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Preface

These studies have had a long history, longer than I some-
times care to recall, having begun as arn undergraduate honors
paper at Brooklyn College almost fifteen years ago. Arthur C.
Cole, whose kindness and wise counsel I still vividly recall,
suggested that I investigate the agricultural reform movement
in the Old South. The suggestion appalled me—with typical
undergraduate modesty I had proposed to do a paper on
“Southern Thought from Late Colonial Times to the Civil
War”—but embarrassment and confidence in the old pro-
fessor’s judgment caused me to yield. When I moved on to
Columbia University, I carried a growing interest in the sub-
ject with me. Eventually, although the story had some strange
turnings, a doctoral dissertation on the same subject emerged.

Some of these studies grew out of that dissertation; others
sprung from allied projects. It was clear from the beginning
that Southern agriculture could not be studied apart from
politics and social structure. Fortunately, neither Professor
Cole nor Professor Dumas Malone ever thought that the sub-
ject could be treated in any other way, and I escaped having
to waste my time doing “pure” economic history. (How
astonishing that an age which finds pure women both con-
taminated and boring so ardently seeks pure economists.)
My inclination to study the slave economy as one aspect of a
social process received special encouragement from Frank
Tannenbaum, whose writings and lectures on Latin America
set a high standard. To all of these men I am deeply indebted,
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as I am to Richard B. Morris, who assumed responsibility for
my dissertation when Professor Malone retired and who
piloted me through some rough seas.

To David Donald, who was teaching at Columbia University
when I studied there, I owe a special debt. His criticisms of
my work have always been hard, but his generous support,
especially at some difficult junctures in the ensuing years, has
been inestimable. He has always retained grave reservations
about my method and conclusions, and like Professors Cole,
Malone, Tannenbaum, and Morris, hardly shares my philo-
sophical standpoint. Yet, in the best tradition of the academic
community, which is nonetheless too often violated by petty
men, they always tried to help me find my own road instead
of trying to drag me down theirs.

A number of friends helped in a variety of ways at various
stages, and I hope that they will accept a general acknowl-
edgment, for I am well aware of how much I owe to others.
I have been especially indebted, however, to Ann J. Lane, who
read most of these essays at different stages and offered in-
dispensable criticisms of style and content, and to Mr. André
Schiffrin of Pantheon Books, who persuaded me to make a
number of changes that’ have improved the manuscript im-
mensely.

Six of these studies appeared previously in journals, as
noted in the acknowledgments, and are reprinted by permission
of those journals. These have benefited from suggestions of
the respective editors, especially the one from Agricultural
History, which was then so splendidly edited by Fred Kohl-
meyer and has since passed into the able hands of James
Shideler. All have been rewritten. “The Slave South: An In-
terpretation” has been enlarged and revised substantially; “The
Negro Laborer in Africa and the Slave South” has also been
altered considerably; the others have had rough spots removed,
additions and deletions made, and some errors corrected in
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the face of criticism from scholars, whose assistance is ac-
knowledged in the footnotes.

The other four studies appear for the first time. The two
unpublished papers on the industrialists and industry were read
by Robert Starobin, whose forthcoming dissertation on slave
labor in industry will no doubt tell us much we need to know.
His skeptical reaction and thoughtful questions did not change
my mind but did lead to some necessary rethinking. The final
paper, “The Origins of Slavery Expansionism,” was read to
the departmental faculty seminar at Rutgers University, where
it led to a lively exchange among my colleagues. Their re-
actions helped me to see the limits of my argument and, I
hope, to put it in proper perspective.

E.D. G
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the Wesleyan Edition

Introductions of this sort present an unusual opportunity to re-
ply to serious criticism. I have indeed been privileged to re-
ceive both directly and implicitly alternate views of the sub-
ject by Robert Fogel, Stanley Engerman, Gavin Wright, and
no few others. To these challenges I have done my best to re-
ply elsewhere. Here, we may pass lightly over the specifics of
this or that economic formulation and calculation, which prop-
erly remain of importance to economic historians. The correct
calculation of hog weights, for example, does have significance
for other calculations that bear on some large problems. Since
I published my own calculations, better ones have been made
by those sophisticated in techniques beyond my own training,
but their results reinforce my central argument.

By the time I wrote this book, I had largely abandoned my
youthful notion that the rate of profit in cotton production
was low and probably lower than the interest rate. Even be-
fore the pioneering work of Alfred Conrad and John Meyer
and long before the drastic revisions of Fogel and Engerman,
others, most notably Kenneth Stampp, had shaken that notion,
which, nonetheless, does seem to peep out of my text here and
there despite my efforts to leave it behind. It should also be
clear that my discussion of productivity will not do, not so
much because it is wrong—I do think it makes a strong point—
as because I use the term in a laymen’s sense that, whatever its
merits, plays loose with the customary technical meaning.

xi
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Rather than try to clean up these matters in this Introduc-
tion, I have chosen to republish an essay on “The Slave Econo-
mies in Political Perspective,” co-authored with Elizabeth
Fox-Genovese, which reflects my current thinking on basic
problems. That essay was originally published in the Journal
of American History in 1979 and was revised and enlarged for
our book Fruits of Merchant Capital (1983), which contains
a reformulation and refinement of the principal theses of The
Political Economy of Slavery. Fruits of Merchant Capital also
contains three chapters of special relevance to the themes ex-
plored here: a discussion of the historical role of merchant
capital; a critique of Fogel and Engerman’s Time on the Cross;
and an analysis of the debate it provoked. A discerning reader
of Fruits of Merchant Capital should have no trouble in seeing
how and where I would try to improve this book were I to
rewrite it.

More important, Fruits of Merchant Capital explains my
reasons for jettisoning the term “prebourgeois” and some others
like it without surrendering the concept for which it proved
to be an unfortunate and confusing code word. Hard criticism
from Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Lewis P. Simpson, the lit-
erary critic and greatest of the historians of the high culture of
the Old South, helped me clarify my thinking and express
much more clearly what 1 had been trying to say in the first
place. But then, Ms. Fox-Genovese and Mr. Simpson thor-
oughly understood the main argument and did not succumb
to the nonsense that I had ever regarded the Old South as
feudal, seigneurial, or medieval—a position I rejected even
when I began these studies as an undergraduate. I see no rea-
son to review these and related matters here since I recently
reviewed them in the Introduction to the Wesleyan University
Press edition of The World the Slavehbolders Made (1988).

I long feared that this book suffers from too mechanistic a
view of the historical process with which it is primarily con-
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cerned. Forcing myself to reread it now, more than twenty
years later, I do find it open to some criticism on that score
but am relieved that I see so little I would want to change be-
yond details and secondary matters. The studies that constitute
the book reflect the considerable change that had taken place
in my thinking from the time I began them at Brooklyn
College and carried them through as a graduate student at
Columbia University to their publication in book form in 1965.
In my twenties I took too brittle a view of the purely eco-
nomic side of things, was overly concerned with profit rates,
underestimated the strength of the slave economy in some im-
portant particulars, and tended to slide toward a historical de-
terminism that even then I rejected philosophically. By the
early 1960s, I had begun to revise my thinking on these mat-
ters, as the stronger parts of the book should show, but some
of the older rigidities lingered on to 1964. Among my critics
only Stanley Engerman seems to have seen the problem—that
the book represents a transitional period in my thinking and
would have been considerably refined had I waited a few more
years. The exigencies of the academic world being what they
are, I could not wait: if I expected to get a salary I could live
on I had to get a promotion and tenure; to get a promotion
and tenure I had to have a book. Therefore . . . Not an un-
usual story. In any event, I did begin that refinement a few
years later in The World the Slaveholders Made and in other
essays, some of which were collected in In Red and Black
(1971, 1984). To be frank, I was not at all sure that, if I could
bring myself to reread The Political Economy of Slavery, 1
would want it republished, despite the continued sales of the
first edition and the knowledge that it has remained a text in a
good many college and even high school classes. (When did
high schools start to hire sadistic teachers?) Having finally had
to reread it, I have concluded once again that Jeannette Hop-
kins of Wesleyan University Press is a lot smarter than I am,
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for with all its flaws I am satisfied that it remains a book on
which I can stand. The discussions of soil exhaustion, livestock,
the process of agricultural reform, and especially of the impedi-
ments to industrialization, the roots of slavery expansionism,
and especially of the general crisis of slave society say most of
what I still would say and have not said better elsewhere. As
such, if the interpretation of the society of the Old South re-
mains worth considering—and since it is still furiously damned
as well as generously praised, I assume it is—then this book
remains the indispensable introduction.

The first essay, “The Slave South: An Interpretation,” re-
flects the weaknesses as well as what I hope are the strengths
of the book as a whole, although I think it a good deal stronger
when read in conjunction with the last essay, “The Origins of
Slavery Expansionism,” which was written a half dozen years
later and which, contrary to some of the sillier criticism I have
received, does not remotely constitute an “economic” inter-
pretation. Far from it. I sought the taproot of Southern expan-
sionism in the exigencies of the slaveholders’ class rule, which
simultaneously embraced all facets of their lives. Thus I heartily
concur with Bertram Wyatt-Brown’s splendid dissection of
Southern honor and only wish he had associated it more closely
to the nature of the master-slave relation. I did argue in this
book that slavery had to expand for economic reasons among
others, notwithstanding its economic incapacity to master the
territorial question. But I also tried to make clear that no one
could begin to understand the increasing intransigence of the
Southerners on the territorial question during the 1840s and
1850s without full attention to the point d’honneur. Those
who wished to keep slavery out of the territories implicitly—
and often explicitly—condemned it as an immoral social system
and condemned the slaveholders as the human embodiment of
that immorality. Free-soilism constituted a frontal attack on
Southern honor and, as such, was not to be borne. Those con-
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ciliatory Southerners who objected that the invocation of
Southern rights was spurious because of economic conditions
unfavorable to slavery in the territories steadily ran afoul of
the argument from Southern honor as a guiding principle in-
separable from Southern rights. From this point of view the
territorial question was by no means the “abstraction” it was
often called.

Between “The Slave South: An Interpretation,” written in
my twenties, and “The Origins of Slavery Expansionism,” writ-
ten in my mid-thirties, I had the opportunity to do further re-
search, to benefit from some excellent new work by Southern
historians, and to reflect upon and rein in some of my youthful
enthusiasms, and 1 did make modest changes when 1 repub-
lished it in this book. I would now modify it more substan-
tially. In particular, the emphasis on “aristocratic” and “back-
ward-looking” would give way to less stark formulations that
would take account of the yeomanry and the “progressive” or
“modern” features of a slaveholding class and society, which
even then I had the wit to perceive and describe as hybrids.
In subsequent books and essays 1 have been trying to develop
a more nuanced and empirically sounder set of formulations.
The Mind of the Master Class: The Life and Thought of the
Southern Slavebolders which 1 am now writing—to my great
good fortune—with Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, should contain
the full and integrated analyses and reflections for what has
been a life’s work.

Used suggestively, “aristocracy” has advantages, and no sug-
gested alternative—e.g., “gentry” or “country squires”’—serves
any better to capture the slaveholders of the Old South, who
constituted a class of a new type with some important features
in common with aristocracies. I never intended an identification
of such classes across historical periods but could have done
more to delineate the limits of the historical image I invoked.
More seriously, I referred to “planters” too freely when I
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clearly should have written “slaveholders.” I thereby gave the
unintended impression of writing about a tiny social elite in-
stead of the class as a whole, and, indeed, the very argument
of the book depends upon an understanding that the class as a
whole is at issue. But in insisting upon this correction, I have
no wish to give aid and comfort to those who perversely read
me in the first place as assuming that the slaveholders were a
homogeneous group, a monolith. Rather, 1 have presented the
slaveholders here and elsewhere as a class that exhibited suffi-
cient political, ideological, and moral coherence to move as a
class-for-itself—a class that could self-consciously express and
defend its interests—during the decisive moments of its in-
ternally rent history. At that, the argument refers to the plan-
tation heartland and its tributaries rather than to the “South”
as a geopolitical region, large parts of which the slaveholders
did not dominate.

When, therefore, I wrote that the slaveholders constituted a
“premodern” class, I meant that its fundamental social relations
and an essential aspect of its ethos—by no means the totality—
bore the characteristics of premodernity and antimodernity. I
did not deny the reverse: that the specific kind of slaveholding
class described here was and could only be a product of the
modern, bourgeois world and its trans-Atlantic culture, the
ethos and sensibilities of which it necessarily had to absorb
even as it struggled to repudiate much of them. I might have
said more, as I promised to do and have since tried to do, about
the ideological and psychological tension created by that con-
tradictory development—by the warring elements in that “hy-
brid” class and its world. But if my presentation may be
faulted as encouraging a one-sided view, I still insist that it
properly focuses on that side which contributed most to the
forging of the slaveholders as a class and, through them, the
forging of Southern slave society as a unique social formation
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that could not be assimilated to the bourgeois world in which
it had originated.

I confess to liking “The Slave South: An Interpretation”
much more than I thought I would. For if I have to smile at
its unqualified generalizations—its exaggerations—I would
hone and modify its principal theses rather than subject them
to radical alteration. The excellent scholarship of many col-
leagues during these last two decades compels all kinds of re-
visions—we would all be in bad shape were that not the case—
but compel no retreat from fundamentals. The Old South, I
believe more strongly than ever, must be understood as a his-
torically discrete slave society, the basic tendencies of which
were antibourgeois despite its being embodied in a capitalist
world and world market. Southern slave society could never
fully assimilate bourgeois ideology and morals, nor could it
remain at peace with the trans-Atlantic bourgeoisie, most espe-
cially not with the Northern bourgeoisie with which it had to
share national-state power in the United States. In subsequent
published work and work in progress in collaboration with
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, I have been hacking down some dead
trees, pruning others, and even planting a few new ones, but
I have left the forest essentially intact.

I now see that forest as much lusher and more variegated
but as distinctly recognizable from my early picture of it. I
wrote in this book that the psychological and ideological as-
pects of the argument could only be hinted at here and would
have to be developed. I have spent more than twenty years in
trying to do just that and have taken special comfort from the
work of Lewis Simpson and Drew Faust, among those whose
work on these matters is generally compatible with my own
despite their non-Marxist frames of reference. I have also
been learning a great deal from such scholars as Bertram
Wyatt-Brown, Michael O’Brien, William Freehling, Larry
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Tise, and others with whom I have a variety of quarrels. The
articles Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and I have been publishing in
recent years, separately and together, should serve as a respect-
ful response to explicit and implicit criticism of my earlier
formulations of the cultural history of the Old South. As for
the earlier formulations presented here, I see much to amplify,
clarify, and refine, but little of importance to repudiate.
Without restating the argument of “The Slave Economies
in Political Perspective,” I would like to draw attention to the
deep disagreement I have with my friends and colleagues Fogel
and Engerman, as well as with some other economic histo-
rians—the disagreement over the relation of high growth rates
to the problem of industrialization and, more broadly, of eco-
nomic development. If the growth rates were slighted in The
Political Economy of Slavery, the same cannot be said for
“The Slave Economies in Political Perspective,” but, in any
case, empirically verifiable high growth rates are not the cen-
tral issue. Rather, the issue concerns the structural constraints
(political and ideological as well as economic) on economic
development—the possibilities for the qualitative changes in
the economy necessary for the maintenance of class power.
Fogel, Engerman, and others pose a counterfactual: if the
war had not intervened, the South would have shifted capital
and other resources into manufacturing as soon as it paid to do
so or, alternatively, would have gone on for an indefinite pe-
riod as a high-growth, staple-producing region. Gavin Wright,
especially in The Political Economy of the Cotton South, sub-
jects that thesis to tough criticism from an economic point of
view. With due respect to Wright’s sophisticated analyses,
even if with some uneasiness about his own counterfactuals, I
argued in this book and subsequently that the central issue
concerned the political power of the dominant class, not the
economic performance per se, and that the question of politi-
cal power would never have led to a bloody sectional war had
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it not reflected the fundamental character of a ruling class of
a special type.

In developing that thesis, I tried to pay close attention to
the relation of the slaveholders, especially the big planters, to
the industrialists and to show that a significant number of
planters did invest in industry. Yet some critics have produced
their own evidence of the same thing and announced that my
interpretation has thereby been refuted. I can only suggest that
they read what I actually wrote. Quibbles aside, the argument
of this book rests on the portrayal of the slaveholders as a dis-
tinct ruling class and on the judgment that neither they nor
any such class can be understood if we try to make an analyti-
cal separation of their material and, as it were, subjective as-
pects.

On another set of questions: I intended the essay on “The
Negro Laborer in Africa and the Slave South” to dispose of
certain racist assumptions that had largely been discredited
but that nonetheless kept seeping into the literature. It seems
to have done the immediate job well enough but could stand
considerable revision at various points. For in this essay and
elsewhere in the book I seriously underestimated the impor-
tance of the slaves’ initiative to the political economy. My
strictures on the slaves’ diet, for example, should be qualified
to take account of the extent to which the slaves found ways
to provide for themselves. In Roll, Jordan, Roll, 1 strove for a
better balance on such specific issues and, more important, I
tried to assess the cultural development of the quarters. It
turned out to be a story I had not imagined possible when I
wrote these early studies. As for the discussion of slavery and
servitude in Africa, it too may stand as an adequate approxima-
tion for immediate purposes, but we now have first-class stud-
ies by specialists that should be consulted by those who want
a full and rich picture. I should especially recommend the
work of Paul Lovejoy and Frederick Cooper.
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In “The Negro Laborer in Africa and the Slave South” I
wrote: “Once slavery passes from its mild, patriarchal stage,
the laborer is regarded less and less as a human being and more
and more as a beast of burden, particularly when he is a for-
eigner and can be treated as a biological inferior.” James Oakes,
among others, has chided me for advancing this formulation
while insisting upon the centrality of paternalism to the mas-
ter-slave relation, 1 appreciate the criticism, which draws at-
tention to a substantial problem, but I regard it as a legitimate
demand for elaboration and a careful delineation of limits, not
as a refutation of the argument for the ubiquity of paternalism.
Here, too, in Roll, Jordan, Roll and elsewhere I have attempted
to explore that explosive contradiction, and I remain convinced
that both arguments are sound. They must, however, be un-
derstood as constituting the dialectical tension at the heart of
the master-slave relation. If I may twit Mr. Oakes a bit, surely
he recognizes as dogmatic nonsense the dreadful sentence with
which I concluded my discussion and which opened the way
to fair criticism: “Thus slavery, no matter how patriarchal at
first, will, if permitted to grow naturally, break out of its
modest bounds and produce an economy that will rip the la-
borer from his culture and yet not provide him with a genuine
replacement.” Dogmatic nonsense it is, in refutation of which
I wrote Roll, Jordan, Roll.

We do confront a powerful tendency toward dehumaniza-
tion, the logic of which was imaginatively and unforgettably
laid bare by Stanley Elkins in Slavery: A Problem in American
Institutional and Intellectual Life. In my several criticisms of
Elkins—see the relevant essays in Iz Red and Black—I argued
that the logic ought not to be confused with the history, for
the slaves themselves, as well as their masters, generated for-
midable countertendencies. I am increasingly impressed, for
example, with the effort of the churches and their ministers to
combat the worst of the tendencies toward dehumanization.
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Indeed, in other ways, too, religion deeply influenced the so-
ciety and the economy, for the slaveholders—I am now con-
vinced—were a pious, God-fearing people. These problems
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and I have begun to explore in articles
and shall return to in depth in our forthcoming book.

Were I to try to enrich the primary theses of this book or,
with Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, those of Fruits of Merchant
Capital, I would include an extended discussion of the objec-
tive and subjective significance of households in Southern slave
society. Ms. Fox-Genovese has in recent years developed the
interpretation of the Old South as a discrete slaveholding so-
ciety, beginning with her formulation of slavery as a (non-
capitalist) social formation within a worldwide (bourgeois)
mode of production—a formulation that led to another, that
the slaveholders, as a class, were in but not of the capitalist
world. From that vantage point, which The Political Economy
of Slavery had suggested but only mumbled, she has given the
discussion 2 new turn with her work on Southern households,
especially in her recent book Within the Plantation House-
bold: Black and White Women of the Old South. That fresh
perspective we shall do our best to integrate into our forth-
coming book on the slaveholders. Here let me settle for a few
essentials that would point toward a deepening of the argu-
ment of this book.

For slaves as for slaveholders, the experience of everyday life
was firmly grounded in households that anchored Southern
slavery as a social system. Southern households, in distinct
contrast to their Northern counterparts, continued through-
out the antebellum period to harbor a significant measure of
production as well as reproduction. The differences between
Southern and Northern experience in this respect emerges most
dramatically from a comparison of the respective rates of ur-
banization in the free and slave states. The specifics may be
followed in Ms. Fox-Genovese’s book, but the picture is clear
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enough. During precisely the period in which the Northern
states were generating a city-system that embodied the dra-
matic growth of the market in Northern society, the slave
states remained overwhelmingly rural, notwithstanding the
presence of a few very large port cities. Thus, by 1860, among
Southern slave states only Kentucky (with 10.4 per cent) ex-
ceeded 10 per cent urban.

Southern households, which contained within themselves
the fundamental social relations of production, successfully
forestalled that market penetration which was, however un-
evenly, transforming Northern households. Many Southern
households obviously did depend upon the world market, but
that dependence may even have reinforced their essential char-
acter, for it affected their aggregate productions without trans-
forming the relations among their members or the relations of
individual members to a market in labor-power. In The Politi-
cal Economy of Slavery, 1 emphasized the importance of slave-
holders’ purchases of manufactures such as shoes primarily as
evidence of the underdevelopment of the division of labor
within Southern society. Slaveholders who bought shoes and
other manufactured goods in bulk from the North, or specialty
items from the North or from Europe, testified to—even as
they reinforced—the failure of the South to develop those vital
local markets that embodied Northern development. 1 also
argued that although the South persisted longer than the North
in household manufactures, the inefficiency of slave labor dis-
couraged such manufacture in substantial quantities. It now
appears that the case is more complex and that my argument
about the division of labor in Southern society should be sepa-
rated from my argument about the extent of household manu-
facture. In fact, many Southern households probably did en-
gage in more subsistence production and home manufacture
than 1 thought at the time. The census data on which 1 relied
demonstrates that although Southern households persisted in
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such manufacture longer than Northern, the dollar value of
the manufactures they did produce was not impressive. The
problem of the dollar value remains troubling, but it does now
appear that significant numbers of Southern households were
producing a substantial amount of food and cloth. The narra-
tives of former slaves, like many slaveholders’ plantation books,
testify that slave women were regularly spinning and weaving
in large numbers. The issue is less that of the measure of self-
sufficiency than the division of labor outside of households and
the development of markets in basic food supplies and com-
modities. For even those households that increased their pur-
chase of supplies and goods did not, as did Northern house-
holds, get drawn into the market in labor-power. The outright
ownership of labor buttressed Southern households against the
influence of the market upon the relations among household
members, including slaves. The division of labor that shaped
the weaving and spinning was a division of labor by gender.

The consequences were far-reaching. Throughout the ante-
bellum period, slaveholders referred to their households, in-
cluding their slaves, as “my family white and black.” The
metaphor of family obscured the realities of the relations be-
tween masters and slaves, but nonetheless captured the mas-
ters’ commitment to noncontractual relations among household
members. If many masters failed to live up to their self-
proclaimed responsibilities, others remained concerned to pro-
vide decently for their slaves and to realize their reiterated
conviction that slavery provided greater benefits for the la-
borer than a system of free labor.

Frequently the discussion of the slaves’ well-being has been
cast as a matter of treatment. Did slaves, or did they not, fare
better than free laborers with respect to diet, housing, medical
care, life expectancy? But the real cost of the system for the
slaves lay elsewhere. For membership in the master’s household
deprived male slaves of the ability to form their own. Deprived
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of legal marriage and the attendant control over their own
women and their children’s futures that resulted from inde-
pendent property ownership, including property in their own
labor, slaves lacked independent material foundations for their
distinct culture and beliefs. As I argued in Roll, Jordan, Roll,
the slaves did develop a vital and distinct Afro-American cul-
ture that included a heavy infusion from their African past,
but, however vigorous, that culture depended primarily on an
act of will in the face of considerable odds. The household
structure of Southern society in effect ensured that the slaves
would live in close contact with and under the close super-
vision of the slaveholders, who had a decisive advantage in set-
ting the terms of contact.

For the slaveholders, Southern households reinforced their
commitment to unequal relations among all members of so-
ciety, especially those between masters and slaves and between
men and women. The exigencies of living in intimate relation
with a subordinate and hostile class reinforced the received
wisdom that God and nature had ordained male superiority.
Physical strength retained an immediate relevance to life in a
society in which the head of the household had to be able to
whip his prime male field hand himself. By the same token,
women’s need for male protection justified male dominance—
the inescapable inequality between men and women.

A mea culpa: on page 8 I wrote, “I do not believe in inevita-
bility in the everyday meaning of the word, nor in a mechani-
cal determinism that leaves no place for man’s will, nor in sin.”
I should have quit while I was ahead. 1 did not and do not be-
lieve in inevitability or mechanical determinism, but I do be-
lieve, and suspect I always did, in sin. Smart-mouthed one-
liners like this reference to sin aside, even when I began to
study the slaveholders as an undergraduate with a fierce and 1
fear dogmatic Marxist bias, I quickly came to view them as
surprisingly strong and attractive men—I would now add, and
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women—who stood for some values worthy of the highest re-
spect and who contributed much more to modern civilization
than they have been credited with. I also viewed them as ob-
jectively retrograde and as responsible for the greatest enormity
of the age—black slavery itself. That sense of the slaveholders
as a class I carried into this book, to the squeals of outrage
from left-wing and liberal critics who saw in it everything
from proslavery apologetics and thinly disguised racism to the
groveling attraction of an outsider before the pretensions of
the rich, the mighty, and the well-born. I ask to be forgiven if
my only reply to this left-wing childishness is that I have no
time for imbeciles. The more than twenty years since 1 pub-
lished this book have largely been spent in intensive further
research into every possible facet of the slaveholders’ lives,
and in consequence my respect and admiration for the best
members of that class has, if anything, risen markedly. But so,
especially in response to the work I did on Roll, Jordan, Roll,
has my sense of horror at what, despite the best of intentions,
they wrought. For the way white folks done black folks, as a
former slave woman put it, they won’t never pray it away.
The juxtaposition of these two aspects of the slaveholders’ life
and legacy defines the genuine historical tragedy to which
they succumbed.

And an awareness of the tragedy brings us to the problem
of sin, however absurd it may seem for an atheist to invoke it.
For if I was trying to tell my fellow Marxists anything, it was
that Marx had misled us badly with his philosophy of human-
ity—his unabashed, unfounded, and preposterous insistence
that the liberation of humanity from class exploitation and
oppression would produce a new man and a new woman who
would instinctively relate to each other lovingly and coopera-
tively. Marx did not invent that cant. It had had a long and
bloody history and had become standard fare with the En-
lightenment. The slaveholders heard it all the time and, serious
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Christians that most were, they had the wit to laugh. They also
took the measure of those who deluded themselves with such
pious hopes, and they therefore kept themselves ready to stand
to their arms.

The Marxism with which I have identified proceeds on the
basis of a rejection of the philosophy of humanity that Marx
superimposed upon his great work of historical interpretation,
which offers that philosophy not the slightest consolation.
With The Political Economy of Slavery 1 began to try to tell
the story of a great historical tragedy. Hence the political con-
clusion that ought to follow is that the slaveholders were hon-
orable and admirable people who could neither be bought nor
frightened and who therefore had to be crushed as a class. For
pointing to that conclusion I have regularly been denounced
by the geniuses of the Left as an apologist for the slaveholders.
As apologetics go, I personally can live with these just fine. I
doubt, however, that the slaveholders would have welcomed
them.

Having referred to the work that Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and
I have published in recent years, may I list those most relevant
to the themes of this Introduction. Above all see Fox-Genovese,
Within the Plantation Housebold: Black and White Women
of the Old South (Chapel Hill, 1988), especially its lengthy
discussion of the significance of the households for the politi-
cal economy of the region.

On the ideology of slavery see Genovese, Western Civiliza-
tion through Slavebolding Eyes: The Social and Historical
Thought of Thomas Roderick Dew (New Orleans: “The An-
drew Mellon Lecture,” Tulane University, 1985); Genovese,
“Larry Tise’s Proslavery: A Critique and an Appreciation,”
Georgia Historical Quarterly, LXXII (Winter 1988), pp. 670-
83; and Genovese and Fox-Genovese, “Slavery, Economic
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Development, and the Law: The Dilemma of the Southern
Political Economists, 1800-1860,” Washington and Lee Law
Review, XL (1984), pp- 1-29.

On religion, which I passed over in this book but now re-
gard as essential to an understanding of the life and thought of
the slaveholders, see “Slavery Ordained of God”: The South-
ern Slavebolders’ View of Biblical History and Modern Poli-
tics (Gettysburg, Pa.: “The Fortenbaugh Memorial Lecture,”
Gettysburg College, 1985); Genovese and Fox-Genovese, “The
Religious Ideals of Southern Slave Society,” Georgia Histori-
cal Quarterly, LXX (1986), pp. 1-16; and Fox-Genovese and
Genovese, “The Divine Sanction of Social Order: Religious
Foundations of the Southern Slaveholderss World View,”
Journal of the American Academy of Religion, LV (1987),
PpP- 211-33.

On principal themes of the development of the “high cul-
ture,” see Fox-Genovese and Genovese, “The Cultural History
of Southern Slave Society: Reflections on the Work of Lewis
P. Simpson,” in J. Gerald Kennedy and Daniel Mark Fogel,
eds., American Letters and Historical Consciousness: Essays in
Honor of Lewis P. Simpson (Baton Rouge, La.: Louisiana
State University Press, 1987), pp. 14-38.
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The Political Economy of Slavery

m Studies in the Economy & Society
of the Slave South w Plantation slavery
bad in strictly business aspects at least as many
drawbacks as it bad attractions. But in the large
it was less a business than a life; it made fewer
fortunes than it made men.

B ULRICH BONNELL PHILLIPS






Introduction

£3 One

These studies fall under the rubric of “the political economy
of slavery,” not “the economics of slavery,” because they
are concerned less with economics or even economic history
as generally understood than with the economic aspect of
a society in crisis. They argue that slavery gave the South a
social system and a civilization with a distinct class struc-
ture, political community, economy, ideology, and set of
psychological patterns and that, as a result, the South in-
creasingly grew away from the rest of the nation and from
the rapidly developing sections of the world. That this
civilization had difficulty in surviving during the nineteenth
century—a bourgeois century if any deserves the name—
raises only minor problems. The difficulty, from this point
of view, was neither economic, nor political, nor moral, nor
ideological; it was all of these, which constituted manifesta-
tions of a fundamental antagonism between modern and
premodern worlds.

The premodern quality of the Southern world was im-
parted to it by its dominant slaveholding class. Slavery has
existed in many places, side by side with other labor sys-
tems, without producing anything like the civilization of
the South. Slavery gave the South a special way of life
because it provided the basis for a regional social order in
which the slave labor system could dominate all others.
Southern slavery was not “mere slavery”—to recall Louis

3



4 INTRODUCTION

Hartz’s luckless term—but the foundation on which rose a
powerful and remarkable social class: a class constituting
only a tiny portion of the white population and yet so
powerful and remarkable as to try, with more success than
our neo-abolitionists care to see, to build a new, or rather
to rebuild an old, civilization.

The first of these studies, “The Slave South: An Inter-
pretation,” sketches the main features of antebellum South-
ern civilization, which it describes as having been moving
steadily into a general crisis of society as a whole and espe-
cially of its dominant slaveholding class.* The slave-
holders’ economic and political interests, as well as ideologi-
cal and psychological commitments, clashed at many points
with those of Northern and European capitalists, farmers,
and laborers. The successful defense of slavery presupposed
an adequate rate of material growth, but the South could
not keep pace with an increasingly hostile North in popula-
tion growth, manufacturing, transportation, or even agri-
cultura] development. The weaknesses of Southern agricul-
ture were especially dangerous and galling to the regime—
dangerous because without adequate agricultural progress
other kinds of mraterial progress were difficult to effect;
galling because Southerners prided themselves on their
rural society and its alleged virtues.

Part Two examines the agricultural base of the Southern
economy and especially labor productivity, soil exhaustion,
the quantity and quality of livestock, crop diversification,
and the movement for agricultural reform. These studies
attempt to demonstrate that the efforts of Southerners to
develop a sound agricultural economy within the slave
system were yielding meager results and had little hope of
success as measured by the general and political needs of
the slaveholders.

Part Three consists of three studies that take up some of
the more important impediments to industrialization: the
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retardation of demand, the ambiguous position of the in-
dustrialists in a slaveholding society, and the relationship of
the slaveholding planters to industrial development. These
subjects do not exhaust the list of impediments, and none
of the studies pretends to exhaust its particular subject.
They are submitted in the hope that they demonstrate the
partial and restricted nature of industrial advance under the
slaveholders’ regime.

Part Four begins with a paper on “The Origins of Slavery
Expansionism,” which may serve as a conclusion for the
book as a whole. It tries to demonstrate that the South had
a great stake in the struggle over the Western territories,
which tore the country apart between the Mexican War
and the secession crisis. This paper is followed by a discus-
sion of the profitability of slavery in relation to the theme
of the other studies.

£3 Two

The War for Southern Independence, from the viewpoint
of these studies, arose naturally from the long psocess of the
development of the slaveholders’ regime. Since this view-
point is not generally accepted, it would be proper to give
some account of the contending interpretations. Historians
fall into two broad camps: the traditionalists have seen the
war as an irrepressible or inevitable conflict, whereas the
revisionists have seen it as an unnecessary bloodbath that
could have been prevented by good will or statesmanship.
Until about thirty years ago the lines were firmly drawn.

In recent decades a great shift has occurred. The re-
visionists have scored a series of stunning victories over
their opponents and forced them to abandon most of their
ground. They have done hard digging into source materials,
whereas since the appearance of Arthur C. Cole’s admirable
The Irrepressible Conflict (1934) the traditionalists have
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largely contented themselves with writing nice essays.
Originally, the traditionalist argument posited a wide area
of antagonism between the North and South, viewing
slavery as a moral issue but also as the basis of intense
material differences. Their notion of material differences
contained two debilitating tendencies: it centered on nar-
row economic issues like the tariff, which hardly added
up to a reasonable cause for a bloody war; and it assumed,
in accordance with a rigid theoretical model, a slavery-
engendered soil exhaustion and territorial expansionism
which empirical research did not establish.

The revisionists have offered a great many monographs
which argue that slavery did not necessarily prevent soil
reclamation and agricultural adjustment; they have investi-

ted the conditions for Southern expansionism and con-
cluded that slavery neither needed nor had prospects for
additional territory. As a result of their work, the tradi-
tional or irrepressible-conflict interpretation has come to
rest almost entirely on moral grounds: the conscience of the
nation could not tolerate forever the barbarism of slavery.
The question of a profound material antagonism has
thereby virtually been laid to rest.

If we had to choose between the two positions narrowed
to embrace the moral question alone, it would be difficult
to avoid choosing some variation of the revisionist, espe-
cially since such neo-revisionist historians as Allan Nevins
and David Donald have avoided the more naive formula-
tions of earlier writers and offered attractive alternatives.
In effect, they each deny that North and South represented
hostile civilizations and stress the inability of American in-
stitutional structure to cope with problems and disagree-
ments that were in themselves negotiable, Against such an
interpretation, continued harping on the moral issue be-
comes trying. Moral issues do have their place, as do the
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irrational actions with which they are sometimes associated,
but to say that slavery was merely an immoral way to
command labor and that it produced no special society is
to capitulate before the revisionists’ thrust. They maintain
simply and forcefully that time and good will would have
removed slavery had a holier-than-thou attitude not pre-
vailed in the North and had there not been so much room
for the demagogy of scheming politicians in both sections.
The best that the recent traditionalists have been able to
offer as a reply is the assertion that Southern immorality
proved too profitable to be dispensed with. This is no
answer. The notion that the values of the South’s ruling
class, which became the values of the South as a whole, may
be dismissed as immoral is both dubious and unenlightening,
but we may leave this point aside. If the commitment of the
slaveholders to slavery was merely a matter of dollars and
cents, a national effort could have paid them to become
virtuous. The answer, I suppose, is that the North could
not be expected to pay to free slaves when it believed slave-
holding immoral in the first place. As a matter of fact, it
could have, and there is not much evidence of such high-
mindedness in the North outside of a small band of aboli-
tionists. Either the revisionists are essentially right or the
moral question existed as an aspect of something much
deeper.

I begin with the hypothesis that so intense a struggle of
moral values implies a struggle of world views and that so
intense a struggle of world views implies a struggle of
worlds—of rival social classes or of societies dominated
by rival social classes. In investigating this hypothesis I
have rejected the currently fashionable interpretation of
slavery as simply a system of extra-economic compulsion
designed to sweat a surplus out of black labor. Slavery was
such a system, but it was much more. It supported a
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plantation community that must be understood as an in-
tegrated social system, and it made this community the
center of Southern life. It extruded a class of slaveholders
with a special ideology and psychology and the political
and economic power to impose their values on society as a
whole. Slavery may have been immoral to the world at
large but to these men, notwithstanding their doubts and
inner conflicts, it increasingly came to be seen as the very
foundation of a proper social order and therefore as the
essence of morality in human relationships. Under the cir-
cumstances the social conflict between North and South
took the form of a moral conflict. We need not deny the
reality of the moral issue to appreciate that it represented
only one aspect of a many-sided antagonism. These studies
seek to explore the material foundations of that irrepres-
sible antagonism.

Let us make our bows to the age: 1 do not believe in
inevitability in the everyday meaning of the word, nor in a
mechanical determinism that leaves no place for man’s will,
nor in sin. I do say that the struggle between North and
South was irrepressible. From the moment that slavery
passed from being one of several labor systems into being
the basis of the Southern social order, material and ideologi-
cal conflict with the North came into being and had to
grow worse.? If this much be granted, the question of in-
evitability becomes the question of whether or not the
slaveholders would give up their world, which they iden-
tified quite properly with slavery itself, without armed
resistance. The slaveholders’ pride, sense of honor, and
commitment to their way of life made a final struggle so
probable that we may safely call it inevitable without im-
plying a mechanistic determinism against which man can-
not avail.
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I have attempted to demonstrate that the material pre-
requisites for the slaveholders’ power were giving way be-
fore internal and external pressures; that the social system
was breaking on immanent contradictions; that the econ-
omy was proving incapable of adapting itself to reforms
while slavery existed; that slavery was naturally generating
territorial expansion; and that therefore secession and the
risk of war were emerging as a rational course of action. I
have, in other words, tried to rebuild the case on which a
materialist interpretation of an irrepressible conflict may
rest. In doing so, I realize that much of the argument is an
extension and refinement of arguments presented as long
as a century ago, and I cannot avoid feeling that the book
falls within Gonzilez Prada’s definition of sociology—the
art of saying old things in new ways and the science of
affirming contradictions.

The studies are presented with full awareness that the
issues sooner or later become those of ideology and psy-
chology. Not every material interest is worth defending
to the death, and it is not obvious that any should be. In
this book I can only suggest a starting point for a discussion
of the slaveholders’ ideology and psychology; but even if 1
or someone much more able could offer a volume, it would
not be possible to array sufficient scientific evidence to close
the debate between traditional and revisionist historians. A
good revisionist could accept every one of the empirical
findings in the studies presented here and rework his inter-
pretation to account for them in a manner worthy of re-
spect. The ultimate issues are those of history as social
process and the place of men within it. No amount of re-
search or argument on the origins of the War for Southern
Independence could alone convert anyone to a position on
those questions. The work of the revisionist historians has
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forced every honest opponent of theirs to rethink his posi-
tion many times and to try to raise its level of analysis. If
these studies do as much for them, the time and labor they
represent will have been well spent.

N O T E 8§

1 The generalizations presented in this first study require
considerable elaboration and defense, which the following
studies only begin to offer. I do, however, plan to submit
several volumes after this one. In my study of George Fitz-
hugh, The Logical Outcome of the Slavehbolders’ Philosophy,
which is almost finished, I shall develop the ideological
side of the argument. Also well under way is a study of re-
belliousness and docility in the Negro slave, Sambo & Nat
Turner, which will treat an important part of the story
that had to be neglected here. Finally, I expect to submit, in
what form I am not yet sure, extensive studies of the planters
and the middle- and lower-class whites.

2 If 1 may pick a quarrel with Leon P. Litwack’s admirable
North of Slavery (Chicago, 1961), I cannot understand
the statement that abolition in the North came about as a
result of ideological rather than economic factors. The lack
of a large class of slaveholders, as distinct from a class of
businessmen and professionals who owned some slaves, re-
sulted in a lack of deep ideological commitment and eco-
nomic interest, not to mention psychological dependence.
To try to weigh economic against ideological factors seems
to me a fruitless pursuit. In this setting the moral attack on
slavery, which needs no elaborate explanation in the world
of the nineteenth century—only its absence would require
explanation—met little resistance from those who benefited
from the system.



PART ONE £ THE SETTING
W bat kills spontaneous fictions, what recalls the
impassioned fancy from its improvisation, is the
angry wvoice of some contrary fancy. Nature,
silently making fools of us all our lives, never
would bring us to our senses; but the maddest
assertions of the mind may do so, when they
challenge one another. Criticism arises out of the
conflict of dogmas.

B GEORGE SANTAYANA

Scepticism and Animal Faith






One m The Slave South:
An Interpretation

£3 The Problem

The uniqueness of the antebellum South continues to challenge
the imagination of Americans, who, despite persistent attempts,
cannot divert their attention from slavery. Nor should they,
for slavery provided the foundation on which the South rose
and grew. The master-slave relationship permeated Southern
life and influenced relationships among free men. A full his-
tory would have to treat the impact of the Negro slave and of
slaveless as well as slaveholding whites, but a first approxima-
tion, necessarily concerned with essentials, must focus on the
slaveholders, who most directly exercised power over men
and events. The hegemony of the slaveholders, presupposing
the social and economic preponderance of great slave planta-
tions, determined the character of the South. These men rose
to power in a region embedded in a capitalist country, and
their social system emerged as part of a capitalist world. Yet,
a nonslaveholding European past and a shared experience in 2
new republic notwithstanding, they imparted to Southern life a
special social, economic, political, ideological, and psychologi-
cal content.

To dissolve that special content into an ill-defined agrar-
ianism or an elusive planter capitalism would mean to sacrifice

13
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concern with the essential for concern with the transitional
and peripheral. Neither of the two leading interpretations,
which for many years have contended in a hazy and unreal
battle, offers consistent and plausible answers to recurring
questions, especially those bearing on the origins of the War
for Southern Independence. The first of these interpretations
considers the antebellum South an agrarian society fighting
against the encroachments of industrial capitalism; the second
considers the slave plantation merely a form of capitalist enter-
prise and suggests that the material differences between North-
ern and Southern capitalism were more apparent than real.
These two views, which one would think contradictory, some-
times combine in the thesis that the agrarian nature of planter
capitalism, for some reason, made coexistence with industrial
capitalism difficult.!

The first view cannot explain why some agrarian societies
give rise to industrialization and some do not. A prosperous
agricultural hinterland has generally served as a basis for in-
dustrial development by providing a home market for manu-
factures and a source of capital accumulation, and the pros-
perity of farmers has largely depended on the growth of in-
dustrial centers as markets for foodstuffs. In a capitalist society
agriculture is one industry, or one set of industries, among
many, and its conflict with manufacturing is one of many
competitive rivalries. There must have been something unusual
about an agriculture that generated violent opposition to the
agrarian West as well as the industrial Northeast.

The second view, which is the more widely held, emphasizes
that the plantation system produced for a distant market,
responded to supply and demand, invested capital in land and
slaves, and operated with funds borrowed from banks and
factors. This, the more sophisticated of the two interpretations,
cannot begin to explain the origins of the conflict with the
North and does violence to elementary facts of antebellum
Southern history.
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€3 Slavery and the Expansion of Capitalism

The proponents of the idea of planter capitalism draw heavily,
wittingly or not, on Lewis C. Gray’s theory of the genesis
of the plantation system. Gray defines the plantation as a
“capitalistic type of agricultural organization in which a con-
siderable number of unfree laborers were employed under a
unified direction and control in the production of a staple
crop.”> Gray considers the plantation system inseparably
linked with the international development of capitalism. He
notes the plantation’s need for large outlays of capital, its
strong tendency toward specialization in a single crop, and its
commercialism and argues that these appeared with the in-
dustrial revolution.

In modern times the plantation often rose under bourgeois
auspices to provide industry with cheap raw materials, but
the consequences were not always harmonious with bourgeois
society. Colonial expansion produced three sometimes over-
lapping patterns: (1) the capitalists of the advanced country
simply invested in colonial land—as illustrated even today
by the practice of the United Fruit Company in the Carib-
bean; (z) the colonial planters were largely subservient to
the advanced countries—as illustrated by the British West In-
dies before the abolition of slavery; and (3) the planters were
able to win independence and build a society under their own
direction—as illustrated by the Southern United States.

In alliance with the North, the planter-dominated South
broke away from England, and political conditions in the new
republic allowed it considerable freedom for self-development.
The plantation society that had begun as an appendage of
British capitalism ended as a powerful, largely autonomous
civilization with aristocratic pretensions and possibilities, al-
though it remained tied to the capitalist world by bonds of
commodity production. The essential element in this distinct
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civilization was the slaveholders’ domination, made possible by
their command of labor. Slavery provided the basis for a
special Southern economic and social life, special problems
and tensions, and special laws of development.

£3 The Rationality and Irrationality of

Slave Society

Slave economies normally manifest irrational tendencies that
inhibit economic development and endanger social stability.
Max Weber, among the many scholars who have discussed
the problem, has noted four important irrational features.?
First, the master cannot adjust the size of his labor force in
accordance with business fluctuations. In particular, efficiency
cannot readily be attained through the manipulation of the
labor force if sentiment, custom, or community pressure makes
separation of families difficult. Second, the capital outlay is
much greater and riskier for slave labor than for free.® Third,
the domination of society by a planter class increases the risk
of political influence in the market. Fourth, the sources of
cheap labor usually dry‘up rather quickly, and beyond a cer-
tain point costs become excessively burdensome. Weber’s re-
marks could be extended. Planters, for example, have little op-
portunity to select specifically trained workers for special
tasks as they arise.

There are other telling features of this irrationality. Under
capitalism the pressure of the competitive struggle and the
bourgeois spirit of accumulation direct the greater part of prof-
its back into production. The competitive side of Southern
slavery produced a similar result, but one that was modified by
the pronounced tendency to heavy consumption. Economic
historians and sociologists have long noted the high propensity
to consume among landed aristocracies. No doubt this differ-
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ence has been one of degree. The greater part of slavery’s
profits also find their way back into production, but the method
of reinvestment in the two systems is substantially different.
Capitalism largely directs its profits into an expansion of plant
and equipment, not labor; that is, economic progress is qualita-
tive. Slavery, for economic reasons as well as for those of
social prestige, directs its reinvestments along the same lines
as the original investment—in slaves and land; that is, economic
progress is quantitative.

In the South this weakness proved fatal for the slaveholders.
They found themselves engaged in a growing conflict with
Northern farmers and businessmen over such issues as tariffs,
homesteads, internal improvements, and the decisive question
of the balance of political power in the Union. The slow pace
of their economic progress, in contrast to the long strides of
their rivals to the north, threatened to undermine their political
parity and result in a Southern defeat on all major issues of the
day. The qualitative leaps in the Northern economy manifested
themselves in a rapidly increasing population, an expanding
productive plant, and growing political, ideological, and social
boldness. The slaveholders’ voice grew shriller and harsher as
they contemplated impending disaster and sought solace in
complaints of Northern aggression and exploitation.

Just as Southern slavery directed reinvestment along a path
that led to economic stagnation, so too did it limit the volume
of capital accumulated for investment of any kind. We need
not reopen the tedious argument about the chronology of the
plantation, the one-crop system, and slavery. While slavery
existed, the South had to be bound to a plantation system and
an agricultural economy based on a few crops. As a result,
the South depended on Northern facilities, with inevitably
mounting middlemen’s charges. Less obvious was the capital
drain occasioned by the importation of industrial goods. While
the home market remained backward, Southern manufacturers
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had difficulty producing in sufficient quantities to keep costs
and prices at levels competitive with Northerners. The at-
tendant dependence on Northern and British imports intensi-
fied the outward flow of badly needed funds.

Most of the elements of irrationality were irrational only
from a capitalist standpoint. The high propensity to consume
luxuries, for example, has always been functional (socially if
not economically rational) in aristocratic societies, for it has
provided the ruling class with the fagade necessary to control
the middle and lower classes. Thomas R. Dew knew what
he was doing when he defended the high personal expenditures
of Southerners as proof of the superiority of the slave system.®
Few Southerners, even few slaveholders, could afford to spend
lavishly and effect an aristocratic standard of living, but those
few set the social tone for society. One wealthy planter with
a great house and a reputation for living and entertaining on a
grand scale could impress a whole community and keep before
its humbler men the shining ideal of plantation magnificence.
Consider Pascal’s observation that the habit of seeing the king
accompanied by guards, pomp, and all the paraphernalia de-
signed to command respect and inspire awe will produce those
reactions even when ke appears alone and informally. In the
popular mind he is assumed to be naturally an awe-inspiring
being.® In this manner, every dollar spent by the planters for
elegant clothes, a college education for their children, or a
lavish barbecue contributed to the political and social domina-
tion of their class. We may speak of the slave system’s irra-
tionality only in a strictly economic sense and then only to in-
dicate the inability of the South to compete with Northern
capitalism on the latter’s grounds. The slaveholders, fighting for
political power in an essentially capitalist Union, had to do
just that.
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£3 Capitalist and Pseudo-Capitalist Features

of the Slave Economy

The slave economy developed within, and was in a sense ex-
ploited by, the capitalist world market; consequently, slavery
developed many ostensibly capitalist features, such as banking,
commerce, and credit. These played a fundamentally different
role in the South than in the North. Capitalism has absorbed
and even encouraged many kinds of precapitalist social sys-
tems: serfdom, slavery, Oriental state enterprises, and others.
It has introduced credit, finance, banking, and similar institu-
tions where they did not previously exist. It is pointless to
suggest that therefore nineteenth-century India and twentieth-
century Saudi Arabia should be classified as capitalist coun-
tries. We need to analyze a few of the more important
capitalist and pseudo-capitalist features of Southern slavery
and especially to review the barriers to industrialization in
order to appreciate the peculiar qualities of this remarkable and
anachronistic society.”

The defenders of the “planter-capitalism” thesis have noted
the extensive commercial links between the plantation and the
world market and the modest commercial bourgeoisie in the
South and have concluded that there is no reason to predicate
an antagonism between cotton producers and cotton mer-
chants. However valid as a reply to the naive arguments of the
proponents of the agrarianism-versus-industrialism thesis, this
criticism has unjustifiably been twisted to suggest that the
presence of commercial activity proves the predominance of
capitalism in the South.® Many precapitalist economic systems
have had well-developed commercial relations, but if every
commercial society is to be considered capitalist, the word
loses all meaning. In general, commercial classes have sup-
ported the existing system of production. As Maurice Dobb
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observes,® their fortunes are bound up with those of the domi-
nant producers, and merchants are more likely to seek an
extension of their middlemen’s profits than to try to reshape
the economic order.

We must concern ourselves primarily with capitalism as a
social system, not merely with evidence of typically capitalistic
economic practices. In the South extensive and complicated
commercial relations with the world market permitted the
growth of a small commercial bourgeoisie. The resultant
fortunes flowed into slaveholding, which offered prestige and
economic and social security in a planter-dominated society.
Independent merchants found their businesses dependent on
the patronage of the slaveholders. The merchants either be-
came planters themselves or assumed a servile attitude toward
the planters. The commercial bourgeoisie, such as it was, re-
mained tied to the slaveholding interest, had little desire or
opportunity to invest capital in industrial expansion, and
adopted the prevailing aristocratic attitudes.

The Southern industrialists were in an analogous position,
although one that was potentially subversive of the political
power and ideological unity of the planters. The preponder-
ance of planters and slaves on the countryside retarded the
home market. The Southern yeomanry, unlike the Western,
lacked the purchasing power to sustain rapid industrial de-
velopment.?® The planters spent much of their money abroad
for luxuries. The plantation market consisted primarily of the
demand for cheap slave clothing and cheap agricultural imple-
ments for use or misuse by the slaves. Southern industrialism
needed a sweeping agrarian revolution to provide it with cheap
labor and a substantial rural market, but the Southern in-
dustrialists depended on the existing, limited, plantation mar-
ket. Leading industrialists like William Gregg and Daniel
Pratt were plantation-oriented and proslavery. They could
hardly have been other.
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The banking system of the South serves as an excellent
illustration of an ostensibly capitalist institution that worked
to augment the power of the planters and retard the develop-
ment of the bourgeoisie. Southern banks functioned much as
did those which the British introduced into Latin America,
India, and Egypt during the nineteenth century. Although
the British banks fostered dependence on British capital, they
did not directly and willingly generate internal capitalist de-
velopment. They were not sources of industrial capital but
“large-scale clearing houses of mercantile finance vying in
their interest charges with the local usurers.”!

