
SLAVERY AND THE 
COMING OF THE 

AMERICAN CIVIL WAR



“The greatest inconvenience associated with my endeavor 
is that here one sees men who resemble us almost in 
nothing, who seem to us to be outside of nature –
perhaps as much because we are in that state ourselves 
as because they are in fact there.”

Jean-Jacques Rousseau



Why Study Slavery?

240 years

4 million slaves

800,000 dead

150 years of reconstruction



May 6 - Session 1 – Slavery Ancient and Modern – we 
will look at the centuries’ long practice of slavery 
in Europe and the Americas

May 13 - Session 2 – Slavery and Colonial America –
we will look at how the US Constitution addressed 
slavery as it existed in 1787

May 20 - Session 3 – The Empire of Cotton – we will 
look at the early Industrial Revolution and its ties 
to textile production, cotton and slavery; important 
in understanding the prime cause of slavery



May 27 – No class Memorial Day

June 3 - Session 4 – Geographic Expansion and Slavery – the years after the 
American Revolution were ones of growth in the geography and economics of the 
country and we see early political conflicts with slavery and other major issues

June 10 - Session 5 – Planters, Yeomen and the Rest – we examine the “mind of the 
South” and  of the North in a slave culture

June 17 - Session 6 – The Politics of Slavery - we look at the increasing political 
conflict at the country confronts expansion and the role of slavery in the new 
states
June 24 - Session 7 – The Secession Crisis – we look at the immediate events that 
led to the Civil War as the slave states addressed the election of Abraham 
Lincoln.



The Approach

View slavery from the future

Understand the mindset of 
masters and slaves

Understand the mindset of 
nonslave owners

Understand why actions were 
taken

How does this relate to us?



Approaches
Framing
Fear, Honor and Interest
Interest and Strain
Perception and Misperception
Economics and Empire



Who am I?

No history degree but a love of history 
and its value for providing experience

Not excessively conservative or liberal 
in political or social views

A Capitalist and an American 

Have no axe to grind

Have backed into interest in slavery



Slavery Ancient and 

Modern

“What Country, friend, is this?”

Viola, Twelfth Night



Main thought

❑ Slavery in the Western Hemisphere
was a basic economic component of 
the exploitation of the resources of 
the Old and New World.

❑ Many doubt that the New World 
would have developed as quickly 
(attracted as many people) 
without slavery



• The ancient cognitive basis for modern 
slavery

o Aristotle and the purpose of man 
o Tribalism
o International anarchy



▪ Slaves made non-slave 
peasants feel more 
important and not the 
last in line

▪ Slaves were a status 
symbol to their owners

▪ Slaves were often of a 
darker complexion than 
masters due to outside 
work 

▪ A darker complexion 
became a slave marker



Sources of Slaves
o conquest (by a just 

war), piracy, debt, 
kidnapping

o In the modern world 
(after 1400) when 
supplying the Western 
Hemisphere – African 
conquest and 
kidnapping – Muslims 
and Africans



• Why the Ancient World?

• Greece the first “western” slave society –
totally dependent on slaves to support the 
social/economic system

▪ Slaves gave free men time to “build culture” –
slavery reinforced freedom and became a 
necessary component in the view of Greek 
society



• It is estimated that slaves made 
up to 1/3 of the population in 
Ancient Greek cities

• Slaves served as household 
servants, teachers and 
laborers, farm workers, miners, 
sailors, soldiers and 
dockworkers

• Slaves and Sparta



Greek expansion through colonization 
expanded areas of Greek slavery



▪ Romans inherited Greek Slave 
attitudes and system
• Early American colonists and 
later Southern slave holders 
saw Roman politics and 
culture as a model for 
American/Southern 
civilization

• Roman slavery reinforced 
with physical and 
psychological terror 



o Under Roman law, Slaves 
could be brutally 
executed or mutilated for 
insubordination

o slave rebellions were 
always a concern of the 
Roman empire

o4th century Christian 
‘conversion’ of the Roman 
emperor had little affect 
on slave law but did 
promote manumission.



