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Abstract
The transatlantic slave trade constituted one of the most profound
disruptions in global history, leaving enduring legacies across Africa, the
Americas, and Europe. This paper critically examines the historical
foundations, socioeconomic consequences, cultural transformations, and
intergenerational psychological impacts of slavery, while situating these
within contemporary debates on racial justice, reparations, and global
inequality. Drawing on current scholarship, the study highlights how
slavery’s structures of exploitation and racial hierarchies were
institutionalized into modern capitalism, colonial governance, and
international relations, with effects that persist in patterns of
underdevelopment, systemic racism, and diasporic identity formation.

Through an interdisciplinary lens that integrates history, political economy,
Africana psychology, and Pan-Africanist thought, the paper argues that
addressing slavery’s afterlives requires more than symbolic
acknowledgment; it demands concrete measures including reparative
justice, epistemic decolonization, and sustained Pan-African solidarity.
Ultimately, the study contributes to ongoing global conversations on how
societies can reconcile with slavery’s legacy while charting equitable
futures rooted in historical accountability. Keywords: Transatlantic
slavery, racial justice, reparations, Pan-Africanism, historical trauma,
decolonization. “Property of NBM of Africa – All rights reserved.”



Introduction
The ongoing resonance of
these histories also finds
expression in contemporary
organizations dedicated to the
liberation and empowerment
of African peoples. One such
body is the Neo Black
Movement of Africa (NBM),
which emerged as a
grassroots Pan-Africanist
movement committed to
reclaiming African identity,
dignity, and agency in the
face of enduring oppression.

The transatlantic slave trade
constitutes one of the most
defining and catastrophic
episodes in world history, shaping
the development of Africa, the
Americas, and Europe in ways that
continue to reverberate into the
present. Between the sixteenth
and nineteenth centuries, more
than 12 million Africans were
forcibly uprooted from their
homelands and shipped across the
Atlantic to labor under conditions
of dehumanizing enslavement
(Eltis & Richardson, 2010). This
coerced migration did not merely
transform global demographics; it
generated an economic order that
laid the foundations for European
industrialization, the capitalist
world economy, and the structural
inequalities that persist today
(Williams, 1944; Beckert, 2015).

The Slave Trade in
Africa and the West
Indies, 1675-1907
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NBM has sought to bridge the historical memory of slavery with present
struggles against systemic racism, economic exploitation, and neo-colonial
domination, particularly by fostering solidarity among Africans on the
continent and in the Diaspora. Its philosophy emphasizes the unfinished
work of abolition, aligning with broader Pan-African ideals that affirm the
inseparability of Africa’s liberation from the emancipation of its scattered
descendants worldwide. By situating NBM within this intellectual and
activist lineage, this paper underscores the continuing relevance of
community-based Pan-African movements in transforming the memory of
slavery into a program of resistance and global justice.

For Africa, the slave trade produced devastating consequences.
Communities were depopulated, political structures destabilized, and
cultural institutions disrupted. In addition to the demographic loss, Africa
endured centuries of external economic exploitation that weakened its
internal capacity for development and left it vulnerable to subsequent
colonization in the nineteenth century (Rodney, 1972; Inikori, 2002). The
Diaspora, meanwhile, became both a site of trauma and a crucible of
cultural resistance. Enslaved Africans and their descendants contributed
profoundly to the economic and cultural fabric of the Americas, while
simultaneously enduring systemic racism, social exclusion, and persistent
economic marginalization (Hartman, 1997; Glenn, 2021).

“Property of NBM of Africa – All rights reserved.”



The enduring impact of the slave trade extends beyond historical
memory to contemporary realities of systemic racism, neo-
colonialism, and global economic injustice. African-descended
populations in the Americas, Europe, and elsewhere continue to
grapple with the long afterlife of slavery in forms ranging from racial
profiling and mass incarceration to wealth inequality and health
disparities (Alexander, 2012; Baptiste, 2020). Within Africa,
structures of dependency and exploitation manifest in unequal trade
regimes, debt crises, and resource extraction by multinational
corporations echo the exploitative relationships established during
the slave trade and colonialism (Ndikumana & Boyce, 2011; Moyo,
2022).

