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PUBLISHER'S NOTE 

ThiS is the primary volume of Without Consent or Contract. It is 
a nontechnical summary and interpretation of findings by the director of 
a research group that has spent the past twenty-four years studying vari
ous aspects of the slave system. Subtitled The Rise and Fall of American 
Slavery, this volume includes a full set of relevant charts, maps, tables, 
notes, references, an index, and acknowledgments. 

Three companion volumes to Without Consent or Contract are availa
ble for those who are concerned with its technical foundations. The first, 
subtitled Evidence and Methods, contains an array of research reports on 
the evidence and procedures that underlie the primary volume. The other 
two are subtitled Technical Papers: Markets and Production and Technical 
Papers: Conditions of Slave Life and the Transition to Freedom. They con
tain a selection of the principal papers produced by collaborators in this 
research project since its inception in 1965. Papers that were previously 
published have been revised to take account of new research, but many 
of the papers are published here for the first time. The full canon of 
research on slavery and related topics by the contributors is listed at the 
end of the last volume. 
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FOR E W O R D  

DISCOVERIES AND DILEMMAS 

The controversies of hi�orians of slavery have been so intense 
and protracted during the past three decades that they have caught the 
attention of the entire history profession and periodically broken into the 
news. Such controversies may signal important intellectual progress or 
they may merely be the fuss produced by trendy misadventures. As 
scholarly passions abated, it became clear that a genuine revolution in 
knowledge was taking place. The intellectual turmoil was precipitated 
partly by the relatively sudden, vast expansion of information on the 
operation of slave systems and partly by the new techniques of analysis 
that were employed to assess this information. The result has been a 
transformation in perceptions of the nature of American slavery, of the 
black experience under it, of the ideological and political struggles 
against the system, and of the nature of the moral problem of slavery.! 

It was the moral implications of some of the recent research rather 
than mere professional rivalries that accounted for the crackling atmo
sphere of these debates. The discovery that slaves were effective workers 
who had developed a much stronger family life, a more varied set of 
occupational skills, and a richer, more distinct culture than previously 
recognized created an agonizing dilemma. Did these findings enhance 
black history by revealing a hitherto undisclosed record of achievement 
under adversity? Or did they diminish the moral horror 0' slavery and 
constitute (no matter how innocent the intention) an apologia for centu
ries of exploitation? Did the findings rob blacks of a history of resistance 
to slavery and cast them instead in the role of collaborators in their own 
oppression? 

These questions represent only one level of the debates over the 
findings. Some scholars insisted that the findings must have been in 
error, that they were the product either of unrepresentative samples of 
evidence or of outrageous errors in the technical analysis of the evidence. 
Others contended that the moral implications were so pernicious that the 
findings should have been suppressed, even if factually correct. But a 
more common concern was that the findings could serve to misdirect the 
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discussion of the slavery into unproductive and potentially harmful chan
nels. 

The ultimate issues of this book are moral issues. They are not nearly 
as simple as many of us were taught to believe, nor is their relevance 
limited to the bygone era of slavery. Quite the contrary, many of the 
moral issues of Lincoln's time have reappeared and are involved in 
divisive debates of our own time that go well beyond ethnic or class 
relationships. To confront the moral problem of slavery, then, is not only 
to gain a deeper perspective on our past but also to understand the issues 
of our own time in a new way. 

Since the moral problem of slavery must be viewed in historical 
context, it is necessary to review all the major results of the new slavery 
research.2 The discussion focuses initially on the economic findings 
because the production of the great agricultural staples of the Western 
Hemisphere, and their sale on the world market, were the roots and 
trunk of modern slavery. It was virtually uninterrupted economic success 
for more than 200 years that made this tree thrive and grow to monstrous 
proportions. To understand the significance of the struggle against slav
ery one must, therefore, come to grips with what many scholars see as 
the unwelcome and ominous paradox that emerged from the new findings 
on the economics of slavery: Although the slave system was horribly 
retrogressive in its social, political, and ideological aspects, it was quite 
advanced by the standards of the time in its technology and economic 
organization. The paradox is only apparent. It collapses under scrutiny, 
not because the new economic findings are false, but because the paradox 
rests on the widely held assumption that technological efficiency is inher
ently good. It is this beguiling assumption that is false and, when applied 
to slavery, insidious.3 

One must also come to grips with the moral dilemma that impaled 
leaders of the American Revolution and confounded other enlightened 
men of goodwill throughout the Western world for the better part of a 
century. The root of the dilemma was the rationalistic doctrine of natural 
rights which linked freedom and justice with the inviolability of property 
and which was the philosophical platform of the Revolution. Men who 
rebelled because the confiscatory taxes of Parliament and the arbitrary 
regulations of the Crown had diminished their wealth were bound to be 
confounded by the demand for the compulsory abolition of slavery. 
Despite anguish and desire, most of the founding . fathers and th�ir 
intellectual heirs were unable to find an apt solutIOn to the confhct 
between the natural right of the" enslaved to their freedom and the natural 
right of the masters to the security of their prop�rty. . " It was mystics who led the escape from the dIlemma. ReJectmg the 
rationalism of the Revolutionary generation, they denounced slavery as 
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an unmitigated evil, incapable of being justified by material gain or any 
other worldly consideration. Certain that they were divinely inspired, 
they declared that slavery was not just a sin, but an extraordinary sin, a 
sin so corrupting that persistence in it, or complicity with it, infected 
every aspect of life and created an insurmountable barrier to both per
sonal and national salvation. Although the abolitionists were initially 
condemned as an isolated and fanatical sect even within the churches 
from which they sprung, their creed gradu!lly gained numerous adher
ents. However, in the course of the struggle to transform a religious 
movement into a political one, the mystical content of the abolitionist 
creed became secularized and the original appeal to disinterested benev
olence became overlaid with expedient political and economic argu
ments. 

Even if this book were concerned with the purely economic aspects 
of slavery, it would have to take account of the many new points brought 
to light by historians of the ideological and political struggle to end 
slavery. The slave economy did not operate in a vacuum. Both its original 
economic successes and its ultimate collapse were heavily influenced by 
the legal and political conditions that affected its cost of production and 
its access to markets. Nor can one assess adequately the moral implica
tions of the slave economy and the struggle to end it without an apprecia
tion of those aspects of slave life and culture that have been developed 
recently by the "new" social historians. 

However large the role of economic considerations in the origins and 
spread of American slavery, once established, the slave system of pro
duction had powerful ramifications in other spheres. As it evolved, 
slavery became the principal factor controlling relations between whites 
and blacks in the United States, with consequences that still shape the 
course of American life. Moreover, the struggle over slavery affected aIr 
aspects of politics, not only in America but around the world, producing 
slogans, ideologies, policies, and alignments that are still active and that 
deeply influence the politics of our own age. Political forces, not eco
nomic ones, were the overriding factors in the destruction of slavery. If 
the foes of slavery had waited for economic forces to do their work for 
them, America might still be a slave society, and democracy, as we know 
it, might have been a subject only for history books. 

The point is not merely that the economic, cultural, ideological, and 
political aspects of slavery have to be viewed in an integrated way. It is 
that the various trains of slavery research are converging and that a new 
synthesis on the nature of the slave system and the struggle to end it is 
beginning to emerge. This emerging synthesis is the cumulative result 
of an avalanche of new evidence and of penetrating insights by numerous 
scholars. Although the research process has been halting, uneven, be-
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grudging, often tenuous, sometimes breaking down altogether, the. direc
tion of movement has not reversed itself, and the momentum, If any-
thing, appears to be increasing. . ' The pages that follow provide one picture of the emergmg synthesIs. 
It is not a final picture because research on American slavery is far from 
complete. Nor is it a totally different picture from the one that emerged 
during the first surge of slavery research after World War II. Perhaps 
it is not surprising that an additional decade of investigation and reflec
tion would show that some findings that seemed so novel in the mid-
1970S were prefigured in earlier work, and that some of the novelty arose 
from exaggeration and misconception rather than from new evidence and 
deeper insights. Yet even when the exaggerated claims are discounted 
and the misconceptions are corrected, there remains a marked leap in 
knowledge. The emerging synthesis of slavery research is not only a 
fusion of various new analytical techniques, and various new bodies of 
evidence, and various new perspectives; it is also a fusion of past work 
and new work, of old perspectives and recent ones. 

This book combines analytical and narrative history. I have endeav
ored to make it a good story, one that will be edifying and intriguing to 
a wide range of readers. The book contains three subplots. One is the 
story of American slavery as an economic and social system (Chapters 
1-6); the second is the story of the ideological and political struggle to 
abolish the system (Chapters 7-10). These two subplots, woven together, 
constitute "The Rise and Fall of American Slavery." The third subplot 
is the story of scholarly efforts (especially during the last three decades) 
to ferret out the "true" story of American slavery (to tell it "wie es 
eigentlich gewesen"). If instead of the current subtitle I had sought one 
that announced all three subplots, I might have used the following: "The 
Story of the Rise and Fall of American Slavery, as Filtered Through the 
Minds and Experiences of Historians Who Came of Age Shortly Before, 
During, or After World War I I." 

The third subplot is more implicit than explicit. It is developed 
mainly through comments on the central issues covered by each of the 
chapters and by contrasting points on which a wide consensus appears 
to have been reached with those that remain contentious. In order not 
to impede the flow of the story, most references to particular scholars 
have been eliminated from the text, * with the exception of Chapter 6 and 
the Afterword. Because differences of opinion among the experts on slave 
culture are still quite wide, Chapter 6 is more a survey of recent attempts 

"These scholars are identified in the endnotes, and the companion volumes contain extensive 
discussions of the historiography of the slave system and of the antislavery struggle. 
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to uncover aspects of that culture than a synthesis, with some comments 
on what has been achieved so far. 

The Afterword differs from all the other chapters. By design, it has 
a highly personal voice. It focuses on the way that I have struggled to 
make moral sense of my own findings as well as those �f various col
leagues. I think of it as the answer I would give to my sons if they asked 
why slavery was terrible. It should be understood that the answer given 
in the Afterword is not "the truth." It is the response of a person, 
perhaps more knowledgeable on the subject than his questioners but 
nevertheless the product of his age, trying to define what he believes is 
of lasting value in the story, as he understands it. 