The difference berween the banking practices of the South
and those of the West reflects the difference between slavery
and agrarian capitalism. In the West, as in the Northeast, banks
and credit facilities promoted a vigorous economic expansion.
During the period of loose Western banking (1830-1844)
credit flowed liberally into industrial development as well as
into land purchases and internal improvements. Manufacturers
and merchants dominated the boards of directors of Western
banks, and landowners played a minor role. Undoubtedly,
many urban businessmen speculated in land and had special
interests in underwriting agricultural exports, but they gave
attention to building up agricultural processing industries and
urban enterprises, which guaranteed the region a many-sided
economy.1?

The slave states paid considerable attention to the develop-
ment of a conservative, stable banking system, which could
guarantee the movement of staple crops and the extension of
credit to the planters. Southern banks were primarily designed
to lend the planters money for outlays that were economically
feasible and socially acceptable in a slave society: the move-
ment of crops, the purchase of land and slaves, and little else.

Whenever Southerners pursued easy-credit policies, the
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damage done outweighed the advantages of increased pro-
duction, This imbalance probably did not occur in the West,
for easy credit made possible agricultural and industrial ex-
pansion of a diverse nature and, despite acute crises, established
a firm basis for long-range prosperity. Easy credit in the South
led to expansion of cotton production with concomitant over-
production and low prices; simultaneously, it increased the
price of slaves.

Planters wanted their banks only to facilitate cotton ship-
ments and maintain sound money. They purchased large
quantities of foodstuffs from the West and, since they shipped
little in return, had to pay in bank notes. For five years follow-
ing the bank failures of 1837 the bank notes of New Orleans
moved at a discount of from 10 to 25 per cent. This disaster
could not be allowed to recur. Sound money and sound bank-
ing became the cries of the slaveholders as a class.

Southern banking tied the planters to the banks, but more
important, tied the bankers to the plantations. The banks often
found it necessary to add prominent planters to their boards
of directors and were closely supervised by the planter-
dominated state legislatures. In this relationship the bankers
could not emerge as a middle-class counterweight to the
planters but could merely serve as their auxiliaries.

The bankers of the free states also allied themselves closely
with the dominant producers, but society and economy took
on a bourgeois quality provided by the rising industrialists,
the urban middle classes, and the farmers who increasingly
depended on urban markets. The expansion of credit, which in
the West financed manufacturing, mining, transportation,
agricultural diversification, and the numerous branches of a
capitalist economy, in the South bolstered the economic posi-
tion of the planters, inhibited the rise of alternative industries,
and guaranteed the extension and consolidation of the planta-
tion system.
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If for a moment we accept the designation of the planters as
capitalists and the slave system as a form of capitalism, we are
then confronted by a capitalist society that impeded the de-
velopment of every normal feature of capitalism. The planters
were not mere capitalists; they were precapitalist, quasi-aristo-
cratic landowners who had to adjust their economy and ways
of thinking to a capitalist world market. Their society, in
its spirit and fundamental direction, represented the antithesis
of capitalism, however many compromises it had to make. The
fact of slave ownership is central to our problem. This seem-
ingly formal question of whether the owners of the means of
production command labor or purchase the labor power of
free workers contains in itself the content of Southern life.
The essential features of Southern particularity, as well as of
Southern backwardness, can be traced to the relationship of
master to slave,

£3 The Barriers to Industrialization

If the planters were losing their economic and political cold
war with Northern capitalism, the failure of the South to de-
velop sufficient industry provided the most striking immediate
cause. Its inability to develop adequate manufactures is usually
attributed to the inefficiency of its labor force. No doubt
slaves did not easily adjust to industrial employment, and the
indirect effects of the slave system impeded the employment
of whites.!® Slaves did work effectively in hemp, tobacco, iron,
and cotton factories but only under socially dangerous condi-
tions. They received a wide variety of privileges and ap-
proached an elite status. Planters generally appreciated the
potentially subversive quality of these arrangements and
looked askance at their extension.

Slavery concentrated economic and political power in the
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hands of a slaveholding class hostile to industrialism. The
slaveholders feared a strong urban bourgeoisie, which might
make common cause with its Northern counterpart. They
feared a white urban working class of unpredictable social
tendencies. In general, they distrusted the city and saw in it
something incongruous with their local power and status
arrangements.'* The small slaveholders, as well as the planters,
resisted the assumption of a heavy tax burden to assist manu-
facturers, and as the South fell further behind the North
in industrial development more state aid was required to
help industry offset the Northern advantages of scale, effi-
ciency, credit relations, and business reputation.

Slavery led to the rapid concentration of land and wealth
and prevented the expansion of a Southern home market. In-
stead of providing a basis for industrial growth, the Southern
countryside, economically dominated by a few large estates,
provided only a limited market for industry. Data on the
cotton textile factories almost always reveal that Southern
producers aimed at supplying slaves with the cheapest and
coarsest kind of cotton goods. Even so, local industry had to
compete with Northern firms, which sometimes shipped direct
and sometimes established Southern branches.

William Gregg, the South’s foremost industrialist, under-
stood the modest proportions of the Southern market and
warned manufacturers against trying to produce exclusively
for their local areas. His own company at Graniteville, South
Carolina, produced fine cotton goods that sold much. better in
the North than in the South. Gregg was an unusually able
man, and his success in selling to the North was a personal
triumph. When he had to evaluate the general position of
Southern manufacturers, he asserted that he was willing to
stake his reputation on their ability to compete with North-
erners in the production of “coarse cotton fabrics.”'s

Some Southern businessmen, especially those in the border

<
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states, did good business in the North. Louisville tobacco and
hemp manufacturers sold much of their output in Ohio. Some
producers of iron and agricultural implements sold in nearby
Northern cities. This kind of market was precarious. As
Northern competitors rose and the market shrank, Southern
producers had to rely on the narrow and undependable
Southern market.?® Well before 1840 iron-manufacturing
establishments in the Northwest provided local farmers with
excellent markets for grain, vegetables, molasses, and work
animals. During the antebellum period and after, the grain
growers of America found their market at home. America’s
rapid industrial development offered farmers a magnificently
expanding urban market, and not until much later did they
come to depend to any important extent on €xports.

To a small degree the South benefited in this way. By 1840
the tobacco-manufacturing industry began to absorb more
tobacco than was being exported, and the South’s few indus-
trial centers provided markets for local grain and vegetable
growers. Since the South could not undertake a general indus-
trialization, few urban centers rose to provide substantial
markets for farmers and planters. Southern grain growers,
except for those close to the cities of the free states, had to
be content with the market offered by planters who preferred
to specialize in cotton or sugar and buy foodstuffs. The re-
stricted rations of the slaves limited this market, which inade-
quate transportation further narrowed. It did not pay the
planters to appropriate state funds to build a transportation
system into the back country, and any measure to increase
the economic strength of the back-country farmers seemed
politically dangerous to the aristocracy of the Black Belt. The
farmers of the back country remained isolated, self-sufficient,
and politically, economically, and socially backward. Those
grain-growing farmers who could compete with producers
in the Upper South and the Northwest for the plantation
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market lived within the Black Belt. Since the planters did not
have to buy from these local producers, the economic rela-
tionship greatly strengthened the political hand of the planters.

£3 The General Features of Southern

Agriculture

The South’s greatest economic weakness was the low produc-
tivity of its labor force. The slaves worked indifferently. They
could be made to work reasonably well under close super-
vision in the cotton fields, but the cost of supervising them
in more than one or two operations at a time was prohibitive.
Slavery prevented the significant technological progress that
could have raised productivity substantially. Of greatest rele-
vance, the impediments to technological progress damaged
Southern agriculture, for improved implements and machines
largely accounted for the big increases in crop yields per acre
in the Northern states during the nineteenth century.

Slavery and the plantation system led to agricultural meth-
ods that depleted the soil. The frontier methods of the free
states yielded similar results, but slavery forced the South into
continued dependence upon exploitative methods after the
frontier had passed further west. It prevented reclamation of
worn-out lands. The plantations were much too large to
fertilize easily. Lack of markets and poor care of animals
by slaves made it impossible to accumulate sufficient manure.
The low level of capital accumulation made the purchase
of adequate quantities of commercial fertilizer unthinkable.
Planters could not practice proper crop rotation, for the pres-
sure of the credit system kept most available land in cotton,
and the labor force could not easily be assigned to the re-
quired tasks without excessive costs of supervision. The
general inefficiency of labor thwarted most attempts at im-
provement of agricultural mechods.
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The South, unable to feed itself, faced a series of dilemmas
in its attempts to increase production of nonstaple crops and
to improve its livestock. An inefficient labor force and the
backward business practices of the dominant planters hurt.
When planters did succeed in raising their own food, they also
succeeded in depriving local livestock raisers and grain growers
of their only markets. The planters had little capital with
which to buy improved breeds and could not guarantee the
care necessary to make such investments worth while. Live-
stock raisers also lacked the capital, and without adequate
urban markets they could not make good use of the capital
they had.

Thoughtful Southerners, deeply distressed by the condition
of their agriculture, made a determined effort to remedy it
In Maryland and Virginia significant progress occurred in
crop diversification and livestock improvement, but this prog-
ress was contingent on the sale of surplus slaves to the Lower
South. These sales provided the income that offset agricultural
losses and made possible investment in fertilizers, equipment,
and livestock. The concomitant reduction in the size of the
slave force facilitated supervision and increased labor produc-
tivity and versatility. Even so, the income from slave sales
remained an important part of the gross income of the planters
of the Upper South. The reform remained incomplete and
could not free agriculture from the destructive effects of the
continued reliance on slave labor.

The reform process had several contradictions, the most
important of which was the dependence on slave sales. Surplus
slaves could be sold only while gang-labor methods continued
to be used in other areas. By the 1850s the deficiencies of
slavery that had forced innovations in the Upper South were
making themselves felt in the Lower South. Increasingly,
planters in the Lower South explored the possibilities of re-
form. If the deterioration of agriculture in the Cotton Belt
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had proceeded much further, the planters would have had to
stop buying slaves from Maryland and Virginia and look for
markets for their own surplus slaves. Without the acquisition
of fresh lands there could be no general reform of Southern
agriculture. The Southern economy was moving steadily into
an insoluble crisis.

£3 Theldeology of the Master Class

The planters commanded Southern politics and set the tone
of social life. Theirs was an aristocratic, antibourgeois spirit
with values and mores emphasizing family and status, a strong
code of honor, and aspirations to luxury, ease, and accom-
plishment. In the planters’ community, paternalism provided
the standard of human relationships, and politics and state-
craft were the duties and responsibilities of gentlemen. The
gentleman lived for politics, not, like the bourgeois politician,
off politics.

The planter typically recoiled at the notions that profit
should be the goal of life; that the approach to production and
exchange should be internally rational and uncomplicated by
social values; that thrift and hard work should be the great
virtues; and that the test of the wholesomeness of a commu-
nity should be the vigor with which its citizens expand the
economy. The planter was no less acquisitive than the bour-
geois, but an acquisitive spirit is compatible with values anti- -
thetical to capitalism. The aristocratic spirit of the planters
absorbed acquisitiveness and directed it into channels that
were socially desirable to a slave society: the accumulation
of slaves and land and the achievement of military and political
honors. Whereas in the North people followed the lure of
business and money for their own sake, in the South specific
forms of property carried the badges of honor, prestige, and
power. Even the rough parvenu planters of the Southwestern
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frontier—the “Southern Yankees”-—-strove to accumulate
wealth in the modes acceptable to plantation society. Only in
their crudeness and naked avarice did they differ from the
Virginia gentlemen. They were a generation removed from
the refinement that follows accumulation.

Slavery established the basis of the planter’s position and
power. It measured his affluence, marked his status, and sup-
plied leisure for social graces and aristocratic duties. The older
bourgeoisie of New England in its own way struck an aristo-
cratic pose, but its wealth was rooted in commercial and
industrial enterprises that were being pushed into the back-
ground by the newer heavy industries arising in the West,
where upstarts took advantage of the more lucrative ventures
like the iron industry. In the South few such opportunities
were opening. The parvenu differed from the established
planter only in being cruder and perhaps sharper in his busi-
ness dealings. The road to power lay through the plantation.
The older aristocracy kept its leadership or made room for
men following the same road. An aristocratic stance was no
mere compensation for a decline in power; it was the soul
and content of a rising power.

Many travelers commented on the difference in material
conditions from one side of the Ohio River to the other, but
the difference in sentiment was seen most clearly by Tocque-
ville. Writing before the slavery issue had inflamed the nation,
he remarked that slavery was attacking the Union “indirectly
in its manners.” The Ohioan “was tormented by wealth,” and
would turn to any kind of enterprise or endeavor to make a
fortune. The Kentuckian coveted wealth “much less than
pleasure or excitement,” and money had “lost a portion of its
value in his eyes.”!?

Achille Murat joined Tocqueville in admiration for South-
ern ways. Compared with Northerners, Southerners were
frank, clever, charming, generous, and liberal.’® They paid a
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price for these advantages. As one Southerner put it, the
North led the South in almost everything because the Yankees
had quiet perseverance over the long haul, whereas the
Southerners had talent and brilliance but no taste for sustained
labor. Southern projects came with a flash and died just as
suddenly.!® Despite such criticisms from within the ranks, the
leaders of the South clung to their ideals, their faults, and
their conviction of superiority. Farmers, said Edmund Ruffin,
could not expect to achieve a cultural level above that of the
“boors who reap rich harvests from the fat soil of Belgium.”
In the Northern states, he added with some justification, a
farmer could rarely achieve the ease, culture, intellect, and
refinement that slavery made possible.2 The prevailing atti-
tude of the aristocratic South toward itself and its Northern
rival was ably summed up by William Henry Holcombe of
Natchez: “The Northerner loves to make money, the South-
erner to spend it.”’?!

At their best, Southern ideals constituted a rejection of the
crass, vulgar, inhumane elements of capitalist society. The
slaveholders simply could not accept the idea that the cash
nexus offered a permissible basis for human relations. Even
the vulgar parvenu of the Southwest embraced the plantation
myth and refused to make a virtue of necessity by glorifying
the competitive side of slavery as civilization’s highest achieve-
ment. The slaveholders generally, and the planters in partic-
ular, did identify their own ideals with the essence of civiliza-
tion and, given their sense of honor, were prepared to defend
them at any cost.

This civilization and its ideals were antinational in a double
sense. The plantation offered virtually the only market for
the small nonstaple-producing farmers and provided the center
of necessary services for the small cotton growers. Thus, the
paternalism of the planters toward their slaves was reinforced
by the semipaternal relationship between the planters and
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their neighbors. The planters, in truth, grew into the closest
thing to feudal lords imaginable in a nineteenth-century
bourgeois republic. The planters’ protestations of love for the
Union were not so much a desire to use the Union to protect
slavery as a strong commitment to localism as the highest form
of liberty. They genuinely loved the Union so long as it alone
among the great states of the world recognized that localism
had a wide variety of rights. The Southerners’ source of pride
was not the Union, nor the nonexistent Southern nation; it was
the plantation, which they raised to a political principle.

€3 The Inner Reality of Slavebolding

The Southern slaveholder had “extraordinary force.” In the
eyes of an admirer his independence was “not as at the North,
the effect of a conflict with the too stern pressure of society,
but the legitimate outgrowth of a sturdy love of liberty.”??
This independence, so distinctive in the slaveholders’ psy-
chology, divided them politically from agrarian Westerners as
well as from urban Easterners. Commonly, both friendly and
hostile contemporaries agreed that the Southerner appeared
rash, unstable, often irrational, and that he turned away from
bourgeois habits toward an aristocratic pose.

Americans, with a pronounced Jeffersonian bias, often at-
tribute this spirit to agrarians of all types, although their
judgment seems almost bizarre. A farmer may be called
“independent” because he works for himself and owns prop-
erty; like any grocer or tailor he functions as a petty bour-
geois. In Jefferson’s time, when agriculture had not yet been
wholly subjected to the commanding influences of the market,
the American farmer perhaps had a considerable amount of
independence, if we choose to call self-sufficient isolation by
that name, but in subsequent days he has had to depend on
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the market like any manufacturer, if not more so. Whereas
manufacturers combine to protect their economic interests,
such arrangements have proved much more difficult, and until
recently almost impossible, to effect among farmers. In gen-
eral, if we contrast farmers with urban capitalists, the latter
emerge as relatively the more independent. The farmer yields
constantly to the primacy of nature, to a direct, external force
acting on him regardless of his personal worth; his indepen-
dence is therefore rigorously circumscribed. The capitalist is
limited by the force of the market, which operates indirectly
and selectively. Many capitalists go under in a crisis, but some
emerge stronger and surer of their own excellence. Those
who survive the catastrophe do so (or so it seems) because
of superior ability, strength, and management, not because of
an Act of God.

The slaveholder, as distinct from the farmer, had a private
source of character making and mythmaking—his slave. Most
obviously, he had the habit of command, but there was more
than despotic authority in this master-slave relationship. The
slave stood interposed between his master and the object his
master desired (that which was produced); thus, the master
related to the object only mediately, through the slave. The
slaveholder commanded the products of another’s labor, but
by the same process was forced into dependence upon this
other.2®

Thoughtful Southerners such as Ruffin, Fitzhugh, and Ham-
mond understood this dependence and saw it as arising from
the general relationship of labor to capital, rather than from the
specific relationship of master to slave. They did not grasp
that the capitalist’s dependence upon his laborers remains
obscured by the process of exchange in the capitalist market.
Although all commodities are products of social relationships
and contain human labor, they face each other in the market
not as the embodiment of human qualities but as things with
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a seemingly independent existence. Similarly, the laborer sells
his labor-power in the way in which the capitalist sells his
goods—by bringing it to market, where it is subject to the
fluctuations of supply and demand. A “commodity fetishism”
clouds the social relationship of labor to capital, and the worker
and capitalist appear as mere observers of a process over which
they have little control.? Southerners correctly viewed the
relationship as a general one of labor to capital but failed to
realize that the capitalist’s dependence on his laborers is hidden,
whereas that of master on slave is naked. As a Mississippi
planter noted:

I intend to be henceforth stingy as far as unnecessary
expenditure—as a man should not squander what another
accumulates with the exposure of health and the wearing
out of the physical powers, and is not that the case with
the man who needlessly parts with that which the negro
by the hardest labor and often undergoing what we in
like situation would call the greatest deprivation . . .23

This simultaneous dependence and independence contrib-
uted to that peculiar combination of the admirable and the
frightening in the slaveholder’s nature: his strength, gracious-
ness, and gentility; his impulsiveness, violence, and unsteadi-
ness. The sense of independence and the habit of command
developed his poise, grace, and dignity, but the less obvious
sense of dependence on a despised other made him violently
intolerant of anyone and anything threatening to expose the
full nature of his relationship to his slave. Thus, he had a far
deeper conservatism than that usually attributed to agrarians.
His independence stood out as his most prized possession, but
the instability of its base produced personal rashness and
directed that rashness against any alteration in the status quo.
Any attempt, no matter how well meaning, indirect, or harm-
less, to question the slave system appeared not only as an
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attack on his material interests but as an attack on his self-
esteemn at its most vulnerable point. To question either the
morality or the practicality of slavery meant to expose the
root of the slaveholder’s dependence in independence.

€3 The General Crisis of the Slave South

The South’s slave civilization could not forever coexist with
an increasingly hostile, powerful, and aggressive Northern
capitalism. On the one hand, the special economic conditions
arising from the dependence on slave labor bound the South,
in a colonial manner, to the world market. The concentration
of landholding and slaveholding prevented the rise of a pros-
perous yeomanry and of urban centers. The inability to build
urban centers restricted the market for agricultural produce,
weakened the rural producers, and dimmed hopes for agri-
cultural diversification. On the other hand, the same concen-
tration of wealth, the isolated, rural nature of the plantation
system, the special psychology engendered by slave owner-
ship, and the political opportunity presented by the separation
from England, converged to give the South considerable
political and social independence. This independence was
primarily the contribution of the slaveholding class, and espe-
cially of the planters. Slavery, while it bound the South eco-
nomically, granted it the privilege of developing an aristocratic
tradition, a disciplined and cohesive ruling class, and a myth-
ology of its own.

Aristocratic tradition and ideology intensified the South’s
attachment to economic backwardness. Paternalism and the
habit of command made the slaveholders tough stock, deter-
mined to defend their Southern heritage. The more economi-
cally debilitating their way of life, the more they clung to it.
It was this side of things—the political hegemony and aristo-
cratic ideology of the ruling class—rather than economic
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factors that prevented the South from relinquishing slavery
voluntarily.

As the free states stepped up their industrialization and as
the westward movement assumed its remarkable momentum,
the South’s economic and political allies in the North were
steadily isolated. Years of abolitionist and free-soil agitation
bore fruit as the South’s opposition to homesteads, tariffs, and
internal improvements clashed more and more dangerously
with the North’s economic needs. To protect their institutions
and to try to lessen their economic bondage, the slaveholders
slid into violent collision with Northern interests and senti-
ments. The economic deficiencies of slavery threatened to
undermine the planters’ wealth and power. Such relief meas-
ures as cheap labor and more land for slave states (reopening
the slave trade and territorial expansion) conflicted with
Northern material needs, aspirations, and morality.2¢ The
planters faced a steady deterioration of their political and
social power. Even if the relative prosperity of the 1850s had
continued indefinitely, the slave states would have been at the
mercy of the free, which steadily forged ahead in population
growth, capital accumulation, and economic development.
Any economic slump threatened to bring with it an internal
political disaster, for the slaveholders could not rely on their
middle and lower classes to remain permanently loyal.??

When we understand that the slave South developed neither
a strange form of capitalism nor an undefinable agrarianism
but a special civilization built on the relationship of master to
slave, we expose the root of its conflict with the North. The
internal contradictions in the South and the external conflict
with the North placed the slaveholders hopelessly on the de-
fensive with little to look forward to except slow strangula-
tion. Their only hope lay in a bold stroke to complete their
political independence and to use it to provide an expansionist
solution for their economic and social problems. The ideology
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and psychology of the proud slaveholding class made surrender
or resignation to gradual defeat unthinkable, for its fate, in its
own eyes at least, was the fate of everything worth while in
Western civilization.
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PART TWO £2 VIRGIN LAND
AND SERVILE LABOR

W bat these men of slow voices and leisurely
bearing and great capacity for intimate personal
relationships and inbred fondness for power stood
for at W ashington was not slavery alone, not
cotton and rice and sugar-cane alone, not agricul-
ture alone, but the whole social organism, the
whole civilization . . .

B WILLIAM GARROTT BROWN

The Lower South in American History






Two m The Low
Productivity of Southern
Slave Labor:

Causes and Effects

e

The economic backwardness that condemned the slaveholding
South to defeat in 1861-1865 had at its root the low pro-
ductivity of labor, which expressed itself in several ways.
Most significant was the carelessness and wastefulness of the
slaves. Bondage forced the Negro to give his labor grudgingly
and badly, and his poor work habits retarded those social and
economic advances that could have raised the general level of
productivity. Less direct were limitations imposed on the free
work force, on technological development, and on the divi-
sion of labor.

Although the debate on slave productivity is an old one,
few arguments have appeared during the last hundred years
to supplement those of contemporaries like John Elliott Cairnes
and Edmund Ruffin. Cairnes made the much-assailed assertion
that the slave was so defective in versatility that his labor
could be exploited profitably only if he were taught one task
and kept at it. If we allow for exaggeration, Cairnes’s thesis is
sound. Most competent observers agreed that slaves worked

43
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badly, without interest or effort. Edmund Ruffin, although
sometimes arguing the reverse, pointed out that whereas at
one time cheap, fertile farmland required little skill, soil ex-
haustion had finally created conditions demanding the intelli-
gent participation of the labor force.! Ruffin neither developed
his idea nor drew the appropriate conclusions. The systematic
education and training of the slaves would have been politically
dangerous. The use of skilled workers would increasingly have
required a smaller slave force, which would in turn have de-
pended on expanding markets for surplus slaves and thus
could not have been realized in the South as a whole. Other
Southerners simply dropped the matter with the observation
that the difference in productivity between free and slave
labor only illustrated how well the Negroes were treated.?

Ample evidence indicates that slaves worked well below
their capabilities. In several instances in Mississippi, when
cotton picking was carefully supervised in local experiments,
slaves picked two or three times their normal output. The
records of the Barrow plantation in Louisiana reveal that in-
efficiency and negligence resulted in two-thirds of the punish-
ments inflicted on slaves, and other contemporary sources are
full of corroborative data.?

However much the slaves may have worked below their
capacity, the limitations placed on that capacity were probably
even more important in undermining productivity. In par-
ticular, the diet to which the slaves were subjected must be
judged immensely damaging, despite assurances from con-
temporaries and later historians that the slave was well fed.

The slave usually got enough to eat, but the starchy, high-
energy diet of cornmeal, pork, and molasses produced specific
hungers, dangerous deficiencies, and that unidentified form
of malnutrition to which the medical historian Richard H.
Shryock draws attention.* Occasional additions of sweet po-
tatoes or beans could do little to supplement the narrow diet.
Planters did try to provide vegetables and fruits, but not much
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land could be spared from the staples, and output remained
minimal.> Protein hunger alone—cereals in general and corn
in particular cannot provide adequate protein—greatly reduces
the ability of an organism to resist infectious diseases. Even
increased consumption of vegetables probably would not have
corrected the deficiency, for as a rule the indispensable amino
acids are found only in such foods as lean meat, milk, and
eggs. The abundant pork provided was largely fat. Since the
slave economy did not and could not provide sufficient live-
stock, no solution presented itself.®

In the 18gos a dietary study of Negro field laborers in Ala-
bama revealed a total bacon intake of more than five pounds
per week, or considerably more than the three and one-half
pounds that probably prevailed in antebellum days. Yet, the
total protein found in the Negroes’ diet was only 6o per cent
of that deemed adequate.” Recent studies show that individ-
uals with a high caloric but low protein intake will deviate
from standard height-weight ratios by a disproportionate in-
crease in weight.® The slave’s diet contained deficiencies other
than protein; vitamins and minerals also were in short supply.
Vitamin deficiencies produce xerophthalmia, beriberi, pel-
lagra, and scurvy and create what one authority terms “states
of vague indisposition [and] obscure and ill-defined disturb-
ances.”?

There is nothing surprising in the slave’s appearance of good
health: his diet was well suited to guarantee the appearance
of good health and to provide the fuel to keep him going in
the fields, but it was not sufficient to ensure either sound
bodies or the stamina necessary for sustained labor. We need
not doubt the testimony of William Dosite Postell, who pre-
sents evidence of reasonably good medical attention to slaves
and of adequate supply of food bulk. Rather, it is the finer
questions of dietary balance that concern us. At that, Postell
provides some astonishing statistics that reinforce the present
argument: 7 per cent of a sample of more than 8,500 slaves
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from Georgia, Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana above the
age of fifteen were either physically impaired or chronically
ill.’> As W. Arthur Lewis writes of today’s underdeveloped
countries: “Malnutrition and chronic debilitating disease are
probably the main reason why the inhabitants . . . are easily
exhausted. And this creates a chain which is hard to break,
since malnutrition and disease cause low productivity, and low
productivity, in turn, maintains conditions of malnutrition and
disease.”1?

The limited diet was by no means primarily a result of
ignorance or viciousness on the part of masters, for many
knew better and would have liked to do better. The problem
was largely economic. Feeding costs formed a burdensome part
of plantation expenses. Credit and market systems precluded
the assignment of much land to crops other than cotton and
corn. The land so assigned was generally the poorest avail-
able, and the quality of foodstuffs consequently suffered. For
example, experiments have shown that the proportion of iron
in lettuce may vary from one to fifty milligrams per hundred,
according to soil conditions.

The slave’s low productivity resulted directly from inade-
quate care, incentives, and training, and from such other well-
known factors as the overseer system, but just how low was
it? Can the productivity of slave labor, which nonstatistical
evidence indicates to have been low, be measured? An exami-
nation of the most recent, and most impressive, attempt at
measurement suggests that it cannot. Alfred H. Conrad and
John R. Meyer have arranged the following data to demon-
strate the movement of “crop value per hand per dollar of
slave price” during the antebellum period: size of the cotton
crop, average price, value of crop, number of slaves aged ten
to fifty-four, crop value per slave, and price of prime field
hands.’? Unfortunately, this method, like the much cruder
one used by Algie M. Simons in 1911 and repeated by Lewis C.
Gray, does not remove the principal difficulties. “
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First, the contribution of white farmers who owned no
slaves or who worked in the fields beside the few slaves they -
did own, cannot be separated from that of the slaves. The
output of slaveless farmers might be obtained by arduous
digging in the manuscript census returns for 1850 and 1860,
but the output of farmers working beside their slaves does not
appear to lend itself to anything better than baseless guessing.
There is also no reason to believe that slaves raised the same
proportion of the cotton crop in any two years, and we
have little knowledge of the factors determining fluctuations.

Second, we cannot assume that the same proportion of the
slave force worked in the cotton fields in any two years. In
periods of expected low prices slaveholders tried to deflect
part of their force to food crops. We cannot measure the
undoubted fluctuations in the man-hours applied to cotton.
The Conrad-Meyer results, in particular, waver; they show a
substantial increase in productivity before the Civil War, but
the tendency to assign slaves to other crops in periods of
falling prices builds an upward bias into their calculations
for the prosperous 1850s. It might be possible to circumvent
the problem by calculating for the total output instead of for
cotton, but to do so would create even greater difficulties,
such as how to value food grown for plantation use.!®

Not all bad effects of slavery on productivity were so direct.
Critics of slaveholding have generally assumed that it created a
contempt for manual labor, although others have countered
with the assertion that the Southern yeoman was held in high
esteem. True, the praises of the working farmer had to be sung
in a society in which he had the vote, but an undercurrent of
contempt was always there. Samuel Cartwright, an outspoken
and socially minded Southern physician, referred scornfully
to those whites “who make negroes of themselves” in the cot-
ton and sugar fields.** Indeed, to work hard was “to work like
a nigger.” If labor was not lightly held, why were there so
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many assurances from public figures that no one need be
ashamed of it?15

There were doubtless enough incentives and enough expres-
sions of esteem to allow white farmers to work with some sense
of pride; the full impact of the negative attitude toward labor
fell on the landless. The brunt of the scorn was borne by those
who had to work for others, much as the slave did. The pro-
letarian, rural or urban, was free and white and therefore
superior to one who was slave and black, but the difference
was minimized when he worked alongside a Negro for another
man. So demoralized was white labor that planters often pre-
ferred to hire slaves because they were better workers.’® How
much was to be expected of white labor in a society that, in
the words of one worried editor, considered manual labor
“menial and revolting”??

The attitude toward labor was thus composed of two strains:
an undercurrent of contempt for work in general and the more
prevalent and probably more damaging contempt for labor
performed for another, especially when considered “menial”
labor. These notions undermined the productivity of those
free workers who might have made important periodic con-
tributions, and thus senously lowered the level of product1v1ty
in the economy. Even today a tendency to eschew saving and
to work only enough to meet essential needs has been observed
in underdeveloped countries in which precapitalist social struc-
ture and ideology are strong.®

£3 Technological Retardation

Few now doubt that social structure has been an important
factor in the history of science and technology or that capital-
ism has introduced the greatest advances in these fields. For
American agricultural technology, the craftsman, the skilled
worker, and the small producer—all anxious to conserve labor
time and cut costs—may well have provided the most significant



The Low Productivity of Southern Slave Labor 49

technological thrust. Specifically, the great advances of the
modern era arose from a free-labor economy that gave actual
producers the incentives to improve methods and techniques.!?
In nineteenth-century America, writes one authority, “the
farmers . . . directed and inspired the efforts of inventors,
engineers, and manufacturers to solve their problems and
supply their needs . .. [and] the early implements were
in many cases invented or designed by the farmers them-
selves.”’20

If workers are to contribute much to technology, the
economy must permit and encourage an increasing division of
labor, for skilled persons assigned to few tasks can best devise
better methods and implements. Once an initial accumulation
of capital takes place, the division of labor, if not impeded,
will result in further accumulation and further division. Such
extensive division cannot readily develop in slave economies.
The heavy capitalization of labor, the high propensity to con-
sume, and the weakness of the home market seriously impede
the accumulation of capital. Technological progress and
division of labor result in work for fewer hands, but slavery
requires all hands to be occupied at all times. Capitalism has
solved this problem by a tremendous economic expansion
along varied lines (qualitative development), but slavery’s ob-
stacles to industrialization prevent this type of solution.

In part, the slave South offset its weakness by drawing upon
the technology of more progressive areas. During the first half
of the nineteenth century the North copied from Europe on
a grand scale, but the South was limited even in the extent to
which it could copy and was especially restricted in possibili-
ties for improving techniques once they had been acquired.
The regions in which transference of technical skills has al-
ways been most effective have been those with an abundance
of trained craftsmen as well as of natural resources.?! In the
North a shortage of unskilled labor and a preoccupation with
labor-saving machinery stimulated the absorption of advanced
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techniques and the creation of new ones. In the South the
importation of slaves remedied the labor shortage and simul-
taneously weakened nonslave productive units. The availability
of a “routinized, poorly educated, and politically ineffectual
rural labor force” of whites as well as Negroes rendered, and
to some extent still renders, interest in labor-saving machinery
pointless.z?

Negro slavery retarded technological progress in many
ways: it prevented the growth of industrialism and urbaniza-
tion; it retarded the division of labor, which might have
spurred the creation of new techniques; it barred the labor
force from that intelligent participation in production which
has made possible the steady improvement of implements and
machines; and it encouraged ways of thinking antithetical to
the spirit of modern science. These impediments undoubtedly
damaged Southern agriculture, for improved equipment largely
accounted for the dramatic increases in crop yields per acre
in the North during the nineteenth century.?® The steady
deterioration of American soil under conditions imposed by
commercial exploitation, we now know, has been offset
primarily by gains accrping from increased investment in tech-
nological improvements. Recent studies show that from 1910
to 1950 output per man-hour doubled only because of the
rapid improvements in implements, machinery, and fertilizer.2*

Southern farmers suffered especially from technological
backwardness, for the only way in which they might have
compensated for the planters’ advantage of large-scale opera-
tion would have been to attain a much higher technological
level. The social pressure to invest in slaves and the high cost
of machinery in a region that had to import much of its equip-
ment made such an adjustment difficult.

Large-scale production gave the planter an advantage over
his weaker competitors within the South, but the plantation
was by no means more efficient than the family farm operating
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in the capitalist economy of the free states. Large-scale produc-
tion, to be most efficient under modern conditions, must pro-
vide a substitute for the incentives possessed by the individual
farmer. The experience of Soviet agriculture, with its politi-
cally induced collectivization, has again demonstrated that the
prerequisite for efficient large-scale commodity production is
a level of industrial technology as is only now being attained
even in the most advanced countries.?®

€3 The Division of Labor

Although few scholars assert that the Southern slave planta-
tions were self-sufficient units, most assume a fair degree of
division of labor in their work force. The employment of
skilled artisans usually receives scant attention. An examination
of the plantation manuscripts and data in the manuscript
census returns shows, however, considerable sums paid for the
services of artisans and laborers and a low level of home manu-
factures,

As Tryon has shown, the Confederacy could not repeat the
achievements of the colonies during the Revolutionary War,
when family industry supplied the war effort and the home
front. Although household manufacturing survived longer in
the slave states than in other parts of the country, slave labor
proved so inefficient in making cloth, for example, that planters
preferred not to bother. In those areas of the South in which
slavery predominated, housechold manufactures decreased
rapidly after 1840, and the system never took hold in the
newer slave states of Florida, Louisiana, and Texas.?® Whereas
in the North its disappearance resulted from the development
of much more advanced factory processes, in the South it
formed part of a general decline in skill and technique.

An examination of the manuscript census returns for selected
counties in 1860 bears out these generalizations. It also shows
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that the large plantations, although usually producing greater
totals than the small farms, did poorly in the production of
home manufactures. In Mississippi’s cotton counties the big
planters (thirty-one or more slaves) averaged only $76 worth
of home manufactures during the year, whereas other groups
of farmers and planters showed much less. In the Georgia
cotton counties the small planters (twenty-one to thirty slaves)
led other groups with $127, and the big planters produced
only half as much. Fifty-eight per cent of the big planters in
the Mississippi counties examined recorded no home manu-
factures at all, and most agriculturalists in the Georgia counties
produced none. In Virginia the same results appeared: in
tobacco counties the big planters led other groups with $56
worth of home manufactures, and in the tidewater and north-
ern wheat counties the big planters led with only $35.2°

The Richmond Dispatch estimated in the 18s50s that the
South spent $5,000,000 annually for Northern shoes and
boots.?2® Although the figure cannot be verified, there is no
doubt that Southerners bought most of their shoes in the
North. One of the bigger planters, Judge Cameron of North
Carolina, owner of five plantations and 267 slaves in 1834, had
to purchase more than half ‘the shoes needed for his Negroes
despite his large establishment and a conscientious attempt to
supply his own needs.?® Most planters apparently did not even
try to produce shoes or clothing. When a planter with about
thirty slaves in Scotland Neck, North Carolina, made arrange-
ments to have clothing produced on his estate, he hired an
outsider to do it.?° Yet, until 1830 shoes were produced in the
United States by tools and methods not essentially different
from those used by medieval serfs,®* and not much equipment
would have been needed to continue those methods on the
plantations. Even simple methods of production were not
employed on the plantations because the low level of produc-
tivity made them too costly relative to available Northern
shoes. At the same time, the latter were more expensive than
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they ought to have been, for transportation costs were high,
and planters had little choice but to buy in the established
New England shoe centers.

Plantation account books reveal surprisingly high expendi-
tures for a variety of tasks requiring skilled and unskilled
labor.?> A Mississippi planter with 130 slaves paid an artisan
$320 for labor and supplies for a forty-one-day job in 1849.
Other accounts show that Governor Hammond spent $452
to have a road built in 1850; another planter spent $108 for
repair of a carriage and $9oo for repair of a sloop in 1853, as
well as $175 for repair of a bridge in 1857; a third spent $2,950
for the hire of artisans in 1856 on a plantation with more than
175 slaves.®?

The largest payments went to blacksmiths. A Panola, Mis-
sissippi, planter listed expenditures for the following in 1853:
sharpening of plows, mending of shovels, and construction of
plows, ox-chains, hooks, and other items. In 1847 a Greensboro,
Alabama, planter, whose books indicate that he was business-
like and efficient, spent about $140 for blacksmiths’ services
on his large plantation of seventy-five slaves.** One South
Carolina planter with forty-five slaves had an annual black-
smith’s account of about $35, and expenditures by other
planters were often higher.%®

Even simple tasks like the erection of door frames sometimes
required the services of hired carpenters, as in the case of a
Jefferson County, Mississippi, planter in 1851.3¢ If buildings,
chimneys, or slave cabins had to be built, planters generally
hired free laborers or slave artisans.3? Skilled slaves had unusual
privileges and incentives, but there was not much for them to
do on a single plantation. Rather than allow a slave to spend
all his time acquiring a skill for which there was only a limited
need, a planter would hire one for short periods. Even this
type of slave specialization brought frowns from many
planters, who considered the incentives and privileges sub-
versive of general plantation discipline.
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If it paid to keep all available slaves in the cotton fields dur-
ing periods of high prices, the reverse was true during periods
of low prices. At those times the factors forcing a one-crop
agriculture and the low productivity of nonfield labor wrought
devastating results. The South’s trouble was not that it lacked
sufficient shoe or clothing factories, or that it lacked a diversi-
fied agriculture, or that it lacked enough other industrial
enterprises; the trouble was that it lacked all three at the same
time. The slight division of labor on the plantations and the
slight social division of labor in the region forced the planters
into dependence on the Northern market. As a result, the cost
of cotton production rose during periods of low as well as high
cotton prices. Even during the extraordinary years of the Civil
War, when Southerners struggled manfully to feed and clothe
themselves, the attempt to produce home manufactures met
with only indifferent results®® These observations merely
restate the problem of division of labor in the slave South:
the low level of productivity, caused by the inefficiency of the
slaves and the general backwardness of society, produced in-
creasing specialization in staple-crop production under virtu-
ally colonial conditions. .

£3 Farm Implements and Machinery

“There is nothing in the progress of agriculture,” the United
States Agricultural Society proclaimed in 1853, “more en-
couraging than the rapid increase and extension of labor-saving
machinery.”*® The South did not profit much from these tech-
nological advances, nor did it contribute much to them.*
The most obvious obstacle to the employment of better
equipment was the slave himself.** In 1843 a Southern editor
sharply rebuked planters and overseers for complaining that
Negroes could not handle tools. Such a complaint was, he said,
merely a confession of poor management, for with proper
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supervision Negro slaves would provide proper care.®? The
editor was unfair. Careful supervision of unwilling laborers
would have entailed either more overseers than most planters
could afford or a slave force too small to provide the advantages
of large-scale operation. The harsh treatment that slaves gave
equipment shocked travelers and other contemporaries, and
neglect of tools figured prominently among the reasons given
for punishing Negroes.* In 1855 a South Carolina planter
wrote in exasperation:

The wear and tear of plantation tools is harassing to every
planter who does not have a good mechanic at his nod and
beck every day in the year. Our plows are broken, our
hoes are lost, our harnesses need repairing, and large de-
mands are made on the blacksmith, the carpenter, the
tanner, and the harnessmaker. [sic]#

The implements used on the plantations were therefore gen-
erally much too heavy for efficient use. The “nigger hoe,”
often found in relatively advanced Virginia, weighed much
more than the “Yankee hoe,” which slaves broke easily. Those
used in the Southwest weighed almost three times as much as
those manufactured in the North for Northern use.*® Curi-
ously, in many cases equipment was too light for adequate
results. Whereas most planters bought extra-heavy implements
in the hope that they would withstand rough handling, others
resigned themselves and bought the cheapest possible.46

We do not know the proportion of Southern implements
made by local blacksmiths, but the difference in quality be-
tween them and Northern goods was probably not so great as
one might think. Local blacksmiths made wretched goods, but
those made in the North especially for the Southern market
fell well below national standards. J. D. Legare, editor of the
Southern Cabinet, visited Northern implement factories and
was “struck” by the inferior grade of goods sent South. The
materials and workmanship did not approach standards set for
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goods destined for Northern markets. The reason for the
double standard, as Legare admitted, was that planters de-
manded inexpensive items.*” We have little information on
implements produced in the North for the Southern market.
John Hebron Moore quite plausibly suggests that a few un-
scrupulous Northern manufacturers gave the rest a bad reputa-
tion by misrepresentations and other unethical practices.*s
Misrepresentations aside, frequent complaints suggest that the
implements were often inferior to those designated for the
North. M. W. Philips demonstrated that Northern plows lasted
three times as long as local Mississippi products,*® but the ques-
tion at issue is not the quality of Northern equipment but the
quality of that which Southerners could and would buy.

In 1857 an agricultural journal carried a special report by
a former editor who had visited the South Carolina state fair
and had inspected plows made by Southern manufacturers. He
described the instruments as poor, of indifferent quality and
crude construction, adding that most Southern producers bad
advanced only to the point at which James Small of Berwick-
shire had left the plow in 1740.5

Good plows in 1857 sold for fifteen or twenty dollars, al-
though perhaps some of those selling for five or ten dollars
were adequate. “A low estimate of the investment in imple-
ments necessary to the operation of an average Northern farm
was $500.”51 Cultivators and harrows cost from five to twenty
dollars; a grist mill from fifteen to thirty dollars; a treadmill
horsepower from eighty-five to 150 dollars; a seed drill sixty
dollars; and a reaper-mower 135 dollars. Planters, M. W. Philips
noted, usually refused to buy anything except the cheapest of
essential items. “We of the South have a jaundiced eye. Every-
thing we view looks like gold—costly.”32

Plows such as those generally in use in Arkansas were valued
at five dollars, and of greater significance, an average cotton-
producing unit of one hundred acres was said to have only
fifteen dollars’ worth of equipment other than plows.®* A
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Mississippi planter valued his thirty “indifferent” plows at
seventy-five dollars; even if he had made a liberal allowance for
depreciation, he was clearly using the poorest kind of equip-
ment.% As an indication of the quality of the work done by
local blacksmiths, one planter spent a total of five dollars for
ten turning plows in 1853.5% Gray claims that most Southern
plows were worth only three to five dollars. There is little
reason to question either his estimate or his opinion that they
probably did not last more than a year or so0.>¢

Most planters in Mississippi, wrote Philips, thought they
could use one kind of plow for every possible purpose.’” The
weakness was doubly serious, for the one kind was usually
poor. The most popular plow in the Lower South—at least,
well into the 1840s—was the shovel plow, which merely stirred
the surface of the soil to a depth of two or three inches.?®
Made of wrought iron, it was “a crude and inefficient instru-
ment which, as commonly employed, underwent no essential
improvement throughout its long career.”® It was light enough
for a girl to carry and exemplified the “too light” type of im-
plement used on the plantations.

In the 1850s the shovel plow slowly gave way in the South
to a variety of light moldboard plows, which at least were of
some help in killing and controlling weeds. Good moldboard
plows should have offered other advantages, such as aid in
burying manure, but those in the South were not nearly so
efficient as those in the North.®® In 1830, Connecticut manu-
facturers began to produce large numbers of Cary plows, ex-
clusively for the Southern market. These light wooden plows
with wrought-iron shares were considered of good quality.
Unfortunately, they required careful handling, for they broke
easily, and they could not penetrate more than three or four
inches below the surface. During the 18205 Northern farmers
had been shifting to cast-iron plows that could cover 5o per
cent more acreage with 5o per cent less animal- and man-
power.®® When cast-iron plows did enter the South, they
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could not be used to the same advantage as in the North, for
they needed the services of expert blacksmiths when, as fre-.
quently happened, they broke.%?

Twenty years after the introduction of the cultivator in
1820, Northern farmers considered it standard equipment,
especially in the cornfields, but cultivators, despite their tre-
mendous value, were so light that few planters would trust
them to their slaves. Since little wheat was grown below
Virginia, the absence of reapers did not hurt much, but the
backwardness of cotton equipment did. A “cotton planter”
(a2 modified grain drill) and one man could do as much work
as two mules and four men,® but it was rarely used. Similarly,
corn planters, especially the one invented by George Brown
in 1853, might have saved a good deal of labor time, but these
were costly, needed careful handling, and would have rendered
part of the slave force superfluous. Since slaveholding carried
prestige and status, and since slaves were an economic neces-
sity during the picking season, planters showed little interest.%

The cotton picker presents special technical and economic
problems. So long as 2 mechanical picker was not available a
large labor force would have been needed for the harvest; but
in 1850 Samuel S. Rembert and Jedediah Prescott of Memphis
did patent a mule-drawn cotton picker that was a “simple
prototype of the modern spindle picker.”% Virtually no
progress followed upon the original design until forty years
later, and then almost as long a span intervened before further
advances were made. The reasons for these gaps were in part
technical, and in part economic pressures arising from slavery
and sharecropping. Although one can never be sure about such
things, the evidence accumulated by historians of science and
technology strongly suggests that the social and economic im-
pediments to technological change are generally more power-
ful than the specifically technical ones. The introduction of a
cotton picker would have entailed the full mechanization of
farming processes, and such a development would have had to
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be accompanied by a radically different social order. Surely, it
is not accidental that the mechanical picker has in recent de-
cades taken hold in the Southwest, where sharecropping has
been weak, and has moved east slowly as changes in the social
organization of the countryside have proceeded. Even without
a mechanical picker the plantations might have used good im-
plements and a smaller labor force during most of the year and
temporary help during the harvest. In California in 1951, for
example, 50 per cent of the occasional workers needed in the
cotton fields came from within the county and go per cent
from within the state. Rural and town housewives, youths, and
seasonal workers anxious to supplement their incomes provided
the temporary employees.®® There is no reason to believe that
this alternative would not have been open to the South in the
1850s if slavery had been eliminated.

A few examples, which could be multiplied many times,
illustrate the weakness of plantation technology. A plantation
in Stewart County, Georgia, with a fixed capital investment of
$42,660 had only $300 invested in implements and machinery.
The Tooke plantation, also in Georgia, had a total investment
in implements and machinery of $195, of which a gin ac-
counted for $110. Plantations had plows, perhaps a few harrows
and colters, possibly a cultivator, and in a few cases a straw
cutter or corn and cob crusher. Whenever possible, a farmer
or planter acquired a gin, and all had small tools for various
purposes.®?

The figures reported in the census tabulations of farm im-
plements and machinery are of limited value and must be used
carefully. We have little information on shifting price levels,
and the valuations reported to the census takers did not con-
form to rigorous standards. The same type of plow worth five
dollars in 1850 may have been recorded at ten dollars in 1860,
and in view of the general rise in prices something of the kind
probably occurred.%®
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Even if we put aside these objections and examine invest-
ments in selected counties in 1860, the appalling state of
plantation technology is evident. Table 1 presents the data
from the manuscript returns for 1860. Of the 1,069 farmers
and planters represented, only 160 (or 8 per cent) had more
than $500 invested in implements and machinery. If we assume
that a cotton gin cost between $100 and $125, the figures for
the cotton counties suggest that all except the planters (twenty
or more slaves) ecither did without a gin or had little else.
Note that an increase in the slave force did not entail significant
expansion of technique. As the size of slaveholdings increased
in the cotton counties, the investments in implements increased
also, but in small amounts. Only units of twenty slaves or more
showed tolerably respectable amounts, and even these were
poor when one considers the size of the estates.®®

Gray has suggested that the poor quality of Southern im-
plements was due only in part to slave inefficiency. He lists
as other contributing factors the lack of local marketplaces for
equipment, the ignorance of the small farmers and overseers,
prejudice against and even aversion to innovations, and a
shortage of capital in the interior.™ Each of these contributing
factors itself arose from the nature of slave society. The weak-
ness of the market led to a lack of marketplaces. The social
structure of the countryside hardly left room for anything but
ignorance and cultural backwardness, even by the standards
of nineteenth-century rural America. The social and economic
pressures to invest in slaves and the high propensity to con-
sume rendered adequate capital accumulation impossible. The
psychological factor—hostility to innovation—transcended
customary agrarian conservatism and grew out of the patriar-
chal social structure.

The attempts of reformers to improve methods of cultiva-
tion, diversify production, and raise more and better livestock
were undermined at the outset by a labor force without
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versatility or the possibility of increasing its productivity
substantially. Other factors must be examined in order to un-
derstand fully why the movement for agricultural reform had
to be content with inadequate accomplishments, but considera-
tion of the direct effects of slave labor alone tells us why so
little could be done.

TABLE I

Median Value of Farm Implements and Machinery
in Selected Counties, 18602

Sample Counties Number of Slaves on Farms and Plantations?

o I-4 §-9 10-20 21-30 31~60 61-100 100+

Virginia Tobacco

Counties (Amelia,

Buckingham) $40 § 50 § 50 $100 $150 § 320 § 925
Virginia Tidewater

(Gloucester,

Charles City) 30 35 70 150 200 5§00 72§

Virginia Northern
‘Wheat Counties
(Fauquier, Prince

William) 60 100 150 300 425 1200 1350
Georgia Upland

(Walker,

Gordon) 10 75 100 215 450 300

Georgia Cotton

(Dougherty,

Thomas) 2§ 75 135 200 350 400 500
Mississippi Cotton

(De Soto,

Marshall) §0 100 I§0 300 500 700 1000 1200

8 Calculated from the manuscript census returns for 1860; see note 27.
b The number of persons in each group was as follows:

Virginia Tobacco: 67 45 45 52 23 200 6
Virginia Tidewater: 41 26 31 24 12 9
Virginia Northern Wheat: 175 59 62 62 19 7
Georgia Upland: 364 37 27 1y 4 3
Georgia Cotton: 43 ) 18 21 13 22

Mississippi  Cotron: 204 8 8 92 47 45 5
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Kenneth M. Stampp’s The Peculiar Institution challenges effec-
tively the traditional view that enslavement in America raised
the Negro from savagery to civilization.! Drawing upon an-
thropological data, he shows that Africans brought to the
United States as slaves had been removed from societies far
more advanced than most of our historians have appreciated.
Unfortunately, he pays only passing attention to that aspect of
the traditional view bearing most directly on the economics
of slavery in general and the productivity of black labor in
particular.

The Negro slave worked badly, according to some leading
historians, not because he was a slave but because he was a
Negro. This argument has taken two forms: (1) the Negro
has certain unfortunate biological traits, such as a migratory
instinct or an easygoing indolence;? and (2) the Negro came
from a lower culture in Africa and had to be disciplined to
labor.? The first argument does not require refutation here;
the negative findings of genetics and anthropology are con-
clusive and well known.* The second argument raises serious
economic and social questions. In the words of Lewis C. Gray:

70
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The great body of Negroes came to America ignorant
savages. Care was requisite to prevent them from injuring
themselves with the implements employed. It was neces-
sary to teach them the simplest operations with hand tools
and to instruct them in the elementary methods of living—
how to cook, put on their clothing and care for their
houses . . . Under competent supervision the Negro ac-
quired peculiar skill in picking and hoeing cotton and
other simple routine operations of field labor.?

