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Summary

• How Europe imported and used captured Africans in the Americas
• The colonial economy – slave and “free”
• The founding of the United States
• Expansion of slavery into the Mississippi Valley
• The cotton slave economy was modern, innovative, and efficient, and brutal
• The Civil War ended legal slavery, but not black oppression
• How the U.S. today shows its history of slavery
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How enslaved people came to the Americas
• 12.5 million Africans were shipped 

to the European colonies in the 
Americas between 1525 and 1866.

• 10.7 million survived the horrific 
Middle Passage. 

• 2.3 million enslaved Africans 
arrived in the British Caribbean 
islands.

• 375,000 arrived in Boston, Rhode 
Island, New York, Annapolis, 
Charleston, and Savannah, the 13 
British colonies.
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The Middle 
Passage

• 4-6 weeks in heavy 
seas and storms. 

• About 1 in 5 slaves 
died on the voyage

• Slave traders were 
insured against 
these deaths.
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Raw Materials from Slave Labor to Britain
• Sugar from West Indies

• 54,000 tons, valued at £ 3.2 
million.

• Tobacco from Upper South (72% of 
regional exports)

• £ 756,000
• Rice from Lower South (55% of 

regional exports)
• £ 306,000

• Indigo from Lower South (20% of 
regional exports)

• £ 112,000
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How about New England and Middle Atlantic?
• Supplies to West Indies plantations: TOTAL £ 502,000/year

• Whale oil, to light the 24-hour sugar boiling operations      £   20,000
• Dried fish, food for enslaved laborers 95,000
• Grain and flour 195,000
• Horses, cattle, beef and pork, for labor and food 106,000
• Lumber, for buildings and sugar/molasses barrels 77,000

• Sugar merchants
• Handled sugar trade, buying and exporting
• Produced rum, sent to Africa to purchase  slaves £ 17,000

• Ship builders, ship owners, transport of slaves and commodities
• 75% of ships sailing to England in 1770 were based in the colonies

• Financing, credit, mortgages, loans, insurance, import-export
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Formation of the United States after 1783
• Although the colonies were thriving on slave labor, they were divided by how 

they saw development of the country:
• Dependence on slave labor to produce raw materials
• “Free labor”:  independent farmers, artisans and workers in manufactures

• The common goal was a united nation, and compromise was required
• The Constitutional Convention:  a closed meeting over the summer of 1787
• Many (including slave-owner Thomas Jefferson) believed that slavery would 

disappear naturally, and was thus not a problem.
• The word “slave” did not appear in the constitution, but three articles explicitly 

supported the slave system.
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The U.S. Constitution and Slavery

• The three-fifths rule – representation in Congress
• If only free people were  counted, the North would have an 18% advantage in 

Congress.
• If all people were counted, the South would have a 2% advantage.
• Compromise:  Enslaved people counted as 3/5 of a person; the North 

advantage was 6%.
• The Constitution forbid Congress from abolishing the international slave trade 

until 1808 – twenty years.
• The Constitution required that enslaved people who escaped to a free state must 

be returned to their owners.
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Presidents from slave 
states

• The South, especially 
Virginia maintained political 
power for many years.

• 8 of the first 12 presidents 
represented slave states, 
and owned slaves while in 
office.

PRESIDENT STATE TERM
# SLAVES 
OWNED

1 George Washington Virginia 1789–97 600
2 John Adams Massachusetts 1797--1801
3 Thomas Jefferson Virginia 1801–09 600
4 James Madison Virginia 1809–17 100
5 James Monroe Virginia 1817–25 75
6 John Quincy Adams Massachusetts 1825--29
7 Andrew Jackson Tennessee 1829–37 200
8 Martin Van Buren New York 1837–41
9 William Henry Harrison Ohio 1841

10 John Tyler Virginia 1841–45 29
11 James K. Polk Tennessee 1845–49 56
12 Zachary Taylor Kentucky 1849–50 300

9



• The US economy from the 
beginning was based on 
export of  slave-plantation 
products, and sale of supplies 
and services to these 
plantations.

• Money from slave labor built 
the U.S. economy.

• The White House and Capitol 
buildings were constructed 
using enslaved labor.

• The wall for Wall Street in 
New York was built by 
enslaved workers.
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The Successful Haitian Slave Rebellion

• Haiti was a French sugar colony, the richest in the 
Caribbean.

• Population was 40,000 French colonists and 452,000 
enslaved African workers.

• 1791-1804, a successful slave rebellion pushed out the 
French and established the world’s first black republic.

• Napoleon was aiming towards an empire in the West, 
but his two invasions of Haiti failed.

• He gave this up, and in 1803 sold the Louisiana 
Purchase to the US:

• 828,000 square miles for US expansion.
• 15 future states.

Toussaint L’Ouverture, 
leader of the Haiti 

Revolution
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The Louisiana Purchase -- 1803
• The Mississippi River opened 

up the Midwest for the US 
economy.

• Speculators rushed into the 
fertile lands of the 
Mississippi valley.
• The Native Americans 

living there were pushed 
out.