With this book I close an intellectual journey that has lasted more 
than two decades. I began it, like many other cliometricians, not because 
I was especially interested in the history of American slavery, but be
cause an accident of scholarship made the economics of slavery a major 
testing ground for the application of cliometric methods.4 Once drawn 
into the subject, however, it was the substance of the issues that main
tained my interest. Although my principal professional expertise was, 
and is, in the areas of economics and demography, I found myself led 
down a road that forced me to grapple with the work of colleagues in 
cultural, political, and religious history. It has been a thrilling journey 
filled with unexpected discoveries that have transformed my views about 
slavery more than I dreamed they could be. 

Research on American slavery continues to advance rapidly. The 
best work, whether its methodology is traditional or cliometric, whether 
its subject matter is economic, political, cultural, or religious history, is 
"scientific" in the Continental sense of the word (which I increasingly 
have come to believe is the most relevant sense). Such work is based on 
a thorough and often ingenious analysis of important bodies of evidence 
(some quantitative, some qualitative), conducted by open-minded schol
ars striving to be as unbiased as possible, who are impelled by an 
insatiable curiosity about facts and circumstances, and who long to know 
what actually happened. My current research is far from the subject of 
this book, so I can no longer contribute to the literature on slavery, but 
I will remain an avid consumer of it. There are still many mysteries to 
be solved and I am eager to know how they will turn out. 
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CHAPT E R  ONE 

SLIVERY IN TBE 
NEW WORLD 

S laVery is not only one of the most ancient but also one of the 
most long-lived forms of economic and social organization. It came into 
being at the dawn of civilization, when mankind passed from hunting and 
nomadic pastoral life into primitive agriculture. And although legally 
sanctioned slavery was outlawed in its last bastion-the Arabian penin
sula-in 1970, slavery is still practiced covertly in parts of Asia, Africa, 
and South America. 

THE ORIGINS OF THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 

Over the ages the incidence of slavery has waxed and waned. One 
high-water mark was reached during the first two centuries of the Roman 
Empire when, according to some estimates, three out of every four 
residents of the Italian peninsula-2 1  million people-lived in bond
age.I Eventually, Roman slavery was transformed into serfdom, a form 
of servitude that mitigated some of the harsher features of the older 
system. 

While serfdom was the most characteristic condition of labor in 
Europe during the Middle Ages, slavery was never fully eradicated. The 
Italians imported slaves from the area of the Black Sea during the 
thirteenth century. And the Moors captured during the interminable 
religious wars were enslaved on the Iberian peninsula along with Slavs 
and captives from the Levant. 

Black slaves were imported into Europe during the Middle Ages 
through the Moslem countries of North Africa. Until the Portuguese 
exploration of the west coast of Africa, however, such imports were quite 
small. About the middle of the fifteenth century, the Portuguese estab
lished trading posts along the west coast of Africa below the Sahara and 
shortly thereafter began to make relatively large purchases of black 
slaves. Soon the average imports of slaves into the Iberian peninsula and 
the Iberian-controlled islands off the coast of Africa (the Canaries, the 
Madeiras, and Sao Thome) rose to about 1 ,000 per year. By the time 
Columbus set sail on his first expedition across the Atlantic, accumulated 
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imports of black slaves into the Old World were probably in excess of 
25,000. Although blacks continued to be imported into the Old World 
until the beginning of the eighteenth century, it was the New World that 
became the great market for slaves. 

It is customary to date the beginning of the New World traffic in 
Africans to the year 1502 , when the first references to blacks appear in 
the documents of Spanish colonial administrators. The end of this trade 
did not come until the 1860s. Over the three and a half centuries 
between these dates about 9,900,000 Africans were forcibly transported 
across the Atlantic. Brazil was by far the largest single participant in the 
traffic, accounting for 41 percent of the total. British- and French-owned 
colonies in the Caribbean and the far-flung Spanish-American empire 
were the destination of 47 percent. Dutch, Danish, and Swedish colonies 
took another 5 percent. The remaining 7 percent represent the share of 
the United States (or the colonies that eventually became the United 
States) in the Atlantic slave trade.2 

To those who identify slavery with cotton and tobacco, the small size 
of the U.S. share in the slave trade may seem surprising. The temporal 
pattern of slave imports, however, clearly reveals that the course of the 
Atlantic slave trade cannot be explained -by the d�m��� for these c�?�: -
Over 75 percent of all slaves were imported between 1451 and 1810. 
This fact clearly rules out cotton as a dominant factor in the traffic since 
the production of cotton was still in its infancy in 1810. There was also 
an enormous increase in the extent of the Atlantic slave trade during the 
eighteenth century. This fact rules out the possibility of a major role for 
tobacco: During the eighteenth century, tobacco imports into Europe 
increased at an average annual rate of about 350 tons per annum. Since 
an average slave hand could produce about a ton of tobacco yearly, the 
total increase in the tobacco trade over the century required an increase 
of about 70,000 hands, a minuscule fraction of the 5.7 million slaves 
imported during the same period.3 

It was Europe's sweet tooth, rather than its addiction to tobacco or 
its infatuation with cotton cloth, that determined the extent of the Atlan
tic slave trade (Figure 1) . Sugar was the greatest of the slave crops. 
Between 60 and 70 percent of all the Africans who survived the Atlantic 
voyages ended up in one or another of Europe's sugar colonies. 

The first of these colonies was in the Mediterranean. Sugar was 
introduced into the Levant in the seventh century by the Arabs. Euro
peans became familiar with it .during the Crusades. Prior to that time 
honey was the only sweetening agent available to them. After taking over 
the Arab sugar industry in Palestine, the Normans and Venetians pro
moted the production of sugar in the Mediterranean islands of Cyprus, 
Crete, and Sicily. From the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries these colo-
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nies shipped sugar to all parts of Europe. Moreover, the sugar produced 
there was grown on plantations that utilized slave labor. While the slaves 
were primarily white, in these islands Europeans developed the institu
tional apparatus that was eventually applied to blacks. 

The rapid growth of European demand for sugar led the Spanish and 
Portuguese to extend sugar cultivation to the Iberian peninsula and to 
the Iberian-owned Atlantic islands off the coast of Africa. Here, as in the 
Mediterranean, slaves on plantations provided the labor for the new 
industry. While some of these bondsmen were natives of the newly 
conquered islands, as in the Cape Verde archipelago, most were blacks 
imported from Africa. For the first century of the Atlantic slave trade, 
the scope of imports was determined almost exclusively by the needs of 
the sugar planters in the Canaries, the Madeiras, and Sao Thome. Of the 
130,000 blacks imported between 1451  and 1559, 90 percent were sent 
to these islands and only 10 percent to the N ew World. 

During the last half of the sixteenth century, the center of sugar 
production and of black slavery shifted across the Atlantic to the West
ern Hemisphere. By 1600 Brazil had emerged as Europe's leading sup
plier of sugar. Cane was also grown in substantial quantities in Mexico, 
Peru, Cuba, and Haiti. Although the Old World colonies continued to 
plant the crop, their absolute and relative shares of the European market 
declined rapidly. By the close of the seventeenth century sugar produc
tion all but disappeared from the Madeiras, the Cape Verde Islands, the 
Canaries, and Sao Thome. The end of sugar production also marked the 
end of slaves imported into these territories. 

The sugar monopoly of the Spanish and Portuguese was broken 
during the seventeenth century when the British, French, and Dutch 
became major powers in the Caribbean. The British venture into sugar 
production began in Barbados during the second quarter of the seven
teenth century. In 1655 the British seized Jamaica from the Spanish and 
shortly thereafter began developing sugar plantations on that island. 
During the eighteenth century the output of sugar grew rapidly, not only 
in these colonies but throughout the British West Indies. It has been 
estimated that the annual export of the sugar crop in the British West 
Indies in 1 787 stood at 106,000 tons, more than five times as much as 
the exports of Brazil in the same year. The British continued to expand 
their grip on sugar production, partly by acquiring additional territory 
during the Napoleonic Wars, so that by 1806 its West Indian colonies 
accounted for 55 percent of the sugar trade. 

The development of the sugar culture in French Caribbean posses
sions was also spectacular. Haiti (then called Saint Domingue) was the 
principal sugar colony of the French. The French promoted plantations 
in that territory from the early seventeenth century until the Haitians 
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revolted against their rule in 1 794. By 1787 Haiti was shipping about 
86,000 tons and production elsewhere brought the sugar trade of French 
Caribbean possessions to 1 25,000 tons. In contrast to Britain and 
France, Spain had been largely squeezed out of the international sugar 
trade, ranking a poor fourth in 1 787 with slightly over 6 percent of 
expo�s. However, its colonies reemerged as a major sugar supplier in 
the nmeteenth century, after the development of extensive plantations 
in Cuba and Puerto Rico. Sugar was also an important crop in Dutch 
Guiana (located on the northcentral coast of South America, in terrain 
that embraces the modern nations of Guyana and Surinam), and in the 
Danish island of St. Croix. Together they contributed slightly more to 
the sugar trade in 1 787 than the Spanish colonies.4 

The great majority of the slaves brought into the British, French, and 
Dutch Caribbean colonies were engaged in sugar production and its 
ancillary industries. In the 1820S in the British West Indies between 
two-thirds and three-quarters of the slaves were directly or indirectly 
engaged in sugar production.5 In Brazil, perhaps 40 percent of the slaves 
imported were involved in sugar culture, and in Spanish America the 
share was probably between 30 and 50 percent. Mining, which probably 
stood second to sugar in the demand for labor, claimed about 20 percent 
of the slaves in Brazil. The balance of the blacks brought to the New 
World were utilized in the production of such diverse crops as coffee, 
cocoa, tobacco, indigo, hemp, cotton, and rice. Of the relatively small 
percentage of Africans engaged in urban pursuits, most were usually 
servants or manual laborers, although some became artisans. However 
it is probable that by the mid-eighteenth century most of the urba� 
occupations were held by creoles, slaves born in the New World, rather 
than by recent arrivals.6 

