
Effects of Exploration 

The Slave Trade 
Sugar plantations and tobacco farms required a large supply of workers to make them profitable for their owners. 

European owners had planned to use Native Americans as a source of cheap labor. But millions of Native Americans died 

from disease, warfare, and brutal treatment. Therefore, the Europeans in Brazil, the Caribbean, and the southern 

colonies of North America soon turned to Africa for workers. 

The Demand for Africans  

Europeans saw advantages in using Africans in the Americas. First, many Africans had been exposed to European 

diseases and had built up some immunity. Second, many Africans had experience in farming and could be taught 

plantation work. Third, Africans were less likely to escape because they did not know their way around the new land. 

Fourth, their skin color made it easier to catch them if they escaped and tried to live among others. 

In time, the buying and selling of Africans for work in the Americas—known as the Atlantic slave trade—became a 

massive enterprise. Between 1500 and 1600, nearly 300,000 Africans were transported to the Americas. During the next 

century, that number climbed to almost 1.3 million. By the time the Atlantic slave trade ended around 1870, Europeans 

had imported about 9.5 million Africans to the Americas.  

Spain and Portugal Lead the Way  

The Spanish took an early lead in importing Africans to the Americas. Spain moved on from the Caribbean and began to 

colonize the American mainland. As a result, the Spanish imported and enslaved thousands more Africans. By 1650, 

nearly 300,000 Africans labored throughout Spanish America on plantations and in gold and silver mines. 

By this time, however, the Portuguese had surpassed the Spanish in the importation of Africans to the Americas. During 

the 1600s, Brazil dominated the European sugar market. As the colony’s sugar industry grew, so too did European 

colonists’ demand for cheap labor. During the 17th century, more than 40 percent of all Africans brought to the 

Americas went to Brazil. 

Slavery Spreads Throughout the Americas 

As the other European nations established colonies in the Americas, their demand for cheap labor grew. Thus, they also 

began to import large numbers of Africans. As England’s presence in the Americas grew, it came to dominate the 

Atlantic slave trade. From 1690 until England abolished the slave trade in 1807, it was the leading carrier of enslaved 

Africans. By the time the slave trade ended, the English had transported nearly 1.7 million Africans to their colonies in 

the West Indie and nearly 400,000 Africans were sold to Britain’s North American colonies. Once in North America, 

however, the slave population steadily grew. By 1830, roughly 2 million slaves toiled in the United States. 

African Cooperation and Resistance  

Many African rulers and merchants played a willing role in the Atlantic slave trade. Most European traders, rather than 

travel inland, waited in ports along the coasts of Africa. African merchants, with the help of local rulers, captured 

Africans to be enslaved. They then delivered them to the Europeans in exchange for gold, guns, and other goods. 

Lured by its profits, many African rulers continued to participate. African merchants developed new trade routes to 

avoid rulers who refused to cooperate. 

A Forced Journey 

After being captured, African men and women were shipped to the Americas as part of a profitable trade network. 

Along the way, millions of Africans died. The Triangular Trade Africans transported to the Americas were part of a 

transatlantic trading network known as the triangular trade. Over one trade route, Europeans transported manufactured 

goods to the west coast of Africa. There, traders exchanged these goods for captured Africans. The Africans were then 

transported across the Atlantic and sold in the West Indies. Merchants bought sugar, coffee, and tobacco in the West 

Indies and sailed to Europe with these products.  

On another triangular route, merchants carried rum and other goods from the New England colonies to Africa. There 

they exchanged their merchandise for Africans. The traders transported the Africans to the West Indies and sold them 

for sugar and molasses. They then sold these goods to rum producers in New England. 



The “triangular” trade encompassed a network of trade routes crisscrossing the northern and southern colonies, the 

West Indies, England, Europe, and Africa. The network carried a variety of traded goods.  

The Middle Passage  

The voyage that brought captured Africans to the West Indies and later to North and South 

America was known as the middle passage. It was considered the middle leg of the 

transatlantic trade triangle. Sickening cruelty characterized this journey. In African ports, 

European traders packed Africans into the dark holds of large ships. On board, Africans 

endured whippings and beatings from merchants, as well as diseases that swept through 

the vessel. Numerous Africans died from disease or physical abuse aboard the slave ships. 

Many others committed suicide by drowning. Scholars estimate that roughly 20 percent of 

the Africans aboard each slave ship perished during the brutal trip. 

Consequences of the Slave Trade  

The Atlantic slave trade had a profound impact on both Africa and the Americas. In Africa, numerous cultures lost 

generations of their fittest members—their young and able—to European traders and plantation owners. In addition, 

countless African families were torn apart. Many of them were never reunited. The slave trade devastated African 

societies in another way: by introducing guns into the continent.  

 

Global Trade  
Economic Impact 

The increase in economic activity in Europe led to an overall increase in many nations’ money supply. This in turn 

brought on inflation, or the steady rise in the price of goods. Inflation occurs when people have more money to spend 

and thus demand more goods and services. Because the supply of goods is less than the demand for them, the goods 

become both scarce and more valuable. Prices then rise. At this time in Europe, the costs of many goods rose. Spain, for 

example, endured a crushing bout of inflation during the 1600s, as boatloads of gold and silver from the Americas 

greatly increased the nation’s money supply.  

Joint-Stock Companies  

Another business venture that developed during this period was known as the joint-stock company. The joint-stock 

company worked much like the modern-day corporation, with investors buying shares of stock in a company. It involved 

a number of people combining their wealth for a common purpose. 

In Europe during the 1500s and 1600s, that common purpose was American colonization. It took large amounts of 

money to establish overseas colonies. Moreover, while profits may have been great, so were risks. Many ships, for 

instance, never completed the long and dangerous ocean voyage. Because jointstock companies involved numerous 

investors, the individual members paid only a fraction of the total colonization cost. If the colony failed, investors lost 

only their small share. If the colony thrived, the investors shared in the profits.  

The Growth of Mercantilism  

The nations of Europe adopted a new economic policy known as mercantilism. The theory of mercantilism held that a 

country’s power depended mainly on its wealth. Wealth, after all, allowed nations to build strong navies and purchase 

goods. As a result, the goal of every nation became the attainment of as much wealth as possible. 

Balance of Trade  

According to the theory of mercantilism, a nation could increase its wealth and power in two ways. First, it could obtain 

as much gold and silver as possible. Second, it could establish a favorable balance of trade, in which it sold more goods 

than it bought.  

Mercantilism went hand in hand with colonization, for colonies played a vital role in this new economic practice. Aside 

from providing silver and gold, colonies provided raw materials that could not be found in the home country, such as 

wood or furs. In addition to playing the role of supplier, the colonies also provided a market. The home country could 

sell its goods to its colonies.  
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