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Treatment of Slaves 

The treatment of slaves in the United States varied widely depending on conditions, times and places. Treatment was 

generally characterized by brutality, degradation, and inhumanity. Whippings, executions, and rapes were commonplace.   

According to Adalberto Aguirre, there were 1,161 slaves executed in the U.S. between the 1790s and 1850s. [60] 

Exceptions existed to virtually every generalization; for instance, there were slaves who employed white workers, slave 

doctors who treated upper-class white patients, and slaves who rented out their labor.[61] After 1820, in response to the 

inability to import new slaves from Africa, some slaveholders improved the living conditions of their slaves, to influence 

them not to attempt escape.[62] 

 

The colonies and states generally denied slaves the opportunity to learn to read or write, a prohibition unique to 

American slavery, to protect against their forming aspirations that could lead to escape or rebellion.[65] Some slaves 

learned from planters' children, or from free laborers, while working alongside them. 

 

Medical care for slaves, which was limited in terms of medical knowledge available to anyone, was generally provided 

by other slaves or by slaveholders' family members. Many slaves possessed medical skills needed to tend to each other, 

and used many folk remedies brought from Africa. They also developed new remedies based on American plants and 

herbs.[66] 

 

Slaves were prohibited from associating in groups, with the exception of worship services (a reason why the Black 

church is such a notable institution in black communities today). Following Nat Turner's rebellion in 1831, some states 

prohibited or restricted religious gatherings of slaves. Planters feared that group meetings would facilitate 

communication and could lead to rebellion.[67] 

 

According to Andrew Fede, a master could be held criminally liable for killing a slave only if the slave he killed was 

"completely submissive and under the master's absolute control."[68] For example, in 1791 the North Carolina legislature 

defined the willful killing of a slave as criminal murder, unless done in resisting or under moderate correction.[69] 

 

Slaves were punished by whipping, shackling, hanging, beating, burning, mutilation, branding, and imprisonment. 

Punishment was most often meted in response to disobedience or perceived infractions, but sometimes abuse was carried 

out simply to re-assert the dominance of the master or overseer over the slave.[70] Treatment was usually harsher on large 

plantations, which were often managed by overseers and owned by absentee slaveholders; in contrast with small slave-

owning families, where the closer relationship between the owners and slaves sometimes resulted in a more humane 

environment.[71] William Wells Brown, who escaped and became a fugitive slave, reported that on one plantation, slave-

men were required to pick 80 pounds-per-day of cotton, while women were required to pick 70 pounds; if any slave 

failed in his or her quota, they were given lashes of the whip for each pound they were short. The whipping post stood 

right next to the cotton scales.[72] 

 

Because of the power relationships of the institution, slave women in the United States were at high risk for rape and 

sexual abuse.[74][75] Many slaves fought back against sexual attacks, and some died resisting. Others carried psychological 

and physical scars from the attacks.[76] Sexual abuse of slaves was partially rooted in a patriarchal Southern culture which 

treated black women as property or chattel.[75] Southern culture strongly policed against sexual relations between white 

women and black men on the purported grounds of racial purity but, before the late 18th century, the many mixed-race 

slaves and slave children showed that white men had often taken advantage of slave women. [75] Wealthy planter 

widowers, notably such as John Wayles and his son-in-law Thomas Jefferson, took slave women as concubines; each had 

six children with his partner: Elizabeth Hemings and her daughter Sally Hemings (the half-sister of Jefferson's late wife), 

respectively. Both Mary Chesnut and Fanny Kemble, wives of planters, wrote about this issue in the antebellum South in 

the decades before the Civil War. Sometimes planters used mixed-race slaves as house servants or favored artisans 

because they were their children or other relatives.[77] 

 

High demand and smuggling 

The United States Constitution, adopted in 1787, prevented Congress from completely banning the importation of slaves 

until 1808, although Congress did regulate against it in the Slave Trade Act of 1794, and in subsequent Acts in 1800 and 

1803.  Knowing the trade would end, in the eight years from 1800 until December 31, 1807, Georgia and South Carolina 

reopened their trade and imported about 100,000 enslaved Africans into the country. Numerous states individually passed 

laws against importing slaves after the Revolution. 
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By January 1, 1808, when Congress banned further imports, only South Carolina was still importing slaves. Congress 

allowed continued trade only in slaves who were descendants of those currently in the United States. The domestic slave 

trade was allowed, and it became more profitable than ever with the development of the Deep South for cotton and sugar 

crops. In addition, US citizens could participate in the international slave trade and the outfitting of ships for that trade. 

