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Freedom is a concept that is often seen as a constant, however, in the early modern Atlantic 

World this concept was still being defined as slavery and servitude were common aspects of 

everyday life. Both concepts were gradually being defined in terms of property, religion and 

later race. In the colonial Americas freedom was limited to a select few, as those without 

property were excluded from freedom. In this instance, “those” refers to large groups of 

different peoples such as Africans, Native Peoples, women and even white men without 

certain property. Certainly, these groups can be divided into an even larger variety of different 

peoples, thus there was a large spectrum of freedom and un-freedom existing within society. 

This hierarchical society was mainly functioning on its economic and political base of 

mercantilism, a system that shaped the economic and political landscape of the early colonies 

in the Americas. In this essay I will argue that the mercantilist economic system stimulated 

the slave trade extensively through implementing policies that would boost the export of raw 

materials. Moreover, I will argue that the growing need for slave labour to produce these 

materials, raised both justifications and critiques on the economic system and the status of 

slaves within the system. I will examine the relation between the existing economy and the 

concept of freedom within the early modern Atlantic World by providing information about 

the economic system that supported and stimulated the exploration and exploitation of the 

Americas. Then, I will elaborate on mercantilist policy boosting export and consequently 

slave trade. Furthermore, I will explain how the prospect of economic gain helped to 

minimalize slave’s attempts at regaining freedom. Finally, I will analyse some justifications 

and critiques on the economic system and the slavery existing within. The historical 

background information that I offer in this essay is based on information provided in the 

lectures of the Americas III course. 

The colonies in the Americas were based on the same economic system that 

functioned in the European states that established the colonies, this system was the mercantile 
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system. The mercantile economic system followed after the feudal system which had 

dominated European societies from roughly the 9th to the 15th century. The feudal system was 

based on manors, which were large rural estates that mainly produced agricultural products. 

At that time, modern-statehood was basically non-existent and the manors functioned as the 

main pillars of society. The feudal societal structure essentially consisted of two large social 

classes: firstly, the lower-class mainly consisting of peasants who worked on the manors, and 

secondly, the upper-class mainly consisting of nobles who owned these manors and were 

deemed lord of the manor. Certainly, both classes can be divided into a further variety of 

social classes, however, at large these were the two main social classes in medieval Europe. 

Eventually the feudal system transformed into the mercantile system as trade started to 

increase, as peasants started to gain more economic power and as the power of the nobles was 

shifted towards the monarchies. Consequently, power became centralized and nation-states 

started to develop gradually over time. Simultaneously, the economic system transformed into 

the mercantile system, which served as the economic equivalent of the political structure that 

was based on absolute power. In other words, the government of the state was largely 

regulating the economy. This regulation occurred in many forms that all functioned to create a 

positive balance of trade, which was sought after since it was believed that this would 

increase a nation’s overall wealth and power. For instance, governments would claim high 

import tariffs and would subsidise products for export. As a result, import would shrink and 

export would grow, creating a positive balance of trade. Naturally, this policy of reducing 

import and stimulating export boosted international competition, and states began to protect 

their domestic markets at the expense of foreign markets. As a result, the competition between 

the European states grew and as export to other European markets became increasingly 

difficult, the European states sought for markets outside of Europe to export their products to. 

These markets were found in the Americas. However, the competition between the European 
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powers was exported together with their products to the newly found American colonies. 

(Verhoeven) 

Competition between the European powers was often illustrated by constant military 

conflict, as all states sought to secure power at the cost of other states. For instance, the first 

Anglo-Dutch war, taking place from 1652 to 1654 between Britain and the United Provinces 

of the Netherlands, was the result of direct competition in trade which eventually resulted in 

full-fledged military conflict (Johnson et al. 94). One of the main reasons for the war were the 

Navigation Acts that were passed by Britain starting in 1651. The first Navigation Act of 

1651 prohibited foreign vessels from engaging in coastal trade around Britain, hence, all 

goods that were imported by Britain had to be carried by British ships. As a result, Britain 

severely limited the export opportunities of other European powers, especially Dutch export, 

since the United Provinces of the Netherlands were the dominant trading nation at that time. 

