l rights  a re  
more  ambiva lent than appear if examined through a twentie th century 
lens . Likewise , possess ive individua lism could mean that individua ls  have  
the right to se ll themselves to others . Until not very long ago the  s lave  
trade and s lavery were as  wes te rn as emerging parliamentary democracy. 
The rea lly interes ting ques tion, touched on be low, is  why this  did not con-
tinue , and, more specifica lly, who Europeans (Africans and Amerindians) 
deemed e ligible  for s lavery and how this  shifted over time . . . .

Once in the  Americas , the s laves were  incorpora ted into the most 
closed sys tem of s lavery tha t the world has known under the direct con-
trol of people  who va lued, or a t leas t sa id they va lued, freedom to an 
equa lly unprecedented degree. Yet in the course  of three  hundred fifty 
years [of] transa tlantic s lave trading, huge  shifts  occurred in the  way 
Africans  and Europeans  saw themselves and others  which fundamenta lly 
res tructured the  Atlantic community and, as shown be low, the movement 
of peoples  from the old World to the New.

On the  African s ide, the s lave trade encouraged an e lementary pan- 
Africanism. There  is  a  pa tte rn to s lave ship revolts  and the European use  
of gromettoes (cas tle  s laves) and guardians  in forts  and s lave vesse ls  
which sugges ts  tha t non-e lite  Africans began to think of themselves as  
pa rt of a  wider African group. Initia lly, this  group might be say, Igbo, or 
Yoruba , and soon, in addition, blacks as opposed to whites . As a  conse-
quence , by the second ha lf of the e ighteenth century, s lave ship revolts  
were more  likely to be success ful as Africans  from different a reas  on the  
same vesse l co-opera ted, and Europeans  could no longer use African 
guardians  on s lave vesse ls . In e ffect, s laves came to recognise a common 
white  enemy, and in the process  modified the ir own identities .

This  process  of re formula ting identity, a t root a  search for common bonds  
with others  on die  same s ide of the s lave-free divide , went further and fas tes t 
in the  Americas , especia lly in the Caribbean and South America . African 
na tiona lities  sought out the ir own kind on seventeenth-century sugar plan-
ta tions  when es tablishing persona l re la tionships and ce lebra ting the ritua ls  
of life , sometimes with the he lp of s lave  owners . Even in the  very earlies t 
days there  were  no counterparts  to gromettoes or to guardians in the  plan-
ta tion Americas  whose sole  function was to prevent rebe llion among those  
of diffe rent e thnicity from themselves . The rebellions and conspiracies  in
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Barbados la te r in the  seventeenth century show little  s ign of inte rnecine s trife . 
The Coroman tines (from the Gold Coas t), most of whom had been brought 
over as guardians on s lave ships , had a  prominent role  in the Barbados  s lave  
conspiracy of 1675, but they were ne ither acting a lone nor were they thwarted 
by non-Coromantines . The be tte r known and documented s lave conspiracy 
of 1692 contains  no hint of e thnic divis ions . In Jamaica , an open land fron-
tie r ensured a  greate r frequency of a rmed res is tance and escape . There  is  
a lmost a  consensus  among schola rs  tha t s laves  from the Gold Coas t were  
over-represented among the rebe ls , but seventeenth-century documents  on 
Jamaican revolts  conta in a lmos t no re ferences to the African origins  of 
rebe ls  and none  a t a ll to inte r-e thnic s trife . As Gold Coas t s laves  were over-
represented among the early Barbados and Jamaican s lave popula tions , 
Coromantines  might have a la rger place in the records  on rebe llions  for 
the s imple  reason that they had a  la rger place in is lands ’ s lave popula tions . 
Acceptance  of newcomers  into maroon communities , however, had much 
more to do with geopolitica l rea lities  and the surviva l of the  community 
than with the  African origins  of newly escaped s laves . This  emergence of 
black identity pos ited here is  somewhat ea rlie r than Michae l Gomez has
ar>nni£k^1 fcvr in fKo coco nf clo\7*̂ q in f hA nln cmith
CXL IV^i 111 L-A AV_. V/l OlUVV/O 111 tUV, OiU OV/UUi.

