
Maafa

Africa is the world’s second largest continent, and is made up of 54 
different countries. Today, more than one billion people live in Africa, 
including over 3000 different indigenous groups. As well as a diverse 
range of people, languages and cultures, the continent has a vast range 
of landscapes and habitats. Sprawling metropolises, rural villages and 
shanty towns can all be found here, along with grasslands, deserts, 
swamps and rainforests, which together support thousands of plant 
and animal species.

Portugal’s involvement 
From 1441 onwards, enslaved African people were transported to 
Portugal and were bought, sold and treated like cattle. This form of 
enslavement became known as chattel slavery. African tribes sold 
enslaved people from central Africa to Europe in exchange for luxury 
goods and guns. 

Many people, including plantation owners and traders, profited greatly 
from the slave trade and were keen for it to continue. British cities, 
banks and businesses also developed as a result of the money made 
from the slave trade. However, over time, people came to believe 
that slavery was wrong. A range of factors, such as enslaved people 
rebelling against plantation owners in the First Maroon War and the 
work of abolitionists, eventually led to the end of the slave trade in 
Britain in 1807. The Slavery Abolition Act was passed in 1833, which 
made slavery illegal. However, the lives of most emancipated slaves did 
not improve for many years.    

After the Berlin West Africa Conference of 1884–1885, was held 
between 14 European countries, Africa was divided into 50 European 
colonies. Many European people became extremely wealthy by 
exploiting Africa and its wealth of natural resources, and the division 
of Africa marked another struggle that African people faced for their 
freedom from European control. 
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Humans have lived in Africa 
for millions of years. Great 
civilisations developed in 
every part of Africa, including 
the Kingdom of Benin. The 
Kingdom of Benin gained 
wealth and power by trading 
natural resources, such as gold 
and ivory, with other African 
civilisations and European 
traders. The guild of brass 
casters created impressive 
bronze plaques for the oba, or 
king, called the ‘Benin Bronzes’, 
which can be seen in museums 
around the world today. Bronze plaque
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Spain’s involvement 
In 1492, Christopher Columbus discovered Hispaniola, a Caribbean 
island, which he claimed for Spain. On a later voyage, he took sugar 
cane to the Caribbean to create sugar plantations. The indigenous 
people of Hispaniola suffered greatly when they were enslaved to work 
on the sugar plantations. A Spanish priest believed that African people 
would be more suited to work on the plantations, because of their 
darker skin. African people were then targeted for enslavement.

Britain’s role in the Maafa  
Britain first began transporting enslaved African 
people in 1562, when Elizabeth I gave John Hawkins, 
an English naval commander, the permission to 
do so. By 1650, Britain had seized several West 
Indies islands from Spain, and was transporting 
several thousand enslaved African people across 
the Atlantic Ocean each year. By the early 1800s, 
this number had increased to 120,000 each year. 
In total, Britain transported more enslaved African 
people than any other European country. John Hawkins
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African people were forcibly taken from their villages and marched 
to coastal trading forts on the west coast of Africa. They were locked 
up in cells before being transported to the Americas. Conditions on 
board the ships were appalling, and many people died from sickness or 
disease. Once they arrived in the Americas, they were sold at auction 
and transported to work on plantations or as domestic servants. 
Enslaved workers who tried to escape or rebel were severely punished, 
but acts of resistance were common, as they despised the situation 
that they had been forced into. 

Life for enslaved African people

 Illustration of the slave deck on the ship, Wildfire, 1860
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The triangular slave trade was a very 
profitable system of enslavement, 
developed to provide labour for 
plantations in the Americas. It 
involved three journeys:

1   The first journey 
Goods, including metal and guns, 
were transported to the west coast 
of Africa. 

2   The second journey 
Enslaved African people were transported to the Caribbean and the 
Americas. This journey was also known as the middle passage.

3   The third journey 
Goods produced on the plantations were transported back to Europe. 

Triangular slave trade 
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