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Excerpt from

The 1619 Project Essay No.1: “Slavery, Power and the Human Cost” by Mary Elliott and Jazmine

Hughes for The New York TImes (page 5)

Directions:  Read the excerpt below and answer the discussion question.

In the 15th century, the Roman Catholic Church divided the world in half, granting Portugal a

monopoly on trade in West Africa and Spain the right to colonize the New World in its quest for

land and gold. Pope Nicholas V buoyed Portuguese efforts and issued the Romanus Pontifex of

1455, which affirmed Portugal’s exclusive rights to territories it claimed along the West African

coast and the trade from those areas.  It granted the right to invade, plunder and ‘‘reduce their

persons to perpetual slavery.’’

Queen Isabella invested in Christopher Columbus’s exploration to increase her wealth and

ultimately rejected the enslavement of Native Americans, claiming that they were Spanish

subjects. Spain established an asiento, or contract, that authorized the direct shipment of captive

Africans for trade as human commodities in the Spanish colonies in the Americas. Eventually

other European nation-states — the Netherlands, France, Denmark and England — seeking

similar economic and geopolitical power joined in the trade, exchanging goods and people with

leaders along the West African coast, who ran self-sustaining societies known for their

mineral-rich land and wealth in gold and other trade goods.

They competed to secure the asiento and colonize the New World. With these efforts, a new form

of slavery came into being. It was endorsed by the European nation-states and based on race,

and it resulted in the largest forced migration in the world: Some 12.5 million men, women and

children of African descent were forced into the trans-Atlantic slave trade. The sale of their

bodies and the product of their labor brought the Atlantic world into being, including colonial

North America. In the colonies, status began to be defined by race and class, and whether by

custom, case law or statute, freedom was limited to maintain the enterprise of slavery and

ensure power.

Questions:

1. Based on the excerpt, what does the future look like for the continent of Africa?  Use

evidence to support your answer.

2. Do you think African leaders will be able to prevent European powers from invading,

plundering and dividing up the continent?  Why or why not?
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3. What do you think life was like in Africa before contact with the Europeans?