Amidst this history of subjugation and exploitation, resistance has
always been a defining feature of the African experience. From the
countless revolts aboard slave ships and plantations to the
intellectual and political mobilizations of Pan-Africanist leaders such
as W.E.B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, Kwame Nkrumah, and Amílcar
Cabral, Africans and their descendants have consistently sought to
reclaim dignity, sovereignty, and liberation (Adi & Sherwood, 2003;
Rabaka, 2010). Pan-Africanism, in particular, has served as both an
intellectual framework and a political praxis linking the struggles of
the past to ongoing battles against systemic injustice.

This article argues that the transatlantic slave trade was not simply a
historical atrocity but a foundational process in shaping the
inequities of the modern world. Its legacies visible in Africa’s
underdevelopment and the Diaspora’s persistent struggles against
racism cannot be understood apart from the global economic order it
helped create. 
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Furthermore, Pan-Africanism represents a critical response to this
history, providing both a framework of solidarity and a strategic vision for
liberation that remains relevant in contemporary struggles against neo-
colonialism, systemic racism, and economic exploitation.

The paper proceeds in four stages. First, it examines the historical
significance of the transatlantic slave trade, situating it within the
development of global capitalism and imperial expansion. Second, it
analyzes the enduring impacts of the trade on Africa and the Diaspora,
highlighting socioeconomic, political, and cultural dimensions. Third, it
explores the role of Pan-Africanism in shaping global struggles for
liberation, emphasizing its historical achievements and contemporary
relevance. 

Finally, it establishes connections between past abolitionist struggles and current
movements against neo-colonialism, systemic racism, and economic injustice, arguing
for renewed transnational solidarity as a continuation of Africa’s unfinished liberation
project.

By engaging both classic works and recent scholarship, this study seeks to contribute
to ongoing debates about slavery’s legacies and the future of global justice. For
members of Freedom activists such as the Neo Black Movement (NBM) and Pan-
Africanists worldwide, this analysis underscores the importance of historical memory
as a tool for mobilization and a reminder that the fight for liberation remains an
unfinished, intergenerational task.
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SECTION 1:
HISTORICAL

SIGNIFICANCE OF
THE

TRANSATLANTIC
SLAVE TRADE

A. The Scale and Structure of the Trade

The transatlantic slave trade (TAST) stands
as one of the most consequential and
transformative phenomena in global
history. It was not only a system of mass
human trafficking but also a foundational
pillar of the modern capitalist world order,
shaping international relations, racial
ideologies, and patterns of economic
development across continents. To
appreciate its historical significance, it is
crucial to examine how the trade
functioned, its scale and scope, and its
pivotal role in the emergence of Western
industrial and geopolitical dominance.

From the early sixteenth to the late nineteenth
century, European powers engaged in a
triangular trade system that transported more
than 12 million Africans across the Atlantic, with
at least two million dying during the horrific
Middle Passage (Eltis & Richardson, 2010;
Rediker, 2007). The trade was global in scale:
enslaved Africans were captured primarily from
West and Central Africa, shipped through
European-controlled ports, and sold into
plantation economies in the Caribbean, North
and South America, and beyond (Lovejoy, 2012).

This triangular system of exchange
manufactured goods from Europe to Africa,
enslaved Africans to the Americas, and
plantation products back to Europe generated
enormous profits. The profitability of slave-
based economies underpinned the wealth of
European empires, with sugar, cotton, and
tobacco plantations becoming central to the
growth of Atlantic capitalism (Beckert, 2015).  
Recent quantitative studies using shipping
records confirm not only the scale of this forced
migration but also the systematic integration of
Africa into the global economy as a supplier of
labor rather than goods (Eltis & Engerman,
2020).
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B. Economic Significance: Foundations of Capitalism
For Africa, however, the trade created
chronic underdevelopment. Walter
Rodney’s (1972) influential thesis ‘How
Europe Underdeveloped Africa’
demonstrated how the systematic
extraction of human labor impoverished
the continent, leaving it vulnerable to
subsequent colonial domination. Modern
economic historians provide empirical
evidence that regions heavily engaged in
the slave trade still suffer from weaker
state institutions, lower trust, and poorer
economic outcomes today (Nunn, 2008;
Nunn & Wantchekon, 2011). Thus, the
slave trade not only shaped the wealth of
Europe but also entrenched long-term
poverty in Africa.