SOME GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF NEW 
WORLD SLAVERY 

Between 1600 and 1800, New World slaves represented less than a fifth of the population of the Western Hemisphere and less than 1 percent of the w?rld's population.7 Yet, during this long period and extending into the nmeteenth century as well, slaye-produced commodities dominat�d. ���_!rade. Sugar was t1ie� slllgle -;��ti;-p;rt"�-��f�he mternatlOnally traded commodities, dwarfing in value the trade in grain meat, . fish, tobacco. cattle, spices, cloth,J or metals. Shortly before th; Ame�lCa� Revolution sugar by itself accounted for about a fifth of all Enghsh Imports and with the addition ofJ2.ha.c.co coffee cotton and rum the h f l · · · ' , -' , s are 0 s ave-produced commodItIes m England's imports was about 30 percent.8 The impact of slavery on world trade did not end there. 
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Much of England's shipping was engaged in transporting either sugar to 
Europe, slaves from Africa to the New World, or manufactured goods 
from England to the slave colonies. Toward the end of the eighteenth 
century more than half of Britain's exports were bound for one or another 
of the slave colonies. It was not just Britain but also France, Spain, 
Portugal, Holland, and Denmark that thrived on buying from or selling 
to slave colonies. "The whole of western France-the great ports of 
Bordeaux and Nantes, the cordage and sail-making industries of Brit
tany, the textile manufacture of Cholet, the seaport and inland refiner
ies-all developed in great part on sugar and its derived demand."9 

This intimate connection with trade, especially long-distance trade, 
differentiates New World slavery from the general form of slavery of the 
ancient world, or that in Africa and the Middle East in more recent times. 
Slaves in these societies were usually part of household economies, 
producing goods or services that would be consumed mainly by them
selves and their families, by their masters, or by other members of their 
masters' households. The same was true of the European serfs. The fruits 
of their labor were usually consumed on the manors to which they were 
tied. Indeed, whether bound or free, less than 20 percent of the output 
of most European agriculturalists during the seventeenth or eighteenth 
centuries was destined to be exchanged on the market. But about 80 
percent of the output of sugar plantations was sold on the world markets. 
Some New World slave societies grew so little besides sugar that they 
had to depend on imports, often produced by free farmers or fishermen, 
to feed their slaves. And so on the eve of the American Revolution most 
of the corn exports of the thirteen colonies and over 90 percent of 
livestock, dairy, and vegetable exports were sold to the West Indies.l° 

Another feature of New World slavery was the large scale of the 
enterprises on which slaves labored. In the beginning-before 1650 in 
the British West Indies or before 17 25 in the Chesapeake Bay reigon
most slaves lived and worked on fairly small farms. In Barbados prior 
to 1650, for example, more than three·quarters of the island's population 
was white. These early colonists were usually Englishmen of modest 
means. Most were indentured servants but some were landowners whose 
farms were fairly small, g�nerally under 50 acres. Most of the landown· 
ers employed only a few laborers each-at first English indentured 
servants and later on, also African slaves. But whether farmers, inden
tured servants, or slaves, those who labored in the fields generally did 
so in traditional ways, each working on a multitude of tasks, with little 
supervision, and at a traditiomil pace. The early pa

.
ttern in the Ch�sa

peake region was similar. As late as 17 25 the medLan slave plantatIOn 
in the Chesapeake had about 1 0  slaves. ll 

The advent of the sugar culture, beginning in Barbados about 1640, 
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transformed the British West Indies. The replacement of tobacco by 
sugar not only changed the main market crop but also the lives of the 
agriculturalists. Small farms were rapidly consolidated into plantations. 
White and black hands who had farmed in traditional ways were replaced· 
by large gangs of slaves, working in lock step, and moving methodically 
across vast fields. As early as 1680, the median size of a plantation in 
Barbados had increased to about 60 slaves. Over the decades the typical 
plantation in the West Indies became larger and larger. In Jamaica in 
1832 , on the eve of the abolition of British slavery, the median planta
tion contained about 150 slaves, and nearly one out of every four bonds
men lived on units containing at least 250 slaves. l2 

Whether sugar came early (as in the British West Indies) or late (as 
in Cuba), it always transformed the society, greatly increasing the ratio 
of slaves to free men, as well as the average size of the slave plantation. 
Cuba did not begin to specialize in sugar until late in the eighteenth 
century. At the beginning of the 1760s, when Massachusetts merchants 
and Virginia planters were starting to grumble about English policies, 
Cuba was still a relatively lightly settled island of small farms specializ
ing in cattle and tobacco, with some coffee plantations. In 1774, about 
a decade after the beginning of the Cuban shift to sugar, 57 percent of 
the population was still white and another 20 percent was free black. 
Most of the slaves, who made up less than a quarter of the population, 
ha� pr.obably arri�ed during the preceding decade. In the pre-sugar era a sIgmficant fractIOn of slaves were engaged in domestic service and 
those who worked in the fields usually did so on relatively small farms, 
often alongside their masters. Between 1774 and the census of 1841 the 
slave population increased by more than tenfold, due mainly to imports 
of Africans. And so the Barbados syndrome of the seventeenth century 
was reproduced in Cuba a century and a half later: Sugar pushed out 
tobacco; slaves pushed out free laborers; large slave plantations pushed 
�ut small . ones; gang la?or pushed out traditional methods of farming. 
y the mIddle of the nmeteenth century slaves constituted nearly half �f the Cuban population and, as in other sugar economies, the majority hved and worked on large plantations.13 

The large slave plantations of the Western Hemisphere required hug . I' e capIta mvestments, not only to cover the purchase price of the slaves �ut also to cover the cost of the land, buildings, work animals and other hv t k ' " k ' . es oc , IrngatIOn wor s, Implements, and, in the case of sugar, machmery. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, the typical Jamaican sugar plantation operated with about 200 hands and had a capital v�lu.e of about £26,400 (about $154,000 in 1860 dollars or about $21 mIlhon in 1986 dollars) of which land and buildings including the sug fi' . , 
ar-re mng machmery, represented half. l4 There were no U.S. facto-
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ries of this size until the second decade of the nineteenth century. 15 As 
late as 1860 the average value of the capital invested in an American 
cotton textile factory was just $109,000 and the average number of 
employees was just 130. Throughout the eighteenth century, the great 
slave plantations of the sugar colonies, with profits averaging about. 10 
percent on invested capital, were the largest privately owned enterpnses 
of the age and their owners were among the richest of all men. The same 
can be said of the great cotton plantations in the United States on the 
eve of the Civil War. 16 

The sugar plantations were not only large but also used some of the 
most advanced technology of their age. Every sugar plantation of any size 
had a sugar factory upon it that employed about 20 percent of its labor 
force. The factory operations included grinding the cane between huge 
rollers in order to extract the juice, filtering the juice to remove impuri
ties, boiling the juice to clarify and crystallize it, curing sugar in vessels 
that allowed the molasses to drip out, and distilling molasses into rum. 
On the medium and large plantations these factories housed some of the 
most expensive and elaborate industrial equipment of the day. In Louisi
ana, on Thomas Pugh's Madewood Plantation for example, the sugar 
factory was a brick building 40 feet wide and 340 feet long (longer than 
a Manhattan block) and laid with iron rails so that cars could bring the 
cane right into the factory.17 

In Cuba, planters enthusiastically promoted railroad construction. 
"The railroads were created to serve the sugar industry." Plans for rail 
connections between the sugar-growing regions and the ports began in 
1830, just five years after the first successful steam railroad opened in 
England, and "within a short time . . .  were in service in all the major 
sugar producing areas of the island." Planters also covered their planta
tions with narrow-gauged railroads to facilitate the delivery of sugar 
cane, as well as fuel, from the fields and forest portions of their planta
tions to the factory. Even planters who did not lay track on their fields 
did so within their factories to facilitate the movement of cane juice and 
sugar from operation to operation. The railroads within factories not only 
freed labor for other tasks but reduced the hazard to the slaves by 
mechanizing the transportation of hot cylinders. 18 

Sugar planters were also quick to use steam engines in their grinding 
operations. The first experiment with the use of steam to power sugar
rolling mills in the United States took place in 182 2 .  T�at it was .an economical technique was not at all obvious at first. WhIle steam Ill
creased the crushing capacity of the mills and raised the yield of juice 
extracted from the stalks, the early steam-powered mills were very ex
pensive and they required large quantities of costl.r fuel. .Subse�uent improvements cut the cost of such mills in half and raIsed theIr effiCIency. 
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Within a decade after they were introduced, one-fourth of U.S. sugar 
estates had converted to steam mills and by 1860 the figure had climbed 
to 75 percent. It is interesting to note that as late as 1869 less than 63 
percent of cotton textile mills had converted to steam. While sugar 
planters embraced this technology more rapidly and completely than did 
the textile manufacturers, its consequences were quite different in the 
two sectors. Steam power appears to have increased the scale of sugar 
factories, especially in Cuba, but it did not lead to the far-reaching 
transformation of economic activity that it stimulated in manufactur
ing.19 

Sugar planters led the way in still another major technological inno
vation-the development of a new industrial labor discipline. This was 
at once their greatest technological achievement, the foundation of their 
economic success, and the ugliest aspect of their system. In considering 
this feature of New World slavery, it must be remembered that through
out the medieval era, custom controlled the pattern of European labor 
and the distribution of the product between serfs and lords. The lords 
did not set the exact hours of labor, strictly supervise the quality of field 
work, limit the number of holidays, or penalize inadequate yields, al
though there were bailiffs who supervised labor services on the lords' 
lands. The rhythm of work, which developed gradually over centuries, 
was generally slow and variable and the mode of labor was highly 
individualistic. 