On the European s ide , there  were , by the mid-e ighteenth century, two 
conceptions of the  ins ider/outs ider divis ion. In Europe itse lf, there  was a  
s low move to more  inclus ive definitions , specifica lly including non- 
Europeans . The be lie f that members  of one’s own community were not 
appropria te  subjects  for ens lavement was not confined to early modern 
Europe . Romans , Greeks , Is lamic and indeed a ll other socie ties  deve loped 
s imila r a ttitudes . But Europeans  began to back this  up with subs tantia l 
resources a fte r 1500. Spanish and Portuguese re ligious orders  began work-
ing for the re lease of captives  in the s ixteenth century —- the firs t such 
e fforts  on a  la rge sca le . Further north a lmos t every coas ta l town in The  
Netherlands  had a “s lave fund” for redeeming Dutch sa ilors  from the ga l-
leys of the  Barbary Sta tes  by the seventeenth century. European seafaring 
s ta tes s igned a  se ries  of trea ties  with North African powers and the Ottoman
'J itvlro nol-Vvmtrvfrl <tK<r\(< a rtrl 1 -*-Q oimrl onaloTrntn/anJ IV/I r\c4"1U1 js j cv_f 3au.gua iu auu v. x v. vv ixum ca^tuu. auu xuuoi

provided for the  issuing of sa fe -conduct passes to merchant ships . The irony 
that among the  main beneficia ries  of such a rrangements  were Dutch and 
English s lave traders  on the ir way to Africa  appears  to have escaped his tori-
ans and then contemporaries , among them the Earl of Inchquin, who was  
he ld captive in Algie rs  before  becoming Governor of the s lave colony of 
Jamaica . When the passes  proved ineffective and seamen were captured 
and ens laved, pe titions  to the British government seeking the ir re lease  
demanded action in the cause of “Chris tian charity and humanity” — long 
before abolitionis ts  began to invoke s imila r principles . . . . The re levant 
ques tion is  a t what point did “Chris tian charity and humanity” come to en-
compass  those of African descent for enough people to make a difference?

The gradua l removal of the  barrie rs that kept non-Europeans from ins ider 
s ta tus in the  European worldview was a  very s low process , and as the mod-
ern world sugges ts , capable  of reverse . It was shaped in part by the actions
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of Africans  and people  of African descent over three centuries of planta -
tion s lavery and the  s lave trade . The inte raction be tween s lave rebe llions  
and the s tra tegies  of abolitionis ts  in the  fina l years of s lavery in the British 
Caribbean, and co-opera tion of a  diffe rent kind in Brazil in the 1880s is  
now well known. But long before this  point the actions of s laves both in the  
Americas  and on board s lave vesse ls kept the  issue of s lavery before  grow-
ing numbers  of litera te  Europeans . Judging from the frequency with which 
they a re  reported, s lave rebe llions  were  a  cons tant source of fascina tion to 
readers  of ea rly newspapers , a disproportiona te share of which were  in 
English on both s ides of the  Atlantic. English citizens moreover had an 
extraordinary proclivity to migra te (and re turn), mos t of them before  
1800 going to planta tion regions forming part of the most integra ted of a ll 
e ighteenth-century colonia l sys tems . As early as 1700, “communica tion 
and community” across  the  English Atlantic had a tta ined a  depth, richness  
and re liability of contact unriva lled among European powers , and quite  
unprecedented in the his tory of long-dis tance migra tion. . . .

What is  often forgotten is  that the  Atlantic s lave sys tems were  the only 
ones in his tory where  those ultimately respons ible  for the sys tem — con-
sumers  of what the s laves produced and ultimate  [ly] governors  and pro-
tectors  of the  planta tions  — were  not directly a  part of the  s lave socie ties  
themselves . A re formula tion of identities  by Europeans  was much more  like ly 
under these circumstances . This  is  not the place to reassess the origins  of 
abolitionism. The intention is to sugges t only that the key counte rpoint is  
not s lavery and abolition, but ra ther the ens lavement of non-Europeans and 
abolition, and that abolition was in part a  function of shifting identities .

