
How did British 

understandings of race 

change between 1600 

and 1807? 



Did abolition in 1807 
mean that Britons had 
stopped thinking in 
racial terms?

Lesson 3



• I can identify the complex 
relationships between beliefs and 
laws.

• I can explain, with evidence, the 
continuation of racism after 1807 
by making a judgement.

• I can explain how British 
understandings of race changed 
between 1600 and 1807, by 
summarising my learning.

To investigate if the abolition of the 

slave trade in 1807 demonstrated a 

change in how Britons thought 

about race.



• I See… 

– What descriptions can I make from this photo?

• I Think… 

– What do I think this is a photo of? What historical 

event does it link to?

• I Wonder… 

– What is left unanswered about this historical event, 

just by looking at this picture?



Think     Pair     Share

Does a law being enforced by the government, mean that thing (addressed 
by the law) will stop? 

Can you think of any examples of this from your experiences?

60 secs     60 secs     2 minutes



1807 Abolition of the Slave Trade

The UK Parliament passed the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act in 1807. 

• This act prohibited British ships from transporting enslaved Africans to 

the Americas. 

However, it didn’t abolish slavery itself. This wasn’t achieved until the 

Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 which banned slavery in the British Empire.



A misunderstanding about abolition

Some people assume that following the abolition, life got dramatically 

better for black people after 1807, or even 1833. The abolition of 1807 did 

not mean that black enslaved people were now free. 

Whilst Britain was no longer allowed to transport enslaved African people 

African people, black people still faced hardships, inequality, and 

racism. 

As you may have noted from your Think - Pair - Share, not everyone will 

change their beliefs just because of new/changed laws. This is certainly 

the case for abolition and racism.



Summarising historiography

On the next few slides, there will be different points of view about the 

continuation of racism after 1807.

Your job is to right down notes under the headings given, in your own jotter, 

about how abolition either did or did not mean that Britons continued 

thinking in racial terms.

You could do this as a mind-map, or as lists.



Abolitionists

William Wilberforce is hailed as a key figure in the 
abolition campaign. However, whilst he was anti-
slavery, he also held racist views. Wilberforce 
spoke of the “mental and moral inferiority” of black 
people in 1807 (the year of the abolition of the 
trade). 

Some abolitionists, such as Wilberforce, took part 
in the campaign as they were worried about 
judgement from God as opposed to actually 
believing that racist beliefs were unfounded.

Other abolitionists argued that “black behaviour” 
was due to a lack of training, that could be given 
by white people. This shows that abolitionists 
still had negative views of black people, even if 
it was not the belief surrounding inferiority.



Anti-abolitionists

There was still a significant anti-abolitionist 

campaign after 1807. Many believed that slavery 

should remain legal in the British Empire, with 

some having economic justifications or others 

using racist beliefs as justifications.

An example of a Scottish anti-abolitionist 

would be James MacQueen, who wrote 

for the Glasgow Courier from 1821.



Why would the British Empire bring in laws to preserve the health of 

enslaved people?

Things to consider:

• What was abolished in 1807?

• Why would this mean they need to preserve the health of those already 

enslaved?



Law in Britain (1)

Between 1823 and 1833, the British government introduced 

the Amelioration acts.

Enslaved people in the Caribbean were to receive 

Christian teachings, and Sunday markets were banned to 

promote church attendance. Families couldn't be 

separated by sale, and slaves could buy their freedom.

Their right to own property was also protected. Harsh 

punishments were reduced, with women no longer being 

flogged and overseers not allowed to carry whips.

The reasons for these acts are two-fold: to give 

enslaved people protections for their health; whilst 

delaying the ending of slavery and keeping enslaved 

people alive for longer and attempting to make them 

content with slavery, as Britain could no longer bring 

more people from Africa.



Law in Britain (2)

Slavery as a whole was not abolished until 1833 across 

the British Empire. 

That’s 26 years after the British slave trade was 

abolished. Whilst Britons couldn’t bring more enslaved 

people from Africa, they were able to continue 

owning people.

Even after 1833, formerly enslaved people, whilst 

legally free, were forced to work as “apprentices” 

on plantations in similar work conditions.



Imperialism

Seymour Drescher argues that “disdainful racial attitudes” 

were intensified by imperialism in the 19th century.

In order to justify the colonisation of other nations, Britain 

argued that they were in a position of superiority as white 

people. 

Through this, it was suggested that Britain was helping the 

colonies to be ‘better’. 

There were further developments in ‘scientific racism’ 

beliefs to help justify and ‘evidence’ this inferiority. 

As we know from our previous lessons, there was no basis 

for these beliefs. They built on existing beliefs about African 

people and expanded to other ‘groups’ being colonised.



Making a judgement

Seymour Drescher, in his article ‘The Ending of the 
Slave Trade and the Evolution of European Scientific 
Racism’, said:

“...the entire abolitionist 

process altered the path of 

racism very little.”

How valid is this statement? 

Can you support your judgement with evidence?



Plenary

Our series of lessons has had the aim of answering our enquiry question: 

How did British understanding of race change between 1600 and 1807?

Using all the activities you have completed and notes you now have, attempt to answer this 

question as a short paragraph. Remember, any statement you make must be backed up with 

evidence/examples.

A way of potentially tackling this question would be to split your answer into three parts -

views before the slave trade, during, and after abolition - and discussing how this is 

different or similar.
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