Teaching slavery

Not an easy subject to teach, especially when you – the teacher – might have not been taught anything about it yourself. I once argued that the ‘sins of omission’ were as, if not more destructive than the ‘sins of commission’. (Sherwood, 1998) Or when what you were taught has been misleading. Or if what you were taught focussed on William Wilberforce, (But you have probably read Andrew Wrenn’s article on Olaudah Equiano in TH107.). Or the glories of the 1807 Act of Abolition. Let me make some suggestions as to how to treat this ‘delicate’ topic, raise some questions and perhaps new topics, as well as provide you with some contemporary quotations which may be useful.

Before I go into these details, I want to note something I always find unbelievable when reading about the intrepid British explorers in Africa. They were, of course, led by Africans, who, through their immense trade networks, knew the tracks, the rivers from one entrepôt to another.  Though they did not draw maps Africa, as the Americas, waa only new and undiscovered to us Europeans.

It is also important to emphasise that though the population of people of African origins and descent grew during the era of the slave trade, Africans had been arriving in Britain since the time of the Roman conquest. Not all Africans here were slaves. As this history has not been adequately researched, we do not know the numbers living here at any time, nor their histories. (See eg Fryer, 1985)

1. Start with the Greeks and Romans. The Greek city-states used slaves, but usually enslaved non-Greeks. Aristotle believed that slavery was ‘part of natural law’. (Phillips, p.17)  The Romans used slaves much as the Greeks, mainly as domestic workers and in other non-agricultural labour. However, with the growth of the Roman Empire, and the availability of the conquered non-Romans, the use of slaves was extended to agriculture as Roman peasants had to serve in the expanding military. (Julius Caesar, for example, enslaved about one million during his Gallic wars, 58 – 51 BC.) Though owners had free sexual access to female slaves and slave status was (naturally?) inherited from the mother, there was apparently little distinction between the working conditions of slaves and free workers. However, slaves could not give evidence in court. Manumission and emancipation for services rendered, for example, by slaves working as government officials, was common. The laws regarding slavery were encoded and were subsequently adopted by some of the post-Roman Europeans states owning or dealing in slaves, such as the Venetians. Whether those in Bristol selling captured Celts followed these laws is not known. 

A word must also be said about enslavement by Muslims, in Arabia, North Africa and on the Iberian peninsula which they conquered in the 6th century. Muslims did not use ‘gang-slaves’ in agriculture, but as household servants, and at times in the military. Muslims could not enslave Muslims, and conditions of slavery were usually relatively mild. The enslaved could rise in status and military rank.

This raises some important questions. Were the inhabitants of those sections of Britain conquered by the Romans enslaved? Yes. Does it negate the idea of ‘democracy’, that is ‘government by the people’? Yes, as both the Greeks and Romans held slaves who were denied the vote. Did Christ challenge slavery? No. Jewish law recognised slavery and did Islamic. Was the slavery imposed by Europeans on enslaved and exported Africans more severe than earlier forms of slavery? Yes. Which country’s system was the most brutal? Britain’s.
2. Africa prior to the arrival of the Europeans. Before moving on to examining the  British trade in enslaved Africans and slavery, spend at least one lesson on Africa. Begin with Egypt, which, contrary to so many text-books, is actually in Africa. Why do so many Egyptians look different from the ‘standard’ representation of Africans? Trade around the Mediterranean was common and thus, given the habits of seamen, a mixed-race population arose. This was augmented by Arab and Persian conquerors and settlers both before and after the rise of Islam. And, the ‘standard’ iconography is at least an inheritance from racist imagery from the 18th century onwards. (See eg Sherwood 2002) 

Hopefully the inventions of the Egyptians are well known. I find their medical instruments and their use especially in brain surgery, amazing. I was not surprised to learn that they used shaving razors from about 3000BC and soap from1525 BC. (See Walker, 2006)

Africa was not dissimilar to Europe. Empires rose and fell, kingdoms expanded and contracted; people migrated, some were enslaved, cities grew and diminished; laws were enforced, taxes were collected; traders transported goods North, South, East and West; Islam arrived; technology progressed. 

The first known minting of copper coins was in Kilwa in East Africa in about the 14th century; that city was also one of the centres of trade to the East, Arabia, India, China. In 1505 a visitor described it as having ‘many strong houses several storey high. They are built of stone and mortar and plastered with various designs’. (Davidson, p.141)  Gold from the South was traded across the Sahara, for example for copper from Libya from about 1200 BC. Iron had been mined and used from about 100BC and was later and exported from East and West Africa; ironmasters trained apprentices and often held prominent positions in their societies. (Kriger, 1999) The quality of metal work in West Africa is amply demonstrated by the sculptures of Ife, in today’s Nigeria. 