Slavery in the United States became, more or less, self-sustaining by natural increase among the current slaves and their 

descendants. 

 

Despite the ban, slave imports continued, if on a smaller scale, with smugglers continuing to bring in slaves past U.S. 

Navy patrols to South Carolina, and overland from Texas (Mexico) and Florida, both under Spanish control.[85] Congress 

increased the punishment associated with importing slaves, classifying it in 1820 as an act of piracy, with smugglers 

subject to harsh penalties, including death if caught. After that, "it is unlikely that more than 10,000 [slaves] were 

successfully landed in the United States."[86] Because of the high market demand, some smuggling of slaves into the 

United States continued until just before the start of the Civil War 

 

Religion 

Prior to the American Revolution, masters and revivalists spread Christianity to slave communities, supported by the 

Society for the Propagation of the Gospel. In the First Great Awakening, Baptists and Methodists from New England 

preached a message against slavery, encouraged masters to free their slaves, converted both slaves and free blacks, and 

gave them active roles in new congregations.[90] The first black congregations were started in the South before the 

Revolution. 

 

Over the decades and with the growth of slavery throughout the South, Baptist and Methodist ministers gradually 

changed their messages to accommodate the institution. After 1830, white Southerners argued for the compatibility of 

Christianity and slavery, with a multitude of both Old and New Testament citations.[91] 

 

Southern slaves generally attended their masters’ white churches, and often outnumbered the white congregants. They 

were usually permitted only to sit in the back or in the balcony. They listened to white preachers, who emphasized the 

appropriate behavior of slaves to keep in their place, and acknowledged the slave’s identity as both person and 

property.[91] Preachers taught the master's responsibility and the concept of appropriate paternal treatment, using 

Christianity to improve conditions for slaves, and to treat them "justly and fairly”.  This included having self-control, not 

disciplining under anger, not threatening, and ultimately fostering Christianity among their slaves by example.[91] 

 

Slaves also created their own religious observances, meeting alone without the supervision of their white masters or 

ministers. Plantations that held groups of slaves numbering twenty, or more, lent the opportunity for nighttime meetings 

of one or several plantation slave populations.[91] These congregations revolved around a singular preacher, often 

illiterate with limited knowledge of theology, who was marked by his personal piety and ability to foster a spiritual 

environment. One lasting influence of these secret congregations is the African-American spiritual.[92] 

 

Nat Turner and anti-literacy laws 

In 1831, a slave rebellion occurred in Southampton County, Virginia, organized by Nat Turner, a literate slave who 

claimed to have spiritual visions. He organized what became known as Nat Turner's Rebellion or the Southampton 

Insurrection. Turner and his followers killed nearly 60 white inhabitants, mostly women and children, as many of the 

men in the area were attending a religious event in North Carolina.[93] Eventually Turner was captured with 17 other 

rebels and subdued by the militia.[93] 

 

Turner and his followers were hanged, and Turner's body was flayed. In a frenzy of fear and retaliation, the militia killed 

more than 100 slaves who had not been involved in the rebellion. Planters whipped hundreds of innocent slaves to quell 

resistance.[93] Across the South, harsh new laws were enacted to curtail the already limited rights of African Americans. 

New laws in Virginia prohibited blacks, free or slave, from practicing preaching, prohibited blacks from owning 

firearms, and forbade anyone to teach slaves how to read.[93] Typical was the Virginia anti-literacy law against educating 

slaves, free blacks and children of whites and blacks, which specified heavy penalties both for student and teacher when 

slaves were educated.[94] 

 

Economics 

After Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin in 1793, most of the slaves in America were directed to the production of 

cotton. Statistical data shows that while less than 10% of the inhabitants of the North were slaves, by 1790, Virginia had 

up to 44% of the total slave population. Slavery in the antebellum US was the use of Negro labor in bondage. [95] It was 
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common in agriculture, with a more massive presence in the South – region where climate was more propitious for 

agricultural activity. 