Perhaps the most profound historical
significance of the slave trade lies in
its role in fueling the rise of capitalism
and industrialization in Europe. Eric
Williams (1944) argued that the
enormous profits from plantation
slavery provided the capital that
financed the Industrial Revolution,
while enslaved labor supplied raw
materials like cotton that became
indispensable to textile industries.
This “Williams thesis,” though
debated, remains influential and
continues to inspire new scholarship.
For example, Beckert (2015)
reinforces that global capitalism’s
early development was inseparable
from the exploitation of enslaved
Africans and their labor.

C. Political and Social Disruption in Africa
The slave trade destabilized African politics, producing long-lasting fragmentation
and weakening states’ capacity to resist colonial intrusion. Kingdoms such as
Dahomey, Asante, and Oyo engaged in warfare and slave raiding, often fueled by
European demand for captives and firearms (Thornton, 1998; Law, 2013). The
militarization of African societies, coupled with cycles of violence, undermined
indigenous governance structures and created a legacy of political instability.

In addition, the demographic toll was severe. Some scholars estimate that Africa’s
population growth was stunted by as much as 20% between 1500 and 1900 due to
slave exports, mortality during raids, and the Middle Passage (Manning, 1990; Eltis,
2010). This demographic depletion removed millions of able-bodied men and women
from productive communities, disrupting generational continuity, agricultural
systems, and cultural practices.

D. Cultural and Ideological Dimensions
Beyond economics and politics, the transatlantic slave trade was pivotal in
constructing racial ideologies that justified slavery and later colonialism. Europeans
increasingly developed pseudo-scientific theories of racial hierarchy to rationalize
the dehumanization of Africans (Fredrickson, 2002; Goldberg, 2021). These racial
constructions had enduring consequences, laying the foundations for systemic
racism that persists in contemporary societies. At the same time, the forced
migration of Africans contributed to the formation of the African Diaspora. 
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E. Global Historical Consequences
The historical significance of the transatlantic slave trade must ultimately be
understood in global terms. It linked Africa, Europe, and the Americas into a
single economic system, forged racialized hierarchies that persist, and shaped
the trajectory of modernity itself. As Joseph Inikori (2002) emphasizes, the
industrial revolution in England cannot be separated from African labor and the
Atlantic trade system. Similarly, the global economic disparities evident today
between the developed North and the underdeveloped South reflect patterns
first established during the era of slavery and colonial exploitation. Thus, the
slave trade was not a marginal historical episode but a central process in the
making of the modern world. Its legacies are embedded in global capitalism,
racial ideologies, and persistent inequalities. The next section of this paper will
examine how these legacies continue to shape Africa and the Diaspora,
highlighting the enduring impacts of slavery’s afterlife on contemporary
societies.

Enslaved Africans brought languages, spiritual practices, music, and traditions that
blended with local cultures in the Americas, creating vibrant hybrid identities. While
these cultural contributions are often celebrated, it is important to recognize that
they emerged under conditions of extreme oppression and struggle for survival
(Gilroy, 1993; Chude-Sokei, 2016).
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SECTION 2:
ENDURING

IMPACTS ON
AFRICA AND

THE
DIASPORA

A. Enduring Impacts on Africa

The transatlantic slave trade (TAST) was
not merely a historical event confined to
the past. Its legacies endure in profound
and multifaceted ways, shaping both
Africa and the African Diaspora across
social, economic, political, and cultural
dimensions. These enduring impacts are
visible in patterns of underdevelopment,
systemic racial inequalities, and
diasporic cultural formations that remain
central to contemporary debates on
justice and liberation.

Economic Underdevelopment and Dependency:
One of the most enduring consequences of
the slave trade is Africa’s structural
underdevelopment. Walter Rodney’s (1972)
seminal argument that Europe
underdeveloped Africa by extracting labor and
resources while obstructing internal growth
remains central to scholarly analysis. More
recent economic studies confirm these
insights. Nathan Nunn’s (2008) econometric
analysis demonstrates that regions most
heavily involved in the slave trade continue to
suffer from significantly lower economic
performance compared to other parts of
Africa. Similarly, Nunn and Wantchekon (2011)
show that the trade created long-lasting
mistrust in African societies, weakening social
capital and institutional effectiveness.