Africans did not only cross the continent to trade they also travelled to Mecca, on pilgrimage. In 1324, for example, Mansa Kankam Musa, the emperor of Mali in west Africa, left his capital on the upper Niger river for Mecca, accompanied, among others, by five hundred slaves bearing gold. This he distributed to people along his route and, according to contemporary accounts, to those he met in Cairo en route. (Davidson, p.83-87) 

It is possible that the ships of Mali reached the Americas. As one chronicler related, that in order to discover the ‘limits of the neighbouring sea…two hundred ships [were] equipped and filled with men, and another such number were filled with gold, water and food for two years’. Only a single ship returned. Its captain said ‘Sultan, we sailed for a long while until we met with what seemed to be a river with a strong current flowing in the open sea. My ship was last. The others sailed on, but as each of them came to that place, they did not come back nor did they reappear; and I do not know what became of them. As for me, I turned where I was and did not enter that current…’ If you look on a map of the Atlantic Ocean, showing the currents, you will see that the ships were probably swept on to the Americans. (Davidson, 1970, pp.74-5; was it Malians who had discovered that the earth was a sphere, as stated by Abulfeda [1273-1332]?)

Timbuktu was a centre of learning in West Africa. It was described by Leo Africanus found ‘many shops of artificers and merchants and especially of such as weave linen and cotton cloth… All the women of this region except maid-servants to with their faces covered and sell all necessary victuals… Corn, cattle, mild and butter yields in great abundance…[there was also] ‘a great store of doctors, judges, priests and other learned men, bountifully maintained at the king’s cost and charges. And hither are brought divers manuscripts or written books out of Barbary, which are sold for more money than any other merchandize.’ ‘Caravans flock[ed] to Timbuktu from all points of the horizon’, because it was near to Djenné [founded in about 850AD]: a ‘great, flourishing and prosperous [city]…Here gather the merchants who bring salt from the mines of Teghaza and those who bring gold from the mines of Bitou.’ (Davidson, 1966, pp.98, 102, quoting Leo Africanus (c.1600) and as-Sa’di, Tarikh as-Sudan [c.1660]; Shinnie, 1965, p.78) 

3. Why did Europeans enslave Africans? This ‘necessity’ arose with the conquest of the worlds new to Europe, mainly in the Americas. The indigenous people were in some cases exterminated, in others died of imported diseases. Certainly none wished to work for the conquerors. The British tried using indentured labour from Britain, but these men refused to do the hard work and escaped as soon as they could to other settlements where their indentured status would not be known.

By about 1600 a quarter million Africans had been exported to the Americas. Why Africans? By this time Europeans did not consider enslaving each other. Who else did they have access to, once their navigational skills improved? Who else did not have guns with which to protect themselves against the ‘traders’? Africans. To justify their actions, Europeans developed a racist ideology which depicted Africans as uncivilised savages who would benefit from enslavement by Christians. (But these Christians could rape enslaved women and flog all slaves to death at their whim; they also forbade marriage and often separated children form their parents.) As the lands under European domination grew and as Europeans’ appetite for tropical products such as sugar also grew, more and more enslaved Africans were exported. 

4. The extent of the trade in enslaved Africans

By about 1700 another million had arrived. How many were killed in the process of enslavement (by fellow Africans using European guns), how many died while held in the ‘barracoons’ on the coast awaiting shipment, and how many died on the voyage to the Americas is not known. Some historians estimate the number thus killed equals the numbers arriving in the Americas. Recent research indicates that probably many thousands were murdered when a slaving vessel sighted an approaching Anti-Slave Trade Squadron ship: the children, women and men were thrown overboard to prevent the Squadron finding evidence of trading in human beings.

It has not proved possible to arrive at definite numbers of those transported. Estimates vary from 11 to 20 million. More died during their first months on the plantations – the ‘seasoning’ period. An abolitionist writing in 1846 estimated that the ‘casualty’ rate on voyages from 1815 onwards was 25% and that well over a million enslaved Africans had been exported between 1810 and 1847. (Anonymous, 1846)

An issue which should not be avoided is the long-lasting effects of the deprivation of African societies of their most able peoples, and of the incessant wars induced in order to take captives who could be sold. Some expanding kingdoms, such as the Asante in Gold Coast (today’s Ghana) demanded tribute in slaves from the neighbours they had conquered. 

5. Conditions of slavery

These are described in many books. What needs to be emphasised is that slaves were chattels, that is, non-human possessions, who had no rights whatsoever, even to their own bodies. White men could rape any Black woman without any repercussions at all. Some – a very few of those in more long-term relationships with a female slave – recognised their resulting children; most often the children were just added to the slave population. Slaves could not marry. 

