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The Economic Basis of African Slavery in the U.S


Secretary of State Rice has recently called slavery the “Original Sin of the United States”, a term which underscores the moral and philosophical problems that the issue raises to this day. While slavery is at its core a moral issue, in that it denies the basic dignity of human beings, this paper will focus instead on the economic factors that influenced it. That focus will hopefully show why the moral opposition to slavery was not enough to dislodge it from the American political landscape, and perhaps explain why it was ultimately the Civil War that ended it. 


The primary economic factor that influenced the practice of slavery can be safely assumed to be the plantation system developed by European colonists in the new world. Almost from the beginning of European settlement in the Americas, the plantation became the primary means to exploit the land and produce large amounts of goods for intrepid colonists and businessmen. Cotton, tobacco, sugar cane, and coffee became staples of this new economy, produced in large quantities to feed the growing tastes and appetites of  Europeans back home. Slavery on these plantations quickly became the primary form of labor due to a drop off in the use indentured servants from Europe and Native Americans for labor (Fogel, 1991). 


While the North Eastern British colonies did not have as much use for slavery due to a climate not well suited for plantations, in the South it was a different story, there slavery was fully exploited. Over time this meant that the economic livelihood of plantation owners was heavily dependent on slaves. This situation increased further as the United States won its independence and began to freely trade with the wider European nations bringing in increasing revenue from exports tied to slavery.


Another economic factor that deeply contributed to the continuation of slavery was the transatlantic slave trade itself. The capturing, transportation, and selling of slaves became in itself a highly profitable enterprise for those with the stomach to do it. Once in the country, slaves were bought and sold at various points in their lives, creating an internal slave trade that was in itself highly profitable.


In terms of its impact on the growth of American power, slavery contributed significantly. It is estimated that by the mid 19th century cotton exports based on slave production made up 60% of export revenue. In addition while it is often overlooked, we now know that the Northern economy also benefited from slavery, in particular with regards to the maritime economy and the textile industry(Inikori & Engerman, 1992). In the end, one could argue that the substantial amount of capital derived from the use of slave labor, allowed the United States to fully industrialize after the Civil War and emerge as an large economic power in the late 19th century. 
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