Ulrich B. Phillips defends slavery as a historically progressive
institution that assembled the working population in a more
productive pattern than had existed previously. He then im-
plies that enslavement in America civilized the Negro and
disciplined him to labor. Probably, ancient slavery often did
play the role Phillips suggests, but to accept that generalization
by no means commits one to the corollary drawn for American
Negro slavery. Phillips gives no evidence but refers to the
views of the sociologist Gabriel Tarde, who, we are told,
“elaborated” on Thomas R. Dew’s idea that enslavement
domesticated men much as animals had been domesticated
previously.®

An examination of Tarde’s discussion shows that it offers
little support to Phillips. The idea of reducing men to slavery,
Tarde suggests, probably arose after the successful domestica-
tion of animals, and in both cases the subjected were tamed,
transformed into beasts of burden, and made productive for
others. Tarde’s ideas should be considered within the context
of his theory of imitation, according to which an enslaved
people learns from its conquerors, whereas the latter do not
deign to absorb the ways of their victims.” This idea is in
itself dubious—how much richer is Hegel’s analysis of “Lord-
ship and Bondage” in his Phenomenology of Mind, in which
the interaction of master and slave is so brilliantly explored—
but if it has any relevance to the problem at hand, it merely
suggests that the Negro in America came into contact with a
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higher culture. Who, outside the ranks of the most dogmatic
cultural relativists, would argue with such a generalization?
On the central question of labor productivity Tarde’s thesis
is valid only if we assume that the Negro had to be brought
to America to acquire the habit of systematic agricultural
labor. Phillips never puts the matter quite that baldly, but
his analysis rests on this proposition.

Phillips’ interpretation of African life has had a profound
effect upon students of American Negro slavery, but it de-
pends on the now discredited work of Joseph Alexander
Tillinghast and Jerome Dowd. According to Tillinghast,
African Negroes were “savages,” subject to the “unfathom-
able . . . mysterious force” of heredity. The West African
population before the European conquest supposedly had no
cereals and survived on a bare subsistence of vegetable roots.
Tillinghast, Dowd, and others upon whose work Phillips
draws have applied untenable methods, made dubious as-
sumptions, and produced work that anthropologists today con-
sider of little or no value.® One might be inclined to pardon
Phillips and those who have followed him for trusting the
judgment of anthropologists were it not that the arguments
contain hopeless contradictions, and were it not that even
during the nineteenth century some scholars were perceptive
enough to warn that anthropologists and other social scientists
often fell victim to the racial prejudices permeating European
and American life.® By the time of Phillips’ death and during
the period in which Craven and Gray were writing, impressive
new work on African society was coming off the presses.

The first contradiction in the Tillinghast-Phillips interpreta-
tion is the fact of importation, for if the African had not been
disciplined to agricultural labor why was he brought here at
all>? The “domestication” of savages is no easy matter, and
only a small percentage of the enslaved usually survive.
Europeans first brought Negroes from Africa because they
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were accustomed to agricultural labor, whereas many of the
previously enslaved Indians were not and tended to collapse
under the pressure.1

Second, in order to show that Africans were backward,
Tillinghast and Phillips say that slavery was common among
them. And so it was!!* There is no better proof that African
society had ‘“domesticated” its own population before the
white man volunteered to assume responsibility. West African
peoples like the Ashanti and Dahomey had, in addition to
successful labor systems, elaborate military structures, legal
arrangements, and commercial relations.’? A re-examination of
the economic structure of West Africa and of its implications
for American slavery is therefore in order.

There are other objections to Phillips’ argument. He as-
sumes that the Negro, once brought here, retained many
African traits, which hampered his productivity. So prominent
an anthropologist as Melville J. Herskovits, who certainly does
not share Phillips’ biases or general conclusions, attempts to
prove that the Negro has preserved a large part of his African
heritage to the present day.’® This contention has come under
heavy and successful fire from E. Franklin Frazier, who shows
that Herskovits’ evidence illuminates Brazilian rather than
North American experience. American Negroes had contempt
for newly imported Africans and set out to “Americanize”
them forthwith. As Frazier says, the array of isolated instances
of African survivals only indicates how thoroughly American
slavery wiped out African social organization, habits, and ways
of thought.™ If we are to avoid baseless racist and mystical
assumptions, we shall have to know just what traits the
Negro supposedly brought from Africa and kept for genera-
tions and just how they affected his productivity. We have
received no such data, and nothing in Herskovits’ work, which
deals with a different set of problems, lends support to the
Phillips-Gray-Craven school. We must conclude, therefore,
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that the assertion of special traits does nothing more than to
restate the original notion of a Negro undisciplined to agricul-
tural labor until brought here.

Phillips has to assume that the poor work habits of slaves
amounted to mere negligence or even stupidity, but they often
reflected an awareness of economic value and a penchant for
sabotage. Side by side with ordinary loafing and mindless labor
went deliberate wastefulness, slowdowns, feigned illnesses,
self-inflicted injuries, and the well-known abuse of livestock
and equipment, which itself probably arose within a complex
psychological framework.!® Viewed as such, Phillips’ easy no-
tion of ignorant savages making a mess of things falls to the
ground.

Most Negroes brought from Africa to North America
doubtless came from the West Coast. The Dahomey, famous
as slave raiders, rarely went more than two hundred miles
inland, and most of their victims lived much closer to the
coast.’® The West African peoples undoubtedly had mature
systems of agriculture. The Dahomey even had a plantation
system,; all these peoples—Dahomey, Ashanti, Yoruba, to men-
tion a few of the outstanding—had significant division of
labor. They carried on and carefully regulated a system of
trade; craft guilds existed widely; and a class structure had
begun to emerge.'”

The Yoruba, Nupe, and Fulani had absorbed Moslem cul-
ture, and when the Fulani overran northern Nigeria, they _
carried Moslem scholars with them. Before the Fulani con-
quest, the Nupe of Nigeria had developed an urban civiliza-
tion partly under Moslem influence.’® This influence un-
doubtedly had a positive effect on Negro technical and
economic life, but most of the indigenous peoples did not need
outsiders to teach them the fundamentals of agrarian life.
“West African societies,” writes the outstanding authority on

i
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Islam in Africa, “had already achieved fully developed tech-
niques and economic organization before Islam made its ap-
pearance. Its influence was most evident in the commercial
sphere which in the Sudan belt was wholly taken over by
Moslems.”12

The development of mining provides some clues to the
economic level of West Africa. Gold and iron mining flour-
ished at least as early as the fourteenth century, and the
Arabs drew upon the area for gold. The tales of wonderful
metals and metalwork attracted the Portuguese and led to
their initial explorations. The peoples of Ghana and Nigeria
used iron hoes and other agricultural implements, and the
Yoruba of southern Nigeria enjoyed a reputation for fine
work in copper and tin.2® Diamond writes: “Iron hoes were,
of course, essential to the Dahomean economy, and were per-
haps the most important products manufactured in the young
state. Therefore, the blacksmiths were revered by the people,
as were all craftsmen who did good work.”#!

In contrast to Tillinghast’s picture of indolent, berry-pick-
ing natives, the proverbs, aphorisms, and customs of the West
African peoples indicate that they were accustomed to hard
work. Sayings included: “Poverty is the elder of laziness”;
“He who stays in bed when he is able to work will have to
get up when he cannot”; and “Dust on the feet is better than
dust on the behind.”?? Prestige accrued to those who worked
hard, fast, and well and was therefore a powerful motivating
force. These facts, now taken for granted by anthropologists,
are not so surprising when one considers that even in the most
primitive societies there is hard work to do. One works, as
Herskovits says, because everyone works, because one must
work to live, and because it is the tradition to work. The
Dahomey, who were among the more advanced of the African
peoples, had a reputation for industriousness, held hard work

~
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praiseworthy, and practiced crop rotation and agricultural
diversification,?3

The most puzzling aspect of Phillips’ position is his aware-
ness of slavery among the West Africans. He remarks that
slavery was “generally prevalent” and adds that, according
to Mungo Park, the slaves in the Niger Valley outnumbered
the free men by three to one at the end of the eighteenth
century.?* Phillips never seems to realize that the existence of
African slavery shatters his insistence that the Negroes had
not been habituated to agricultural labor. Tillinghast and
Dowd, for their part, set the bad example, for in the same books
in which they assure us that the Negroes were the laziest of
food gatherers they announce that these same Negroes had
slaves, debt peons, and private property.?®

The Dahomey had large crown-owned plantations worked
by slave gangs under the direction of overseers whose business
was to maximize output. Debt peonage was a well-established
institution.?® Among the Nupe, slaves did a great deal of
agricultural labor and reportedly numbered in the thousands
by the time of the British conquest. The more primitive tribes
of northern Nigeria had been conquered and enslaved by the
Nupe before the beginning of the nineteenth century.?” The
Ashanti had an elaborate system of family land ownership
and imposed a light corvée on those of low status. The tribes
of the Ashanti hinterland practiced slavery, debt peonage,
and systematic agriculture. The Ashanti defeated one of these
tribes, the Dagomba, at the end of the seventeenth century
and obligated it to produce two thousand slaves annually.?8
The Ibo of southeastern Nigeria, slave traders as well as a
source of slaves, produced several important crops with servile
labor.?® During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
the great West African peoples—the Yoruba, Dahomey, and
Fulani—fought continually for control of southwestern
Nigeria, and each in turn enslaved thousands during the wars.3
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African slavery was far removed from New World slavery
in many respects and perhaps ought not to be considered under
the same rubric. The Ashanti economy in which slaves par-
ticipated strove, for example, toward autarky. The system of
land tenure placed a brake on individual accumulation of land,
and status therefore rested primarily on political and social
rather than economic criteria. However surprisingly, masters
had no power over the economic surplus produced by their
slaves, who worked for themselves. In the words of A. Norman
Klein:

The productivity of “slave” labor was never applied to
the process of economic accumulation. Nor could it be.
To be a slaveowner was not to be a member of a special
group deriving its income from the outputs of the chattel.
There simply was no mechanism for accumulation from
slave labor. The only stratum in Ashanti society which
stood to gain from the productivity of “slave” labor was
the slave stratum itself. By assuring, in Ashanti law, that
the general rule for personal property applied to its
“slaves” it nipped in the bud the formation of any such
vested interests. That rule of personal })roperty may be
stated: No individual may be deprived of the results of his
own economic endeavor. The primary function of
“slavery” in Ashanti society was not in production but in
social status.

Of the slaves in this strange system, Klein writes:

His main liabilities stemmed from his being non-kin and
unaffiliated. This meant that the odonko stood outside and
was isolated from the closed network of matrilineally
derived rights and obligations. His humanity was valued
less than that of a lineage member. To be someone’s per-
sonal property entailed becoming thingified, depersonal-
ized, treated as a commodity. This last was, in fact, his
hallmark. . . . His gravest concern arose from the pos-
sibility of being ritually dispatched at the next funeral
service.3!
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The term “slavery” applied to West African societies could
easily mislead us, for the slaves held therein functioned in the
economy without special disadvantage. Apart from the gloomy
possibility of ritual execution, the worst a slave suffered was
to have to endure as a pariah who could be shifted from one
houschold to another by sale. Since no mechanism for eco-
nomic exploitation existed, no impassable barriers to freedom
did either. The ease with which a slave might be adopted into
the family as a free man varied markedly in time and place
but remained noticeable. Because of certain peculiarities of
property inheritance in a matrilineal society, there were even
special advantages in taking a slave for a wife. Two conclusions
emerge: West Africans had disciplined themselves to agricul-
tural labor; and the transfer of a slave from an African to a
European master meant a profound change in the nature and
extent of his obligations.

The absence of slavery, in any form, among some of the
coastal peoples does not imply that agriculture was unde-
veloped or that hard work was lacking. The Bobo, for ex-
ample, who were probably an important source of slaves for
the United States, refused to hold slaves but had a reputation
for being conscientious laborers.*

Angola and the Congo supplied numerous slaves to South
America and some to North America. These peoples, too,
came from societies resting on agricultural foundations. The
Bantu-speaking peoples of southwestern Africa practiced
slavery, although to what extent we do not know. The more
primitive and undeveloped peoples, including some cannibals,
did not supply slaves from among their own but did act as
slave catchers for the Europeans.8

For a general statement of the economic level of pre-
colonial West Africa we may turn to the distinguished former
premier of Senegal, whose credentials as a student of African
history and culture are not in question. Writes Mamadou Dia
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in his essay on “L’Economie africaine avant lintervention
européenne”:

The traditional African economy does not deserve to be
treated disdainfully as a primitive economy, based on
static structures, with technical routines incapable of
adapting themselves to new situations. Everything proves,
on the contrary, that this agricultural economy showed
evidence of a stronﬁ vitality with possibilities for creating
or alsgimilating techniques appropriate to assure its sur-
vival.

The African economy was nevertheless much less developed
than that of the European world, and we may assume that the
productivity of the Negro was well below that of the white
man of Western Europe. We need not rush to accept the
grotesque exaggerations about the level of West African
society that currently are flooding the literature. Emancipation
would not have suddenly accomplished the miracle of raising
the productivity of the Southern Negro to the level of, say,
the Northern farmer. Since the Negro was accustomed to
agricultural work in Africa as well as in the South, the task
of raising his productivity should not have been difficult. In a
friendly society, with adequate incentives, the Negro laborer’s
efficiency should have improved quickly. There is no scientific
basis for any other assumption.

That the Negro worked hard in African agriculture does
not prove that his economic faculties did not decline once he
was separated from his homeland. Frank Wesley Pitman writes
that Negroes taken to the West Indies knew how to tend
their own gardens and care for livestock but were totally un-
prepared for the work expected of them in the sugar fields.?®
By what process, it may be wondered, does a man prepare
himself to be driven in a slave gang? Yet we know that even
the slave plantation was known in Africa, and Herskovits has
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shown that American slavery represented a distorted con-
tinuation of the various forms of collective labor common to
Africa3¢

The brutality of American slavery confronted the African—
even the African who had been a slave in his homeland—with
something new. Under its mildest forms Southern slavery had
to be much harsher than its African counterpart. With the
partial exception of the Dahomey, African slavery was pa-
triarchal. Even slaves from a conquered tribe were sometimes
assimilated into the new culture. A slave might buy his free-
dom and become a free man in a new homeland. There was
little racial antipathy, although it was by no means unknown.
In the South the Negro received a series of hard blows. He
worked under more stringent conditions, was torn from his
culture, family life, and system of values, and found himself in
a society that offered no adequate substitutes. If the Negro
was “culturally” unattuned to hard work, this condition re-
flected not his African background but a deterioration from it.

To say that the Negro suffered from a cultural dislocation
that may have affected his economic propensities is not to
imply that, after all, the Negro slave proved a poor worker
because he was a Negro. Enslavement itself, especially the en-
slavement of a people regarded as racially inferior and unas-
similable, produces such dislocations. Once slavery passes
from its mild, patriarchal stage, the laborer is regarded less and
less as 2 human being and more and more as a beast of burden,
particularly when he is a foreigner who can be treated as a
biological inferior. Even in patriarchal societies, slavery facili-
tates the growth of large-scale production, which corrodes
the older comradeship between master and slave. The existence
of slavery lays the basis for such a development, especially
where markets are opened and institutional barriers to com-
mercialization removed. Such a course may not be inevitable,
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but slavery does establish a powerful tendency toward large-
scale exploitation of men and resources. The rise of the planta-
tion system in Dahomey serves as an illustration, although the
economic structure was unusual and cannot be regarded as a
mature, commercially oriented slave system. Thus slavery,
no matter how patriarchal at first, will, if permitted to grow
naturally, break out of its modest bounds and produce an
economy that will rip the laborer from his culture and yet not
provide him with a genuine replacement.

Even if we judge the problem of the slave South to have
been the presence of a culturally dislocated labor force, we
should not be justified in asserting that the difficulty lay with
the Negro as a Negro. Rather, the cause of the process of dis-
location and the deterioration of his work habits was slavery
itself. Slavery, once it becomes a large-scale enterprise, reverses
its earlier contribution to the productivity of the laborer and
undermines the culture, dignity, efficiency, and even the man-
hood of the enslaved worker.
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Four m Cotfon, Slavery,
and Soil Exhaustion

£3 Soil Exbaustion as a Historical Problem

The South, considered as a civilization, found itself locked in
an unequal, no-quarter struggle with the more modern and
powerful capitalist civilization of the free states. The concen-
tration of wealth in the hands of an aristocratic ruling class
retarded the accumulation of capital and the evolution of a
home market and thereby spelled defeat for the South’s efforts
at matching the North’s industrial progress. Paradoxically, the
agrarian South could not keep pace with the North in agricul-
tural advancement, and the attempt to break the pattern of one-
crop farming and colonial dependence on the export trade
largely ended as a failure. The South’s inability to combat soil
exhaustion effectively proved one of the most serious economic
features of its general crisis.

Although historians long held that soil exhaustion in the
South resulted from slavery and the plantation system, revi-
sionist scholars have raised doubts and offered alternative
explanations. Fortunately, the study of other areas and other
periods has occasioned similar disputes and helped clarify many
relevant problems.

During the early part of the twentieth century, students of

8s
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European economic history engaged in a lively and illuminat-
ing, although not altogether conclusive, debate on the impact
of soil exhaustion on social change. V. G. Simkhovitch opened
the controversy with the assertion that the Roman Empire and
late medieval English society decayed primarily because of a
decline in the fertility of the soil.! He did not fully develop his
ideas, but one of his talented students, Harriet Bradley, has
contributed an able monograph on England.? Simkhovitch and
Miss Bradley have tried to interpret whole epochs in this way,
but their arguments, although attractive, have been subjected to
withering criticism. Miss Bradley rejects the idea that the early
enclosures and the growth of sheep raising were due to in-
creased demand and higher wool prices. She argues that wool
prices fell during the fifteenth century and failed to rise as
rapidly as wheat prices during the sixteenth. The conversion of
arable land to pasture, she notes, did not cease during the seven-
teenth century, when the profits from wool growing fell. She
concludes that the fertility of the common fields had declined
as a result of the strip system, which prevented individual initi-
ative in such practices as crop rotation.

However plausible, her thesis contains serious flaws. First,
the prevalent high agricultural wages might well have made
sheep raising more profitable than wheat growing despite an
unfavorable price differential. Second, her price data are based
on the work of Thorold Rogers, who, as Miss Bradley ac-
knowledges, had warned that the evidence for wool prices is
scanty and inconclusive.?

Reginald Lennard has replied to Miss Bradley and Simkho-
vitch by citing the “facts of general economic history” and
especially the growth of centers of cloth manufacture and
other enterprises stimulating the demand for foodstuffs. He has
also drawn attention to agronomical evidence indicating that
plants grown year after year on the same land will continue to
yield 2 minimum output.* A study of British wheat yields by
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M. K. Bennett confirms Lennard’s observations. Although his
statistics are incomplete, Bennett finds that from 1200 to 1450
British wheat yields were eight or nine bushels per acre and that
output had tended to rise slowly rather than fall.> A. P. Usher
has added that so long as minerals are returned to earth abso-
lute exhaustion is impossible, although depletion may become
sufficiently serious to render “practical agriculture” unprofit-
able.® The question, then, is: What is practical agriculture?

The critiques of Lennard, Bennett, and Usher satisfactorily
dispose of the thesis of an absolute and continuous deterioration
of the soil, but we must still account for the role of soil ex-
haustion in the changes that took place on the English country-
side after 1200. The minimal output of eight or nine bushels per
acre could do little more than permit the peasantry to survive.
The economic changes of the sixteenth century required more
than the maintenance of this minimum output; they required
a marked increase in productivity to sustain a growing urban
population and the demands of a developing world market. So
long as agriculture served local areas low productivity was
permissible, but once production had to be adjusted to com-
petitive national and international markets, ways had to be
found to increase yields.”

The commercial exploitation required by capitalism made
greater demands upon the soil. The medieval peasant under-
stood quite well the need for manuring, but social conditions
prevented him from applying his knowledge. The lord main-
tained the right to fold all sheep, and sometimes cattle, on his
own land. A peasant could rarely afford to feed his stock
through the winter and could not maintain enough animals to
provide him with sufficient manure.® Under these circum-
stances the soil continued to yield enough to feed the peasantry
but hardly enough to supply urban or foreign markets. A radi-
cal economic adjustment had to be made before the land could
be made to yield greater returns.
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The essence of soil exhaustion is not the total exhaustion of
the land, nor merely “the progressive reduction of crop yields
from cultivated lands,”® for the reduction may be arrested at a
level high enough to meet local needs. An acceptable general
theory of the social effects of soil exhaustion must be suffi-
ciently flexible to account for the requirements of different
historical epochs. The rise of capitalism requires a theory that
includes the inability of the soil to recover sufficient produc-
tivity to maintain a competitive position. The main problem
lies in the reaction of social institutions, rather than in the
natural deterioration of the soil. The Old South, specifically,
had to compete in economic development with the exploding
capitalist power of the North, but its basic institution, slavery,
rendered futile its attempts to fight the advance of soil ex-
haustion and economic decline.

£3 The Role of Slavery

Although the land of the Black Belt ranked among the finest
in the world and although cotton was not an especially ex-
hausting crop, the depletion of Southern soil proceeded with a
rapidity that frightened and stirred to action some of the best
minds in the South. Many of the principles of soil science
have only recently come to be understood, and many mislead-
ing ideas prevailed during the nineteenth century. Several im-
portant points had nevertheless been settled by the mid-185os:
that crops require phosphates and salts of alkalis; that non-
leguminous crops require 2 supply of nitrogenous compounds;
that artificial manures may maintain soil fertility for long
periods; and that fallowing permits an increase in the available
nitrogen compounds in the soil. Southern reformers, espe-
cially the talented Edmund Ruffin, had discovered these things
for themselves and were particularly concerned with counter-
acting soil acidity.!® Southern agricultural periodicals and state
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geological surveys repeatedly stressed the need for deep plow-
ing, crop rotation, the use of legumes, manuring, and so forth.

Although the results of the agricultural reform movement
were uneven at best and although John Taylor of Caroline, the
South’s first great agricultural reformer, had called slavery “a
misfortune to agriculture incapable of palliation,”!! later agron-
omists denied that slavery contributed to the deterioration of
the soil. Ruffin, for example, attributed soil exhaustion to the
normal evolution of agriculture in a frontier community and
assumed that economic pressures would eventually force
farmers and planters to adopt new ways.!? Ruffin’s attitude has
been resurrected and supported by many historians, who have
held that slavery did not prevent the adoption of better meth-
ods and that the Civil War interrupted a general agricultural
reformation.’® Lewis C. Gray accepts this idea but adds the
important qualification that whereas the North overcame the
effects of soil exhaustion by agricultural and industrial diversi-
fication, the South found it difficult to combat the effects of
the one-crop system.*

Slavery contributed to soil exhaustion by preventing the
South from dealing with the problem after the frontier condi-
tions had disappeared. Bagley argues that “the slaveowner can-
not because of slavery escape wearing out the soil,”*® but the
greater weakness lay in the slaveholders’ inability to restore
lands to competitive levels after they had become exhausted
naturally in a country with a moving frontier. The one-crop
system perpetuated by slavery prevented crop rotation; the
dearth of liquid capital made the purchase of fertilizer difficult;
the poor quality of the implements that planters could entrust
to slaves interfered with the proper use of available manures;
and the carelessness of slaves made all attempts at soil reclama-
tion or improved tillage of doubtful outcome.¢
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£3 The Use of Fertilizers

The direct and indirect effects of slavery greatly restricted
the use of fertilizers. For cotton and corn the application of
fertilizers to hills or rows is far superior to spreading it broad-
cast, and considerable care must be taken if the labor is not to
be wasted.’” The planter had to guarantee maximum supervi-
sion to obtain minimum results. Planters did not have the
equipment to bury fertilizers by deep plowing, and the large
estates, which inevitably grew out of the slave economy, made
fertilization almost a physical and economic impossibility. In
certain parts of the Upper South planters solved the problem
by selling some of their slaves and transforming them into
liquid capital with which to buy commercial fertilizers. The
smaller slave force made possible greater supervision and
smaller units. This process depended upon the profitable sale
of slaves to the Lower South and was therefore applicable only
to a small part of the slave region. In the Southeast the use of
fertilizers proceeded, as did reform in general, slowly and pain-
fully. Despite the pleas of the reformers, the reports of state
geologists, and the efforts of local or state agricultural societies,
county after county reported to the federal Patent Office,
which was then responsible for agricultural affairs, that little
fertilization of any kind was taking place.’®

Many planters used cottonseed, which was most effective in
the cornfields, as fertilizer in the 1850s, but the cotton fields
had to depend largely on barnyard manure. This dependence
need not have been bad, for barnyard manure probably sup-
plies plants with needed iron, but planters did not keep suffi-
cient livestock and did not feed their animals well enough to
do much good. To be of use barnyard manure requires con-
siderable care in storage and application, and even today much
of it is lost. In 1938 experts in the Department of Agriculture
estimated that one-half was dropped on uncultivated land and
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that the valuable liquid portion of the remainder was often
lost. Improper application rendered much of the rest useless,
for manure must be applied at the right time according to soil
conditions and climate.’® This fertilizer requires all the time,
care, supervision, and interest that farmers can provide and
that slaves cannot or will not. Overseers or even planters them-
selves hardly had the desire to watch their laborers with the
unrelenting vigilance that was needed.

The poor quality of the livestock and the careless way in
which it was tended led Oscar M. Lieber, South Carolina state
geologist, to remark in 1856 that “no manure worth mention-
ing is saved under the present system.”?° J. M. Gallant told the
Agricultural Society of Amite County (Mississippi) in 1857
that the methods used to store that little manure which was
accumulated resulted in a two-thirds depreciation of its value.?!

Even in such livestock-raising states as Kentucky the ac-
cumulation of sufficient manure proved difficult. Stock raising
was conducted largely as a separate industry, and tobacco and
hemp growers often did not keep an adequate supply of ani-
mals. The increase in the number of animals sold out of the
state intensified the difficulty. Barnyard manure cost about two
dollars per ton in Kentucky in the 18s0s, and the state geolo-
gist estimated that about four hundred tons were needed to
restore an exhausted acre. Thus, the accumulation of manure
by stock raisers did not necessarily benefit the planters and
farmers of the state.? For good reason the state geologist of
Mississippi scoffed at those who urged a great increase in cattle
raising in order to produce more manure. He pointed out that
it was ridiculous to think that animals could profitably be kept
for manure alone. Half the slave force, he added, would be
required to give the animals the necessary care.?® While the
slave states lacked urban development there was no possibility
for creation of the markets necessary for profitable stock
raising.

The difficulties in accumulating barnyard manure stirred a
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growing interest in marl, which Ruffin recommended so highly
as an agent capable of counteracting soil acidity and of “deep-
ening the soil” by lowering the level of good earth.?* In 1853
he claimed that properly marled land in Virginia had increased
in value by 200 per cent.?® Craven’s study demonstrates that
guano should be credited with much of the improvement in
Virginia and Maryland and that marl was not always useful.2é
His judgment corresponds to the present opinion of the De-
partment of Agriculture’s experts on marl as a fertilizer.?? Since
guano was expensive and marl readily at hand Southern geolo-
gists concentrated on finding marl deposits and making recom-
mendations for their exploitation.?®® The state geologist of
Mississippi, L. Harper, even suggested that marl was superior
to guano since its benefits lasted for several years whereas
guano’s were bestowed on a single crop. He admitted that few
in Mississippi could afford guano anyway, and we may pardon
his excessive praise for a fertilizer that his readers had some
chance of obtaining. Yet by 1860 few in Mississippi used either
guano or marl. Perhaps in time more of these fertilizers would
have been used, but not many planters could possibly have
borne the cost of transporting enough marl for their huge
estates, much less the cost of buying and transporting enough
guano. Planters and farmers in Alabama and Georgia used little
marl before 1850, and there is no evidence of an appreciable
improvement in the fifties.2® When they did use marl, they
generally had it applied so badly that Ruffin despaired of ever
teaching them to do it properly. To make matters worse,
errant planters only succeeded in convincing themselves that
Ruffin was, after all, only a “book farmer.”80

Peruvian guano emerged as the great hope of planters and
farmers with exhausted lands. The desire for guano reached
notable proportions during the 1840s and 1850s: whereas less
than 1,000 tons were imported from Peru during 1847-1848,
more than 163,000 tons were imported during 1853-1854.3! In
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a single year the 17,000 white inhabitants of Kent County,
Delaware, reportedly spent $175,000 for guano,®? and the citi-
zens of Maryland and Virginia reclaimed their worn-out lands
largely with its aid. Guano proved particularly effective for
wheat, and the planters of the tidewater had excellent results
with it. Planters and farmers in the interior benefited much less,
for they were concentrating on improving the quality of their
tobacco crops, and guano made the tobacco coarser. Then too,
they generally had small slave forces to begin with and could
not so readily sell surplus slaves to pay large bills for com-
mercial fertilizers.3?

Guano, like other fertilizers, required considerable care in
application; if not used intelligently, it could damage the land.
The less expensive American guano required more attention
than the Peruvian, especially since it contained hard lumps
that had to be thoroughly pulverized.

Two fine historians of Southern economic life, Rosser H.
Taylor and Weymouth T. Jordan, claim that significant quan-
tities of guano were used in the Lower South in the 1850s.
Taylor asserts that the supply could not keep up with the
demand in the Southeast but admits that in South Carolina, at
least, application occurred largely in the coastal areas.®® Jordan
insists that guano was used widely in North Carolina, but his
evidence, drawn from an article in an agricultural periodical, is
limited and unsupported. He refers only to the “noticeable”
trade in Charleston and Savannah and provides no figures for
the imports through New Orleans and Mobile.?® In view of the
lack of corroboration, it seems fair to conclude that these
usually careful historians have been misled into hasty general-
ization from special local conditions.

When guano did come into use in the Lower South indica-
tions are that wealthy coastal planters applied it to their badly
exhausted fields.3” True, some guano did reach the Cotton Belt
through the efforts of Thomas Affleck and others, but the
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agricultural periodicals, which provided so much detail on in-
novations of all kinds, could not supply figures on sales.®®
Most of the counties of the Lower South polled by the Patent
Office in the early fifties failed to respond to questions about
fertilizers, and we may suspect that there was nothing to
report. The counties and localities that did respond—Haber-
sham and Harris in Georgia, Laurensville in South Carolina,
Edwards in Mississippi, Jackson in Alabama, and others—
generally reported no commercial fertilizers in use and little
fertilization of any kind.®

According to the Report on Agriculture submitted by the
Commissioner of Patents in 1854, about 300 pounds of Peru-
vian guano had to be applied to fertilize an acre of exhausted
land, with a second dressing of 100 to 200 pounds recom-
mended for land planted to Southern staples.®® That is, cotton
land required about 450 pounds of guano per acre.*! Although
the American Guano Company claimed that 200 to 350 pounds
of its brand would do, the more objective De Bow’s Industrial
Resources insisted on goo pounds of this inferior but adequate
guano.*? At forty dollars per ton a planter with 250 acres
would have had to spend somewhere between $500 and $2,500
for this second-rate guano; and since its effects were not lasting
he would have had to spend it regularly. Whatever the ad-
vantages of the relatively inexpensive American variety, it
required more cash than all but a few planters had.

Some guanos, the Venezuelan for example, could be ob-
tained for as little as thirty dollars per ton. Even that price was
too high for most planters, and the product was of dubious
value.*? Peruvian guano sold for forty-five or fifty dollars per
ton during the fifties, but the costs of transportation were such
that planters in Mississippi had to pay sixty-five dollars and
those in the Southeast about sixty dollars.*4

Consider the experience of Captain A. H. Boykin of the
Sumter District of South Carolina. He applied nine tons during
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one year of the 1850s and smaller amounts in other years.
Those nine tons sufficed for from forty to sixty acres—the
actual number of acres fertilized was not given—and could not
have cost less than $450. Boykin owned 4,314 acres, so his
expenditure benefited only a tiny portion of his estate.*® In the
interior of South Carolina the expense would have been $s540
and in Mississippi at least $505. When one considers the size of
the plantations of the Cotton Belt and the careless, wasteful
way in which the slaves worked, planters cannot be blamed
for ignoring the results of neat experiments conducted by a few
unusual men like David Dickson of Georgia or Noah B. Cloud
of Alabama. James S. Peacocke of Redwood, Louisiana,
summed up some of the planters’ problems:

In respect to our worn out lands, it is almost useless for
anyone to waste paper and ink to write the Southern
planter telling him to manure. It is well enough for North-
ern farmers to talk; they can well afford to fertilize their
little spots of ten or a dozen acres; but a Southern planta-
tion of 500 or 600 acres in cultivation would require all
the manure in the parish and all the force to do it justice
. . . Again, we have no time to haul the large quantities of
manure to the field, for it generally takes until January to
get all our cotton, and we have to rush it then, to get time
to make repairs before we go to plowing for our next
crop.*®

Peacocke was writing about barnyard manure, but all that he

needed to add to account for other fertilizers was that few
planters, and fewer farmers, could afford to buy them.*”

£3 Crop Rotation

Rotation of staple crops with alfalfa, clover, and other legumes
might have protected and restored Southern soils. Rotation
helps counteract the effects of leaching and erosion, and green
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manure, although probably less useful than barnyard manure,
increases the supply of nitrogen in the soil. Ebenezer Emmons,
state geologist of North Carolina, pointed out that marl could
be harmful if too much was applied and that proper crop rota-
tion and plowing under of peas could offset the danger of
excessive lime.48

The South is not the best grass country, although in recent
years its share of the nation’s grassland has risen remarkably.
There was no natural obstacle to the production of more
alfalfa, oats, rye, cowpeas, clover, hairy vetch, and other soil-
improving crops. Although nitrogenous manuring for cereals
tends to encourage the growth of straw relative to grain, the
reverse is true for cotton and corn. Yet, the Lower South
accounted for an insignificant portion of the modest grass and
clover-seed output of the slave states. John Hebron Moore has
shown that the production of cowpeas in Mississippi has been
underestimated by historians, who have failed to realize that
cowpeas were left in the field for livestock and therefore not
harvested. He admittedly has had to build his statistical analy-
sis on a great deal of supposition. Probably, he is quite right in
insisting that far more cowpeas were produced than has been
appreciated, but, as he acknowledges, the cotton-corn-cowpea
sequence did not return enough elements to the soil to prevent
a steady decline of fertility.+®

Exceptions to the no-rotation rule appeared only here and
there. Ruffin used a fine six-field system, and a fellow Vir-
ginian, Colonel Tulley, rotated his wheat with clover and got
excellent results.® Most planters, especially in the Cotton Belt,
were unwilling and more often economically unable to take
land away from their cash crop. The ways in which slavery
impeded the accumulation of adequate livestock—e.g., by
restricting the growth of an urban market for foodstuffs and
by preventing the accumulation of sufficient capital to buy
good breeds—also made rotation difficult, for there was not
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much chance of turning hay into cash. The slaves, who worked
best when concentrated in gangs in the cotton fields, simply did
not provide the animals with that minimum care necessary.

Even so enlightened a planter as M. W, Philips generally
ignored legumes and depended on a rotation of cotton and
corn, with only a few acres put aside for oats and vegetables.
Alexander McDonald of Eufala, Alabama, boasted of a system
of rotation that assigned 267 acres to crops other than cotton.
Of these, he planted 200 to corn. Of the goo or so acres culti-
vated on the estate of George Noble Jones in Florida, only
about 150 were given over to oats and none to clover.’* In
1860, Eugene W. Hilgard, Mississippi state geologist, wrote
that the only rotation practiced on a large scale was that of
cotton and corn, and similar reports came from throughout the
Lower South,?

£3 The Exbaustion of the Soils of the
Lower South

Charles Sackett Sydnor, in calculating charges arising from
the depreciation of the land in Mississippi in the 1850s, esti-
mates a cost of 3 per cent of the value of the land per year.5
Thomas P. Govan, in a critique that has gained wide accept-
ance, challenges this estimate with the assertion that there can
be no justification for assuming a thirty-three-year life span
for Mississippi’s land. That land is still growing cotton, he
argues, and the costs of manuring might have been offset by the
increased yields produced by the improvements.** We have
seen the kind of measures taken to restore the soil, and the facts
concerning the rapid deterioration of Mississippi’s soils contra-
dict the suggestion of a significant increase in yields. Daniel
Lee, editor of the Southern Cultivator, estimated in 1858 that
40 per cent of the South’s cotton land was already exhausted,
and he was given considerable support by other competent
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observers.5® Mississippi hired several able geologists and agron-
omists to study the problem, and their reports should dispel
any lingering doubts. Harper reported in 1857 that the state’s
nonalluvial areas, especially those with prairie soils, were
rapidly being exhausted. “Mississippi is 2 new state,” he wrote.
“It dates its existence only from 1818; and notwithstanding all
its fertility, a large part of the state is already exhausted; the
state is full of old deserted fields.”*® Harper’s successor, Hil-
gard, reported in 1860 that the state’s land gave way after about
thirty years of cultivation. Some parts of Mississippi reminded
him of the descriptions of Europe after the Thirty Years’
War.%" As early as 1842 the Southern Planter had reported
worn-out lands across the interior of Mississippi, and the soil
deteriorated steadily thereafter.5®

Similar accounts came from the older areas such as the
Southeast, where few doubt that much of the land had been
exhausted.®® Even the western parts of the Upper South suf-
fered greatly. In 1841, President Chitwood Allen told the
Kentucky State Agricultural Society that the best districts in
the state were deteriorating rapidly.®® In 1854 the state geolo-
gist expressed similar fears about the rich soil of the bluegrass
country.®

Govan’s assertion that Mississippi still grows cotton is yet
more puzzling than his doubts about the extent of exhaustion
during the antebellum period. Certainly, Mississippi still grows
cotton, but in 1930 the South (the ex-slave states except Mis-
souri, Maryland, Delaware, and Texas), with only one-sixth of
the nation’s crop land, accounted for two-thirds of the fertil-
izer tonnage. Forty-one per cent of the cost of farm operations
in the South went into fertilizers, whereas the cost in the rest
of the country reached only 5 per cent. Fertilizers absorbed
more than 7 per cent of the South’s farm income, compared
with 1 per cent for the rest of the country, although only fif-
teen bushels of corn were produced per acre, compared with
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forty-three bushels in New England and thirty-six in the
Middle Atlantic states.®? Parts of South Carolina in 1920 re-
quired about 1,000 pounds of fertilizer per acre of cotton land,
and the general requirements of Mississippi ranged from 200
to 1,000 pounds.®® The South still grows cotton only because
of tremendous expenditures for the fertilizers with which to
strengthen its exhausted soils.

Slavery and the plantation system led to agricultural meth-
ods that depleted the soil. In this respect the results did not
differ much from those experienced on the Northern frontier,
but slavery forced the South into continued dependence on
exploitative methods after the frontier had passed. Worse, it
prevented the reclamation of the greater part of the worn-out
land. The planters had too much land under cultivation; they
lacked the necessary livestock; they could practice crop rota-
tion only with difficulty; and they had to rely on a labor force
of poor quality. Under such circumstances, notwithstanding
successes in some areas, the system could not reform itself.
When reforms did come to Maryland, Virginia, and certain
counties of the Lower South, it was either at the expense of
slavery altogether or by a reduction in the size of slaveholdings
and the transformation of the surplus slaves into liquid capital.
The South faced a dilemma of which the problem of soil ex-
haustion formed only a part. On the one hand, it needed to
develop its economy to keep pace with that of the free states,
or the proud slaveholding class could no longer expect to retain
its hegemony. On the other hand, successful reform meant the
end of slavery and of the basis for the very power the planters
were trying to preserve.
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Slave Economy

$3 An Excess of Animals and a Shortage of Meat

For those familiar with the economic condition of the slave
South, one assertion appearing at several decisive junctures in
the preceding pages may seem to be the product of a theoreti-
cal model having nothing to do with well-known facts. Did not
the South have a thriving livestock industry? Historians of
Southern agriculture, misled by the usually reliable Lewis C.
Gray, have paid too much attention to the number of animals
in the slave states and too little attention to their quality. Gray
notes that the South had half the country’s cattle, 6o per cent of
its oxen, and go per cent of its mules and that totals for the
Lower South compared favorably with those for the Upper
South.! He might have added that the value of livestock in
the Lower South in both 1850 and 1860 exceeded that in the
Upper South and increased faster during the decade.?

The South was confronted by a paradox: an abundance of
livestock and an inadequate supply of meat and work animals.
Contemporary agricultural writers repeatedly called attention
to this curiosity.® The United States Agricultural Society
reported in 1853 that thousands of American milch cows could
not pay their way and were instead a tax on their owners.* This
statement applied with particular force to Southern livestock.
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Frank L. Owsley, summarizing his own researches and those
of his students, describes what he believes to have been a
flourishing livestock industry in the Lower South. Although
the region easily had enough animals to feed the plantations, he
argues, livestock raisers preferred to send their meat products
to New Orleans, Mobile, Savannah, and Charleston for export
to the West Indies and the Northeast because the warm, damp
winters caused meat to spoil easily.> These assertions support
the statistical studies of the Owsley group on the class structure
of Southern society. Since the thesis of these studies is that the
Southern yeomen were a prosperous and expanding class, the
economic basis of their prosperity must be accounted for.
Owsley’s statistical framework has been thoroughly discredited
by Fabian Linden’s brilliant critique.® As for his nonstatistical
argument, he does not explain the preference to export rather
than to sell on the hoof to nearby planters, who bought in
large quantities from drovers from the Northwestern and
border states.

Kentucky and Missouri sent great numbers of animals south
throughout the antebellum period. The two states sold almost
$1,700,000 worth of animals to South Carolina alone in 1835,
and work animals, hogs, cattle, and sheep worth more than that
passed by the Cumberland Ford in 1838.7 In 1836 drovers of
horses and hogs from Kentucky, Missouri, and neighboring
states sold $2,000,000 worth of animals to South Carolina, and
by 1839 Kentucky alone earned as much from its southern
trade.® This overland trade eventually gave way to railroad
shipments, especially of bulk pork, but during 1849-1850 2a
total of 185,000 hogs went south from Kentucky and Tennes-
see; tobacco and cotton planters and farmers in North Carolina
and elsewhere continued to buy large numbers of animals on
the hoof.?

Owsley produces no figures to justify his assertion of exports
to the Northeast and the West Indies. None of the studies of
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the economic development of the Northeast mentions a sig-
nificant trade in meat or meat products with the South; for
example, the excellent studies by Robert G. Albion on the
coastal trade reveal no evidence of noteworthy meat or live-
stock shipments from Southern ports. On the contrary, Al-
bion’s inability to uncover such evidence in the course of his
painstaking research suggests that none exists.!® To mention
only two of the other outstanding works, neither Bidwell’s
Rural Economy in New England at the Beginning of the
Nineteenth Century, which deals with the early period, nor
Schmidt’s article on “Internal Commerce and the Development
of the National Economy before 1860,” which deals with the
antebellum period itself, even hints at such a trade.!?

Owsley’s contention appears all the more dubious in the
light of our knowledge that rail shipments of Midwestern meat
in refrigerated cars was undermining the livestock industry of
New England in the 1850s. Even the thrifty farmers of Ver-
mont, known for their excellent cattle and sheep, were being
forced to shift to other types of production.’? It is difficult to
imagine that Southern butter and meat helped push out New
England products or that they rivaled Western products in the
cities of the Northeast. The available figures on foreign trade
show that, exclusive of New Orleans, which handled the ex-
ports of the whole Mississippi Valley, the value of the com-
bined exports of meat and animal products from Savannah,
Mobile, and Charleston was an insignificant $25,000 for the
year ending June 30, 1856—the first for which we have reliable
statistics.!®

If Owsley’s contention were correct, surely the South would
have had a modest meat-packing industry. The plantation
market, although limited, was of adequate proportions to sus-
tain such an industry, and livestock need not have been ex-
ported at all; but the supply of raw material was inadequate.
During the war the eastern part of the Confederacy suffered
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from a persistent meat shortage and made efforts to increase
the number of good animals. Lack of time and experience, feed
shortages, and the problems of livestock raising that had long
afflicted the South prevented significant progress.!

That the reports on number and value of livestock cannot be
accepted at face value becomes clear when we confront the
nonstatistical evidence. Consider the situation in Georgia and
Texas, the leading livestock-producing states of the Lower
South. Owsley attaches great importance to the large numbers
of animals reported to have been in the pine barrens of Georgia,
but according to De Bow’s Industrial Resources, there was no
beef-raising industry in that or any other part of the state.!®
Reports from Georgia during the 1840s and 1850s stressed that
thousands of animals had to manage for themselves during the
winter and described their condition as miserable. First-class
hogs for the planters’ tables had to be imported from the free
states, as did much of the mess pork for the slaves. The milch
cows and beef cattle were of deplorable quality, and despite
increasing attention at least half the work animals had to be
imported.’® Workers in Georgia’s gold mines had to be fed
from purchases made from hog drovers from Tennessee.!
When the Southern Central Agricultural Society (of Georgia)
issued awards to stock raisers in 1851, few Georgians were
among the winners, and in some categories none could be found
to enter.!®

The quality of the livestock emerges as the paramount issue.
The animals in the numerically great livestock-raising state of
Texas did not even measure up to Southern standards. In 1860,
Texas cattle were largely semiwild and probably worth only
half as much as animals in other Southern states. Transporta-
tion difficulties prevented all except a small proportion of these
salable beef cattle from being sent to market.!® Miss Menden-
hall, in her study of agriculture in South Carolina, concludes
that the census figures for cattle cannot be taken as evidence of
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genuine interest in cattle raising, for a large number grew up
on the range virtually without care.?® In our own day India
claims half the world’s cattle, but according to De Castro, “they
are so badly fed that they produce hardly any milk.”?

A climate supposedly suitable neither for grasses nor for
livestock took most of the blame for the poor condition of
Southern animals. Even Edmund Ruffin used this argument
and urged Southerners to concentrate on reforms other than
livestock improvement. Yet after initial difficulties, Ruffin
managed to improve his own breeds sufficiently to supply the
needs of his plantation.?? In 1868, Lewis F. Allen, in his study
of American cattle, said bluntly that the soil and climate of the
South were fine for animals and that expressions to the contrary
were little more than excuses by planters who preferred to
raise cotton.? Allen cerrainly told the truth, and many
Southerners must have known it. In the twentieth century
Southerners have been able to grow feed crops and to increase
greatly the quality and quantity of their livestock. Alabama
had an alfalfa and livestock boom after World War I; South
Carolina tripled its hay production in the 1930s, and every
Southern state improved .on its stock significantly.?

In raising hogs the mild Southern climate actually works to
advantage, for low temperatures in the early spring may cause
a loss of pigs in farrowing. With this exception weather con-
ditions do not matter much in hog raising.?® Losses always fall
heaviest on farms poorly equipped for caring for young pigs,
and the slave plantations were especially vulnerable in this
respect. The major difficulty grew out of neither soil nor cli-
mate but out of the combination of careless treatment and the
lack of accessible, geographically concentrated markets that
might have encouraged animal husbandry on a large scale.

Virtually every competent traveler to the Old South ex-
pressed astonishment at the brutal and careless treatment that
slaves accorded livestock. James Redpath, for example, after
describing how a slave tried to get a horse to move on difficult
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terrain by thrqwing rocks at its legs, commented, “This is a
fair specimen of the style in which slaves treat stock.”?® In
many areas slaves too old or infirm to work in the fields cared
for the animals, and where livestock raising received serious
attention, slaves were considered next to useless.?? In addition
to carelessness and negligence, slaves fell under suspicion of
deliberately sabotaging plantation meat supplies by stealing
hogs and plundering smokehouses. Perhaps these thefts were
motivated by hunger or perhaps by rebelliousness; whatever
the reason, they apparently were common.2®

Aware of these obstacles, advocates of agricultural reform
returned to a single theme: the need for careful management
and proper treatment.?® Food for stock was repeatedly wasted,
they said, because even the most trusted slaves would pay no
attention to the management of rations. Planters let their ani-
mals run wild or entrusted them to incompetent slaves, What
else could they have done? One writer had an answer: “Such
attention as can only be given by those who are farmers and
not planters.”30

In addition to the direct damage done to stock by careless
handling and by allowing the animals to run wild during much
of the year, a good deal of harm occurred indirectly. Weak-
ness and vulnerability to disease plagued the surviving animals.
Animal diseases caused concern throughout the country, but
the number of complaints of widespread deaths in the South
suggests special problems, especially since so many of the
complaints came from areas where livestock was known to be
particularly ill-treated and underfed.®! Dependence upon im-
ported animals presented special difficulties. Horses and mules
suffered from the long journey from Kentucky and Missouri
to the plantation areas, and animals that started in good condi-
tion often arrived unhealthy at their destination.®* Animals
sent to the Lower South had to be acclimated; many did not
take the change well, and others not at all.33

The effects of ill-treatment constituted only part of slavery’s
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contribution to the weakening of Southern livestock. Improve-
ment of cattle breeds, the development of adequate transporta-
tion facilities, and a pork-packing industry required heavy in-
vestments of capital, which the South lacked in consequence of
its plantation and slave economy. The pork-packing industry
of the Middle West started after 1818, when Eastern capital
appeared in large quantities to take advantage of a growing
market. Ironically, the early market arose primarily from the
Southern plantations, although during the later period the
urban centers of the North far outdistanced the South as a
market for meat and animal products.?* Transportation facili-
ties in the South were designed chiefly to carry cotton to the
coast, and the urban market within the South remained
drastically limited.?

Wherever the large plantations dominated the economy they
produced the same results for each important class of animals:
the slaves abused and neglected the animals on the plantations,
and the livestock industry as a whole received inadequate atten-
tion because of the lack of capital, poor transportation, and the
absence of an urban market.

£3 Work Animals

Slaves seem to have taken the greatest delight in abusing the
horses, oxen, and mules that were so essential to the day-to-day
work of the plantations. If the hogs were not attended to, pork
could be purchased, but there was no substitute for work
animals.

After 1830, the ox, for two centuries the conventional draft
animal on American farms, gave way to the more efficient
horse. The number of oxen in the country increased by only
32 per cent during the 1850s, compared with an increase of
100 per cent in the number of horses and mules, but this shift
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was not the same in the free states and the slave. Southerners
generally began to use mules; Northerners, horses. During that
decade the ratio of horses to total number of work animals rose
from 73.3 to 75.5 per cent in the free states, but declined from
58.0 to 54.0 per cent in the slave; more significantly, in the
principal plantation states of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisi-
ana the percentage fell from 48.0 to 36.0, whereas the ratio of
mules to total work animals rose from 23.0 to 35.0.%¢ Some
historians have suggested that the Southern preference for
mules rather than horses indicated agricultural progress.?” The
reason for using mules, as most contemporaries admitted, was
not that they worked better than horses but that they with-
stood more readily the punishment inflicted by the slaves.3® As
the plantation system grew, the proportion of mules to horses
grew with it, and wherever slaves worked, mules came into
increasingly greater use. In the sample counties studied (see
Graph 1) the same tendency appeared: the larger the slave
force the greater the dependence upon mules and oxen relative
to the faster, more efficient horses, presumably because horses
cannot take as much abuse as mules and need more care and
more skill in driving.