In fact, challenging Dutch superiority in trade was the exact reason to pass the Navigation 

Acts, however, the challenge grew beyond trade and actually sparked military conflict. 

Besides the Navigation Acts restricting Dutch trade, they also affected the trading options of 

the British colonies. According to Edwin J. Perkins, a professor specialized in the subject 

financial history, the Navigation Acts “established new ground rules for colonial participation 

in world trade” (20). Despite critique on the Navigation Acts partially inspiring the American 

Revolution by boosting negative sentiments of the North American colonies towards Britain, 

Perkins argues that the Navigation Acts actually helped the colonies to compete in the 

international market. In fact, the British colonies were protected against competition from 

other major European powers, as they could almost exclusively export and import products to 

and from Britain since foreign vessels were excluded from trade within the British dominion. 

Furthermore, the colonies were protected by the British Navy, which was increasing in size 

and power through wealth acquired indirectly from the passing of the Navigation Acts (21). 
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However, the Acts also had negative consequences for the North American colonies in terms 

of trading restrictions and growing import prices. Firstly, the colonies were restricted in their 

trading relations, and thus could not sell their products directly to other colonies where they 

could receive higher prices. Secondly, one of the provisions of the Acts stated that: “goods 

manufactured on the European continent could not be imported directly by the colonies but 

had to pass first through England,” meaning that the price of the products would increase 

because of extended shipping time and taxation in England (20). Nonetheless, the Navigation 

Acts did not severely hurt the colonies economies but they did affect the North American 

colonies to certain extent in their trading options. These Navigation Acts serve as clear 

illustrations of mercantilist policy through which Britain pursued a monopoly on trade with 

their colonies and sought to enrich their nation at the cost of other nations. 

In particular, the Navigation Acts boosted the British Empire’s power, increasing 

wealth and thus further demand for tropical products from the colonies. According to 

American cultural historian David Brion Davis: “[i]t was largely the expanding international 

market for sugar, molasses, syrup and rum that regions south of what became the United 

States imported some 95 percent of African slaves brought to the New World” (103). 

Therefore, the Navigation Acts serve as an illustration of purely mercantilist policy indirectly 

stimulating the Trans-Atlantic slave trade which determined the un-freedom of many 

Africans. It is often believed that slavery and slave trade started in this period, however, 

slavery already existed in many societies for centuries. Nonetheless, slave trade grew on an 

exponential scale from the 16th to the late 18th century. Thus, the rise of mercantilism and 

slavery seem to have gone hand-in-hand. (Thompson) 
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Especially the cultivation of sugar was a major product of export which shaped 

colonial societies in terms of slavery. The enormous popularity of sugar is described in the 

“Sugar-Cane” poem, published in 1764 by Scottish poet James Grainger: 

This pleasing fruit, if turtle join its aid, 

Removes that worst of ails, disgrace of art, 

The loathsome leprosy’s infectious bane. (146 – 48) 

In his poem Grainger praises the sugar-cane as a product which serves as a medicine that 

“removes that worst of ails,” unsurprising that the demand for sugar seemed ever-growing. 

Besides his praise on the sugar-cane, Grainger criticizes the slave labour that was essential to 

the cultivation of sugar. For example, Grainger describes the working conditions on the 

plantations and in the mines as almost hell-like referring to the mines as “dark tartarean 

caves” (169). According to Grainger, every man should receive freedom, so he rather 

promotes “[s]ervants, not slaves; of choice,” as free men would work willingly and thus 

better. One can detect a certain willingness in Grainger’s poem to transform the economic 

system into a system that is based on freedom of labour. In this instance one can see how the 

mercantile system, based largely on export and trade in raw materials, influenced the 

economic structure of the colonies. Namely, the colonies were built around the production of 

export products, such as sugar, to ship to the motherland. In order to produce these many 

export products, slaves were required to do the labour as otherwise the supply could not keep 

up with the demand. 

 In contrast to Grainger describing the suffering of slaves and the freedom they 

deserved, stands the 1676 article that brings Great News From The Barbadoes. The article 

describes a conspiracy of African slaves to murder their masters. The first part of the article 



6 

 

describes Barbados as “the most [f]lourishing [c]olony the English have in the [w]orld” (3). 

