
The Abolition of the Transatlantic Slave Trade in 

Educational Text-books

This year marks the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the slave trade in the 

British Empire. Using books taken from the Newsam Library and its Special 

Collections, this exhibition shows how the slave trade and its abolition have been 

represented in educational  text-books from the early 19th century. The Newsam

library has the largest collection of learned books and periodicals on educational 

studies in Europe, including 22 Special Collections of rare books and pamphlets. 

For more details on the Newsam library please see the Information Services web 

pages at: www.ioe.ac.uk/service/4389.html

Top right: Title page of Elegant Extracts or useful and entertaining pieces of poetry selected for the improvement of 

younger persons (1801).

Bottom centre: Contents pages from A M Hartley The Oratorical Class-book with the Principles of Elocution 8th Edition 

(Blackie & Son, Glasgow, 1838).

óFor The Improvement Of Young Personsô

Poetry and prose extracts regarding the slave 

trade and the abolition movement first appeared in 

educational books designed to teach elocution to 

children and develop their ótasteô in literature. 

Elocution text-books quoted various texts from 

famous authors and commentators of the day. At 

this period children were expected to read, 

memorise and deliver speeches as part of their 

education, for example Elegant Extracts and The 

Oratorical Class-book. 



óBritanniaôs Growth  & Greatnessô 

By the late 19th century the slave trade appeared in 

British history text-books.  Text-books published up 

until the 1970s were largely chronological narratives, 

often glorifying the nation or individuals, reflecting the 

rise of British nationalism.  

These books depict the slave trade and its abolition as 

only an small aspect of the history of the Britain 

Empire.  The Short History of the English People gives 

a Anglo-centric history of the world and dedicates only 

one page to the slave trade and its abolition.  History 

text-books of this period generally depict national and 

racial stereotypes and sometimes use racist 

terminology. 

Top right: Front cover J R Green Short History of the English People Vol. 4 (Macmillan & Co, London, 1908)

Centre: Pages from W H Woodward A Short History of The Expansion of The British Empire 1500-1870 (London, 1899).

Bottom left: Front cover of A J Berry Britannia's Growth & Greatness: An Historical Geography of the British Empire (Sir Isaac 

Pitman & Sons, London, 1924).

Bottom right: Front cover of Chamberôs Periodic History: Book VI Britain in Modern Times (1688 to the present time) (W & R 

Chambers Ltd, London, [1924]).



Empire to Commonwealth

Nationalistic histories became less relevant due to 

the decolonisation of the British Empire and the 

increasingly multicultural society which was created 

by migrations to Britain after the Second World War. 

Also, social and economic academic history became 

more popular and had begun to filter into the 

educational text-books by the late 1960s. 

Text-books concentrated more on the social and 

economic aspects of the slave trade. The slave trade 

also appeared in history text-books written about 

former British colonies. An interesting example is on 

display in the cabinet below. E A AddyôsGhana 

History for Primary Schools is a history of the 

Republic of Ghana written for Ghanaian children 

after it gained its independence in 1957. 

Top left: Front cover of E A AddyGhana History for Primary Schools Book 2(Longmans, Green & Co, London, 1960).
Centre : Map of the slave coast of Africa taken from F R Augier, S C Gordon, D G Hall, M Reckford The Making of the West Indies (Longmans, 
Green & Co, London, 1961).
Bottom left: Front cover of S V LumbA Short History of Central and Southern Africa(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1954).
Bottom right: Front cover of A Garcia History of the West Indies(George G Harrap, & Co Ltd, London, 1965).


