
Antebellum Slavery 
Directions: As you read the following article keep the questions below in mind and answer them on a separate sheet of 
paper in your own words! 
 
 1. Describe the differences between the three southern regions. Be sure to reference info from the chart. 
 2. What were the advantages and disadvantages of the plantation system? 
 3. What was life like for slaves? What was life like for free blacks? 

4. Under what circumstance is it acceptable or even obligatory to disobey an unjust law? ** Think about the 
Alabama slave codes 
5. What were the attitudes of Southerners and Northerners in regards to blacks? 

 
The Antebellum Era was one of the most significant time periods in U.S. history, occurring after the War of 

1812, but before the Civil War.1 During this time the South was primarily agrarian, most people who lived there 
cultivated land and grew crops to support themselves. However, the South was not one great uniform expanse, but 
instead was divided into three fairly distinct regions. In the Border South2 there were scarce plantations; most people 
grew tobacco and grain or produced the South’s industrial products (primarily textiles). The Lower or “Deep” 
Southern states3 had a majority of the plantations; and the slaves who were forced to work lived in the “black belt” 
along the fertile river valleys. This region grew 95% of the South’s cotton and almost all the rice, sugar, and indigo. 
Finally the Middle South4 contained a little bit of both regions. Each state had one section resembling the Border 
South, and one resembling the Deep South. There was some industrial production, such as the Tredegar Iron Works in 
Virginia, which used slave labor, but there were also many plantations in eastern Virginia and western Tennessee. 
Gradually, economic power shifted from the “upper South” to the “lower South” and by 1860, Cotton was truly “king” 
- five million bales of cotton were produced a year, making up 57% of America’s total exports. However, compared to 
the North, there was also reasonably slow industrialization, especially in manufacturing and transportation. 
 

 
 Southern society, which made up about 40% of the total U.S. population, was very structured. At the top was 
the “slavocracy” or plantation owners, followed by the “plain folk” or white yeoman farmers.5 Together there were 
about six million plantation owners and farmers. Below them were about 250,000 black freemen and women and then 
finally at the bottom of society were the 3.2 million black slaves. 

The plantation system, while incredibly profitable, was still quite risky. It required a large investment of 
capital and slaves could die of disease, be injured, or run away – remember slaves were seen as property that was 
essential to the business of a plantation. In this one-crop economy there was no diversification, if the crop failed that 
was it for revenue. The Southerners became increasingly resentful of the North as they made huge profits from their 
manufacturing, they complained about Northern middlemen, bankers, agents, and shippers and disliked being so 
dependent on Northern manufacturers and markets. 

																																																								
1 Antebellum means, “before the war” in Latin. 
2 Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri 
3 South Carolina, Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas 
4 Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Arkansas 
5 Yeomen means “a man holding and cultivating a small estate”. 
 



 The plantation system also helped repel large-scale European immigration in the South. Slave labor was far 
cheaper and the fertile land was too expensive for most immigrants. Immigrants too were not familiar with cotton 
production. As a result the South was the most Anglo-Saxon region of the nation, and without an influx of immigrants 
developed a planter “aristocracy” who ruled politically and economically. They carried on the “cavalier” gentlemanly 
tradition of Virginia, exemplified by the numerous military academies throughout the South. The South was also the 
least democratic region of the country with a huge gap between the rich and poor, largely due to the poor public 
education. Unlike in the North there was no compulsory school. While the wealthy planters could afford to hire tutor 
for their children, many Southerners were uneducated or self-taught. 
 By 1860 there were nearly four million slaves living in the South, which was quadruple the number in 1800. 
Because the legal importation of slaves ended in 1808, slave owners relied on natural reproduction, often rewarding 
slave women for having many children. Taking advantage of their position, white slave owners often fathered children 
who were called “mulatto” or mixed race. The slave auctions that occurred throughout the South were one of the most 
revolting aspects of slavery – families were often separated as a psychological tool to keep them obedient and loyal to 
their master, not to their family members. Brutal punishments such as whippings, torture, shackles, rape, mutilation, 
branding, and lynching [murder] were commonplace. Often after punishments slave owners would pour salt into the 
wounds of their slaves to prolong the pain. The harshest punishments were in the new western areas of the country – 
Louisiana, Texas, Mississippi, and Alabama. 
 

About 75% of white Southerners actually owned no slaves at all, but 
they were fiercely defensive of the slave system because it proved 
white superiority. Poor whites took comfort that they were “equal” to 
their wealthy neighbors and aspired to someday own slaves 
themselves and have the high social standing that came with slave 
ownership. Most whites also believed that ending slavery could result 
in race mixing and competition from the slaves for jobs. 

 There were a number of slave revolts throughout the South in the Antebellum era led by men such as Gabriel 
Prosser, Denmark Vessey, and Nat Turner. These rebellions produced a wave of anxiety among Southern plantation 
owners, resulting in harsh laws such as the Alabama Slave Codes, passed in 1833. A few examples of these Alabama 
laws are below: 
 

1. Anyone who attempts to teach a free person of color, or slave, to spell, read or write will (if convicted) be fined between $250 and $500 
dollars.   

2. Riots, rowdy gatherings, unlawful assemblies, trespasses and seditious (rebellious) speeches by slaves will be punished with a 
whipping (no more than 39 lashes) authorized by a justice of the peace.   

3. Slaves can never serve as witnesses in a trial, unless they’re giving evidence for or against another slave.   
4. A slave claiming he has a legal right to be free must take his petition to the circuit court and agree to accept whatever determination the 

court makes. During the proceedings, the slave must remain with the person claiming to be his owner or else provide the court with a 
sum of money equal to his monetary value as a slave.   

 
By 1860 there were approximately 250,000 free blacks in the North. However, that doesn’t mean they were treated 
well. Some states forbade them to enter the state or denied them education once they arrived. Most states did not allow 
them to vote and some segregated blacks in public facilities. Northerners did not want slavery to spread into the new 
territories of the U.S., but this generally not due to humanitarianism, they were incredibly prejudiced against blacks 
and did not want them to get any new jobs that may have been created. Racist feelings in the North were often stronger 
than those in the South. There were also free blacks in the South, about 250,000 of them – particularly in the Lower 
South they were often mulatto (white father, black mother). Some had purchased their freedom with illegal earnings 
from labor after hours. Some owned property; New Orleans in particular had a large prosperous mulatto community. 
But they were usually prohibited from certain occupations, and were always in danger of being forced back into 
slavery by slave traders. 