Among those of European descent in the s laveholding Americas , the  
move to a  more  inclus ive conception — one a t leas t that might include  
blacks , as opposed to different kinds of whites  — came to a  comple te ha lt. 
On the other hand, divis ions be tween Europeans had lessened subs tan-
tia lly. Jews rece ived rights  in the s laveholding Americas before  they 
received them in Europe . The despised Irish had a meteoric and la rge ly 
unrecognised rise to respectability before  the a rriva l of the famine  
refugees  recas t their image . By the time of the 1727 census they had 
become the la rges t s laveholders on the is land of Montserra t. They came 
to hold a  disproportionate  share of colonia l offices  in e ighteenth-century 
Jamaica , and probably Cuba , too. Almost every European colony in the  
Americas  with the exception of the Spanish came to conta in la rge e le-
ments of popula tions from parts  of Europe other than the respective  
mother countries . These populations , including Jews , came to have full 
de facto rights . The e ighteenth-century proscriptions  aga ins t Ca tholics  in 
the English case were  la rge ly ignored in the s lave colonies . In ba ld te rms , 
the  plante rs  sought a llies  wherever they could find them. At the same 
time the experience of s lavery made the divide be tween Europeans (and 
in some  jurisdictions free  coloureds), with African s laves close to abso-
lute . P lante r classes that did not make these adjustments  in how they 
defined themselves  — in St Domingue for example  — did not survive .
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A second and quite  diffe rent impact of European and African cultura l 
cons tructs  on the  Atlantic World s temmed from gender. It is  now clear tha t 
ea rly modern migra tion from Europe was overwhelmingly domina ted by 
males . The coerced counte rpart from Africa  had much higher proportions  
of females . These diffe rences  point to major diffe rences  in cons tructions  of 
gender in Africa  and Europe . Indeed, intriguing contras ts  and s imilarities  
appear in the  roles  of women in the two sub-continents . Opportunity for 
females in English, Dutch, and eventua lly in North Atlantic socie ty appear 
much grea ter in the  reproductive than in the  economic zone of gender 
re la tions . This  is  particula rly the  case if a  globa l compara tive perspective  is  
adopted. The exceptiona l na ture  of ea rly modem wes tern European mar-
riage pa tte rns  is  now wide ly accepted. Compared to women in Asia  and 
Africa , wes te rn European women married la te , had cons iderable  choice  
over marriage  partner, and a la rge  proportion of them never married a t a ll. 
The nuclear family was much more  common in Weste rn Europe than any-
where in Africa , and kinship s tructures  were much s tronger in Africa than 
in Europe . Nevertheless  the bulk of labour in both continents  a t this  time 
was performed within the household, however defined. Women in Africa  
tilled trie  fie lds , produced cloth a rid had major roles  in tr ade , a ll of which 
gave them va lue as  wives . “Polygyny,” according to Remi Cligne t, “is  mos t 
tenacious  in cultures  where economic rights to women can be acquired 
and have high va lue .” African women were  expected to perform a much 
wider range of occupations  than in most other parts  of the Old World. For 
one small community on the  wes te rn Slave Coas t, however, Sandra Greene 
has shown how the  women’s economic and reproductive  functions  varied 
over time in response to resource ava ilability and an influx of migrants . But 
even when most res tricted by male-domina ted pa trilineages , the  women of 
Anlo had access to a  wider range of skills , and a role  in economic decis ion-
making not to be found in mos t of ea rly modern Western Europe .

