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The Struggle for Freedom 

 

Slavery played a key role in the making of America. Slaves were highly valued and 

depended on in the colonial times; they worked continually for their masters. Slaves realized 

how much the masters valued them and began using this in their own favor.  As slavery evolved 

and became a legalized institution, more restrictions were applied and the masters became 

stricter. This also led to more resistance and a difference in how the slaves behaved.  The 

enslaved also observed how the colonists fought for their equality with the mother country. The 

different events happening around the slaves during those times, led them to demand their natural 

rights. 

The colonists were trying to build their own country and improve the economy in order to 

become independent from the English monarchy and break away from the British Empire.  

Slaves provided free labor and as Jefferson states in Notes on Virginia. “no man will labor for 

himself who, can make another labor for him” (187). During the slave trade the slave owners and 

the slave traders lost their human morals.  Over the hundreds of years of the slave trade Africans 

shipped over to labor were no longer viewed as human beings. The Africans were simply viewed 

as property.  Business and profit were in the first place at that time. There was no time for 

emotional concerns and feelings of guilt.   

 According to A Study of the Africans and African Americans on Jamestown Island and at 

Green Spring, 1619-1803 by Martha W. McCartney, slaves were faced with even larger 

obstacles after crossing the seas.  If the slaves survived the journey to the new world, they had to 



face the horrifying conditions that waited for them on the farms and plantations.  Most slaves in 

the south had to work dawn to dusk on large plantations, where they grew cotton, tobacco and 

other crops.  The slaves in the north frequently worked next to free whites performing various 

duties, such as: shoe-making, cooking, fishing, carting, barrel-making and carpentry.  Slaves 

were found in every segment of the economy and became a dependable source; they dominated 

the workforce on tobacco fields, crop farms and in homes of their masters.     

 During a visit to the Brooklyn Historical Society, I examined a pre-1799 slave bill of sale. 

It was a legal document, which was equivalent to a receipt in our days. It was very helpful 

working with a primary source. It gave me the opportunity to view a document that existed 

during the time slavery was still legal.  The document showed how the purchase of a slave was 

arranged and based on the document we could also see how slavery was made legal. Everything 

the slave bill contained was very official: legal language, two witnesses were present when it was 

signed, and the slave bill was also sealed with a wax seal. The slave bill documented the 

purchase of a slave girl Anna.  Gilleam Cornel from Flatbush delivered and sold Anna in the year 

of 1751. She was sold to Jan Lafferts for 38 pounds.   This document demonstrates how 

important slavery was to the slave owners, because they wished to document it to make sure 

everything was legal.  

As the economy grew, more and more slaves were brought from overseas to work and 

produce goods. As the slave trade progressed, the number of enslaved on each plantation 

increased. This led to new sets of strict rules and new laws to be passed. Slaves reacted to the 

way they were treated and responded to the conditions they were faced.  They would often 

escape in order to seek freedom and reunite with family members. Slaves were treated 

inhumanely: they often got whipped and beat. The runaway slave advertisements were common 



in colonial America, This shows how easily humans were sold in colonial America.  

 The colonists themselves were fighting for freedom, and independence. They were    

trying to break free from the British monarchy.  In 1776 the Declaration of Independence was 

published. Thomas Jefferson wrote, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 

these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness” (175). This document was created and 

addressed to the colonists and the king, but many African Americans also related to this idea and 

adopted the concept of equality. The Declaration of Independence gave slaves hope to finally 

gain their freedom. They were optimistic about getting freed once the colonists broke away from 

the British rule. 

One of the first steps taken to abolish slavery was passing the 1799 Act. In New York, the 

Legislature passed the Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery in 1799. The act provided 

gradual liberation to all children born after July 4, 1799. Although the freedom was not given at 

once, the males became free at 28 and females at 25 years of age.  This document was also a way 

to discourage the uprising of the slaves. Since after gaining freedom, many slaves still continued 

working for their masters after they were free, because it was nearly impossible to survive on 

their own.  

Although the Declaration of Independence states,  “all men are created equal,” in Notes 

on Virginia (1788), Thomas Jefferson exposes the differences between the whites and the 

enslaved. He characterizes Africans as inferior and describes their differences in appearance  

“Besides those of color, figure, and hair, there are other physical distinctions proving a difference 

of race. They have less hair on their face and body. They secrete less by the kidneys, and more by 

the glands of the skin, which gives them a very strong and disagreeable odor” (181).  The 



Declaration of Independence was written mainly for the colonists to gain freedom.  Many of the 

slave owners did not wish to free their slaves. The purpose of the document was to help the 

colonists gain their freedom and not the enslaved.  

The Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery on the other hand was made principally for 

the slaves, it was the first attempt to abolish slavery.  Slaveholders knew that promising freedom 

to the enslaved, even gradually, would allay their uprising.  The slave owners also did not want 

to free the slaves completely because they were afraid the African Americans would take over.  

The abolition of slavery was not an easy, straightforward, linear movement.  I find it very 

interesting how slavery started off less strict in the colonies, with indentured servitude and then 

progressed into a more developed and organized institution.  As more laws were created slavery 

became more enhanced. However, the slaves always responded to the situations affecting them. 

When the owner treated them poorly and whipped them, they tried escaping.  When they saw 

how the colonists fought for their freedom, they were encouraged to rise up. They did not obtain 

their freedom at once; it took a long and difficult path with many struggles. 
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