 

Some economists and historians regard slavery as a profitable system, albeit without fully accounting for the government 

costs necessary to maintain the institution, much less the human suffering. The transition from indentured servants to 

slaves is cited to show that slaves offered greater profits to their owners.[96] The relative price of slaves and indentured 

servants in the antebellum period did decrease. Indentured servants became more costly with the increase in the demand 

of skilled labor in England.[97] At the same time, slaves were mostly supplied from within the United States and thus 

language was not a barrier and the cost of transporting slaves from one state to another was relatively low. In the decades 

preceding the civil war, the United States experienced a rapid natural increase of black population.[98] Thus the slave 

population multiplied nearly fourfold between 1810 and 1860 even after the slave trade between England and the US was 

banned in 1808.[95] 

 

Though scholars such as Eugene Genovese’s argued that slavery was a moribund, inefficient system that was only kept 

because of cultural reasons, Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman, in their controversial 1974 book Time on the Cross, 

argued that the rate of return of slavery at the market price was close to 10 percent, a number close to investment in other 

assets. Fogel's 1989 work, Without Consent or Contract The Rise and Fall of American Slavery, elaborated on the moral 

indictment of slavery which ultimately led to its abolition. 

 

Prices of slaves 

Controlling for inflation, prices of slaves rose tremendously in the six decades prior to Civil War. Although the prices of 

slaves relative to indentured servants declined, both got more expensive. Cotton production was rising and relied on the 

use of slaves to yield high profits. Fogel and Engeman initially argued that if the Civil War had not happened, the slave 

prices would have increased even more, an average of more than 50 percent by 1890.[99] 

  

Prices reflected the characteristics of the slave – such factors as sex, age, nature, and height were all taken into account to 

determine the price of a slave. Over the life-cycle, female slaves were more expensive than their male counterparts up to 

puberty age, as they had the extra benefit of potentially bearing children and producing more slaves. Males around the 

age of 25 were the most valued, as they were at the highest level of productivity and still had a considerable life-span. If 

slaves had a history of fights or escapes, then the value decreased significantly as planters believed there was the 

imminent risk of the same action happening again. Taller male slaves were priced at a higher level, as height was viewed 

as a proxy for fitness and productivity.[99] 

 

The conditions of the market led to shocks in the supply and demand of slaves, which in turn changed prices. For 

instance, slaves became more expensive after the decrease in supply caused by the ban on importation of slaves in 1808. 

The market for the products of their work also affected slaves' economic value: demand for slaves fell with the price of 

cotton in 1840. Anticipation of changes also had a huge influence on prices. As the civil war progressed, there was great 

doubt that slavery would continue to be legal, and prime males in New Orleans were sold by $1116 in 1862 as opposed 

to $1381 in 1861.[100] 

 

Effects of slavery in Southern development 

While slavery brought profits in the short run, discussion continues on the economic benefits – or lack of them – of 

slavery in the long-run. During the 19th century Alexis de Tocqueville noted that “the colonies in which there were no 

slaves became more populous and richer than those in which slavery flourished[101] ”. Gavin Wright admits that the use of 

monetary resources in the cotton industry, among others, lagged the development of commercial and industrial 

institutions. Railroads were less developed in the South, but Wright argues that agricultural technology was far more 

developed in the South, representing an economic advantage of the South over the North of the United States 
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Name: ________________________ 

          Period: ___   Date: ___________________ 

1. Describe what three things characterized the treatment of slaves 

 

 

2. Why did states deny slaves the opportunity to learn to read or write? 

 

 

3. When a slave needed medical attention, who usually gave it? 

 

 

4. Why did planters fear slave group meetings? 

 

 

5. Under what circumstance can a “master” be held criminally liable for the murder of a slave? 

 

 

6. What are some examples of how slaves were punished? 

 

 

7. What were slave women at high risk for? 

 

 

8. Thinking the slave trade would end in 1808, what did Georgia and South Carolina do? 

 

 

9. What two major crops in the Deep South were slaves used for? 

 

 

10. By 1820, what was the punishment for engaging in the smuggling of slaves illegally into the United 

States? 

 

 

11. How was religion used – what message was stressed – to support maintaining slavery? 

 

 

12. What happened in the aftermath of the Nat Turner Rebellion? 

 

 

13. In 1793, what percentage of the slave population resided in Virginia? 

 

 

14. “At the same time, slaves were mostly supplied from within the United States and thus language was 

not a barrier and the cost of transporting slaves from one state to another was relatively low”.  In your 

own words, restate this sentence. 

 

 

15. What factors affected the price of slaves? 

 

 

16. Why were female slaves generally more expensive over a lifetime? 

 

 

17. At what age were males the most highly priced? 

 

 

18. Why did taller slaves cost more? 

 

19. In what ways did the conditions in the market affect the cost of slaves?  