Every nation that has gone down the road of industrialization has had 
to come to grips with the difficult problem of converting peasants into 
industrial laborers. As recently as the 19208 and 19308 Stalin com
plained about the dogged resistance of Russian muzhiks to the demands 
of modern assembly lines; a century earlier British manufacturers had 
complained about the bad industrial habits of their rural recruits, finding 
them to be entirely lacking in discipline while on the joh and constantly 
indulging in illicit holidays that came to be called "Saints Mondays" and 
"Saints Tuesdays. "20 Operatives fiercely resisted the regimentation re
quired by the new mode oflabor. According to Andrew Ure, an apostle of 
the factory system, it was "nearly impossible to convert persons past the 
age of puberty, whether drawn from rural or from handicraft occupations, into useful factory hands. After struggling for a while to conquer their listless or restive habits, they either renounce the employment spontaneously or are dismissed by overlookers on account of inatten-f "21 Th· · fl d IOn. IS reSIstance re ecte not the laziness or innate incompetence of the workers but their unwillingness to be dehumanized, to be reduced to cogs in a labor process "that seemed as inhuman as the machines that thundered in the factory and shed."22 

The industrial discipline, so difficult to bring about in the factories 



26 WITHOUT CONSENT OR CONTRACT 

of free England and free New England, was achieved on sugar planta
tions more than a century earlier-partly because sugar production lent 
itself to a minute division of labor, partly because of the invention of the 
gang system, which provided a powerful instrument for the supervision 
and control of labor, and partly because of the extraordinary degree of 
force that planters were allowed to bring to bear on enslaved black 
labor.23 The gang system did not come into being everywhere at the same 
moment of time. It developed gradually, over many decades, and the 
process of development began in different places at different times. The 
rate of growth in the size of plantations was certainly a factor affecting 
its development, as was the nature of the crop. The gang system devel
oped first on large sugar plantations and later spread to rice, coffee, 
cotton, and, to a lesser extent, tobacco.24 

There were, of course, significant differences in the operation of the 
gang system from sugar plantation to sugar plantation and even greater 
differences between sugar and cotton plantations. But certain features 
were common to gang-system plantations regardless of location or crop. 
The most basic of these was the division of the complex activities during 
each phase of production-planting, cultivating, and harvesting-into a 
series of relatively simple tasks that could be closely monitored. The 
gang system thus gave rise to an elaborate division of labor that rested, 
in the first instance, on a division between those slaves who worked in 
gangs and those who did not. During the late eighteenth century about 
half of the adult male slaves (age 16 or over) and five-sixths of the adult 
female slaves on West Indian sugar plantations labored in gangs. Of the 
males exempt from field work, about 20 percent held managerial jobs 
(supervised other slaves) or were craftsmen and the balance worked in 
semi-skilled jobs or in jobs reserved for the aged and the lame. The 
division of labor on U.S. cotton plantations was similar, although the 
proportion of adult males exempt from gang labor was smaller--closer 
to 25 percent than to 50 percent. On both sugar and cotton plantations 
field slaves usually worked in gangs of 10 to 20 hands, each of which 
was headed by a "driver"-a slave who, with whip in hand, pushed his 
gang to achieve the assigned task.25 

Contemporary accounts underscore the importance that U.S. cotton 
planters attached to the organization of their slaves into highly coor
dinated and precisely functioning gangs. "A plantation might be consid
ered as a piece of machinery," said Bennet H. Barrow in his Highland 
plantation rules. "To operate successfully, all its parts should be uniform 
and exact, and its impelling force r�gular and steady."26 "Driving," the 
establishment of a rigid gang discipline, was considered the crux of a 
successful operation. Observers, such as Robert Russell, said that the 
discipline of plantation life was "almost as strict as that of our military 
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system. "27 Frederick Law Olmsted described one instance in which he 
observed two very large hoe gangs "moving across the field in parallel 
lines, with a considerable degree of precision." He reported that he 
"repeatedly rode through the lines at a canter, with other horsemen, 
often coming upon them suddenly, without producing the smallest 
change or interruption in the dogged action of the labourers. "28 

Each work gang was based on an internal division of labor that not 
only assigned every member of the gang to a precise task but simulta
neously made his or her performance dependent on the actions of the 
others. On the McDuffie plantation the planting gang was divided into 
three classes: 

1 st, the best hands, embracing those of good judgment and quick mo
tion. 2 nd, those of the weakest and most inefficient class. 3rd, the second 
class of hoe hands. Thus classified, the first class will run ahead and open 
a small hole about seven to ten inches apart, into which the second class 
drop from four to five cotton seed, and the third class follow and cover 
with a rake.29 

Interdependence and tension were also promoted between gangs, 
especially during the period of cultivation when the field labor force was 
divided into plow gangs and hoe gangs. The hoe hands chopped out the 
weeds that surrounded the cotton plants as well as excessive sprouts. The 
plow gangs followed behind, stirring the soil near the rows of cotton 
plants and tossing it back around the plants. Thus, the hoe and plow 
gan?s each put the other under an assembly line type of pressure. The 
hoemg �ad to be completed in time to permit the plow hands to carry 
out �helr .tasks. At the same time the progress of the hoeing, which 
en�aIled lIghter labor than plowing, set a pace for the plow gang. The 
dnver� or overseers moved back and forth between the two gangs, exhortI�g and prodding each to keep up with the pace of the other, as well as I�specting the quality of the work. In cotton picking, which did �ot l.end Itself as naturally to interdependence as did planting and cul�Ivatmg, pla�ters sought to promote intensity of effort by dividing hands mto competmg gangs and offering bonuses on a daily and weekly basis to the gang that picked the most. They also made extensive use of the so-�alled task methods. These were, literally, time-motion studies on the baSIS of which a daily quota for each hand was established.30 In addition to assembly line methods and time-motion studies to ensure maximum intensity of effort in a particular operation, planters �
,
ought to allocate their slaves among jobs in such a manner as to achieve full c ·t " ·1· . f . - apacI y utI IzatlOn 0 each person. In this connection slaves were gIVe "h d" 

. n an ratmgs-generally ranging from one-eighth to a full 
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hand-according to their age, sex, and physical ability. The strongest 
hands were put into field work, with the ablest of these given tasks that 
would set the pace for the others. Plow gangs were composed primarily 
of men in their twenties or early thirties. Less sturdy men and boys, as 
well as prime-aged women, were in the hoe gangs. Older women were 
occupied in such domestic jobs as house servants and nurses; older men 
worked as gardeners, servants, and stock minders. Analysis of the rec
ords of the Kollock plantation in Georgia in 1860 indicates that the 
"hand"-to-slave ratio was 0.9 in field work but only 0.6 in non-field 
work.31 

Data on the cotton-picking rates of pregnant women and nursing 
mothers provide still another illustration of the degree to which planters 
succeeded in utilizing all those in the labor force. Down to the last week 
before birth, pregnant women picked three-quarters or more of the 
amount that was normal for women of corresponding ages who were 
neither pregnant nor nursing. Only during the month following child
birth was there a sharp reduction in the amount of cotton picked. Some 
mothers started to return to field work during the second or third week 
after birth. By the second month after birth, picking rates reached 
two-thirds of the level for non-nursing mothers. By the third month, the 
level rose to over 90 percent.32 

It is sometimes said that the principal function of the gang system 
was to increase the average number of hours that a slave worked beyond 
that which was typical of free labor. There is evidence suggesting that 
the hours of work on slave plantations exceeded those of subsistence 
farmers in Europe and America before the Industrial Revolution and also 
of subsistence farmers in the underdeveloped nations of the world today. 
Nevertheless, it was product per worker and not the number of hours that 
planters sought to maximize. Many discovered that the way to achieve 
this objective was not by pushing the number of working hours to the 
outer limit but by coupling increases in the intensity of labor per hour 
with a reduction in the total number of hours worked. One planter, for 
example, experimented with the number and frequency of the rest breaks 
he should provide during the day, and reached the conclusion that, in 
addition to the breakfast and lunch breaks, a five-minute rest every half 
hour increased the productivity of the slaves by 15 percent. Such rest 
breaks, it was noted, also increased the pace and productivity of the 
mules.33 Recent studies of the labor routine on U.S. cotton plantations 
have revealed that the average workweek during the spring, summer, 
and fall was about 58 hours, well below the 72 hours thought to have 
prevailed in English textile mills during the first quarter of the nine
teenth century and also below the 60-hour week of northern commercial 
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farmers in the United States during the first quarter of the twentieth 
century.34 

SOME SPECIAL ASPECTS OF THE EVOLUTION OF 
SLAVERY IN THE UNITED STATES 

The United States stood apart from the other slave-importing territories, 
not only because of its comparatively small share in the Atlantic slave 
trade, but also because of the minor role played by its sugar industry in 
the growth of U.S. slavery. The commercial production of sugar in 
Louisiana did not begin until 1795, barely a decade before the United 
States withdrew from the international slave trade. At the time of the 
U.S. annexation of Louisiana, annual sugar production was a mere 5,000 
tons. Even at its antebellum peak, sugar was never more than a minor 
southern crop that utilized less than 1 0 percent of the slave labor force.35 

The absence of the sugar culture had a profound effect on the devel
opment of slavery in the U.S. colonies. For one thing, it affected the rate 
at which the slave labor force grew, both in absolute numbers and in 
relative importance. While African labor was introduced into Virginia 
earlier than in Barbados, there were six times as many blacks in the 
British Caribbean in 1700 as there were in all of the North American 
colonies. Some 80 years after the first group of slaves landed in Virginia, 
the black population of that colony was just 16,000, while all the other 
North American colonies contained a mere 1 1 ,000 blacks. In the British 
Caribbean the slave population climbed to 60,000 within 30 years after 
the beginning of the British presence. It took her North American 
colonies 1 10 years to reach the same absolute level, despite the higher 
rate of natural increase of slaves in North America and the high mortality 
rate in the Caribbean.36 

As late as 1680 the relatively few slaves in Britain's North American 
colonies (under 7,000) were widely distributed in general farming and 
domestic occupations, but a concentration of slave labor in tobacco had 
already begun to develop in the Chesapeake. By the middle of the 1730s, 
the slave population had risen to about 1 20,000 with tobacco production 
requiring the concentrated effort of perhaps a third of the hands and rice 
another tenth. Thus, the majority of slaves were still employed mainly 
in general farming, in domestic service, in crafts, or in other non-farm 
occupations. This basic pattern continued for the next three decades, 
although by the mid- 1760s the share of the labor of slave hands claimed 
by the three principal plantation crops-tobacco, rice, and indigo-had 
risen to a bit over 50 percent and there were rapidly growing slave 
populations in the Carolinas and Georgia. Allowing for the slaves en-
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gaged in crafts, domestic service, and secondary-market products, pla�ta
tions specializing in these three crops may have accounted for two-thuds 
of the slave labor.37 

Cotton did not emerge as a major southern crop until the beginning 
of the nineteenth century, after the cotton gin lowered the cost of fiber 
(see Figure 2). At the beginning of the nineteenth century about 1 1  
percent of all slaves lived on cotton plantations. With the swelling 
demand, production rose so rapidly that by 1850 the proportion engaged 
on cotton plantations had risen to about 64 percent. The tobacco share 
had dwindled to 1 2 percent; sugar was next with 5 percent; rice had 
about 4 percent; and indigo was no longer commercially produced in the 
South.38 
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Figure 2. The course of U.S. cotton production, 1791-1861. 
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The differences in the U.S. and West Indian patterns of crop special
ization led to striking differences in the ratios of blacks to total popula
tion.39 As early as 1650, blacks formed 25 percent of the population in 
the British Caribbean. In 1 770 the ratio stood at 91  percent. The experi
ence in the French Caribbean was similar. By contrast, blacks formed 
only 4 percent of the population of the North American colonies in 1650 
and rose to a pre-Revolutionary peak of 2 2  percent in 1 770. In the 
southern U.S. colonies the per.centages for 1650 and 1770 were 3 and 

