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overnor viaciean, ot Uape Uoast, who has had many oppertuni-
ties of acquiring information on the subject, has stated to me, that he
considers the average of deaths on the passage to amount to one-third.

Captain Ramsay, R.N., who was a long time on service with the
Preventive Squadron, also stated to me, that the mortality on the passage
across the Atlantic must be greater than the loss on the passage to Sierra
Leone, from the greater liberty allowed after capture, and from the
removal of the shackles. He believes the average loss to be one-third.

Rear-Admiral Sir Graham Eden Hamond, Commander-in-Chief
on the South American station, in 1834, thus writes to the British Con-
sul at Monte Video:

A slave-brig of 202 tons was brought into this port with 521 slaves on
board. The vessel is said to have cleared from Monte Video in August
last, under a licence to import 650 African colonists.

The licence to proceed to the coast of Africa is accompanied by a
curious document, purporting to be an application from two Spaniards
at Monte Video, named Villaca and Barquez, for permission to import

- 650 colonists, and 250 more—to cover the deaths on the voyage.

Here we have nearly one-third given apparently for the average loss
on the passage, and this estimated by the slave-dealers themselves on
the American side of the Atlantic.

Philip_ D. Curtin

A Historian’s Recount

The horrors that abolitionists such as Equiano and Buxton catalogued re-
main central to our understanding of the Middle Passage, but many modern
historians have worked hard to define what was typical of a slaving voyage.
Philip Curtin’s immensely important 1969 study did much to start this trend
by showing that the once accepted estimates of the size and destinations of
the slave trade were of dubious accuracy. In the last part of this excerpt, this
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A Historian’s Recount

historian of Africa and the Atlantic summarizes his recalculation of the ori-
gins, destinations, and overall size of the slave trade.

This book . . . seeks to explore old knowledge, not to present new
information. Its central aim is to bring together bits and pieces of
incommensurate information already published, and to do this for only
one aspect of the trade—the measurable number of people brought
across the Atlantic. How many? When? From what parts of Africa? To
what destinations in the New World? . . .

This book is . . . written with an implicit set of rules that are neither
those of monographic research, nor yet those of a survey. Historical
standargs for monographic research require the author to examine
every existing authority on the problem at hand, and every archival col-
lection where part of the answer may be found. This has not been done.
The rulebook followed here sets another standard. I have surveyed the lit-
erature on the slave trade, but not exhaustively. Where the authorities on
some regional aspect of the trade have arrived at a consensus, and that
consensus appears to be reasonable in the light of other evidence, I have
let it stand. Where no consensus exists, or a gap occurs in a series of esti-
mates, I have tried to construct new estimates. But these stop short of true
research standards. I have not tried to go beyond the printed sources, nor
into the relevant archives, even when they are known to contain impor-
tant additional data. The task is conceived as that of building with the
bricks that exist, not in making new ones. This often requires the manip-
ulation of existing data in search of commensurates. In doing this, I have
tried to show the steps that lead from existing data to the new synthesis.
Not everyone will agree with all the assumptions that go into the process,
nor with all the forms of calculation that have been used. But this book
is not intended to be a definitive study, only a point of departure that will
be modified in time as new research produces new data, and harder data
worthy of more sophisticated forms of calculation. It will have served its
purpose if it challenges others to correct and complete its findings.

This point is of the greatest importance in interpreting any of the
data that follow. One danger in stating numbers is to find them quoted
later on with a degree of certitude that was never intended. This is
particularly true when percentages are carried to tenths of 1 per cent,
whereas in fact the hoped-for range of accuracy may be plus or minus 20
per cent of actuality. Let it be said at the outset, then, that most of the
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quantities that follow are wrong. They are not intended to be precise as
given, only approximations where a result falling within 20 per cent of
actuality is a “right” answer—that is, a successful result, given the qual-
ity of the underlying data. It should also be understood that some esti-
mates will not even reach that standard of accuracy. They are given only
as the most probable figures at the present state of knowledge. These
considerations have made it convenient to round out most quantities to
the nearest one hundred, including data taken from other authors.