The second part of the article describes the so-called “conspiracy” of the African slaves to 

murder their masters (9-14). The conspiracy is described as a horrendous plan that is 

discovered by the white plantation holders as one of the slaves informs them of the plan (10-

11). Soon, the plot makers are punished by execution and the colony of Barbados is rescued 

from the horrendous plan. Surprisingly, the island remains the “finest and worthiest [i]sland in 

the world,” despite the horrendous executions of the slaves (14). The explanation for this 

opinion can be found in the belief that the slaves lived far better lives working in the colonies 

than living in freedom in their country of origin (11). Thus, the status of slave was seen as a 

sort of gift to the African people and their restricted freedom was justified by granting them 

supposedly better lives. However, the planned assassinations by the African slaves on 

Barbados were certainly planned to escape their life of bondage and labour, suggesting that 

they obviously rather lived in freedom. 

 If the Barbados slaves had managed to fulfil their plan and escape, what would have 

been their fate in an economy that was largely based on slave labour? The answer can be 

found in the “Virginia Acts concerning Servants and Slaves,” which were published in 1705. 

Although the Virginia Acts were passed in a North American colony and many years after the 

Barbados incident, they still serve as an illustration of the status of slaves and their possible 

faith after escape. After the Virginia Acts were passed all slaves in the Virginia colony were 

accounted to be real estate (II). Thus, slaves would officially be regarded as property, 

meaning that if they were to escape they would need to be returned to their rightful owner. In 

order to ensure their return Act XXV states: “when such runaway shall be brought before him, 

shall, by his warrant commit the said runaway to so many lashes  . . . and then be conveyed 

from constable to constable, until the said runaway shall be carried home” (XXV / 25) If a 

person was to refuse obeying this act, that said person could be punished by way of fine. Of 
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course, plantation owners choose to obey this act as they would otherwise lose profit. In this 

way, economic motivation was used to secure the limited freedom of slaves. Moreover, 

articles of runaway slaves and servants were published in American newspapers in order to 

support the return of “property.” For example, the Newport Mercury newspaper of 18 

November, 1765 contains such an article. The article states that three slaves, of whom one a 

Native Indian, had run away from their masters and that whoever should return them could 

expect a monetary reward. Furthermore, the article contains detailed descriptions of the 

runaway slaves, describing height, age, physical specifications and clothing. In many cases 

newly arrived slaves from Africa tried to escape the plantations as well. For them, escape 

would prove even more difficult as they obvious physical traits such as filed teeth for example 

(Cooper). Since slaves were thoroughly described and a monetary reward was given for their 

return, escaping their life of bondage would certainly have proven extremely difficult.   

 The act of choosing economic gain over the freedom of a person is criticized a story in 

the Spectator, published in 1711. The story focuses around Mr. Thomas Inkle and Yarico. Mr. 

Inkle is on a trading voyage to the Americas where he and his crew are attacked by Indians 

while landing ashore. Most of the crew is killed by the Indians, however, Mr. Inkle manages 

to escape. Soon, Mr. Inkle meets a female Indian called Yarico, she immediately falls in love 

with him and thus takes care of him, protecting Inkle from the other Indians. Eventually an 

English ship that is bound for Barbados lands ashore and Mr. Inkle and Yarico are able to 

board the ship. When Mr. Inkle finds himself back in English territory he decides to sell 

Yarico, even when she claims that she is pregnant with his child. Thus, Mr. Inkle seems to 

have lost his deepest emotion of love by being obsessed with the prospect of profit. So, the 

story functions as a direct critique on mercantilism and the focus on monetary gain, in the 

story of Mr. Inkle and Yarico, all moral is lost because of this economic obsession. 
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 While the mercantilist economic system replaced feudalism, one important factor was 

practically carried over. It is hard not to see the links between the manors of feudalism and the 

slave plantations during mercantilism. Although a middle-class of merchants and plantation 

owners emerged out of the lower-class, the remaining lower-class actually expanded as more 

different peoples became part of this class. Moreover, suffering grew together with the lower-

class as freedom was increasingly limited to a growing amount of peoples.  
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