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NAME:                     BLOCK: 
 

- CENTRAL HISTORICAL QUESTION -   
WHAT CAUSED THE PRACTICE OF SLAVERY TO SKYROCKET IN THE 16TH CENTURY? 

PICTURED BELOW:16th Century chains used for the enslavement of human beings captured and sold out of West Africa 

 

 
PART I: DO NOW & DEBRIEF 
DIRECTIONS:  
                
 
                
 
                
  

 LESSON OBJECTIVE(S)  
 
1.)  DEFINE  slavery 
 
2.)  EXPLAIN  why the practice of slavery skyrocketed in the 16th century 
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HOMEWORK 
 
SUGAR & SILVER READING 
DIRECTIONS: Read & annotate the articles below and respond to 
the following questions 
 
Sugar Love: A Not-So-Sweet Story 
by Rich Cohen 
published in National Geographic, August 2013 

 
 In the beginning, on the island of New Guinea, where sugarcane was 

domesticated some 10,000 years ago, people picked cane and ate it raw, chewing a 

stem until the taste hit their tongue like a starburst. A kind of elixir, a cure for every 

ailment, an answer for every mood, sugar featured prominently in ancient New 

Guinean myths. In one the first man makes love to a stalk of cane, yielding the 

human race. At religious ceremonies priests sipped sugar water from coconut shells, a 

beverage since replaced in sacred ceremonies with cans of Coke. 

 

 Sugar spread slowly from island to island, finally reaching the Asian mainland 

around 1000 B.C. By A.D. 500 it was being processed into a powder in India and 

used as a medicine for headaches, stomach flutters, impotence. For years sugar 

refinement remained a secret science, passed master to apprentice. By 600 the art had 

spread to Persia, where rulers entertained guests with a plethora of sweets. When 

Arab armies conquered the region, they carried away the knowledge and love of 

sugar. It was like throwing paint at a fan: first here, then there, sugar turning up 

wherever Allah was worshipped. “Wherever they went, the Arabs brought with them 
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sugar, the product and the technology of its production,” writes Sidney Mintz in 

Sweetness and Power. “Sugar, we are told, followed the Koran.” 

 

 Muslim caliphs made a great show of sugar. Marzipan was the rage, ground 

almonds and sugar sculpted into outlandish concoctions that demonstrated the 

wealth of the state. A 15th-century writer described an entire marzipan mosque 

commissioned by a caliph. Marveled at, prayed in, devoured by the poor. The Arabs 

perfected sugar refinement and turned it into an industry. The work was brutally 

difficult. The heat of the fields, the flash of the scythes, the smoke of the boiling 

rooms, the crush of the mills. By 1500, with the demand for sugar surging, the work 

was considered suitable only for the lowest of laborers. Many of the field hands were 

prisoners of war, eastern Europeans captured when Muslim and Christian armies 

clashed. 

 

 Perhaps the first Europeans to fall in love with sugar were British and French 

crusaders who went east to wrest the Holy Land from the infidel. They came home 

full of visions and stories and memories of sugar. As cane is not at its most 

productive in temperate climes—it needs tropical, rain-drenched fields to flourish—the 

first European market was built on a trickle of Muslim trade, and the sugar that 

reached the West was consumed only by the nobility, so rare it was classified as a 

spice. But with the spread of the Ottoman Empire in the 1400s, trade with the East 

became more difficult. To the Western elite who had fallen under sugar’s spell there 

were few options: deal with the small southern European sugar manufacturers, defeat 

the Turk, or develop new sources of sugar. 
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 In school they call it the age of exploration, the search for territories and islands 

that would send Europeans all around the world. In reality it was, to no small degree, 

a hunt for fields where sugarcane would prosper. In 1425 the Portuguese prince 

known as Henry the Navigator sent sugarcane to Madeira with an early group of 

colonists. The crop soon made its way to other newly discovered Atlantic islands—the 

Cape Verde Islands, the Canaries. In 1493, when Columbus set off on his second 

voyage to the New World, he too carried cane. Thus dawned the age of big sugar, of 

Caribbean islands and slave plantations, leading, in time, to great smoky refineries on 

the outskirts of glass cities, to mass consumption, fat kids, obese parents, and men in 

XXL tracksuits trundling along in electric carts. 

 

 Columbus planted the New World’s first sugarcane in Hispaniola, the site, not 

coincidentally, of the great slave revolt a few hundred years later. Within decades 

mills marked the heights in Jamaica and Cuba, where rain forest had been cleared 

and the native population eliminated by disease or war, or enslaved. The Portuguese 

created the most effective model, making Brazil into an early boom colony, with 

more than 100,000 slaves churning out tons of sugar. 