There are many glimpses of the conditions of enslavement in contemporary books. One of the most informative is the journal kept by Maria, wife of Jamaican Governor Lord Nugent (1801-1805). For example, she noted that ‘the smallest children are employed in the field, weeding and picking canes; for which purpose they are taken from their mothers at a very early age. Women with child work in the fields till the last six weeks, and are at work there again in a fortnight after their confinement.’ She also noticed the ‘half-black progeny of some of our staff…[I]t makes me truly melancholy to think of their future distress’.(Wright, 1966, pp.69, 214) 

Not all enslaved Africans worked as domestics or field labourers. They worked as artisans, coach-drivers, builders, carpenters, postal carriers, labourers for the government (often hired out for the army) boat and seamen – and as soldiers. The Jamaican militia was (in theory) composed of regiments, each of  which had a ‘company of mulattoes and one or two companies of free negroes’.  One volunteer, ‘an unfortunate man of colour [is] to be tried for mutiny. He is a serjeant in the military, and his abuse of his colonel, and white people in general, has had, they say, already a most serious effect’, according to Lady Nugent. (Wright, p.237) 

But as there were insufficient volunteers, some slaves were bought/recruited for the West India Regiment locally; others were directly imported, again as described by Lady Nugent:

‘See the West India Regiment out, and all the new recruits. They made a most savage appearance, having only just arrived from Africa; all their names were written on cards, tied round their necks!… (Wright, p.199; see also Buckley, 1979 and Dyde, 1997))

6. Africans’ resistance

Resistance took many forms. Naturally, in Africa those attacked fought back. They also moved away from slave-raiding areas, and built walls around their new villages. We can guess from the pictures of the enchained captives being marched to the coast that many must have attempted to run away.

On board vessels some of the enslaved attempted to commit suicide. Some managed to combine in a revolt and take over the vessel. 

Once in the Americas, there were many forms of resistance. Some managed to run away: there were communities of the escaped in remote areas of Jamaica and Brazil, while in North America many Native Americans sheltered and accepted the runaways. Despite the lash, slaves often worked slowly (and were thus called ‘lazy’) and practised many forms of sabotage: burning my lady’s dress, sawing through cart and carriage wheels, wrecking tools. 

Lady Nugent, who was reading ‘Mr Wilberforce’s works’ soon after her arrival in Jamaica, complained of the ‘lack of alert[ness]’of her ‘blackies’; on reflection she decided that ‘the want of exertion in the blackies must proceed from that cause [slavery]’. (Wright, 1966, pp. 41, 13-14) She mentions driving past a ‘pole, on which was stuck the head of a black man, who had been executed a few days ago’ for forming ‘a rebellious Conspiracy’. (p.165; in fact two men had been hung, then had their heads cut off and exhibited). During the 1805 war with the French, she thought that ‘the negroes appeared to be inclined to riot…[B]ut they were soon dispersed by the militia’. (p.226) A few days later, on 3 July 1803, Lady Nugent noted that her husband had been informed of the ‘disappear[ance] of several negroes from the different estates [in] St.Mary’s parish… This is indeed most alarming, and especially when coupled with the late intelligence of a conspiracy, &c. God preserve us from the horrors of an insurrection.’ (p.166; see also Hart, 1980 & 1985)

7. Was the 1807 Act enforced?

The simple answer is no, it was not. There were so many loopholes that more Acts were passed – so many, that they were twice consolidated, in 1824 and 1842. But no mechanisms were put in place for enforcing the Act. Slaving vessels continued to be built in Britain; British banks (Barclays, Barings, Rothschild) financed the trade and British insurance companies covered the vessels. British manufacturers proved the goods exchanged for enslaved African children, women and men in Africa. (See Sherwood, 2007)

It was often aged, slow vessels that were consigned to the Anti-Slave Trade Squadron, and they were ill-fitted for the coastal shallows. Some slavers were caught and even condemned in the courts set up to adjudge them, especially in Sierra Leone. But for decades the condemned vessels were auctioned, and re-bought by slave traders. The British government never took action against anyone on whom it received information regarding participation in the slave trade. (See Sherwood, 2007)

8. The Emancipation Act of 1833. 

 Do not make the mistake I’ve seen in the media, confounding the two Acts. When Parliament finally agreed to emancipate slaves, this referred to the enslaved in the British West Indies, Canada, Mauritius and Cape Town. The slave owners were given compensation (obtained from Rothschild) which is c.£1,600 million today. (No-one has researched how the planters invested this money.) The freed Africans were given nothing, nothing at all. They could work for their ex-owners for a pittance, or emigrate in search of free land or better paid work. (For descriptions by contemporary travellers, see Senior, 1835 and Sewell,1861.)

Slavery remained legal in India until the 1860s and was not abolished in the British colonies in Africa until the late1920s. Please do not accept the mythology in the government’s pamphlet, Reflecting on the past and looking to the future (DCMS, 2006) which claims that ‘slavery itself was finally abolished throughout the British Empire’. 