In e ffect Europeans  went to Africa  to buy labour, which for them meant 
mainly males . Africans  could no more  conce ive  of se lling males  as Europeans  
would have conce ived of se lling females  if Africans had sent vesse ls  to Europe 
for s imila r purposes . When Africans offe red females  for sa le , the  gender pa t-
te rn of the trade  emerged as a  compromise familia r to anyone  who has  par-
ticipa ted in marke t activity. Africans  sold more males  and Europeans  bought 
more females  than they wished. Europeans put African females  to work on 
the  planta tions , though they would not bend their conceptions of gender to 
provide  African (much less  European) women with the necessary tra ining to 
ca rry out skilled occupa tions  outs ide the  household. It is  s triking tha t the  
labour source over which Europeans a re  traditionally supposed to have had 
the  mos t power was the  source tha t provided them with a  smalle r proportion 
of males than they were able to obta in (a lbeit as  indentured servants ) from 
their own socie ties . It is  even more s triking that there  is  no obvious  economic 
explana tion for the  cons tructions of gender which underlay such prefe r-
ences . In e ffect there  were two broad cons tructions of gender, one  African 
and one European, which clashed in the s lave trade .
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The above a rguments  have some inte res ting implica tions . One is tha t 
Europeans , and more  particula rly the English, fa iled to take advantage of 
three  ra ther la rge economic opportunities . If they had emula ted the  s ixteenth- 
century Russ ian a ris tocracy, crea ted some ideologica l dis tance be tween the  
masses and themselves , and enslaved some e lements  of the ir own socie ty, 
lower labour cos ts  would have ensured fas ter deve lopment of the  Americas , 
and higher exports  and income leve ls  on both s ides of the  Atlantic. For 
those who see European, in particula r English, economic power built on 
overseas colonies , it might be a rgued that for the underpopula ted tropica l 
Americas a t leas t, exploita tion of the periphery and the transfe r of surplus  
to the core  would have been fa r more  rapid with white  s lave labour. A sec-
ond fa ilure  to maximise an economic advantage was that Europeans  did 
not make use of European women as gang-labourers , or even, extens ive ly, 
as fie ld labourers  of any kind. They compounded the ir economic irra tiona l-
ity by ignoring tota lly the cheaper supplies  of skilled labour — coopers , car-
pente rs , blacksmiths e t ce te ra  — that could have emerged from the ranks  
of European and African women. Again, this  could have only acce le ra ted 
the deve lopment of the  Americas . Third, Europeans gradua lly widened 
the ir perception of what cons tituted an ins ider from the la te  e ighteenth 
century to include transoceanic peoples . This  in e ffect brought a  very prof-
itable  ins titution to an end. The firs t “missed opportunity” crea ted the  
Atlantic s lave trade from Africa ; the second increased the  cos ts  of skilled 
labour; the third ended not only the  s lave trade but s lavery in the  Americas  
as  well. The broades t implica tion, however, is  not jus t that economic inte r-
pre ta tions  of the  rise and fa ll of African s lavery in the  Americas  have short-
comings , but tha t in the end any narrow economic inte rpre ta tion of his tory 
will not probe into the behaviour of people  very deeply. At the  very leas t, 
it will run the risk of miss ing the  cultura l parameters within which economic 
decis ions  a re  made .

In one sense the impact of economics is  clear enough. Prior to 1800, 
coerced and non-coerced migrant s treams a like gravita ted toward export- 
producing regions . Peaks  in overa ll a rriva ls  coincided broadly with the  
peak years  of exports . Afte r 1800, as domes tic economies in the Americas  
evolved and intra -American trade became more important, tha t link dis-
appears . Neverthe less the e ffect of merging transa tlantic va lues may be  
seen from the compos ition and pa tte rn over time or migra tion and time  
na tions respons ible  for it. . . . As noted above, possess ive individua lism 
was cons is tent with a ll labour regimes  — a traffic in free  labour, which 
was fa irly small in the early period, an indentured servant trade , as well as  
a  s lave trade . The wes t’s magnifica tion of the  rights  of the  individua l cou-
pled with se ttlements  loca ted thousands of miles  from direct government 
control and the socia l pressures of Old World socie ties meant an increased 
freedom to exploit. On the non-European s ide , there  appears to have  
been no ideology, va lue sys tem or social s tructure that inhibited the se ll-
ing of individua ls  out of a given socie ty despite  conceptions of ownership 
that diffe red radica lly from those dominant in Europe . As a consequence , 
the  s lave trade  was the prevailing migration s tream to the  Americas for
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250 years . Moreover, . . . s laves increased the ir share  of tota l transa tlantic 
migra tion s teadily from Columbian contact through to the beginning of 
the nineteenth century. . . .