SLAVERY IN THE NEW WORLD 31 

40, respectively. Thus, while blacks were the overwhelming majority of 
the population and labor force of the Caribbean during most of the 
colonial era, they were generally a minority of the population of the U.S. 
colonies and for most of the colonial period a relatively small minority, 
even in the South. It was only toward the middle of the eighteenth 
century, after slaves became geographically concentrated, that they 
emerged as the majority of the population in certain counties.4o 

The U.S. pattern of crop specialization also affected the size of the 
units on which slaves lived and had far-reaching effects on the develop
ment of slave culture. During the colonial era, the median size of tobacco 
plantations remained below 20 slaves, and it increased only slightly 
thereafter. Slaves who labored in tobacco typically worked on plantations 
consisting of a white family and a few slave families; even large tobacco 
plantations were usually organized as a series of small units.41 Cotton 
plantations were not much larger; the median in 1860 was 35 slaves. The 
biggest plantations in the United States were in rice and sugar. There 
were about 100 slaves on the typical Louisiana sugar plantation in 1860. 
Although this figure exceeds the averages for tobacco, cotton, and even 
rice, it falls below the averages of sugar estates in the Caribbean or 
Brazi1.42 And so, U.S. slave plantations were dwarfed by those of the 
West Indies. Blacks in these islands, particularly in Jamaica, had rela
tively little contact with the European culture of the white slave owner 
both because of the small percentage of whites who lived there and 
because of the enormous size of the typical plantation. But blacks in the 
U.S. colonies were usually a minority of the population and, even toward 
the end of the antebellum era, lived on relatively small units (generally 
fewer than seven or eight families), which brought them into continuous 
contact with their white masters. 

U.S. slaves were not only in closer contact with European culture, 
they were also more removed from their African origins than were slaves 
in the Caribbean. Down through the end of the eighteenth century and 
into the nineteenth century, the majority of the slave populations of the 
British and French Caribbean islands and of Brazil were born in Africa 
because Africans were continually imported to offset the high death rates 
there. Indeed, as late as 1800, one-quarter of the population of Jamaica 
consisted of Africans who had arrived in the New World within the 
previous decade. On the other hand, creoles (slaves born in the New 
World) made up the majority of the slave population in the U.S. colonies 
as early as 1 740 (Figure 3). By the time of Washington's presidency, the 
African-born component of the black population had shrunk to a bit over 
20 percent. It hovered close to this share from 1780 to 1810 and then 
rapidly headed toward zero. By 1850 all but a minute fraction of U.S. 
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Figure 3. Foreign·born blacks as a percentage of all U.S. blacks, 1640-1860. 

slaves were native born, and most of them were third-, fourth-, or fifth
generation Americans. This finding does not contradict the view that 
African heritage played a large role in shaping the culture of blacks, but 
it does serve to emphasize the extent to which black culture had, by 
1860, been exposed to indigenous American influences.43 

The rapid decline in the relative share of Africans in the U.S. black 
population during the last half of the eighteenth century was not due to 
a decline in imports (Figure 4). With the exception of the decade of the 
American Revolution, which brought with it a sharp decline in all inter
national commerce, the trend in imports of slaves into the United States 
was strongly upward from 1620 until the end of legal U.S. involvement 
in the international slave trade in 1808. It has been frequently asserted 
that slavery was dying in the United States from the end of the Revolu
tion until 1810 and that if it had not been for the rise of the cotton 
culture, slavery would have passed from existence long before the Civil 
War. This proposition rests partly on erroneous but widely cited esti
mates of slave imports for the period from 1 790 to 1810 put forward 
by Henry Carey. Revised estimates show that far from declining, slave 
imports were higher in this period than in any previous 20-year period 
of U.S. history. There were, in fact, almost as many Africans brought into 
the United States during the 30 years from 1 780 to 1810 as during the 
previous 160 years.44 

While the imports of Africans certainly contributed to the growth in 
the slave population of the U.S. colonies, they were of secondary impor
tance in explaining that growth after 1 720. Natural increase was by far 
the more significant factor during the eighteenth and nineteenth centu
ries-another respect in which the U.S. experience differed from that of 
Latin America. In the British and French West Indies, in Dutch Guiana, 
and in Brazil, the death rate of slaves was so high and the birth rate so 
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Figure 4. U.S. imports of slaves per decade, 1630-1860. 

low that these territories could not sustain their population levels without 
large and continuous importations of Africans. 

Whatever the factors responsible for the high rate of natural increase 
experienced by U.S. slaves, its consequences were clear. Despite their 
low rates of importations, which initially caused the growth of the U.S. 
slave population to lag behind that of the Caribbean, the U.s. colonies 
not only overtook but far exceeded the rate of growth of the slave 
populations elsewhere in the hemisphere. By 1 720, the annual rate of 
natural increase in the United States was greater than the annual in
crease due to importations. And although the absolute level of importa
tions was high after the Revolution, importations contributed only half 
as much to the growth of the black population as did natural increase. 
Even these statements underestimate the impact of the favorable demo
graphic experience for they fail to take into account the unfavorable 
demographic experience elsewhere. In 1800 there were 1 ,002,000 
blacks in the United States. But if the United States had duplicated the 
demographic experience of the West Indies, its black population in 1800 
would have been only 186,000.45 

Thus, the United States became the leading user of slave labor in the 
New World, not because it participated heavily in the slave trade but 
because of the unusually high rate of natural increase. By 1825 there 
were about 1 ,750,000 slaves in the southern United States. This repre-
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sented 36 percent of all of the slaves in the New World in that year. 
Despite its peripheral role in the Atlantic slave trade, the size of its slave 
population and the success of its plantation system during the three 
decades preceding the Civil War made the South the greatest center of 
slavery in the New World and the bulwark of resistance to the abolition 
of slavery.46 

THE CONTEST BETWEEN SLAVE AND FREE LABOR 

Why did slavery become dominant in the economy and society of so 
many of the New World settlements?47 Three factors are usually cited. 
Alternative sources of labor were scarce; European labor was more 
expensive than African labor; Africans could endure the rigors of the 
tropics better than Europeans. While each of these factors played a role, 
no one of them individually, or their joint sum, constitutes an adequate 
explanation. Traditional explanations treat the rise of New World slavery 
as if it occurred by default-merely because a superior form of labor, 
free labor, was not available, was too expensive, or somehow could not 
operate in the tropics. These answers slide past the most distinctive 
feature of New World slavery, the feature that made planters prefer slave 
to free labor even when free labor was relatively abundant, and even in 
climates, such as those of Maryland and Virginia, that were as congenial 
to Europeans as to Africans. 

This feature is the enormous, almost unconstrained degree of force ") 
available to masters who wanted and needed to transform ancient modes ( 

of labor into a n..�U.9J!�!r.i!l!. ��.s<::�p,Ii,��. Centuries of tradition made it \, 
difficult to achieve that desired conversion without force; and the more ( 
rapid the rate of conversion the greater the amou.:rtof' force that was ) 
necessary. Centuries of tradition also shielded European laborers from ' 
the degree of force that was permitted against African or Afro-American 
slaves. It is true that a certain amount of force was involved in the system 
of indentured servitude under which most Europeans reached the New 
World before 1800. But the degree of force involved in that case was 
not much greater than had been traditional in European society, it was 
closely monitored by the courts, and it was constrained by the character -' 
of the contract covering such servitude.48 

. 

It should be kept in mind that African labor and slave labor were 
not necessarily synonymous. In Cuba there were nearly as many free 
African or Afro-American laborers prior to the sugar revolution as there 
were slaves. In Puerto Rico, free blacks outnumbered slaves by 3 to 1 
throughout the first third of the nineteenth century. In Mexico, slavery 
gradually dissolved itself during the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
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ries as more and more slaves were voluntarily manumitted. But in the 
sugar colonies, and in economies based on the other crops that lent 
themselves to the gang system, slavery surged forward, manumissions 
were sharply curtailed, and free labor was not only unsought but was 
often, quite literally, pushed out. Barbados and Jamaica are cases in 
point. Not only did large plantations replace small freeholds there, but 
the white indentured servants originally called upon to work as artisans 
and tradesmen on the sugar estates were gradually replaced by slaves.49 

Colonies and occupations in which slavery existed as a marginal 
institution should be distinguished from those in which slavery was 
indispensable to the economy on which it was based. Slavery was mar
ginal in the northern U.S. colonies because no major crops lent them
selves to the gang system.50 It was marginal in Mexico and Peru because 
sugar remained a secondary crop until late in the nineteenth century. It 
was marginal in most urban occupations because slavery was not needed 
to alter the rhythm of work. In the case of the artisan crafts, the gang 
system could not be applied effectively. After the Industrial Revolution 
the factories provided a number of devices for transforming the rhythm 
of labor that were excellent alternatives to the gang system-although 
some southern manufacturers found that slaves could be used to under
mine the resistance of free workers. A student of urban slavery has 
shown that the cities of the South provided a convenient reservoir for 
slave labor. During periods when the rural demand for slaves rose more 
rapidly than the supply, slaves were pulled from the cities. When the 
rural demand lagged behind supply, slaves were sent from the planta
tions to the cities. But urban enterprises did not require slavery to 
become competitive in the marketplace.51 

In sugar production, on the other hand, free labor was vanquished 
almost everywhere by the gang system. Where small-scale production 
persisted, it was largely for local markets protected by tariffs and the like 
or aided by some special local advantage. When the gang system was 
extended to rice, coffee, and cotton, it also conquered these crops and 
left small-scale farmers with minor fractions of these markets. 