Contemporary African economies also reflect
historical dependency patterns. Unequal trade
regimes, debt burdens, and reliance on primary
commodity exports echo the extractive
dynamics established during the slave trade and
colonial periods (Mkandawire, 2015; Moyo,
2022). The persistence of external economic
control through mechanisms such as structural
adjustment programs (SAPs) and international
debt servicing further entrenches this
dependency (Bond, 2020). Thus, the economic
legacies of slavery are not static but continue to
evolve through new forms of neo-colonialism.
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Political Fragmentation and Institutional Weakness: The slave trade also
left enduring scars on African political development. The militarization
of societies, driven by the demand for captives, undermined state
formation and contributed to cycles of violence and instability
(Thornton, 1998; Law, 2013). Recent research suggests that this
disruption weakened the capacity for centralized governance,
contributing to the fragility of many post-colonial African states
(Whatley & Gillezeau, 2011).

These historical patterns manifest in contemporary governance
challenges, including ethnic divisions, secessionist tensions, and
struggles to build inclusive national identities. Although Africa has
produced remarkable instances of resilience and state-building, the
structural distortions introduced during the era of slave raiding and
colonial exploitation remain significant obstacles to sustainable political
development.

Demographic and Social Impacts: The demographic toll of the slave trade
was immense. Millions of young men and women the most productive
segment of society were removed, creating generational gaps in
knowledge transmission, agricultural productivity, and community
continuity (Manning, 1990). This demographic shock constrained
Africa’s ability to develop endogenous institutions and respond to
external pressures, leaving societies vulnerable to European
colonization in the nineteenth century (Inikori, 2002).

Socially, the trade entrenched practices of mistrust, betrayal, and division
within African communities. Nunn and Wantchekon’s (2011) research
shows that regions heavily exposed to slave raids display lower levels of
trust even today, affecting cooperation, social cohesion, and collective
action. These cultural legacies contribute to the persistence of weak civic
institutions and difficulties in fostering continental unity.
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B. Enduring Impacts on the African Diaspora

Systemic Racism and Structural Inequality: For the African Diaspora, the
most visible legacy of slavery is the persistence of systemic racism.
Across the Americas and Europe, African-descended populations
remain disproportionately affected by poverty, unemployment,
housing discrimination, police violence, and mass incarceration
(Alexander, 2012; Glenn, 2021). Scholars argue that these patterns are
not incidental but structural continuities of slavery’s racialized
hierarchies, embedded in legal, political, and economic institutions
(Baptiste, 2020; Kendi, 2019).

The afterlife of slavery is evident in the racial wealth gap. For instance, in
the United States, African American households hold only a fraction of the
wealth of white households—a disparity rooted in centuries of exclusion
from property ownership, education, and capital accumulation since
emancipation (Darity & Mullen, 2020). Similar inequalities are observed in
Brazil, the Caribbean, and Europe, where Afro-descendants remain
marginalized despite formal equality.

Cultural Resistance and Identity Formation: Despite the trauma of
displacement and enslavement, the African Diaspora forged
resilient cultural identities that continue to enrich global societies.
Enslaved Africans preserved elements of their languages, spiritual
practices, and artistic traditions, which blended with local
influences to create new cultural forms such as jazz, reggae,
samba, and hip-hop (Gilroy, 1993; Chude-Sokei, 2016). These
cultural productions are not merely aesthetic but acts of
resistance, affirming dignity and continuity in the face of
oppression.

