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Creation of the African Diaspora 
 
The forced migration of the African and Atlantic slave trades dispersed Africans 
to new locations far from their ancestral homeland. These new locations that 
enslaved Africans found themselves living in are known as the Diaspora. The 
African Diaspora resulted from forced migrations in multiple directions: west 
across the Atlantic, east to the Muslim Middle East, and throughout the African 
continent. The demand for slaves was highest in lands across the Atlantic, where 
over ten million enslaved individuals were forced to migrate to during the years of 
the trans-Atlantic slave trade. The combined numbers of sub-Saharan Africans 
forced to migrate to the Middle East and to lands other than those of their 
ancestors within Africa near 14 million. For those Africans leaving the continent, 
more men migrated west and more women migrated east. The gender disparity 
among slaves travelling in each direction was dictated by the demands of the 
slave market in each region. In the west, more men were required for labor-
intensive plantation work, whereas there was a higher demand for domestic 
slaves, usually women, in the east.  
 
The destinations of slaves in the western trade, that is the trans-Atlantic trade, 
clustered around European colonies with plantation systems. In the 16th and 
early 17th centuries, most slaves were destined for Spanish and Portuguese 
mainland colonies, stopping first at the major transit markets on the Caribbean 
islands of Curacao and St. Eustatius. In the second half of the 16th century, the 
biggest Spanish-American markets were Veracruz, Cartagena, and Lima. The 
preference for male slaves on plantations and the resulting gender imbalance 
required a steady supply of enslaved Africans through the 18th century, and the 
origins of these slaves varied. For example, the regions of origin of the majority 
of slaves in Portuguese Brazil included Senegambia, Bight of Benin, Kongo, and 
Bight of Biafra. However, concentrations of Africans from the same regions 
existed in quite a few of the New World colonies. In the French Caribbean colony 
of Saint Domingue, records show a high percentage of slaves from the Kongo. 
Africans from West Central Africa were enslaved in large proportions of the 
British colony, and later American state, of South Carolina. European slave 
traders and owners referred to African ethnicities as nations. They characterized 
these nations according to perceived demeanor, and individual slavers and 
owners would show preference for slaves from particular nations.  
 
While the diversity of regions from which slaves originated makes it difficult to 
generalize, and certainly not all regions or Africans can be lumped together, a 
good many of Africans in the Diaspora would have shared certain common 
elements. These elements include a shared religious worldview, including 
healing practices, similar deities, ancestor worship, and the practice of divination, 
as well as the music and dance sensibilities that accompanied religious 
expression. These common elements often served as the basis of new 
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communities in the Diaspora. In some plantation societies, such as in the West 
Indies, slaves were required to build their own houses in the slave quarters and 
organize the communal work areas. Houses and communal work spaces in these 
instances were African in style, at times reflecting a particular region such as the 
Mandingo-style pointed roofs of slave houses in the West Indies. It was here, in 
slave quarters, that Africans in the Diaspora on the western side of the Atlantic 
Ocean formed new networks and communities. 
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