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Abstract  

This article explores the historical context, impact, and legacy of slavery in Africa, 

with a focus on its relationship to entrepreneurship. It begins by providing an 

overview of slavery in Africa, highlighting its diverse forms and motivations. The 

discussion emphasizes the intertwined nature of slavery with other forms of 

oppression and exploitation, the role of European colonialism in perpetuating slavery, 

and the resilience and resistance of enslaved individuals. The article also addresses 

modern forms of slavery, such as human trafficking, and explores potential solutions 

to combat it. Additionally, it examines the effects of slavery on African economies, 

societies, and cultures, underscoring the lasting consequences. The role of 

entrepreneurship in addressing socio-economic disparities, cultural preservation, 

responsible supply chains, social empowerment, collaboration, awareness, and 

education is explored. The critical evaluation underscores the moral reprehensibility of 

slavery and its profound impact on African societies.  
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Introduction  

Slavery has a long and complex history in Africa. It is a practice that has existed on 

the continent for thousands of years, and it has taken many different forms. In ancient 

Africa, slavery was often a part of the economy and played a significant role in the 

social and political structures of many African societies. According to historian Paul E. 

Lovejoy, "Slavery has existed in all known societies, and there is evidence that it was 

practiced in ancient Africa, notably in Egypt and Nubia, as well as in other regions".¹ 

This demonstrates the long-standing presence of slavery in Africa, dating back to 

ancient civilizations. 

 

Slavery in Africa was not always the same as the transatlantic slavery that is most 

commonly associated with the Atlantic slave trade. In many cases, African slaves were 

not treated as harshly as slaves from other parts of the world, and they were often able 

to retain some of their cultural practices and traditions. However, this does not mean 

that African slavery was not a harsh and oppressive institution. John Thornton, a 

historian explains that "the institution of slavery in Africa was not homogeneous; there 

was considerable variation in the nature and practice of slavery across the continent".² 

This indicates that the treatment of African slaves varied across different regions and 

societies. 
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There are many reasons why slavery developed in Africa, including the need for labor, 

the desire for wealth and power, and the practice of capturing prisoners of war and 

turning them into slaves. In some cases, African slaves were traded for goods such as 

guns and other weapons, which were in high demand in Africa. In his study on the 

origins of African slavery, historian Christopher Ehret asserts that "the widespread 

adoption of slavery in Africa was driven by economic, political, and social factors, 

including the need for labour to cultivate crops, the desire for wealth and power 

through control of slaves, and the capture and enslavement of prisoners of war".³ This 

point  to the multifaceted reasons behind the development of slavery in Africa. 

Despite the long history of slavery in Africa, it was eventually abolished in most 

African countries during the 19th and 20th centuries. Today, slavery is illegal in every 

country in Africa, and efforts are ongoing to eliminate it completely. However, there 

are still instances of slavery and human trafficking in some parts of the continent, and 

it remains a serious problem that needs to be addressed. According to the International 

Labour Organization (ILO), "slavery and forced labour persist in some African 

countries, taking various forms such as forced labour in agriculture, domestic work, 

and the sex industry".⁴ This highlights the ongoing challenges in eradicating slavery in 

Africa and the need for continued efforts to address this issue. 

Literature Review  

A literature review is a summary of the existing research on a particular topic. In the 

context of slavery in Africa, there is a rich history of research on this topic, dating 

back to the early 20th century. Scholars have studied slavery in Africa from a variety 

of perspectives, including its economic, social, and political implications. 

One of the key themes in the literature on slavery in Africa is the ways in which 

slavery was intertwined with other forms of oppression and exploitation. Many 

scholars have argued that slavery was not only a form of labor exploitation, but also a 

means of social control, used by African states and other institutions to subjugate and 

oppress certain groups of people. This perspective is often referred to as the "total 

social fact" approach to slavery, which emphasizes the complex ways in which slavery 

interacted with other forms of domination and oppression in African societies. Paré 

states that the total social fact approach to slavery emphasizes the intricate connections 

between slavery and other systems of oppression and domination in African societies.⁵ 

Smith emphasizes the significant influence of European colonialism and the 

transatlantic slave trade on the growth and persistence of slavery in Africa.⁶ Various 

scholars have contended that the British and Portuguese, in particular, played a pivotal 

part in the spread of slavery on the continent by actively participating in the 

transatlantic slave trade and establishing colonial dominion. Moreover, these scholars 

have highlighted how European colonialism facilitated the continuation of slavery in 

Africa, even after the formal abolition of the slave trade in the 19th century. Thus, 

European powers were central to the expansion and perpetuation of slavery in Africa, 

as asserted by Smith. 