23 Hogs

The figures for the number of animals have nowhere been
more misleading than in the case of hogs, which provided the
main source of meat in the South. Kentucky, Tennessee, and
the Northwest sold an undetermined number of animals to
the Lower South; thus, an increase in stock did not necessarily
mean an increase in animals raised at home. More important,
the quality of Southern hogs did not approach that of the
better fed, better bred, better housed hogs in the Middle West.
Southern hogs frequently ran wild in the woods to provide
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GRAPH I

Percentage of Horses to Total Work Animals
in Selected Southern Counties, 1860
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their own food throughout the winter as best they could;
often, they received no grain at all during the year. Contem-
porary sources co.ntain many reports of these practices. In one
instance the hogs became so wild that no chance remained to
fatten them even if they could be caught alive.?® Mast-fed hogs
sometimes got fat, but the meat was barely fit for the slaves.
Usually, these animals weighed much less than hogs receiving
at least a little corn. So poor was the treatment of stock that
when, on occasion, superior animals were imported into the
Lower South, their quality degenerated instead of effecting a
general improvement in the herds.*

During the colonial period the hogs of New England
weighed about 200 pounds. By 1860 the hogs in the Chicago
market averaged 228 and those brought to Cincinnati about 200
or more.*! According to twenty-four sets of plantation records
that yield information on the weight of hogs slaughtered, the
median weight of almost 4,000 hogs in eight states was only
140 pounds. These records were from the best plantations, and
some of them came from the Upper South. The average
weights were inflated by the inclusion of the heavier hogs
bought from drovers to be slaughtered on the plantations. The
small size of the hogs was a matter of indifference to some
planters, who were interested only in hams;*? in these cases the
impracticability of raising enough pork for the slaves was con-
ceded. In short, the actual average weight of Southern hogs
undoubtedly fell well below the 140-pound figure. Thus, de-
spite the reportedly large numbers of animals, the South had to
import substantial quantities of hogs and pork.*3

£3 Cattle

As with hogs, the importation of fine breeds of cattle re-
sulted in a general improvement of stock in the North, but in a
deterioration of fine breeds brought into the South. Beef for
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the planter’s table frequently had to be bought from the out-
side. The complaint of Confederate troops that the animals
supplying them with beef had to be held upright for shooting**
was more than a comment on wartime conditions. The shift
from cotton to food production might well have offset the
shortages and dislocation occasioned by the war, and there is
no reason to believe that the prewar condition of the animals
was any better. The cattle of central and western Virginia, for
example, were plentiful but of mediocre to low quality.* How
much did those wartime complaints differ from such prewar
ones as that of the Reverend G. Lewis in 1845: Georgia cattle
are “objects of pity, not to be fed upon but to be fed. Left to
shift for themselves all winter, their bones look and stare at
you.”#®

Milch cows fared little better. Of the states of the Lower
South, only Louisiana produced more than 20 pounds of butter
per cow, and South Carolina, Georgia, Texas, and Florida pro-
duced 15 pounds or less. In the Upper South production ranged
from 33 pounds in Tennessee to 43 pounds in Maryland, al-
though Delaware—if we may consider it a slave state at all—
produced 5o pounds. Of the free states, only four produced less
than 50 pounds per cow, and Rhode Island, the poorest, pro-
duced 34 pounds, while New York led with 85 pounds.*’

Nor did the poor record of the slave states arise from a
greater preference for milk rather than butter. There is ample
evidence that planters wanted more butter and often imported
it.*8 Although exact data are not available, Delaware, Maryland,
and Virginia—easily the best producers among the slave states—
are known to have consumed 25 per cent less milk (fluid and
processed) than the free states.*® Not all types of milch cows
could have done well in the Southern climate and on Southern
soils, but some adequate milkers could have, as recent experi-
ence has proved. Here again we confront the interrelatedness
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of the various projects for agricultural reform, for an adequate
cattle-raising industry would have required much greater prog-
ress in combatting soil exhaustion. Without soils adequate in
phosphorus, or more precisely, adequate in phosphorus in a
usable form, cattle raising is almost insurmountably difficult.%

£3 A General View

Southern attempts to increase nonstaple production and to
improve livestock broke down in the face of enormous diffi-
culties. The prevailing inefficient labor force and the backward
business practices prevented all except a few unusual planters
from accomplishing much; when they did succeed in raising
their own food, they also succeeded in depriving local pro-
ducers of markets. The stock raisers of the back country could
not sell their produce in the North because of the prohibitive
costs of transportation, and the planters saw no reason to vote
for taxes to improve contacts with the back country, prefer-
ring to purchase supplies from Western drovers or through
agents,

The planters had little surplus capital with which to buy
improved breeds and could not guarantee the care necessary to
make the investments worth while. Stock raisers did not have
the capital either, and if they could get it, the investments
would have been foolhardy without adequate urban markets.

Some planters, who did have the capital and might have
solved the managerial problem, were prisoners of the plantation
myth and scorned pursuits other than cotton growing. There
were notable exceptions to these generalizations. Here and
there moneyed planters with a businesslike attitude and excep-
tional managerial skill achieved brilliant successes. The retarda-
tive effects of slavery were not absolute; no individual planter
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was condemned by fate to defeat. Slavery did establish condi-
tions such that maximum efforts by exceptional men were
required for significant agricultural improvements in general
and for significant improvement in livestock in particular.
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Six m The Limits
of Agricultural Reform

Since the appearance of Craven’s pioneering study of soil ex-
haustion in Maryland and Virginia in 1926, historians have
generally believed that the War for Southern Independence
interrupted the South’s steady progress toward agricultural
reform and economic diversification. In many cases this belief
has been accompanied by the assumption that more rapid
progress could and would have occurred if cotton prices had
not been at such high levels in the 1850s. If so, it is stated, the
South could have made adequate economic progress under the
slave regime, and one important side of the sectional conflict
would have resolved itself with time. Economic growth and
balance might have replaced the South’s dependence on a few
staples with a moderately diversified and integrated economy,
which might have removed many of the South’s complaints
and fears. In such an improved milieu peaceful discussions of
outstanding political and social issues would have become a
stronger possibility.

The assumptions on which this thesis of a self-reforming
agriculture rests are subject to several objections. First, the
overwhelming burden of evidence suggests that the reform
movement, the presence of which historians have attested to in
numerous books and articles for the past forty years, met
noteworthy success below Virginia only in a few localities.

124
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Second, the assumptions rest on a logical contradiction, for the
sale of slaves, upon which, as will be demonstrated, steady
progress depended, could not support more than a partial and
geographically limited reform. Third, the reform process itself
contained inherent contradictions and proceeded in such a
way that each step forward forced a step backward.

£3 The Agitation for Reform

Thoughtful Southerners, shaken by the terrible depression
of the 1840s, did not permit the prosperity of the 1850s to
make them overlook the grave weaknesses in their region’s
economy. Whatever boastful politicians might say and how-
ever complacent the average planter or farmer might be, Ed-
mund Ruffin, M. W. Philips, Noah B. Cloud, Thomas Affleck,
David Dickson, and many other less well known men carried
forward the tradition of John Taylor of Caroline and tried to
convince planters and farmers that wasteful frontier methods
had to be abandoned if the South wished to place its progress
and prosperity on safe ground. Although these men have
rightly been honored by historians for their selfless efforts and
genuine achievements, on the whole they failed. They assumed
that the problem was one of normal evolution of better meth-
ods through the dissemination of information and that a thor-
ough reformation could take place within the slave system.? In
the prosperous 1850s some reformers virtually gave up their
hopes of a diversified agriculture and emphasized measures to
increase labor productivity in the cotton fields and to provide
supplementary livestock. Even if this program had succeeded,
it would not have done more than to make the South’s de-
pendence on industrial outsiders a bit more tolerable; it would
not have removed the economic difficulties in the way of an
understanding with the free states. At that, this more modest
program, as we have seen, met insurmountable obstacles.?
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The history of Southern commercial conventions during the
1830s and after is the story of frustration and failure: demands
for direct trade with Europe, agitation for Southern manu-
factures, proposals for railway expansion, programs for the
regulation of the sale or production of cotton, and some senti-
ment for reopening the slave trade. The proposals discussed at
some of these meetings and at similar ones of cotton planters*
revealed two main tendencies: an unwillingness to recognize
that the South’s problems had roots deep in the economic and
social structure and could not be solved by quick and easy
measures, and a preoccupation with political matters. As Phil-
lips puts it, the conventions became absorbed primarily with
political agitation and with giving the South a feeling of
separate destiny.’

Ruffin, a practical man, usually concentrated on such modest
and realizable projects as state aid for agricultural groups. He
admitted that the political position of the South rested on a
strict-construction interpretation of the national Constitution
but argued that state governments should aid agricultural
schools and societies. He bitterly criticized the prevalent
laissez-faire attitude, which he regarded as the cause of Vir-
ginia’s failure to assist agriculture.® The agitation for state aid
had a long history in Virginia. In 1820 the Albemarle Agri-
cultural Society, one of the oldest and best of such groups,
demanded that an agricultural professorship be established in
the University of Virginia and that steps be taken to assist
planters and farmers.” In 1837 a Virginia agricultural conven-
tion petitioned the state legislature for grants-in-aid and an
appropriation of $1,000 for an advisory board of agriculture.
After years of campaigning, the reformers won a major victory
in 1841 when a board was established; unfortunately, the legis-
lators declined to appropriate any funds besides the inadequate
traveling expenses of three dollars per member. Ruffin and the
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other members of the board tried to carry out their task of col-
lecting and disseminating information, but when the legislators
refused to grant additional money to meet their expenses, they
ceased activity.® Virginia’s experience paralleled that of other
slave states, for funds simply were not available. During the
prosperous 1850s some Southern states did better. In 1855, for
example, the legislature of South Carolina appropriated $5,000
for the work of the state agricultural society, and in 1857 the
legislature of Mississippi established a state agricultural bureau,
which seems to have functioned primarily as a propaganda
agency for secessionists.?

Although Southern agricultural reformers scored modest
successes in their campaigns to organize state and local agri-
cultural societies in the late 1840s and 185o0s, the results were,
on the whole, discouraging. Of the 912 agricultural, horticul-
tural, and agricultural-mechanical societies in the country in
1858, only 197 were in the slave states; of those, only 76 were
in the cotton states.!® Fourteen state fairs were held during the
same year, but only two were in the slave states.!! It is easy to
make much of those societies which did exist and to suggest
that the South was becoming more and more conscious of the
need for such groups, but small advances notwithstanding,
there is little to indicate that Southern organizations had sig-
nificant strength. In the 1830s, Ruffin ridiculed local societies
and their programs. “The publication of their constitutions,”
he noted, “has so often been the prelude to [their] dissolu-
tion.”!2 Ten years later a meeting was called in Richmond to
organize a state agricultural society, but few attended besides
politicians. The customary grandiose plans emerged, and
Ruffin, who had refused to attend a meeting that he believed
would lead to nothing, was elected president. He declined, and,
as he predicted, the society proved worthless.!?

When societies were organized, they too often repeated the
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experience of the short-lived Anderson County (Tennessee)
Agricultural and Mechanical Society: eighteen persons at-
tended the organizational meeting, and eight were elected
officers.’* In Louisiana, De Bow reported that the only func-
tioning society was poorly attended and accomplished little.??
Agricultural societies revived during the 1850s in Mississippi
and elsewhere, but too often they were little more than spe-
cialized secessionist clubs.’® In general, Southern agricultural
societies were dominated by planters who were more interested
in social activities than practical affairs and who preferred rais-
ing race horses to raising work animals.

In 1858 the Patent Office polled the nation’s agricultural
societies to determine their size and effectiveness. About 35
per cent of those in the free states and territories (247 of 715)
responded, whereas only 17 per cent of those in the cotton
states (13 of 76) and 22 per cent of those in the Upper South
(27 of 121) responded. Probably, those societies which failed
to respond were relatively weak. The reporting free-state
societies accounted for 2 membership of 91,480, compared with
a membership of only 8,689 for the reporting slave-state soci-
eties. Of those in the South, only 2,474 were in the cotton
states. Four free states (Illinois, New York, Ohio, and Pennsyl-
vania) each boasted a larger membership than was reported for
the entire South. Three other free states (Massachusetts,
Michigan, and Indiana) each had a membership of more than
7,5§00.Y7

Some Southerners suggested that planters, living in isolation,
could not be moved to participate in agricultural organiza-
tions,' and the participation of bankers, merchants, and other
urban elements?® does suggest upper-class associations devoted
to discussion of broad social issues. A. G. Sumner of South
Carolina wrote with noticeable exasperation in 1855: “Our
old State Agricultural Society was ridden to death, in con-
nexion with aspirations for office. . . . It was a gas society,
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which like all existences of allotted periods lived its time and
was no more.”? Planters, with a typically aristocratic prefer-
ence, seem to have been far more interested in politics than in
agriculture. In 1836, the Southern Agriculturalist estimated
that nine-tenths of all Southerners who received a periodical
chose a political one, and the Southern Planter made a similar
observation twenty years later.?2! De Bow’s famous Industrial
Resources of the Southern and Western States, which con-
centrated especially on Southern agricultural and economic
problems and was oriented principally toward a Southern
audience, sold six times as many copies in the free states as in
the slave, and its total circulation in the slave states was de-
scribed as small.?2 To cite two individual cases: Henry Mar-
ston, a planter of East Feliciana, Louisiana, who was “an avid
reader,” subscribed to Prices Current, the Merchants Exchange
Reports, Scientific American, four newspapers, and some reli-
gious and temperance journals, but did not subscribe to an
agricultural journal; Judge Thomas Butler, a prominent planter
of Louisiana, subscribed to at least nine publications including
two commercial papers, but not to an agricultural journal.?®
Although Southern political journals did their best to publish
information on agricultural affairs, they were no substitute for
specialized journals.

The South published only nine of the country’s forty-one
agricultural periodicals in 1853, and whereas many of those in
the free states appeared weekly or biweekly, only monthlies
appeared in the slave states.?* Many Southerners in fact pre-
ferred Northern publications. Ruffin partly blamed the demise
of the Farmer's Register on Northern competition.?® He noted
that Northern journals had a much wider circulation and could
be priced well below Southern. In 1852 the Southern Star ex-
pressed outrage because Southerners formed clubs to support
Northern periodicals of their preference, but the authors of
the complaint did not seriously inquire into the reasons for the
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preference. Southern agricultural journals were largely devoted
to problems of plantation management and to crops and mat-
ters of interest to planters. Northern journals printed more in-
formation of use to Southern farmers than did Southern
journals. In the words of Paul W. Gates: “The contents of
Southern journals were designed for planters; rarely was there
anything written particularly for the yeoman farmer. Not hav-
ing the popular support enjoyed by such Northern journals as
the Country Gentleman and the American Agriculturalist, they
were generally one-man affairs and in consequence had to
borrow heavily from other periodicals.”2®

There were reasons for the weakness of Southern societies
deeper than the aristocratic attitudes of the planters and the
weakness of the agricultural journals. In 1847 a planter wrote
that if the societies were to give plows instead of cups for
prizes the results might be better.?” The planter had sensibly
drawn attention to the lack of working funds that plagued the
slave South in so many undertakings. In 1855 the Massachusetts
Agricultural Society offered $1,000 for the best mower and,
after making its selection, spent another $50,000 for the pro-
duction and distribution of suitable implements.2® The German
farmers of Texas had a number of societies, one of which spent
$12,000 during one year to introduce new trees and plants.?®
Even if the currently fashionable estimates of plantation profits
withstand critical examination in future years, there would be
nothing to indicate that the planters of the slave South could
have raised such sums. Their consumption standards and aristo-
cratic style of life, so typical of planter classes even today,
precluded the rational use of funds generated by the economy.

The Southern reformers did their best and in some areas
produced impressive results. The great agricultural revival in
Virginia and Maryland during 1820-1860 has received con-
siderable attention, and its general features are too well known
to require review here.?® In part, the experience of Virginia
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and Maryland was repeated in other sections of the South, and
the 1850s have even been described as the “golden decade” of
the State Agricultural Society of Alabama.’! Yet, by 1858
there were only seven agricultural societies left in Alabama.
The Alabama State Agricultural Society, organized in 1855,
reported a life membership of 182 but did not give figures on
annual memberships. The Lowndes County Agricultural So-
ciety, organized in 1858, reported a membership of only fifty;
the other five did not respond to the Patent Office queries.3?
Throughout the South during the 1850s reports of reliance on
the one-crop system and of little progress toward diversifica-
tion continued to overshadow information to the contrary.3?

The type of diversification that occurred below Virginia
aimed at curbing the importation of foodstuffs, rather than at
breaking the South’s dependence on one or two cash crops.
Cornelius O. Cathey’s recent study, Agricultural Develop-
ments in North Carolina, provides a sober reappraisal of the
reform movement. Although he refuses to link the state’s back-
wardness to slavery and expresses a pardonable sympathy for
the farmers and planters who wrestled with the problems of
their day, he concludes that the tempo of change was painfully
slow.3* Similarly, John Hebron Moore reports that high cotton
prices in the 18505 weakened the reform movement in Missis-
sippi. Although individual planters continued to do commend-
able work, and although organized efforts, especially agricul-
tural fairs, led to noteworthy if limited improvements, the
organized impulse toward reform, which had appeared in the
depressed 1840s, had waned.3?

£3 Problems of Diversification

A glance at the results of the movement for diversification
will illustrate the limited gains achieved. Per capita output of
corn declined slightly in the slave states during 1850-1860; per
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capita output of wheat rose but just enough to return to the
1840 level; per capita output of rye rose but was still far below
the 1840 level; and per capita output of oats fell sharply for the
second consecutive decade.?® In the Lower South there was a
decline in per capita output of each of these crops except
wheat, which was not produced in significant quantities.

Agricultural reformers urged that planters grow an adequate
supply of food for plantation consumption regardless of the
price of staples. In general, they succeeded only where the
slave system declined sufficiently to permit the growth of an
urban market for foodstuffs or where proximity to the free
states permitted the sale of commodities to Northern towns
and cities. Where the plantation system remained intact, the
reformers had great difficulty in convincing planters to follow
their recommendations.

Developments in Mississippi are particularly instructive
since it has been claimed that significant advances in corn
production occurred in the 18s0s. According to Herbert
Weaver, corn production in a selected cluster of counties rose
by 38 per cent between 1850 and 1860.27 If we turn instead to
state totals and consider the increase in population, the results
are quite different: per capita corn production held steady
during the decade.?® In view of the prevailing prosperity,
Mississippians probably ate more than before and possibly fed
their animals a bit more. Improved implements and machinery
increased free-state corn yields substantially during 1850-1860.
Despite these considerations, which might have led us to expect
improved per capita production, no increase occurred. Weaver,
relying on the statistics for improved acreage, claims that at
least half the land of the big planters was given over to crops
other than cotton, but Fabian Linden, in his critique, notes that
census officials defined improved acreage to include land
cleared for grass or grazing or lying fallow.?® The quality of
the land is of decisive importance, and the relevant data are
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unavailable. B. L. C. Wailes, the state geologist and agricul-
tural surveyor, wrote in 1854 that if total corn output were
distributed properly it might provide a “scant subsistence” for
the farmers and planters of the state, but added that whole
areas of the state, especially the northern cotton counties, had
to depend on imports from Tennessee and Kentucky.*°

The slave system made the augmentation of nonstaple pro-
duction difficult, and the willingness or unwillingness of the
planters to diversify was not the major problem. To take slaves
away from a single money crop a manager would have had to
divide his attention and supervise several operations simultane-
ously or to rely on drivers of questionable ability and useful-
ness. The slaves were quick to take advantage and to work
even less energetically and skillfully than usual, and planters
despaired of making diversification pay. In the words of John
D. Ashmore, a cotton planter from the Sumter District of
South Carolina:

In planting corn it is impossible for the master or overseer
to be present at the dropping or covering of every hill. 1
have found the best remedy against irregularity is to select
a trusty woman (men are usually engaged at heavier work
at this season) who covers, and is consequently present all
the time, and hold her responsible not only for her own
but for the work of both corn droppers and coverers—in
other words to make an overseer of her for the time.!

Ashmore was a wise man, but just how could he tell whether
or not the work was done properly and just what could “hold
her responsible” mean under such circumstances?
Slaveholding wheat growers, especially in the Lower South,
found it difficult to compete with Northern farmers, for poor
handling and packing generally depreciated the value of the
flour.#? Jonathan N. Herndon, a planter of the Newberry
District of South Carolina, indicated that he and other planters
in the older areas managed to improve grain production by
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reducing acreage under cultivation by two-thirds and manur-
ing and cultivating intensively.** This program required a
small slave force and maximum supervision.

Recent studies show that manuring with nitrogen fertilizer
will yield good crops if corn is planted close together and strict
attention js paid to the manner of planting corn in rows forty-
two inches apart, with seeds separated by eleven to fifteen
inches.#* Antebellum Americans had learned as much for them-
selves, and Northern farmers planted carefully in two- or
three-foot squares. Most Southerners took fewer pains and
planted corn in squares of from eight to fifteen or more feet.
Carelessness or ignorance may have played a part, but the main
reason is to be found in the poor quality of the land provided
for crops other than cotton.*®

Planters assigned their worst land to corn and other non-
staple crops. C. G. Parsons saw many acres that produced only
four bushels of corn, and in South Carolina eleven bushels was
about average.*® The advanced Capell plantation in Amite
County, Mississippi, produced between thirteen and eighteen
bushels per acre, and other planters and yeomen who kept
records—and these were probably the best—recorded similar
amounts or less.*” In the greater part of Georgia fifteen to
twenty bushels of corn per acre was maximum.*® The cotton
counties of Georgia averaged closer to twelve bushels, and the
diversified farming counties about eighteen.*®

Wheat production below Virginia was shifted to land that
was even worse than that used for corn. In Georgia, the cotton
counties yielded only eight bushels to the acre, and the
diversified farming counties ten or twelve.’® Similar results
appeared in other states, although Southerners required enough
wheat to arrange for heavy importations.®! Land given over to
hay production proved no better, and Olmsted estimated that
Virginia, which was one of the better Southern states in this
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respect, produced less than one-eighth as much per acre as did
New York or Massachusetts.?2

Despite the problems arising from the inefficiency of the
labor force and from the credit system, the plantations theo-
retically could have at least achieved self-sufficiency in food
production. That they did not do so indicates the great strength
of the one-crop tendency of the system.® The agricultural
reformers complained in anguished tones that planters did not
even raise enough food for their own use, but the more alert
reformers also warned against the danger of producing more
than could be consumed on the plantation, for there was
usually no market for a surplus.®* On the one hand, planters
wanted to raise enough grain to feed the people on the planta-
tions. On the other hand, they had to be careful not to raise
a surplus, for it would go to waste and render the whole
operation too costly.

To some extent, the border states took advantage of the
Northern market. Tennessee, Kentucky, and Virginia pro-
duced large quantities of wheat. While the slave system
dominated the South, the regional market remained limited
and sufficient capital could not be found to bind the slave
states to the free cities of the Northeast. Certain parts of the
Upper South did raise corn and pork for the Cotton Belt,
which had little to send in return. Increasingly, the border
states looked to the widening market of the free states.

The pleas of the reformers for diversification consequently
constituted little more than exhortations to pull the South
away from the world market toward autarky. With a narrow
regional market, progress in the production of foodstuffs
necessarily lagged. With greater effort and support the re-
formers might have made the South self-sufficient in food, but
the one-crop system, with its destructive effects upon the
soil and the economy, would have been modified only slightly.
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The program of the reformers could not have narrowed the
growing gap between the economic strength of the free states
and the slave states, nor resolved the dilemma of how to retain
slavery and yet guarantee the preservation of Southern produc-
tive and political power. True diversification depended on
new markets, and new markets depended on urbanization.
Ironically, the reformers urged an increase in food production
in order to strengthen the slave system by cutting down capital
exports; but if deprived of their plantation market, the border
states would have had to adjust their economy more thor-
oughly to that of the free states and, possibly, to finance
the adjustment by selling their slaves south. The program to
save slavery might have hastened its destruction in the Upper
South and would have provided only temporary relief to the
slaveholders of the Lower South.

£3 Tbhe Labor Shortage in Virginia

The assumption that the reform movement would have
proceeded smoothly in a course of natural evolution if the
war had not intervened neglects the contradictions in the
reform process.®> The grave effects of slavery in retarding
capital formation, providing inefficient labor, and preventing
the rise of a2 home market made the task of the reformers
virtually impossible.’® Unless a conversion to free labor oc-
curred, reform in one area only intensified the difficulties in
another.

The success of the reform movement on a significant scale
rested on the ability of the planters to fulfill two conditions:
they had to accumulate the capital needed to finance reforms,
and they had to guarantee closer supervision of the labor force
than had occurred previously. The sale of surplus slaves pro-
vided the principal method of meeting both conditions simul-
taneously. These sales raised large amounts of cash and reduced
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the work force to that size which was best suited to local soil,
crop, and managerial circumstances. Craven dates the agricul-
tural revival in Virginia and Maryland from 1820;°7 the date
is important, for the demand for slaves to work in the cotton
fields of the Lower South rose steadily thereafter.

Slave sales constituted the one sure way to raise large sums
quickly. Kentucky and Missouri sold their surplus regularly
during the late antebellum period, and the Carolinas and
Georgia followed Maryland and Virginia into regular slave
exporting before 1830.5% The sale of surplus slaves did not pre-
clude an absolute rise in the slave population. James C. Bonner,
for example, is not altogether correct when, in his excellent
study of the reform movement in Hancock County, Georgia,
he writes that the number of slaves increased during 1850-
1860. The number increased absolutely, not relatively. Al-
though the slave population rose from 7,306 to 8,137 during
the decade, it should have risen, if we consider the rate of
natural increase, to 9,016; in other words, 879 slaves were sold
or taken out of the county, compared with only 182 during
1840-1850. The export of slaves, after dropping from its high
of 3,000 during 1830-1840, again began to gain momentum as
prosperity returned.®® These sales produced funds for fertilizer,
improved implements, and better breeds of animals.

The writings of J. D. B. De Bow illustrate clearly the
economic dilemma facing the slave South. For years he warned
against the dangers of a surplus Negro population and stressed
the need for sending excess slaves into factories. Yet, in the
1850s he vigorously championed the reopening of the African
slave trade as a measure to increase the size of the Southern
labor force and to provide the population to guarantee political
parity with the free states.® De Bow's attempt to maintain both
positions typified the efforts of Southern economists, who were
unable to resolve the paradox of a simultaneous labor shortage
and labor surplus.
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In 1844, Nathaniel A. Ware wrote that one-third of the
slaves engaged in food production in the Upper South could
be removed from agriculture without diminishing total out-
put.®? Ware had approached the essence of the problem: the
South was gripped by a perpetual and deepening case of dis-
guised unemployment. On the one hand, the South suffered
from a redundant population, for per capita returns were less
than they would have been if the agricultural population had
been smaller and better organized; on the other hand, it suffered
from underpopulation, for its numbers did not grow fast
enough to keep pace with the prerequisites of economic and
political power.

Initially, slavery provided the South with an economic
advantage, for the importation of cheap black labor compen-
sated for the scarcity of white labor; under conditions of a
plentiful and inexpensive labor supply the most effective
method of production was the lavish use of labor. Low mar-
ginal productivity and disguised unemployment were inherent
in this method, and although at first insignificant, they grew
increasingly serious as labor became dearer. There was some
truth in the observation o6f an unidentified Southerner who
wrote in 1852 that the superiority of Northern agriculture
arose not so much from its use of free labor as from prevailing
conditions of labor scarcity, which led to the development of
labor-saving methods.®

Elimination of disguised unemployment must precede in-
dustrialization or proceed along with it, although agricultural
productivity cannot be raised much above its initial gains un-
less industry grows and helps improve agricultural technique.
An agricultural reorganization that could have raised a pros-
perous yeomanry in the place of dependent laborers and mar-
ginal farmers with minimal purchasing power would have re-
quired, above all, the elimination of slavery. The United States
was fortunate in having a remarkably favorable geographical
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position and virgin land with which to lure capital and skilled
labor, but the South, once slavery took root, faced a powerful
competitor within its national boundaries and found its land
quickly absorbed by large slaveholdings. Thenceforth, the
South needed more than modest and gradual reforms if it
hoped to avoid falling further and further behind.

In 1856, A. L. Scott of Virginia drew attention to a growing
labor shortage in his state and argued that if the slave trade
were not reopened, agricultural reform would grind to a halt.®
Others, most notably James H. Hammond, had argued less
clearly along the same lines for years. Gray accepts much of
this approach and suggests that the high price of slaves made
continued agricultural reform difficult, that the substitution of
free labor for slave would have been a long and costly process,
and that great hardship and stagnation would have accompanied
the transition.®® The latter contention is doubtful, for such a
transition was making steady advances in Maryland, where
agriculture improved more rapidly than in Virginia. Wherever
the reform movement took hold, free labor came into wider
use, at least as a supplement to slave labor.%

In 1859, Ruffin pointed out that without slave sales to the
Lower South the main source of capital accumulation would
be shut off and reform would stop. At the same time he feared
that continued sales would undermine the slave system in the
Upper South.®” Reform was being impeded by a labor shortage
brought about by the depletion of the labor supply, whereas
paradoxically, curtailment of the slave exports would have
ended hopes for further progress.

This notion of a labor shortage needs clarification. The labor
shortage in Virginia essentially consisted of a deficiency of
workers with a level of productivity above that of the average
slave. Since the economy could maintain only a certain number
of small slaveholdings, there were limits, easily reached, beyond
which the slave force could not be cut. Virginia needed skilled
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and semiskilled agricultural and industrial workers who could
function in a growing and diversified economy. If the drain of
slaves to the Lower South had stopped, the accumulation of
capital for further reforms would also have stopped; the paring
of the slave force for intensive reforms would have been
reversed; and the tendency toward larger holdings would have
reasserted itself. A marked concentration in slaveholding did
take place in parts of Virginia during the 1850s. In Fauquier
County planters (twenty or more slaves) increased their share
of the total slave force from 67 to 75 per cent. A tendency
toward larger landholdings developed across Virginia’s coastal
plain.®

Thus, the Virginians were damned with or without con-
tinued slave exports. The first contradiction in the reform
process was manifesting itself: progress based on slavery was
narrowly circumscribed; either the economy followed that
of Maryland into a pronounced conversion to free labor, or
the old difficulties and weaknesses of plantation slavery would
reassert themselves with greater force than ever,

The activity and teaching of the Southern agricultural re-
formers stressed better methods of work as the way to save
the slave system. In a sense the successes achieved in Maryland
produced a defeat for them by undermining slavery. The force
of economic development might have changed the thinking of
the South’s dominant strata, but given their deep commitment
to slavery and everything connected with it, they probably
would have refused to tolerate any reform program that
spawned an agrarian revolution threatening the social structure
of the South’s heartland. Consider what surely must have been
the reaction to methods such as those of C. C. Baldwin of
Rockbridge, Virginia. Baldwin explained the prosperity of his
modest sixty-acre farm by reference to his policy of “no
domestic restraints” on his slaves, who ate as much as they
pleased, had keys to everything, and lived as well as the farm
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could afford.®® These slaves were half-free, and the slaveholders
as a class could hardly have approved. If the fears of the re-
formers about the direction of Southern agricultural develop-
ment approached realization and the South found itself in
danger, solutions other than agricultural reform could be
called upon. Specifically, the economic gains that ostensibly
would accompany secession and political independence pre-
sented a constznt temptation.

The second contradiction lay in the relationship between
slave sales and the ideological exigencies of the slave system.
Regardless of whether or not planters deliberately raised slaves
for sale, the systematic reduction of the slave force corroded
that pride in slaveholding which was so essential to the ideology
of slavery. Slaveless and small slaveholding farmers, as well as
others in the white middle and lower classes, upon whose
loyalty to the slave system the hegemony of the planters de-
pended, would no longer have before them the lure of prestige
and power through slaveholding. A road to status and power
could be opened by the accumulation of money for its own
sake through rational production, as in the free states. The
intrusion of bourgeois values so antithetical to plantation
society might be fought off in the tradition-bound Virginia
tidewater, but for the South as a whole it represented a grave
threat to the foundations of slave society and the domination
of the slaveholding class.”

£3 An Analysis of Some Counties

G. W. Featherstonhaugh wrote in the early 1840s that the an-
nexation of Texas would convert the older slave states into a
“disgusting nursery” for the production of slaves for sale.”
Except for an occasional writer like Frederic Bancroft, his-
torians did not treat this view kindly until recently. The ap-
pearance of the Conrad-Meyer study of the profitability of
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slavery™ has helped to separate the economic question (to
what extent did the economy of the older states rest on slave
sales?) from the social question (to what extent was slave
raising deliberate?). For our immediate purposes only the
former question is relevant.

Conrad and Meyer do make some dubious assertions in their
discussion: that smallholders who could not produce crops
profitably could and did sell surplus slaves to produce regular
income, and that only the natural increase in the slave force
was being sold out of the border states. First, there is no
evidence of such an economic balance between small and large
slaveholders in the South; slave buying and selling essentially
constituted an interregional business, as they themselves demon-
strate. Second, the white population of Maryland rose by
77 per cent during 1830-1860, whereas the slave population
declined by 15 per cent; the white population of Delaware
rose by 57 per cent, whereas the slave population declined by
45 per cent. Only in Virginia, of the states of the relevant
Upper Southeast, did the slave population rise slightly, by 4
per cent, but the white population rose by 51 per cent; clearly,
the slave population was declining relative to the emergence
rate of white family units.

Ideally, we should like to know the relationship between
the net income from agricultural production in the improving
counties of the Southeast and the income from slave sales. Un-
fortunately, no such statistical analysis can be made. First, we
can measure the export of slaves from given counties by one
of two methods, one of which was used by Bancroft, but we
cannot separate the slaves sold from the slaves removed with
their masters. Bancroft offered guesses about the ratios in
different years, and he may well have been close enough for
general purposes, but for quantitative analysis such guesswork
is untenable and could convince no one. Second, attempts to
measure net income would present all the difficulties en-
countered in the attempts to measure profitability in the Cotton
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Belt, and many more. The economy of the older areas having
been more complex, the problems attending such an attempt
look—at least at our present state of work—insurmountable,

To get a more precise idea of the situation in the improved
counties we shall have to eschew a frontal assault for something
less direct. We can compute gross agricultural income for the
census years 1850 and 1860, which offer reliable data.” Of the
twenty-three improved counties under consideration (selected
from Maryland, Virginia, and Georgia in accordance with
their contemporary reputation and the judgment of historians
of Southern agriculture), five showed a decrease in gross
agricultural income from 1850 to 1860, eleven showed smill
to moderate increases, and only seven showed substantial
gains.

Hints about the size of slaveholdings and its relationship o
income may be gleaned from the figures for white and slave
populations during 1830-1860, when the process of reformation
was under way. By constructing a schedule of the percenrage
of slaves to the total population we uncover the following
pattern: in Maryland, the percentage of slaves to total popula~
tion declined in six of the nine counties and remained apout
the same in the other three (Calvert, Charles, and St. Mary's) |
In Virginia, the percentage declined in four counties (Fairfax,
Hanover, James City, and Prince William), remained about
the same in two (Amelia and Prince George). In Georgia, ony
the other hand, the percentage declined in only one caunty-
(Baldwin) and rose in all others. Significantly, of the five
counties in which total gross agricultural income declined be
tween 1850 and 1860, three (Clarke, Wilkes, and Oglethorpe~
all in Georgia) were among those in which the percentage of
slaves increased, whereas a fourth (Charles, Maryland) wayg
one of those in which the percentage remained about the same

From these data it appears that the areas in which the reformy
movement was oldest and most thorough had become lesg
dependent on slave selling and more on crop production. Thug
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white emigration slowed down, and increasing numbers of
whites settled down to a more productive agriculture. In the
more recently or less thoroughly reformed areas of Georgia,
slave selling was still increasing and white farmers were still
being driven out in large numbers by low agricultural returns.

The great reform movement failed to produce a healthy
agricultural economy based on slave labor. Rather, it seems
only to have brought agriculture to the point where slave-
holders could live moderately well, especially when aided by
the supplementary income from periodic slave sales. Only in
areas that had undergone transition for thirty years or so did
agricultural production again become a profitable enterprise,
and those areas showed a marked shift away from slave labor
altogether. Unfortunately, we cannot analyze that shift as
closely as we might like to, for there are not enough reliable
statistics on such relevant developments as the spread of white
tenantry and sharecropping. That such a spread was occurring
is beyond doubt.™

We are thus confronted with the third and most important
contradiction in the reform process: although continued prog-
ress rested on the retention of markets for surplus slaves, the
advance of the reform movement destroyed those markets. So
long as sufficient fertile land existed in the Southwest to permit
continuation of the wasteful methods of gang-labor exploita-
tion, the reform movement of the Upper South had room to
expand southward. When the Lower South turned its atten-
tion to the reconstruction of its agriculture, the markets for
slaves had to close, and the whole reform process had to break
down. Since reform in one area depended on the maintenance
and extension of old, wasteful methods in other areas, a general
reformation of Southern agriculture could not take place while
slavery was retained.
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PART THREE i3 THE
SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN
TO COUNTRY

It must be considered that there is nothing more
difficult to carry out, nor more doubtful of suc-
cess, nor more dangerous to handle, than to
initiate a new order of things. For the reformer
bas enemies in all those who profit by the old order,
and only lukewarm defenders in all those who
would profit by the new order, this lukewarm-
ness arising partly from fear of their adversaries,
who bave the laws in their favor; and partly
from the incredulity of mankind, who do not
truly believe in anything new until they have
bad actual experience of it.

B NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI, ThePrince






Seven m The Significance
of the Slave Plantation
for Southern Economic
Development

Historians are no longer sure that plantation slavery pro-
duced the economic woes of the Old South. The revisionists’
doubts rest on two propositions of dubious relevance: that
slave labor could have been applied successfully to pursuits
other than the raising of plantation staples; and that slave agri-
culture possibly generated as high a rate of profit as alternative
industries and cannot be held responsible for the unwillingness
of Southerners to use their funds more wisely.! The first
proposition confuses slave labor and its direct effects with the
slave system and its total effects; the latter is at issue, with the
versatility of slave labor a secondary consideration. The second
rests on the assumption that the master-slave relationship was
purely economic and not essentially different from an em-
ployer-worker relationship. Yet, when confronted with the
issue direct, who could deny that slavery gave rise to a distinct
politics, ideology, and pattern of social behavior and that these
had immense economic consequences?

We need not examine at the moment the precise relationship

157



158 THE SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN TO COUNTRY

between slavery and the plantation. Certainly, plantation
economies presuppose considerable compulsion, if only of the
de facto type now prevalent in parts of Latin America. The
historical fact of an antebellum plantation-based slave economy
is our immediate concern, although, undoubtedly, postbellum
developments preserved some of the retardative effects of
slavery.

Those retardative effects were too many even to be sum-
marized here. A low level of capital accumulation, the planters’
high propensity to consume luxuries, a shortage of liquid
capital aggravated by the steady drain of funds out of the
region, the low productivity of slave labor, the need to con-
centrate on a few staples, the anti-industrial, anti-urban
ideology of the dominant planters, the reduction of Southern
banking, industry, and commerce to the position of auxiliaries of
the plantation economy—all these are familiar and yet need re-
study in the light of the important work being done on the
economics of underdeveloped areas. For the present let us
focus on another factor, which in itself provides an adequate
explanation of the South’s inability to industrialize: the re-
tardation of the home market for both industrial and agri-
cultural commodities.

Thirty years ago Elizabeth W. Gilboy complained that
economic historians studying the process of industrialization
concerned themselves too much with supply and not enough
with demand.? Her complaint was justified despite brilliant
work on the problem of markets by a few outstanding men
from Karl Marx to R. H. Tawney and Paul Mantoux. Since
then, demand has received much more attention, although
possibly not so much as it deserves. Important essays by
Maurice Dobb, Simon Kuznets, H. J. Habakkuk, and Gunnar
Myrdal, among others, have helped to correct the imbalance,?
as has new research on European industrialization and the
economics of underdeveloped countries. If there is one lesson
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to be learned from the experience of both developed and
underdeveloped countries, it is that industrialization is unthink-
able without an agrarian revolution which shatters the old
regime on the countryside. While the peasantry remains tied
to the land, burdened with debt, and limited to minimal
purchasing power, the labor recruitment and market pre-
conditions for extensive manufacturing cannot emerge. “Land
reform”—that is, an agrarian revolution—constitutes the es-
sential first step in the creation of an urban working class, the
reorganization of agriculture to feed growing cities, and the
development of a home market.

Of the several ways in which agricultural reorganization can
provide markets for manufactures, we may consider two. First,
when the laborers are separated from the land, as during the
English enclosures, they necessarily increase the demand for
clothing and other essentials formerly produced at home.
Paradoxically, this expansion of the market does not preclude a
marked reduction in the laborers’ standard of living. Second,
the farmers left on the countryside to produce for growing
urban markets provide an increased demand for textiles, agri-
cultural equipment, and other commodities.

The North rose on the rapid expansion of the rural market,
whereas the South remained dominated by slave plantations un-
til a predatory foe interested in a new system of rural ex-
ploitation imposed a reorganization from without. An ade-
quate home market could not grow in the antebellum South
and has evolved slowly and painfully during the last century.

£3 The Nature of the Market

In 1860 about 75 per cent of the South’s cotton crop went
abroad; during no antebellum year did the grain exports of the
United States exceed 5 per cent of the total crop. No doubrt,
cotton profits helped finance the economic growth of the
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United States, but the question is, were the profits siphoned
off to build up the Northern economy? The credit mecha-
nisms alone, to a considerable extent, had such an effect. The
South’s dependence on the export trade, in contradistinction
to the North’s primary reliance on its home market, indicates
not merely a social division of labor but the economic ex-
ploitation of the exporting South.

Robert G. Albion, in his excellent examination of the colonial
bondage of the South to the North, concludes that the South’s
lack of direct trade with Europe constituted an irrational ar-
rangement secured by the impudence of New York’s aggressive
entrepreneurs. We can agree that had the South imported
from abroad as much as the North and West, there could have
been no sensible reason to route through New York either the
South’s cotton or its share of European goods, but the as-
sumption made by Albion, and by such contemporaries as
George McDuffie and T. P. Kettell, of a rough equality of im-
ports cannot be substantiated. The South’s total market for
manufactured goods did not match that of the free states; al-
though the South depended upon Europe as well as the North
for manufactured goods, its imports from Europe were smaller
in value than imports into the North and West and smaller
in bulk than the staples it exported. If the ships carrying cot-
ton had sailed from Southern ports direct to Europe and
back, they would have had to return in ballast.* New York’s
domination of the Southern market was therefore not acci-
dental. If the South’s share in American imports had been as
Albion suggests, and if the coastal trade had been as large as
he implies, the greater part of the goods sent from New
Orleans to the plantation areas would have originated in Eu-
rope and been reshipped through New York rather than being,
as we know to have been the case, of Western origin.

Albion’s acceptance of the assumption of nearly equal im-
ports surprises all the more in view of the evidence of restricted
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Southern demand. The Southern cotton, iron, paper, wool, and
railroad industries—to mention a few—struggled with indiffer-
ent results against a low level of Southern patronage. Anti-
slavery leaders like Henry Ruffner and Cassius M. Clay made
slavery’s effects on a home market a cardinal point in their
indictment. Thoughtful proslavery Southerners also com-
mented frequently on the market problem. The opinion of the
editor of the Southern Agriculturalist in 1828 that the South
lacked sufficient customers to sustain a high level of manu-
facturing echoed throughout the antebellum period. The
speech of Colonel Andrew P. Calhoun to the Pendleton, South
Carolina, Farmers’ Society in 1855, for example, had a similar
tone and content. On the other side, someone like Beverley
Tucker would occasionally argue that Northerners would
never risk a war “which, while it lasted, would shut them out
from the best market in the world.”® It is difficult to imagine
that many, even those who adopted such arguments for politi-
cal purposes, took seriously a proposition so palpably false.
Alfred Glaze Smith, Jr., and Douglass C. North have traced
the low level of Southern demand, in part, to plantation self-
sufficiency. This view is not borne out by the data in the
manuscript census returns from the Cotton Belt, which reveal
only trivial amounts of home manufactures on even the largest
plantations and which bear out the judgments of Rolla M.
Tryon and Mary Elizabeth Massey on the weakness of South-
ern household industry.” In De Soto and Marshall counties,
Mississippi, the big planters (thirty-one or more slaves)
averaged only $76 worth of home manufactures in 1860, and
farmers and small planters averaged much less. In Dougherty
and Thomas counties, Georgia, the small planters (twenty-one
to thirty slaves) led other groups of slaveholders with $127,
and the big planters produced only about half as much. Most
of the planters in both clusters of counties recorded no home
manufactures at all.® Sample studies from Virginia’s tobacco
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area, wheat area, and tidewater reveal the same. Plantation
manuscripts show surprisingly frequent and often large ex-
penditures for artisans’ services and suggest that plantations
were much less self-sufficient and exhibited much less division
of labor than is generally appreciated.? The root of the in-
sufficient demand must be sought in the poverty of the rural
majority composed of slaves, subsistence farmers, and poor
whites.

The United States, both North and South, suffered from a
deficiency of both capital and labor during the nineteenth
century. Farmers, who provided a large market for goods and
tools, spurred industrial development, and manufacturing rose
on the foundation of this immense rural demand. Eastern
manufacturers gradually awoke to their dependence on this
rural market and by 1854 were supporting homestead legisla-
tion not only to gain support for higher tariffs and for purposes
of speculation but to expand the market for their goods. Farm-
ers in New England saw their futures linked with industrial
development, and their hostility toward commercial middle-
men was not usually transferred to the manufacturers.’® The
same was true in the West. As the shrewd Achille Murat noted
in the 1830s, the manufécturing interest of the West “is not
constituted by the manufactories which exist, but by those
which they look forward to in prospective.”!* An agrarianism
uncompromisingly hostile to industry and urbanization—to
“manufacturing as a system”—existed only in the South and
cannot be separated from the ideological leadership of the
slaveholding planters. Even there, those seriously interested in
economic progress saw the link between agricultural reform
and industrialization and tried to work out proposals for in-
creased manufactures that would be palatable to their fellow
slaveholders.12

The West could import capital because Eastern manufactur-
ers and European creditors had confidence in her growth and
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prosperity. Outside credits at that time had to be accumulated
by the importation of commodities and the maintenance of an
unfavorable trade balance. The immense internal market guar-
anteed the West an import surplus until 1850. Its insatiable
demand for manufactured articles contributed to the unfavor-
able trade balance of the United States, but on the whole this
problem was not a serious one for the country. American im-
porters had enough strength to obtain long-term credits on rel-
atively easy terms, and during the 1850s profits from shipping
and other invisible gains largely restored the balance.’® Thus,
on the one hand, the national economy had the resources to
overcome the worst effects of a trade deficit, and on the other
hand, the agrarian West could obtain the credits required for
industrial development. The South did not benefit from this
arrangement. It provided an exportable surplus, which al-
though of great help to the national economy in offsetting
the large quantity of imports, fell prey to Northern capital.
Those invisible gains so important to national growth were
made partly at the expense of the South.

The population statistics for 1860 offer a clue to the
structure of the market. If we exclude Maryland, in which
slavery was declining, and Delaware, which was a slave state
in name only, the median population per square mile in the
slave states was 18, and Kentucky was high with 31. In com-
parison, Massachusetts had a population of 158 per square
mile; Rhode Island, 138; Connecticut, ¢8; New York, 84; New
Jersey, 81; and so forth. In the West, Ohio had s9; Indiana, 40;
and Illinois, 31.

These figures do not tell the important part of the story. A
country that is sparsely settled, in absolute terms, may have a
high population density, in economic terms, if its systems of
transportation and commodity production are well developed
and integrated. The Northern states in 1860, for example,
had a much higher population density—from an economic
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point of view—than the thickly populated countries of Asia.
The superiority of Northern transportation and economic
integration, relative to those of the South, meant that the
difference in the magnitude of the market greatly exceeded
that suggested by the population figures.

Historians, since the pioneering researches of Ulrich B. Phil-
lips, have appreciated that the Southern transportation system
tied the staple-producing areas to the ports and that this was
the best possible arrangement for the planters. The planters
controlled the state legislatures in an era in which state partici-
pation was proving decisive in railroad construction and
generally refused to assume the tax burden necessary to open
the back country and thereby encourage and strengthen polit-
ically suspect farmers. Without a fully developed railroad
network tying the South into an economic unit, the absorption
of nonstaple producers into the market economy, except in
a peripheral way, was impossible. Poor transportation, for
example, contributed toward the retardation of the Southern
cotton textile industry.1¢

With good reason alert Southerners spoke of the connection
between railroads, markets, diversified agriculture, and manu-
facturing. James Robb pointedly described improved trans-
portation and greater industry as necessary ingredients in the
process of unifying the South. Oscar M. Lieber noted that
without an adequate transportation system South Carolina’s
farmers could not enter the market as corn producers. Senator
John Bell of Tennessee warmly supported federal land grants
to railroads to strengthen the bonds of commodity produc-
tion.’> Within the South these men could, at best, expect to be
received with an impatient silence. Their message sometimes
gained attention in the Upper South, as for example in what
came to be West Virginia; the subsequent construction of road
and railroad links to existing markets generally bound parts of
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the Upper South to the free states and helped remove them
from the slaveholders’ domain.

In the slave South the home market consisted primarily of
the plantations, which bought foodstuffs from the West and
manufactured goods from the East. The planters needed in-
creased Southern manufacturing, but only for certain purposes.
They needed cheap slave clothing, cotton gins and a few crude
agricultural implements, rope for cotton bagging, and other
such items. This narrow market could not compare with the
tremendous Western demand for industrial commodities of all
kinds, especially for agricultural implements and machinery
on the more capital-intensive Western farms. The Northeast
had the capital and skilled labor for fairly large-scale produc-
tion and had established its control over existing markets in
the North and West. Southern manufacturers could not hope
to compete with Northern outside the South, and the same
conditions that brought about Northern control of the North-
ern market made possible Northern penetration of the South-
ern market despite its costs of transportation.

The South found itself in a dilemma similar to that fac-
ing many underdeveloped countries today. On the one hand,
it provided a market for outside industry. On the other hand,
that very market was too small to sustain industry on a scale
large enough to compete with outsiders who could draw upon
wider markets. Only one-fifth of the manufacturing establish-
ments of the United States operated in the South, and their
average capitalization was well below that of the manufactur-
ing establishments of the free states. Consider the situation in
two industries of special importance to the South—cotton tex-
tiles and agricultural implements. New England had almost
three times as many cotton factories as the entire South
in 1860, and yet the average capitalization was almost twice as
great. The concentration in this industry had proceeded so
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far by 1850 that of the more than one thousand cotton factories
in the United States only forty-one had half the total capital
investment. As for the agricultural implement and machinery
industry, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois each had
a greater total capital investment than did the entire South,
and in three of these the average capitalization was between
two and two-and-a-half times as great as the average in the
South.!® This Northern advantage led Edmund Ruffin and
Thomas L. Clingman, among others, to look forward to a
Southern Confederacy protected by high tariffs against North-
ern goods.!”

Data on the cotton textile industry almost invariably reveal
that Southern producers concentrated upon the production
of the cheapest and coarsest kind of cloth to be used in the
making of slave clothing.’® Even so, local industrialists had to
compete for this market with Northerners who sometimes
shipped direct and sometimes established Southern branches
and who had facilities for the collection and processing of
second-hand clothing.!® Just as New England supplied most
of the South’s “Negro cloth,” so did it supply much of the
boots and shoes. For example, Batchellor Brothers of Brook-
field, Massachusetts, produced cheap shoes especially for the
Southern market and as early as 1837 opened a branch at
Mobile to consolidate its Southern market.2°

Producers of better cotton goods had little hope of making a
living in the South. Occasionally, a William Gregg could
penetrate Northern markets successfully, but Southern de-
mand for such goods remained too small to have much effect
on the industry generally. Northern firms like the Pepperell
Manufacturing Company or the A. A. Lawrence Company did
little business in the South. On the other hand, a rising demand
for textiles in the agrarian West had greatly influenced the
New England cotton industry since 1814.2!
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The Southern iron industry, hampered by restricted rail-
road development in the slave states, also had its troubles.
American iron producers generally faced the handicap of large
importations of railroad iron. The small scale of operations
and resultant cost schedules, which hurt the industry nation-
ally, hit the Southern manufacturers especially hard. De-
pendent upon a weak local market, Southern iron manufactur-
ers had great difficulty holding their own even during the
prosperous 1850s.

No wonder the Augusta, Georgia, Commercial Convention
added to its demand that Southerners buy Southern goods the
qualification, “unless you can get Northern cheaper.” And no
wonder the proposal was ridiculed as amounting to “Never
kiss the maid if you can kiss the mistress, unless you like the
maid better,”22

£3 Tbe Size of the Rural Market

We cannot measure precisely the extent of the Southern
market nor even make a reliable, general, quantitative compari-
son between the Southern and Western rural markets, but we
can glean from various sources some notion of the immense
difference. For example, Phelps, Dodge & Co., a prominent
cotton-shipping firm that also distributed metals, tools, ma-
chinery, clothing, and an assortment of other items, reported
at the beginning of the Civil War that only s per cent of its
sales went south and that those went primarily to the noncotton
states. We do not know the extent of the firm’s participation in
the cotton export trade, but it was considerable. Phelps,
Dodge & Co. was in an excellent position to exchange industrial
goods for cotton, but the Southern demand for imported goods
could not compare in bulk or value with the supply of cotton.
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In the West, on the other hand, farmers and townsmen pro-
vided a growing and lucrative market, and the firm had more
customers in Ohio than in any other state except New York.2

An examination of the manuscript census returns for 1860
and other primary sources pertaining to two representative
cotton counties in Mississippi and to two in Georgia permits us
to judge roughly the extent of the market in the Cotton Belt
by estimating the expenditures made by planters and farmers
in these counties. (See note 8, p. 175.) The estimates are the
most generous possible and exaggerate the extent of the South-
ern rural market in relation to the Western in two ways: there
were far more rural poor with little or no purchasing power
in the Cotton Belt than in the West, and the concentration of
landholdings in the South resulted in fewer landowners than
could be found in a Western area of comparable size. Thus,
even if the estimate of the expenditures made by these Southern
planters and farmers had been larger than the expenditures
of a similar group of individual proprietors in the West, the
total purchased in each county would still have been much
less than in a comparable Western area. Since Southern ex-
penditures consisted, to a considerable extent, of food pur-
chases, the market for industrial commodities was much
smaller than might appear.

The concentration of landholding and slaveholding in the
Mississippi counties meant that 6 per cent of the landowners
commanded one-third of the gross income and probably a
much higher percentage of the net. That is, the majority of
landowners received a disproportionately small portion of the
total income accruing to the cotton economy as a whole.

