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Topic 4.5 — Maritime Empires Maintained and Developed (Parts 3 & 4) 

Standards Table 

Thematic Focus Learning 
Objective 

Key Concept 

Social Interactions and 
Organization (SIO) – The 
process by which societies 
group their members and the 
norms that govern the 
interactions between these 
groups and between 
individuals influence political, 
economic, and cultural 
institutions and organization. 

Unit 4: Learning 
Objective J – 
Explain how 
political, 
economic, and 
cultural factors 
affected society 
from 1450 to 
1750. 

KC-4.2.III.C – Some notable 
gender and family 
restructuring occurred, 
including demographic 
changes in Africa that resulted 
from the trade of enslaved 
persons.  
 
KC-4.1.IV.D.ii – The Atlantic 
trading system involved the 
movement of labor—including 
enslaved persons and the 
mixing of African, American, 
and European cultures and 
peoples, with all parties 
contributing to this cultural 
synthesis. 

Cultural Developments and 
Interactions (CDI) – The 
development of ideas, 
beliefs, and religions 
illustrates how groups in 
society view themselves, and 
the interactions of societies 
and their beliefs often have 
political, social, and cultural 
implications. 

Unit 4: Learning 
Objective K – 
Explain the 
similarities and 
differences in how 
various belief 
systems affected 
societies from 
1450 to 1750. 

KC-4.1.VI – In some cases, 
the increase and 
intensification of interactions 
between newly connected 
hemispheres expanded the 
reach and furthered 
development of existing 
religions, and contributed to 
religious conflicts and the 
development of syncretic 
belief systems and practices. 

Learning Objectives 

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Explain how the Atlantic slave trade reshaped African and American societies. 
• Describe demographic and gender changes caused by forced migration. 
• Analyze the development of syncretic religious traditions in the Atlantic world. 
• Compare the effects of expanding religions across different regions. 

Lesson Overview 

Between 1450 and 1750, maritime empires reshaped societies across Africa, the 
Americas, and Europe. The Atlantic slave trade caused major demographic shifts in 
West and Central Africa, disrupting families and altering gender balances. In the 
Americas, enslaved Africans contributed to the creation of new, blended cultures that 
combined African, European, and Indigenous traditions. 
 
At the same time, expanding global connections spread religions across continents. 
Christianity expanded in the Americas and parts of Africa and Asia, while Islam 
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continued to spread in Africa and South Asia. In many regions, belief systems 
blended, creating syncretic practices such as Vodou in Haiti or the incorporation of 
Indigenous traditions into Catholicism in Latin America. 

Essential Vocabulary 

1. Demographic change – A shift in the size, structure, or distribution of a 
population. 

2. Syncretism – The blending of different religious or cultural traditions. 
3. Atlantic slave trade – The forced movement of millions of Africans to the 

Americas between the 1500s and 1800s. 
4. Gender restructuring – Changes in the roles and ratios of men and women 

in society. 
5. Cultural synthesis – The mixing of cultural traditions to create new forms of 

expression. 

Background Reading 

The Atlantic slave trade removed millions of young men and women from West and 
Central Africa. Because many enslaved people were young males, some African 
regions experienced gender imbalances. Communities were disrupted, and warfare 
between states sometimes increased as rulers captured people for sale. These 
demographic changes altered family structures and labor systems. 
 
In the Americas, enslaved Africans preserved aspects of their languages, music, 
foodways, and religious beliefs. Over time, these traditions blended with European 
Christianity and Indigenous customs. For example, Catholic saints were sometimes 
connected with African spiritual beings, creating new syncretic belief systems. 
 
Religious expansion also intensified conflict. Christian missionary activity 
accompanied Spanish and Portuguese colonization. In some cases, Indigenous 
populations converted; in others, resistance occurred. Across the Atlantic world, 
religion shaped social hierarchies, justified slavery, and influenced daily life. 

Primary Sources 

Source 1 
Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano 
(1789) 
Full text: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/equiano.asp  
The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast was the sea, and 
a slave ship, which was then riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo. These filled 
me with astonishment, which was soon converted into terror when I was carried on 
board. I was immediately handled, and tossed up, to see if I were sound, by some of 
the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad spirits, and 
that they were going to kill me. 
 