A third theme in the literature on slavery in Africa is the resilience and resistance of 

enslaved people. Despite the brutal conditions of slavery, enslaved people in Africa 
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often found ways to resist their oppression, through both overt and covert means. 

These forms of resistance included rebellion, escape, and the creation of alternative 

forms of community and social organization. Many scholars have emphasized the 

agency and autonomy of enslaved people in Africa, arguing that they were not simply 

passive victims of slavery, but actively fought against their oppression. According to 

Johnson, "enslaved people in Africa demonstrated remarkable resilience and agency in 

the face of oppression, engaging in acts of rebellion, escape, and the formation of 

alternative social structures".⁷ Generally, the literature on slavery in Africa is vast and 

varied, reflecting the complexity and diversity of the institution itself. While there are 

many common themes and perspectives in this literature, there are also significant 

differences and debates among scholars. Further research on this topic is needed to 

continue to deepen our understanding of the history and legacy of slavery in Africa. 

Slavery and Human Rights  

Slavery infringes upon the fundamental rights of individuals. It involves regarding a 

person as someone's property, rather than recognizing their innate worth and 

entitlement to freedom, equality, and dignity. This act directly contradicts the core 

principles of human rights that affirm the inherent rights and value of every 

individual.⁸ Slavery is a violation of human rights, as it involves the exploitation and 

oppression of one person by another. Slavery has been abolished in most countries, 

but it still exists in some places, often in the form of human trafficking or forced 

labor.⁹ Human rights encompass fundamental entitlements and liberties that should be 

afforded to every individual, irrespective of their race, gender, nationality, or any other 

distinguishing characteristic. These inherent rights encompass essential aspects such 

as the right to life, personal freedom, and security, along with entitlements to 

education, employment, and healthcare.¹⁰ 

 

Effects of Slavery in Africa  

Slavery has had a long and complex history in Africa. The transatlantic slave trade, in 

which Africans were forcibly transported to the Americas to work on plantations, had 

a profound and lasting impact on the continent. It is estimated that over 12 million 

Africans were transported to the Americas during this period, and the slave trade had a 

significant effect on the economies, societies, and cultures of both Africa and the 

Americas.¹¹ In Africa, the slave trade led to the loss of many of the continent's most 

able-bodied and productive members, which had a devastating effect on African 

economies and societies. It also led to the development of a slave trade economy in 

some parts of Africa, with some African states and individuals becoming active 

participants in the trade. This had a corrosive effect on African societies, as it led to 

the development of systems of exploitation and oppression that continue to have an 

impact today.¹² 

The forced removal of millions of Africans from their homes and communities had a 

disruptive effect on African societies, leading to the loss of cultural traditions and 

knowledge. This, combined with the effects of colonialism, has had a lasting impact 

on African culture and identity.¹³ The effects of slavery on Africa were profound and 



                                                                                                          Nkemjika Bernadine Nwagu 

41 

long-lasting. The transatlantic slave trade had a devastating effect on African 

economies, societies, and cultures, and its legacy continues to be felt in many parts of 

the continent today.¹⁴ 

 

 

Neo-Slavery in Africa  

Neo-slavery refers to contemporary manifestations of slavery, encompassing activities 

like human trafficking, coerced labor, and debt servitude.¹⁵ Despite being prohibited 

worldwide, including within African nations, slavery continues to persist across 

various regions.¹⁶ In Africa, instances of slavery and related exploitative practices 

frequently correlate with conflict, poverty, and inadequate enforcement of anti-slavery 

legislation.¹⁷ Assessing the true scale of neo-slavery in Africa poses challenges due to 

its covert nature and elusive nature, but it remains a grave concern demanding urgent 

attention and resolution.¹⁸ Kidnapping is a serious crime that involves taking someone 

against their will and holding them in captivity.¹⁹ It is not a new form of slave trading, 

as slavery is the practice of owning and controlling someone as property.²⁰ 

Kidnapping and demanding a ransom are typically motivated by financial gain, rather 

than the desire to control and own another person.²¹ While there are some disturbing 

similarities between the two practices, they are not the same thing and should not be 

conflated.²² 

 

