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found in archives and libraries around the world.  It 
is about innumerable connections between people 
and places, from Manchester, England to remote ru-
ral villages.  

 
A number of recent books have explored simi-

lar themes: The Business of Slavery and the Rise of Ameri-
can Capitalism, 1815-1860 (by Calvin Schermerhorn, 
2015) was reviewed in Ohio Valley History. The review-
er noted that another book, The Half Has Never Been 
Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (by 
Edward Baptist, 2014) had made news due to a 
ñmuch-disparagedò review and later apology by the 
Economist.  Two more, The Empire of Necessity: Slavery, 
Freedom, and Deception in the New World (by Greg 
Grandin, 2014), and Beckertôs own book had ñshared 
the prestigious Bancroft Prize.ò2 
 

Religious refugees from the continent were 
weaving cotton into cloth by 1600.  By 1621 the Brit-
ish East India Co. had imported an estimated 50,000 
bales of cotton.  Yet, Englandôs early products re-
mained inferior to those from India and China. 

 
After two centuries British peasant cottages 

and workshops still did most of the spinning and 
weaving.  From 1781 to 1790, however, the growth of 
British cotton manufacturing increased by a factor of 
six and almost doubled again by 1800.  Most crucial-
ly, cotton textile production, unlike other commodi-
ties, uniquely had two labor-intensive stages - in the 
field where thousands of slaves overcame major short-
comings in premodern agriculture and in cotton fac-
tories employing huge numbers of paid workers.  
 

Before Modern Cotton 
 

 Starting out, Beckert reviews cottonôs back-
ground - grown, spun and weaved with primitive 
hand tools, and to the best of our knowledge, devel-

Readers wanting to see European political 
and economic achievements despite blemishes as 
mainly heroic will be disheartened by Sven Beckertôs 
Empire of Cotton, A Global History - one of a number of 
recent books depicting a dark side. 

 
Sven Beckert1 describes ñWar Capitalism,ò 

which began in the 16th century and jump-started the 
rise of ñIndustrial Capitalism.ò  Europeans, led by 
Great Britain, used slavery and land expropriation to 
create a cotton empire worldwide which - he argues - 
ñ...turned out to be the essential element in Europeôs Indus-
trial Revolution.ò  His claim is contrary to long held 
interpretations that mechanical inventions, a Protect-
ant work ethic and other developments inside Europe 
propelled it.  

 
The story of slavery and cotton is outlined in 

American history books, but not with such breadth of 
details, nor the provocative thesis.  He does not re-
flect on perennial human slavery and serfdom in his-
tory, nor on the generally more brutishness of life 
back then.  The exceptional brutality portrayed in the 
slave trade, and especially on American plantations, 
still arouses objections. 

 
Institutions like wage labor and private prop-

erty rights, Beckert claims, gained footholds first 
through slavery and land expropriation.  A new and 
different form of integration of labor, raw materials, 
markets and capital made the first ever global capital-
ism.  From about 1770 to the American Civil War, ña 
terrible 90 yearsò, slavery was the heart of the new 
system of global capitalism. 

 
Beckertôs book (615 pp., soft cover) is densely 

factual, repetitive, overlapping, and prosecuting.  It 
focuses only on a single commodity.  To present his 
case he provides percentages, statistics in pounds, 
bales, spindles, also graphs, and endless story lines 
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oped independently in South Asia, Central America 
and eastern Africa.  It was traded within Asia, African 
and the Americas and between far eastern Europe 
and Asia.  Families wore their own cottage-made cot-
ton fabric.  Sophisticated regional trade networks, 
before European intervention, were trading yarn and 
dyed, beautiful fabric.  

 
The cotton plant that ancients domesticated 

had slight variations in physical properties by tropical 
and sub-tropical region, while Great Britain and 
much of Europe was too cold and wet.  When early 
English spinners and weavers could still only fabricate 
weak imitations, beautiful Indian Muslins, chintzes, 
and calicoes were landing in the ports of London, 
Barcelona, Le Havre, Hamburg and Trieste.  India 
was central to cotton culture due to its location, skills 
in cloth making and dyeing rich colors.   

