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Slavery in America

In 1620, English private citizens brought the first slaves to Virginia. The second
half of the 17th century saw steep growth in the slave trade, in particular in the US
South, where the big cotton, tobacco and sugar cane plantations were located.
Due to the high demand of slave labour, legislation changed – no surprise in this
time of political liberalism. Slaves became the property of their buyers, who
could do whatever they wanted to them. Rape, mutilation, branding and murder
were the order of the day.
Technological progress further divided the North and the South. While industry
took over the North, the South remained dependent on agriculture and therefore
on its slaves. People in the North opposed slavery, and tension between North and
South further heightened over the question of whether slavery should be
permitted in the new states joining the Union. When Abraham Lincoln, an
abolitionist, was elected president in 1860, seven slave-holding states in the South
left the Union and founded the Confederate States of America – also referred to as
the Confederacy – in 1861. The US government declared the Confederacy
illegitimate. The Confederate attack on Fort Sumter – a Union fort in South
Carolina – in 1861 started the bloody Civil War between the Union and the
Confederacy. The war ended with the capitulation of the Confederacy in April 1865
and a death toll of more than 620,000 military men. On paper, this also put an end
to slavery in America. However, during the Reconstruction Era (1865–1877), which
was intended to reintegrate the secession states into the Union, it became clear
that racial issues were far from resolved.
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