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SLAVE PLANTATION 

 Throughout the southern North American colonies and later Southern United States, 

plantations, or large-scale commercial farms, provided the foundation of the southern 

agricultural system.  What distinguished the plantation from the farm, in addition to size, was 

the use of a large slave labor force to grow primarily staple crops for profit.  The model 

established in Virginia and later adopted by other colonies as the economic pattern, focused 

initially on tobacco as the primary cash crop.  Additional crops such as sugarcane, rice, and 

later cotton were grown on large plantations for distant markets. 

 Most white southerners were farmers and did not own slaves. Although most aspired 

to be able to purchase a slave. Those that did own slaves generally owned fewer than ten 

slaves.  To be called a “planter”, a plantation owner had to own twenty or more slaves.  

According to the 1860 census, only one out of every thirty southern whites was a planter.  

Less than 11,000 held fifty or more slaves, and fewer than 2,500 held over one-hundred.  A 

privileged elite of eleven planters owned more than 500, and only one master held more than 

1,000. 

 From the seventeenth century, ownership of black slaves, in addition to land, 

identified the economically privileged.  The possession of slaves became a badge of upper-

class status. This division between management and labor set the planter apart from the small 

slaveholders, who often worked side by side in the fields along with the slaves.  Within 

southern society the planter group, making up less than four percent of the adult white male 

population held more than half the slaves.  They produced most of the tobacco and cotton, and 

all of the rice and sugar.  Additionally, these planters dominated local, state, and national 
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politics.  Often the planter did live in the grandeur that myth attributes to the entire class.  

Some planter’s wealth allowed for the leisure time to cultivate “southern hospitality”, 

learning, and politics.  Yet, more regularly the setting was less appealing.  Generally, since 

planters managed a large enterprise, they had less time for leisure than legend suggests.  

 Contrary to popular mythology most plantation mistresses did not live a life of idle 

leisure.  For most, just as the masters busied himself with the business of managing the 

plantation, the mistress supervised the domestic household, oversaw the procurement and 

preparation of food, organized the house-cleaning and care of the sick.  Often when the 

masters were away, the mistress also took on the responsibility of managing both the domestic 

and business portions of the plantation. 

 Most slaves, whether on small farms or plantations, lived with their masters and 

worked under their supervision.  Slaves living on larger plantations or those with absentee 

owners often worked under an overseer.  Overseers on the largest plantations frequently came 

from the middle class of small farmers or were younger sons of planters.  Most overseers 

desired to become slaveholders themselves, however some preferred this middle-management 

position and moved from one plantation to another seeking more profitable opportunities.  

Generally overseers were white, yet on occasion there were black overseers.  The more 

common management position to which a slave could rise to was that of “driver.”  Slave 

drivers were assigned a small group of slaves with the task of getting them to work without 

creating discord.  Contemporary observers blamed any discord and much of the cruelty to 

slaves on the overseers.  For much of the eighteenth and into the nineteenth century overseers 

were paid with a portion of the plantations crops.  Thus, the system held built in reasons for 

overseers to demand more of slaves than they were often able to give.  Even after most 

planters moved to a salary system for overseers, no overseer who failed to make a good crop 
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could expect to be retained.  So, the pressure to produce successful crops at the expense of the 

slaves remained.  Therefore, overseers had to find the balance between being too lenient and 

to harsh.  In the end, power on the slave plantation rested on force.  Violence and the threat of 

violence was an inherent part of this slave society and standing at the top of this system were 

the planters. 

For the slaves that labored on plantations, the preferred jobs were those of skilled 

craftsmen or domestic servants.  Most however labored as field hands.  Field hands worked 

long hours, from dusk till dawn; were housed in small wooden shacks with dirt floors; were 

provided a new set of clothes twice a year (shoes only provided in winter); and were seen by 

doctors only  in the event of serious illness.  It could be assumed that most slaves, if they had 

a choice, would have preferred to live on a small farm.  Since the general perception was life 

on a farm was less harsh than that on a plantation.  However, slaves on the plantation had the 

advantage of close contact with fellow Africans with whom they shared cultural norms and 

practices, and developed a unique slave culture. 

  

See Also – Overseer, Planter, Slave Driver, Slave Culture 
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