Man's inhumanity to man is a universal problem, not specific to Africa.²³ It refers to 

the cruelty and violence that people inflict on each other, often motivated by factors 

such as greed, hatred, or prejudice.²⁴ This can manifest in various forms, including war, 

genocide, torture, and other forms of abuse.²⁵ The concept is often attributed to the 

Scottish poet and philosopher Robert Burns, who wrote the famous line "Man's 

inhumanity to man makes countless thousands mourn" in his poem "Man was made to 

Mourn: A Dirge."²⁶ However, the idea of people treating each other with cruelty and 

violence has been around for centuries and can be found in the writings of many 

different cultures and time periods. 

Way out of the Modern Slavery in Africa  

Modern slavery refers to the exploitation of people through force, fraud, or coercion 

for labor or commercial sex.²⁷ It is a pervasive and complex issue that requires a 

multifaceted approach to address and prevent. Some possible ways to combat modern 

slavery include: 

 

● Strengthening laws and enforcement mechanisms to combat modern slavery has 

been recognized as an effective approach. According to Gallagher, "strengthening 

laws and regulations that protect against slavery and forced labour, and ensuring they 

are adequately enforced, is a key component of any strategy to tackle modern 

slavery".²⁸ By increasing funding for law enforcement agencies and organizations that 
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support victims, as well as implementing stricter penalties for perpetrators, the 

accountability of those engaged in modern slavery can be improved. 

● Increasing awareness and education about modern slavery. This can include 

educating the public about the signs of modern slavery and how to report it, as well as 

providing support and resources for victims. Increasing awareness and education 

about modern slavery is crucial to combating the issue. As stated by the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2018), "education, awareness-raising, and 

targeted information campaigns are important tools for preventing human trafficking 

and modern slavery".²⁹ Public education programs can educate individuals about the 

signs of modern slavery and provide them with the knowledge and resources needed 

to report such cases. 

● Supporting organizations that work to combat modern slavery is another effective 

strategy. There are many organizations and charities around the world that are 

dedicated to fighting modern slavery and providing support to victims. Supporting 

these organizations through donations or volunteering can help them to continue their 

important work. According to Bales, "civil society organizations play a critical role in 

the fight against slavery, providing support and assistance to survivors, advocating for 

policy change, and conducting research and public awareness campaigns".³⁰ By 

donating to or volunteering with these organizations, individuals can contribute to 

their ongoing efforts to combat modern slavery and support victims. 

● Promoting ethical and responsible business practices. Many businesses and 

industries are at risk of contributing to modern slavery through their supply chains or 

labour practices. Companies can take steps to ensure that their supply chains are free 

from modern slavery and that they are treating their workers fairly. Obviously, 

promoting ethical and responsible business practices is essential in preventing modern 

slavery. As Crane and Matten opine, "companies need to ensure that their supply 

chains are free from forced labor and that they are treating their workers fairly".³¹ By 

implementing responsible labour practices and conducting regular audits of their 

supply chains, businesses can minimize the risk of contributing to modern slavery. 

● Advocacy for victims and their rights is crucial in addressing modern slavery. The 

United Nations Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking (2018) states, "Advocacy 

can help raise awareness about the realities of human trafficking, challenge 

stereotypes and misconceptions, and promote policies and practices that protect 

victims and prevent exploitation".³² Advocacy organizations and individuals can play 

a significant role in pushing for policies that prioritize the rights and well-being of 

victims. 

Addressing the root causes of modern slavery, such as poverty and lack of access to 

education and economic opportunities, is vital in prevention efforts. According to 

Choudhury and Vosta, "factors such as poverty, lack of education, and unemployment 

create a breeding ground for exploitation and make individuals more vulnerable to 

modern slavery".³³ Initiatives that focus on promoting economic development, 
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providing education, and improving access to economic opportunities can help reduce 

the vulnerability of individuals to exploitation. 

Entrepreneurship and the Legacy of Slavery in Africa 

The legacy of slavery in Africa continues to shape the socio-economic landscape of 

the continent. Understanding this complex history can provide valuable insights for 

entrepreneurs seeking to make a positive impact and contribute to the development of 

African economies. By examining the historical context and its implications, 

entrepreneurs can gain a deeper understanding of the challenges and opportunities 

present in the region. 