 
The spread of Islam in the Mediterranean 

world brought Europeans into contact with the cot-
ton trade.  Northern Italian entrepreneurs in the 
twelfth century first established cotton manufacturing 
in Europe.  They borrowed technology from Islamic 
cotton and their own woolen industry.  By the 15th 
century, southern Germany was overtaking Italy ex-
porting cotton to eastern and western Europe, Spain, 
the Baltic area, the Netherlands and England. Then 
the Ottomans cut off access to raw cotton.  Europe-
ans continued to dress mainly in their woolen and 
linen cloth.  Scottish sheep and English flax provided 
domestic raw materials.  After Columbusô discovery 
of new Atlantic trade routes and after Portugal found 
a route to India around Africa in 1497, the old Medi-
terranean-centered trade networks could be bypassed.  
 

Plantations in the Colonies 
 

The extraction of gold and silver was playing 
out in the New World, but Europeans found new 
sources of wealth in rice, tobacco, indigo, especially 
sugar and certainly cotton.  As late as 1791, most of 
the cotton around the world was grown by small 
farmers in Asia, Africa and Latin America.  To lever-
age greater volumes of raw cotton, European capital-
ists experimented both with unforced labor and with 
coercive programs trying to induce more production 
from peasant farmers in India and elsewhere.  

Some coercive efforts involving the planting 
of cotton in place of subsistence food crops, accord-
ing to Beckert, resulted in instances of mass starva-
tion.  In India and elsewhere, local social and infra-
structure shortcomings imposed limits; native elites 
in port cites resisted aggressive European capitalists.  
So, as Bechert describes, an alternative was importa-
tion of slaves to work new plantations on lands previ-
ously occupied by decimated native peoples.  Approxi-
mately half of all the slaves (46 percent) transported 
across the Atlantic between 1492 and 1860 arrived in 
the cotton years after 1780.  

 

A trade of slaves-for-cotton cloth became an 
essential element of the new global system.  West Af-
rican consumers were legendary in their demand for 
fine cotton fabrics from the East, or from European 
manufacturers. 

 

Between 1781 and 1791, raw cotton imports 
from the British West Indies to England quadrupled 
and were supplemented by imports from French 
planters in Saint-Dominique.  Saint-Dominique also 
doubled production for French manufacturers. 
French plantations in the 1770s produced an estimat-
ed 56 percent of the total cotton grown in the Carib-
bean.  Having received nearly 30,000 slaves annually 
in the 1780s, Saint-Dominque in 1791 exported 56 
percent more cotton to France than eight years earli-
er.   

 

South America farmers also realized the newly 
profitable market in cotton.  In Guyana, cotton pro-
duction increased more than 800 percent with the 
importation of 20,000 slaves.  After experimentation, 
Portugal imported more slaves to Brazil.  Between 
1785 and 1792, while the West Indies imported 12 
million pounds to Great Britain, Brazil, with 8 mil-
lion pounds, surpassed the Ottoman Empireôs 4.5 
million pounds.  After 1791, Brazilôs cotton exports 
became greater than that of the Caribbean Islands. 

 

As mechanized cotton manufacturing expand-
ed, more slaves were forced into holds of ships and 
sold at Port-au-Prince to planters who dispatched 
them to remote sites to clear land, grow and harvest 
the ñwhite gold.ò  Yet Caribbean sugar plantations 
outnumbered cotton and hardly any owner would 
switch from lucrative sugar to cotton.  
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The Caribbean cotton heyday was a most im-
portant stage in the spread of global capitalism, Beck-
ert claims.  ñInnovations in labor management were first 
implemented in the Caribbean plantation system.ò  

 
By the 1780s, West Indies and South Ameri-

can slaves were growing the vast majority of cotton 
sold on the world market.  A new kind of slavery pro-
pelled the intensity and profits of the European cot-
ton industry.  The African continent was drawn into 
the network increasingly supplying sharply rising 
numbers of enslaved workers. 

