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Black Africans were enslaved for centuries by Western European oppressors. Countries such as 

Portugal, Spain, France, Britain, and the Netherlands1 were extensively involved in enslaving 

Africans for their own selfish gain, which did not benefit the Africans themselves. Germany and 

German-speaking people2 were also involved in the transatlantic slave trade.3 During the 

Transatlantic slave trade, enslaved people were taken mainly from regions that today include: West 

Africa: Nigeria, Ghana, Benin, Togo, Senegal, Gambia, Guinea, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte 

d’Ivoire, Central Africa: Angola, Democratic Republic of Congo, Gabon and Southeast Africa: 

Mozambique and Madagascar4 

The Transatlantic slave trade, which lasted from the 16th to the 19th century5, dehumanized and 

displaced millions of Africans, with effects that continue to shape the continent today. The legacies 

of the slave trade remain visible and still evoke strong emotions, including anger, grief and 

resilience, when discussed among Africans today. For some African youth, learning about the 

documented dehumanization and displacement of their ancestors can provoke feelings of bitterness 

toward the former colonial oppressor. 

Enslaved Africans were commodified like any other market commodity for profit.6 In the process 

of commodification, the enslaved Africans were inspected by the oppressor for their productive 

ability, which, of course, assured the colonial oppressors and slave riders that a particular enslaved 

African would be capable of working in the plantation field or not.7 The strongest men and women 

with good health were paraded and auctioned, reducing them to property of other humans (whites). 

In most cases, enslaved African women were not only sold for labour but also for childbearing 

(childbearing machines), since the children born to enslaved women automatically became the 

property of the so-called slave owners. Enslaved women regarded as ‘childbearing machines’ 

trivialized rape and further degraded our black women as sexual objects who were only useful for 

childbearing. Such a legacy of the slave trade still lingers in modern societies, especially in 

patriarchal societies where women are often marginalized and less-privileged women are mostly 

regarded as good for nothing except for sexual and procreative functions. The cases of Sarah 
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Baartman, who was used in freak shows and sexually exploited by colonial oppressors8 and Harriet 

Jacobs, who was sexually harassed by her oppressor9 (slave owner), verify the above argument 

about sexual abuse perpetrated against black women (enslaved and descendants of the enslaved) 

by Western oppressors.  

The contention here is that educating African youth about the atrocities committed against Black 

people by the West can ignite anger. As an undergraduate, I took courses on the slave trade and 

colonialism in history and African studies that led me to reflect deeply on why one group of people 

would subject another to such inhumane treatment and exploitation. My reflections raised 

questions that I could not easily answer: Is there a means for postmodern Africans to seek justice 

for the harm and exploitation inflicted on Black Africa by Western oppressors? Why do many 

African countries maintain partnerships with former colonial powers that have refused to provide 

reparations? Which African leader can pursue justice for these atrocities? My inability to find clear 

answers to these questions has fueled my anger not only at the legacy of colonial exploitation, but 

also at what I see as the inability of some African leaders to fight for justice, ‘foot-licking and 

nodding’ to the policies of former colonial oppressors who were engaged in such devilish acts.  

One question that has haunted me since my undergraduate African studies classes, and still does 

today, is why a country like Ghana remains part of the Commonwealth, an organization headed 

and managed by the descendants of oppressors who exploited the continent and yet refused 

Africans reparations. 

The transatlantic slave trade not only dehumanized Africans but also displaced them. As a result, 

many descendants of enslaved Africans now seek to reconnect with their identities in Africa. 

Although these descendants trace their ancestry to the continent, many do not know which African 

country their forebears came from. Even when they can identify a country, they often struggle to 

pinpoint the specific ethnic group or tribe within it. This uncertainty has led many in the diaspora 

to adopt countries and ethnic identities they feel intuitively drawn to. Others turn to DNA testing 

to establish their origins more precisely. There are also cases where individuals settle in a particular 

African country out of a sense of affinity, only to discover through ancestry research that their 

lineage lies elsewhere. This difficulty in reconstructing a missing identity can cause significant 

emotional distress and in some instances, intensify grief. Much of this displacement and loss of 

identity stems from the practice of enslavers giving Africans new names and erasing their original 

familial and cultural ties. This grief is not limited to Africans in the diaspora. Many Africans on 

the continent also feel it when they wish to identify with prominent diaspora figures but cannot, 

because they cannot trace which African country those individuals originate from. 

The history of enslaved Africans has fostered resilience among African youth. Knowing that their 

ancestors survived these atrocities, many African youth draw on that legacy and see themselves as 

people capable of facing and resolving challenges. For example, accounts of resistance, survival, 

and revolt teach young Africans to oppose injustice and oppression, including oppression from 
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their own leaders. This encourages them to critically examine modern inequalities and become 

more aware of social justice and human rights. 

It can be deduced from the discussion above that conversations about the slave trade in the present 

day evoke emotions such as anger, grief, and resilience among some African youth. In my view, 

these emotions, especially anger, should not create division and hatred toward people of other 

races. Instead, they should be channeled toward building a better world free from oppression, 

injustice, marginalization, and inequality. Although we are nationals of specific countries, we are, 

in totality, citizens of the world. The slave trade was an inhumane activity that disadvantaged the 

descendants of the enslaved while benefiting the descendants of the oppressors, a legacy that 

continues today. For this reason, reparations are needed. 