The two [migra tion] flows supplied labour for the  Americas  and together 
repeopled the two continents  in the a fte rmath of the  Amerindian demo-
graphic disas te r (the  la tte r reaching a peak — or a lternative ly, the  Amer-
indian popula tion reaching a nadir — in the la te  seventeenth century).
For the firs t two centuries , the  African and European s treams went to the  
same part of the  Americas . Except for a modera te  specia lisa tion in s ilver 
mines , the Spanish used s laves in a  varie ty of occupa tions usua lly to be  
found in Spanish se ttlements . In Brazil and the British Caribbean, early 
migra tion from both Europe and Africa  was overwhelmingly to the semi- 
tropica l sugar and tobacco growing areas . It was not until a fter 1680 that the  
African and European migrant s treams began to diverge into what many 
schola rs  take as the s tandard transa tlantic migrant pa tte rn — Europeans  to 
the  tempera te  a reas  of the  Americas  and Africans  to the tropica l, so that 
the two peoples not only le ft from diffe rent parts  of the Old World, they 
a rrived in diffe rent parts  of the  New.

Perhaps the firs t ques tion to ask is  why Europeans  brought Africans to 
the  Americas  in the firs t ins tance  — in other words  why was there transat-
lantic s lave trade  from Africa? Sugar was well es tablished in the Old World 
to the point that Sao Tome supplied mos t sugar consumed in Europe as  
la te as 1550. The sugar complex had emerged from the Medite rranean 
and headed toward tropica l Africa  via  the  Adantic Is lands in the century 
before this . When it se ttled in the Gulf of Guinea , it appeared to be paus-
ing before the  jump to the mainland. Ins tead, of course , the  jump was the  
ra ther la rger one to north-eas te rn Brazil, and despite the bes t e fforts  of 
the Dutch and the English (they actually shipped s lave sugar makers  eas t 
across the  Atlantic to Africa  to facilita te  this  process ), sugar was never com-
mercia lly grown on the mainland of Wes t Africa . A major part of the  
explana tion for this  was the politica l and milita ry power of Wes t Africans  
(Portuguese  Angola  was never a  potentia l s ite  for planta tions) which before  
the  la te  nine teenth century made it impossible  for Europeans to es tablish 
the control required for a  planta tion economy. Europeans  wanted mines  
and planta tions . Africans did not want to give up the sovereignty that this  
would have enta iled, and they certa inly had no inte res t in working volun-
ta rily on such operations . Europeans  fa iled comple te ly to ga in control or 
even access to the production of African gold. A Dutch observer reported 
the  Africans in the vicinity of Elmina  s ta ting “the forts  don’t protect us  — 
we protect the  forts .” Aided by the  epidemiologica l factor (though there  
was ce rta inly no shortage of English, Dutch and Portuguese prepared to 
go to the coas t) Africans  were able to res is t European incurs ions . African 
res is tance resulted in Europeans taking s laves away in ships  as a second 
bes t a lte rna tive to working s laves on African planta tions  or mines . The  
s lave trade was a  function of African s trength, not weakness . Moreover, as  
S tephen D. Behrendt, David Richardson and myse lf have a rgued e lsewhere , 
the  dis tribution of the s lave trade on the African coas t was de te rmined by

..
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an apparendy regionally de te rmined pa tte rn of res is tance on the part of 
Africans themselves .

