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West African Archaeology and the Atlantic Slave Trade 
 
Christopher R. DeCorse, Indiana University of Pennsylvania 
 
Recent archaeological research in the New World has focused on slave dwellings and post-emacipation 
communities, providing a great deal of insight into slave life and the emergence of African-American culture.1 In 
contrast, the material record in West Africa has supplied little new information on the slave trade. Numerous 
European forts and barracoons serve as pervasive reminders of its existence.2 However, excavation of these sites is 
only likely to attest to the meagre possessions of the slaves and their treatment prior to the middle passage, offering 

little insight into their cultural and ethnic origins.3 European forts were collection points; the slaves often being 
brought from diverse areas and comprising ethnically heterogeneous groups. Furthermore, identification of these 
slave populations within African communities is extremely difficult, perhaps impossible, within an archaeological 
context. This was illustrated by recent excavations at the site of the African settlement of Elmina, Ghana, a major 
trading centre between the fifteenth and the nineteenth centuries.4 Although many of the town's inhabitants traded in 
slaves, and a large number of slaves lived within the town, the only artifacts recovered directly relating to slavery 
were two iron objects that may have served as slave burden weights and a single shackle. 
 
Despite the paucity of data specifically relating to the institution of slavery, excavation may potentially offer much 
information on the impact of the trade on West African cultures. Archaeology has a time depth not assessable 
through ethnographic or documentary studies, providing a means of studying change during the pre- and post-
European contact periods. A holistic examination of African archaeological sites dating to the slave trade period is 
lacking. In some areas little work has been undertaken and succinct regional chronologies have not been developed. 
However, the available data tends to support Lovejoy's conclusion that [end of page 92] ‘the European slave trade 
across the Atlantic marked a radical break in the history of Africa’.5  

 
In examining archaeological sites in Ghana, several researchers have noted radical change in the material record of 
the post-European contact period. Paul Ozanne, surveying surface material from Accra and Shai, noted significant 
differences between the pottery of the 'Late Prehistoric' and 'Historic' Periods.6 A similar pattern seems to be present 
in collections from throughout the southern forest area of Ghana.7 Additional indications of change during the post-
European contact period have been noted in the Birim Valley 50 miles west of Acrra and Shai. On the basis of his 
excavations, Kiyaga-Mulindwa concluded that the earthworks found in this area 'may be regarded as a deterrent to 
small scale attacks, petty slave-hunting forays, and kidnappings’.8 He further argues that increasing slave trading 
during the eighteenth century eventually led to the disappearance or displacement of the builders of the Birim 
earthworks. 
 
Evidence of change during the post-European contact period is not confined to Ghana. Archaeological data from 
north-eastern Sierra Leone still being analysed at the present time provide evidence of significant change during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Settlements of the Limba, Yalunka, and Kuranko dating to this period were 
commonly surrounded by a variety of fortifications including earthen walls, entrenchments, hedges or thorn bushes, 
and stockades of living trees.9 Oral traditions and limited documentary accounts indicate these measures were 
necessary protection from slave raids. Similar defensive sites dating to the last 400 years are common throughout the 
hinterland of the Guinea coast. 10 The foundation of many of them may have been precipitated by similar pressures. 
 
A number of factors other than the emergence of the slave trade can be used to explain the changes observed in the 
archaeological record. Expanding trade relations and the gradual inclusion of Africa in a world economic system 
dominated by Europe had varying impact on local populations.11 Other factors, including environmental 
degradation, over-exploitation of resources, introduced diseases, and changing technology also need to be explored. 
 
It should also be pointed out that warfare, raiding and the need for fortified settlements are not confined to the post-
European contact period. For example, archaeological material and oral traditions relating to the almost inaccessible 
hilltop settlement of Yagala indicate a Limba occupation during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. However, 
artifacts from discrete deposits in the lowest levels of the excavations produced a thermoluminescent date of 
1360+20% and a C14 date of 840+120, indications that the site had probably been used as a refuge [end of page 93] 
during an earlier time period. Evidence for defensive works predating the European presence have been noted in 
other areas. 
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Reasons for change in African societies during the past 500 years are clearly complex. However, pressures arising 
from the slave trade may have been the most likely catalyst in some areas. It is important to recognize that the 
effects of the slave trade, as well as other causal factors of change, were not equal in all areas.12 There was variation 
due to cultural, demographic, economic, environmental, and historical factors. It is unlikely that there were 
comparable effects within the same time period in all areas: similar responses might only be expected in areas with 
similar economic, social, and historical backgrounds. For example, some societies were directly involved in slave 
procurement and trading, while others were extensively raided for slaves. Negative effects would be expected to be 
much greater in the latter situation, the ultimate consequence being interference in the societies' ability to reproduce 
biologically. 
 
Some indication of the variable effects of the slave trade can be seen in the data from Elmina and sites in the 
Ghanaian hinterland. Documentary accounts suggest that after the European's arrival there was extensive change in 
the socio-political institutions of the coastal peoples. At Elmina there were changes in the political organization, 
economic relations, and interpolity relations. A wide variety of European trade items were added to the material 
inventory, clothing styles changed, and new building techniques appeared. Nevertheless, archaeological research 
suggests that in some respects there was little culture change in terms of the peoples' world view or shared system of 
beliefs. Ritual, burial methods, food preparation, eating habits, and the use of space within living areas all exibit a 
continuity with African, predominantly Akan, cultural traditions. In contrast, the degree of disruption in other areas 
seems to have been much greater. As in the cae of the Birim Valley, fortified sites appeared, populations were 
displaced, and eventually some areas depopulated. 
 
This is an area of study that needs to be evaluated in the light of future research. Documentary studies of the slave 
trade have tended to be holistic in approach, focusing on the numbers of people exported and overall effects, not on 
case studies of particular settlements, communities, or regions. However, increasing attention is being focused on 
the regional and ethnic origins of slaves.13 Archaeological fieldwork should be undertaken in areas where slaves 
were known to have been procured. Changes in settlement patterns, appearance of fortifications, evidence of 
depopulation, rapid change in pottery styles, and modification of ritual practices all may provide evidence of 
disruptive effects. If [end of page 94] this information can be integrated with oral traditions and documentary 
records it may be possible to shed a great deal more light on the human tragedy of the slave trade in the West 
African context. 
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