All of this may seem to imply estimates of limited value on account
of their limited accuracy. For many historical purposes, greater accu-
racy is not required, and some of the most significant implications of
this quantitative study would follow from figures still less accurate than
these. Their principal value is not, in any case, the absolute number, an
abstraction nearly meaningless in isolation. It is, instead, the compara-
tive values, making it possible to measure one branch of the slave trade
against another.

Some readers may miss the sense of moral outrage traditional in
histories of the trade. This book will have very little to say about the evils

- of the slave trade, still less in trying to assign retrospective blame to the

individuals or groups who were responsible. This omission in no way
implies that the slave trade was morally neutral; it clearly was not. The
evils of the trade, however, can be taken for granted as a pomt long
since proven beyond dispute. .

The principal secondary authorities and the principal textbooks
are, indeed, in remarkable agreement on the general magnitude of the
[Atlantic slave] trade. Most begin with the statement that little is known
about the subject, pass on to the suggestion that it may be impossible to
make an accurate numerical estimate, and then make an estimate. The
style is exemplified by Basil Davidson’s Black Mother, the best recent
general history of the slave trade.

First of all, what were the round numbers involved in this forced emi-
gration to which the African-European trade gave rise, beginning in the
fifteenth century and ending in the nineteenth? The short answer is that
nobody knows or ever will know: either the necessary records are missing
or they were never made. The best one can do is to construct an estimate
from confused and incomplete data.

. For the grand total of slaves landed alive in the lands across the
Atlant:c an eminent student of population statistics, Kuczynski, came
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to the conclusion that fifteen millions might be “rather a conservative
figure.” Other writers have accepted this figure, though as a minimum:
some have believed it was much higher than this.

Roland Oliver and J. D. Fage in their Short History of Africa, the
most widely-read history of Africa to appear so far, are less concerned to
express their uncertainty, and they too come to a total estimate in the
vicinity of fifteen million slaves landed. They go a step farther, however,
and subdivide the total by centuries. . . .

The total is again given as a minimum, and it is clearly derived from
R. R. Kuczynski. Indeed, Professor Fage gave the same breakdown in his
Introduction to the History of West Africa and in his Ghana, where the
citation of Kuczynski is expjicit. The estimate is repeated by so many
other recent authorities that it can be taken as the dominant statement
of present-day historiography. Some writers cite Kuczynski directly.

" Others, like Robert Rotberg in his Political History of Tropical Africa,

strengthen the case by citing both Kuczynski and a second author who
derived his data from Kuczynski. Rotberg, however, improved on his
authorities by raising the total to “at least twenty-five million slaves,” an
increase of two-thirds, apparently based on the general assurance that the
fifteen-million figure was likely to be on the low side. Another alterna-
tive, chosen by D. B. Davis for his Pulitzer-Prize-winning Problem of
Slavery in Western Culture, is not to bother with Kuczynski (who wrote,
after all, more than thirty years ago), but to go directly to a recent
authority—in this case to the words of Basil Davidson quoted above.

Since Kuczynski is at the center of this web of citations, quotations,
and amplifications, it is important to see just how he went about calcu-
lating his now-famous estimates. The crucial passage in Population
Movements does indeed present a general estimate of fifteen million or
more slaves landed in the Americas, and it includes the distribution by
centuries. . . . But Kuczynski himself shows no evidence of having made
any calculation on his own. He merely found these estimates to be the
most acceptable of those made by earlier authorities, and the particular
authority he cited is none other than W. E. B. Du Bois.

Du Bois was, indeed, an eminent authority on Negro history, but
Kuczynski’s citation does not lead back to one of his works based om his-
torical research. It leads instead to a paper on “The Negro Race in the
United States of America,” delivered to a semi-scholarly congress in
London in 1911 —a curious place to publish something as important as
an original, overall estimate of the Atlantic slave trade—and in fact the
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paper contains no such thing. Du Bois’s only mention of the subject in
the place cited was these two sentences:

The exact number of slaves imported is not known. Dunbar estimates
that nearly 900,000 came to America in the sixteenth century, 2,750,000
in the seventeenth, 7,000,000 in the eighteenth, and over 4,000,000 in
the nineteenth, perhaps 15,000,000 in all.