Only the largest planters—10 per cent of the landowners—
spent more than one thousand dollars a year for food and sup-
plies, and they rarely spent more. These expenditures include
the total purchases for the slaves. The slaveholding farms and
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plantations in Mississippi annually spent about thirty or thirty-
five dollars per person for food and supplies; nonslaveholders
spent about twenty-five dollars per person. In Georgia, slave-
holding farms and plantations spent about twenty-five dollars
per person, and nonslaveholders were just about self-
sufficient.?* In contrast, Philip S. Foner reports that contempo-
rary newspapers and other sources indicate that the small
farmers who made up the great majority of the rural popula-
tion of the West accumulated store bills of from one hundred
to six hundred dollars.25 Even if we allow for considerable
exaggeration and assume that the accounts were generally
closer to the lower estimate, these figures, which are exclusive
of cash purchases, mail orders, payments to drummers, and so
forth, are at least a clue to the impressive purchasing power
of the Western countryside.

However imprecise the estimates for the South may be, they
indicate the lack of purchasing power among the rural popu-
lation of the Cotton Belt and demonstrate how greatly the
situation differed there from that in the West. With such a
home market the slave economy could not sustain more than
the lowest level of commodity production apart from that
of a few staples. The success of William Gregg as a textile
manufacturer in South Carolina and the data produced by Pro-
fessor John Hebron Moore showing that a cotton textile in-
dustry could and did exist in antebellum Mississippi seem to
contradict this conclusion; but Gregg, who was aware of the
modest proportions of the home market, warned Southerners
against trying to produce for local needs and suggested that
they focus on the wholesale market. His own company at
Graniteville, South Carolina, produced fine cotton goods that
sold much better in New York than in the South. Gregg’s suc-
cess in the Northern market could not easily be duplicated
by others, and when he discussed the Southern market, he felt
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compelled, as did B. L. C. Wailes and other astute observers,
to advocate production of cheap cotton goods for the planta-
tions.?® Moore’s conclusion that his data prove the adaptability
of manufacturing to the Lower South requires for substantia-
tion more than evidence of particular successes, no matter how
impressive;?” it requires evidence that Southern producers
had enough strength to drive out Northern competition and,
more important, that the market was large enough to sustain
more than a few firms.

The plantation system did have its small compensations for
industry. The planters’ taste for luxuries, for example, proved
a boon to the Petersburg, Virginia, iron industry, which sup-
plied plantations with cast-iron fences, lawn ornaments, bal-
conies, fancy gates, and other decorative articles.?® A silk
industry emerged briefly but was destroyed by climatic con-
ditions as well as by a shortage of capital.?® The hemp industry,
which supplied rope for cotton baling, depended heavily on the
plantation market.

Some Southern industrialists, especially those in the border
states, did good business in the North. Louisville tobacco and
hemp manufacturers sold‘much of their output in Ohio. Botts
and Burfoot of Richmond, Virginia, reported the sale of $1,000
worth of straw cutters in the North during a six-month period.
The more successful Southern iron producers worked in the
Upper South and sold outside the slave states. Smith and Per-
kins of Alexandria, Virginia, began production of locomotives
and railroad cars in the 1850s and obtained a good many orders
from the North. The company failed because shipping costs
made consolidation of its Northern market difficult and be-
cause only a few orders came from the South to take up the
slack. Similarly, the paper industry in South Carolina did well
until the 18505, when Northern orders dropped and no sub-
stantial Southern orders appeared.®®

The political dangers of these links with the free states did
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not escape the slaveholders. The Virginia Commercial Conven-
tion reported that West Virginia was being cut off from the
South in this way.3! During the Civil War, William Henry
Holcombe, a thoughtful doctor living in Natchez, listed in
his diary various reasons for the adherence of the border states
to the Union and placed close commercial ties high on the
list.32 There was more than hindsight here, for politically
sophisticated Southerners sensed the danger well before 1861.
But what could they have done about it?

£3 The Urban Market for Foodstuffs

The inability of the South to generate an adequate rural mar-
ket inhibited industrialization and urbanization, which in turn
limited the market for agricuitural produce and undermined
attempts at diversification. With the exception of New Or-
leans and Baltimore the slave states had no large cities, and
few reached the size of 15,000. The urban population of the
South could not compare with that of the Northeast, as is
generally appreciated, but more to the point, it could not com-
pare with that of the agrarian West either. The urban popu-
lation of the Lower South in 1860 was only 7 per cent of the
total population, and in the western part of the Lower South,
embracing most of the Cotton Belt, there was a relative decline
during the preceding twenty years. In New England the per-
centage was 37; in the Middle Atlantic states, including Ohio,
35; and perhaps most significantly, in Indiana, Illinois, Michi-
gan, and Wisconsin, 14.33

Even these figures do not tell the full story of the under-
development of the South’s urban market. If we except New
Orleans, which was a special case, three cities of the Lower
South had a population of 15,000 or more: Mobile, Charleston,
and Savannah, with a combined population of 92,000. Of this
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number, 37 per cent were slaves and free Negroes, who may
be assumed to have represented only minimal purchasing
power. In the 1850s, American families certainly did not
spend less than 40 per cent of their incomes on food, and the
importance of a large urban market for foodstuffs may be
judged accordingly.3*

Southern authorities on agriculture pointed repeatedly to
the pernicious effects of a limited home market. Eugene W.
Hilgard, state geologist of Mississippi, explained his state’s
failure to develop a cattle industry largely by the absence of
local markets. Oscar M. Lieber, state geologist of South Caro-
lina, warned farmers in a state that was never comfortably self-
sufficient in corn not to produce more corn than they could
consume, for there was no place to market the surplus. Charles
Yancey of Buckingham County, Virginia, wrote that planters
and farmers would not grow oats because the only possibility
of disposing of them lay in person-to-person barter.%

The weakness of the market for agricultural produce had
many detrimental consequences for the South, of which we
may mention only two. First, those sections of the border states
which found markets in the Northern cities increasingly moved
into the political-economic orbit of the free states at the
moment when the slave states required maximum solidarity to
preserve their system. Second, the weakness of the market
doomed the hopes of the agricultural reformers and trans-
formed their cry for diversification into a cry for a backward
step toward natural economy.

When that great antislavery Kentuckian, Cassius M. Clay,
finally receives from historians the honor and attention that
he deserves, he will surely be recognized as one of the most
penetrating commentators on the economics of slavery. Con-
sider his remarks on the problem of markets, with which we
are presently concerned:
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- Lawyers, merchants, mechanics, laborers, who are your
consumers; Robert Wickliffe’s two hundred slaves? How
many clients do you find, how many goods do you sell,
how many hats, coats, saddles, and trunks do you make

~ for these two hundred slaves? Does Mr. Wickliffe lay out
as much for himself and his two hundred slaves as two
hundred freemen do? . .. All our towns dwindle, and
our farmers lose, in consequence, all home markets. Every
farmer bought out by the slave system sends off the con-
sumers of the manufacturers of the town: when the
consumers are gone, the mechanic must go also. . .. A
home market cannot exist in a slave state.3¢

Plantation slavery so limited the purchasing power of the
South that it could not sustain much industry. That industry
which could be raised usually lacked a home market of
sufficient scope to permit large-scale operation; the resultant
cost of production often became too high for success in com-
petition with Northern firms drawing on much wider mar-
kets. Without sufficient industry to support urbanization, a
general and extensive diversification of agriculture was un-
thinkable. Whatever other factors need to be considered in
a complete analysis, the low level of demand in this plantation-
based slave society was sufficient to retard the economic de-
velopment of the South.
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Zight m The Industrialists
Under the Slave Regime

£3 Pro and Contra

The urban capitalists of the slave South, after having been
ignored by generations of historians, are coming into their
own. Unfortunately, neglect is too often giving way to exag-
geration of their economic accomplishment, political influence,
and moral virtue. No amount of the much-needed research
into the urban classes is likely to upset the sound traditional
view of Southern society as dominated by plantation slavery.
Charles Grier Sellers, for example, did well to draw attention
to the urban dimension of ‘Southern Whiggery, but his view
of the party as having been controlled by urban interests rests
on the false assumption that the economic, political, and
social relationship of town to country favored the former.!
An analysis of the industrial capitalists, who stand out as having
been bolder and more independent than the merchants and
bankers, shows the reverse to have been true,

The significance of planter domination of industry extends
far beyond the social basis of the Whig party, for the Southern
industrialists were doing much less to subvert the slaveholders’
regime than is generally thought. Specifically, however strange
the question may seem, we need to ask whether or not the in-
dustrialists were making a strong contribution to Southern in-
dustrialism.

180
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With the greater part of Southern capital tied up in slaves,
with a home market greatly restricted by slavery’s stifling
effects on rural purchasing power, and with other such im-
pediments to industrialization, the cause of Southern industrial-
ism demanded, above all, the destruction of the slave regime.
The individual interests of the functioning Southern industrial-
ists, on the other hand, usually produced acquiescence in
that very regime, for the planters were their best customers and
investors and controlled the political mechanism on which they
depended for protection. This conflict between class and per-
sonal interests reflected one of slavery’s many paradoxes: the
dominant rural slaveholders required some industrial expansion
to support their plantation economy and political power but
could not sustain economically or tolerate politically a general
industrialization. Those industrialists permitted to operate in
the South had to accept the prevailing social system despite
the restrictions it imposed on the expansion of their wealth
and power as a class.

Between the early 1840s and the outbreak of the war many
Southerners gave up their opposition to industrial expansion
but generally retained their hostility to “manufactures as a
system.”? Even during the war, after a brief period of en-
thusiasm for new factories, public opinion turned against the
manufacturers with startling fury.® What were the slave-
holders afraid of? An urban bourgeoisie with its own interests
and the money to defend them; an urban proletariat of un-
predictable tendencies; a semifree slave force subversive of
labor discipline on the countryside—they feared these and
more. Whether as warnings that manufactures generated ideas
unassimilable to Southern life or as an insistence that the
countryside stood against the passions and turbulence of para-
sitic urban classes, the opposition to industrialization dis-
played harsh persistence.* Yet, the need for increased manu-
factures intruded itself into the thinking of the most fearful
critics and gave a peculiar cast to the opposition. Samuel
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Walker, a wealthy Louisiana sugar planter, splendidly ex-
pressed this attitude of tempered hostility when he wrote in
his diary in 1856:

Slavery is from its very nature eminently patriarchial and
altogether agricultural. It does not thrive with master or
slave when transplanted to cities, where is assembled large
crowds of indigent and many unprincipled whites, es-
pecially where there are many foreigners to earn or steal
subsistence who do not consider the negro his inferior
and whom in most instances the negro regards as beneath
him with all the sleek and well fed insolence of a spoilt
menial. . . .

I do not care for the general introduction of manu-
facturing into the South as a system. The assemblage of
negroes and whites, or even negroes alone in large bodies,
in sedentary pursuits deteriorates the animal and unfits
them for labor in the field and is to a less extent objection-
able for the same reasons, regarding cities, manufacturing
being usually pursued in villages or towns.

Manufacturing to the extent of the wants and require-
ments of the planter himself and those of smaller means
about him could be beneficially introduced to a larger ex-
tent than practiced.®

Those who spoke out in favor of manufactures usually
differed only in degree from their opponents: they emphasized
the need for industrial expansion instead of the limits to be
imposed on that expansion. As for those few who defended
manufacturing per se, the slaveholders usually regarded them
as damned fools. And, after all, were their detractors wrong?
Even today historians who admire and praise the advocates of
manufacturing do so because they believe that industrial
expansion would have undermined the slave regime. Why,
then, should we not respect the sophistication of those slave-
holders who saw the danger to their system and insisted on
caution and carefully controlled changes?

The character and significance of the more enthusiastic
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promanufacturing sentiment require attention especially since
Professor Russel has convincingly demonstrated that its roots
lay in the nullification and Bluffton movements in South
Carolina.® In 1844 the State Agricultural Society of South
Carolina, a stronghold of political extremism, advocated local
manufactures, and the state government instructed its official
geologist to report on possibilities.?

During the 1850s the campaign took on a distinct political
and often secessionist tone across the South.8 The economic
support of manufacturing, like the political, arose out of the
requirements of the rural slaveholders. As the cotton kingdom
spread, they needed grist, flour, and saw mills, coarse cotton
cloth factories, and the like, to render them less dependent on
outside goods. Those restricted plantation requirements im-
posed narrow limits on the proposed industrial advance.?

The intention of the politically powerful supporters of
manufacturing and the economic limits imposed by slavery
on industrialization preclude consideration of antebellum
Southern economic progress as a natural prelude to postbellum
and twentieth-century developments.?® Those intentions and
economic limits account for the leveling off of industrial senti-
ment and performance in the 1850s despite rising pressure for
economic independence. High cotton prices had their effect,
but had they been the sole or even leading factor, we could
hardly account for the deep ambivalence displayed during the
war.,

Beneath the demand for increasing manufacturing lay two
estimates, offered most clearly by James H. Hammond: first,
that the manufacturing interest would never be permitted to
dominate the agricultural; and second, that some industrializa-
tion would bolster, rather than weaken, the slave regime on
the countryside.’* Gregg and Pratt, the most thoroughly
bourgeois of the industrial spokesmen of the Lower South,
bowed to the slaveholders and accepted their terms. Gregg
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assured South Carolina that he too neither desired nor expected
a general industrialization.?

The slaveholders and their state governments gave manu-
facturing little support. Only projects like railroad building
met a positive response, for they helped consolidate the hege-
mony of the Black Belt over the South. Instead of taxing the
countryside to support manufacturing, the states taxed com-
merce and manufactures to support the staple-producing areas
of the countryside. Since the South was falling behind the
North in scale of enterprise, entrepreneurship, and the ac-
cumulation of industrial capital, it would have had to do much
more to support manufacturing in order to catch up; instead,
it did much less. Whereas, from the beginning of the century,
community effort, state support, and private banks bolstered
the industrial sector of the free states, in the slave states they
supported only those ventures linked to the plantation system.

William Gregg, who might have been expected to ask for
government aid to the struggling industrialists, expressed jus-
tifiable skepticism about state intervention in the economy.
The readiness of slave-state governments to use penitentiaries
as factories and to build railroads designed to strengthen the
plantation, rather than the industrial sector, converted men
like Gregg to laissez-faire.® Fear of offending free-trade
sensibilities also led Gregg, unlike John Bell and Hamilton
Smith, to repudiate the tariff until his change of mind in the
1850s, but he had always admitted that the manufacturers had
benefited considerably from protection.

Gregg’s suspicions burst into bitter denunciation during the
war, when he accused the Confederate government of dis-
couraging manufactures.** Manufacturers found themselves
hemmed in by the Exemption Act and other measures and
branded as unpatriotic profiteers by politicians and citizens
outraged by deceptive reports of paper profits under condi-
tions of inflation and increasing obsolescence. Except for steps
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deemed urgent and indispensable, the Confederate Congress
refused to move in the direction of encouragement to in-
dustry.’® In 1864, Gregg charged that public hostility was
causing manufacturers to fear mob attacks on their property.

In the end, the manufacturers received before and during
the war only so much encouragement and support as could be
made palatable to the planters. Since many of the more out-
spoken industrialists had achieved personal success already or
were directly tied to the planter interest or feared to oppose
prevailing sentiments, they often did not even get that much.

£3 The Economic Dependence of the
Manufacturers on the Planters

Southern manufacturers relied on the planters for their best,
and often only, markets. The manufacturers needed the
planters, but the planters, who could and all too often did
patronize outsiders, did not have to depend on local manu-
facturers.’” The pride of Daniel Pratt’s various industrial
enterprises rested in his famous cotton gins, which, with the
exception of some sales to Europe, South America, and French
Africa, went to the Cotton Belt.!® The dependence of the
Southern agricultural implement, hemp rope, and much of the
iron industry, on the plantation needs no comment. The textile
manufacturers found themselves in a similar position. Gregg,
superb entrepreneur that he was, successfully invaded the
Northern market with fine cloth, but even Pratt, like most
others, produced mostly cheap cloth for slaves.?®

The inability of the slave South to raise and sustain great
cities hemmed in urban purchasing power. Since resident
planters or merchants bound to the plantations dominated al-
most all the cities and towns of the Lower South, the sub-
stantial markets therein also bound the manufacturers to the
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regime.2 Even New Orleans sustained little local manu-
facture, so great was the hostility of the planter-merchant
stratumn and so narrow was the base of lower- and middle-class
purchasing power.?!

William Gregg could say all he wished about Southern in-
dustrialists having to become bolder and strike out for the
Northern and world markets. His little lectures on managerial
efficiency presented no threat to the social system. The great
barrier to industrialism was slavery’s impediments to the ex-
pansion of the home market, to capital accumulation and entre-
preneurship, and to the political influence of the manufacturers.
If Gregg had faced the market problem courageously, he could
not have ignored the essential elements in its solution: the
breakup of the plantations, the raising of a yeomanry with
substantial purchasing power, and the consequent provision of
a genuine basis for urbanization. Without such a solution the
South would have room for some industrialists but not for a
broadly based industrialization.

Gregg’s talk of striking out for the non-Southern markets
presented no threat because, given the strength of Northern
industry, it was out of the question for all but a few. In other
circumstances it might have represented a potential threat. In
the border states, where proximity to free-state cities offered
genuine opportunities, manufacturers grew strong outside the
limits of the plantation slave regime and developed close ties
with Northern business.??

Gregg argued that manufactures would generate purchasing
power for the newly employed whites, who would, in turn,
widen the home market for manufactures.?* His program, in
a rough way, looked forward to multiplier-acceleration effects
that could guarantee the needed markets. His analysis was no
better than that offered by the planter and agricultural re-
former M. W. Philips in 1858, in which agricultural processing
industries were expected to provide employment to local
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whites who would then expand the market for foodstuffs.2*
Without a prior expansion of rural purchasing power, which
necessarily had to follow fundamental structural changes on
the countryside, any such industrial expansion would either
prove abortive or, under the best of circumstances, have room
to operate only within narrow limits.

The extent to which planters and rural slaveholders owned
the South’s industrial enterprises cannot as yet be measured
accurately, but it was clearly considerable.?® For individual
planters, however, investments in industry usually formed a
minor interest, rarely large enough to influence significantly
their social outlook. W. F. Leak of North Carolina, for ex-
ample, wrote Thomas Rufhin in 1867 voicing concern for his
industrial holdings, which, he said, he could have lost in ante-
bellum days without much notice.26 M. W. Philips figured
prominently in the Southern Implement Company of Jackson,
Mississippi. Edward McGehee, who owned seven plantations,
1,000 slaves, and 23,000 acres in 1860, promoted thc big Wood-
ville Manufacturing Company of Mississippi.*” In Alabama
rich planters like Ralph McGehee and Richard Walker in-
vested heavily in iron; others, like Robert Jemison and C. M.
Foster, spread their investments across several industries.?®
These men remained primarily planters, but some less wealthy
planters, like John Hannah, developed a greater stake in in-
dustry.2®

John G. Winter of Georgia illustrates another way in which
businessmen were tied to the planter interest. After accumulat-
ing wealth as a merchant and banker in Georgia, the New
York-born Winter, at the age of forty-three, bought a planta-
tion to supplement his iron, timber, paper-milling, and flour-
milling interests and presumably to improve his social status.3
Other industrialists in Georgia were, like Joseph A. Turner,
who manufactured hats, and like Charles J. McDonald, who
manufactured cotton textiles, planters to begin with.3!
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The roster of planter-industrialists in South Carolina con-
tains the names of the biggest plantation families. In addition
to Governors Williams, McDuffie, Aiken, Allston, Bennett, and
Hammond, it includes Daniel Heyward, Samuel N. Morgan,
Vardry McBee, Daniel McCullough, John Ewing Colhoun,
Robert W. Gibbes, Wade Hampton, the De Saussures, the
Guignards, the Hugers, and many others.3? If we were to in-
clude mining ventures and railroads, another long list would
have to be drawn up, headed by the name of John C. Cal-
houn.?? In South Carolina, especially, these investments supple-
mented the main business of the investors, which was planting.

Even in North Carolina planters played a prominent role
in industry: many of the state’s leading industrialists were
planters, among them Patrick Henry Winston, Henry K. and
T. P. Burgwynn, Paul Barringer, W. F. and John W. Leak,
William C. Means, Stephen A. Norfleet, and Jonathan and
John Milton Worth.34

The strongest voices of Southern industrialism, with those
of Gregg and Pratt in the lead, pleaded with planters to invest
in industry. Governor Henry Watkins Collier of Alabama,
himself a prominent textile manufacturer, called on planters
to co-operate in building enough mills to absorb 20 per cent
of the state’s slaves, as well as some poor whites?® Gregg
pointed to New England to prove that aristocracy and manu-
factures could mix. To do so he had to gloss over the enormous
differences in class position, economic strength, social status,
and political power between the socially declining New Eng-
land textile manufacturers and the powerful Southern planters;
and, more significantly, he had to acknowledge, however in-
advertently, every pretension of the planters to hegemony in
Southern society.®® Gregg’s associate, James H. Taylor, went
a step further and cried out to the planter to “grasp the hand
of his brother, the manufacturer.”®? In his speech to the South
Carolina Institute in 1851, Gregg virtually groveled before
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the big planters. “Persons who have any knowledge of the
energetic character of our cotton and rice planters,” he said,
“must be aware that they are not surpassed in activity and
management by any class of capitalists in our country. A por-
tion of our capital directed with similar energy would be made
to yield profit in any pursuit.”38 The best that may be said for
Gregg’s flattery is that it was patently untrue. One wonders,
among other things, how many South Carolina planters Gregg
knew who would have styled themselves “capitalists.”

Pratt’s views suggest the dilemma of the industrialists. In-
vestments in manufacturing, he argued, would bring a more
permanent form of wealth to Alabama than those in agricul-
ture. Plantations yield to soil exhaustion, but factories and
industrial equipment are permanent. Planters would therefore
be wise to invest their surplus capital in manufacturing. “I
regard capital invested in manufacturing as almost the only
permanent capital!”?® He quickly added, “I consider agricul-
turalists the bone and sinew of our country. . . . The prin-
cipal object I have in view is to induce planters to invest in
manufacturing.” He explained that only such investments
could root the planters firmly to their state. If Pratt’s state-
ments contain any logic at all, it suggests that planters would
have to become primarily industrialists, for no amount of in-
vestments in industry would prevent the exhaustion of their
plantations; but Pratt insisted that such was not his aim. It was
all superbly Machiavellian. Unfortunately, the planters were
quite as clever as Daniel Pratt and limited their participation
in industry to a secondary level.

The ideological barriers to substantial planter investments
remained formidable, for investments in land and slaves
brought high status, whereas investments in industry did not,
and those requiring the sale of surplus slaves might even bring
social disapproval.*® James Robb of New Orleans observed in
1852 that, however well disposed toward urban ventures
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planters might be, they could not be expected to incur in-
debtedness to buy stocks and bonds, as they did to buy land
and slaves.4?

Practical considerations operated together with the senti-
mental. Amos A. Lawrence, criticizing the sanguine calcula-
tions and cxpectations of C. T. James, said quite sensibly,
“Though therc are many rich men in the large cotton-growing
States, the number of moneyed men is very small, and they
are not usually the projectors of new enterprises. The planters
are generally in debt, more or less . . .”*2 He warned South-
erners to expect low profits from cotton manufacturing and
offered little encouragement.®3

Lawrence may have had ulterior motives, as James charged;
even John Bell may have been suspect when he told the Senate
that Tennessee and Kentucky needed federal aid to build rail-
roads because, despite the presence of rich planters, they lacked
capital for investment.** No one could suspect William Gregg.
Commenting on Lawrence’s pessimism, Gregg expressed
doubts about his gloomy presentation but added that South-
erners ought not to expect more than modest returns.*> Gregg
realized that he had a problem: How could planters be ex-
pected to overcome their hesitations if he honestly could not
promise big and immediate dividends? He answered that the
planters would, by such investments, provide employment to
those presently living a marginal existence and lay the basis
for a general advance in the regional economy. “In the face
of low dividends,” he wrote, “these illustrations will show the
great advantages which may be derived from the introduction
of manufactures, and it also explains satisfactorily how the
Eastern people have grown rich from a pursuit which has paid
capitalists a moderate interest on their money.”4® In short, the
planters were to act out of social conscience and a sense of
responsibility. This view, with its fallacious appraisal of pre-
vious Northern development, again implicitly recognized the
patriarchal pretensions of the planters and their claims to
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hegemony. When Gregg rested his case on these social
grounds, he unwittingly took a long step toward acceptance
of that economic rationale for secession which was then be-
coming the fashion.

The industrialists found themselves caught in a vise. On
the one side was the willingness of the planters to invest in
industry for quick gains and to secure necessary agricultural
processing as an adjunct to their plantation interests. On the
other side was the unwillingness of the planters to assume full
industrial responsibilities*” or to extend their vision to include
a general industrialization. When the Pratts and Greggs ac-
cepted the limited space offered by this vise as the best they
could get, they also accepted the principle of limited indus-
trialization and the perpetual hegemony of the rural slave-
holders.

Many industrialists who were not planters, or at least not
primarily so, had strong ties to the planters and their regime
beyond those arising from markets and sources of capital.
Marriages tied industrialist and planter families together. John
Motley Morehead, for example, apparently committed most
of his own slaves to industry and the household, but he married
his daughters, Letitia and Ann Eliza, to planters.*® Samuel
Finley Patterson, whose son, Rufus, left agriculture for in-
dustry, himself preferred politics and planting to industry in his
later years.*® Allison Francis Page, who left agriculture for the
lumber and other businesses and rose to prominence in post-
bellum days, was the son of a solid if not wealthy planter.5®

Some men who must be classified primarily as manufacturers
nevertheless owned plantations or substantial farms and main-
tained relationships of interest and affection with their rural
neighbors. James Turner Morehead, Robert F. Hoke, Edwin
M. Holt, and Daniel Pratt are a few prominent examples.5!
Holt, moreover, had received important financial assistance
from his friend Thomas Ruffin, and was much in his debt.52

Industrial ventures linked industrialists to planters in several
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ways, among which the co-operation of John Ewing Colhoun,
a planter and cousin of John C. Calhoun, or of C. C. Hickabee,
an Alabama planter, with cotton and iron industrialists, respec-
tively, may be considered typical. Colhoun and Hickabee
provided money and slaves, whereas their partners provided
the technical knowledge and machinery. Planters sometimes
supplied slave labor in return for shares of stock, especially in
railroad building. The case of Colhoun indicates some of the
difficulties plaguing even the firmer of such arrangements, for
he had to quit his successful venture because it was taking too
much time away from more important activities.’

£3 The Politics of the Industrialists

The manufacturers of the South, Hammond said in 1850,
could not muster enough strength to elect a single Congress-
man and perhaps not a single state legislator.>* Hammond took
great liberties, for he had surely heard of John Bell of
Tennessee and surely knew of a long list of state governors
with industrial holdings, among them John Motley Morehead
of North Carolina, Henry Watkins Collier of Alabama, and
Charles J. McDonald of Georgia. Hammond’s South Carolina
boasted as long a list as any, on which could be found the
names of governors David Rogerson Williams, pioneer in the
manufacture of cottonseed oil and investor in textile mills;
George McDuffie in textiles and iron; Whitemarsh B. Seabrook
and Hammond himself in textiles; and Pierce Butler in iron.
Governors Thomas Bennett, R. F. W, Allston, and William
Aiken headed the list of outstanding stockholders in the West
Point Mills Company, a big rice-milling enterprise. We may
assume, too, that Hammond knew of the industrial connections
of Congressmen Abraham Rencher, D. S. Huger, Augustin
S. Clayton, Mark Anthony Cooper, William Nesbitt, John
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McQueen, Franklin H. Elmore, and many others. He could
not help knowing about his friend Ker Boyce, who sat in the
South Carolina legislature. Every slave-state legislature had
such men.

Hammond may have been willing to exaggerate, but how
much did he? Most of those men were also, and often pri-
marily, planters. All, except one or two, had little desire or
opportunity to represent the industrial cause against the
plantation system. Jonathan Worth and Francis Fries, for
example, spoke out for public schools and modest tax reforms
in the North Carolina legislature but could make only the
barest contribution to the promotion of manufacturing.’® The
significance of industrialists holding such high offices cannot
be found in any particular influence wielded by the forces
of industrialism, for the most independent and committed of
these men rarely dared to oppose the regime. Their political
prominence, if anything, suggests the power of those whose
commitment was to modest industrial expansion within the
context of planter control.

When the industrialists did take part in politics, their activi-
ties often placed them in the vanguard of the proslavery ex-
tremists. We have long taken for granted the political modera-
tion and unionism of the majority of Southern industrialists
but have neglected the opposing views of a large minority.
Historians have noticed a few like Ross Winans, the big rail-
road machine-shop operator in Baltimore, who ardently cham-
pioned the cause of Southern independence,®® but there were
many others. Augustin S. Clayton, part owner of Georgia’s
first cotton mill, spoke out for nullification while in Congress
during the Jackson administration. Mark Anthony Cooper,
with interests in banking, cotton manufacturing, iron produc-
tion, and the other enterprises, was an early states-rights Whig
Congressman who went over to Calhoun. Their fellow Georg-
ian and textile manufacturer, Governor Charles J. McDonald,
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joined the prosecession faction at the Nashville convention.’?
Duff Green, the devoted friend of Calhoun and Southern na-
tionalism, was no less devoted to Southern industrial develop-
ment and had investments spread across several industries.’®
Henry Watkins Collier, one of Alabama’s leading textile manu-
facturers, ranked as a conservative Democrat while governor
during 1849-1853, but seems to have been extremist enough
to be tolerated by the Yancey forces. Robert Looney Caruthers,
pioneer textile manufacturer of Tennessee, who had been a
staunch Whig and unionist when in Congress, went over to the
secessionists in time to be chosen Confederate governor.®®

In South Carolina many nullifiers and secessionists had im-
portant industrial interests, although often as supplements to
planting. Dr. Thomas Cooper, a great forerunner of states-
rights extremism, had set the pattern by his investments in
South Carolina’s biggest iron-manufacturing company.® To
take a single example from late antebellum times, James Jones,
who had invested in several textile firms including the Granite-
ville enterprise of his brother-in-law, William Gregg, became
an ultra and apparently commanded South Carolina’s Minute
Men on the eve of secession.5!

North Carolina, where extremism lacked the strength it had
further south, offers several examples of ultras with significant
industrial interests. Governor John W. Ellis, who had had
investments in the Salisbury Manufacturing Company, led
North Carolina into the Confederacy. Representative Abraham
Rencher, who had holdings in the Cane Creek Cotton Factory,
warned the North as early as the 1830s that the South would
resist forcibly any tampering with slavery; in 1850 he insisted
that the South ought to secede if the Fugitive Slave Law was
not properly enforced. State Senator Andrew Joyner, with in-
vestments in the Weldon Manufacturing Company, voiced
similar sentiments in 1850 and said bluntly that unbearable op-
pression would justify the overthrow of the government.
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Henry K. Burgwynn, a powerful planter and cotton manu-
facturer, generally considered a moderate, became increas-
ingly shrill in the 1850s. After a trip to New York and
Massachusctts in 1859, he concluded that attempts to com-
promise were useless. The Barringer family broke ranks one
at a time: D. M. Barringer joined the Dcmocrats in 1850 and
became an intimate associate of secessionist leader John W.
Ellis, whereas his brother, Rufus Barringer, hesitated until the
last minute before joining the secessionists. The Duncan
Murchison family, well-known merchants and cotton manu-
facturers, were strong in their devotion to the cause of seces-
sion,%2

Other industrialists, of whom David Worth may be taken
as an example, were ostentatiously apolitical during the most
trying days.®® The leading spokesmen for Southern industriali-
zation, William Gregg and Daniel Pratt, may to some extent
have contributed to this apolitical strain in their class. Gregg
joined his critique of Southern agrarianism with slighting
references to politics and politicians. “It would indeed be well
for us,” he wrote, “if we were not so refined in politics—if the
talent, which has been, for years past, and is now engaged in
embittering our indolent people against their industrious neigh-
bors of the North, had been with the same zeal engaged in
promoting domestic industry . . "% Pratt, as we shall see,
spoke in similar accents during the critical years preceding
secession. An apolitical stance and a condescending attitude
toward politicians proved a poor substitute for political
opposition to harmful practices and a retrogressive regime.
Every industrialist who followed this strain in the thought of
Gregg and Pratt—a strain that they themselves repudiated in
practice~inadvertently bolstered the slaveholders’ power.

Many industrialists and planter-industrialists did not eschew
politics and did oppose secession but, like Jonathan Worth of
North Carolina, Robert Jemison of Alabama, and John Bell of
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Tennessee, could not offer substantial resistance when the time
came.%

Gregg’s political career provides a good basis for evaluating
the politics of the industrialists. He went to the South Carolina
legislature, with Hammond’s blessings, in 1856, where he voted
against a resolution to reopen the slave trade and argued for a
program of internal development as an alternative to imprac-
tical railroad schemes aimed at securing Western trade. His
hostility toward the banks and railroads, based on a correct
appraisal of their subservience to the plantation interests, might
have been the springboard for a comprehensive critique of the
slaveholders’ regime, but Broadus Mitchell tells us, “Gregg was
an inveterate realist” and therefore kept his criticism within
safe limits.%® Like so many alleged realists, then and now, he
spent his energies firing at the periphery, and eventually
played into the hands of the secessionists.

James Martin, one of Alabama’s foremost manufacturers,
showed the same unwillingness to draw proper conclusions
from his skillful arguments. Suppose, he began a remarkable
article, the Northern states had to buy four million laborers
at prices current for Negro slaves: “It would withdraw from
their commerce and manufactures $2,800,000,000, leaving
those branches quite in as low a condition as ours.” He then
shifted ground, maintained that slaves were overpriced by 25
per cent, and called on planters to drive slave prices down so
that they could pour ten million dollars a year into manufac-
tures without reducing slave purchases.” This incredible non-
sequitur permitted Martin to evade the implications of his
opening critical remarks.

Gregg’s cleverness, too, repeatedly undercut his position.
Was it, after all, necessary for him to bow to the gods of the
regime and praise Calhoun as “our greatest oracle—a statesman
whose purity of character we all revere—whose elevation to
the highest office in the gift of the people of the United States
would enlist the undivided vote of South Carolina”?8 When
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he turned his attention to the extremists, his antisecessionist
views revealed dangerously opportunistic tendencies, which
ultimately defeated him. After a sarcastic attack on McDuffie,
he added: “Those who are disposed to agitate the State and
prepare the minds of the people for resisting the laws of Con-
gress, and particularly those who look for so direful a calamity
as the dissolution of our Union, should above all others, be
most anxious so to diversify the industrial pursuits of South
Carolina, as to render her independent of all other coun-
tries . . .”% Gregg apparently did not notice that his words
actually represented a contribution to secessionist ideology.
McDuffie did not need Gregg’s advice. When, for example, he
rose in the Senate on January :9, 1844, he declared that the
South would answer the tariff by an industrial expansion aimed
at securing its economic independence.?® Pratt, among others,
increasingly spoke out for more manufactures as a necessary
prelude to a secession he supposedly did not want.”

Gregg’s wavering took many forms. In his Essays on Domes-
tic Industry he scoffed at the anti-Yankeeism of the extremists
and called for an emulation of Northern industry and thrift.
In a letter to Amos A. Lawrence, written in 1850, he insisted
that Southern manufactures would complement Northern and
that bitter competition berween the two was unlikely.” A year
later he brushed aside charges of pauperism and vice hurled
against England and New England and maintained that these
were merely the growing pains of a vigorous industrial
society.” Yet, even as early as the Essays on Domestic Industry
he could not resist appealing to those very anti-Yankee senti-
ments to call Northern clothing “trash” and to demand that
the South be made independent of “foreign” products.” (It
was only one short step from such language to that of Fitz-
hugh’s Sociology for the South.) In his Address to the South
Carolina Institute in 1851, Gregg again attacked Northern
products and added: “It would be just as easy for a planter
to have some three, four, or a half-dozen negroes employed in
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making brogans.””® These words and others like them show
how easy Gregg found the transition from an appeal for
Southern industrialization to an appeal for autarky based on
the existing plantation structure. He never recognized, or
admitted, that the latter precluded the former.

We thus return to the fundamental commitment of the in-
dustrialists to the defense of slavery. Without being willing
to follow the Cassius Clays into a repudiation of slavery and
slaveholder hegemony, the Greggs and Pratts found them-
selves, step by step, led ideologically into the camp of their
enemies. “With us,” Gregg wrote to Amos A. Lawrence,
“slaves are property, and it amounts to Many Millions, the
protection and use of which is guaranteed to us by the Con-
stitution, without that protection the Union is of no use to
us.”" A decade later, with the war clouds gathering, he em-
phatically defined slavery as “rooted in nature, and sanctioned
by the Bible.”?" Pratt went even further in his proslavery state-
ments, as did his fellow Alabama industrialist James Martin.”®

What these men might have permitted themselves to say, or
rather to think, if the power of the slaveholders had been less
formidable will remain useless speculation. John Bell, feeling
less pressure than Gregg, could speak of slavery even in the
1850s as an “accidental and enforced blemish.””® In North
Carolina, Paul Barringer, wealthy planter-industrialist, and
John Motley Morehead, the distinguished ex-governor, con-
sidered slavery a curse and an impediment to economic prog-
ress.®® Their private views and cautious public utterances dis-
turbed few. Bell, in 1858, asserted, as he had for years, that
secession would be a legitimate remedy if slavery and the rights
of the slaveholders became jeopardized.®? When Governor
Ellis of North Carolina, himself an investor in manufactures,
attacked the Republican party in 1860, saying, ‘“The abolition
of slavery here at home is the design of our opponents,” he
effectively reduced the viewpoint of the Moreheads to a mere
quibbling over tactics and timing.5?
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Broadus Mitchell maintains that Gregg “might have led
opposing sentiment” had the manufacturing interest been
stronger, but that, as it was, he had to accommodate himself to
a regime of planters and of merchants and bankers tied to
planters.82 We cannot profitably concern ourselves with such
might-have-beens, although neither are we obliged to pass
judgment on William Gregg. The Greggs and Pratts, and
especially the planter-industrialists, could not and would not
follow the example of the Cassius Clays and Hinton Helpers
and risk their fortunes and safety to tell the nonslaveholding
farmers that slavery prevented industrialization and the de-
velopment of new markets.®* Gregg and Pratt knew from their
own experience how thoroughly the interests of agricultural
reorganization and industrial advance were bound up, but they
would never draw the appropriate conclusions.

Gregg'’s relationship to James H. Hammond helps explain the
limits he allowed to be placed on his actions. Ker Boyce, the
wealthy and influential Charleston merchant, seems to have
been a central figure in the legislative and political, as well as
financial, arrangements to found Graniteville. With the assist-
ance of Boyce and Hammond, Gregg got a fourteen-year
charter, which adequately demonstrated to all concerned that
Gregg had better remain on good behavior if he expected to
be allowed to remain active in South Carolina.8% Such control
over manufacturing corporations by legislatures dominated by
rural slaveholders shows the limitations under which the manu-
facturers labored. Gregg grew closer to Hammond, ideologi-
cally and generally, as the years went by.

When Gregg told the South Carolina Institute in 1851 that
slavery gave capital a “positive control over labor,” he was
speaking in Hammond’s terms. “In all other countries,” he
continued, “and particularly manufacturing states, labor and
capital are assuming an antagonistical position. Here it cannot
be the case; capital will always be able to control labor, even
in manufactures with whites, for blacks can always be resorted
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to in case of need.”8¢ If Hammond had been speaking, nothing
of substance would have been added except perhaps a blunt
comment that increased manufacturing would not jeopardize
rural domination. Hammond occasionally went to great lengths
to reassure his fellow planters, as when he expressed regret
that the suffrage had not been restricted to landowners.®?

By the beginning of 1860, if not earlier, Gregg had joined
the secessionists. “We have been forced to the conclusion,”
he declared, “that the time has come when the Southern people
should begin in earnest to prepare for self-defense and self-
reliance. Abolition of Southern slavery was, but a few years
ago, nothing more than an insignificant sectional political
hobby. It has now become a religious sentiment.”%8 On the next
page of the article in De Bow’s Review in which these words
appear, the extremity of his viewpoint and the harshness of his
tone toward the North approached those of a Rhett editorial.

What did Gregg see as the justification for secession? “We
have been waging a political war against the Northern people
for thirty-five years; first on account of the tariff, then negro
slavery expansion.”®® His talk of a thirty-five-year war against
the Northern people and of Southern resistance to the tariff
must have sounded strange to those who knew that Gregg had
always derided sectional agitation and had, a few years earlier,
become a convert to protectionism.*

Finally, Gregg sang the praises of the slave regime in accents
foreshadowing Stephens’ Cornerstone Speech:

Should an independent government be established by
the Southern states, an era will be inaugurated, the like of
which the world has not before seen. In its institutions will
be blended a series of harmonious principles, the effect
of which will be to create a nation, in which every element
of moral and political success may be found. . . . Prom-
inently in view stand two peculiar: the one a pure
religion; the other a perfect labor system.®!
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Mitchell maintains that the Gregg-Hammond relationship
provided a mutual influence,®? but, in fact, Hammond had im-
prisoned Gregg within a limited industrialization program
committed to the maintenance of planter hegemony. When
Gregg congratulated Hammond for his controversial “mud-
sill” speech in 1858, he completed his capitulation.

However moderate and pro-Union the industrialists may
have been, several of them, including such outstanding men as
Gregg, Rufus L. Patterson, Simpson Bobo, and Robert Jemi-
son, signed their states’ ordinances of secession and thereby lent
their names and reputations to the extremists’ ultimate project.

£3 The Industrialists in the War

Narrow opportunism, expressing itself in the quest for war
profits, had already tempered the unionism of some by 1860.
It was to be expected that a Mark Anthony Cooper should
urge Howell Cobb in 1848 to press for the establishment of a
national foundry in Georgia: state pride, secessionist hopes,
and personal interest blended perfectly. Virtue received its
reward when Governor Brown awarded Cooper an arms
contract in 1860.°* It was no less to be expected that Whig
unionists like planter-industrialist William C. Means of North
Carolina should calculate the short-run gains. His Concord
Cotton Factory made little money during the twenty years
preceding the war but produced good returns on the strength
of the wartime demand.?® Many found themselves in a similar
position. Richard W. Griffin has shown, for example, that the
big increase in the demand for cotton textiles occasioned by the
outbreak of hostilities pulled North Carolina manufacturers out
of a deepening slump.*

Industrialist opposition to secession had grown out of sev-
eral attitudes, among which a principled objection to the slave-
holding regime seems to have been virtually absent. One of
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the most important of these attitudes was fear of defeat and
ruin for the South generally and themselves in particular. As
men of enterprise they, much more than the planters or swag-
gering politicians, appreciated the census statistics on the
material strength of contending parties and scoffed at the
illusions pervading the dominant class. The industrialists felt
gloomy about the chances of a Southern victory but were
cautious about how they said so. Generally, they kept quiet,
confiding their fears to intimates. When Representative James
Turner Morehead of North Carolina, an old-line Whig indus-
trialist like his famous brother, John Motley Morehead, paced
the floor, weeping, during the bitter nights of the secession
crisis of 1861, various quite different things flashed through
his mind. On the one hand, he genuinely loved the old Union
and the hopes for which it stood; on the other hand, he could
not shake off the vision of catastrophic defeat.?” Rufus L. Pat-
terson, of the powerful industrialist Patterson family of North
Carolina, signed the Ordinance of Secession with deep mis-
givings, for he saw inevitable defeat at the hands of a stronger
foe, and what was worse, the specter of “civil war at home.”®8

Daniel Pratt typifies the attitudes of much of his class during
the unfolding secession crisis. In 1851 he wrote to the AMonz-
gomery Journal urging that the South protect itself against
Northern aggression but insisting that a boycott of Northern
goods and the building of Southern factories, rather than
political agitation, held out the best hopes of success. “When
this shall take place . . .” he continued, “then we shall be
in a much better condition to secede. Then the abolition
chord [sic] will be loosened.”® In 1859 he wrote to the Cotton
Planter along the same lines:

I profess to be a Southern rights man, and strongly con-
tend that the South ought to maintain her rights at all
hazards. I would, however, pursue a somewhat different
course from that of our politicians. I would not make any
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flaming, ficrv speeches and threats, but on the other hand, 1
would go qunctlv and peaceably to work, and make our-
selves less dependent on those who abuse and would gladly
ruin us,100

Since Pratr had frequently pointed out that the value of the
Union lay in its being an economic whole,’*! we may assume
that he sincerely hoped that sccession would be obviated by
the industrialization of the South. When secession seemed im-
minent, he opposed it, as a colleaguc said, “fearing ability to
sustain the same.”’102

A review of Pratt’s course reveals that he had no viable
alternative to the firebrands. Admitting their contention that
the South was under attack, defending slavery as a proper
social system, accepting secession as a legal and proper remedy,
Pratt could only suggest different tactics. His impotence in
the face of Yancey’s onslaught was easily predictable.

Many industrialists joined the Confederate armed forces,
generally serving as officers. Rufus Barringer of the planter-
industrialist North Carolina Barringers, and Robert F. Hoke,
with big holdings in cotton mills, iron, linseed oil, paper manu-
facturing, and other enterprises, became generals of distinc-
tion.’3 Kenneth M. Murchison, son of prosecessionist merchant
and manufacturer Duncan Murchison, became a colonel.104
The Bell-Yeatman families of Tennessee became staunchly
Confederate: John Bell, his heavy heart notwithstanding, saw
all his sons, stepsons, and sons-in-law in the Confederate
service, 10

Henry P. Hammett, a member of the South Carolina textile
firm of William Bates & Company, served until the close of the
war. John Milton Odell, a stockholder and salesman for the
Cedar Falls Manufacturing Company of North Carolina, left
his business interests to become a captain. John W. Leak, who
had a plantation in South Carolina and interests in a cotton
textile firm in North Carolina, served as a lieutenant colonel.
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John Milton Worth, North Carolina planter and manufacturer,
and numerous others served as officers.196

Others like Joseph R. Anderson of the famous Tredegar
Iron Works in Richmond, Virginia, Mark Morgan, and
Dexter E. Converse, among others, rushed to volunteer but
were told that the war effort required their attendance at their
factories.107

Samuel A. Ashe, in his massive Biographical History of
North Carolina, writes: “It is a reflection that must be gratify-
ing to every patriotic North Carolinian that, great as has been
the development of the industrial interests of our people, many
of the leaders and most successful men in these new enterprises

. in their earlier days were among the brave and gallant
followers of Lee and Jackson.”19 Respect for the bravery
of these men or a charitable view of the motives impelling
them cannot obscure their having fought so earnestly and
willingly for a cause that, whatever else may be said of it,
corresponded neither to their class interests nor to their vision
of an industrial future for the South.

Prominent industrialists served in the Confederate govern-
ment, adding their prestige and skill to the secessionist cause.
Robert Jemison replaced Yancey in the Senate in 1863, where
he “continued in quieter fashion Yancey’s policies.”*®® The
records do not indicate that he made any effort in behalf of the
manufacturing interest,!1® but with his background as a Whig
unionist, he proved invaluable in quelling anti-Confederate
agitation in northern Alabama.’!! Senator Wright of Georgia
represented his iron interests to the extent of asking apologeti-
cally for the exemption of iron workers from military
service.!’? Otherwise he, like Congressman John McQueen, a
cotton manufacturer from South Carolina, could not be dis-
tinguished from the rural representatives in the Confederate
Congress. John Motley Morehead added his splendid reputa-
tion to the cause by cheerfully serving in the Provisional Con-
gress, where his main task seems to have been to introduce
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North Carolina’s resolution of confidence in the Confederate
cause and war effort.113

Other industrialists added their names and talent to govern-
ment scrvice. Jonathan Worth, at considerable financial loss,
acted as State Treasurer of Confederate North Carolina and
helped block the efforts of Willam W. Holden to arrange
separate state peace negotiations.’* Daniel Pratt and Samuel
Finley Patterson served in their respective state legislatures,
where, if they did anything unusual, it has escaped notice.!?

The most important contribution that industrialists could
make to the secessionist cause arose from their entrepreneurial,
not military or political, talents. Without the small band of
able men to marshal Southern resources and run the factories
would a war for secession have been possible? The efforts of
Gregg and Pratt need no comment, although we may note
that Pratt extended himself to organize the Red Mountain
Iron and Coal Company to provide the war machine with
arms.’*® Consider a few less prominent examples. David Worth,
who had been in business with his father, Jonathan, removed
to Wilmington, North Carolina, in 1861, where he served as
superintendent of the Confederate salt works.''” His brother,
Jonathan Addison Worth, Fayetteville’s most important busi-
nessman during the war, “carried much on his shoulders.”118
William C. Means, whose son became a Confederate officer,
joined many others in making generous financial contributions
to the war effort.!*® Duff Green successfully ran the Confed-
erate Iron Works, supplying Bragg and Longstreet in East
Tennessee.’?0 The Atlanta Intelligencer happily reported a
“handsome donation” of textiles from the Roswell Manufactur-
ing Company to the war effort and added that it reflected
“great credit upon the company, and [is] worthy of emula-
tion by others in our State whom the war, thus far, has only
pecuniarly [sic] benefitred.”?2!

‘What else could the industrialists have done? We at least
have before us the example of a few unionists whose allegiance
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was unencumbered by qualifications negating it in major crises.
Judge David K. Young of Anderson County, Tennessee, ad-
vocate of agricultural reform and industrial development, stood
firm and suffered arrest by Confederate troops.’?? More cau-
tiously, Judge George W. Brool:s of North Carolina, an out-
spoken critic of slavery, remained quietly loyal to the Union
throughout the war and restricted his participation in the
Confederate war effort to acts of kindness toward suffering
individuals.123

What, we may ask, would have happened to the Confederate
war effort had the industrialists decided that it was not their
war? We need not consider the possibilities presented by active
opposition; they merely had to withhold their talents. Since
many of them doubted that the South could win, they clearly
were not primarily motivated by the desire for private gain.
In the long run, they stood to gain by taking a long vacation
and claiming loyalty to the winning side. Their actions
demonstrate their “patriotism” to the South and their ultimate
ideological commitment to its slaveholding civilization.

.

£ The Southern Industrialists: A Political
Evaluation

The Southern industrialists, by their social and political sub-
servience to slavery, negated the contribution they made to
industrialism by their diligent and, in its own way, heroic day-
to-day entrepreneurial effort. Gregg’s biographer, telling us
that he planned a social reorganization, calls him “the South’s
first great bourgeois, the forerunner of a new era.”’** The com-
mitment of the Greggs and Pratts to slavery forced them to
adjust their vision of an industrialized South to one dominated
by a broadened slaveholders’ regime. As such, it offered
gloomy prospects for the South and the nation, for it neces-
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sarily meant a Prussian road to industrial capitalism, paved with
authoritarianism, benevolent despotism, and aristocratic pre-
tension. Withal, the Southern planters showed little interest.
Major political and military disasters had to befall the old
regimes of countries like Prussia and Japan before their ruling
classes co-operated in a program of industrialization. The
antebellum and Confederate experiences suggest that only hard
blows could have brought the slaveholders around.

The continuity between the industrialist stratum of ante-
bellum and postbellum days does not prove that the war had
little effect;!* on the contrary, it suggests that the war, or
rather the defear of the South, created some of the precondi-
tions for the liberation of the industrialists and of industrialism.
Yet, the South suffered terribly, some antebellum gains had to
be sacrificed, and postbellum industrial interests had to contend
with a Northern capitalism bent more on political and eco-
nomic exploitation than on regional reconstruction. The Greggs
and Pratts had supported the institutions of the old regime as
the only realistic and sensible thing to do. Was professed
realism ever so bitterly repaid? If the South were to have been
led into the industrial era these men dreamed of, without an-
other hundred years of outside domination, the impediments
to industrialization had to be removed by Southerners, not by
Northern crusaders with Uncle Tom’s Cabin in one hand and
a schedule of dividend payments in the other. When the
Southern industrialists prostrated themselves before slavery,
they betrayed their own class interests, but much more im-
portant, they betrayed the South they loved so much. The
patriotism of those who declared, with appropriate posturing,
that they stood with their states and local institutions was a
patriotism of the easy kind. It is not necessary to like every-
thing about the Cassius Clays and Hinton Helpers to realize
that their Southern patriotism was made of tougher stuff.
Cassius Clay, for all his occasional clownishness, not William
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Gregg, carried the banner of Southern industrialism and of a
better day.

If there is no reason to glorify the Greggs and Pratts or
to see in them the builders of a new South, there is even less
reason to follow those historians who credit them with greater
wisdom or moral fiber than the rural slaveholders. The slave-
holders, after all, stood true to their class interests, which they
identified as the quintessence of Southern civilization, when
they chose secession and risked war. The industrialists, what-
ever the extenuating circumstances, repudiated their class in-
terests, which they too identified with Southern civilization,
when they joined, however reluctantly, in a crusade on behalf
of a social system they had every reason to abhor.

N O T E 8§

1 “Who Were the. Southern Whigs?” AHR, LIX (Jan.
1954), 335-46.

2 Cf. Chauncey Samuel Boucher, The Ante-Bellum Attitude
of South Carolina Towards Manufacturing and Agriculture,
“Washington University Studies,” Part II: Humanistic
Series III (April 1916), p. 256 and passim; Heath, Con-
structive Liberalism, p. 358 and passim; Alfred Glaze Smith,
Jr., Economic Readjustment, Chap. 1V.

