
Year 8 Half Term 2- Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Knowledge Organiser

Key terms Definitions

Middle Passage The Middle Passage was the stage of the Atlantic slave trade in which millions 
of enslaved Africans were forcibly transported to the Americas as part of the 
triangular slave trade.

Chattel Slavery Chattel slavery means that one person has total ownership of another. the 
slave is treated as property. As such, the owner is free to sell, trade, or treat 
the slave as he would other pieces of property, and the children of the slave 
often are retained as the property of the master.

Cash Crops Cash crops are agricultural crops that are planted for the purpose of selling on 
the market or for export to make profit, as distinguished from subsistence 
crops planted for the purpose of self-supply of the farmer (like livestock feeding 
or food for the family).

Resistance Resistance is defined as a refusal to give in or to something that slows down or 
prevents something.

Abolition The action of abolishing a system, practice, or institution.

Historiography It's the study of how historical recording and interpretations of the same 
events shift with time as a result of many different factors. 

Why did the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade develop?  
- The triangular slave trade operated between Europe, Africa and the Americas from the 16th to 
19th centuries. Slave ships would leave European ports (such as Bristol) and sail to African ports 
loaded with goods manufactured in Europe. There, the slave traders would purchase enslaved 
Africans by exchanging the goods, then sail to the Americas via the Middle Passage to sell their 
enslaved cargo in European colonies. Afterwards, the slave ship would sail back to Europe to begin 
the cycle again. The enslaved Africans were primarily purchased for the purpose of working on 
plantations to work producing valuable cash crops (such as sugar, cotton and tobacco) which were 
in high demand in Europe.

Interpretations of why the Slave Trade was abolished – Historiography of the Abolition of Slavery   
- Reginald Coupland - ‘Wilberforce’ 1923 : The slave trade was abolished in 1807 due to the work of white ‘saints’ such 

as William Wilberforce and Thomas Clarkson. Argued that it was their parliamentary campaigns that persuaded MPs 
to abolish the slave trade, driven by a compassion for humanity. He tended to focus on ‘great men’ in history. He used 
sources such as diaries and speeches in parliament. 

- Eric Williams -‘Capitalism and Slavery’ 1944: The slave trade was abolished because it was no longer profitable. Too 
much emphasis/credit was given to white individuals such as Wilberforce. Eric criticised Coupland for using the 
Abolition of Slavery to say that the British Empire was heroic and moral. Williams primarily looked at economic 
sources. He later campaigned for Independence from the British Empire for his country, Trinidad and Tobago.

- Seymour Drescher – ‘Econocide’ 1977: Proved with new evidence that the slave trade had still been profitable but 
agreed with Williams that the main cause for abolition was not a few key individuals in parliament. Instead argued it 
was popular pressure from everyday people in Britain and local as well as national campaigns. Looked at sources such 
as petitions, famous badges and abolitionist use of media.  

- Richard Hart - ‘Who Abolished Slavery – Blacks in Opposition’ 2002: Hart empathised the resistance of enslaved 
people themselves as being a major factor in the ending slavery. Hart was proud of being Jamaican and had been 
campaigning for Jamaica's independence from the British Empire in the 20th century. He focused on sources about 
enslaved people, resistance and rebellions against slavery as well as sources that showed that white slave owners 
were intimidated by these.

Why did a campaign to abolish Slavery emerge in Britain in the late 18th century  and early 19th century  
- Political and Legal: Granville Sharp used the law courts to try and give slaves their freedom. 
- Economic: Sugar plantations were closing as cheap sugar could be bought from Brazil and Cuba. Religious: Christian 

groups, such as the Quakers, thought that slavery was a sin against God.
- Key Individuals: An ex-slave called Olaudah Equiano wrote a book of the story of his life as a slave. Many British 

people read the book and as a consequence opposed slavery
- Groups, Beliefs and Ideas: The Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was set up in 1787. Use of media: Josiah 

Wedgwood joined the anti-slavery side and designed a logo for it. The design appeared on bookplates, coat buttons, 
wax seals, jewellery etc. 

What were the common experiences of enslaved people?    
The Middle Passage: The voyage from Africa to the New World of the Americas. Conditions for the enslaved people were 
often very cramped onboard the slave ships. They were shackled, shoulder to shoulder. The ships were extremely 
crowded as the slavers wanted to pack as many enslaved people as possible to maximise their profits. Over the course of 
the slave trade, millions of enslaved people died on the journey from starvation, disease. The Slave Auction: Once a slave 
ship made it to the Caribbean, the cargo of enslaved people would be sold at auction. The healthier they appeared to be, 
the higher the price they would fetch. Life on the Plantation: On the plantation enslaved people continued their harsh 
existence, as growing sugar/cotton was gruelling work. Gangs of slaves, consisting of men, women, children and the 
elderly worked from dawn until dusk under the orders of a white overseer. Slaves were whipped if they did not work 
hard enough. During harvest time, slaves worked in shifts of up to 18 hours a day. 

Resistance to Slavery  
- For white slave owners, the threat of revolt was a very real problem. Resistance by  enslaved 

people was costly as it affected production. It was also potentially very dangerous - on the 
plantations enslaved people  greatly outnumbered their white ‘owners’.

- Slave resistance on plantations: Some enslaved Africans on the plantations fought for their 
freedom by using passive resistance (working slowly) or running away. Some resisted the idea 
that they were not human by learning to read, getting married and developing their own 
culture.  Some slaves resisted by planning rebellions. They risked reprisals of torture and 
death. Some plantations were destroyed by the violence and people killed. 


