
 

1 Slavery in the early Modern Period 

SLAVERY IN THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

 

Throughout history, millions of people 

had to live and work as slaves. Slaves 

were present in the ancient civilisations 

of Egypt, Greece and Rome and at one 

time or another could be found in many 

parts of Europe, Asia, Africa and the 

Americas. Unfortunately, in some parts 

of the world, a form of slavery exists, 

even today.  

 

To be a slave is to be owned by another 
person - just as a computer or a tool 
might be owned by you. A slave had no 
personal freedom and had no rights. The slave-owner 
could, at any moment, sell a mother from her child, a 
husband from his wife. Everything a slave produces 
belongs to his master. And as a slave works for nothing, he 
or she is a source of very cheap labour. 
Many were forced to work on 
plantations, producing crops such as 
cotton and sugar, while others were 
used as servants. Some were 
craftspeople who made items for sale 
such as leather goods.  

 

Racism developed as an ideology to 
justify slavery: White people were 
constructed as a race of superior people 
in relation to people of color. In this 
way the "right to enslave Africans" was 

justified by Europeans. 

 

Many were captured in war and as 
prisoners of war they were sold as 
slaves, others were kidnapped. There 
were people who had taken a loan and 
were unable to pay back their debt 
and were sold as slaves by their 
creditors. Many were born into 
slavery. 

 

In the ancient Roman Empire as in 
many other ancient civilisations, there 
had been many slaves. In the Middle 
East, in the 7th century AD, the 
Arabs, spurred on by the new religion 
of Islam, began to build an empire, 
which would eventually include the 
former Roman province Hispania and 
Northern Africa. The Arabs were 

forbidden by the Koran to enslave their 
own people. But as powerful tribes, such 
as the Berbers, kept slaves, they were 
able to provide slaves. Slaves in Africa 
and the Arab world, however, could 
look forward to being freed eventually - 
if they worked hard and adopted Islam 
as their religion. 

 

 

Around 1500, the Portuguese and other 
Europeans built forts at the west coast 
of Africa, in what is now Ghana. At the 
same time, some European powers like 
Spain began to develop colonies in the 

Americas. The Europeans needed labour to farm the land 
and to work in mines. Native Indians were forced to work 
for the Europeans - but many caught diseases brought from 

Europe. In Central and South America, 18 
million Indians died within a few decades. 
With British and Dutch traders taking 
slaves from West Africa to sell them to 
America, the next terrible stage in the 
history of slavery began.  

 

 

At first, slaves were used in the 
Caribbean as well as Central and South 
America. They worked on plantations 
producing sugar, coffee, rice, cotton and 
tobacco. The British also decided to use 

slaves in their North American colonies, 
and the first group arrived at 
Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619. Originally 
black slaves were to be indentured 
servants (as many Whites were) who, if 
they worked hard, could be freed after a 
few years, and given land. For some 
slaves this was true, but in the southern 
part of Britain's colonies, the number of 
plantations grew, as farming became the 
main source of economic wealth for 
White farmers. More and more slaves 

were needed and a ->'triangular trade' 

developed. These slaves, unlike slaves in 
Africa, were rarely freed. They lived and 
died as slaves. Many European 
merchants made a financial fortune 
controlling the triangular trade making 
the most profit out of it. 
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Diagram showing the way slaves 

were packed together on a slave 

ship in the 18th century 
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The slaves were kept at coastal 
trading ports where they were sold to 
European merchants. They were then 
put on slave ships bound for America 
- to make the terrible journey known 
as the 'Middle Passage'. The voyage 
across the Atlantic Ocean might take 
several weeks. Conditions on the ships 
were horrific. Terrified slaves were 
chained and packed into a small space. 
Many slaves became seasick and, at 
times, lay in their own vomit and 
waste. Slaves who caused trouble or 
had a disease were often thrown 
overboard. Women with babies had 
their children taken from the, the 
babies were then thrown into the sea. 
At several occasions, slaves tried to 
take over the ships, but only few 
uprisings succeeded. In 1839, slaves 
took over the "Amistad". After their 
arrival in the US, they demanded to be 
taken back to Africa, but the slave 
owners refused to fulfill their demand. 
Eventually the U.S. Supreme Court 
became involved and the slaves were 
finally allowed to return to Africa in 
1842. 