3 Cf. E. Merton Coulter, The Confederate States of America,
1861-1865 (Baton Rouge, La., 1950), pp. 218, 223, 229-30,
239.

4 Southern Agriculturalist, 1 (Aug. 1928), 357; Farmer and
Planter, VI (Dec. 1855), 270-71; DBR, XXVI (March
1859), 314, quoting Lynchburg Virginian; Address of Wil-
liam C. Daniell to the Agricultural Association of the Slave-
holding States, in American Cotton Planter, Il (March



9

10

The Industrialists Under the Slave Regime 209

1854), 66; speech of Rep. Howell Cobb of Georgia, Con-
gressional-Globe, XI1II, 1st Session, 28th Congress, Appen-
dix, pp. 594-98; Fabian Linden, “Repercussions of Manu-
facturing in the Ante-Bellum South,” NCHR, XVII (Oct.
1940), 324-26.

Samuel Walker of Elia Plantation, Louisiana, Diary, 1856-
1878, pp. 28-29, typescript of Ms. in Tulane University.

Robert R. Russel, Economic Aspects, Chap. II, esp. p. 37;
Richard W. Griffin, “Poor White Laborers in Southern
Cotton Factories,” SCHGM, LXI (Jan. 1960), 26—40. The
Whig party associated itself with the demand for industrial
expansion as a prerequisite to regional independence in or
out of the Union. See Arthur C. Cole, The Whig Party in
the South (Washington, D.C., 1913), pp. 206-11.

Niles’ Register, LXVII (Oct. 26, 1844), 116; South Carolina
Geological and Agricultural Survey, Report on the Geol-
ogy of South Carolina, by M[ichael] Tuomey (Columbia,
S.C., 1848), pp. 20 ff.

The propaganda had its comic aspects. In 1859, for example,
the New Orleans Bulletin announced the opening of a new
machine-oil factory and commented: “Now we can with
safety congratulate the entire South in the acquisition of
another powerful weapon of defence against the aggression
of the North.” Quoted in DBR, XXVI (March 1859), 17.

See, e.g., Thomas J. Lemay, Arator, I (Nov. 1855), 237;
J. H. Lumpkin of Georgia in DBR, XII (Jan. 1852), 48;
De Bow, Industrial Resources, 11, 314. For an excellent dis-
cussion of the industrial sentiment and performance in
Alabama, which reaches some conclusions different from
those presented here, see Weymouth T. Jordan, Ante-
Bellum Alabama: Town and Country (Tallahassee, Fla,,
1957), Chap. VII, esp. pp. 140-44.

Cf. Harriet L. Herring, “Early Industrial Development in
the South,” Annals of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science, CLIII (Jan. 1931), 9; Constantine G.
Belissary, “Industry and Industrial Philosophy in Tennessee,
1850~1860,” Publications of the East Tennessee Historical
Society, No. 23 (1951), 54 ff; Richard W. Griffin and Diffie
W. Standard, “The Cotton Textile Industry in Ante-Bellum



210 THE SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN TO COUNTRY

12

13

North Carolina—Part II: An Era of Boom and Consolida-
tion, 1830-1860,” NCHR, XXXIV (April 1957), 142-43;
Herbert Collins, “The Idea of a Cotton Textile Industry in
the South, 1870-1900,” NCHR, XXXIV (July 1957),
372 f; in his “The Southern Industrial Gospel before 1860,”
JSH, X1II (Aug. 1946), 386-408, Collins has a different, and
I think less defensible, emphasis.

James H. Hammond, An Address Delivered before the
South Carolina Institute at Its First Annual Fair, on the
20th November, 1849 (Charleston, S.C., 1849), pp. 6, 38.

DBR, XI (Aug. 1851), 130. As for Pratt, Jordan has said it
all: “Here was a man after the heart of the Southern na-
tionalists.” Ante-Bellum Alabama, p. 153.

On penitentiary factories see Moore, JMH, XVI (April
1954), 93—94; Clement Eaton, A History of the Soutbern
Confederacy (New York, 1961), 241—42; Allen D. Candler
(ed.), Confederate Records of the State of Georgia (6 vols.;
Atlanta, Ga., 1909-11), II, 395; on the railroads see the
excellent study by Phillips, Transportation in the Eastern
Cotton Belt.

14 Mitchell, William Gregg, p. 221.

15

16
17

18

Wilfred Buck Yearns, The Confederate Congress (Athens,
Ga., 1960), p. 127; Journal of the Congress of the Con-
federate States, 1861-1865 (7 vols.: Vols. 25-31, §8th Con-
gress, znd Session, Senate Doc. 234; Washington, D.C,,
1903-1904), V, 162, 192; Charles W. Ramsdell (ed.), Laws
and Joint Resolutions of the Last Session of the Confederate
Congress (November 7, 1864-March 18, 1865), Together
with the Secret Acts of Previous Congresses (Durham,
N.C, 1941), p. 45; ¢f. Charles W. Ramsdell, “The Control
of Manufacturing by the Confederate Government,”
MVHR, VIII (Dec. 1921), 231-49.

Mitchell, William Gregg, p. 209.
See supra, Chapter VII, and the view of Conrad and Meyer,
cited infra, page 286, note 1.

Mrs. G. F. H. Tarrant (ed.), Hon. Daniel Pratt, A Biog-
raphy (Richmond, Va,, 1904), p. 16; Jordan, Ante-Bellum
Alabama, p. 155.



19

20

21

22

23
24
25

26

The Industrialists Under the Slave Regime 211

DBR, XXIX (June 1860), 496—97; De Bow, Industrial
Resources, 11, 183-84; Jordan, Ante-Bellum Alabama, p.
152; Smith, Economic Readjustment, pp. 131-33; Shryock,
GHQ, XI (June 1927), 127.

See, e.g., Clanton W. Williams, “Early Ante-Bellum Mont-
gomery: A Black Belt Constituency,” JSH, VII (Nov.
1941), 495-525; Martha Boman, “A City of the Old South:
Jackson, Mississippi, 1850-1860,” JMH, XV (April 1953),
1-32; and the perceptive remarks of Edd Winfield Parks,
Segments of Southern Thought (Athens, Ga., 1938), Chap.
VIL

Norman Walker, “Manufacturing,” Chap. XXI of Stand-
ard History of New Orleans, Louisiana, ed. Henry Rightor
(Chicago, 1900). I have also relied heavily on Robert C.
Reinders, “Ante-Bellum New Orleans: A Yankee Outpost,”
paper read to the Southern Historical Association meetings,
Nov. 1961. I am indebted to Professor Reinders for allow-
ing me to see his paper, which will hopefully be published
soon, and for his unusual kindness in placing at my disposal
his valuable notes on industry in New Orleans.

Some Northern businessmen, following Henry C. Carey,
took steps to build up manufacturing in the border states
with a view to undermining slavery there. See George
Winston Smith, “Ante-Bellum Attempts of Northern Busi-
ness Interests to ‘Redeem’ the Upper South,” JSH, X1 (May
1945), 177-213. See also the useful discussion of some of
the economic problems of iron manufacturers in the Lower
South and the border states in Cappon, JEBH, II (Feb.
1930), 360-61, 371, 376.

Gregg, Essays on Domestic Industry, p. 34.

Mississippi Planter and Mechanic, Il (May 1858), 157-58.

Ernest M. Lander, Jr., “Ante-Bellum Milling in South Car-
olina,” SCHGM, LIl (July 1951), 131-32; and “The Iron
Industry in Ante-Bellum South Carolina,” JSH, XX (Aug.
1954), 343. The researches of Jordan, Moore, Griffin, and
others reveal the same pattern.

Leak to Ruffin, April 1867, in J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton
(ed.), The Papers of Thomas Ruffin (4 vols.; ‘“Publications



212 THE SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN TO COUNTRY

of the North Carolina Commission”; Raleigh, N.C., 1918-
20), IV, 177-78.

27 Moore, Agriculture in Ante-Bellum Mississippi, p. 185;
John H. Napier III, “Judge Edward McGehee: Cotton
Planter, Manufacturer, and Philanthropist,” THR, 1 (Jan.
1960), 27.

28 Ethel Armes, The Story of Coal and Iron in Alabama
(Birmingham, Ala., 1910), pp. 61, 70; Matthew William
Clinton, Tuscaloosa, Alabama: Its Early Days, 18161865
(Tuscaloosa, 1958), pp. 95, 102~4, 134.

29 Workers of the Writers’ Program of the Works Projects
Administration in the State of Alabama, Alabama: A Guide
to the Deep South (New York, 1941), p. 63.

30 DBR, X (May 1851), 582.

31 Coulter, Confederate States, p. 230; Richard W. Griffin,
“The Origins of the Industrial Revolution in Georgia:
Cotton Textiles, 1810-1865,” GHQ, XLII (Dec. 1958),
367; Richard H. Shryock, Georgia and the Union in 1850
(Philadelphia, 1926), p. 111.

32 Richard W. Griffin (ed.), “List of North Carolina Cotton
Manufacturers to 1880,” THR, IIl (Oct. 1962), 222-31;
I have repeatedly retuined to this list and its counterpart
for South Carolina to identify manufacturers: “A List of
South Carolina Cotton Manufacturers, 1790-1860,” THR,
I (July 1960), 143-46. Also, Lander, SCHGM, LII (July
1951), 130-31; Lander, “The Development of Textiles in
the South Carolina Piedmont before 1860,” THR, I (July
1960), 92-94; Harvey Toliver Cook, The Life and Legacy
of David Rogerson Williams (New York, 1916); Edwin
L. Green, George McDuffie (Columbia, S.C., 1936); Amey
R. Childs (ed.), Planters and Business Men: The Guignard
Family of South Carolina, 1795~1930 (Columbia, S.C.,
1958), 41; Charles Edward Cauthen (ed.), Family Letters of
the Three Wade Hamptons, 1782-1901 (Columbia, S.C,,

1953), 54, 83-84.

33 E. Merton Coulter, Auraria: The Story of a Georgia Gold-
Mining Town (Athens, Ga., 1956), p. §5. Most of the



34

35

36

The Industrialists Under the Slave Regime 213

capital in Southern mining seems to have been Northern and
English: Niles’ Register, XL, 206; Foner, Business &
Slavery, p. 3 and n. 15; Fletccher M. Green, GHQ, XIX
(Sept. 1935), 223; Green, “Gold Mining in Ante-Bellum
Virginia,” VMBH, XLV (Oct. 1937), 357, 365; Green,
“Gold Mining: A Forgotten Industry of Ante-Bellum
North Carolina,” NCHR, XIV (Jan. 1937), 13.

Samuel A. Ashe and others, Biographical History of North
Carolina (8 vols.; Greensboro, N.C,, 1905), I, 95-99, 111,
3653 11, passim; 111, 435-60; Hamilton (ed.), Ruffin Papers,
IV, 177-78; J. Carlyle Sitterson, The Secession Movement
in North Carolina (Chapel Hill, N.C,, 1939), pp. 124-25;
Cathey, Agricultural Developments, pp. 49, n. 8, 50, 62;
D. A. Tompkins, Cotton Mills, Commercial Features (Char-
lotte, N.C,, 1899), p. 186.

Richard W. Griffin, “Cotton Manufacture in Alabama to
1860, AHQ, XVIII (Fall 1956), 300-301; Aaron V.
Brown, Speeches, Congressional and Political, and Other
Writings (Nashville, Tenn., 1854), p. 547.

Aside from the fundamental difference of command of
wage labor versus command of slave labor, consider a few
others: the New England merchants and manufacturers
were urban bourgeois despite their aristocratic affectations
and genuine culture; they controlled a declining sector of
the rapidly growing Northern economy; they did not

. determine the course of Northern life any longer. They

37
38

39

40

were an object lesson for the planters, but in a sense radi-
cally different from Gregg’s.

DBR, VIII (Jan. 1850), 25.
DBR, X1 (Aug. 1851), 127.
Quoted by Jordan, Ante-Bellum Alabama, p. 157. See
Chap. VII for an excellent account of Pratt; cf. E. Stead-
man, A Brief Treatise on Manufacturing in the South,
pamphlet first published in 1851 and republished in THR,

IT (April 1962), 103-18. See p. 118 of the latter, which shall
be cited hereafter,

As Shryock points out: GHQ, XI (June 1927), 123. Dur-
ing the Civil War, “Jefferson Davis complained bitterly



214 THE SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN TO COUNTRY

that many millions of dollars in private capital had been
invested in blockade running, but very little money had
been devoted to manufacturing.” Eaton, Confederacy, p.
241.

41 DBR, XII (May 1852), 547.

42 HMM, XXI (Dec. 1849), 628. Cf. Robert C. Black III, The
Railroads of the Confederacy (Chapel Hill, N.C, 1952),
PP- 40-41.

43 HMM, XXI (Dec. 1849), 628-33; XXII (Jan. 1850), 26-35.

44 Congressional Globe, XIX, 1st Session, 31st Congress, pp.
867-68; also, XXII, 2nd Session, 32nd Congress, pp. 318-19;
XXVII, 2nd Session, 3s5th Congress, pp. 107-8.

45 HMM, XXII (Jan. 1850), 107. Gregg’s estimates appear
sound, if not a bit optimistic: ¢f. DBR, X (March 1851),
343; XVIII (March 1855), 393-94; HMM, XXIV (1850),
262, and the writings cited elsewhere of Robert R. Russel
and Ernest M. Lander on the cotton textile and other in-
dustries.

46 HMM, XXII (Jan. 1850), 108. No wonder Gregg was
deeply disturbed when the will of Ker Boyce revealed that
he had heavy investments in the free states; another stock-
holder in Graniteville moved permanently to New York.
Micchell, William Gregg, pp. 111, 295, n. 41.

47 Cf. Lander, JSH, XX (Aug. 1954), 343, on the problems
of the big Nesbitt Iron Manufacturing Company, to which
many outstanding planters subscribed but never paid in.

48 John Kerr in Hon. Jobn Motley Morebead: In Memoriam

" (Raleigh, N.C,, 1868), p. 35; John Motley Morehead III,
The Morebead Family of North Carolina and Virginia
(New York, 1921), p. 59.

49 Ashe, Biographical History, 11, 328~33, on Samuel; and II,
334—43, on Rufus.

so Ibid., 111, 308-14.

51 Morehead IIl, Morebead Family, p. 52; Ashe, Biographical
History, 1, 309-21; Tompkins, Cotton Mills, Commercial



The Industrialists Under the Slave Regime 215

Features, p. 185; Dictionary of American Biography, XV,
170 (on Pratt).

52 Hamilton (ed.), Ruffin Papers, passim; Griffin and Stand-
ard, NCHR, XXXIV (April 1957), 131-64.

53 Lander, THR, I (July 1960), 92; Joseph H. Woodward I,
“Alabama Iron Manufacturing, 1860-1865,” Alabama Re-
view, VII (July 1954), 204; R. S. Cotterill, “Southern Rail-
roads and Western Trade,” MVHR, III (March 1917), 436.

54 DBR, VIII (June 1850), 509.

55 J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton (ed.), The Correspondence of
Jonathan Worth (2 vols.; Raleigh, N.C., 1909), I, viii-ix
and passim; Tompkins, Cotton Mills, Commercial Features,
p- 184; Ashe, Biographical Dictionary, 1, 309-21, on Michael
Hoke.

56 Clement Eaton, The Growth of Southern Civilization,
1790~1860 (New York, 1961), p. 246.

57 I am indebted to Professor Robin Brooks of Rochester
Polytechnic Institute for permitting me to read his un-
published paper on the Whig party in Georgia, which has
excellent material on the congressional careers of Clayton
and Cooper; cf. Paul Murray, The Whig Party in Georgia,
1825-1853, (Chapel Hill, N.C,, 1948), pp. 10-12; on
McDonald see Griffin, GHQ, XLII (Dec. 1958), 367, and
for his politics see Shryock, Georgia and the Union, p. 353.

58 Fletcher M. Green, “Duff Green: Industrial Promoter,”
JSH, 11 (Feb. 1936), 29-30.

59 Cole, Whig Party, pp. 188-89; Edward C. Williamson,
“Robert Looney Caruthers, Tennessece Textile Pioneer,
1800-22,” THR, I (July 1960), 126-27.

6o Lander, JSH, XX (Aug. 1954), 343; Dumas Malone, The
Public Life of Thomas Cooper, 1783-1839 (New Haven,
Conn., 1926). Cf. Childs (ed.), Planters and Business Men,
P- 37, for pronullification sentiment among the Guignard
family.

61 Charles Edward Cauthen, South Carolina Goes to War,
1860-1865 (Chapel Hill, N.C,, 1950), p. 47 and n. 50;



216 THE SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN TO COUNTRY

62

63

64
65

66
67
68
69
70

71
72

73
74
75
76
77

August Kohn, Cotton Mills of South Carolina (Charleston,
S.C,, 1907), p. 18; John A. Chapman, History of Edgefield
County from the Earliest Settlements to 1897 (Newberry,
S.C., 1897), pp. 382-84. Consider that so ardent an ad-
vocate of manufacturing had no trouble being an equally
ardent advocate of secession.

Ashe, Biographical History, I, 104, 392~402; Sitterson, Se-
cession Movement, pp. 35, 76, 79, 133, 160, 190, 232.

Ashe, Biographical History, 111, 474~77.

Gregg, Essays on Domestic Industry, p. 12.

Cf. Ashe, Biographical History, IllI, 435~53; Hamilton
(ed.), Correspondence of Jonathan Worth, 1, v—xi, passim;
Clarence Phillips Denman, The Secession Movement in
Alabama (Montgomery, Ala., 1933), pp. 129-30; Clinton,
Tuscaloosa, pp. 132-33; Joseph H. Parks, Jobn Bell of
Tennessee (Baton Rouge, La., 1950).

Mitchell, William Gregg, p. 181.

DBR, XXIV (May 1858), 385.

Gregg, Essays on Domestic Industry, p. 42.

1bid., p. 20n.

Congressional Globe, X1II, 1st Session, 28th Congress,
Appendix, p. 108; cf. HMM, X (May 1844), p. 406, for a
full account of the debate.

Cf. De Bow, Industrial Resources, 11, 127, 154.

Gregg to Lawrence, Sept. z, 1850, in Thomas P. Martin
(ed.), “The Advent of William Gregg and the Graniteville
Company,” JSH, XI (Aug. 1945), p. 422. Martin has made
an excellent selection of letters and provided a useful in-
troduction.

DBR, XI (Aug. 1851), 127-28.

Gregg, Essays on Domestic Industry, pp. 21-22.

DBR, XI (Aug. 1851), 138.

Sept. 2, 1850, in JSH, XI (Aug. 1945), 422.

DBR, XXX (Jan. 1861), 103.



The Industrialists Under the Slave Regime 217

78 American Cotton Planter (Montgomery, Ala.), XIII (April
1859), 114-15 (Pratt); DBR, XXIV (May 1858), 385-86
(Martin).

79 The Life, Speeches, and Public Services of Jobn Bell (New
York, 1860), speech of July 2, 1856; cf. Parks, Jobn Bell,
p. 217.

80 Ashe, Biographical History, I, 95s—99; Burton Alva Konkle,
Jobn Motley Morebead and the Development of North
Carolina, 1799-1866 (Philadelphia, 1922), p. 195.

81 Life, Speeches, and Public Services of Jobn Bell, p. 86.

82 Quoted by Sitterson, Secession Movement, p. 161.

83 Mitchell, William Gregg, p. 203.

84 See, e.g., David L. Smiley’s able biography, Lion of White
Hall, esp. pp. 107, 166.

85 JSH, XI (Aug. 1945), p. 394 of Martin’s introduction; cf.
David D. Wallace, “The Founding of Graniteville,” THR,
I (Jan. 1960), 21.

86 DBR, XI (Aug. 1851), 130.

87 Elizabeth Merritt, James Henry Hammond, 1807-1864
(Baltimore, 1923), p. 87, n. 40; DBR, IlI, 36-37.

88 DBR, XXIX (July 1860), 77.

80 DBR, XXIX (Aug. 1860), 232.

9o DBR, XXIX (July 1860), 78.

91 DBR, XXIX (July 1860), 84.

9z Mitchell, William Gregg, pp. 132-33, 146—47; for the
Gregg-Hammond Correspondence see JSH, XI (Aug.
1945), 404-8, 410~12.

93 DBR, XXX (March 1861), 358; Ashe, Biographical History,
I1, 334~43; Denman, Secession, p. 147; Clinton, Tuscaloosa,
PpP- 132-33.

94 Cooper to Cobb, Nov. 20, 1848, in Ulrich B. Phillips (ed.),
The Correspondence of Robert Toombs, Alexander H.

Stephens, and Howell Cobb (*“Annual Report of the Ameri-
can Historical Association,” 1911, Vol. II; Washington,



THE SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN TO COUNTRY

D.C, 1913), p. 137; Message of Gov. Brown to House of
Representatives, Nov. 17, 1860, in Candler (ed.), Confed-
erate Records of Georgia, 11, 3.

Ashe, Biographical History, 1, 365.

Richard W. Griffin, “The Civil War and Cotton Manu-
factures in North Carolina,” THR, II (July 1961), 152.
Some industrialists, like the Milner-Wood-Wrenn woolens
group, sent word to their state governors months before
secession advertising their ability to produce war supplies.
Cf. Bernarr Cresap, “The Cowpen Factory,” THR, 1
(April 1960), 61.

Cf. Morehead II1, Morehead Family, p. 52.

Ashe, Biographical History, 11, 334-43.

DBR, X (Feb. 1851), 227.

Reprinted in Tarrant (ed.), Daniel Pratt, pp. 75-76.

See, e.g., Pratt’s letter to the citizens of Temple, N.H.,,
his home town, Sept. 8, 1858, in ibid., pp. 80-81.

S. Mims in ibid., p. 57.
Ashe, Biograpbical History, 1, 116-24; 309-21.
1bid., 1, 398~404.

Parks, John Bell, p. 405.

Kohn, Cotton Mills, biographical sketches of Hammett and
Leak; Ashe, Biographical History, II, 315-19, IlI, 454—60.
T. C. De Leon, Four Years in Rebel Capitals (Mobile,
Ala,, 1892), p. 91; Ashe, Biographical History, 11, 282-92;
J. B. O. Landrum, History of Spartanburg County (At-
lanta, Ga., 1900), p. 66; Cyclopedia of Eminent and Rep-
resentative Men of the Carolinas of the Nineteenth Cen-
tury (Madison, Wis., 1892), pp. 465-66.

Biographical History, 11, 315.

-

Yearns, Confederate Congress, p. 56.

Cf. e.g., Journal of the Congress of the Confederate States,
Vol. IV.



The Industrialists Under the Slave Regime 219

111 Paul Avery Meigs, The Life of Senator Robert Jemison,
Junmior (University, Ala,, 1928), pp. §3-54.

112 Proceedings of the Confederate Congress (“Southern
Historical Society Papers,” XLIV-L, ed. Douglas Southall
Freeman et al., 1923-1953), XLIV, 192.

113 Morebead: In Memoriam, p. 32; Journal of the Congress
of the Confederate States, 1, 565.

114 Ashe, Biographical History, IlI, 435-53; Coulter, Con-
federate States, p. 235; Hamilton (ed.), Correspondence of
Jonathan W orth, introduction.

115 Merrill E. Pratt, “Daniel Pratt, Alabama’s First Industrial-
ist,” THR, Il (Jan. 1961), 19-29; Ashe, Biograpbical His-
tory, 11, 328-33.

116 1bid., pp. 24-25.

117 Ashe, Biographical History, 111, 474; Ella Lonn, Salt as a
Factor in the Confederacy (New York, 1933), p. 98.

118 Ashe, Biographical History, 111, 462.
119 Ibid., 1, 365.
120 Fletcher M. Green, JSH, II (Feb. 1936), 38.

121 Quoted by the Augusta, Ga., Daily Chronicle and Sen-
tinel; for a reprint see THR, II (Jan. 1961), 4o.

122 David K. Young Books, Vol. I: Constitution and Minutes
of the Anderson County Agricultural and Mechanical
Society, 1856, of which Young was secretary; Oliver P.
Temple, Notable Men of Tennessee from 1833 to 1815
(New York, 1912).

123 Ashe, Biographical History, 1, 20~26.

124 Mitchell, Williamn Gregg, p. ix. Pratt, too, has been called,
“The first ‘industrialist’ of the South.” Merrill E. Pratt,
THR, II (Jan. 1961), p. 19. With greater restraint, D. A.
Tompkins writes of J. M. Morehead: “It was only by such
men—strong and broad—that manufacturing was kept
alive in the Old South, throughout the ascendancy of the



220 THE SUBSERVIENCE OF TOWN TO COUNTRY
regime of slavery with its attendant agricultural aris-
tocracy.” Cotton Mills, Commercial Features, p. 188.

125 Cf. J. Carlyle Sitterson, “Business Leaders in Post-Civil
War North Carolina, 1865-1900,” in Sitterson (ed.),
Studies in Southern History (Chapel Hill, N.C, 1957),

PpP- 11121,



Nine m Slave Labor or Free
in the Southern Factories:
A Political Analysis of an
Economic Debate

The excited and sometimes bitter debate between those who
wished to use slaves in Southern factories and those who wished
to use free white laborers quickly passed beyond discussion of
the economic advantages of one or the other. Experience could
be relied upon to settle the strictly economic question in par-
ticular industries and districts. Experience could not be relied
upon to settle the social and political questions. A miscalcula-
tion of labor costs might produce ruin for a few investors but
could make wiser entrepreneurs of their successors; a mis-
calculation of the effects of raising a class of urban factory
slaves or white proletarians could prove fatal to the Southern
social system. This debate over a seemingly economic question
cannot be understood unless studied in its political context,
the main feature of which was the intention of the rural slave-
holders to maintain their hegemony at all cost.

The case for Negro labor, which always meant slave labor

221
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since no one proposed using free Negroes, took several forms,
basically social or political. Negroes were sometimes held to be
as efficient as whites, all things being equal, but were rarely
held to be more efficient. The proponents of Negro labor
argued that all things were not equal and that, even if less
efficient on a day-to-day basis, Negroes were more so on a
season-to-season basis since they could not readily leave their
jobs.

The Natchez Ariel, referring to the hemp factories of
Kentucky, commented in 1827: “Why are slaves employed?
Simply because experiment has proved that they are more
docile, more constant, and cheaper than freemen, who are
often refractory and dissipated; who waste much time by
frequenting public places, attending musters, elections, etc.,
which the operative slave is not permitted to frequent.”! This
theme recurred throughout the antebellum period. In 1845,
the Pensacola Gazette noted the use of slaves by the Arcadia
Manufacturing Company and added: “It is determined to incur
this last expense at once, in order to avoid the possible incon-
venience of white operatives becoming disatisfied and leaving
their work” [sic].2 Samuel D. Morgan, the big Tennessee iron
producer, said simply in 1852 that slaves did not strike and
could not demand wage increases as their skill and productivity
improved.®

William Gregg set the case in a more elaborate theoretical
framework when he wrote that whereas labor and capital were
becoming antagonistic in industrial countries, slavery united
the interests of labor and capital in the person of the slave and
thereby avoided the class struggle. Besides, he added, manufac-
turers “are not under the necessity of educating [slaves] and
have, therefore, their uninterrupted services from the age of
eight years.”* Gregg admitted that the question of which kind
of labor was the cheaper remained unsettled, and he soon made
himself famous by his work at Graniteville, which relied on
whites.
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Slave labor had hidden virtues. Manufacturers found it dif-
ficult to induce planters to invest liquid capital in factories
but easier to induce them to lease slaves in exchange for shares
of stock. Under conditions of capital shortage and less than
optimum cotton prices slave labor took on a special attractive-
ness, whatever the manufacturers’ judgment of its relative
efficiency.

The other side of the same appeal offered slaveholders a
chance to improve their economic position by deflecting sur-
plus slaves into industry. As Governor Aaron V. Brown of
Tennessee wrote to the New Orleans Railroad Convention:

You will never adjourn, I hope, without making the
strongest appeals to our capitalists, and especially our
planters, to engage in [industry]. The latter can build the
houses necessary with their own hands. Two or three or
half a dozen can unite in one establishment. They can
select from their own stock of slaves, the most active and
intelligent ones for operatives, without the necessary ad-
vances in money to white laborers. . . . 1 earnestly desire
to see one-fourth of southern slave labor diverted from
the production to the manufacture of cotton. One-fourth
of such labor abstracted, would give a steadiness and
elevation of prices to the raw material, which would
better justify its cultivation.’

As Southern hopes for territorial expansion dimmed, manu-
facturing became, for some, a guarantee against a labor sur-
plus.® In its more extreme political form this argument emerged
as an appeal to “bring slave labor directly into competition
with Northern labor.”” E. Steadman, using an argument
similar to Brown’s, added, “And this is not all. These laborers
from producers are turned into consumers. They convert a
considerable portion of the cotton produced by those who
remain in the field, and thus still further enhance the value of
the crop.”®

Tobacco factories buttressed the plantation regime on the
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countryside in two ways: they provided a ready market for
the crops and hired those slaves who were not needed in the
fields.? The cotton textile industry, on the other hand, shifted
to white labor as the years went by, although numerous slaves
worked in factories in Alabama and elsewhere.l® The iron
industry in both the Lower and Upper South absorbed large
numbers of slaves, as did the railroads, despite complaints, such
as that of Confederate Senator Wright of Georgia, who de-
scribed Negro colliers as irresponsible and worthless.!? Slaves,
sometimes purchased, more often rented, were generally re-
cruited locally and provided a strong bond of interest between
the planters and manufacturers.

Dependence on slave labor had its drawbacks, for rising slave
prices might at any time dry up the sources of supply. In
Charleston, South Carolina, for example, the industrial progress
of the 1840s received a severe jolt from the return of high
cotton prices in the 1850s, which generated a derived demand
for slaves. Estimates placed the number of slaves sold out of
Charleston during the 1850s at ten thousand.!? “It was,” writes
Griffin, “the fervent hope of all the factory owners that im-
migration would bring sufficient white people back into the
{industrial region of Georgia] so they could dispense with
hiring slaves.”3

If manufacturers had mixed experiences and unsettled
thoughts on slave labor, planters found their own reasons for
uneasiness. On the one hand, they had an economic stake in
slave hiring and a deep suspicion of white labor; on the other
hand, they looked askance at the social consequences of indus-
trial urban slavery. On balance, Russel may be right when he
observes, “It is hard to escape the conclusion that many
Southerners were interested in manufactures only so long as
it appeared possible to conduct them with slave labor; when
experience finally demonstrated the superiority of white labor,
their interest declined.”!*

That demonstrated superiority of white labor grew out of
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superior incentives and training and was therefore not universal,
for slaves often obtained both. Unfortunately, the more incen-
tives and training they got, the more the rural slaveholders
looked on with dismay. How were planters to react upon learn-
ing, for example, that slaves in the tobacco-manufacturing
towns selected their own employer, received money with
which to obtain food and lodgings as they pleased, and ex-
pected bonuses for extra work?5> What were planters to think
when they learned that so long as the slaves at Tredegar did
their job they were, in the words of Kathleen Bruce, “pretty
much on the basis of free labor”?® The story was the same
in the hemp factories of Kentucky, the gold mines of Virginia,
the railroads of Tennessee, and generally.!” It could not be
other, for the secret of making the slave into a good industrial
worker lay precisely in giving him incentives well beyond
those available to field hands. That this tendency could not be
permitted to go far enough to undermine plantation discipline
was lost on no reasonably alert planter.

“Whenever a slave is made a mechanic,” James H. Hammond
told the South Carolina Institute in 1849, “he is more than
half freed, and soon becomes, as we too well know, and all
history attests, with rare exceptions, the most corrupt and
turbulent of his class.”?® The South Carolina legislative Com-
mittee on Negro Population considered several memorials
asking for laws to prohibit slaves from hiring their own time
and working in the mechanic arts. J. Harlston Read, Jr., the
committee’s chairman, agreed with the memorialists that the
practices were “evil” and denounced the practice of allowing
slaves “to conduct themselves as if they were not slaves.” The
practices were so deeply rooted in custom and interest, he ex-
plained, that nothing could or should be done.” In short, the
antipathy of the slaveholders as a class had to be weighed
against the established rights and interests of individual slave-
holders.

The behavior of the urban Negroes gave planters reason
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for concern. The attitude of New Orleans slaves toward whites
shocked the sensibilities of all who knew of it. According to
Tregle: “It was not unusual for slaves to gather on street
corners at night, for example, where they challenged whites
to attempt to pass, hurled taunts at white women, and kept
whole neighborhoods disturbed by shouts and curses. Nor was
it safe to accost them, as many went armed with knives and
pistols in flagrant defiance of all the precautions of the Black
Code.”?® The early experience of the Charleston District left
a permanent impression. At the end of the eighteenth century
“trustworthy slaves were practically in a state of industrial
freedom,” but the Denmark Vesey conspiracy of 1822
frightened the slaveholders into an intense reaction.?!

An elite stratum of urban slaves offered advantages to the
regime by giving the more talented and intellectually vigorous
Negroes privileges to protect by good behavior, but it offered
more serious disadvantages by tempting them into disorders,
giving them opportunities to become literate, providing them
with access to political news, and arousing their hopes for
freedom. When Nathaniel A. Ware, a prominent banker,
planter, and nationalistic economist, wrote an anonymous
article for Cassius Clay’s True American in which he drew
logical conclusions from the practices associated with urbaniz-
ing Negroes and advocated gradual emancipation for slaves
and political rights for free Negroes, the reaction was swift:
it was this article which led to the famous mob assault against
the crusading, antislavery newspaper.??

The use of whites did not guarantee a better work force
than did the use of Negroes, for the South lacked an adequate
pool of disciplined free workers. S. Mims, a close friend of
Daniel Pratt, wrote in his eulogistic “History of Prattville”:
“Hands had to be trained. These were brought up from the
piney woods, many of them with no sort of training to any
kind of labor; in fact, they had to learn everything, and in
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learning many mistakes and blunders were made fatal to
success.”?? At Graniteville, the South’s other industrial show-
case, the same story was told by Gregg’s associate, James H.
Taylor. Southern white labor was not disciplined to sustained
labor, he admitted, but only time was needed to bring it up
to Northern standards.>* A prominent Negro politician of
reconstruction days told of having had to keep accounts and
write letters, while still a slave, for white workers in the
Alabama salt works during the war.?®

In many industries the problem remained unsolved. Southern
timber, for example, had to be sent to Northern yards instead
of supplying a Southern shipbuilding industry, primarily be-
cause labor costs, with a shortage of skills, were prohibitive.2
Since laborers ranked far down in the social scale, progress
had to be slow. Factory workers did not command as much
respect as the poorest farmers or even the landless agricultural
workers.2” As James Martin, the Florence, Alabama, indus-
trialist, wrote in 1858: “We have not yet a sufficient amount
of trained labor to enable companies to do well. . . . The
strange notion that our young men have, in believing the train-
ing of the mind and hand to any kind of handicraft causes them
to lose caste in society” [sic].?® In spite of the difficulties,
sufficient progress did occur to enable Richard W. Griffin to
write that the cotton textile industry came out of the war
battered but with its most valuable resource intact—“the
skilled labor and experienced supervisors.”2®

In view of the backwardness of the employable whites the
main disadvantage of slave labor lay in the sacrifice of flexi-
bility and the tying up of capital occasioned by purchase or
renting. This disadvantage would have lost its significance if the
whites had proved militant in the defense of their interests, but
many Southern spokesmen expressed confidence in their steadi-
ness and docility. As the debate proceeded, the main argument
of the advocates of white labor became the social one: society’s
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responsibility to do something for the poor. William Gregg,
abandoning his earlier concern for slave labor, led the appeal
on behalf of the poor whites. Industry would absorb the thou-
sands of landless poor, he argued, and would simultaneously
uplift society’s downtrodden, widen the home market, and
help raise the economic and cultural level of society as a
whole.3¢

Most participants in the debate went further than Gregg in
the social argument and warned that the absorption of the poor
whites by industry was essential to the maintenance of the
slaveholders’ regime. Increasingly, the appeal for industrial
expansion based on white labor took this form. Whites should
be employed in factories, J. H. Lumpkin of Georgia wrote in
1852, so that they can receive moral instruction under proper

supervision,3!
Hammond, as usual, spoke out bluntly in his address to the
South Carolina Institute in 1849:

But it has been suggested that white factory operatives
in the South would constitute a body hostile to our domes-
tic institutions. If any such sentiments could take root
among the poorer classes of our native citizens, more
danger may be apprehended from them, in the present
state of things, with the facilities they now possess and
the difhiculties they now have to encounter, than if they
were brought together in factories, with constant employ-
ment and adequate remuneration, It is well known that
the abolitionists of America and Europe are now making
the most strenuous efforts to enlist them in their crusade,
by encouraging the use of what is called “free labor
cotton,” and by inflammatory appeals to their pride and
their supposed interests. But all apprehensions from this
source are entirely imaginary. The poorest and humblest
freeman of the South feels as sensibly, perhaps more
sensibly than the wealthiest planter, the barrier which
nature, as well as law, has erected between the white and
black races . . . Besides this, the factory operative could
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not fail to see here, what one would suppose he must see,
however distant from us, that the whole fabric of his
fortunes was based on our slave system . . .32

Hammond’s argument was echoed by others, but no one, not
even Hammond himself, presented it so clearly as Gregg’s
associate, James H. Taylor. Taylor’s words about “a great
upbearing of our masses” have often been quoted, but too
often out of context:

. . . Because an effort has been made to collect the poor
and unemploved white population into our new factories,
fears have arisen, that some evil would grow out of the
introduction of such establishments among us. . . . I take
the ground, that our institutions are safe if we are true to
ourselves; and, that trutbfuliess must not only be manifest
in our statesmen and politicians, but must be an abiding
principle in the masses of our people. The poor man has a
vote, as well as the rich man; and in our State, the number
of the first will Jargely overbalance the last. So long as
these poor, but industrious people, could see no mode of
living, except by a degrading operation of work with the
negro upon the plantation, they were content to endure
life in its most discouraging forms, satisfied that they were
above the slave, though faring, often worse than he. But
the progress of the world is “onward,” and though in some
sections it is still slow, still it is “onward,” and the great
mass of our poor white population begin to understand
that thefy have rights, and that they too, are entitled to
some of the sympathy which falls upon the suffering.
They are fast learning, that there is an almost infinite
world of industry opening before them, by which they
can elevate themselves and their families from wretched-
ness and ignorance to competence and intelligence. It is
this great upbearing of our masses that we are to fear,
50 far as our institutions are concerned.

Let our slaves be continued where they have been, and
where they are of immense value; let them raise from the
earth the cotton, rice, corn, etc., which they are so well
fitted to do, and then furnish the white population with
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employment in the manufactory and mechanical arts: and
every man, from the deepest principle of self-interest,
becomes a firm and uncompromising supporter of our
institutions. But crowd from these employments the fast
increasing white population of the South, and fill our fac-
tories and workshops with our slaves, and we shall have
in our midst those whose very existence is in hostile array
to our institutions.3?

The full implications of this line of reasoning appeared, as
might be expected, from the logical mind and facile pen of
George Fitzhugh:

As ours is a government of the people, no where is educa-
tion so necessary. The poor, too, ask no charity, when
they demand universal education. They constitute our
militia and our police. They protect men in possession of
property, as in other countries; and do much more, they
secure men in possession of a kind of property which they
could not hold a day but for the supervision and protection
of the poor. This very property has rendered the South
merely agricultural, made population too sparse for neigh-
borhood schools, prevented a variety of pursuits, and thus
cut the poor off as well from the means of living, as from
the means of education.3*

Educate all Southern whites, employ them not as lac-
queys, ploughmen, and menials, but as independent free-
men should be employed, and let negroes be strictly tied
down to such callings as are unbecoming white men, and
peace would be established between blacks and whites.®

Finally, Fitzhugh made the point in language even dolts would
understand: “The path of safety is the path of duty! Educate
the people, no matter what it may cost.”36

The arguments of the Hammonds, Taylors, and Fitzhughs
made headway, but slowly and in the face of stubborn opposi-
tion and even more stubborn apathy. Much of the resistance



Slave Labor or Free in the Southern Factories 231

to chartering Graniteville had arisen from displeasure with
Gregg’s plan to use white labor.3” When Gregg defended his
policy before the South Carolina Institute a few years later,
he was sharply attacked by the Charleston Mercury and even
denounced by an irresponsible gossip for allegedly advocating
a doctrine identical with that of “Free Soil and Free Labor.””38
In a more rational vein, C. G. Memminger wrote to Hammond
arguing that Negroes, not whites, ought to be employed in
factories because a white proletariat would represent the
greatest possible threat to the regime. These “Lowellers,” he
punned in a grim and worried letter, would soon all become
abolitionists,3®

Memminger’s fears did not impress men like De Bow, who
pointed out that Southern factory workers did not have contact
with immigrants and foreign “isms.”*® The presence of four
million slaves, according to one commentator, deterred im-
migration, for if foreigners did come, “it would probably be
to starve.”*! Edmund Ruffin expressed the general feeling of
the planters when he wrote: “One of the great benefits of the
institution of African slavery to the Southern states is its effect
in keeping away from our territory, and directing to the north
and northwest, the hordes of immigrants now flowing from
Europe.”*? Griffin attributes the docility and passivity of
white workers in the textile mills to the newness of employ-
ment and to “the lack of European emigrants, who brought a
more highly developed class consciousness with them to the
North.”#?

Reliance on the isolation of native workers from foreign
placed the advocates of increased manufacturing in a con-
tradiction, for one of the effects of industrial expansion and
the rising demand for skilled labor was certain to be greater im-
migration. C. T. James, to whom many Southern pro-industrial
spokesmen looked for support and guidance, laid great stress
on the certainty that the South would attract skilled labor just
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as soon as it could pay for it.%* J. L. Orr, an advocate of indus-
trial expansion, chose consistency over safety and advocated
liberal naturalization procedures in the Confederacy, praising
foreign mechanics as “everywhere useful citizens.”5

Not many Orrs were to be found in the slave states. The
foreign-born population of the Southern cities continued to
cause apprehension among the rural slaveholders. With only
20 per cent of Charleston’s population foreign-born in 1848,
foreigners led natives by almost two to one in the race for
poorhouse admission.*® Elsewhere, except in New Orleans,
conditions were about the same: unskilled Irish workers strug-
gling to stay alive, Jewish peddlers and small merchants doing
a necessary job but arousing considerable resentment by their
mode of life, German artisans falling under the suspicion of
antislavery feelings, and so forth.*” Enthusiasm for manufactur-
ing waned as it became clear that whites, not blacks, would
be employed and that many foreigners would be joining the
natives. The triumph of the Know-Nothings, in the streets and
at the polls in the Southern cities, dealt a heavy blow to the
industrial impulse, although ironically most Know-Nothings
had been Whigs who were favorable to manufacturing. Even
more ironically, the Know-Nothing upsurge tied the foreign-
born workers more firmly to the Democratic party, which was
rapidly becoming the party of the proslavery extremists.*®

However docile the urban working class may have been
relative to its Northern counterpart, it was becoming suf-
ficiently rebellious to give pause to those who saw it as a
political bulwark of the slave regime. Arthur C. Cole suggests
that the class consciousness of the urban workers rose distinctly
above that of the rural poor.*® Labor organizations, although
few, appeared with sufficient force and regularity to cause
alarm. In the Upper South, unions grew more easily than
further south. During the 1850s Baltimore, St. Louis, and
Louisville gave rise to militant unions, which conducted strikes
for higher wages and a ten-hour day.*® Significant labor groups
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appeared sporadically in Virginia, South Carolina, and Louisi-
ana during the 1830s.°! At least two strong unions functioned
in New Orleans during the 1850s: the Screwman’s Association,
which raised wages by 20 per cent by a successful strike in
1854; and the New Orleans Typographical Society, which
successfully struck to defeat a wage-cutting campaign by the
Associated Press during the same year.’? Throughout the
1850s strikes and working-class demonstrations broke out, and
the resort to slaves could not always be relied upon by em-
ployers to break a strike.??

Labor militancy disturbed the slaveholders on two counts:
it indicated an unruliness among the lower class that offended
their conservative sensibilities and made them apprehensive
about the security of property in general; and it raised the
specter of antislavery agitation. The direct and indirect work-
ings of the slave system threatened the very freedom of the
white workers. Richard B. Morris writes: “Confronted, on
the one side, with competition from Negro labor and, on the
other, with some influx of foreign immigrant and Northern
labor, the position of white labor in South Carolina steadily
deteriorated in the ante-bellum period. As labor controls in
general tightened, many white workers suffered in fact a loss
of their freedom of occupational choice, and their mobility,
and suffered at law a denial of their right to take concerted
action . . .”®* The use of slaves, and even free Negroes, as
mechanics, not to mention strikebreakers, led to serious and
mounting agitation among urban white workers. It was only
a short step from specific complaints about such practices to
more general demands for social and political reform.*® Anti-
Negro feeling among the workers inhibited the growth of anti-
slavery feeling, but the two were not incompatible and the
latter did make strides. When the editor of the Charleston
Mercury publicly approved George Fitzhugh’s doctrine that
slavery was the natural condition of all labor, the white me-
chanics burned him in effigy in a wrathful demonstration.”® As
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organized Southern labor made steady, if slow and painful,
progress during the 1850s, its leaders exhibited increasing
hostility to the slave regime.’” The use of Negro slaves to break
strikes and of the state apparatus to imprison strike leaders
pulled the white workers, however reluctantly, into funda-
mental opposition.

The pleas of the Hammonds, Taylors, and Greggs for the
employment of white labor in factories must be evaluated in
the light of these events. The growth of working-class con-
sciousness, manifesting itself in conflicts with this or that
feature of the slave regime, bore out the fears of those
slaveholders who refused to yield to such pleas.®® The sophis-
ticated arguments of Hammond and Taylor, were, after all,
mostly humbug. They rested on the assumption that the non-
slaveholders would represent a greater danger to slavery under
conditions of rural poverty than they would under conditions
of urban industrial employment. Logic and experience sug-
gested the reverse.

Taylor’s famous remarks about a “great upbearing of our
masses” are a case in point. A careful reading of his words
reveals that he feared, or pretended to fear, that dissatisfaction
would follow the inevitable rise in the expectations of the
rural poor. He never did prove that expectations were in fact
rising or about to rise. Whatever rise was occurring or was
expected to occur might be traced to the impact of industrial
expansion. Why then should slaveholders not conclude that
industrialization, on any kind of a labor basis, would awaken
their slumbering masses and cause trouble? Rural poverty and
isolation, with its attendant cultural backwardness and ab-
sence of a direct and exploiting employer, generally produced
acquiescence in the status quo. Urbanized workers, victimized
by racism, might accept slavery in the abstract but were much
more likely to collide with its political and social apparatus,
and every such collision carried with it the danger of arousing
a more profound consciousness of class interest.
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Hammond and Taylor were really too clever. Industrializa-
tion would bind the workers to the regime by giving them
jobs and flattering their feelings of racial superiority and would
bind the industrialists to the regime by forcing them to rely
on the slaveholders’ black strikebreakers and political power
to handle working-class unrest. Unfortunately, both workers
and industrialists would benefit from public education, internal
improvements to open new markets, increased urban political
power, and a variety of other measures that the slaveholders
could not easily accept. Unfortunately too, the workers could
not be counted on to confine their class hostility to the manu-
facturers while the latter’s dependence on the planters’ power
was so blatant,

Rural slaveholders had to view industrialization with either
slave labor or free with misgivings. They needed more local
manufacturing to supply the needs of the plantations and to
guarantee the economic and military power of their states, but
could not afford to permit too much. The exigencies of nine-
teenth-century life confronted the slaveholders with insoluble
problems, with which they grappled as best they could. In the
end, they could take no step along the industrial road without
exposing themselves to perils so grave as to endanger their
existence as a class.
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PART FOUR Ii THE GENERAL
CRISIS OF THE SLAVE SOUTH

Matter does not have but is force or energy.
Only because it acts and acts on others is it actual.
The expression of force is force itself, not an
effect external to it. The externality of space-
time relations in which this action and reaction or
resistance takes place defines forces as natural.

m G. W. F. HEGEL, Encyclopedia of Philosophy






Ten m The Origins of
Slavery Expansionism

Once upon 2 time in the happy and innocent days of the nine-
teenth century, men believed that Negro slavery had raised
an expansionist slaveocracy to power in the American South.
Today we know better. The revisionists have denied that
slavery was expansionist and have virtually driven their op-
ponents from the field. Their arguments, as distinct from their
faith in the possibilities of resolving antagonisms peacefully,
rest on two formidable essays. In 1926, Avery O. Craven pub-
lished his Soil Exbaustion as a Factor in the Agricultural His-
tory of Maryland and Virginia, which sought to prove that
the slave economy could reform itself, and three years later
Charles William Ramsdell published his famous article on “The
Natural Limits of Slavery Expansion,”® which constituted a
frontal attack on the “irrepressible conflict” school.

I propose to restate the traditional view, but in such a way
as to avoid the simplistic and mechanistic notions of Cairnes
and his followers and to account for the data that has emerged
from the conscientious and often splendid researches of the
revisionist historians. Specifically, I propose to show that
economics, politics, social life, ideology, and psychology con-
verged to thrust the system outward and that beneath each fac-
tor lay the exigencies of the slaveholding class. Each dictated
expansion if the men who made up the ruling class of the South
were to continue to rule.
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£3 Roots and Taproot

Antebellum Southern economic history reinforces rather than
overturns the nineteenth-century notion of an expansionist
slaveocracy. That notion undoubtedly suffered from grave
defects and considerable crudeness, for it insisted on the lack
of versatility of slave labor and the steady deterioration of the
soil without appreciating the partially effective attempts to
reform the slave economy. Yet the revisionist work of the
Craven school, which has contributed so much toward an
understanding of the economic complexities, has not added up
to a successful refutation.

We may recapitulate briefly the main points of the preced-
ing studies, which lead to the economic root of slavery ex-
pansionism. At the beginning we encounter the low produc-
tivity of slave labor, defined not according to some absolute
or purely economic standard, but according to the political
exigencies of the slaveholders. The slaves worked well enough
in the cotton and sugar fields, when organized in gangs, but
the old criticism of labor given grudgingly retains its force.

Slave labor lacked that degree and kind of versatility which
would have permitted general agricultural diversification.
Slaves could and did work in a variety of pursuits, including
industrial, but under circumstances not easily created within
the economy as a whole. Division of labor on the plantations
and in society proceeded slowly and under great handicaps.
The level of technology, especially on the plantations, was
kept low by the qualitv and size of the labor force. Mules and
oxen, for example, replaced faster horses principally because
they could more easily withstand rough and perhaps vengeful
handling. Negro laborers had been disciplined to sustained
agricultural labor before being brought to the Americas. Their
low productivity arose from the human and technological con-
ditions under which they worked, and these arose from the
slave system.
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An analysis of Southern livestock and the attempts to im-
prove it reveals the complex and debilitating interrelationships
within the slave economy. The South had more than enough
animals to feed its population but had to import meat. A
shortage of liquid capital made acquisition of better breeds
difficult, and the poor treatment of the animals by the slaves
made maintenance of any reasonable standards close to im-
possible. As a further complication, the lack of urban markets
inhibited attention to livestock by depriving planters of outlets
for potential surpluses. The South boasted an enormous
number of animals but suffered from their wretched quality.

Slavery provided a sufficient although not a necessary cause
of soil exhaustion. It dictated one-crop production beyond the
limits of commercial advantage and in opposition to the politi-
cal safety of the slaveholders. Planters could not easily rotate
crops under the existing credit structure, with a difficult labor
force, and without those markets which could only accompany
industrial and urban advance. The sheer size of the plantations
discouraged fertilization. Barnyard manure was scarce, com-
mercial fertilizers too expensive, and the care necessary for
advantageous application unavailable. The shortage of good
implements complicated the operation, for manures are easily
wasted when not applied properly.

Craven insists that the existence of a moving frontier, north
and south, brought about the same result, but as we have seen,
the special force of slavery cannot so easily be brushed aside.
The North confronted the devastating effects of soil exhaustion
and built a diversified economy in the older areas as the frontier
pushed westward. The South, faced with the debilitating
effects of slavery long after the frontier had passed, had to
struggle against hopeless odds.

These direct effects of slavery received enormous reinforce-
ment from such indirect effects as the shortage of capital and
entrepreneurship and the weakness of the market. Capital
investments in slaves and a notable tendency toward aristocratic
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consumption had their economic advantages but inhibited the
rise of new industries. The Southern market consisted primarily
of the plantations and could not support more than a limited
industrial advance. The restricted purchasing power of the
rural whites, of the urban lower classes, and indirectly of the
slaves hemmed in Southern manufacturers and put them at a
severe competitive disadvantage relative to Northerners, who
had had a head start and who had much wider markets in the
free states to sustain production on an increasing scale. The
barriers to industrialization also blocked urbanization and
thereby undermined the market for foodstuffs.