Christianity and the South
o Christian influences dictated 
against white slavery (but not non 
white)
▪ Slavery linked with original sin 
in Christian traditions

▪ Slavery not condemned in either 
Testament
• The curse of Ham

▪ Paul’s Philemon letter urges 
maintaining slave status to a 
run away slave



The Middle Ages
Muslim countries in the middle ages continued 
tradition of turning conquered and kidnapped  
people into slaves



Viking raiders also 
captured and sold people 
into slavery across 
western and eastern 
Europe in the 9th and 10th

centuries



Slavery and the Modern Period (after 
1400)

o Early modern Europe began to 
focus on race as the basis for 
slavery
▪ “Inferior people” were meant to 
be slaves

▪ Also slavery was part of the 
“Christianzation” of “backward” 
peoples



This view was reinforced by the 
Muslim invasions of Europe – a 
dark skinned enemy trying to 
overwhelm Christendom

With the Western conquest of 
Constantinople in early 13th

century, Italian merchants began 
buying white slaves around the 
Black Sea and Caspian Sea for 
sale in Italy.



Example: Between 1414 and 1423 nearly 10,000 bondswomen 
were sold in Renaissance Florence

On the capture of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks in 
1453, the eastern Mediterranean slave trade source was 
changed to Africa



With the fall of Constantinople, Italy 
replaced by Portugal as the major slave 
traders 

Some Italian slave merchants moved to 
Portugal to operate African slave 
trade

Prince Henry of Portugal granted slave 
monopolies in African regions to 
Portugal traders.

Ferdinand of Spain would later grant 
the same in Mexico and South America



• With the blessing of Pope 
Alexander VI in 1494, 
Portugal, which was 
developing Asian spice 
markets, began buying West 
African slaves as its ships 
passed the west African 
coast

• 1st public African slave 
auction in Portugal in 1444

• Spain was utilizing black 
slaves that it would 
emigrate to Mexico and South 
America with masters for 
household service



geographical factors drove 
Europeans to explore the Atlantic 
and develop its commerce: 
(1) new and profitable commercial 

opportunities outside Europe 
(2) create an alternative trade 

network to that controlled by 
Muslim Empire 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islam




▪ Nation state was 
developing in Europe in 
response to need for 
larger armies and to 
meet the Muslim 
threat. Tribes are 
changing

▪ nation state needed 
gold and silver to 
fund large armies and 
state sponsored 
commercial development 
was seen as a partial 
solution 



▪ European traders 
wanted to trade 
for gold, which could 
be found in western 
Africa, and to find a 
maritime route to "the 
Indies" (India), 
for spices without 
having to obtain these 
items from Islamic 
Middle Eastern traders

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gold
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spices


• Source of slaves from Africa 
interior were other Africans 
obtaining slaves by war and 
kidnapping
o Indigenous slave trading in 
Africa long before the 
arrival of Europeans

oSlave traders did not 
venture far inland; slaves 
were brought to the 
coast for trading for 
European goods



• The Atlantic slave trade was the 
result of a chronic labor shortage, 
itself in turn created by the desire of 
European colonists to exploit New 
World land and resources for profit.

• Alternative sources of labor, such 
as indentured servitude, failed to 
provide a sufficient workforce. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Labour_shortage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indentured_servitude


o African slaves were initially 
used on the African Atlantic 
islands on sugar plantations.

o Canary Islands during the 15th 
century

o Cape Verdes islands (1416)
o Madeiras Islands (1424). A 

wealthy sugar producing island 
by 1492

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canary_Islands




▪ Sugar production was back 
breaking work with high 
mortality rate from disease

▪ The African islands out 
produced entire 
Mediterranean sugar 
producers by 1500 and 
supplied Europe through 
export to London, Lisbon 
and other major port cities



▪ Madeiras Island 
Plantations served as 
a model for use in the 
New World

▪ Columbus lived on a 
nearby island for 10 
years and took sugar 
cane from the Canary 
Islands to the 
Caribbean on his 2nd

Western voyage



To the new World

New European developments in 
seafaring technologies resulted in 
ships being better equipped to deal 
with the tidal currents and could 
begin traversing the Atlantic 
Ocean



▪ Slavery was a basic economic 
component of the exploitation of 
the resources of the New 
World. 

▪ Many doubt that the New 
World would have developed as 
quickly without slavery

▪ In the late 1500’s Portugal 
gradually moved sugar 
production from the West 
African islands to Brazil.

▪ Spain began sugar production in 
the Caribbean Islands



▪ The major Atlantic slave trading 
nations were: the Portuguese, 
the British, the French, 
the Spanish, and the Dutch 
Empires. 