The real authority, then, is neither Kuczynski nor Du Bois, but
Dunbar. Though Du Bois’s ofthand statement was not supported by
footnotes or bibliography, the author in question was Edward E. Dunbar,
an American publicist of the 1860s. During the early part of 1861, he
was responsible for a serial called The Mexican Papers, devoted to fur-
thering the cause of President Judrez of Mexico and of the Liberal Party
in that country. The Liberals had just won the War of the Reform
against their domestic opponents, but they were hard pressed by Euro-
pean creditors and threatened with possible military intervention—a
threat that shortly materialized in the Maximilian affair. Dunbar’s prin-
cipal task was to enlist American sympathy, and if possible American
diplomatic intervention, in support of Judrez’ cause. But Dunbar was a
liberal, by implication an anti-slavery man in American politics, and he
published The Mexican Papers during the last months of America’s drift
into civil war. It was therefore natural that he should write an article
called “History of the Rise and Decline of Commercial Slavery in
America, with Reference to the Future of Mexico,” and it was there that
he published a set of estimates of the slave trade through time. . . . He
remarked that these were only his own estimates, and he made the fur-
ther reservation (so often repeated by his successors) that they were
probably on the low side. . . .

The sequence is an impressive tower of authority, though it also sug-
gests that even the best historians may be unduly credulous when they
see a footnote to an illustrious predecessdt. Basil Davidson should have
identified the original author as “an obscure American publicist,” rather
than “an eminent student of population statistics,” but the ad hominem
fallacy is present in either case. Dunbar’s obscurity is no evidence that he
was wrong; nor does Kuczynski’s use of Dunbar’s estimates make them
correct. The estimates were guesses, but they were guesses educated by
a knowledge of the historical literature. They earned the approval of later
generations who were in a position to be still better informed. Even
though no one along the way made a careful effort to calculate the size
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of the trade from empirical evidence, the Dunbar estimates nevertheless
represent a kind of consensus. . . .

It is now possible to look at the long-term movement of the Atlantic
slave trade over a period of more than four centuries. [Figure 1] sums up
the pattern of imports for each century, while [Figure 2] shows the same
data [by destination]. Togethr, these data make it abundantly clear that
the eighteenth century was a kind of plateau in the history of the
trade—the period when the trade reached its height, but also a period
of slackening growth and beginning decline. The period 1741-1810
marks the summit of the plateau, when the long-term annual average
rates of delivery hung just above 60,000 a year. The edge of the plateau
was reached, however, just after the Peace of Utrecht in 1713, when the
annual deliveries began regularly to exceed 40,000 a year, and the per-
manent drop below 40,000 a year did not come again until after the
1840s. Thus about 60 per cent of all slaves delivered to the New World
were transported during the century 1721-1820. Eighty per cent of the
total were landed during the century and a half, 1710-1850.

The higher rates of growth, however, came at earlier phases of the
trade. The highest of all may have been an apparent growth at the rate
of 3.3 per cent per year between the last quarter of the fifteenth century
and the first quarter of the sixteenth, but the data for this early period
are too uncertain for confidence in this figure. In the smoothed-out
long-term annual averages of the graph, the growth of the trade was
remarkably constant at a remarkably uniform rate over more than two
centuries. Two periods of stability or possible decline occur, one be-
tween the first and second quarters of the sixteenth century and again
between 1601-25 and 1626-50. Aside from these periods, the growth
rate was an overall 2.2 per cent per year in the last half of the sixteenth
century and the first quarter of the seventeenth, and at about the same
rate during the equivalent period a century later. But during the first
four decades of the eighteenth century, the growth rate was 0.7 per cent.

These trends are not surprising. They run parallel to the growth of
the South Atlantic System traced in the literature on qualitative evi-
dence. The nineteenth-century portion of the curve is less predictable
from the present literature, but hardly surprising. The slave trade began
to decline in the 1790s—not after 1808 with the legal abolition of the
British trade. . . . One of the common older views of the slave trade
holds that a last burst of imports took place between about 1802 and
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FIGURE 1. Major trends of the Atlantic slave trade, in annual
average number of slaves imported.
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Source: Philip D. Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade, Figure 26. Data from Tables 33, 34,
65, 67. .

