


We’re going to do a case study on the 
impact of the British Empire on Africa 
and India. These are two areas that are 
incredibly important parts of our 
history, but also very controversial. 
They show Britain in a very bad light, 
which is one of the reasons some 
people today argue studying the British 
Empire is Anti British.



During the 1500s and 1600s, Britain became a powerful trading nation. Goods such as 
sugar, cotton and tobacco flooded into the country and items made in Britain were 
shipped abroad. Many British people became rich as a result. 

But there was another kind of trade happening – the trade in human beings, mainly from 
Africa. This is known as the trade in enslaved Africans, or the slave trade. So, how exactly 
did the trade in enslaved Africans work?

How, and why did it start and how does it relate to the British Empire?...



Many of the European colonists who moved to the Americas and the Caribbean were 
farmers who grew crops that were very popular in Europe, such as cotton, tobacco, sugar 
and coffee – and they sold them for high prices. To begin with, some farmers forced local 
Indigenous people to do the farming for them, but some ran away, and others died from 
disease or cruel treatment. When there were not enough local enslaved people, the 
European colonists went to find people elsewhere: Africa. 



Explain in your own words why it became known as the 
‘Triangular Trade’, including examples from each stage…



Traders made money from all parts of the triangle, earning up to 800% profit. They just needed the 
initial investment to pay for the ship, a strong crew to control the enslaved people, and goods to trade 
for enslaved people on the African coast. 

Slave owners also profited: they forced enslaved people to work all their lives, without wages, and 
suffering terrible hardship. 



One of the most brutal parts of the ‘Triangular Trade’ was the Middle Passage. This was 
the part of the journey from Africa to the Americas. An average journey from Ghana to 
America would take 2-4 months depending on weather conditions. Most male slaves 
would never be allowed to be unchained and on deck due to the risk they could rebel 
against the slave traders.

What can you see happening in these images?



Plan of the Liverpool slave ship, the Brookes 



Upon arrival at the Carribean, the enslaved Africans were sold in markets, just as 
you would buy fruit or vegetables. They had no rights and had to obey whoever 
bought them. They went to live and work on the Plantations, owned by their new 
masters.





What was life like on the Plantations?



A brutally beaten slave with heavy 
scarring on his back, (Photograph taken in 
1863. From the US National Archives)

What reasons do we think might lead 
to this kind of treatment?

- Not following orders
- Trying to escape from the plantation
- Not working hard enough / picking 

enough
- Particularly nasty owners
- Displeasing their masters in some way





Goree Warehouses Liverpool. Named after Senegal's Goree Islands off the coast of Africa. 
Built 1793 to cope with demand for storing goods to be shipped to Africa on first leg of 
triangular voyage.
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What can you work out about the impact of the Slave Trade from this table?



So, a quick checkpoint linking back to Britain and our Empire?

• The slave trade ‘provided one of the main streams of income in 
England which financed the Industrial Revolution.’ 
• Almost 40% of England’s money was from the Slave Trade.
• Sugar ALONE from the Caribbean brought in about £3.2 million. 
Slaves were traded for this sugar! (£600 million in 1750)

How did the factories benefit? 
Think about the raw material from America and what it was turned in to

Who bought the final products from the Factories?



The British trade in enslaved Africans, between the early 1600s and 1807, generated profits of 
about £12 million (over £1 billion today). This money helped to make Britain one of the 
world’s richest and most powerful nations. 

Many of the fine buildings in Liverpool, Bristol and London were built on the profits of slavery. 
In 1785, a well-known British actor George F. Cooke said, ‘Every brick in the city of Liverpool is 
cemented with the blood of a slave.’ In fact, 20 of Liverpool’s mayors between 1787 and 1807 
are thought to have been slave traders. 

Some people believe Liverpool, Bristol and 
London should feel guilty that the wealth of 
their cities being built on the Slave Trade!



Can we see why the study of 
the British Empire is so 
important in explaining the 
world around us?