▪ Several had established outposts 
on the African coast where they 
purchased slaves from local 
African leaders.

▪ Current estimates are that 
about 12 million Africans were 
shipped across the Atlantic 
between 1500 and 1800

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portuguese_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_colonial_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dutch_Empire


▪ The Portuguese transported the 
most slaves to the New World 
before 1650 and after 1810.

▪ With the growth of the British 
empire, especially in the area of 
commerce, Britain became the 
biggest slave trading county by 
1650 until it abolished slave 
trading in early 1800’s.



o shortage of labor from 

o large amounts of cheap 
land 

oWork no one would do 
freely

o High mortality rate for 
Natives and African slaves 



The transport of slaves on ships

o Often 150 to 400 slaves per ship 
with average of 4 sq/ft per slave

o Crews were large and armed 
against revolt; sometimes some crew 
members were slaves

o Separation by sex from fear of 
male revolt



oMales often bound by chains 
etc.

oOften no standing room
o Slaves surrounded by and 
lying in their own filth

oMortality ranged from 15% to 
35% with deceased thrown 
overboard

o Also hard to recruit crew 
members and some were slaves



o approximately 1.2 – 2.4 million 
Africans died during their 
transport to the New World

o The number of the Africans who 
arrived in the New World as 
slaves was about 10,000,000

o Slave auctions conducted at 
destination with naked slaves 
separated by sex and physical 
condition for inspection and bidding

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_World


• Soon Brazil was 
producing more sugar 
than the Caribbean  
islands

• From 1500 to 1870, 
Brazil absorbed 41% of 
imported African slaves, 
the Caribbean 45%, the 
rest of South America 
5%, and British North 
America 6%.



▪ Spanish in South America and Latin 
American initially used indigenous 
peoples as slaves in mines and 
agriculture 

▪ soon became unworkable due to disease 
and non-compliance

▪ African slaves soon became preferred
▪ Some local priests, seeking to 
protect indigenous and converted 
peoples, advocated African slaves



▪ Main driver was economic
• European and Americas 
demand for sugar, molasses 
and rum

• Sugar cane plantations 
became factories in the field 
with their efficiency



Caribbean plantations

▪ Often owned by absentee British 
owners who also were members of 
British parliament and very rich
• This approach was coupled with 
the increasingly acceptable attitude 
that money making was acceptable 
to the elite

▪ Some island populations were 90% 
slaves
• Slave rebellions became the 
greatest concern of non-slave 
inhabitants and British and other 
owners addressed this by not living 
there



• White and mixed-race 
overseers were the 
plantation managers

• Absentee ownership became a 
model for South Carolina 
low country rice planters in 
the 18th and 19th century

• This arrangement separated 
the owners from the slaves 
making slavery and its 
cruelties remote and more 
pervasive



▪ Free “coloreds” also owned 
slaves on smaller sugar 
plantations

▪ Caribbean islands produced so 
much income for British owners 
and government that one half of 
the British troops in America in 
1788 were shipped to the 
Caribbean after the 1788 
american-French treaty for 
protection against the French 
fleet

▪ British sugar exports exceed the 
value of American exports



▪ West Indies also became a critical export 
market from British America of food and ship 
supplies



Slavery in colonial North America

▪ Most slaves who were brought 
or kidnapped to the Thirteen 
British colonies— the Eastern 
seaboard of what later 
became the United States— were 
imported from the Caribbean, not 
directly from Africa. 

▪ South Carolina became source 
for food for Caribbean Islands

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirteen_Colonies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_Coast_of_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_U.S.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caribbean
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Africa


Indigenous peoples were also 
enslaved in the North 
American colonies, but on a 
smaller scale

Indian slavery largely ended 
in the late eighteenth century 
though the enslavement of 
Indigenous people did continue 
to occur in the Southern 
states until the Emancipation 
Proclamation

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_of_Native_Americans_in_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emancipation_Proclamation


Take Aways

Market demand for slave produced products 
caused creation and expansion of slavery

Racism led to easy enslavement of Africans

Slavery was back end justified by tradition and 
sense of cultural superiority

Western Slavery grew out of technological 
development

Slavery was a culturally accepted practice in 
Europe and the New World

Slavery was a major contributor to the growth 
of the new world



Next Week:

Slavery and the Constitution


