Slave Codes in South Carolina

South Carolina was a slave colony from the start.   Its hot, humid climate made it a great place to grow cotton. Slavery was needed for the whites to prosper and as a result Africans were brought here by the multitude.  The black population grew rapidly and outnumbered the whites by 1708.  As a result, South Carolina establishes codes in which blacks were to live by.  These codes defined the status of enslaved blacks and explicitly spelled out the punishment for slaves. 

1. If a slave runs away or strikes a white person:  (1690)

a. 1st offense severely whipped, followed by slitting the nose, and burning “some part of his face with a hot iron” and death for those who attacked whites a second or third time.

b. Second offense for runaways would be R branded on their cheek and slaves might suffer the loss of an ear.

c. Punishment for a fourth offense was castrating male slaves and branding an R on the left check of female slaves.

d. Either cutting the tendon in one leg or sentencing the enslaved person to death would be the punishment for the 5 attempts.  

2. Free slaves (1712)

a. If a freed slave failed to leave South Carolina within six months, he or she would be re-enslaved and sold at public auction.

3.  Negro Act 1740: 

a. If a white man kills an enslaved person it is a misdemeanor punishable by fine.

b. Slaves could never attack a white person except in defense of their slave owner’s life.

c. Slaves would be executed for plotting insurrection or conspiring to runaway, burning a barrel of tar, or a “stack of rice” or teaching another slave “the knowledge of any poisonous root, plant or herb.”

d. Slaves were not allowed to dress in a way “above the condition of slaves.” Clothing must be made of coarse fabrics.

e. Staves could not learn to read and write and nor assemble with one another.  People who violated these things were subjected to flogging.  

4. Free slaves (1820)

a. Due to troublesome, old, or sickly blacks becoming a burden to some communities the legislature would decide if slaves could become free.

b. Free blacks could not enter South Carolina.

Questions

1) What are slave codes?

2) What are 4 codes that surprised you?

3) Why would South Carolina need the above 4 codes?
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