Paul Gilroy’s (1993) concept of the “Black Atlantic” emphasizes that
diasporic culture is a dynamic, transnational space where African-
descended peoples negotiate modernity, double consciousness, and
liberation. The enduring impact of the slave trade thus includes not
only trauma but also creativity, producing cultural forms that serve
as vehicles of empowerment and global solidarity.
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Psychological and Intergenerational Trauma: The psychological dimensions of
slavery’s legacy are increasingly recognized in contemporary scholarship.
Concepts such as “intergenerational trauma” highlight how the violence,
displacement, and dehumanization of slavery continue to affect
descendants through persistent experiences of marginalization and
collective memory (Eyerman, 2001; DeGruy, 2017). For example, studies
show higher levels of stress, mental health challenges, and resilience
struggles among African-descended populations living in racially stratified
societies (Comas-Díaz et al., 2019).

At the same time, diasporic communities have cultivated powerful traditions of
healing, spirituality, and resistance. From Afro-Caribbean religious practices
like Vodou and Santería to African American traditions of gospel and liberation
theology, these cultural forms provide resilience mechanisms that counteract
the dehumanizing legacies of enslavement.

C. Shared Struggles: Africa and Its Diaspora
While Africa and the Diaspora experienced the legacies of slavery differently,
their struggles remain interconnected. The systemic underdevelopment of Africa
is mirrored by the systemic marginalization of Afro-descended populations
globally. Pan-African thinkers have long emphasized these connections, arguing
that liberation for Africa and its Diaspora must be pursued together (Nkrumah,
1963; Rabaka, 2010).

Contemporary movements such as Black Lives Matter (BLM) and youth-led
African protests against corruption, inequality, and authoritarianism (e.g., Nigeria’s
#EndSARS movement) reflect this enduring link. Both confront systemic injustice
rooted in slavery’s afterlife whether in the form of racialized policing in the West
or neo-colonial economic dependency in Africa.

The enduring impacts of the transatlantic slave trade are evident in Africa’s
underdevelopment, institutional fragility, and social fragmentation, as well as in
the Diaspora’s systemic marginalization and cultural resilience. These legacies are
not simply historical residues; they are dynamic structures of inequality and
resistance that shape the present. Recognizing these connections is essential for
developing strategies of solidarity, liberation, and justice. The next section will
explore Pan-Africanism as a critical framework through which Africans and the
Diaspora have sought to confront and transform these enduring legacies.
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SECTION 3: 
THE ROLE OF 

PAN-AFRICANISM
IN THE GLOBAL
STRUGGLE FOR

LIBERATION

Pan-Africanism emerged as both a
political ideology and cultural
movement responding to the global
realities of racial oppression and
colonial domination. Its origins can be
traced to the intellectual and political
efforts of the African Diaspora in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, particularly in the works of
figures like Edward Blyden, Henry
Sylvester Williams, and W.E.B. Du Bois
(Adi, 2018). Du Bois’s 1900 Pan-
African Conference in London and
subsequent congresses laid an
intellectual foundation for uniting
Africans and their descendants
against racism and imperialism.
Pan-Africanism was not merely a
philosophical response; it was a
mobilizing framework that connected
diverse struggles across Africa, the
Caribbean, the United States, and
Europe. As P. Olisanwuche Esedebe
(1994) argued, the central principle of
Pan-Africanism was the belief in the
common destiny of African peoples,
whether on the continent or in the
Diaspora. This shared vision of liberation
challenged the fragmentation created by
slavery and colonialism.

A. Historical Foundations of Pan-African Thought
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B. Pan-Africanism and the Neo Black Movement (NBM)
The Pan-African movement has historically been carried forward not only by intellectuals,
statesmen, and cultural leaders, but also by grassroots organizations committed to the
defense of African dignity and the pursuit of global justice. Among such organizations, the
Neo Black Movement of Africa (NBM) represents a significant expression of contemporary
Pan-Africanist thought and practice. Founded in Nigeria during the late twentieth century,
NBM arose in response to persistent racial discrimination, economic marginalization, and the
cultural alienation of African peoples. Its emergence reflects both a continuation of historical
abolitionist struggles and a rearticulation of Pan-African ideals in the context of modern
challenges such as neo-colonialism, global inequality, and systemic racism (Ojo, 2020;
Adebayo, 2022).