Not all the victories of the gang system were so decisive. The penetra
tion of tobacco farming by slave labor proceeded more slowly and was 
never as complete as it became in sugar, rice, coffee, or cotton. Recent 
analyses of the initial surge ( 1680 to 17 10) in the importation of slaves 
into the tobacco region of the Chesapeake do not suggest that the switch 
to slave labor stemmed from a desire to change the mode of labor. It 
appears to have been induced by a rise in the price of servants (inden
tured English laborers) abetted by a more limited decline in slave prices, 
which made slaves relatively inexpensive for about three decades. The 
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slaves imported during this period were not hustled into
. 
gangs but 

labored much in the manner of the servants they were replacmg. Analy
sis of probate records in two Chesapeake counties shows that at the turn 
of the eighteenth century the average number of slaves plus servants per 
estate was about the same as it had been 30 years earlier-two or three 
bound persons per estate. The slave share of the bound labor, however, 
had risen from one-third to two-thirds of the total. 52 

Although gang-system plantations became more important
. 
as time 

wore on, they never became dominant in tobacco. An analYSIS of the 
farms in the tobacco region of Kentucky and Tennessee revealed that 65 
percent of the tobacco crop in 1860 was produced on free or small .slaYe 
Jarms. Large-scale plantations, those with 51  or more slaves, ac�ounJed 
for less than 10  percent of the region's tobacco output. The faIlure of 
gang-system plantations to sweep aside tra�itional farm�ng ,:as due not 
to entrepreneurial failure or moral reservatIOns, but to bIOlogICal charac
teristics of the tobacco plant which limited opportunities for the division 
of labor and for the organization of production on an assembly line 
basis.53 

Political and cultural factors also affected the outcome of the contest 
between slave and free labor. The growth of capitalism in England 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries led the Crown

. 
and 

Parliament to encourage the formation of large-scale slave plantatIOns. 
Since these "capitalist plantations" were producing commodities eagerly 
demanded at home, English governing authorities were prepared to 
stimulate them with subsidies, where necessary, and to remove legal 
impediments. Ironically, the English tradition of representative go�e

.
rn

ment meant that the formulation of the laws that gave legal defimtIOn 
to the institution of slavery was left to colonial legislatures dominated 
by slaveholders. These legislatures passed a series of s�atutes duri�g the 
seventeenth century that quite literally deprived AfrIcans of theIr hu
manity in a legal sense, reducing them to the status of mere propert!
deprived not only of economic and political freedom but also of the rIght 
to marry or to be set free, even if it was the master's wish, except by 
an act of the legislature. 54 

Among the British colonies it was Barbados that led the way in t�e 
establishment of slave codes. Its enactments were closely followed m 
Jamaica, Virginia, and elsewhere. The Barbados codes did n?t eme�ge 
in full bloom but gradually developed as planters gained experIe�ce WIth 
the new mode of labor and from time to time petitioned the legIslature 
for a variety of prerogatives in· the management of their slaves, petitions 
to which the legislature dutifully responded. Within a few decades plant
ers were granted the right to apply unlimited force to compel labor. At 
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the mere behest of a planter, courts would order the dismemberment or 
death of a slave. Planters were also shielded from prosecution if, in the 
attempt to compel the labor of a slave, the slave should be killed. In all 
this, sharp distinctions were drawn between the status of a white servant 
and a black slave, and a racist ideology was steadily evolved to justify 
the distinction. Before the end of the seventeenth century, the planters 
of the British colonies were granted that which some British manufactur
ers 100 years later might have desired, but never dared to request: a 
labor force stripped of every right that could have impeded their indus
trial designs. As nearly as the law could bring it about, slaves were to 
be as compliant a factor of production as the mills that ground the cane 
or the mules that pulled the carts. Planters had the license to establish 
whatever institutions and to use whatever force they deemed necessary 
to achieve that goal. 

Political policies and cultural factors in the Spanish colonies, on the 
other hand, tended to inhibit the development of gang-system planta
tions. As a consequence, Mexico, Peru, Cuba, and Puerto Rico, which 
all had climates and soils eminently suited for the large-scale production 
of sugar, did not become significant producers of this crop for the 
international market until three centuries after they were conquered by 
Spain. Cuba and Puerto Rico turned to large-scale sugar production late 
in the eighteenth century; Mexico and Peru did so at the end of the 
nineteenth century, after the abolition of slavery. For most of the colonial 
era the majority of the slaves in the Spanish colonies were generally 
employed in small-scale enterprises. In Peru and Mexico slaves were 
heavily concentrated in producing a wide array of agricultural commodi
ties intended for the domestic market rather than for export, with consid
erable numbers employed as domestics or craftsmen in the cities. Some 
slaves were employed in mines, but they were generally a minority of 
the miners. 55 

Part of the explanation for this pattern may be related to the fact that 
slavery in the Spanish colonies started early in the sixteenth century, 
when capitalist classes were weaker in Spain than they were in Britain 
a century later. The major factors, however, seem to have been the 
autocracy of the Spanish Crown and the heavy interference of the Span
ish Church in commercial affairs. Ironically, the Crown's  resistance to 
democracy meant that the laws governing the use of slaves were made 
in Spain rather than by the slaveholders in the colonies. While the 
Crown's decisions regarding slavery and the slave trade were influenced 
by the needs and petitions of the colonial slaveholders, they were also 
influenced by pressures from the Church and by considerations related 
to its rivalries and wars with other imperial powers. 
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Several scholars have placed special emphasis on the role of the 
Spanish Church, identifying it as "the prime arbiter" of the social and 
intellectual life in Spain's New World colonies. "Not only did it define 
the moral basis of society and determine the limits of its intellectual 
world view, but," according to this interpretation, "it also sanctified and 
legalized the most basic human relationships." �he princip�l �bj��tiv

,
� 

of the Spanish Church in the colonies was to brmg all the pnmitIve 
heathens-Indians as well as Africans-into its fold. Conceding the 
right of the colonists to the labor of the Indians and Africans, the Spanish 
Church nevertheless insisted on its right to determine the "moral, reli
gious, and even social" conditions under which this labor was conducted. 
It was the aim of the Spanish Church to preserve as much of the legal 
personality of the slave as possible, including "the right to full Christian 
communion, and through the sanctity of the Spanish Church, the right 
to marriage and parenthood." These principles, it is argued, led the 
Spanish Church to defend the right of slaves to personal security, to 
private property, and to the purchase of their own freedom. Voluntary 
manumission was promoted through a system called coartaci6n under 
which a slave could petition a court to set the price at which he could 
purchase his freedom. "Once a slave became coartado he had a whole 
range of rights, including the right to change masters if he could find a 
purchaser for his remaining price and to buy his freedom as soon as he 
was able."56 Other scholars contest this view on the ground that it exag
gerates the extent of the influence of the Spanish Church and minimizes 
the extent of the cruelty and brutality of Spanish slavery, which sanc
tioned whipping, "mutilation of body members," including castration, 
and "slow death" as forms of punishment.57 

Whatever the forces influencing the Spanish Crown, and leaving the 
debate over the relative mildness or harshness of the day-to-day treat
ment of slaves for later consideration, the weight of evidence indicates 
that decrees of the Crown severely restricted the rise of large-scale, 
gang-system plantations-of capitalist plantations that produced primar
ily for a world market. To begin with, the Spanish Crown limited the 
importation of slaves below the level desired by the planters. Although 
smuggling reduced their effectiveness, these restrictions nevertheless 
raised the cost of obtaining slaves and so reduced the supply. Moreover, 
the fact that slaves could marry, even against the wishes of the master, 
and that married families could not be separated, certainly restricted the 
economic latitude of masters, especially when the spouse was a free 
person. Although these provisions were often evaded, as in Brazil, eva
sion was less than universal. In Mexico, for example, the government 
sent inspectors to make unannounced visits to plantations, mines, and 
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mills. Moreover, masters were tried for excessive brutality and other 
violations of the slave codes before both secular and religious courts in 
response to petitions by slaves or by sympathetic free persons. Similarly, 
while masters might have had ways of getting around the slave's right 
to self-purchase, the number of free blacks increased much more rapidly 
in the Spanish than in the British or French colonies. It is probable that 
as early as 1 592 a fourth of Mexico's blacks were freedmen.58 

Further evidence of the critical role of the political factor is to be 
found in Cuba's dramatic turn to sugar and the gang system, which 
coincided with a shift of political power from metropolitan Spain to 
Cuban planters. This political shift was initially reflected in the removal 
of restrictions on the importation of slaves, which began on a temporary 
basis in the 1 760s and was finally made permanent in 1 789. The growing 
power of the planters also served to undermine the new code governing 
the treatment of slaves that was issued by the Crown in the same year. 
So fierce and effective was planter opposition that the code was not even 
published by the authorities in Havana. And so restrictions on planter 
behavior disintegrated. Planters in Cuba, as in Barbados during the 
seventeenth century, gained a virtually free hand-free at least from the 
interference of the state-for about a half century. It was during this 
period that the gang system flourished. 59 

The outcome of the contest between slave and free labor thus turned 
on a combination of technological, economic, political, and cultural fac
tors. Technological and economic conditions were necessary but, by 
themselves, were not sufficient to tip the scales in favor of slave labor. 
For the gang system to succeed there had to be a set of crops that allowed 
the division of the production process into a series of simple and easily 
monitored tasks. There also had to be a rapidly growing demand for such 
crops. Even so, the gang system flourished only where political and legal 
conditions kept the cost of operating gang-system plantations low. To 
operate effectively the system required an adequate supply of slaves, 
wide latitude in the use of the force needed to achieve an industrial 
discipline, and freedom to 'reallocate its labor force as economic condi
tions might dictate. Just how much interference with optimum conditions 
a slave economy could tolerate varied from time to time and place to 
place, depending on such factors as the relative supply of free labor, the 
levels of demand for those commodities in which the gang system had 
an advantage, the relative advantage of an unfettered gang system in the 
production of specific crops, and the skill of particular planters in the 
management of their enterprises. From the early sixteenth century until 
the end of the eighteenth century or beyond, the relevant factors con
spired in the southern United States and in the British Caribbean to 
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promote the victory of slave over free l�bor. When the scales began �o 

t· . the other direction, it was due mamly to adverse developments m 
Ip m . . d 1· ·  1 

the ideological and political arenas. These IdeologIcal an po Ihca rever-

sals, as we shall see, had far-reaching economic consequences. 