Southern industrialization proceeded within the narrow
limits set by the social milieu as well as by the market. The
slaveholders controlled the state legislatures and the police
power; they granted charters, set taxes, and ultimately con-
trolled the lives of regional industries. So long as industry
remained within safe limits the slaveholders offered no firm
resistance, or at least no united front. Those limits included
guarantees against the rise of a hostile and independent bour-
geoisie and excessive concentrations of white workers of doubt-
ful loyalty. Since the big slaveholders provided much of the
capital for industry and since the plantations provided much
of the regional market, the risks remained small, for even the
nonslaveholding industrialists necessarily bound themselves to
the rural regime and tried to do good business within the estab-
lished limits. Industry made some progress; industrialization,
understood as a self-propelling process, did not.

The South made one form of agricultural adjustment while
slavery remained. The great agricultural revival in the Upper
South overcame the most serious effects of slavery by reduc-
ing the size of slaveholdings, converting surplus slaves into
cash, and investing the funds in the supervision, fertilization,
and reconversion of smaller estates. This process threatened
the economic and ideological solidity of the slaveholders’ re-
gime and had other drawbacks, but most important, it broke
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on an immanent contradiction. The sale of surplus slaves
depended on-markets further south, which necessarily de-
pended on virgin lands on which to apply the old, wasteful
methods of farming. Reform in one region implied exhaustive
agriculture in another. Thus, the process of agricultural reform
had narrow limits in a closed slave system and had to be
reversed when it pressed against them. No solution emerged
from within the system, but one beckoned from without. The
steady acquisition of new land could alone guarantee the main-
tenance of that interregional slave trade which held the system
together.

This economic root of slavery expansionism was only one
of several roots, but itself grew strong enough to produce an
ugly organism. If we begin with the economic process it is
because the external threat to the slaveholders mounted so
clearly, objectively and in their consciousness, with each new
census report on the material conditions of the contending
forces. The slaveholders might, of course, have resigned them-
selves to Lincoln’s victory, accepted the essentials of the Wil-
mot Proviso, faced the impending crisis of their system, and
prepared to convert to some form of free labor. Anything is
possible where men retain the power to reason. Such a choice
would have spelled their death as a ruling class and would have
constituted moral and political suicide. Many contemporaries
and many historians ever since have thought that they should
have agreed to do themselves in. With this view I do not wish
to argue. Neither did they.

The economic process propelling the slave South along
expansionist paths had its political and social parallels, the most
obvious being the need to re-establish parity in the Senate or
at least to guarantee enough voting strength in Washington
to protect Southern interests. In an immediate political sense
the demand for more slave-state Congressmen was among the
important roots of expansionism, but in a deeper sense it was
merely a symptom of something more fundamental. Had the
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South not had a distinct social system to preserve and a distinct
and powerful ruling class at its helm, a decline of its political
and economic power would have caused no greater alarm than
it did in New England.

A second political root was the need to protect slavery
where it was profitable by establishing buffer areas where it
might not be. Just as the British had to spend money to secure
ascendancy in Tibet so that they could make money in India,
the South had to establish political control over areas with
dubious potentialities as slave states in order to protect exist-
ing slave states. The success of the Texas cause removed
the fear of Mexican tampering with slaves in Louisiana, much
as annexation removed potential British-inspired tampering.
“Texas must be a slave country,” wrote Stephen F. Austin to
his sister. “The interest of Louisiana requires that it should be;
a population of fanatical abolitionists in Texas would have a
very pernicious and dangerous influence on the overgrown
population of the state.” In 1835, when a large Mexican force
was reported near the Brazos River, the slaves apparently did
attempt to rise. One hundred Negroes were severely punished,
some executed.? ’

John A. Quitman, former governor of Mississippi, tried to
organize a filibustering expedition to Cuba during 1853-18535,
particularly because he feared that abolition there would pre-
sent dangers to the South.* Samuel R. Walker and Albert W.
Ely, among others, warned that Britain and France would
force a weak Spain to sacrifice Cuban slavery and thereby
isolate the South as a slaveholding country.® Many far-sighted
Southerners understood the danger of permitting the isolation
of Southern slavery. They desired Cuba in order to secure
political control of the Caribbean, as well as for economic
reasons.

Beyond Cuba and the Caribbean lay Brazil, the other great
slaveholding country. “These two great valleys of the Amazon
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and the Mississippi,” declared the Richmond Enquirer in
1854, “are now possessed by two governments of the earth
most decply interested in African slavery—Brazil and the
United States . . . The whole intermediate countries between
these two great valleys . . . is a region under the plastic hand
of a beneficent Providence . . . How is it to be developed?”
[sic] With black labor and white skill. Cuba and Santo Do-
mingo, it continued, were potentially the bases for the control
of the whole Caribbean. Such a political complex would cause
the whole world to “fall back upon African labor.”

The warning of the Louisville Daily Courier in 1860 that
Kentucky could afford to remain in the Union but that the
Lower South could not touched the central issue. Suppose, it
asked, Kentucky sold its slaves south. “And then what? Anti-
slavery will not be content to rest. . . . The war will be trans-
ferred to the Cotton States.””?

The need to push forward in order to ward off concentra-
tions of hostile power arose from the anachronistic nature of
the slave regime. By 1850, if not much earlier, world opinion
could no longer tolerate chattel slavery, and British opposition
in particular was both formidable and implacable. The trans-
formation of the Caribbean into a slaveholders’ lake and an
alliance or understanding with Brazil held out the only hope of
preventing a dangerous and tightening containment.

Slaveholders also sought additional territory to reduce the
danger of internal convulsion. Lieutenant Matthew F. Maury,
who helped bring about the American exploration of the
Amazon Valley in the 1850s, discussed the eventual absorption
of much of Latin America by the United States:

I cannot be blind to what I see going on here. It is be-
coming a matter of faith—I use a strong word—yes a matter
of faith among leading Southern men, that the time is com-
ing, nay that it is rapidly approaching when in order to
prevent this war of the races and all its horrors, they will in
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self-defense be compelled to conquer parts of Mexico and
Central America, and make slave territory of that—and
that is now free.®

Representative Thomas L. Clingman of North Carolina told
the House that Northerners were “too intelligent to believe
that humanity, either to the slave or the master, requires that
they should be pent up within a territory which after a time
will be insufficient for their subsistence, and where they must
perish from want, or from collision that would occur between
the races.”® Southerners always kept the West Indian experi-
ence in front of them when they discussed the racial propor-
tions of the population.

Probably, steady infusions of new land were also needed to
placate the nonslaveholders, but we know little about slave-
holder-nonslaveholder relationships as yet and little can be
said with certainty.

The psychological dimension of slavery expansionism has
been the subject of various essays and has, for example,
emerged from interpretations of Southern frustration and re-
sultant aggression. We need not pursue esoteric lines of in-
quiry, especially with formulas so broad as to be able to
encompass almost every society in any age, to appreciate that
a psychological dimension did exist. As Southerners came
to regard slavery as a positive good and as they came to value
the civilization it made possible as the world’s finest, they could
hardly accept limits on its expansion. To agree to contain-
ment meant to agree that slavery constituted an evil, however
necessary for the benefit of the savage Africans. That sense
of mission so characteristic of the United States as a whole
had its Southern manifestation in the mission of slavery. If
slavery was making possible the finest society the world had
ever known, the objections to its expansion were intolerable.
The free-soil argument struck at the foundations of the slave-
holder’s pride and belief in himself.
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It is difficult but unnecessary to assess the relative strength
of the roots of slavery expansionism. Each supported and fed
the taproot—the exigencies of slaveholder hegemony in a
South that fought against comparative disadvantages in the
world market and that found itself increasingly isolated morally
and politically. From another point of view, each was a mani-
festation of those exigencies. Although some appear to be
objective, or matters of social process, whereas others appear
to be subjective, or matters of psychological reaction to pos-
sibly imaginary dangers, the difference becomes unimportant
when each is related to the fundamental position of the slave-
holders in Southern society. The existence of a threatening
economic process, such as has been described, would have
been enough to generate fear and suspicion, even without the
undeniable hostility arising in the North on political and moral
grounds.

£3 The “Natural Limits” Thesis

With these observations on the origins of slavery expansionism
aside, we may consider the revisionists’ objections. Since
Ramsdell’s article, “The Natural Limits of Slavery Expansion,”
most cogently presents the opposing view, let us summarize it
as much as possible in his own words:

[1] Slavery in the territories was the most persistent issue
of the 1840s and 1850s. “It seems safe to say that had the
question been eliminated or settled amicably there would
have been no secession and no Civil War.”

[2] Free-soilers demanded that slave labor and the plantation
system should be excluded from the Western plains to
guarantee the predominance there of the free farmer and
to prevent any extension of the political power of the
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slaveholders. Southerners sought to uphold their constitu-
tional rights in the territories and to maintain sufficient
political strength to repulse “hostile and ruinous legisla-
tion.”

Slavery expanded “in response to economic stimuli.” No
conspiracy or political program brought about expan-
sion; in fact, Southerners were too individualistic ever to
have agreed on such a program.

By 1849-1850, “The westward march of the cotton
plantations was evidently slowing down.” Only in Texas
was the Cotton Belt advancing; elsewhere it stopped at
given geographic lines.

Even in Texas there were geographical limits. “There-
fore, in the early fifties, the cotton plantations tended to
cluster in the river counties in the eastern and southern
parts of the state.” Elsewhere, small farmers and herds-
men were establishing a free-labor economy, for slavery
was unprofitable and could not take root.

Railroads, if capital could have been raised, would have
guided cotton westward up to the black-land prairies of
central Texas or the semi-arid plains of western Texas.
Beyond that cotton could not go. Woodlands were lack-
ing, and fencing was impossible until the invention of
barbed wire in the late 1870s. Here, then, was a tem-
porary barrier.

Beyond it lay a permanent barrier. “The history of the
agricultural development of the Texas plains region
since 1880 affords abundant evidence that it would never
become suitable for plantation siave labor.” Twenty years
of experimentation with windmills, dry farming, and
drought-resistant food crops were required before cotton
farmers could conquer the plains. The experimental
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period involved much capital and great risks of a type
hard to associate with the plantation system. Labor-saving
machinery, not gang labor, was needed.

Even in the 18505, Mexican labor was cheaper than
Negro slave labor, and the Germans of southwestern
Texas had an antipathy to slavery.

Slavery had less chance beyond Texas. “Possibly, south-
ern California could have sustained slavery, but California
had already decided that question for itself. . . . As to
New Mexico, the census of 1860, ten years after the ter-
ritory had been thrown open to slavery, showed not a
single slave . . .”

In Kansas-Nebraska, slavery at best would have come to
dominate the hemp regions of eastern Kansas, “but the
infiltration of slaves would have been a slow process.”

“To say that the individual slaveowner would disregard
his own economic interest and carry valuable property
where it would entail loss merely for the sake of a doubt-
ful political advantage seems a palpable absurdity.”
Southerners knew that slavery would not take root in
the Southwest but considered establishment of the prin-
ciple necessary to a defense against abolitionist attacks
on the institution itself.

“The one side fought rancorously for what it was bound
to get without fighting; the other, with equal rancor,
contended for what in the nature of things it could never

”

use.

On expansion into Latin America: there were mixed
motives for desiring more annexations, most of them
having nothing to do with slavery. In particular, Scroggs

- has shown that “had {William] Walker succeeded, those
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pro-slavery expansionists who had applauded him would
most certainly have been sorely disappointed in him.”
Walker sought a private empire, not annexation by the
United States.

[14] The proposal to reopen the slave trade, which was often
linked to expansion, failed to arouse necessary support
even in the South.

[15] Ramsdell concludes by suggesting that without such ex-
pansion slavery slowly would have declined in profit-
ability and would have given way to an alternative sys-
tem. The great obstacle to peaceful reform would have
been the problem of the place of the free Negro in
Southern society.

With due respect for Ramsdell’s scholarship and with full
appreciation for the workmanlike manner in which he pre-
sented the essentials of the revisionist argument, I submit that
the thesis is self-contradictory, that it confuses slavery expan-
sionism with the prospects for cotton expansion, and that it
rests on the untenable assumption that slaveholders were merely
ordinary capitalists who happened to have money in slaves but
who might have come to see the advantage of investing dif-
ferently—the assumption, that is, that no deep identification
was made by the slaveholders of slavery with civilization, that
slave ownership imbued the master class with no special set of
values and interests incapable of being compromised.

£3 The Contradictory Nature of the
“Natural Limits” Tbhesis

The “natural limits” thesis is self-contradictory—and, in one
important sense, irrelevant—for it simultaneously asserts that
slavery was nonexpansionist and that it would have perished
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without room to expand. The only way to avoid judging the
thesis to be self-contradictory is to read it so as to state that
slavery needed room to expand but that, first, it needed room
only in the long run and, second, that it had no room. This
reading removes the contradiction but destroys the thesis.

If the slave states would eventually need room to expand,
they had to set aside new territory when they could gert it or
face a disaster in a few years or decades. Hence, wisdom
dictated a fight for the right to take slaves into the territories,
for ultimately that right would be transformed from an ab-
straction into a matter of life and death. W. Burwell of Virginia
wrote in 1856 that the South needed no more territory at the
moment and faced no immediate danger of a redundant slave
population. “Yet statesmen,” he concluded, “like provident
farmers, look to the prospective demands of those who rely
upon their forethought for protection and employment.
Though, therefore, there may be no need of Southern territory
for many years, yet it is important to provide for its acquisi-
tion when needed . . .10

To establish that slavery had no room to expand is not to
refute the theory of slavery expansionism. If it could be firmly
established that slavery needed room to expand but had none,
then we should have described a society entering a period of
internal convulsion. The decision of most slaveholders to stake
everything on a desperate gamble for a political independence
that would have freed them to push their system southward
emerges as a rational, if dangerous, course of action.

£3 The Territorial Question

One of the most puzzling features of Ramsdell’s essay is the
virtual equation of cotton and slavery. Only occasionally and
never carefully does he glance at the prospects for using slave
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labor outside the cotton fields. To identify any social system
with a single commodity is indefensible, and in any case,
Southern slavery had much greater flexibility. Ramsdell’s essay
is puzzling with respect to these general considerations but
even more so with respect to his specific contention that con-
temporary Southerners viewed the territorial question as a cot-
ton question. They did not.

When the more intelligent and informed Southerners de-
manded the West for slavery they often, perhaps most often,
spoke of minerals, not cotton or even hemp. Slavery, from an-
cient times to modern, had proved itself splendidly adaptable
to mining. Mining constituted one of the more important
industries of the Negroes of preconquest Africa, and slave
labor had a long history there. The Berbers, for example, used
Negro slaves in West Africa, where the salt mines provided
one of the great impetuses to the development of commercial,
as opposed to traditional and patriarchal, forms of slavery.!
Closer in time and place to the South, Brazil afforded an im-
pressive example of the successful use of slave labor in mining.
In the middle of the eighteenth century diamond mining
supplemented gold mining in Minas Gerais and accounted for
a massive transfer of masters and slaves from the northeastern
sugar region.'? Southern leaders knew a good deal about this
experience. “The mines of Brazil,” reported De Bow’s Review
in 1848, “are most prolific of iron, gold, and diamonds. . . .
The operation is performed by negroes . . . 30,000 negroes
have been so employed.”?® The eastern slave states had had
experience with gold mining, and although the results were
mixed, the potentialities of slave labor had been demonstrated.!*
Planters in the Southwestern states expressed interest in gold
mines in Arkansas and hopefully looked further west.!s “If
mines of such temporary value should, as they may, be found
in the territories, and slaves could be excluded from these,”
wrote A. F. Hopkins of Mobile in 1860, “it would present
a case of monstrous injustice,”1®
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During the Congressional debates of 1850, Representative
Jacob Thompson of Mississippi, later to become Secretary of
the Interior under Buchanan, expressed great concern over
the fate of the public domain of California if she were to be
hastily admitted to the Union and expressed special concern
over the fate of the gold mines.?” Ten years later, after a
decade of similar warnings, pleas, hopes, and threats, S. D.
Moore of Alabama wrote that the South was “excluded from
California, not pretendedly even by ‘isothermal lines,” or want
of employment for slave labor, for in regard to climate and
mining purposes the country was admirably adapted to the in-
stitution of African slavery.”?® Had it not been for the anti-
slavery agitation, Representative Clingman told the House in
1850, Southerners would have used slaves in the mines of
California and transformed it into a slave state.?® Albert Gal-
latin Brown, one of the most fiery and belligerent of the pro-
slavery extremists, wrote his constituents that slave labor was
admirably suited to mining and that California could and
should be made into a slave state.2® Even as a free state Cali-
fornia demonstrated the usefulness of slave labor. In 1852 the
state legislature passed a mischievous fugitive slave law that
could be and was interpreted to allow slaveholders to bring
slaves into the state to work in the mines and then send them
home.2!

Similarly, a Texan wrote in 1852 that a Mississippi and Pacific
railroad would secure the New Mexico territory for the South
by opening the mining districts to slave labor.?? During the
War for Southern Independence, Jefferson Davis received a
communication from his Southwestern field commander that
a successful drive to California would add “the most valuable
agriculture and grazing lands, and the richest mineral region
in the world.”23

Southerners had long cast eyes toward Mexico and looked
forward to additional annexations. “I want Cuba,” roared
Albert Gallatin Brown. “I want Tamaulipas, Potosi, and one
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or two other Mexican states; and I want them all for the same
reason—for the planting or spreading of slavery.”?* Through-
out the 1850s, De Bow’s Review printed articles about Mexico
and particularly about Mexican mines. In 1846, Joel R. Poinsett
reviewed Waddy Thompson’s Reflexions on Mexico and
noted the extensive mineral wealth in an article that struck
no bellicose note.?® During the same year Gustavus Schmidt,
in a humane, nonracist, nonchauvinist account, wrote of
Mexico’s “inexhaustible deposits of gold and silver.”?¢ In 1850,
Brantz Mayer of Baltimore estimated that one-fifth of Mexican
territory contained excellent mineral resources.?” Covetous
eyes and bellicose projects appeared soon enough.

The mineral resources of Mexico are unquestionably im-

mense. . . . The moment Mexico falls into the hands of
the Anglo-Saxon race, every inch of her territory will be
explored. . . . The mines of Mexico, which have now

been worked near three hundred years, are inexhaustible;

and they only need the protection of a good government

and the skill of an intelligent and industrious people, to

render them productive of the most astonishing quantities

of the precious metals.?®
George Frederick Holmes, in a long, rambling article on gold
and silver mines, wrote glowingly of Chile as well as Mexico.?®
H. Yoakum ended an article on Mexico with the warning,
“You must make progress, or you will be absorbed by a more
energetic race.”®® Southerners and Mexicans took these de-
signs seriously. Confederate troops marched into New Mexico
with the intention of proceeding to Tucson and then swinging
south to take Sonora, Chihuahua, Durango, and Tamaulipas.®!
The Confederate government tried to deal with Santiago
Vidaurri, the strong man of Coahuila and Nuevo Leén, to bring
northern Mexico into the Confederacy, and Juirez was so
alarmed that he was ready to go to great lengths to help the
Union put down the rebellion.?

It is one thing to note that Southerners sought to expand
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slavery into Mexico’s mining districts or that they lamented
the political barriers to the expansion of slavery into New
Mexico’s; it is another for us to conclude that their hopes and
desires were more than wishful thinking. Allan Nevins has
presented a formidable case to suggest that slavery had little
room even in the mining districts of the Southwest and
Mexico. He shows that even in the Gadsden Purchase the
economic exigencies of mining brought about the quick sup-
pression of the enterprising individual by the corporation.
Western mining, as well as transportation, lumbering, and
some forms of agriculture, required much capital and became
fields for big business. High labor costs led to a rising demand
for labor-saving machinery, but Nevins does not consider that
this very condition might, under certain circumstances, have
spurred the introduction of slave labor.2® He writes:

For three salient facts stood out in any survey of the Far
West. First, this land of plain and peak was natural soil for
a free-spirited and highly competitive society, demanding
of every resident skill and intelligence. It was, therefore,
even in that Gadsden Purchase country which had been
bought at the behest of the slave states, a country naturally
inhospitable to slavery. Second, when so much energy was
steadily flowing into western expansion, and such wide
outlets for more effort existed there, it was impossible to
think of the country turning to Caribbean areas for a
heavy thrust southward. Its main forces moved naturally
toward the sunset, where rich opportunities were hardly
yet sampled. The cotton kingdom, which realized that the
West gave little scope for its peculiar culture, might plan
grandiose Latin American adventures; but it would get
little support from other regions. And in the third place,
conditions in the West demanded capital and organization
on a broad scale; if it was a land for individualists, it was
even more a land for corporate enterprise—a land for the
businessman. Those who pondered these three facts could
see that they held an ominous meaning for the South.
The nearer Northwest had already done much to upset
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the old sectional balance, and the Far West, as it filled up,
would do still more.?4

On economic grounds Nevins’ analysis has much to offer, but
his remarks on the competitive struggle in the Southwest and
on the inability of Southerners to get national support for
Caribbean adventures do not prove nearly so much as he
thinks. At most, they suggest that the North was strong
enough to block slavery expansionism into the Southwest and
frustrate Southern ambitions elsewhere, If so, the case for
secession, from the proslavery viewpoint, was unanswerable.
Nevins’ remarks illustrate the wisdom of other Southern
arguments—that the South had to secure new land politically,
not by economic advance, and that the South had to have
guarantees of positive federal protection for slavery in the
territories.®® The Charleston Mercury, climaxing a decade of
Southern complaints, insisted in 1860 that slavery would have
triumphed in California’s gold-mining areas if Southerners
had had assurances of protection for their property. It singled
out the mineral wealth of New Mexico as beckoning the South
and even saw possibilities for slave-worked mining in Kansas.3
With fewer exaggerations De Bow, a decade earlier, had
pointed to the political aspect of the problem: “Such is the
strength and power of the Northern opposition that property,
which is ever timid, and will seek no hazards, is excluded from
the country in the person of the slave, and Southerners are
forced, willingly or not, to remain at home. Emigrants, mean-
while, crowd from the North.”*? During the bitter debate in
Congress over the admission of California, Senator Jeremiah
Clemens of Alabama replied heatedly to Clay in words similar
to those used by De Bow. Free-soil agitation, he said, had kept
slavery from the territories. “Property is proverbially timid.
The slaveholder would not carry his property there with a
threat hanging over him that it was to be taken away by opera-
tion of law the moment he landed.”®® Representative Joseph
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M. Root of Ohio, Whig and later Republican, commented on
such charges by boasting that if the Wilmot Proviso had ac-
complished nothing more than to create a political climate
inimical to slavery expansion, it had accomplished its purpose.®

The Southern demand for federal guarantees made sense, but
even that did not go far enough. Ultimately, the South needed
not equal protection for slave property but complete political
control. If a given territory could be organized by a proslavery
party, then slaveholders would feel free to migrate. Time
would be needed to allow the slave population to catch up;
meanwhile, free-soil farmers had to be kept out in favor of men
who looked forward to becoming slaveholders. Under such
circumstances the territory’s population might grow very
slowly, and the exploitation of its resources might lag far
behind that of the free territorics. Nothing essential would be
lost to the South by underdevelopment; the South as a whole
was underdeveloped. In short, the question of political power
necessarily had priority over the strictly economic questions.

Even if the South had looked forward to extending the
cotton kingdom, the political question would have had to take
priority. Douglass C. North has incisively described the
rhythm of such extensions:

Long swings in the price of cotton were the result of
periods of excess capacity with a consequent elastic supply
curve of cotton over a substantial range of output. Once
demand had shifted to the right sufficiently to use all avail-
able cotton land, the supply curve became rather inelastic.
A rise in cotton prices precipitated another move into new
lands of the Southwest by planters and their slaves. Funds
from the Northeast and England financed the transfer of
slaves, purchase of land, and working capital during the
period of clearing the land, preparing the soil and raising
a cotton crop. There was a lag of approximately four or
five years between the initial surge and the resulting large
increase in output which caused a tremendous shift to the
right in the supply curve and the beginning of another
lengthy period of digesting the increased capacity. 1
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Under such circumstances the political safety of slavery,
especially during the difficult interlude North describes, al-
ways had to be assured before any significant economic ad-
vance could occur. Significantly, even the long-range pos-
sibility of irrigating the Southwest was noted in De Bow’s
Review as early as 1848.4!

Slavery certainly would have had a difficult time in Kansas,
although as Nevins has shown, greater possibilities existed than
Stephen Douglas or many historians since have been prepared
to admit. The proslavery leaders there, Atchison and String-
fellow, fully appreciated the importance of the prior establish-
ment of political power, as their rough tactics and ingenious
scheme to monopolize the timber and water resources showed.*2
Nevins, on the other hand, questions the ability of the South
to provide settlers. We shall return to this objection.

For the moment let us consider Kansas as solely and in-
evitably a wheat state. Large slave plantations have not proved
well adapted to wheat growing, but small plantations were
doing well in the Virginia tidewater. In open competition with
Northwestern farmers the slaveholders probably would have
been hurt badly. They knew as much. When, for example,
Percy Roberts of Mississippi maintained that Negro slavery
could thrive in the Northwest grain belt, he simultaneously
maintained that the African slave trade would have to be
reopened to drive down the cost of labor and put the slave-
holders in a favorable competitive position.** Historians like
Nevins and Paul W. Gates have expressed confidence that
slavery could not have triumphed in Kansas even if it had
been allowed a foothold. They may be right, but only if one
assumes that the South remained in the Union. Slavery ex-
pansionism required fastening proslavery regimes in such ter-
ritories, but ultimately it required secession to protect the gains.
Had Kansas joined a Southern Confederacy as a slave state, its
wheat-growing slaveholders could have secured the same
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internal advantages as the sugar planters of Louisiana, and
Union wheat could effectively have been placed at a com-
petitive disdvantage in the Southern market.

Ramsdell’s dismissal of Southern interest in Cuba and
Central America, however necessary for his argument, does
not bear examination. Southern sugar planters, who might
have been expected to fear the glutting of the sugar market
should Cuba enter the Union, spoke out for annexation. They
seem to have been convinced that suspension of the African
slave trade to Cuba would raise the cost of production there
to American levels and that they would be able to buy Cuban
slaves cheaply.** Besides, as Basil Rauch points out, Louisiana
sugar planters were moving to Cuba during the 1850s and look-
ing forward to extending their fortunes.*> Southerners, like
Northerners, often spoke of annexation in nationalist terms and
sometimes went to great lengths to avoid the slavery question.
J. J. Ampere heard that Cuba had been detached from the
mainland by the Gulf Stream and rightfully belonged to the
United States. He recommended that France reclaim Britain
on the same grounds. He also heard that Cuba had to be an-
nexed to provide a rest home for American consumptives.*®
J. C. Reynolds, writing in De Bow’s Review in 1850, described
appalling losses in the illegal slave trade to Cuba and urged
annexation to bring American law enforcement there and to
end the terrible treatment of the Negroes.*” More sweepingly,
some argued that without more territory the Negroes of the
United States would be extinguished by overpopulation and
attendant famine.*® All for the poor Negroes! Others, like
Soulé and Albert Gallatin Brown, bluntly demanded Cuba and
Central America to strengthen and defend slavery.*®

As for William Walker, he said enough to refute the
Scroggs-Ramsdell interpretation. His War in Nicaragua makes
clear that American politics made it necessary for him to
appear to renounce annexation and that he was biding his
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time. No matter. His purpose there, as he boldly proclaimed,
was to expand slavery as a system.

Opposition to territorial expansion by many Southerners
has led some historians to deny the existence of an “aggressive
slaveocracy” or to assert, with Ramsdell, that Southerners were
too individualistic to be mobilized for such political adventures,
which were often contrary to their private interests. No con-
spiracy theory is required. That there were many Southern
leaders who sensed the need for more territory and fought for
it is indisputable. That individual Southerners were not always
willing to move when the interests of their class and system
required them to merely indicates one of the ways in which
slavery expansionism proved a contradictory process. South-
erners opposed expansion for a variety of reasons, but mostly
because they feared more free states. Expansion southward
had the great advantage of not being cotton expansion, and
the economic argument against it was weak. On the other
hand, many feared that the annexation of Cuba would provide
an excuse for the annexation of Canada or that the annexation
of Mexico would repeat the experience of California. This
opposition should be understood essentially as a preference for
delaying expansion until secession had been effected, although
there were, of course, many who opposed both.*

£3 The Anguish of Contradiction

If the slave South had to expand to survive, it paradoxically
could not do so when given the opportunity. Unsettled politi-
cal conditions prevented the immigration of slave property,
much as the threat of nationalization or of a left-wing or
nationalist coup prevents the flow of American capital to some
underdeveloped countries to which it is invited.

“Where,” asks Allan Nevins when discussing Kansas, “were
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proslavery settlers to come from? Arkansas, Texas, and New
Mexico were all calling for slaveholding immigrants, and the
two first were more attractive to Southerners than Kansas.”5?
Slave property necessarily moved cautiously and slowly. So
long as it had to move at the pace set by Northern farmers,
it would be defeated. The mere fact of competition dis-
couraged the movement of slaveholders, and if they were
willing to move, they could not hope to carry enough whites
to win.

An area could be safely absorbed by the slave regime only
by preventing Northern free-soilers from entering. Danhof
has demonstrated that farm making was an expensive business.>
Northern farmers had a hard time; Southern farmers, with-
out slaves or minimal savings, found it much harder. Tradi-
tionally, the more energetic nonslaveholders moved into new
land first and cleared it; the planters followed much later.
If those early settlers had to secure the territory against free-
soilism before the planters and slaveholders moved in, the
struggle could not ordinarily be won. Many Southern non-
slaveholders could be and were converted to the antislavery
banner once they found themselves away from the power
and influence of the slaveholders. Charles Robinson bitterly
criticized John Brown for his inability to appreciate the pos-
sibilities of persuasion: “While our free state colonies were
trying to convert the whites from the South and make them
sound free-state men, John Brown thought it better to murder
them, %4

Missouri and Kansas, therefore, were worlds apart. W. A.
Seay, in an article entitled “Missouri Safe for the South,” dis-
missed suggestions that Missouri would abolish slavery. The
nonslaveholding counties, he noted, lay in the southern part
of the state and were inhabited by men from other parts of
the South who owned no slaves only because they were as yet
too poor.®® Their allegiance to the system rested ultimately
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on the ability of the slaveholders to retain political power and
social and ideological leadership and to prevent these men of
the lower classes from seeing an alternative way of life. Yet,
by 1860 even Missouri had become a battleground because of
its special geographic position and Northern and foreign im-
migration. Kansas could never be secured for slavery unless
the slaveholders had political control and the migrating
Southern farmers were isolated from corrupting influences. As
it was, Northerners, according to Representative William
Barksdale of Mississippi, went as families, whereas Southerners
often went as young adventurers who had no intention of
remaining once the excitement was over.*®

The South’s anguish arose from having to expand and being
unable to meet the tests of expansion set by life in mid-
nineteenth-century America. Like T. S. Eliot’s Hollow Men,
it found that

Between the desire
And the spasm
Between the potency
And the existence
Between the essence
And the descent

Falls the shadow

Only if a territory shut out free-soil immigration, quickly
established the political hegemony of the slaveholders, and
prepared for a much slower development than Northerners
might give it, could it be secured for slavery. These conditions
negated slavery expansionism, but only so long as the South
remained in the Union.

€3 Invitation to a (Self-Inflicted) Bebeading

The South had to expand, and its leaders knew it. “There is
not a slaveholder in this House or out of it,” Judge Warner
of Georgia declared in the House of Representatives in 1856,



The Origins of Slavery Expansionism 267

“but who knows perfectly well that whenever slavery is con-
fined within cerrain specified limits, its future existence is
doomed.”® The Republican party, said an editorial in The
Plantation in 1860, denies that it wants to war on slavery, but
it admits that it wants to surround it with free states. To do so
would be to crush slavery where it now exists.® Percy L. Rain-
water’s study of sentiment in Mississippi in the 1850s shows
how firmly convinced slaveholders were that the system had
to expand or die.5® Lincoln made the same point in his own
way. He opposed any compromise on slavery expansion in
1860 because he feared new and bolder expansionist schemes
and because he wished to contain slavery in order to guarantee
its ultimate extinction.

Nevins’ discussion of Lincoln’s view illuminates one of the
most tenacious and dubious assumptions on which many his-
torians have based their interpretations of the origins of the
war:

In view of all the trends of nineteenth century civilization,
the terrible problem of slavery could be given a final solu-
tion only upon the principle . . . of gradual emancipa-
tion. . . . The first step was to stop the expansion of
slavery, and to confine the institution within the fifteen
states it already possessed. Such a decision would be
equivalent to a decree that slavery was marked for gradual
evolution into a higher labor system. Slavery confined
would be slavery under sentence of slow death. The
second step would be the termination of slavery in the
border states. Missouri by 1859 stood near the verge of
emancipation . . .%

The assumption on which these notions rest is that the South,
faced with containment, could have accepted its consequences.
On the further assumption that men may agree to commit
suicide, the assumption is plausible.

If instead of speaking of the South or of the system of
slavery, we speak of the slaveholders who ruled both, the
assumption is less plausible. The extinction of slavery would
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have broken the power of the slaveholders in general and the
planters in particular. Ideologically, these men had committed
themselves to slaveholding and the plantation regime as the
proper foundations of civilization. Politically, the preservation
of their power depended on the preservation of its economic
base. Economically, the plantation system would have tottered
under free labor conditions and would have existed under
some intermediary form like sharecropping only at the expense
of the old ruling class. The “higher” forms depended on the
introduction of commercial relations that would have gradually
undermined the planters and guaranteed the penetration of
outside capital. We have the postbellum experience to cite here,
although it took place at a time when the planters had suffered
hard blows, but slaveholders saw the dangers before the war
and before the blows. “Python,” in a series of brilliant articles
in De Bow’s Review in 1860, warned that emancipation, even
with some form of “apprenticeship” for the Negroes, would
open the way for Northern capital to command the productive
power of the South. Once Negro labor is linked to capital in
the open market, he argued, rather than through the patriarchal
system of plantation slavery, it will fall prey to a predatory,
soulless, Northern capitalism. There will be no place left for
the old master class, which will be crushed by the superior
force of Northern capital and enterprise or absorbed into
them.®! “Of what advantage is it to the South,” he asked, “to
be destroyed by Mr. Douglas through territorial sovereignty
to the exclusion of Southern institutions, rather than by Mr.
Seward through Congressional sovereignty to the same end?
What difference is there to the South whether they are
forcibly led to immolation by Seward, or accorded, in the
alternative, the Roman privilege of selecting their own mode
of death, by Douglas? Die they must in either event.”

These words demonstrate that the probable effect of a
“higher labor system” on the fortunes of the slaveholding class
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was not beyond the appreciation of its intellectual leaders. We
necd not try to prove that so specific an appreciation was
general. The slaveholders knew their own power and could
not help being suspicious of sweeping changes in their way of
life, no matter how persuasively advanced. Their slaveholding
psychology, habit of command, race pride, rural lordship,
aristocratic pretensions, political domination, and economic
strength militated in defense of the status quo. Under such cir-
cumstances an occasional voice warning that a conversion to
tenantry or sharecropping carried serious dangers to their
material interests sufficed to stiffen their resistance.

No demagogy or dogmatic speculation produced “Pythion’s”
fears. Even modest compensation—paid for by whom?—would
have left the planters in a precarious position. At best, it would
have extended their life as a class a little while longer than
postbellum conditions permitted, but Northern capital could
not long be kept from establishing direct relationships with
tenants and sharecroppers. The planters would have steadily
been reduced to middlemen of doubtful economic vahae or
would have merged imperceptibly into a national business class.
The change would have required, and eventually did require
under disorderly postbellum conditions, extensive adv ances
to laborers in the form of additional implements, fertilizer,
household utensils, even food, and innumerable incidentals.
This process guaranteed the disintegration of the old land-
owning class, however good an adjustment many of its mmem-
bers might have made to the new order.

Those who, like Max Weber, Ramsdell, even Phillips, and
countless others, assume that the South could have accepted
a peaceful transition to free labor gravely misjudge the char-
acter of its ruling class. The question of such a judgment is
precisely what is at issue. As noted in the Introduction to this
volume, a revisionist historian might accept the empirical find-
ings reported here and even the specific interpretations of their
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economic significance and still draw different conclusions on
the larger issues. The final set of conclusions, and the notion
of a general crisis itself, eventually must rest on agreement that
the slaveholders constituted a ruling class and that they dis-
played an ideology and psychology such as has merely been
suggested in these studies.

The slaveholders, not the South, held the power to accede
or resist. To these men slaves were a source of power, pride,
and prestige, a duty and a responsibility, a privilege and a trust;
slavery was the foundation of a special civilization imprinted
with their own character. The defense of slavery, to them,
meant the defense of their honor and dignity, which they saw
as the essence of life. They could never agree to renounce the
foundation of their power and moral sensibility and to undergo
a metamorphosis into a class the nature and values of which
were an inversion of their own. Slavery represented the corner-
stone of their way of life, and life to them meant an honor and
dignity associated with the power of command. When the
slaveholders rose in insurrection, they knew what they were
about: in the fullest sense, they were fighting for their lives.

-
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A Note on the Place of
Economics in the Political
Economy of Slavery

£3 On Recent Contributions to an
Endless Debate

In 1958 the debate on the profitability of slavery, which has
raged since antebellum days, took a new turn with the pub-
lication of the now famous Conrad-Meyer study.! Their
paper has been followed by several others by economists who
have used somewhat different routes to the same place. They
conclude that slavery generated a high level of profits and that
investments in slave plantations yielded as high a return as
investments in alternative industries.2 Had matters been left
there, no great issue would be involved, but the most sweeping
social and political questions have been thought to be hanging
on the calculation of profit and loss.

No sooner had the old question of profitability ostensibly
been laid to rest, with appropriate hosannas to the wonderful
achievements of the “new economic history,” as some econ-
ometric historians modestly style their discipline, than the
counterattack began. On the technical level Edward Saraydar,
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in an able reply, presented alternative calculations based on
better data and the correction of errors. He concluded that
slavery had not at all been significantly profitable.® The prob-
lem of data goes far beyond what even Saraydar suggests: there
is hardly a figure in the Conrad-Meyer article, as well as the
alternative studies, that cannot effectively be challenged. To
cite a few cases, not previously examined by critics:

(1) Medical care. Conrad and Meyer have made a guess
based on the previous guessing of historians and set the annual
cost at $1.50~2.00. Let us put aside Saraydar’s insistence that
they confuse costs per hand with costs per slave. An inspection
of plantation manuscripts, medical journals, and physicians’ ac-
counts does not settle the matter but does suggest that their
figures are probably half what they should be. A study of the
sources, still involving more guesswork than we would like,
suggests about $3.00 per slave.*

(2) Supervision. A planter with twenty slaves in Mississippi
in the 1850s could hardly expect to get a suitable overseer for
$15 per hand, or $150. Even at $15 per slave, or $300, the
figure is about 5o per cent too low. My estimate would be
$450; John Hebron Moore gives an estimated range of $350-
soo for the period 1830-1860.5 William K. Scarborough, whose
book on the Southern overseer will appear soon and who
qualifies as our best authority on this subject, independently
arrived at a range of $200-1,000 with an average of $450
for the Cotton Belt. He provides these figures under some
protest, for “there are so many variables—size of plantation,
length of tenure with current employer, age and experience of
overseer.”® Thus, the cost should be $22.50 per slave, exclusive
of an entrepreneurial salary for the planter himself.

(3) Work Animals. Conrad and Meyer, in their capital
costs, provide a figure for the initial cost of work animals and
assume that they were thereafter self-reproducing. Since the
great bulk of the work animals consisted of mules and oxen,



A Note on the Place of Economics 277

the assumption is regrettable. Equally distressing, competent
observers agreed that even the horses were so abused by slaves
that replacement costs proved a recurring headache.

(4) Food and Clothing. Their figures ($7.00-10.00 per slave,
which Saraydar corrects to $14.00-20.00) are much too low.
Little clothing was produced at home, as we have seen, and
the cost of such minor items as shoes and blankets alone was
at least $2.00 per slave. Total clothing costs were probably
about $16.00, and food costs varied enormously according to
the size of the estate but were certainly much higher than Con-
rad and Meyer imagine.” An estimate with which we can work
with safety will be established only after much work has been
done with the data in the manuscript census returns and only
if certain technical difficulties are removed. For example, if
we can get a solid figure for the average weight of hogs on the
plantations, we could estimate pork production from the num-
ber of hogs reported and use that figure, together with corn
output, to measure plantation self-sufficiency. Until then,
everyone’s guess is equally valuable, and all can piay the game.

If these or other figures are shifted upward a little, the
results will be substantially altered. Surely, we cannot continue
to work along these lines and think we are solving anything.

The Conrad-Meyer study, and the other economic studies
as well, turn decisively on estimates of slave longevity, but
the data problem here is especially grave. Those who think
they can use census statistics on slave ages for close quantitative
work ought to consider the testimony of innumerable planters.
George S. Barnsley of Georgia took a slave to a Major Wooley
for an estimate, but the two men differed by seven years.?
Slave ages in plantation books were often recorded as “about”
without pretense of accuracy.? Ernest Haywood of North
Carolina had lists of slaves “with their supposed ages.”** The
following note from a planter to an overseer reveals a common
situation: “There are also others whose names and ages are
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misplaced. You must try to find them out and guess at their
ages if you can not ascertain from the fathers or mothers of
them.”*! A perusal of manuscript census returns strongly sug-
gests that slave ages were recorded haphazardly and that great
variations in the ages of the same slaves appeared from one
census to another. The use of such data in close computations
can only lead to gross distortion. The census statistics on
mortality, which normally would have been helpful and have
been relied upon often by historians, are almost useless. J. D. B.
De Bow, who directed the census of 1850, said as much; and
in any case, the underreporting of deaths by one-third, under
conditions in which no assumption of equal effects on whites
and blacks is tenable, makes all calculations guesswork.!?
Other kinds of costs slide from view. Many and probably
most planters gave their slaves Christmas presents at a cost of
several dollars per slave. On 2 broader social level, they had
to spend large sums to educate their children by tutors and at
academies, finishing schools, and colleges, not to mention the
additional sums necessary to permit their children to live in the
appropriate manner. Such items extend in many directions and
suggest two conclusions. First, such incidentals as Christmas
presents must be included in any assessment of plantation
costs. Second, we must not confuse profits, nicely defined to fit
some scheme developed to accommodate bourgeois practices,
with capital accumulation in a system in which the social
leakages alone were enormous. (Those regular and expensive
vacations in watering places, Northern resorts, and abroad
were not so much evidence of household affluence or some
alleged rural indifference to thrift as they were vital parts of a
total social setting.) If an economist objects that the cost of
education in a society incapable of producing adequate public
facilities or the cost of Christmas presents and other incidentals
for slaves cannot be considered “business expenses,” we must
answer that plantation slavery was no mere business and that a
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system of accounting that limits itself to “business expenses”
is 2 waste of time,

If the investigation of broad social and political issues did
in fact rest on the solution of the profitability question,
strictly defined, we should be in a sorry state, for no such solu-
tion has been offered or may ever be. Fortunately, we are not
so badly off. Harold D. Woodman has come to the rescue and
helped to restore order.'® We are indebted to him for, among
other things, making it unnecessary to review the whole irritat-
ing debate, which has gone on since antebellum days. He has
patiently done it for us, and those interested may consult his
article with the assurance that he has done it fairly.

The burden of Woodman’s critical analysis rests on his cor-
rect insistence that two separate issues have been confused.
First, some have asked: Did planters make money and did
they make as much as they might have elsewhere? Considered
thus: “Profitability relates only to the success or failure of slave
production as a business and ignores the broader questions of
the effects of this type of enterprise on the economy as a
whole.” Second, some have viewed slavery as an economic sys-
tem. “The issue of profits earned by individual planters is
subordinated to the larger problems of economic growth, capi-
tal accumulation, and the effects of slavery on the general
population.” He properly notes that Ulrich B. Phillips—let us
add, the much-maligned Phillips, whose work remains the
best starting point for any study of slavery in the United
States—never let himself be confused but that after his death
“a subtle shift” occurred from a primary concern with the
second problem to a primary concern with the first. This shift,
which the Conrad-Meyer article, with its brilliant technical
apparatus and sophisticated discussion, completed, has carried
with it a potential disaster for efforts to understand the slave
South.

Woodman’s article has helped immeasurably to bring the
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debate back to reality, but it is not altogether free of the con-
fusion against which he has struggled so well:

Those who argue that slavery prevented diversification
must prove (1) that economic diversification did take
place in nonslave agricultural areas and (2) that it was
slavery and not other factors which prevented diversified
investment in the South.*

If Woodman means “nonslave agricultural areas” within the
South, then he has missed the very point he previously saw so
clearly, for slavery wrought its worst devastation precisely
there. If he means outside the South, then there is nothing left
to prove. When he writes that we must prove that “slavery
and not other factors” prevented diversified investment, he
again misses the point, for to us slavery was no mere factor
but the foundation of the social system in which the various
factors operated and by which they were shaped. Having
argued these matters explicitly and implicitly throughout
these studies, I shall not belabor them here.

£3 From Economics to Political Economy:
Eight Theses

L. In a strict accounting sense farms and plantations must
have been profitable, for, considered as a whole, they
survived for decades.

IL. Slave farms and plantations might and probably would
have continued to produce earning less than the rate of
interest.

The qualifying phrase, “in a strict accounting sense,” in
Thesis I is necessary for two reasons. First, slaveholding de-
termined status and social power. Second, however brisk the
slave trade, considerable sentimental pressure existed to in-
hibit a purely rational approach to buying and selling slaves.
Any notion that the slaveholders as a class could or would
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have abandoned their estates to invest in more remunerative
pursuits in the free states or even within the South—in other
words, to transform themselves into ordinary capitalists—
rests on a vulgar economic determinist outlook, contradicts the
actual historical experience, and ignores the essential qualities
of slave-based Southern life.

III. The question of whether or not the slaveholders earned
a return equal to that accruing to Northern capitalists is
not an especially significant political or social question.

Economists have assumed that an affirmative answer would
prove slaveholding to have been just another business. Such a
conclusion would be a nonsequitur; as Schumpeter warns us,
statistics can never disprove what we have reason to know
from simpler and more direct methods.

IV. The question of profitability, strictly considered, can
and should be approached as an empirical economic
problem baving only tangential relation to the large
political and social issues. Both the traditional and re-
wvisionist interpretations of the origins of the war can
absorb either positive or negative findings.

Irrepressible Conflict Case A. The existence of an eco-
nomically profitable plantation system made the slave-
holders anxious to protect their valuable property against
outside interference and made them especially furious
with ignorant criticisms of their system of economy. It
emboldened them to strike out on their own rather than
to tolerate Northern criticism and encirclement. Ergo,
secession and the risk of war were necessary to the
defense of a healthy society.

Irrepressible Conflict Case B. Faced with an inability
to earn a decent living under conditions of deteriorating
soil and falling profit rates, the slaveholders had to stake
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everything on a political independence that could lead
to the acquisition of virgin soils. Ergo, secession and the
risk of war were necessary to shore up a faltering
economy.

Repressible Conflict Case A. With a prosperous economy
strengthening the conservative tendencies of the planters
and giving them too much to risk on foolish adventures,
the South would have faced the moral issue of slavery in
due time. Since the whole country benefited from
Southern prosperity, both North and South had an
interest in resolving the slavery issue in such a way as
to prevent the slaveholders from suffering economically
and to maintain the Negroes in a system within which
their labor could be guaranteed and their behavior
properly controlled. With time and good will slavery
would have gradually yielded to a2 more humane system
without convulsions and without any interruption in the
economic process. Ergo, demagogy and blundering
produced a needless bloodbath.

Repressible Conflict Case B. With a low or negative
profit rate Southerners would have had to rid themselves
of slavery before long. It was time for Northerners to
come forward with sympathetic and constructive pro-
posals designed to compensate the slaveholders and help
them re-establish a healthy economy under their own
experienced direction. Ergo, a bloody and destructive
war was fought to gain what necessarily had to come
about peacefully in the near future.

Any reader could, with a little effort, double or triple the num-
ber of possibilities within each case. Great social transforma-
tions do not come about as a result of a kind of popular income
accounting. An accurate knowledge of profit or loss will not
tell us much about the origins of the secession crisis.
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V. Even if it could be established that plantation profit
levels did stay bigh and that long-range prospects looked
good, it would not follow that capital was being ac-
cumulated in a manner guaranteeing a politically viable
economic development.

A. To speak of the viability of the South is meaningless;
of slavery, misleading. It is the political viability of
the slaveholders, and the necessary economic basis
of that viability, that are in question.

B. The structure of income distribution needs to be
more closely analyzed, but we already know that
slaveholders in general, and planters in particular, got
a disproportionately high share. Planters siphoned off
much of the yeomen’s cotton profits by charges for
ginning and other services and through a cotton
market that operated to give big producers higher
prices than small producers. Average cotton prices
disguised a big spread in the returns to social groups.

C. Therefore, even if general profit levels remained
high, the level of capital accumulation would have
been seriously undermined by a high propensity to
consume and a tendency toward seigneurial display.

D. On a strictly economic plane, the continued capitali-
zation of labor may have paid and may be considered
part of the process of capital accumulation; but it
necessarily restricted the accumulation of capital for
broad regional development.

E. The high propensity to consume—and squander—
presents no mystery or metaphysical problem. Pre-
capitalist landowning classes generally exhibit such a
propensity, which arises naturally from their relation-
ship to labor and other classes. An ideological and
psychological assessment of the Southern slaveholders
is essential to an understanding of Southern political
economy.
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V1. The economic prospects facing the slavebolders in 1860
contained serious dangers to their hegemony.

A.

The long-range prospects for cotton planters do not
seem to have been bright. Increasingly, their region
would have found itself in the position of those un-
derdeveloped countries whose problems Raitl Pre-
bisch and others have recently brought to the atten-
tion of the United Nations and world opinion. Those
countries must sell their agricultural and primary
products in markets in which prices are set under
conditions of vigorous competition but must buy
finished goods in markets in which prices are set
under conditions of oligopolistic manipulation.

. Southerners had not anticipated Prebisch’s thesis dur-

ing the 1850s but had begun to worry about the per-
manence of their near-monopoly of raw cotton and,
in a general way, about their long-range prospects for
dealing with European and Northern business.

. Short-range prospects underscored their fears. The

English textile depression of 1861-1865 had long
been attributed to the wartime cotton famine, but
recent work suggests a crisis of overproduction.’®

Therefore, objective and subjective data suggest
some Southern uneasiness about economic prospects
at a moment of great political agitation. Even if profit
levels had been as high during the 1850s as many now
believe, the memory of the 1840s and the doubts
about the future might have had considerable political
effect. These considerations cannot explain the
origins of the secession crisis but do suggest the need
for further study to determine to what extent eco-
nomic pressures affected the pace of political events.

VIIL. The South moved steadily into a crisis as its slave sys-
tem matured, but this crisis must not be confused with
economic crises of either a cyclical or secular type.
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A. There is no necessary relationship between the un-
folding crisis of the slave South and any cyclical eco-
nomic crisis. Even if cotton prices and profits had
remained permanently at their average levels for the
1850s, the crisis would have continued to deepen.
Yet, the specific cyclical conditions of the 1850s
might and probably did affect the pace and quality
of the political response of the slaveholding class.

B. A prospective secular decline in the price of cotton
and other Southern staples relative to the price of
Southern imports, even if such a decline could be
firmly established, should not be confused with the
general crisis described here. Such a decline under
other social conditions might merely have occasioned
the shift of capital to alternative pursuits. Yet, a
secular decline would necessarily be indistinguishable
from the economic aspect of a general crisis.

VIII. The general crisis manifested itself in all spheres of life.

A. The political, economic, and ideological barriers to
capital accumulation, to the development of a home
market, and to the rise and consolidation of in-
dependent middle classes effectively prevented the
South from keeping pace with Northern material
development.

B. The attendant sapping of Southern political power
in the Union threatened to sap slaveholder hegemony
in the South.

C. The declining power of the South made the defense
of Southern values especially difficult in a world in
which they were already under widespread attack.

D. Therefore, the general crisis had its economic as well
as political, social, ideological, and psychological as-
pects, but was not essentially an economic crisis. It
was the crisis of a social class and of the civilization
it was painfully struggling to build.
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Epilogue m The Slave
Economies in Political
Perspective’

W herever merchant’s capital still predominates we find
backward conditions. This is true even within one and
the same country. . . . The independent and predomi-
nant development of capital as merchant’s capital is
tantamount to the non-subjection of production to
capital, and bence to capital developing on the basis
of an alien mode of production which is also indepen-
dent of it. The independent development of merchant’s
capital, therefore, stands in inverse proportion to the
general economic development of society.