NBM’s core philosophy emphasizes the reaffirmation of African identity and the unity of Africa
and its Diaspora as essential to the liberation of Black people worldwide. This orientation is
consistent with earlier Pan-Africanist visions articulated by W.E.B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey,
and Kwame Nkrumah, but is distinct in its focus on mobilizing youth and community
structures as agents of transformation. By foregrounding issues such as educational
empowerment, cultural revival, and social justice, NBM situates itself within a long lineage of
liberationist struggles while simultaneously adapting to the realities of the twenty-first
century (Okafor, 2021).

Importantly, NBM has contributed to global conversations on human rights and racial justice
by fostering transnational solidarity. Its activism and advocacy work underscore the principle
that the afterlives of slavery can only be addressed through collective action that transcends
borders. In this sense, NBM embodies the Pan-African conviction that the liberation of Africa
is inseparably linked to the emancipation of its global Diaspora. By situating itself as both a
guardian of historical memory and a platform for contemporary resistance, NBM plays a vital
role in advancing the unfinished project of abolition, reminding the world that the struggle for
Black liberation is ongoing and requires the active participation of organized movements.

C. Pan-Africanism and the Decolonization Struggles
In the mid-twentieth century, Pan-Africanism became a driving force in
the political decolonization of Africa and the Caribbean. Leaders such as
Kwame Nkrumah, Jomo Kenyatta, Julius Nyerere, and George Padmore
positioned Pan-African unity as essential to dismantling colonial rule.
Nkrumah (1963/2020) declared that “the independence of Ghana is
meaningless unless it is linked up with the total liberation of the African
continent.” This sentiment captured the Pan-African insistence that
national independence could not be isolated from continental freedom.

The formation of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) in 1963
institutionalized Pan-African cooperation, though it was limited by the
competing priorities of newly independent states. Still, the OAU provided a
platform for coordinating anti-colonial struggles, supporting liberation
movements in Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, and South Africa (Murithi,
2019). In the Caribbean, leaders such as Eric Williams and Michael Manley
similarly drew inspiration from Pan-African ideals to link Caribbean
independence movements to broader global liberation struggles.
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D. Cultural Pan-Africanism and Diaspora Movements
Pan-Africanism has also thrived as a cultural and intellectual movement. The Harlem
Renaissance, Negritude, Rastafarianism, and later the Black Arts Movement exemplify how
Diaspora intellectuals and artists embraced African heritage as a source of resistance and
renewal (Gilroy, 1993; Edwards, 2017). These cultural currents challenged the imposed
inferiority of Black identity, reclaiming African history and aesthetics as sites of pride. 

Contemporary Afrocentric and decolonial scholarship continues this tradition, emphasizing
the need to delink from Eurocentric epistemologies and affirm African-centered ways of
knowing (Asante, 2019; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2020). Cultural Pan-Africanism remains a critical
tool in shaping global narratives about Africa and the Diaspora, countering stereotypes, and
promoting solidarity across borders.

E. Pan-Africanism in Contemporary Global Politics
Today, Pan-Africanism finds new expression in both formal institutions and grassroots
movements. The African Union (AU), which succeeded the OAU in 2002, embodies the
aspiration of continental integration. While the AU has faced criticism for bureaucratic
inefficiency and political constraints, initiatives such as the African Continental Free Trade
Area (AfCFTA) reflect ongoing attempts to realize Nkrumah’s vision of African unity (Murithi
& Muchie, 2022).

Beyond state institutions, grassroots Pan-Africanism thrives in movements such as
Black Lives Matter (BLM), which, while originating in the United States, resonates
globally with anti-racist and decolonial struggles (Taylor, 2016; Nyabola, 2020). The
2020 protests following the killing of George Floyd sparked solidarity demonstrations
in Africa, Europe, and Latin America, demonstrating the interconnectedness of global
struggles against systemic racism. Pan-African networks of activists, intellectuals,
and cultural producers are increasingly using digital technologies to foster
transnational solidarity (Wekker, 2021; Okoth, 2023).

F. Challenges and Prospects for Pan-Africanism
Despite its enduring relevance, Pan-Africanism faces significant challenges in the
contemporary era. The persistence of neo-colonial structures, regional conflicts,
authoritarian governance, and economic dependency all undermine the vision of a united
Africa. Moreover, Pan-Africanism must grapple with internal diversity, ethnic, linguistic,
religious, and gender differences that sometimes complicate solidarity. Scholars caution
against romanticizing unity without addressing internal inequalities, particularly those
related to gender and class (Mama, 2015; Aidoo, 2021).