9. The abolitionists

It is important, I think, to see the resistance of the enslaved as part of the abolitionists’ success. 

When looking at the work of the abolitionists in Britain, it is crucial to teach about Olaudah Equiano, whose book, went into nine editions in Britain and was also published in America, where it was reprinted in 1837. It was translated into Dutch, German and Russian.  He travelled around Britain and Ireland, addressing large audiences and selling copies of his book. Equiano was not the only Black man in England speaking out against slavery. In just  a few issues of Woodfall’s Register I looked at, Black speakers at public debates are noted on 13 May 1789, 27 May and 23 November 1791 and 12 February 1792.

Granville Sharp (and Thomas Clarkson, on whom see Wilson, 1989) was of great importance in the long struggle to get the Act of Abolition passed in Parliament. This outstanding man warned the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1786 not to ‘set up uncharitable and unchristian distinctions of complexion in this kingdom’. (Gerzina, 2003, p.191) Sharp had fought a number of court cases on behalf of enslaved Blacks in England and succeeded in obtaining their freedom. The case of James Somerset was particularly important as Chief Justice Mansfield (who had a mixed-race relative living in his mansion, Kenwood House, in Highgate, London) announced that it would henceforth be illegal to ‘to take a slave by force to be sold abroad because he deserted from his service, of for any other reason whatever…’(Shyllon, 1977, p.24.  Please note that Mansfield did NOT make slavery illegal in Britain.) 

Sharp wrote to a correspondent regarding this triumph that he had ‘taken a great deal of pains ever since the year 1762 to prevent the introduction of West Indian Slavery into this Kingdom…. As I consider them (Negroes) as Men, I am certainly obliged also to use my best endeavours to prevent their being treated as beasts by our unchristian ountrymen…who in order to excuse their brutality will scarcely allow that the Negroes are human…’Given these beliefs, it is not surprising that Granville Sharp wanted both the trade in slaves and slavery abolished. His beliefs in equality and emancipation were not espoused by all abolitionists.

William Wilberforce was introduced, and then persuaded to take up abolition in Parliament by Lady Middleton, who had been horrified by James Ramsay’s 1784 publication, Essay on the Treatment and Conversion of the African Slaves in the Sugar Colonies. A contemporary observer noted that ‘The abolition of the Slave Trade was…the work of a woman’. (Coupland, 1945, pp.78-79) In his second book, An Inquiry into the Effects of Putting a Stop to the African Slave Trade, and of Granting Liberty to the Slaves (also 1784) he argued that ‘the improvement of Africa is a compensation which we owe for the horrid barbarities we have been instrumental in procuring’. (Pollock, 1977, p.51; see also Shyllon, 1977) 

But most male abolitionists relegated women to the background, believing that petitioning Parliament was their ‘province’.  So from the 1820s, despite opposition from Wilberforce, women set up their own anti-slavery societies to campaign for emancipation. In contrast to the men, some of the women campaigned from house to house and shop to shop to boycott the use and sale of slave-grown produce. (See Midgley, 1992)

Elizabeth Heyrick, a Quaker woman in Leicester, was one of the most effective and assiduous female campaigners. In her 1824 pamphlet Immediate, not Gradual Abolition; or an Inquiry into the Shortest, Safest, and most Effectual Means of Getting Rid of West-Indian Slavery, she argued that ‘liberty is a sacred unalienable right’. She believed that revolts by the enslaved were the inevitable means of ‘self-defence from the most degrading, intolerable oppression’. In this and two other pamphlets she disputed her male colleagues’ belief that slaves were ‘unfit’ for liberty. ‘The restoration of the poor Negroes’ liberty’, this remarkable woman argued, ‘must be the beginning of our colonial reform’. (Midgley, p.104-107)

10. British involvement in slavery until the 1880s 

There are many ways that Britain remained involved. For example,

a) When Britian equalised the duty on free and slave-grown sugar, the importation of slave-grown escalated, thus increasing the demand for slaves. 

b) Slave-grown tobacco became a staple as did coffee and cocoa.

c) Manchester and Lancashire became the wealthiest area of Britain after London. It was dependent for 80% of its cotton imports – which was the basis of its wealth – on slaves.

d) Britons owned slave-worked mines and plantations in Cuba and Brazil.

e) ‘Legitimate’ trade with Africa was also based on slave-grown produce, though even the new forms of African domestic slavery were much less horrific than that of the Europeans. (See Sherwood, 2007)

f) The government and the Queen announced when the Civil War broke out in the United States that Britain was neutral and it was illegal to aid either side. Yet the envoy of the slave-holding Confederates was able to publicly raise millions of pounds of support his cause and armed and special cargo vessels were built, again quite openly, for the Confederates. (Sherwood, 2007)
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