 
A turning point that almost cut off the cotton 

supply from Saint-Domingue was the slave revolt in 
1791.  By 1793, war between France and England 
had also intervened.  Between 1790 and 1794, Saint-
Dominque cotton had dwindled from 24 percent of 
all cotton entering Britain to 4.5 percent.  By 1795, 
cotton imports to France had been reduced by 79 per-
cent.  Manufactures needed to rely heavily on U. S. 
cotton. 

 
U.S. Domination of Raw Cotton 

 

The first American grown cotton reaching 
Liverpool was a small amount in 1795.  American 
slaves were still growing tobacco, rice, indigo and 
some sugar.  Cotton did not yet dominate a wide 
swath of the American South where the climate and 
soil were ideal.  But shortages and rising prices of 
Caribbean cotton after the slave revolt drew more 
attention to cotton growing in the United States. 

 
Eli Whitneyôs cotton gin soon increased the 

ginning rate by a factor of 50, elevating profit oppor-
tunities to double those of other crops and trebling 
the price of potential cotton-growing land.  Produc-
tion rapidly spread out of South Carolina and Geor-
gia.  The slave population of Georgia nearly doubled 
in the 1790s to 60,000; in South Carolina from 
21,000 in 1790 to 70,000.  

 

Great Britain and the U. S. became twin 
hubs.  The U.S. produced 1.5 million pounds in 
1790; 36.5 million in 1800; 167.5 million in 1820. 
The U.S was already the single most important sup-
plier of cotton to the English market by 1802. 

More and more land was needed to satisfy the 
growing global demand for raw cotton.  After 1815, 
planters moved into the rich uplands of South Caroli-
na and Georgia, then to Alabama, Louisiana and later 
to Mississippi, Arkansas and Texas.  Yet foreign man-
ufactures as early as the 1810s envisioned certain dan-
gers.  The U.S. might divert too much raw cotton to 
its own textile factories which would be opening in 
significant numbers; other global competitors might 
cut into the supply; and there was the uncertainty of 
slavery.  To a foreign observer visiting the U.S. cotton 
fields the struggle between masters and slave eventual-
ly might be won by the latter.  Looking for more cot-
ton production, the British East India Co. in the 
1840s induced U.S. born cotton planters to operate 
experimental farms in India hoping to find an alter-
native source to U.S. cotton. 

  
Most important in the development of the 

cotton-growing South was the removal of native in-
habitants.  In the late eighteenth century they still 
controlled substantial territories a few hundred miles 
inland from coastal provinces.  But decades of war 
and removal eventually emptied regions of native 
tribes.  By war, forced treaties, shoddy land trades and 
forced removal the U.S. in the early 1800s dispos-
sessed Creeks, Chickasaw, Choctaws, Cherokee and 
Seminoles of sometimes ancient homelands in the 
southeast including Georgia, Tennessee and the Ya-
zoo-Mississippi Delta.  Then, after the Mexican War, 
Texas became U.S. cotton land.  The Louisiana Pur-
chase in 1803 nearly doubled the U.S. land mass.  It 
did not lack nearby rivers for the low cost transporta-
tion of bales of cotton.  Steamboat service was operat-
ing on the Mississippi by the 1820s and railroads 
were soon connecting inland farms to waterways.  
Mississippi by the 1830s was producing more cotton 
than the other states.  New Orleans was Americaôs 
key cotton port. 

 

In 1865, of all cotton in the South 85 percent 
was grown on farms larger than 100 acres; the plant-
ers, merchants and financiers owning these farms 
controlled 91.2 percent of all slaves.  They benefited 
from the economies of scale, could afford the gins to 
remove the seeds from the bolls and the equipment 
to produce tightly compressed bales for lower ship-
ping costs.  They could procure more slaves and en-