Yet, as emerging scholarship argues, Pan-Africanism continues to provide an indispensable
framework for imagining liberation in a globalized but unequal world. 
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Its relevance is reaffirmed in struggles against global capitalism, climate
injustice, and migration crises, all of which disproportionately affect
African and Afro-descended peoples (Maldonado-Torres, 2020; Branch &
Mampilly, 2022). 

In this sense, Pan-Africanism is not a relic of the twentieth century but a
living project that adapts to new forms of domination and resistance. Its
central message that the freedom of Africans everywhere is
interconnected remains vital in confronting the unfinished business of
decolonization and racial justice.
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SECTION 4: 
LINKING ABOLITIONIST

STRUGGLES WITH
TODAY’S RESISTANCE

AGAINST 
NEO-COLONIALISM,
SYSTEMIC RACISM,

AND ECONOMIC
INJUSTICE

The abolitionist movement against the
transatlantic slave trade and slavery in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
was not simply a humanitarian cause; it
was a radical political struggle that
combined grassroots activism,
intellectual advocacy, and transnational
solidarity (Drescher, 2017). Abolitionists
such as Olaudah Equiano, Frederick
Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and later
figures like Sojourner Truth fore-
grounded the moral contradictions of
slavery in societies that professed
liberty and equality (Gates, 2019). Their
resistance, both intellectual and
physical, created a template for
subsequent global struggles against
oppression.

Today, scholars increasingly highlight
the ways in which contemporary anti-
racist and decolonial struggles are
heirs to abolitionist legacies (Horne,
2018; Taylor, 2016). Movements like
Black Lives Matter invoke abolition
not merely as the ending of slavery
but as a broader dismantling of racial
capitalism, mass incarceration, and
systemic inequality (Kelley, 2022). In
this sense, abolition serves as both a
historical reference point and a
political horizon for contemporary
movements seeking justice.

A. Continuities between Abolition and  
Contemporary Liberation Movements
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B. Neo-Colonialism as the “New Slavery
Kwame Nkrumah’s (1965/2021) concept of neo-colonialism remains highly
relevant in analyzing the enduring exploitation of Africa. Although many
African states achieved political independence in the mid-twentieth century,
their economies remained structurally dependent on former colonial powers
and global capitalist institutions. The extraction of resources, unequal trade
relationships, and structural adjustment programs imposed by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank has been described as
mechanisms that perpetuate colonial patterns of domination (Mkandawire,
2015; Rodney, 2018).

Recent scholarship argues that neo-colonialism manifests in new forms such
as debt dependency, multinational land grabs, and exploitative trade deals,
which limit Africa’s sovereignty (Adi, 2018; Branch & Mampilly, 2022).
Activists and intellectuals often draw direct parallels between the coercive
exploitation of enslaved Africans and the structural subjugation of African
economies today. Just as abolitionists resisted slavery, Pan-Africanists and
social movements now confront neo-colonial systems that continue to
marginalize Africa in the global order (Zeleza, 2020).

C. Systemic Racism in the Diaspora
In the African Diaspora, systemic racism functions as an enduring legacy of
slavery and segregation. In the United States, disproportionate rates of
police violence, mass incarceration, and economic inequality among African
Americans are frequently interpreted as extensions of the slave system
(Alexander, 2020). Scholars of critical race theory argue that the “racial
contract” continues to structure global hierarchies, rendering Blackness
synonymous with marginality (Mills, 2017; Crenshaw, 2019).
The abolitionist struggles of the past resonate strongly with today’s anti-racist
mobilizations. The Black Lives Matter movement, for instance, invokes abolitionist
language in its calls to “defund the police” and dismantle carceral systems (Taylor,
2016; Kelley, 2022). In Europe, activism against racial profiling, anti-immigrant
policies, and colonial memory struggles similarly demonstrate the ongoing fight
against systemic racism (Emejulu & Bassel, 2017; Wekker, 2021). These struggles
echo the abolitionist demand for not only ending overt oppression but transforming
the social structures that sustain inequality.
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D. Economic Injustice and Global Capitalism
The global capitalist system continues to reproduce economic injustices that
disproportionately affect African and Afro-descended populations. Scholars
have shown that the racialized distribution of wealth and labor is a direct
legacy of slavery and colonialism (Robinson, 2021). The concept of racial
capitalism first articulated by Cedric Robinson remains central to
understanding how racial hierarchies underpin global economic inequality
(Kelley, 2022).