Karl Marx, Capital, 111

The economic interpretations of the slave economies of the
New World, as well as those social interpretations which adopt
the neoclassical economic model but leave the economics out,
assume everything they must prove. By retreating from the
political economy from which their own methods derive, they
ignore the extent to which the economic process permeates the
society. They ignore, that is, the interaction between eco-
nomics, narrowly defined, and the social relations of produc-
tion on the one hand and state power on the other. For any
economic system remains not merely a method of allocating
scarce resources, but a system that, at least on the margin and
frequently more pervasively, commands those scarce resources.
Even an international market such as that which prevailed in

289
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the Atlantic world during the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries depends heavily upon the state formations that guar-
antee the ultimate command of economic goods. Neoclassical
economists achieve their theoretical sophistication by falling
silent on the social relations of production that ultimately de-
termine the prices of commodities in the market. They mystify
reality by abstracting prices from the social relations of pro-
duction and by then assuming that their abstraction provides
an effective analytic substitute for those social relations.

Even in a society like our own, in which most facets of hu-
man life pass through the market, there remain pockets of non-
priced labor—for example, the household work of many
women and the early reproduction of human capital. In the
eighteenth-century Atlantic world, merchant capital organized
the market and fed off it, but it did not penetrate all produc-
tive sectors evenly. Typically, merchant capital organized the
surplus production of larger or smaller domestic units of labor
before the transformation of labor-power into a commodity.
In this respect, the slave plantations of the Old South and else-
where had much in common with the households and farms of
the northern North American colonies and states.

The southern slaveholders’ recourse to a domestic metaphor
to explain their relation to their labor force thus simultaneously
evoked the declining seigneurialism of their remote historical
origins and certain neo-Aristotelian features of the domestic
bases of merchant capital in what would prove to be more pro-
gressive sectors. But the political basis of their command of
labor no longer required notions of the social household. Re-
pudiating patriarchy and hierarchy in the public sphere, the
government of the new United States turned more directly to
the language of the market to justify its exercise of political
power. The political systems rested upon the equal participa-
tion of propertied male individuals and left the transmission of
sovereignty within the various domestic units to the discretion
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of the members of the political community. Political power
thus remained impregnated with the duality that characterized
merchant capital as well. It left unresolved the discontinuity
between the public and the private spheres, just as merchant
capital left unresolved the discontinuity between relations of
exchange and relations of production. It tolerated—and may
even have depended upon—pockets of authoritarian command
that contradicted its most cherished principles of equality.

Historically, merchant capital proved a proverbial Janus,
looking at once forward and backward. It bound within the
market system both archaic and revolutionary social relations.
It even generated rationalized and, in time and place, efficient
variants of archaic relations of production, above all the slave
economies. Within the economic sector the decisive threshold
lay at the transformation of labor-power into a commodity.
But merchant capital could not itself cause this transformation
in the manner suggested by some scholars, most notably Im-
manuel Wallerstein. Rather, it contributed to organizing eco-
nomic space and exchange in a way that permitted the eventual
emergence of a fully developed capitalist system. An under-
standing of this process requires full attention to the role of
politics, and especially of state power, in assuring the ruling
class an adequate command over its resources, including labor,
and an adequate share of the international market. From this
perspective, it should come as no surprise that the abolition of
slavery in the United States occurred not through a simple
economic transfer of resources, or through internal social re-
form, but through a bloody civil war.

The export-oriented colonial economies spawned by west-
ern European expansion produced some of the greatest anoma-
lies in the history of capitalism, among the most arresting of
which was the coexistence of high profits and high growth
rates with manifest retardation of economic development.
Critics of Robert William Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman’s



292  EPILOGUE

Time on the Cross have called into question their claims for
the relative efficiency of Southern agriculture, based as they
are on the application of a factor-productivity index method
few economists think appropriate and fewer historians think
tenable at all. But the South undoubtedly did enjoy an impres-
sive growth in total and per capita wealth from colonial times
to secession.

No one, not even those classical political economists who at-
tacked slavery as an inefficient system, could reasonably deny
that it could generate high profits and attendant growth rates
under three conditions: fresh land, a steady supply of cheap
labor, and a high level of demand on the world market. The
economic indictment of slavery has focused on structural con-
sequences. The origins of the prosperity of the slave economies
lay primarily in the force of the world demand for certain
staples under narrow conditions of production; and the high
levels of profit and growth disguised deep structural weak-
nesses that condemned slave societies to underdevelopment,
eventual stagnation, and political disaster.

Consider, as a first approximation, the implications of the
origin of the profits on merchant capital. Contrary to the illu-
sions of the more naive early mercantilists and a host of mod-
ern economists with much less excuse, the profits of commerce
and finance arise neither from the successful application of the
principle of beggar-thy-neighbor nor from the miraculous self-
expansion of the money-capital lent at interest. Swindling in
various forms is all well and good; indeed, it ranks among the
most venerable of bourgeois practices. But as Marx observed
in his savage ridicule of Frédéric Bastiat and others whom he
called “vulgar economists,” the most powerful and ingenious
of merchants can steal—or, for those who prefer more genteel
expressions, can gain through unequal exchange—only that
which others produce by labor. In particular, since the advent
of the capitalist mode of production and its world market, the



The Slave Economies in Political Perspective 293

profit of merchant capital has represented a portion of the
surplus-value generated by commodity production. Like rent,
interest, and the profit of enterprise, it has formed part of the
difference between value produced and the value of the labor-
power embodied in the commodities and paid for in wages.

Merchants, as specialists in exchange, can traffic only in the
materials that lie to hand. Even in precapitalist times, those
who traversed half the globe to procure small quantities of
exotic goods for resale at fabulous prices required producers
at one end of their circuit and consumers at the other. Their
transactions normally remained governed by conditions of
production and consumption established by the societies be-
tween which, or within which, they were operating. The scope
and density of the market, at both the place of procurement
and the place of final sale, determined the prices they could
command and the costs they had to bear in plying their trade.
These transactions costs, as the economists call them, included
such direct economic costs as those of transportation, storage,
currency exchange, and insurance, and such indirect political
costs as those of legal proceedings, tolls, duties, and bribery.
Everything that impinged upon the simple transacting of busi-
ness cost money. Merchants commonly assumed that the hon-
est penny they earned by selling dearer than they had bought
had to cover all these costs in order to ensure them against
normal risk, and then to provide a bit of profit.

Merchants, as both buyers and sellers, procured and disposed
of goods where and how they could, but the professional mer-
chants normally gravitated away from such flamboyant enter-
prises as privateering and other disguised forms of piracy and
toward the most regular patterns of exchange available. This
preference for the maximum predictability and stability of ex-
change led them to contribute to the formation of secure mar-
kets. Protected by an appropriate commercial infrastructure,
including laws to secure person and property, these markets,
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once firmly established, provided regularity in business and
dependability in capital accumulation.

Among other advantages, established markets favored the
orderly scheduling of prices, which over the long term favored
the merchant as buyer and seller. If windfall profits occurred
less frequently, so did financial disasters. Political protection
from strong rulers at home and at the place of business abroad
allowed the merchant to depend, with some measure of trust,
upon the value of the currency he was using, his ownership of
the goods in which he was trafficking, and the safety of his
own person. Monarchs long cherished the prerogative to set
prices, and they periodically undermined the value of the cur-
rency. But even their occasional outright expropriation of the
merchants within their borders did not completely offset the ad-
vantages that accrued from their secular contributions to the
legitimation and security of commerce. Thus, in this and other
respects, the merchants contributed to economic growth in a
way that bound them tightly to the existing order.

With the triumph of the capitalist mode of production, the
role of merchant capital changed: it became less independent,
not to say less freewheeling, as an economic agent; and, al-
though it remained dependent politically and socially, it slowly
shifted its allegiance from the old order to the victorious new.
Under mature capitalist conditions in which the market acts as
a regulator, a fall in the merchants’ rate of profit should dictate
a flow of capital from commerce and finance into industry,
broadly defined to include agriculture as well as manufactur-
ing. Capitalist development normally reduces the power of
independent merchant capital relative to industrial (produc-
tive) capital; it normally exhibits a secular tendency to expand
industry’s share of commerce, while it reduces the ability of
merchant capital to feed parasitically off industry. At first
glance, this tendency in a modern slave economy presents no
difficulty: capital shifts into industry either in the bourgeois
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form of manufacturing or in the special form of slaves and the
means of production associated with their use. The first glance
is deceptive.

Gavin Wright has suggested that those who see the Old
South as backward err, and that they ought to see it as depen-
dent. He makes a good point, so far as it goes, and we hardly
wish to quarrel with his insistence on the dependent nature of
the Southern economy. But economics must be understood
politically: dependence spells backwardness. The South, like
other slave-plantation societies and colonies, exhibited an im-
pressive rate of economic growth for a prolonged period, but
it failed the test of development, which alone could have guar-
anteed that political viability without which economic viability
has little meaning.

In a slave economy, even one so strong and well developed
as that of the Old South, the redirection of independent mer-
chant capital could take only two general forms on a scale
large enough to be historically significant. It could take the
ordinary route into bourgeois production, or it could take the
alternative route into the production peculiar to slavery itself.
Since no slave society ever generated an industrial revolution,
the first route led to the transfer of a significant portion of the
capital out of the slaveholding region altogether—or, rather, it
would have if the second route had not lain open and proven
more attractive.

That second route led to increased investment in slaves and
the means of production associated with them. Herein lay the
secret of the paradox of growth without politically viable de-
velopment. For the transfer of capital from the merchant to
the industrial sector in a slave society encourages quantitative
growth while it inhibits the qualitative development normal to
the expansion of capitalist production.

The important problems of speculation in slaves for reasons
of status and prestige and of the consumption patterns of the
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slaveholders remain unsettled, but they need not detain us
here.? The specifically economic argument for the expanded
investment in slaves, presented by such formidable economists
as Conrad and Meyer and Fogel and Engerman, end in the
same place. In a slave economy, the capital pushed out of the
nonslave sectors, including the commercial, flows overwhelm-
ingly into the slave sector.

Thus, no one need be surprised by the generally friendly
and mutually supportive relations between planters and factors
or, more broadly, between the agrarian slaveholding and urban
commercial and financial interests. Those relations, which had
innumerable parallels throughout the world, eloquently an-
nounced the deeply conservative nature of merchant capital.
To cite them as evidence of “capitalism,” as an array of schol-
ars regularly do, is to misunderstand totally the normal function
of merchant capital in economic history in general and during
the rise and expansion of capitalism in particular. For if the
merchants’ profit derived, as it surely did, from the prevailing
system of production on which merchant capital fed, then only
extraordinary circumstances would lead the merchants as a
class to disrupt the productive sector. In Charleston and
Natchez, as in Bordeaux and Nantes, the great merchants hap-
pily married their daughters off to the sons of the great land-
owners. And why not? Those conjugal unions provided a
splendid symbol of the marriage of merchant capital to the
powers that be—a political and economic marriage sanctioned
by several thousand years of history.

To this view of merchant capital, of the social content of
the slave regime, and of the structure and prospects of the
slave economy, Fogel and Engerman have replied with a bold
alternative. In particular, in Time on the Cross they argue that
the slave states not only achieved a growth rate and levels of
profitability comparable to the best but also achieved something
that economists mysteriously call “viability.” If by viability
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they mean that, at the secular level, more money was being
earned than spent, then we must answer that that much may be
taken for granted in a competitive market world. If, more se-
riously, they mean that the rate of return equaled the interest
rate, then they have fudged the problem.

At issue is the flexibility of the slave system: its ability to
reallocate resources when faced with the secular decline of
decisive sectors. In this sense, economists could judge the slave
economy viable only if they were able to demonstrate that the
planters could and would shift capital to the free-labor sector
whenever it proved profitable to do so. But they could not
provide any empirical justification for such long periods of
depression as that of the late 1830s and 1840s, and they would
have to ignore the structural characteristics of the slave econ-
omy, as well as the social and psychological characteristics of
slave society. It is difficult to believe that a regional ruling
class of resident planters, whose lives had been formed by a
social relation based on the theoretical assertion of absolute
power over other human beings and by pretensions to com-
munity lordship, could blithely dispense with the very founda-
tions of their social and psychological existence merely in re-
sponse to a balance sheet of profit and loss.

The standard economic interpretations err in assuming that
the slaveholders can be understood as ordinary capitalists who
functioned as units in the marketplace. When they are per-
ceived as a social class, having discrete material interests, moral
sensibility, ideological commitment, and social psychology,
then the question of the economic viability of their system
takes on an entirely different meaning. Since their interests,
material and ideological, clashed with those of the dominant
class of the larger capitalist world, the question of viability
reduces to one of military and political power: was their econ-
omy strong enough and flexible enough to support their pre-
tensions and guarantee their safety as a ruling class? A long
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economic slump or a growing fear of isolation and incipient
decline could, from this point of view, be expected to generate,
not a shift of resources to a free-labor economy inside or out-
side the South, but mounting pressure for war, conquest, or
some alternative political solution.

Thus, those economic interpretations which assume that the
slaveholders lived, thought, and acted like ordinary bourgeois
assume everything they must prove; they cannot begin to illu-
minate the titanic struggle for power that rent the American
Union; and they reduce the impressive complexity of slavery
as a social system to the behavior pattern of a single industry,
if indeed not a single firm. Yet, all the non-Marxist critics of
Fogel and Engerman restrict themselves to technical matters
or to superficial complaints about exaggerations and excessive
claims. For, in truth, all of them object only to the extreme
formulation of assumptions and derivative theses that they
themselves share.

Once these misplaced assumptions from neoclassical econom-
ics are dropped, the anomalies and paradoxes become less puz-
zling. Consider, for example, the very different results of soil
exhaustion and wasteful agricultural methods in the North and
South. The waste and destruction resulted primarily from an
enormous abundance of land, rather than from slavery per se,
for it simply did not pay to conserve resources. But, as soil
exhaustion and agricultural depression struck the eastern areas
of the free states, capital shifted, not only to the West but into
commercial and industrial, as well as agricultural, diversifica-
tion within the East itself. In the South, the older areas, locked
into a slave economy, found it difficult to adjust and fell back
toward subsistence. In the end, slave sales sustained the older
regions and allowed the slaveholders to keep going. But the
region, even while showing modest economic recovery, the
bases of which remain debatable, remained at an economic
level that undermined the slaveholders’ political power.
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The history of the sugar colonies of the Caribbean and of
the Brazilian Northeast and, later, of the gold-mining districts
of Minas Gerais, followed a similar economic course. The sig-
nificant differences among the cases flowed much less from
variations in economic process than from variations in the class
nature and political power of the slaveholders in each region.

The impressive performance of the Old South in scoring
high profits and growth had parallels in other New World
slave economies. And for that reason, among others, the ex-
planations of Fogel and Engerman appear suspect. They stress
the high rate of slave reproduction and attribute the slaves’
economic performance to an internalization of bourgeois
norms within a remarkable incentive system. But what are we
to do with Barbados during the seventeenth century, Jamaica
and Saint-Domingue during the eighteenth, or different regions
of Brazil during the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth?
None of these slaveholding countries boasted a self-reproducing
labor force, and the attribution of a bourgeois work ethic to
the slaves would inspire laughter on all sides. Saint-Domingue,
the richest slaveholding colony of its day, stood convicted of
harboring one of the bloodiest, most vicious planter classes and
social systems in the New World. And if the Luso-Brazilian
planters of Bahia, whose waterfront was known formally as
the Bay of All Saints and informally as the Bay of Almost All
Sins, qualified as puritanical capitalists, then words have lost
all meaning.

An interpretation of the performance of the slave economies
must account for the recurrence of a common pattern through-
out the hemisphere. First, the slaveholding countries—those in
which slavery dominated the economies—exhibited stunning
levels of profitability and prolonged periods of economic
growth. Second, in every case the boom rested on the export
sector and approximated reliance on a single crop. And, third,
in each case, the end of the boom left in its wake an economic
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wreck. No slaveholding country or region crossed the thresh-
old to industrialization. None adjusted to emancipation so as
to launch a new cycle of growth that passed into structural
development. All became marked by what is euphemistically
called underdevelopment, which left a legacy of poverty,
misery, and colonial dependency. The abolition of slavery in
most countries required blood and disorder: a great revolution
in Saint-Domingue, a civil war in the United States, a general
strike of slaves in the Danish West Indies, protracted wars of
national liberation in much of Spanish America, a violence-
marked crisis of the national state in Brazil, and disruptive po-
litical struggles even in the British Caribbean. Political crises of
such depth and destructiveness would not have existed if the
slave economies had not extruded retrogressive ruling classes,
the removal of which demanded radical surgery. In any event,
the special features of the North American case cannot prop-
erly be accounted for by an interpretation that fails to explain
similarities and differences within the slaveholding sector of
the hemispheric economy.

The Western Hemisphere as a whole, not merely the United
States and Brazil, had a moving frontier. For example, the de-
cline of Barbados resulted in a shift of labor and capital to Ja-
maica and elsewhere—a process not much impeded by imperial
boundaries. All Caribbean colonies had mixed populations, and
economic resources crossed political lines. The expulsion of
the Dutch from Brazil, where they had contributed much to
the growth of the sugar industry, shifted capital, labor, and
managerial talent not only to other Dutch colonies but to
British and French ones as well. The great slave revolt in
Saint-Domingue, as it passed into an epoch-making national
revolution, sent French planters and their slaves scurrying not
only to Cayenne and other French colonies but to Louisiana,
Cuba, Venezuela, and elsewhere. The sugar countries rose and
fell, with capital and labor in geographical movement analo-
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gous to the movement along the North American and Brazilian
frontiers. So long as land remained available at prices unthink-
ably low by European standards—so long as colonial settlers
faced empty spaces or spaces that could be emptied by a con-
trolled dose of genocide—resources would be shifted, and the
grim wastefulness of the system as a whole would remain
disguised.

Labor presents a startling complication. Everywhere, except
in the Old South, labor costs were kept at acceptable levels by
resort to the trans-Atlantic slave trade. The slave reproduction
rates oscillated between negative and inadequately positive, and
only the reinforcement of fresh African cargoes could fuel the
system. The great exception, the southern states of North
America, alone operated during the great periods of boom and
expansion with a slave force internally generated. The social,
economic, and political origins and consequences of this unique
circumstance deserve the most elaborate analysis. For the mo-
ment, let it suffice that the United States solved the problem
in its own way, which entailed not low slave prices but stead-
ily rising prices that may be called low only in relation to the
returns earned by the capitalization of labor under specific
market conditions. In the end, therefore, it was the third ele-
ment of the conjuncture—a world demand for certain staples—
that exercised the most important influence over the economy
in the Old South, as it did over other slave economies.

At first glance, the insistence upon the force of the world
demand for staples hardly seems worth dwelling upon. After
all, what is unusual about an industry’s requiring a market? But
the slave economies, despite their typical reliance on monocul-
ture, cannot be treated as analogues of particular industries, as
a brief review of their relation to the world market should
demonstrate.

The early sugar economy prefigured that of the modern
New World colonial economies in general and the plantation-
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slave economies in particular. During the early sixteenth cen-
tury, sugar had remained a luxury good used primarily for
treating wine. By the second quarter of the century, increased
supply from the Atlantic islands led to a collapse in prices,
which stimulated a more general use in the making of pre-
serves and confectionery. Prices again rose. That is, supply
from the colonial periphery outran world demand and thereby
induced a precipitous decline in prices. Falling prices stimu-
lated experimentation with new uses; rising demand led to
rising prices, which encouraged a new burst on the supply side
and a consequent outstripping of demand.

Thus, as early as the period 1670—90, overproduction plunged
the sugar economies of Brazil and the Caribbean into crises
that ruined both planters and their creditors. This pattern re-
curred many times. Yet, during the 140 years following 1570,
sugar production in Brazil rose by 450 per cent. Heavy capital
investment, which sugar in contradistinction to tobacco and
then cotton required, proceeded apace with the securing of a
relatively cheap labor force of slaves to stimulate production.
For technical as well as political reasons, the refining process
was shifted to Europe: the Portuguese, in a misguided attempt
to strengthen their Brazilian colony, forbade refining in Lis-
bon, only to suffer the direct competition of Amsterdam and
Hamburg. Later, economic pressures would produce similar
results in the cotton indusrty, political interventions or no.

When Caribbean sugar production ran afoul of market gluts,
the ensuing crises led to a shift of resources to fresher land in
newly developed colonies. Thus, one factor, “land,” alone ac-
counted for the regional economy’s ability to survive the pe-
riodic purges of the market generated by the tendency toward
overproduction.

Brazil fared better. When its sugar economy declined, slave-
based gold mining opened up in Minas Gerais. When the lucra-
tive gold-mining industry began to decline, coffee-growing
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plantations spread in southern Brazil in response to a new mass
demand in Europe. By the beginning of the last quarter of the
nineteenth century, when this final plantation boom had begun
to run its course, the slave regime sailed into a political crisis
conditioned by the defeat of the North American Confederacy
and propelled especially by the political and military debacle
in the Paraguayan War and the disintegration of the monar-
chy. In Brazil, as elsewhere, slavery had long been able to
generate noteworthy spurts of quantitative growth and high
profits without generating the structural and institutional con-
ditions for the development and consolidation of national eco-
nomic power. Technologically, the sugar industry of Brazil
remained remarkably backward; that of Louisiana developed
only within narrow geographic limits and under tariff protec-
tion; and that of Cuba underwent revolutionary transforma-
tion under the impact of foreign capital at a time when the
planters regarded the fate of slavery as sealed by the defeat of
the Confederacy and were desperately looking for a new sys-
tem of production.?

The entire economic history of the Old South, from the rise
of King Cotton at the beginning of the nineteenth century to
World War 11, reflected the force of international demand.
When the world market was good, as during the 1830s and
1850s, profits soared, and growth proceeded apace; when the
market slumped, depression and retrogression set in. So long
as slavery existed, no foundation for industrialization or eco-
nomic diversification was laid. Those who insist that the South
had developmental possibilities, the realization of which only
the periodic return of high cotton prices prevented, have many
hard questions to answer. They cannot point to a single slave
society in world history that realized such possibilities, or to
any presocialist country that carried through an industrial rev-
olution without first severing the laboring classes from the
means of production.
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Since the South had no effective substitute for cotton as a
staple, the comparative disadvantage to the older regions did
not generate a significant internal shift of resources. Maryland
constituted a nightmare model for the planters of the Lower
South, especially those in such depressed cotton states as South
Carolina. The pronounced sale of slaves to the Cotton Belt and
the inability of the planters to find an adequate substitute for
tobacco was steadily transforming Maryland into a free state.
Virginia was undergoing a similar transformation, albeit slowly.
Delaware was a slave state in name only. The slave sector in
Missouri was declining relative to the free, and Kentucky was
no longer secure. The fears of the cotton planters of the
Lower South were realized during the secession crisis, when
Maryland, Missouri, Kentucky, and Delaware, as well as the
western counties of Virginia and the eastern of Tennessee, re-
mained loyal to the Union.

In other words, although the derived demand for slaves
demonstrated considerable flexibility within Southern labor
markets, the political consequences were emerging as ominous.
This very mechanism was gravely weakening the social regime
in the slave-selling states and thereby the political power of the
slaveholders in the slave-importing states as well. To make
matters worse, the renewed cotton prosperity of the 1850s
threatened to speed up the process of dissolution in the Upper
South., With cotton prices once again at ten cents per pound,
the southeastern planters shifted previously withdrawn land
back into cotton production. Thus, South Carolina, which had
been exporting slaves since about 1820, found itself facing a
labor shortage that promised to bid even more slaves away
from Virginia and Maryland and that, for good measure, stim-
ulated renewed interest in the reopening of the African slave
trade—a measure that could only provoke the most bitter
political quarrels within the South as well as between South
and North.
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Something similar occurred in Brazil, where the decline of
sugar profits led to a shift of labor and capital from the North-
east to the gold-mining districts of Minas Gerais and later to
Rio de Janeiro and the coffee-growing South. The decline also
facilitated the growth of basically seigneurial labor relation-
ships in the northeastern countryside. The social and political
context differed fundamentally from that of the Old South,
but in both cases the resultant decline in the political power of
the slaveholders in a region once at the center of a slave society
undermined the regime from within and contributed to the
gathering momentum of abolitionist attack.

Consideration of some special features of the growth of the
cotton economy may help clarify the argument. The spread of
short-staple cotton dramatically raised the supply during the
1830s—the period known as the “flush times” of Alabama and
Mississippi. Speculative slave buying ran high, fed by a politi-
cally induced expansion of bank notes. Regional growth reached
eye-catching proportions, and the boldest and ablest of the
planters accumulated huge fortunes. Typically, however, the
supply outstripped the demand, and by the early 1840s the Brit-
ish textile manufacturers had stocked hundreds of thousands
of bales. The panic of 1837 and the ensuing depression there-
fore hit the South doubly hard, for even when the worst
should have been over, years of low prices continued while in-
ventories were slowly worked off. Not until the end of the
1840s did prices recover, if we except 1838 and 1846, when
good prices accompanied short crops occasioned by droughts.

During this long depression, the Southern press sparkled
with calls for diversification, manufacturing, reallocation of
resources, and elimination of middlemen’s profits by promotion
of direct trade with Europe. Conventions of planters and of
merchants solemnly resolved upon reform and self-reliance.
In the end, nothing much changed. Economists and historians
continue to argue about the “causes,” but the difficulties in-
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herent in the system as a system cannot be explained away.
When shift of capital to industry, difficult enough under slav-
ery, could be effected, the labor force, to produce adequately
in manufacturing, had to be given incentives that drove the
planters to protest against the subversion of discipline in the
countryside.

When that problem could be kept within safe limits, the
weakness of the home market, with its huge population of
slaves and white subsistence farmers, took its toll. Since the
system depended on export crops, the pressure to switch to
manufactures came precisely at the worst time-that is, when
purchasing power was low and when Northern firms, facing
gluts of their own, were ready to undersell newcomers. Direct
trade with Europe remained a will-o’-the-wisp since imports
could not keep pace with exports, and ships would have to
return in ballast. A shortage of capital and entrepreneurship
plagued all such attempts. Those who remain fixated on growth
rates have yet to explain this dearth. And they have yet to
deny that much of the accumulated wealth not sunk back into
slaves and quantitative expansion was raked off by Northern
and European factors, shippers, commission merchants, insur-
ance agents, and bankers, so that much of the multiplier effect
of Southern investment benefited others.

We confess to finding it absurd that Marxists should have
to fight so hard to convince neoclassicists that the liberation of
entrepreneurship historically accompanied the free market, es-
pecially the market in labor-power, and that entrepreneurship,
like science, technology, education, and investment in “human
capital” in general, arose as a function of freedom and every-
where suffered in the absence of freedom.

A few statistics on investment in human capital will suggest
both the historical problem and the basis for so many diverse
historical interpretations. Here, the problem concerns only
the Old South, for the slaveholding societies in the rest of the
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hemisphere remained entirely backward in this respect. In the
South, pupils made up less than 6 per cent of the white popula-
tion, whereas in the North they accounted for more than 18
per cent. And since the blacks lived overwhelmingly in the
South and formed the backbone of the labor force, their inclu-
sion would cut the Southern ratio by almost a half. Illiteracy
statistics showed 7.5 per cent for Southern whites, as against
only 2 per cent for Northern. The South had a white popula-
tion less than half that of the North (roughly six million as
opposed to thirteen million), but it had less than one-third the
schools, one-fourth the libraries, and one-half the library books.
In each case, and in others that could be cited, the Southern
investment in “human capital” was concentrated heavily in the
Upper South, with the cotton states—the heart of the slave
economy—backward.

Still, the South’s record did compare favorably with that of
many other countries, and it has even been argued, most im-
pressively by Fogel and Engerman, that the South deserved to
rank as a major industrial power. Here again, the abstraction of
statistics from the social and political context obscures the
actual historical problems. The intrinsic strength of investment
in human capital—its contribution to “viability”—like the eco-
nomic performance in general, ultimately emerged as a politi-
cal question. The Southern slaveholders, beyond doubt, felt
themselves gravely threatened by the outside world during the
last three decades or so of their regime. Thus, only one kind of
comparison makes sense: how well were they doing relative
to those Northern elements whose rising power threatened
them so? Or, to what extent could their regime take advantage
of the astonishing development of the national economy, with
its ability to attract immigrant labor, advanced technology,
and foreign capital without foreign control, and its ability to
launch a broad-based industrial revolution capable of raising it
to world power? The question answers itself. However much
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growth the slave economy displayed in the abstract, every
passing year weakened the political and military power of its
ruling class relative to those it had to confront.

The transportation system, too, took its toll, even before its
weaknesses compromised the Confederate military effort. Of
what use are the statistics that show the South with more miles
of railroad than this or that country, if the structure of the
system is left out of account? Those who set out to exploit
colonies, and who in so many cases impoverished them, often
built roads and railroads as the first order of business. The
Southern leaders themselves built their transportation system
colonial-style: it bound the staple-producing plantation dis-
tricts to the ports and largely bypassed the upcountry. In gen-
eral and by design, the system did not facilitate commodity
exchange within a national or regional market; it facilitated
exports. Here, too, it resembled other export-oriented colonies
based on some form of dependent labor.

Those who wish to construct abstract models of growth and
development could doubtless show that a concerted attack on
these and related problems remained a theoretical possibility.
Historically, the slaveholders had no such option. They had a
common stake in slave labor as an investment, as a fountain-
head of material interest, and as the basis of their social system,
ideology, and social psychology. They could solve none of
these problems without falling upon each other in a war of
conflicting particular interests, but their class roots in slave
labor set them off from the outside world and threw them col-
lectively on the defensive. Disunity had to be avoided and
divisive internal political issues kept within limits. When the
degree of political unity necessary for a common policy ar-
rived, it was based on secession, territorial expansion, and if
necessary, war—on the militant defense of slave property.

During the long depression of the 1840s, the South did try,
with some success, to raise more foodstuffs and to retreat to
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subsistence in order to cushion the disaster. Even so, the rising
number of bankruptcies did not lead to a diminution of out-
put. Property changed hands, but many slaveholders saved
themselves by debt repudiations, including the simple device
of flight to the virgin soils of Texas and Arkansas. The indi-
vidual planters, as one might expect, sought a solution to low
prices in greater volume. Thus, the retreat toward subsistence
in the older regions was overwhelmed by a steadily expanding
slave population that represented invaluable capital gains to
financially harassed planters. Cotton production during the
depressed decade rose by 88 per cent, and it probably would
have risen higher had more attention not been paid to the
food supply.

The participants in the recent debate over the role of the
demand for cotton in the economic growth of the Old South
have, curiously, ignored the instructive earlier history of to-
bacco. Yet, Jacob Price makes, among many valuable contribu-
tions in his excellent work France and the Chesapeake, a sug-
gestive analysis of the relation between a tendency toward
overproduction and a peculiar demand structure during the
second and third quarters of the eighteenth century.* A brief
inquiry into the history of the tobacco colonies will demon-
strate how, with some instructive variations, the tobacco econ-
omy during the second and third quarters of the eighteenth
century foreshadowed the fate of the cotton economy during
the second half of the nineteenth.

The early history of the tobacco colonies contains few sur-
prises. Once again, an increase in world demand stimulated an
expansion that quickly passed into overproduction, with atten-
dant gluts to await a new surge of demand. The earliest pros-
perity and indeed the very foundation of the industry during
the first half of the seventeenth century occurred as a result of
a fortuitous time lag between the burgeoning of European de-
mand and the recognition that tobacco could be grown easily
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in most of Europe itself. Thus, the sharp rise in demand, which
accompanied urban expansion and reflected the masses’ first
shift of income to what commentators drolly considered a
luxury good, arose when the colonists had a moment of grace.
Subsequently, measures by the crown in both England and
France to restrict production at home enormously strength-
ened the bases of colonial production.

This expanding demand was European, not merely British.
As early as the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Brit-
ish were exporting more than 6o per cent of the tobacco
shipped from America—a percentage that rose to go by the
eve of the American Revolution. In any case, the earliest cycle
based on indentured-servant labor and small freeholds passed
into a new cycle based on slave labor. Between 1670 and 1690,
prices fell sharply, and the structure of the Chesapeake to-
bacco industry began to totter. Among the consequences,
North Carolina’s stunted development provided a striking il-
lustration of the extent to which the colonial economies lay at
the mercy of a fickle international market for single commodi-
ties. South Carolina responded by turning to-rice production,
which tided it over until the rise of King Cotton. Rice produc-
tion had the advantage of a ready market in the West Indies,
which could not feed its swelling slave population. The de-
~ pression made a particular impact on the Virginia-Maryland
tidewater, which provides a clue to the ability of the slave
economy to weather a good many such storms during the sub-
sequent 150 years. The stronger planters, as well as the small-
holders, shifted to the production of wheat and other food-
stuffs. They thereby demonstrated that if they could meet
interest payments on their debts, or simply avoid payment,
they could retreat into subsistence and ride out the storm.

Prices rebounded by 1700, although increased competition
from Holland and Germany hindered the recovery. They col-
lapsed again by 1710, and revived slowly during the next
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twenty years and more vigorously between 1730 and r1750.
Thereafter, during the third quarter of the eighteenth century,
intermittent recession plagued the industry. The tidewater,
facing rising costs and wasteful labor practices, began a shift
away from tobacco and stepped up wheat production to take
advantage of free-state urban markets and, much later, the
Brazilian market, and the beginning of a secular reliance on
the export of surplus slaves. The collapse of tobacco produc-
tion at tidewater proceeded along with, and in a sense in re-
sponse to, the westward expansion of tobacco production.
Thus, colonial production surged, and with it the renewed
tendency for supply to outstrip demand.

The decline of tobacco production in the West Indies ac-
companied the rise of sugar, a much more profitable crop, and
presents no special problem. The decline at Chesapeake tide-
water is another matter. For unlike the agricultural decline in
the older free-labor colonies and states of British North Amer-
ica, the decline of the staple crop did not usher in agricultural
and industrial diversification, a more balanced economy, and a
renewed growth. Notwithstanding spurts of wheat production
as a substitute staple, it encouraged a retreat toward subsis-
tence, with the planters forced to shift both labor and capital
out of the region altogether. This process continued in the
western tobacco regions of Virginia and Kentucky down to
the Civil War. True, prices periodically revived. For example,
early in the nineteenth century a booming market for cheap
chewing tobacco and snuff had a salutary effect; the collapse
of cotton prices between 1837 and 1849 lowered costs in the
tobacco region at a time when prices were at profitable levels;
and tobacco, like other Southern staples, profited from the
balmy conditions of the late 1850s. But as a region, the To-
bacco Kingdom found itself exporting slaves, shifting toward
free labor, and in danger of having the slave-labor basis of its
society fatally undermined.
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The market conditions of the second and third quarters of
the eighteenth century shed much light on the structural weak-
nesses of the slave economies over time. During the seven-
teenth century, British imperial policy had contributed signifi-
cantly to the prosperity of the tobacco colonies by curtailing
production at home—a policy greatly reinforced by similar
action in France that persisted throughout the ancien régime.
The French policy of curtailing production and thereby com-
pelling reliance on British colonial tobacco made sense, how-
ever startling it might seem at first glance. It satisfied a height-
ened desire for revenues, which could not have effectively
been extracted from local tobacco producers but which could
be extracted at high levels from the international trade. The
French established a tobacco monopoly as a monopsonistic
buyer. The crown thereby sacrificed the interests of French
consumers and national economic prosperity to its own dy-
nastic fiscal requirements. As a result, it raised about 7 per cent
of its total revenue—no small matter for a regime that was
sliding into a protracted fiscal crisis destined to cost it its life.

The French took a large share of the tobacco that the Brit-
ish re-exported in 1775. Indeed, the wars of 1702-13, by se-
verely curbing the re-export trade, undoubtedly contributed
much to the earlier depression. But the significance of French
demand transcended the obvious support it gave to the pros-
perity of Britain’s North American tobacco colonies. As Price
has shown, the pressures of soil exhaustion and the speculative
westward movement would have produced a severe depression
during the third quarter of the eighteenth century, if the
monopolistic practices of the French crown had not kept in-
ternational demand at an artificially high level. We are con-
fronted, therefore, with an inversion of the situation observed
for the cotton economy of the 1860s. Whereas the collapse of
the cotton supply in the 1860s, occasioned by the war in
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America, obscured a secular slowdown in world demand, in
the earlier period, the artificial and increasingly precarious
propping up of tobacco demand obscured an unfolding secular
crisis in supply. The prosperity of the tobacco plantations re-
vealed itself as a hostage to a world market itself subject to
violent political interventions and, in any event, unlikely to
facilitate, much less promote, secular economic development.

Notwithstanding the parallels and similarities between the
earlier and later cycles of slave-based production in all parts of
the hemisphere, a marked dissimilarity was evident in the slave
reproduction rates, and the unique performance in the Old
South had important economic implications. The political and
economic history of the Atlantic slave trade set the stage for
that unique performance. One after another, the southern
states closed the trade after the Revolution in response to the
moral pressure of the time and, probably much more impor-
tant, to the panic engendered by the great revolution in Saint-
Domingue and the renewed awareness of the explosive poten-
tial of heavy ratios of blacks to whites and of African-born to
American-born slaves.

This fear was nothing new. The Southern colonies had pe-
riodically reduced the trade or shut it down completely in re-
sponse to slave insurrections and conspiracies. In this way,
black militancy had a profound effect on the early course of
Southern economic as well as political and social development.
But the attitude of the Southern states also reflected directly
economic factors. Specifically, the deepening depression in the
tobacco colonies simultaneously caused a loss of interest in
slave imports and a rising interest in slave exports to the Deep
South. The closing of the African trade drove slave prices up-
ward, with attendant capital gains for the planters of the slave-
selling states. Conversely, South Carolina, alone among the
slave states, reopened the African trade in an effort to replenish
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losses from the American Revolution and to stock slaves before
the expected closure of 1808, for a promising new staple, up-
land cotton, was offering fresh opportunities.

The most dramatic part of this story came during the nine-
teenth century, during which the black population increased
threefold after the closing of the African slave trade. This pe-
riod, 1800-1860, with its extraordinary demographic expan-
sion, was precisely the period of the rise of the Cotton King-
dom and the territorial expansion of the slave system. Thus,
the slave regime matured in the United States under special
conditions.

The positive demographic performance predated the aboli-
tion of the African slave trade, although it was undoubtedly
strengthened by it. Intermittent tobacco depression and pe-
riodic taxation of imports in response to fear of slave revolt
provided a functional equivalent for the economic effects of
abolition, but only because they proceeded within a specific
social structure. In Virginia and Maryland and to a lesser ex-
tent in the Lower South, the planters, from an early date, were
residents not absentees. Their exceptionally close life with
their slaves provided some protection against the tendency of
the absentee-overseer system to concentrate on quick returns
at the expense of long-term investment. The South Carolina
coast, however, resembled nothing so much as Barbados and
was dominated by a ruling class whose “callous disregard for
human life and suffering,” in the words of Forrest McDonald,
“was probably unmatched anywhere west of the Dnieper.”s As
might be expected, the natural increase of slaves lagged badly
and matched Virginia’s levels only at a much later date, when
conditions had changed.

The living conditions of the slaves, which proved so condu-
cive to reproduction, undoubtedly reflected considerable initia-
tive by the slaves themselves. For example, the calculations by
Fogel and Engerman of the nutritional value of the slaves’
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basic diet have come under heavy attack, but most participants
on both sides of the debate have slighted the most interesting
question. The slaves did not rely on the basic diet of fat pork
and cornmeal provided by their masters. Rather, as Sutch has
seen, they supplemented it by fishing, hunting, raising fowl,
and keeping gardens.

The total economic performance reflected the specially fa-
vored circumstances of the North American economy. While
indebtedness remained a pressing problem, as in all the slave-
holding countries and colonies, the Southern planters during
the nineteenth century did not have to mortgage themselves
to the African slave traders. If many Southern planters, in
speculative bursts, bought slaves unwisely in the domestic slave
trade, their misfortune was balanced by the capital gains that
accrued to those in less productive areas who were selling. The
large tracts of cheap land made possible a shift to food produc-
tion and a retreat toward autarky during periods of low to-
bacco or cotton prices. In the smaller islands of the West In-
dies, planters had to import food for their slaves, and a collapse
of sugar prices or the wartime interruption of trade, or such
natural disasters as hurricanes, threatened starvation. Famine
did not trouble the United States during the nineteenth cen-
tury, and severe underfeeding occurred only exceptionally.

These circumstances hardly justify sweeping generalizations
about the entrepreneurial rationality of the master class. They
suggest a very different kind of economic flexibility, appro-
priate to a regime that had managed to cushion itself against
the vicissitudes of the market by retaining, if not creating, a
significant nonmarket sector within the heart of its export-
oriented economy. And this flexibility—this particular form
of adjustment to the world market—suggests nothing so much
as the historical experience of merchant capital in its mobiliza-
tion of precapitalist labor systems within an expanding inter-
national capitalist mode of production.
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Periods of prosperity in other slave societies also invariably
reflected booms in the export sector and, in every case, gen-
erated hard driving, even by local standards, and a marked
tendency toward negative reproduction rates. Some highlights
of Brazilian history may illustrate. Gilberto Freyre’s rose-
colored view of slave life in the Brazilian Northeast during the
colonial period has been sharply attacked by virtually all re-
cent scholars.® The persistent dependence of the sugar planta-
tions on the African slave trade—the inability to secure any-
thing close to an adequate rate of reproduction—has provided
only one kind of evidence to support the contrary view that
Brazil was indeed a hell for blacks. Freyre has been charged
with, among other things, having read nineteenth-century
evidence back into the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—
that is, with confusing conditions of economic decline and
stagnation, reminiscent of Maryland and Virginia, with condi-
tions of economic boom reminiscent of Alabama and Missis-
sippi during their flush times.

The evidence from the early nineteenth century also sup-
ports Freyre’s critics. With the collapse of Saint-Domingue,
the value of Brazil's sugar exports rose by 1,000 per cent, and
the emphasis on maximum exploitation of labor was tempo-
rarily reintroduced. The great slave revolts that shook Bahia
between 1808 and 1833, the last of which came within an ace
of success, may in part be attributed to these economic con-
ditions.

The nineteenth-century experience in Cuba paralleled that
of the sugar-growing Brazilian Northeast. The collapse of the
sugar industry in Saint-Domingue spurred the transformation
of Cuba. A small-farm, tobacco-growing economy gave way
to a plantation economy that frenetically produced sugar and
consumed slaves. Cuba, which had enjoyed a reputation during
the eighteenth century for being one of the New World’s
gentler and more humane slave countries, became, during the
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nineteenth, one of the harshest and most brutal. Simultaneously,
southern Brazil arose on the strength of a coffee boom fed by
a vigorous if illicit African slave trade. The coffee planters
drove their slaves mercilessly, not only in response to the lure
of an expanding world market, but also in the knowledge that
the fall of the Confederacy placed slavery everywhere on bor-
rowed time. In the Old South, the slave regime, however brutal
and exploitative, developed under social conditions that sub-
stantially cushioned the worst effects of financial speculation
and world market pressures.

At the root of the interpretation sketched here lies a par-
ticular evaluation of the historical role of merchant capital,
which Marx first advanced and Maurice Dobb developed.
Specifically, it insists that merchant capital has exerted a con-
servative influence in all except the most extraordinary cir-
cumstances and that under seigneurial and other precapitalist
modes of production it has generally retarded industrial devel-
opment while stimulating economic growth. Modern colonial
and plantation economies, based on monoculture and subjected
to the sway of merchant capital, embodied features of two
different economic systems. They arose within a developing
world capitalist mode of production and, from the beginning
and virtually by definition, functioned within a world market.
But they simultaneously rested on slave or other dependent
labor systems that deprived them of the best social and ideo-
logical as well as economic advantages of a market in labor-
power, in contradistinction to that market in labor which slav-
ery’s capitalization of labor made possible.

Thus, among other ramifications, the macroeconomic struc-
ture of the plantation sector of the world economy had only
an indirect relation to the microeconomic structure of individ-
ual plantations, considered as firms. Both exhibited economies
of scale in the production of crops that can command a viable
if sometimes speculative price on a market external to the sys-
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tem of commodity exchange and labor control within the in-
dividual firms.

Whatever the contribution of economies of scale, the slave-
holders’ most powerful advantage over the yeomen was, as
Gavin Wright has pointed out, financial. So long as the econ-
omy depended upon monoculture and the export market, with
little chance to shift resources internally, those with the capi-
tal to command land and slaves had disproportionately large
opportunities. In other words, the very dependence of the
slave system on merchant capital created massive if temporary
opportunities for the ruling class to amass great wealth.

The colonial expansion of capitalism not only absorbed pre-
capitalist economic systems; it created them. The enserfment
of the Russian peasants during and after the sixteenth century,
the second serfdom in eastern Europe, the economic exploita-
tion of the highland Indian communities of Mexico and Peru,
and the rise of plantation-based slave regimes in the American
lowlands constituted varying expressions of colonial capitalist
expansion. They represented nothing so much as the power of
merchant capital to adjust unfree labor systems to the rising
demand of western European mass markets, which themselves,
however paradoxically, arose on free labor—on the emergence
of labor-power as a commodity. Within this process, slavery
represented a major advance over quasi-seigneurial alternatives,
for it permitted greater economic rationalization and a more
flexible labor market.

What slavery could not do, despite its economies of scale
and its financial advantages, was to lay the foundations for sus-
tained growth and qualitative development. Nowhere did it
advance science and technology, generate self-expanding home
markets adequate to encourage industrial diversification, ac-
cumulate capital within its own sphere for industrial develop-
ment, or encourage the kind of entrepreneurship without
which modern industry would have been unthinkable. It pro-
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duced spectacular growth in response to the demand of an
outside society but simultaneously guaranteed stagnation and
decline once that support was withdrawn.

Fogel and Engerman have reasonably stressed the long pe-
riods of prosperity for the slaveholders and economic growth
for the slave economies as prima facie evidence of viability.
Their argument, while reasonable by the standards of the
bourgeois economics they share with most of their critics, re-
opens the question of what bourgeois economists and histo-
rians, whether for or against Fogel and Engerman, mean by
viability. From our point of view, viability can refer only to
the political security of the human beings who commanded
the regimes—the slaveholders. And at that, there remains the
theoretical possibility, noted by Fogel and Engerman them-
selves, that a socially retrogressive regime might achieve such
viability by inflicting unspeakable horrors on its people.

That trifle aside, nothing in the interesting and discretely
valuable new work in economic history undermines the thesis
that slavery condemned the slaveholders to a political fate
which makes all appeals to the prosperity of a longue durée
beside the point. For the specific kind of economic stagnation
suffered by their economies closed the road to an industrial
revolution—to that economic development without which the
slaveholders remained at the mercy of their enemies. That the
confrontation with those enemies took half a century or longer
to unfold poses interesting secondary questions but does not
weaken the primary argument.

All slave societies in the New World met the same economic
fate and left wrecks in their wake. That of the Old South,
however, had a special quality. In striking contrast to the West
Indies and in partial contrast to Brazil, the Old South produced
a slaveholding class capable of seizing regional political power
and of deeply influencing national politics for more than a
half a century. Thus, the structural economic deficiencies of
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the regime did much more than create painful problems of re-
adjustment once the world-demand schedule for staples slack-
ened. Rather, they confronted a powerful retrograde social
class with the prospect of defeat and disaster.

Only in this political context do discussions of the economic
viability of slavery take on meaning. And in the end, the his-
torical verdict sustains the older view against all revisionist
caveats: Northern freedom, not Southern slavery, generated
the political, economic, and military wherewithal for the na-
tion’s survival, development, and rise to world power.
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In the hope that the notes will serve as an adequate guide to
the primary and contemporary sources, I should like to draw
the nonspecialists’ attention to the more important secondary
works.

Of the enormous number of general works on the slave
South, three are especially valuable as introductions. Chapters
II and III of J. G. Randall and David Donald, The Civil War
and Reconstruction (Boston, 1961) present a carefully bal-
anced and remarkably substantial sketch of the South and of
slavery. Still valuable are Chapters II and III of Arthur C. Cole,
The Irrepressible Conflict (New York, 1934). Clement Eaton,
The Growth of Southern Civilization (New York, 1961)
suffers from an undue urban Whig bias but has much to offer
in fresh material and the mellowed reflections of a mature
scholar. Of special interest is Douglas F. Dowd, “A Compara-
tive Analysis of Economic Development in the American
West and South,” JEH (Supplement), XVI (Dec. 1956),
558-74.

The literature on slavery is large and growing, and much of
it bears on the problems discussed here. The writings of
Ulrich B. Phillips, embracing a lifetime of research and reflec-
tion, remain the best introduction despite his debilitating race
prejudice. Frank Tannenbaum, Slave & Citizen (New York,
1947) is one of those rare little books that get better with each
reading. Of the various state studies, Charles Sackett Sydnor,
Slavery in Mississippi (New York, 1933) enjoys pride of place.
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Since agriculture constituted the heart of the Southern
economy, we are fortunate in having many creditable and
some outstanding studies. Lewis C. Gray, History of Agricul-
ture in the Southern United States to 1860 (2 vols.; Gloucester,
Mass., 1958) remains indispensable, but Paul W. Gates, The
Farmer's Age, 1815-1860 (New York, 1960) has a great deal
to offer. Gates’s chapters on the Southern states are inferior
to those on the Northern, but what is inferior for Gates might
be considered outstanding for most others. If his discussion has
not supplanted Gray’s, it has provided a large and necessary
supplement. The starting point for a consideration of agricul-
tural reform is Avery O. Craven, Soil Exhaustion as a Factor
in the Agricultural History of Virginia and Maryland, 1606—
1860 (Urbana, 11, 1926). The subsequent literature on agricul-
tural history in general and reform in particular grows larger
with each passing year. Certain items are invaluable even for
a nonspecialist who wants to get beneath the surface. Wey-
mouth T. Jordan’s many books and articles must be consulted,
especially his Ante-Bellum Alabama: Town and Country
(Tallahassee, Fla., 1957). John Hebron Moore, Agriculture in
Ante-Bellum Mississippi -(New York, 1958) and Cornelius
O. Cathey, Agricultural Developments in North Carolina,
1783-1860 (Chapel Hill, N.C, 1956) are the kind of studies
we need for every state. The articles of James C. Bonner,
especially his “Profile of a Late Ante-Bellum Community,”
AHR, XIX (Jan. 1944), 663-80, deserve special note. These
men have set a high standard of performance and have placed
all students of the subject deep in their debt.

Several works on Southern economic history are essential
introductions to industrial as well as agricultural development.
Robert R. Russel, Economic Aspects of Southern Sectionalism,
1840~1861 (New York, 1924, 1960) contains a startling amount
of data and insights and remains the best introduction to the
most politically pregnant questions in Southern economic life.
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It has stood up for forty years and is likely to stand up for forty
years more. Alfred Glaze Smith, Jr., Economic Readjustment
of an Old Cotton State: South Carolina, 1820-1860 (Columbia,
S.C., 1958) and Milton S. Heath, Constructive Liberalism: The
Role of the State in Economic Development in Georgia to
1860 (Cambridge, Mass., 1954) both contain important material
and useful discussions but suffer from a narrow economic
perspective.

The history of Southern industry needs to be written. The
many articles of Richard W. Griffin (see the notes to Chapters
VIII and IX of this book) are of great value and will hope-
fully be collected before long. Griffin has also done a remark-
able job with the Textile History Review, which he edits.
Like all new and small journals, it has its problems and is un-
even, but it brings together some fine articles and reprints
much useful source material. Griffin’s articles and those of
Ernest M. Lander, Jr., are especially valuable. Lander has con-
tributed important articles on several phases of Southern
industry to other journals (see notes to Chapters VIII and IX).
A fresh study of William Gregg is in order, but Broadus
Mitchell, William Gregg, Factory Master of the Old South
(Chapel Hill, N.C,, 1928) may still be consulted with profit.
A good biography of Daniel Pratt has yet to be written. Three
articles by Richard B. Morris contain perspectives and material
that others have missed: “Labor Militancy in the Old South,”
Labor and Nation, IV (May-June 1948), 32-36; “The Measure
of Bondage in the Slave States,” MVHR, XLI (Sept. 1954),
219-40; and “White Bondage in Ante-Bellum South Carolina,”
SCHGM, XLIX (Oct. 1948), 191-207.

On Southern commercial relations see Douglass C. North,
The Economic Growth of the United States, 1790-1860
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1961) for new perspectives. A stand-
ard work is Herbert Wender, Soutbhern Commercial Conven-
tions, 1837-1859 (Baltimore, 1930). Robert G. Albion’s studies
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are indispensable: The Rise of New York Port, 1815-1860
(New York, 1939) and Square-Riggers on Schedule (Prince-
ton, N.J., 1938). Several new studies of the factorage system
have been under way and will hopefully appear soon.

On the vexing profitability question see Harold D. Wood-
man, “The Profitability of Slavery: A Historical Perennial,”
JSH, XXIX (Aug. 1963), 303~25, for a good critical survey
of the literature.

Since World War II a great many excellent studies of eco-
nomic development in general and of underdeveloped areas in
particular have appeared. Used carefully, they have much to
offer a student of the slave South. Of special value are:
Maurice Dobb, Studies in the Development of Capitalism
(New York, 1947); Gunnar Myrdal, Rich Lands and Poor
(New York, 1957); H. J. Habakkuk, “The Historical Experi-
ence on the Basic Conditions of Economic Progress,” pp. 149-
69 of Léon H. Dupriez (ed.), Economic Progress (Louvain,
1958); and Paul A. Baran, The Political Economy of Growth
(New York, 1957).
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