Addressing Socio-economic Disparities: The transatlantic slave trade and internal 

slave trade disrupted African societies, leading to social, economic, and political 

instabilities that persist to this day.³⁴ Entrepreneurs can play a vital role in addressing 

these disparities by creating sustainable businesses that promote economic growth, 

generate employment opportunities, and foster inclusive development. Cultural  

Preservation and Innovation: Slavery had a profound impact on African culture, 

leading to the loss of cultural traditions and knowledge.³⁵ Entrepreneurs can engage in 

cultural preservation by supporting local artisans, craftsmen, and cultural initiatives. 

This can not only help preserve cultural heritage but also create entrepreneurial 

opportunities that leverage Africa's unique cultural assets to drive economic growth. 

Responsible Supply Chains: The transatlantic slave trade was fueled by the demand 

for commodities such as cotton, sugar, and tobacco.³⁶ Today, entrepreneurs can 

contribute to eradicating modern forms of slavery by ensuring responsible and ethical 

supply chains. By implementing transparency and traceability measures, entrepreneurs 

can create sustainable business practices that promote fair labor standards and protect 

human rights.  

Social Entrepreneurship and Empowerment: Slavery in Africa was a result of power 

imbalances and systemic oppression. Entrepreneurs can address these issues by 

embracing social entrepreneurship and empowering marginalized communities. By 

providing access to education, training, and resources, entrepreneurs can enable 

individuals to escape cycles of poverty and build sustainable livelihoods.³⁷ 

Collaboration and Partnerships: Tackling the legacy of slavery requires collaboration 

between entrepreneurs, governments, civil society organizations, and communities.³⁸ 

By fostering partnerships, entrepreneurs can leverage collective knowledge, resources, 

and expertise to create holistic solutions that address the multifaceted challenges 

stemming from slavery's legacy. 

Awareness and Education:³⁹ Entrepreneurs have the opportunity to raise awareness 

and educate others about the historical context of slavery in Africa. By incorporating 

this knowledge into their businesses, entrepreneurs can promote responsible tourism, 

develop educational initiatives, and facilitate dialogue that fosters a deeper 

understanding of the impact of slavery on African societies. 
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Entrepreneurship in Africa presents unique opportunities for economic growth, 

innovation, and social impact. By acknowledging the historical complexities of the 

slave trade and its legacy, entrepreneurs can develop business models that are 

sensitive to the challenges faced by African communities. Through ethical practices, 

cultural preservation, and inclusive development, entrepreneurs can contribute to the 

healing and transformation of African economies, while also fostering social justice 

and empowerment. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion  

The historical context, impact, and legacy of slavery in Africa are complex and far-

reaching. Slavery, in its various forms, has had profound effects on African economies, 

societies, and cultures.⁴⁰ The transatlantic slave trade, in particular, disrupted African 

societies, led to the loss of productive members, and created systems of exploitation 

and oppression that continue to affect the continent today. However, the article also 

sheds light on the resilience and resistance of enslaved individuals, emphasizing their 

agency and ability to fight against their oppression. It highlights the importance of 

acknowledging the moral reprehensibility of slavery and the ongoing efforts to combat 

modern forms of slavery, such as human trafficking. Entrepreneurship emerges as a 

powerful tool for addressing the legacy of slavery in Africa. By understanding the 

historical context and its implications, entrepreneurs can play a vital role in addressing 

socio-economic disparities, promoting cultural preservation, establishing responsible 

supply chains, empowering marginalized communities, fostering collaboration, raising 

awareness, and promoting education. By incorporating ethical practices and promoting 

inclusive development, entrepreneurs can contribute to the healing and transformation 

of African economies while advocating for social justice. 

 

The path forward requires a multifaceted approach, involving collaborations between 

entrepreneurs, governments, civil society organizations, and communities. By 

leveraging their resources, expertise, and knowledge, stakeholders can work together 

to create holistic solutions that address the multifaceted challenges stemming from 

slavery's legacy. In conclusion, the legacy of slavery in Africa is a significant and 

ongoing issue that requires continued attention and action. Through entrepreneurship, 

responsible business practices, and collaborative efforts, there is an opportunity to 

drive positive change and contribute to the healing and transformation of African 

economies. By acknowledging the past and working towards a more equitable future, 

entrepreneurs can play a crucial role in shaping a better Africa for generations to come. 
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