Contemporary examples include the exploitation of African labor in extractive
industries, inequitable climate burdens borne by African and Caribbean
nations, and the exclusion of African states from global decision-making
forums (Maldonado-Torres, 2020; Okoth, 2023). Just as abolitionists in the
nineteenth century connected slavery to broader economic structures, today’s
Pan-Africanists and activists highlight the systemic nature of economic
injustice. They argue that liberation requires not only legal reforms but also
structural changes in global economic relations (Branch & Mampilly, 2022).

E. Toward a New Abolitionism
Contemporary scholars and activists increasingly speak of a “new
abolitionism,” which seeks to address the multifaceted legacies of slavery
through systemic transformation (Davis, 2016; Gilmore, 2021). This includes
dismantling mass incarceration, challenging global debt regimes, resisting neo-
colonial extractivism, and confronting systemic racism in all its forms.

The linkage between past and present struggles is thus not metaphorical but
substantive. Abolitionism provides both a moral framework and a strategic
blueprint for today’s global struggles against oppression. Just as nineteenth-
century abolitionists built transnational alliances across Africa, Europe, and the
Americas, contemporary movements rely on Pan-African and global solidarities
to challenge entrenched systems of injustice (Nyabola, 2020; Adi, 2018).

In this way, the abolitionist tradition lives on, rearticulated in twenty-first-
century struggles against neo-colonialism, systemic racism, and economic
injustice. The unfinished project of emancipation remains a global imperative.
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CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The history of the transatlantic slave
trade remains one of the most
consequential episodes in world
history, shaping Africa, the Diaspora,
and the global order in profound and
enduring ways. Far from being a
closed chapter of the past, its
legacies continue to manifest in the
structural inequalities, systemic
racism, and neo-colonial practices
that define the twenty-first century.
This article has demonstrated that
the abolitionist struggles of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
were not merely campaigns to end a
particular system of human bondage,
but the foundational expressions of a
continuing global struggle for
freedom, dignity, and justice.

Pan-Africanism emerged as a crucial intellectual and political response to
this historical reality, providing a framework that connects the liberation
of African peoples to a wider project of global emancipation. From the
early writings of W.E.B. Du Bois and Marcus Garvey to the political
leadership of Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, and contemporary Pan-
Africanists, the movement has consistently sought to transform the
memory of slavery into a unifying call for solidarity and collective action.
Its vision of a liberated and self-determined Africa remains indispensable
in resisting the fragmentation and dependency imposed by global
capitalism and neo-colonial arrangements.
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The parallels between the abolitionist movements of the past and today’s
struggles against systemic racism, economic injustice, and neo-colonial
domination are not coincidental. Both represent responses to structures
of racialized exploitation that adapt to new historical contexts while
maintaining core logics of oppression. Just as abolitionists forged
transnational alliances, contemporary movements such as Black Lives
Matter, decolonial activism, and Pan-African solidarity initiatives highlight
the necessity of building global coalitions to challenge entrenched
hierarchies of race and power.

Future scholarship and activism must advance this trajectory in several
ways by seeking to bridge academic research with grassroots activism,
ensuring that intellectual work contributes directly to the liberation of
communities still living under the shadow of slavery’s legacies.

The unfinished project of abolition demands vigilance and creativity. The
struggle against slavery may have formally ended in the nineteenth
century, but its ideological and structural foundations persist in the
twenty-first. For Africa and its Diaspora, emancipation remains both a
memory and a horizon: a reminder of centuries of resilience and
resistance, and a vision for a future free from the chains of neo-
colonialism, systemic racism, and economic injustice. In affirming this
continuity, we not only honor the sacrifices of those who fought for
abolition, but also recommit to completing their work in our own time.
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