But once the  wall of African res is tance  he lped force the planta tion com-
plex across the  Adantic, it seems se lf-evident tha t the transa tlantic demand 
for labour from the Old World was economic. What do non-economic va l-
ues have to do with shaping this  pa tte rn? . . . The explana tion for the  
racia l exclus ivity of labour regimes and the transa tlantic flows that sup-
plied the labour itse lf mus t have been tha t Europeans  were  prepared to 
ens lave  Africans  or use black s laves  tha t other Africans had deprived of 
their freedom, but were not prepared to subject other Europeans , even 
despised minorities  such as  Jews , Huguenots  and Irish, to the same fa te .

Second, why was the na tion most close ly associa ted with the deve lop-
ment of the  possess ive  individua lism and deeply involved in discourse  on 
individua l liberty and die  rights  of Englishmen, a lso the leading s lave trader?  
Be tween 1660 and 1807, covering the period when the s lave trade was a t 
its  peak, and when the tra ffic was s till lega l for British citizens , the  English 
ca rried fifty percent more  s laves than the Portuguese and a lmos t ha lf of a ll 
the  s laves taken to the  Americas . British migra tion to the  Americas  has  
received much a ttention, but the British actually ca rried three Africans to 
the  New World for every European down to the  beginning of the nineteenth 
century. Portuguese domina tion of the trade was limited to the period 
before  the English Caribbean converted to sugar production, and a fte r the  
British withdrew from the transadantic s lave trade then sent out the ir cruis-
ers to suppress  it. . . . English domina tion of the  supply of coerced labour 
and, toge ther with France , domination of the coerced labour sector in the  
Americas , occurred partiy, as a lready noted, because  wes tern concepts of 
freedom incorpora ted the  freedom to exploit, especia lly in lands  remote  
from die  metropolitan centres of European expans ion. This  paradox was  
ca rried to the extreme in the  British case  where metropolitan control of 
the colonies  was weakes t, and domes tic deve lopments mos t conducive  to 
both la rge-scale  migra tion to the  Americas  and a  preoccupa tion with the  
subs tance and ideology of possess ive individua lism. On the eas te rn s ide of 
the  Adantic, the la tter underpinned the emergence  of a  nascent marke t in 
free  labour, whereas  in the  Americas , it supported s lavery. A marke t sys tem 
per se , and the  ves ting of property rights  in persons witii an individua l 
ins tead of the group, were  perfecdy cons is tent with both waged and s lave  
sys tems . It was the northwes te rn Europeans in particula r who were  like ly to 
impose  s lavery whenever they found themselves  in transoceanic lands . The  
wors t fea tures of the  gang labour sys tem which was a t the  heart of the eco-
nomic e fficiency of s lavery probably emerged firs t under the  English. Yet 
over the preceding tiiree  centuries , it was the English in particula r who had 
deve loped concepts  of the  modem libera l s ta te (and notions  of persona l 
freedom) that have become central parts  of the  wes te rn cultura l domina-
tion of the la te  twentie th-century world.

