
THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 

Lesson 2 – Sugar and Cotton 

Introduction  

The British Industrial Revolution depended on cotton 

grown in other places because the climate in England 

could not support cotton plants. In this lesson, you will 

learn where the British purchased the cotton and how 

cotton was harvested in those other places. You will also 

learn about the links between sugar and cotton 

plantations over time and their influence on the cotton 

factories that made the British Industrial Revolution so 

successful. 

Segment 2.1 – Spread of the Sugar Industry 

Use the following facts to map the spread of sugar plantations 

from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic islands to the Western 

Hemisphere.  

•  European demand for sugar continually increased from 

the Crusades up to the fifteenth century as profits from 

revived regional trade and increased connections to 

Afroeurasian trade routes encouraged more participation 

from European merchants.  

•  During the thirteenth century, sugar plantation owners 

on Cyprus, which was then under European Crusader 

control, purchased slaves from the Caucasus and 

prisoners of war to plant, harvest, and process the sugar 

cane. The creation of the Ottoman empire ended that 

source of slaves in the fifteenth century.  

•  Sugar plantations in the islands of the eastern Atlantic 

(Madeira and Canary Islands) used prisoners from the 

Iberian peninsula, indigenous people of the Canaries (the 

Guanches), and then slaves imported from West Africa for 

their supply of coerced labor.  

•  In the fifteenth century, Christopher Columbus brought 

sugar cane plants from a Madeira plantation to the 

Caribbean region.  

•  By 1540, the Spanish and Portuguese established sugar 

plantations in the Caribbean and Brazil, and depended on 

West African slaves to plant, harvest, and produce 

crystallized sugar for export to European markets. 

 

Segment 2.2 – Were Sugar Plantations Early Factories? 

SUGAR 
Production of sugar required plentiful rain or irrigation, 
supervision and organization of planting and cutting, 
cutting and gathering of wood to boil sugar juice, and 
directed production to get crushing, boiling, and 
crystallization done before the cut cane spoiled. There 
was clear division of specialized jobs to maximize the 
production of crystallized sugar in a strictly disciplined  
environment.  

TEXTILES 
Production of textiles required the purchase of raw cotton 
from overseas, the spinning of the raw cotton into thread, 
the weaving of the thread into cloth, the supply of tools 
and steam power to make machines run, simple and 
repetitive sequences of tasks, semi-skilled labor, large 
buildings to accommodate large-size machines, the 
location of factories near coal supply, and a strictly 
disciplined environment to keep the flow of production 
going. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Aspects of Work on a Caribbean or Brazilian Sugar Plantation 

• Sugar cane field and sugar mill both essential elements 
of the plantation. 

• Slave laborers regarded as interchangeable units. 
• Labor divided by age and sex. 
• Labor organized into crews, gangs, and shifts. 
• Planting, harvesting, and milling scheduled in a time-

conscious way. 
• Rigorous discipline and punctuality maintained. 
• Fields and mills places of heat, danger, and noise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Much has been made of the impact of textile machinery 

inventions in the eighteenth century, but it will be apparent 

that up to the 1760s the machines actually used in the 

textile industry—like the cane-crushing mills … on Caribbean 

sugar plantations—were of a very traditional kind with 

several centuries of history behind them. What was really 

new was the approach to work discipline and organization, 

which had parallels on plantations also. … 



Map the spread of sugar plantations run by Europeans using data from Segment 2.1: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COMPARE AND CONTRAST 

Brazilian or Caribbean Sugar Mill         vs.         English Cotton Textile Factory 

 