The closeness of the place, and the heat of the climate, added to the number in the 
ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself, almost 
suffocated us. The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered the 
whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable. Many were chained together; and 
when we were permitted on deck, it was by turns, and under guard. 
 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/equiano.asp
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In this manner we continued for several weeks, suffering under every kind of misery. 
The separation of families, the despair of mothers, and the confusion of tongues 
among people from many nations made our condition more painful. Yet even in such 
misery, some retained their songs and customs, remembering their homeland though 
torn from it. 
 
Guided Analysis Questions (SAQ-Style) 

1. Identify ONE way the Atlantic slave trade affected African societies. 
2. Explain ONE way the excerpt illustrates demographic or gender restructuring. 
3. Explain ONE way enslaved Africans contributed to cultural synthesis in the 

Americas. 
 
Source 2 
Jesuit Account of Missionary Activity in the Americas (17th Century) 
From the Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents. 
Full text archive: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/jesuits.asp  
We instruct the natives daily in the doctrines of the Holy Faith, teaching them the 
prayers and commandments of God. Many among them have accepted baptism, 
though they continue to retain certain customs of their ancestors. We labor patiently 
to guide them away from their former rites and toward the true worship of God. 
 
Yet we observe that even among the converts there remains a blending of practices. 
Some festivals once dedicated to their ancient spirits are now celebrated in the name 
of saints. They kneel before the cross, yet they remember the traditions of their 
forefathers. 
 
Through these missions, the Faith spreads into lands once unknown to Christendom. 
However, the encounter of peoples produces both devotion and resistance, and the 
growth of the Church is accompanied by hardship, negotiation, and adaptation. 
 
Guided Analysis Questions (SAQ-Style) 

1. Identify ONE way Christianity expanded in the Americas according to the 
excerpt. 

2. Explain ONE example of syncretism described in the passage. 
3. Explain ONE similarity or difference between religious expansion in the 

Americas and another region (Africa, South Asia, etc.) during this period. 

Demographic Impact of the Atlantic Slave Trade 

Region Social Effect Demographic Effect 

West Africa Increased warfare Loss of working-age population 

Caribbean Plantation labor system Majority African-descended populations 

Brazil Cultural blending Growth of Afro-Brazilian communities 

Examples of Religious Syncretism 

Region Blended Traditions Example 

Haiti West African + Catholic Vodou 

Mexico Indigenous + Catholic Day of the Dead practices 

Brazil Yoruba + Catholic Candomblé 

 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/jesuits.asp
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Change / Continuity / Comparison 

Changes: 
• Large-scale forced migration reshaped African and American societies. 
• New racial and social hierarchies developed in colonial regions. 
• Syncretic religions emerged in the Atlantic world. 

 
Continuities: 

• African cultural traditions persisted despite enslavement. 
• Major world religions (Christianity, Islam) continued expanding. 

 
Comparison: 
Christianity expanded through missionary work in the Americas, while Islam often 
spread through trade networks in Africa and South Asia. 

Key Takeaways 

• The Atlantic slave trade caused major demographic and gender shifts. 
• African cultural traditions survived and blended with other traditions. 
• Religious expansion sometimes led to syncretism rather than replacement. 
• Maritime empires reshaped social hierarchies and belief systems. 

DBQ-Style Reflection Writing Activity 

Prompt: 
Using both documents, evaluate how maritime empires reshaped societies and belief 
systems between 1450 and 1750. 
Write 2–3 paragraphs that: 

• Present a clear thesis. 
• Use evidence from both documents. 
• Include at least one piece of outside historical evidence (e.g., caste systems 

in Latin America, Vodou, Candomblé, Islamic expansion in West Africa, 
plantation economies). 

• Explain how one document’s point of view, purpose, or historical context 
strengthens your argument. 

 
Primary Source Citations 
Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789). 
Internet Medieval Sourcebook. https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/equiano.asp  
Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents (17th century). Internet Medieval Sourcebook. 
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/jesuits.asp  
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