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The Saylor Foundation’s “Organization of the System” 
 
The term “Atlantic slave trade” really describes a vast system of economic and social 
links and processes, most of which was centered and organized in Western Europe.  
This system can be said to have had at least ten parts: 
 
Building and Equipping Ships 
The ships that carried African captives to the Americas were largely built in the major 
ports of France, Britain, and the Netherlands, although some were also constructed in 
Portugal, Spain, and the Americas (e.g., Santiago, Cuba and Norfolk, Virginia).  Their 
equipment—including “leg irons” and other means of restraining the enslaved—were 
also generally constructed in Europe.  In total, these industries employed tens of 
thousands of blacksmiths, shipwrights, and other artisans, giving a major boost to the 
economies of involved areas. 
 
Financing Voyages to Africa 
The Atlantic slave trade was largely financed by Europeans and Euro-Americans, 
including leading intellectuals, political figures, and merchants.  Financing also came 
from large consortia and companies formed specifically for the trade—including the 
Royal Company of Merchants in Britain.  In later periods, the slave trade was financed 
partly by stocks issued to individuals, meaning that many middle-class Europeans and 
Americans could invest.  Taken together, this financial process helped to stimulate the 
building of large insurance and banking companies like Lloyd’s of London. 
 
Bringing Cloth from India 
African enslavers involved in the Atlantic slave trade mostly desired firearms and cloth 
in exchange for captives.  Yet Europeans did not produce much desirable cloth, at least 
until the eighteenth century.  Instead, Africans wanted fine silk, cotton, and other cloths 
from India.  Thus, part of the trading network of the Atlantic slave trade was the process 
of importing cloth from India. 
 
Bringing Captives to the Coast 
Most of the enslaved Africans who were transported to the Americas came from the 
interior of Africa, which meant that they had to be transported to the coast, where they 
would be embarked on ships.  In general, it was Africans who ran this part of the 
network.  These included individual kidnappers, merchants who travelled between the 
interior and coast, and statewide networks related to armies that captured captives 
during wartime. 
 
Exchange on the Coast (Sale) 
The sale of Africans on the coast to European and Euro-American merchants was often 
quite informal, although the process was formalized over time to include the payment of 
a tax or fee allowing the captain to trade, a monetary negotiation, and health 
inspections.  Often there were intermediaries who lived on the coast—representatives of 
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European companies, Euro-African merchants, and local officials whose job it was to 
manage the process. 
 
Victualing from Africa to the Americas 
When Atlantic slave traders acquired Africans on the coast of the continent, they also 
picked up foodstuffs to feed crews and livestock.  These included African crops like 
yams, and often corn, which had been transplanted from the Americas.  Over time, the 
cultivation and sale of these crops became quite a big business in some parts of coastal 
Africa. 
 
Transporting Captives across the Middle Passage 
This process was largely managed by Europeans and Euro-Africans, sometimes with 
mixed crews. 
 
Sale and Transportation in the Americas 
The sale of captives by ship owners and captains in the Americas became highly 
organized rather quickly, often operating under the official auspices of local, imperial, 
and national authorities.  Most often, auctions were advertised and carried out through 
well-established commercial processes.  The enslaved were then transported, 
sometimes long distances, to their places of labor.   
 
Provisioning Slave Plantations 
In general, African captives were meant to labor at producing cash crops or minerals, 
and did not therefore produce the food to feed themselves.  This meant that some 
American and European companies could make large profits selling food to slave 
plantations.  One of the most significant of these foodstuffs was salt cod, caught by 
European or Euro-American fishermen and then sold to plantation owners. 
 
Buying and Using Slave-Made Goods 
Finally, the discussion of the network/system of the Atlantic slave trade would not be 
complete without some acknowledgement of the fact that Europe and the colonial 
societies of the Americas were partly fed and provisioned by slave-made or slave-
worked goods.  In this case, as well, much of the profit went to European and Euro-
American merchants. 
 