• New Orleans, an 
international port, was 
gateway to the world market 
– cotton and slaves.
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Expansion and Transformation of Slave Economy

• The Chesapeake had been a stable slave 
farming region for 180 years, exporting 
tobacco and wheat.

• The land was worn out. The slaveholders 
changed their business to exporting enslaved 
people to the new southern regions.

• Huge cotton plantations arose along the 
Mississippi River, using the enslaved labor of 
these forced migrants.

• Children were separated from parents, 
husbands and wives from each other; 
families were destroyed.

699,500 forced 
migrants, 1800-1859
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• Cotton became the main export of the United 
States & source of foreign currency

• By 1860, the South produced 4,000,000 bales of 
cotton, valued at about $192,000,000

• “New York rose to its dominant position as the 
commercial and financial center of America 
because of cotton.” 2

• In 1860, 1/5 of England’s population were  
dependent on cotton textile manufacturing.

• Cotton from the southern slave states was the 
driver for industrialization in Britain and the US.

% of all 
exports

Cotton 
exports
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Cotton Production – Modern Industrial Management
• Rational organization of tasks --

• Gang system: Long rows of cotton workers were led by drivers; everyone else 
had to keep up.  One overseer could easily keep track of hundreds of enslaved 
workers.

• All enslaved cotton workers did the same job at the same time
• Work was scheduled by time, not task:  from dawn to past sunset.

• Measurement and Control
• At end of day, cotton from each worker was weighed.
• Enslavers kept daily logs for each worker:  Individual quota for cotton picked, 

actual cotton picked
• Quotas were raised as each worker’s speed increased
• Increase in productivity resembled that of 

factory mechanization
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Cotton 
quotas 
increased 
continuously

Quotas for cotton 
reached 500 
pounds/day for 
strongest 
workers.
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Basis of Increased 
Productivity - Whipping

• Productivity was 
increased via the 
“pushing system”

• A worker’s daily 
quota was raised 
after they could  
achieve it.

• The worker was 
responsible for 
speeding up, 
training his hands.

• If he or she did not 
make the new 
quota, s/he was 
brutally whipped.
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America’s first commodity “big business”
• Commodity: a product that is stored, bought 

and sold, transferred, used as security for 
loans,  and inherited.

• Cotton:
• Purchased in bulk by northern merchants, 

then sold and shipped to textile 
manufacturers in Britain or New England.

• Future crops were mortgaged by the 
planters for planting expenses or 
expansion (land and slaves).

• Banks used cotton (harvested or future) 
as  collateral for loans.

• Cotton wealth (land and slaves) was 
inherited within the planter class.
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People as commodities
• Enslaved people were

• Ordered from the Chesapeake region: “strong young man, healthy, no family’
• Bought and sold in central markets
• Treated as liquid and reliable collateral for loans

• Slave owners
• Mortgaged their slaves to buy more land and more slaves

• Banks (Northern and Southern)
• Provided mortgages to slave owners
• Packaged the mortgages into combined security bonds, and sold them to 

investors
• European and American investment houses 

• bought and sold shares of these slave bonds (pooled mortgages)
• invested in the Southern banks
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International & Local Finance

• Credit and speculation ruled the 
cotton industry – bubble mania

• Assumption:  cotton price would 
always rise.

• When price fell, temporary 
collapse, bankruptcies of planters, 
agents and banks.

• Three big international firms made it big:
• Rothschild & Co.
• Baring Brothers
• Alexander Brown & Sons

• Through the cotton trade, they were transformed from merchant banks to modern 
investment houses.
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Southern political control of national issues

• Expansion of cotton and slavery was essential to profits.
• Territorial expansion was critical to Slavery

• Missouri, Texas, New Mexico, Utah, Kansas, Nebraska….
• The South pushed for seizing Cuba as a slave territory.

• South saw  a clear danger of the North limiting or abolishing slavery.
• Dred Scott decision (1857) by the Supreme Court

• the Fifth Amendment protected slave owner rights because enslaved workers 
were their legal property

• “Black people have no rights which the white man is bound to respect”
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How the North-South conflict developed

The American Dream:  small family 
farms, independent businesses, a free 
and educated (white) population.

Making money is the American Way:  
investing in Southern banks, supplying the 
plantations with manufactured goods

Slavery is evil but will disappear on its 
own.

Southern cotton became the main export 
and source of foreign currency.

At all costs, the Union must be 
preserved.

The South forced compromises by
threatening to secede.

Industry requires a large working class 
and free population.

Constant push of the South for territory, 
legal protections, and political power.

War is necessary to develop capitalism 
and preserve the nation.

War is necessary to keep a slave society.

A FREE COUNTRY A SLAVE COUNTRY
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The Civil War
• 1863 The Emancipation Proclamation made it 

clear that the war was against slavery – no 
room for compromise.

• It opened the door for black soldiers – 180,000 
in the Army, 10% of the total.

• Lincoln won reelection in 1864, against Douglas 
who ran on a program to reach a compromise 
with the South.