CHAP T E R  T W O  

OCCUPITIONIL PITTERNS 

By examining the structures of slave occupations and their varia
tions, one can identify some of the underlying forces that shaped the 
social order of slave societies. Economists usually define the structure of 
an economy by the distribution of output, or of the labor force, among 
economic activities. The distribution of labor is the measure of choice 
in this chapter because the wider availability of data on labor skills 
increases the range of comparisons. Censuses taken in Trinidad, the 
former British slave colony off the coast of Venezuela, contain unusually 
good data for a comparison with the structure of slave occupations in the 
U.S. South. Because the South and Trinidad were so different in size, 
crop mix, ethnic composition, demographic conditions, history, and legal 
regulations, this comparison provides an excellent starting point for 
identifying both the variable and the stable features of occupational 
structures across gang-system economies. Where data permit, the com
parison is extended to other slave economies.l 

SOME OCCUPATIONAL PATTERNS 

The most striking variation in occupational patterns is that between 
gang-system economies and economies in which slavery was economi
cally marginal. In the gang-system economies of the nineteenth century 
the great majority of slaves labored in agriculture, the urban proportion 
of the population was generally under 10 percent, and the proportion of 
slaves engaged in domestic services ranged between 10 and 20 percent, 
depending on the size of the urban sector. In societies where slavery was 
economically marginal, such as in Peru during the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, in Mexico about the same period, or in Cuba 
before 1 760, the share of slaves in the total population was smaller, and 
a large proportion, perhaps a majority, of the slaves worked in cities. 
Even the rural slaves tended to work on small produce farms close to 
the cities.2 

Within these cities most of the females and a fair proportion of the 
males were domestics. However, the urban males were found mainly in 
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the handicrafts, transportation, construction, church, or government in
stitutions, including military service_ The hiring of slaves was common 
in urban areas, sometimes predominant. Artisans and other skilled 
slaves were often allowed to hire themselves out. They sought their own 
jobs and bargained over wages with their employers as free artisans did, 
but had to pay their masters either a fixed periodic sum or a 

.
fixed 

percentage of their income. Such relative freedom affected the quahty of 
life and also gave slave artisans a strong position in the labor mar�et� .3 

Slavery was also marginal in the cities of such gang-system socIeties 
as the cotton South and nineteenth-century Cuba. In cities where the 
proportions of slave and white artisans were fairly even: s�arp conflicts 
often arose. A recent study described the pressure penodically put on 
the legislatures of Charleston, Norfolk, Richmond, and �avannah 

.
b! 

white artisans who appealed for ordinances that would restnct the activI
ties of slaves. In cities where slave artisans and freedmen predominated, 
blacks sometimes became a powerful force in the labor market, so much 
so that in Cuba "when massive white peasant immigration got under way 
in the nineteenth century, the unskilled European peasants found the 
labor market already heavily controlled by Negroes, and this control was 
never broken."4 

In gang-system economies the crafts and other non-?ang occup�tions 
were more heavily concentrated on the great plantatIOns than m the 
cities. For example, about 90 percent of slave managers and craftsmen 
in Jamaica in 1834 worked on plantations. The urban/rural distribution 
of craftsmen and managers in the United States during the late antebel
lum era was quite similar. Craftsmen on large plantations were not �s 
regimented as gang laborers but generally lacked the freedoms �f theIr 
urban counterparts. Many labored exclusively on the plantatIOns to 
which they were attached. Only a minority appear to have been hired out 
to neighboring plantations or free farms. Some plantation-based art�sans, 
like their urban counterparts, sought their own employment. But m the 
rural sector this appears to have been uncommon.s 

Slaves were not always so prominent in the crafts and in the manage
ment of gang-system plantations. The timing of their entry into higher 
occupations is another way in which gang-system and margi�al slave 
economies differed. In Mexico, Colombia, Bolivia, Peru, and ChIle slaves 
were found in the higher occupations from the very beginning of Spanish 
colonization. An uncertain number, perhaps a few hundred, were even 
assistants to the conquistadors in expeditions into new territories and 
enjoyed the spoils of conquest. Some slave soldiers became free, some 
rose to be conquistadors, and 'some became slaveholders themselves. By 
the 1 570S it was no longer possible to gain entry into the ruling elites 
by accomplishing great military feats. But slaves continued to serve in 
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the military or police organizations, as personal servants to the ruling 
elite, and as artisans.6 

The entry of slaves into higher occupations was more protracted and 
hesitant in gang-system economies. The fragmentary data suggest that 
during the third quarter of the seventeenth century most of the craft and 
managerial posts on sugar plantations in Barbados were held by whites. 
In 1676 the island's legislature prohibited slaves from entering skilled 
crafts "so as to reserve these occupations for Christian artisans." The 
process by which such restrictions were overcome is obscure and the 
point at which slaves became predominant in the crafts cannot as yet be 
established with precision, although it probably occurred sometime be
tween the 1 720S and 1 770s.7 

The circumstances of the shift to slave managers are even more 
obscure, but debates about their role in the development of slave culture 
have focused new attention on them. In the Chesapeake region at the 
beginning of the eighteenth century it was common for small groups of 
slaves to live and work by themselves on properties that were remote 
from the masters' homes-which suggests that slaves were probably in 
charge of these groups. But such arrangements appear to pre-date a 
gang-system organization. Little is known about the origins of the use 
of drivers-individuals who headed relatively small (usually 10 to 30 
hands), task-oriented gangs-but that post probably became necessary 
as soon as plantations grew beyond the size of a single task-oriented 
gang. Sketchy evidence suggests that in the British West Indies during 
the seventeenth century some of those who performed the function of 
drivers were white indentured servants, but from the second or third 
quarter of the eighteenth century on, it appears that they were, as a rule, 
slave�. The West Indian shift toward slave managers continued through 
the eIghteenth century and into the nineteenth century. By the 1 780s 
and 1 790S the Jamaican headmen in most crafts were slaves, although 
the head boiler was usually still white. Thomas Roughley's guide to 
planters suggests a change by the mid-1820S: The head boiler in Jamaica 
W'lS often a slave.8 

In the British colonies of North America there are references to slave 
drivers �n the 

.
mid-eighteenth century, but it is not known how many were 

responsIble dIrectly to masters rather than to hired white overseers. The 
growth of slave participation in the management of large U.S. plantations 
appears to have been checked by 1850, if not sooner. As fears of 
abolitionist attempts to foment slave revolts intensified, new laws were 
passed, and old laws were more vigorously enforced, in order to limit the 
off-plantation movements of slaves, to limit unsupervised meetings of 
slaves, to prohibit schools that taught slaves to read and write and to 
require the presence of white overseers on intermediate and lar�e slave 
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plantations. According to Carter Woodson, the tendency toward the 
amelioration of slavery in the United States was reversed after 1825. 
This reversal does not appear to have led to a sizable replacement of 
slave craftsmen by whites, at least not on large plantations. But after 
1840 the proportion of large plantations on which slaves were the chief 
non-ownership managers probably began to decline. The rate of decline 
appears to have increased during the decade of the 1850s, although even 
in 1860 slaves were probably still the chief non-ownership managers on 
about half of all large plantations.9 

The shift from white to slave managers and artisans was more or less 
completed by the beginning of the nineteenth century and the slave 
occupational structures remained fairly stable thereafter in most gang
system economies. Analysis of the division between field and non-field 
hands in the agricultural sectors of three gang-system economies 
(Jamaica, Trinidad, and Surinam) for which censuses are available shows 
that those who labored in the field varied from 7 2 to 80 percent. But not 
all field laborers worked in gangs. From 10 to 30 percent labored on 
plantations that were too small for the gang system to be effective. 
Including the urban slaves, it appears that between 44 and 57 percent 
of the adult slaves in Surinam, Jamaica, and Trinidad were gang labor
ers. The United States in 1850 fell near the low end of this range, despite 
its relatively small urban sector, because about one-quarter of the adult 
U.S. slaves on farms were attached to units with 1 5  or fewer slaves and 
these small units did not generally rely on the gang system. 10 

So even in societies appropriately characterized as gang-system 
economies, 35 to 65 percent of adult slaves were not in gangs. Large 
fractions of the labor force escaped gang regimentation for three reasons: 
slavery remained viable in tobacco and in other crops where small units 
accounted for substantial shares of total production; the intermediate and 
large slave plantations required up to a third of their slaves in manage
rial, craft, and other support occupations; and from 5 to 20 percent of 
the slaves labored in transportation and urban industries that served the 
agricultural sector or processed its products. The notion that gang-system 
economies were mono culture economies risks misunderstanding. They 
were economies in which one staple crop was usually more important 
than the other staple crops, but the principal crop in each case was far 
from being an exclusive one. In Trinidad in 1813  sugar plantations 
accounted for a bit less than 50 percent of the labor force; in Jamaica 
in 1832 about 50 percent of the labor force was directly engaged in sugar 
production, with perhaps another 20 percent engaged in cattle pens and 
other enterprises connected to sugar estates; in the United States in 1850 
cotton plantations absorbed ab{mt 64 percent of the labor force.l 1 

It does not follow that because U.S. cotton plantations absorbed 64 
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percent of the slave labor force (about 1 ,400,000 slaves aged 10 and 
over) all of these workers were engaged in cotton production. Some 
250,000 were managers, artisans, semi-skilled workers, or domestics 
who were not engaged in field tasks. Moreover, not all of the labor time 
of the remaining 1 , 1 50,000 field hands was spent in producing cotton. 
Even on farms where cotton was the primary market crop, most of the 
labor time of slaves was devoted to activities other than the growing of 
cotton. This paradox is easily resolved. Nearly 100 percent of all cotton 
was shipped off the farm, but most of the output of grains, vegetables, 
and meat was consumed on the farm. Cotton was, of course, the single 
most important crop on the intermediate and large cotton plantations, 
requiring about 38 percent of the labor time of slaves. However, the 
growing of corn and the care of livestock together took nearly as much 
of the labor time of slaves-about 3 1  percent. The remaining 31 percent 
of the working time of slave hands was divided among land improve
ments, the construction of fences and buildings, the raising of other crops 
(potatoes, peas, etc.), domestic duties, and home manufacturing (espe
cially the production of clothes). 12 

THE EFFECT OF GENDER, STATURE, AND COLOR 
ON THE ALLOCATION OF ELITE OCCUPATIONS 

For the United States and Jamaica information on the sexual division of 
labor thus far has been derived from samples. But as can be seen from 
Figure 5, these samples show sexual patterns of employment similar to 
those revealed by the censuses for Surinam and Trinidad. Perhaps the 
most surprising discovery is that a larger proportion of the females than 
the males were engaged as field hands. The proportion of adult women 
who were field hands ranged from a low of 66 percent on one Jamaican 
sugar plantation to a high of 84 percent in Trinidad. The corresponding 
range for adult males was 42 to 7 1  percent. There was also a marked 
sexual division of labor among the field hands. Two cliometricians have 
pointed out that the plow gangs on the large cotton plantations were not 
only exclusively male, but were composed largely of males in their 
twenties or early thirties. The hoe gangs were composed mainly of 
women and boys or older men. Women also predominated in cotton 
picking, outnumbering adult men in a ratio of about 5 to 4. It appears 
that the sexual division of field work tended to be somewhat less rigid 
on plantations of intermediate size ( 16 to 50 slaves). Women were 
occasionally found in the plow gangs on such farms, apparently because 
of a shortage of males who could be so employed.13 