1807, as planters sought to fill out their slave gangs before the trade
became illegal. This pattern may be true of imports into the Anglo-
Saxon territories, but not for the slave trade as a whole. Instead, the gen-
eral trend shows a drop to the 1810, then a rise in the 1820%s. At first
glance, the removal of British shipping from the trade in 1808 made no
difference at all in the totals transported.

But this interpretation is probably mistaken. In the cighteenth cen-
tury, warfare was the really important influence on the short-run rise
and fall of the slave trade. There is no reason to expect this pattern to
have changed at the end of the century. The drop of the 1790’s seems
to be accountable to the Napoleonic Wars, and it continued into the
decade of the 1800%s. After the wars, and especially after such a long
period of warfare, an enormous backlog of demand would be expected,
and the trade might well have shot up to meet that demand —had it not
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FIGURE 2. Destinations of the Atlantic slave trade by importing
regions, 1451-1870.
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Source: Philip D. Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade, Table 77.

been for British abolition and the early work of the anti-slave-trade pa-
trols at sea. The trade recovered somewhat in the 182(0’s, but the recov-
ery was drastically dampened by the anti-slavery movement and by the
shifts to new carriers (like Spain) and new sources (like Mozambique).
In short, the quantitative impact of British abolition on the trade as a
whole is obscured by other influences, but not completely missing.
The present projections also suggest a solution to some of the
nineteenth-century controversies that still influence historical litera-
ture. Fig. [1] . .. shows a high and sustained level of annual average im-
port from the 1810 through the 1840’s—not a sharp drop as a result of
abolition, nor yet a boom carrying the slave trade to new heights in the
1830%s. Although an annual average export in excess of 135,000 a year
is still mentioned by some authorities, it is clearly based on the Foreign
Office estimate of 1848, apparently made without sufticient evidence
and with a clear political interest in trying to show Parliament that the
anti-slavery blockade had been effective. If the estimates here are cor-

rect, it was effective in diverting about 8 per cent of the trade, perhaps
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in keeping the trade from going even higher; but the trade nevertheless
continued, at a level about a third less than its eighteenth-century peak.
It was sustained first by the postwar boom of the 1820’s, then by the
sugar boom in Cuba and the coffee boom in Brazil. Really significant
decline came only with the 1850’, when Brazil, the largest single im-
porter, dropped from the trade. Steep as the final decline of the 1850’
and 1860’s appears to have been, the rate of import in the 1860, the
last important decade of the trade, nevertheless exceeded the rate for
any period before the seventeenth century.

It would be premature to generalize about the impact of the slave
trade on African societies over these four centuries. On the other hand,
historians have already begun to do so. The range of opinion runs the
gamut from the view that the slave trade was responsible for virtually
every unfavorable development in Africa over these centuries, to the op-
posite position that even the slave trade was better than no trade, that it
was therefore a positive benefit to the African societies that participated.
Since the results of this survey could be brought into the argument on
either side, it is appropriate to cnter a few caveats.

One conclusion that might be drawn is that, in reducing the esti-
mated total export of slaves from about twenty million to about ten mil-
lion, the harm done to African societies is also reduced by half. This is
obvious nonsense. The demographic consequences of moving any
number of people from any society can have meaning only in relation
to the size of the society, the time-period concerned, the age and sex
composition of the emigrants and of the society from which they depart.
Until we know at least the size of the African population that supplied
the slaves, the demographic implications of the ten-million estimate are
just as indeterminate as those of the twenty-million estimate. As for the
social or political consequences of the slave trade to African societies,
these would not necessarily vary directly with the number exported. . . .

At best, the export data of the slave trade can be suggestive. If the
dominant African pattern at the height of the slave trade was that of the
militarized, slave-catching society, systematically preying on its neigh-
bors, the export projections should show a relatively large and continuous
supply of slaves from these hunter societies; and the slaves themnselves
should have been mainly from the less organized neighbors. This pattern
does not emerge clearly from the slave-export data of eighteenth-century
Africa. Some ports, notably the city-states of the Bight of Biafra, did pro-
duce a continuous supply that may imply slave-catching as an economic
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