• The South was decisively beaten.
• Slaveowners were not compensated, unlike in 

Brazil and the Caribbean.
• Federal Troops enforced Reconstruction in the 

South – a time of radical democracy.
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End of Reconstruction

• The government had promised 40 acres of land  to the freedmen: a chance for 
significant land reform.

• This policy was quickly abandoned, leaving the plantations whole.
• In 1877, the government pulled the troops out of the South, 

• The planter class rapidly reassumed political power via the Ku Klux Klan.
• The landless freed slaves were forced to work in feudal conditions.
• Jim Crow laws enforced segregation, poverty, loss of legal rights.

• From the early 1900s,  more than 6 million Southern black people escaped from 
the South to work in the growing Northern industries in the big cities.  

• They were given only the lowest jobs with lowest pay, and crowded into black 
neighborhoods.  

• Although they faced strong racism, they were in a better position as industrial 
workers, than they had been as agricultural laborers.
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Black people:  among the nation’s founders

• The US treats many people badly
• Immigrants, especially non-Europeans
• Native Americans (living here for thousands of years)
• Mexicans who kept living in the Southwest, as it was stolen from Mexico

• Black Americans (87% descended from slaves) came to the US in 1619-1808,  
when the international slave trade was abolished.

• They built this country from the beginning.
• Assimilation is not the question:  American culture developed as a mixture of 

black and white:
• Language, music and dance, folk tales, poetry, food
• Resistance movements, patterned on the Civil rights Movement and the Black 

Panthers
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Vestiges of Slavery in the US today – the Death 
Penalty

• Under slavery, executions 
were treated as destruction 
of property. Slave owners 
were free to do this.

• During Jim Crow, lynch 
mobs and the KKK used 
murder to enforce white 
supremacy, unchecked by 
the governments.

• Today, the state has taken over: 41% of death row prisoners are black, 2.9 
times their proportion in the population.

• “Legal Lynching”
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Vestiges of Slavery 
-- Incarceration

• 1,380,427 people imprisoned in the United States (2019)
• the highest number in the world
• 40% of these people are Black.

• 6,621,600 people are under the control of the US Correction System: Prison, Jail, 
Parole or Probation (2018)

• Nearly 80% of federal prisoners and 60% of state prisoners for drug offenses are black 
or Latino

• Then: Fear of slave uprisings.
• Now:  Fear of Black uprisings
• Nixon started the War on Drugs, 

targeting black communities.
• Clinton escalated it.
• It has destroyed  black 

communities

Nixon

Clinton
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Systemic and Institutional Racism

Employment

Housing

Education

Healthcare
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Housing
• Redlining: a 1934-68 federal policy to 

indicate neighborhoods risky for mortgages.
• Black neighborhoods were labelled “risky”.
• Banks denied mortgages and loans to 

homeowners in those neighborhoods.
• Estimated $3.2-4 billion extracted from 

Chicago black community for high interest 
rates and loan amounts, due to necessary 
contract buying.

• Covenants:  deed clauses that prohibited 
occupancy by non-white people.

• Although illegal today, the affected neighborhoods often remain underdeveloped 
and underserved.

• Median wealth today for white Families: $134,230, black families: $11,030
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Rates of 
Owner-
Occupancy, 
1870-2007
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Education
• In the U.S., half of funding for each school comes from local property taxes.
• Poor neighborhoods get poor schools.
• School segregation is now higher than in 1968.
• 72.4% of black children attend high poverty schools, versus 31.3% of white.
• 29% of schools have on-site police officers.  In 2017 they made 69,782 arrests.
• 59% of black middle school students attend schools with law enforcement, 

compared with 47%  percent of white students.
• Black students made up 16 percent of U.S. public school enrollment , 27 percent 

of those referred to law enforcement by schools and 31 percent of those who 
were subject to school-related arrests.

• In Virginia, black students make up 39 percent of the enrollment in public schools 
with police,  but 75 percent of school-based arrests.

• “School-to-prison pipeline” 32
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Summary

• Slavery was not a backward economic system,  isolated from the North.
• Slavery shaped the economic development of the U.S., and its effects are still 

seen today.
• The black population in the U.S. is mostly concentrated in the poorer levels of  

society, due to these ongoing effects.
• Despite the legal gains from the Civil Rights Movement, the capitalist social 

structure has not significantly changed.
• Racist discrimination is an integral part of this profit-driven capitalist structure--

root, trunk, branch and leaves.
• Full equality (for blacks, immigrants, Native Americans) will require the 

replacement of the capitalist system: a workers’ government that is run in the 
interests of human benefit, not profit.
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Further information

• Michelle Alexander,  The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness, 2010

• Edward E. Baptist, The Half has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of 
American Capitalism

• Jonathan Kozol, Savage Inequalities: Children in America’s Schools, 1991
• Albert Woodfox, Solitary: A Biography, 2019
• Glory, a 1989 film about the black 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment in the 

Civil War
• Mudbound, a 2017 film about the rural South in the 1920s.
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