Third, . . . the extraordinary and rapid disappearance of the s lave trade , 
both re la tive to non-coerced migra tion, and in absolute  te rms , ... is  very 
hard to explain us ing conventional notions of profit and loss  and economic
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se lf-inte res t. In 1860, it was poss ible to buy a  prime male  s lave for $30 in the  
River Congo and se ll the same individua l for over $1,000 in Cuba when the  
cos t of fe rrying a s teerage passenger (a lways ass igned more  space than a  
s lave , anyway) across the  Adantic had fa llen to less than $20. Schola rs  who 
a rgue that the planta tion sector was in decline and there fore  s lavery died 
because  it was no longer profitable  have genera lly not examined profits  in 
the s lave trade  very close ly. The s lave trade  was a  bulwark of labour supply 
for plante rs , outs ide the US a t leas t, and it continued to be profitable  
throughout the nineteenth century until, in fact, it was prevented from 
continuing. The s lave trade was suppressed; it did not die  a  na tura l eco-
nomic dea th. Nor, except poss ibly in the US, did it die  because s lave pur-
chasers acquiesced in, much less actively sought, its  te rmina tion. If it had 
not been suppressed, there  was nothing in the pre-1820 pa tte rns  of migra-
tion . . . to sugges t tha t the  dominance of Africa  in transa tlantic migra tion 
s treams would not have continued, or a t leas t not have e roded comple tely. 
With s lave prices  a t his toric highs in the US, Brazil and Cuba a like in the  
mid nineteenth century, and s teamship technology evolving rapidly, it is  
ha rd to be lieve tha t the transa tlantic s lave trade  would not have fa r sur-
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Fourth, the gender compos ition of transa tlantic migra tion is . . . now 
well known. Before the nine teenth century, European migrants  were over-
whelmingly male , perhaps four out of five prior to the family based migra-
tion of la ter years . In the  African s lave trade , gender ra tios  were  a lmost 
ba lanced in the mid seventeenth century, and while  there  was a s teady 
trend toward more  males  over the next two centuries , the male  ra tio never 
climbed much above seventy percent. Before 1800, probably s ix out of 
seven females  cross ing the  Atlantic were  African, not European. These  
ra tios , as with the socia l cons tructs  that shaped them, were not very obvi-
ous ly rooted in the economic se lf-inte rest of e ither Africans  or Europeans .

In summary, Atlantic his tory has the potentia l for generating broad new 
ins ights  but to make the most of its  potentia l we have firs t, to look beyond 
the economic phenomena tha t have tended to preoccupy his torians , and
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Europeans as well as Europeans . On the firs t of these , le t me appear to 
double back on the  message of many of the preceding pages by concluding 
with an economic his torian’s favourite  ploy and ask the  ques tion what tha t 
World would have been like  if economic ra tiona lity had domina ted human 
behaviour to the  point of shaping cultura l a ttitudes  and indeed a ll e lse  
bes ides . White  s laves would have been cheaper than the ir black counte r-
parts  in mos t of the  Americas , and as a  result sugar production would have  
been grea te r than it was and prices  of planta tion produce lower. The Amer-
icas  would have deve loped more rapidly than they did. The one exception 
to this  would have been in South America , where there  could have been 
little  diffe rence  in the  cos t of bringing s laves from Europe on the one hand 
and from Africa  on the other — assuming of course tha t whites  were  sub-
ject to the  full rigours of a  s lave-ship transporta tion regime. The s lave trade  
from Europe — s till drawing on convicts , rebels , and prisoners  of war — as
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in Africa  — would not have ended when it did. Among the many implica -
tions  for the twentie th century is  tha t any civil rights  movements  would 
have been class -, ra ther than race-based, though it is  not a t a ll clear where a  
re form movement of any kind would have originated. With la rge  numbers  
of white  s laves as  well as black s tre tching back over severa l centuries , re la-
tions  be tween blacks  and whites in the twentie th century would presumably 
have borne no re la tionship to the his torica l rea lity. Perhaps we can say tha t 
giving primacy to culture  over economics  would have made class an even 
more dominant ana lytica l ca tegory for twentie th-century his torians  and 
socia l scientis ts , though within a  Weberian ra ther than Marxis t framework. 
The point of such speculation, of course , is  s imply to highlight shaping 
influences  over human actions , European as well as non-European, in the  
ea rly modern Atlantic world tha t have rece ived insufficient a ttention. If 
economic ra tiona lity had had the  importance tha t many schola rs  think, 
then the  world would have been a  very diffe rent place . For his torians  tha t 
should in itse lf be  much less inte res ting than ge tting the priorities  right for 
an analys is  of the early Modern Atlantic World. The expans ion of the Old 
World into the New resulted in violence , exploita tion and unprecedented 
economic growth (though not as much as there  might have been), but it 
was the merging and transfe rence of va lues and cultures  tha t made this  
happen, not the resources of the  New World, or the transfe r of capita l and 
labour from the Old.