 

 As more cane was planted, the price of the product fell. As the price fell, 

demand increased. Economists call it a virtuous cycle—not a phrase you would use if 

you happened to be on the wrong side of the equation. In the mid-17th century sugar 

began to change from a luxury spice, classed with nutmeg and cardamom, to a staple, 

first for the middle class, then for the poor. 
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 By the 18th century the marriage of sugar and slavery was complete. Every few 

years a new island—Puerto Rico, Trinidad—was colonized, cleared, and planted. 

When the natives died, the planters replaced them with African slaves. After the crop 

was harvested and milled, it was piled in the holds of ships and carried to London, 

Amsterdam, Paris, where it was traded for finished goods, which were brought to the 

west coast of Africa and traded for more slaves. The bloody side of this “t r iangular 

t rade ,” during which millions of Africans died, was known as the Middle Passage. 

Until the slave trade was banned in Britain in 1807, more than 11 million Africans 

were shipped to the New World—more than half ending up on sugar plantations.  

 

 

 

Global Commerce Silver: Europe, China, & Potosi 

by Robert Strayer, Ways of the World: A Global History  

  

 Even more than the spice trade of Eurasia, it was the silver trade that gave birth 

to a genuinely global network of exchange. As one historian puts it, silver “went 

round the world and made the world go round.” The mid-sixteenth century discovery 

of enormously rich deposits in Bolivia (ie South America) suddenly provided a vastly 

increased supply of that precious metal. Spanish America alone produced perhaps 85 

percent of the world’s silver during the early modern era.  
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 Spain’s sole Asian colony, the Philippines, provided a critical link in this 

emerging network of global commerce. Manila, the colonial capital of Spain’s 

Philippine colony was the destination of annual Spanish shipments of silver, which 

were drawn from the rich mines of Bolivia, transported overland to Acapulco in 

Mexico, and from there shipped across the Pacific to the Philippines. This trade was 

the first direct and sustained link between the Americas and Asia, and it initiated a 

web of Pacific commerce that grew steadily over the centuries.  

  

 At the heart of that Pacific web, and of early modern global commerce 

generally, was China’s enormously huge economy and its demand for silver. In the 

1570’s, The Chinese authorities of the Ming Dynasty organized their entire tax 

system in a manner that required citizens to pay taxes to the government in the form 

of silver. Ultimately, this provided China with greater economic stability, as there was 

a uniform code of tax payment. Moreover, China’s sudden new demand for silver 

caused its value to skyrocket. It meant that foreigners with silver could now purchase 

far more of China’s silks and porcelains than before. In other words, if a country had 

access to silver, China was interested in trading with that country. Additionally, any 

country that China was interested in trading with was likely to become extremely 

wealthy and powerful in the 16th century.  

  

 China’s demand for silver set silver in motion around the world, with the bulk 

of the world’s silver supply winding up in China and much of the rest elsewhere in 

Asia. Asia was the largest importer of silver, as it served to be of great use in 

stabilizing a country’s economy through its use as a uniform method of paying taxes. 
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By 1600, it circulated widely in southern China. A Portuguese merchant in 1621 

noted that “silver wanders throughout all the world...before flocking to China, where 

it remains as if it is in its natural center.”  

 

 In its global journey’s, silver transformed much that it touched. At the world’s 

largest silver mine in what is now Bolivia (South America), the city of Potosi  arose 

from a barren landscape high in the Andes, a ten-week mule trip away from the 

former Inca Empire region of Lima. “New people arrive by the hour, attracted by the 

smell of silver,” commented a Spanish observer in the 1570’s. With 160,000 people, 

Potosi became the largest city in the Americas and equivalent in size to London, 

Amsterdam or Seville. Its wealthy European elite lived in luxury, with all the goods of 

Europe and Asia at their disposal.  

 Meanwhile, the city’s Native American miners worked in conditions so 

horrendous that some families held funeral services for men drafted to work in the 

mines. One Spanish priest referred to Potosi as a “portrait of hell.” 

 

GUIDING QUESTIONS 

 

1.) What was China’s role in the growth of silver? Why did they want silver? 
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2.) Who served to benefit the most from the new demand of silver? Using 

information from the reading and the classwork, explain your response in the space 

below. 

 

 

 

 

 

3.) Who do you think paid the biggest price for silver in the 16th century? Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

4.) How is sugar impacting the process of globalization in the 16th century? Using 

information from the reading, explain in the space below. 

                

                

                

                

                

                

                