 

 After arriving in America, slaves 
were brought to auctions by slave 
traders, chained in what were called 
slave coffles. On the day of the 
auction, people who were interested in 
buying slaves would be given an 
opportunity to examine them. Slaves were sold to the 
highest bidder, some traders made a fortune. Nathan 
Bedford Forrest, who later became a general in the 
American Civil War, once made a profit of $ 96,000 at 
one auction. When the auction began, slave families were 
sometimes split up. Husbands and wives were separated 
as were brothers and sisters. Children 
were taken from their parents. Some 
slaves were fortunate enough to be 
sold to masters who treated them 
reasonably well but others would be 
bought by owners who had a 
reputation for cruelty.  

 

In the late 1700s, when some of the 
American Colonies broke away from 
Britain, and the United States of America 
was formed, northern areas abolished 
slavery. But in the South, where cotton 
was 'King', it became more important 
than ever. The demand for cotton had 
greatly increased in Britain over the 

centuries. When the  'Industrial 
Revolution' was taking place and steam 
power was being used in textile mills, 
cotton became big business. By 1861 
cotton made up two thirds of all the 
United States' exports. For the 
plantation-owners, the production and 
export of cotton was a source of huge 
profits. 

 

The slaves were made to work very 
hard. On larger plantations, overseers 
were hired to ensure they did their 
work. On cotton plantations the main 
work of the slaves was planting the 
crop, looking after the crop and 
harvesting the crop. In August the 
cotton was picked. This was an 
incredibly busy time and slaves worked 
very long hours. Slaves were given a 
production quota and in some places 
each one had to pick 200 lbs (91 kg) of 
cotton every day. The amount that had 
been picked was weighed and anyone 
who failed to meet their quota was 
punished by overseers.  

 

Music was very important to slaves. 
Slave songs often showed how they 
felt about their lives and they made 
music with whatever was available. 
Weddings were a cause for celebration. 
Some slaves were allowed to marry in 
the 'Big House' but many became man 
and wife by simply jumping over a 
broomstick. All slaves realised, 

however, that they were only married for as long as their 
master or mistress permitted it. He or she could sell 
them and split up families at any time. 

 

At some occasions, slaves revolted or 
ran away and joined Indian tribes. But 
rebellions would be brutally crushed as 
the very idea of a slave revolt terrified 
the White slave-owners. Some runaway 
slaves were helped by a secret 
organisation run by White and Black 
people in the northern states. This was 
called the 'Underground Railroad'. 
There was no actual railroad but 
railway terms were used as code words. 
So a 'station' was a house where 
runaway slaves could be hidden. One 
famous member of the 'Underground 
Railroad' was named Harriet Tubman. 
She acted as a guide and was called the 
“Moses of her people”. This was 
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A 19th century American engraving 
shows a slave being punished by a 
beating. 
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The big bee flies high. The little 
bee makes the honey. Black folks 
make the cotton and White folks get 
the money.  

A part of a slave song 

SOURCE C 

 

 

“They [the buyers] would stand the 

slave on the block and talk about 

what a fine looking wpecimen of 

Black manhood or womanhood they 

was - look in their mouth and 

examine their teeth just like they was 

a horse and talk about the kind of 

work they would be fit for.”  

Morris Hillyer, a slave 

“My mother fell at the buyer's feet 
and dung to his knees begging him 
to buy her baby as well as herself. 
This man freed himself from her 
with violent blows and kicks” 

Josiah Henson, a slave 
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because, like Moses in the Bible, she led her people out 
of slavery. She led some 300 slaves to freedom. Slave-
owners offered $40,000 for her capture - dead, or alive!  

 

1. Read this chapter and try to find titles for each 
paragraph! You can choose among the following 
suggestions: 

 The work done by slaves 

 The middle passage 

 Definition: What is slavery? 

 The slaves’ music and culture 

 Racism 

 Slave trade since 1500  

 Slaves’ resistance 

 Slave auctions 

 The triangular trade 

 Slavery in the Pre-modern Period 

 Slave labor in the South of the U.S. 

 How did people become slaves? 

2. Read this chapter, look at the sources and 
diagrams and try to answer the following 
questions: 

a. What was the "triangular trade"?  

 

 

 

 

b. Look at source A: How were slaves 
transported to the Americas?    

 

 

 

c. Look at sources B, C and E: How were slaves 
sold in America?  How were they treated 

 

 

 

 

d. What was the slaves' culture like? Look at 
source D: What is expressed by the words of 
the song?  

 

 

 

 

e. What did you find out about the different 
kinds of resistance against slavery?  
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