The distribution of non-field occupations also displayed a distinct 
sexual division of labor. Females were rarely craftsmen and were only 



, 

46 

Jamaica 
(1 large sugar 
plantation 
c. 1785) 

Trinidad 
(census 1813) 

Surinam 
(census 1855) 

United States 
(26 intermediate 
and large 
plantations, 
1797-1865) 

• 
WITHOUT CONSENT OR CONTRACT 

Males Females 
(percentage) (percentage) 

0 20 40 60 80 0 20 40 60 80 100 
I I I I I I I I I I 

~ 57 �" 1 90  

eM 1 71 

�lli 
1 84  

b ra J7 
10 

64 1 80  

~ ",!7 
17 

58 1 69 

� Managers and Craftsmen � Other Non-Field Occupations 

" Domestics �_---,I Field Hands 

Figure 5. The occupational distribution of adult slaves on plantations, by gender, 
in four gang-system economies. For Jamaica, Trinidad, and the United 
States, adults are defined as persons aged 17 or older. Totals may not add 
to 100 due to rounding. 

occasionally managers, and then, more often than not, managed units in 
which females or children predominated. They sometimes headed the 
domestic staff of a planter's household or functioned as the drivers of the 
weeding or trash gangs, which were composed mainly of children, the 
aged, or the physically impaired. The most common non-field occupation 
for women was as domestics, except in the sample of Jamaican sugar 
plantations where the owners were usually absentees. When owners were 
away, the domestic staffs were limited to the minimum needed to take 
care of their idle mansions. But when the owners were in residence, the 
domestic staffs were increased severalfold-to approximately the levels 
prevailing in the other economies. In the United States, especially on the 
intermediate and large cotton plantations, women were also employed in 
cloth houses where they spun and wove cloth. About 10 percent of all 
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women over age 40 who were fit enough to be in the labor force were 
employed in cloth production. They were joined by some girls and some 
men who were lame or otherwise too enfeebled to engage in the field 
work.14 

Figure 5 not only shows that the elite occupations 15 of managers and 
artisans were almost exclusively male in all four economies, but that 
managers and craftsmen represented about 20 percent of the adult male 
labor force in each of these cases. We do not yet know the relative 
importance of all the factors that contributed to this overwhelming male 
dominance, but stature and physical strength were surely important. 
Blacksmiths, coopers, carpenters, boilers, and other artisans are referred 
to as elites because they had occupations that brought them higher 
incomes, better living conditions, greater security, and more freedom 
than was allowed to field hands. But one should not assume that these 
occupations brought shorter hours or released artisans from heavy man
ual labor. Blacksmiths spent long days wielding heavy hammers and 
pumping bellows. Coopers built and moved heavy tierces and hogsheads. 
Strength and stature were clearly desirable qualities for such tasks. 

Strength and stature also entered into the selection of drivers, partly 
because drivers, who rose before the field hands and went to bed after 
them, had to be vigorous enough to sustain the pace of the gangs and 
partly for psychological reasons. Drivers were usually 

of an imposing physical presence capable of commanding respect from 
the other slaves. Ex-slaves described the drivers as, for example, "a 
great, big cullud man," "a large tall, black man," "a burly fellow 
. . .  severe in the extreme." Armed with a whip and outfitted in high 
leather boots and greatcoat, all emblematic of plantation authority, the 
driver exuded an aura of power. 16 

Drivers were generally chosen in their late thirties or early forties and 
usually had long tenure. They were tall, hard workers, good farmers, and 
articulate, and they usually had the respect of their fellow slaves. 

Some aspects of this characterization are supported by quantitative 
evidence derived from the Trinidad census.17 These data indicate that 
the proportion of slaves who were drivers reached a peak at age 60, that 
creoles were three times as likely to be drivers as Africans, but that 
light-skinned creoles were no more likely to be drivers than dark-skinned 
creoles. As for height, other things being equal, a male who was three 
inches taller than the typical adult male was 62 percent more likely to 
be a driver than one who was three inches shorter than the typical male. 
On average, drivers were an inch and a half taller than the men (and five 
inches taller than the women) who labored in the gangs. 

Advantage in height also increased the likelihood that men would be 
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selected as craftsmen and that women would be chosen as domestics. In 
the case of male domestics the effect was reversed. African-born men who 
held domestic jobs between ages 25 and 45 were nearly two inches 
shorter than their counterparts who labored in the fields. Apparently, if 
prime-aged African men were chosen to be domestics it was usually 
because their weakness diminished their usefulness as manual laborers, 
but taller women were preferred for the household staff even though their 
stature would generally have added to their productivity as field hands. IS 

In Trinidad color and ethnicity had even more powerful effects than 
stature on who was selected for which occupation. Light-skinned males 
were more than twice as likely to be artisans or hold another non-field 
job as dark-skinned males. But it was in the selection of female domestics 
that color counted most. A light woman was over six times as likely to 
be chosen for a domestic as a dark woman. Among dark-skinned persons, 
creoles were about twice as likely as Africans to be artisans or to hold 
other non-field jobs.l9 

It has been suggested that planters exploited the skills that African
born slaves brought with them.2o The evidence in the Trinidad census 
suggests that if there was a policy of exploiting African ethnic specialties, 
its effects were quite weak. Slaves of the Mandingo ethnicity were more 
likely to be boilers and slaves of Congo ethnicity were more likely to be 
carpenters or coopers than other African-born slaves. While these ten
dencies may have reflected ethnic specialties, as some have argued, the 
differences were slight. On the other hand, planters were relying heavily 
on the importation of slaves born in the other West Indian colonies to 
fill their craft slots because of the shortage of Trinidadians with such 
skills. Creoles born outside of Trinidad were four times as likely as 
Africans to be carpenters, two times as likely to be coopers, and four 
times as likely to be masons. 

The preceding discussion of the effect of color and ethnic origin on 
the selection of slaves for various occupations should not be misunder
stood. Although light-skinned creoles were more likely to be selected as 
artisans and domestics than either dark creoles or Africans, the fact 
remains that 86 percent of the elite occupations in Trinidad were held 
by dark-skinned slaves, and two-thirds of these were Africans because 
there were not enough light-skinned creoles to fill all these posts. Thus, 
while planters had a strong bias in favor of assigning the children of 
mixed unions to elite jobs, black slaves were not prevented from acquir
ing managerial and craft skills. Despite the bias, blacks outnumbered 
slaves descended from mixed unions by 10 to 1 in all the artisan crafts 
and managerial occupations. Light-skinned slaves were such a small 
percentage of the total population of all Trinidad slaves that even when 
they were heavily favored in the assignment of elite jobs, planters still 
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had to look to dark-skinned slaves to fill most of the posts. 
Studies of the New Orleans slave records also point to the effect of 

color on selection for elite jobs, although the effect was much weaker in 
the United States than in Trinidad. The difference between the United 
States and Trinidad is most strikingly revealed by the distribution of 
light-skinned slaves between field and non-field occupations. In Trinidad 
only one out of every eight light-skinned slaves was employed as a field 
hand. But in the New Orleans records of slave sales the great majority 
of light-skinned slaves were field hands.21 

THE AVAILABILITY OF ELITE OCCUPATIONS 

So far we have considered which slaves were chosen to become manag
ers, craftsmen, and domestics. It is also important to consider the factors 
that determined how large a proportion of slave occupations would be 
non-field occupations as well as the composition of such occupations. 
Technology was obviously a factor since each crop required a particular 
set of skills. Boilers and potters were needed in sugar production but not 
in rice, cotton, or tobacco. Although coopers made the tierces and hogs
heads in which sugar, rice, and tobacco were shipped, cotton was not 
shipped in tierces or any other type of barrel. Economics was a factor 
since more than one technology could be employed to produce each crop. 
Such considerations as the relative prices of skilled and unskilled slaves, 
or the level of interest rates, for example, led some sugar planters to 
substitute high-yield steam mills for low-yield horse- or water-powered 
mills. The switch to steam raised the ratio of boilers and engineers 
relative to field hands. Politics and culture were factors since they could 
lead planters to substitute whites for slaves in various occupations, or 
vice versa. 

It is easier to list the factors that influenced the availability of elite 
occupations than to know how much significance to attach to each of 
them. The difficulty stems from the absence of sufficiently detailed infor
mation on slave occupations, especially information that makes it possi
ble to relate the distribution of occupations to principal crop and planta
tion size and to study these relationships over time. The Trinidad census 
of slave occupations of 181 3 is a rarity, and it was not examined in detail 
until quite recently because it was never published. The problem is more 
difficult for the United States. Since no southwide census of occupations 
was ever conducted for slaves, scholars have been scouring archives for 
alternative sources of information. Some occupational information has 
been found in the probate records of those southern courts that required 
the executors of estates to list the occupation and price of each slave; 
some in surviving plantation business records that are deposited in 
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archives across the South; some in Civil War muster rolls that contain 
information on the civilian occupations of all enlistees in the Union 
Army, including ex-slaves; and some in the biographical narratives of 
ex-slaves. The search has yielded a rich harvest of information on the 
factors that determined the proportion of elite occupations-not all of 
which was anticipated.22 

Size of the plantation was by far the most important factor affecting 
the proportion of elite occupations, but the influence of plantation size 
on the proportion of elite occupations was not the same over all size 
classes. It is useful to divide slave farms and plantations into three 
classes: small slave plantations with between 1 and 1 5  slaves; intermedi
ate plantations with between 16 and 50 slaves; and large plantations with 
5 1  or more slaves. Farms with 15  or fewer slaves were generally too 
small to employ the gang system but those with 16 or more were almost 
always based on the gang system in the economies considered in this 
section. As is shown by Figure 6, the proportion of elite slots in the class 
of small plantations in Trinidad was only about half of the corresponding 
proportions for the intermediate and large plantations. Less reliable data 
indicate that the pattern was similar in the South.23 
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Figure 6. Elite occupations as a percentage of all adult slave occupations, by planta
tion size (Trinidad, C. 1SI3). Small plantations in Trinidad accounted for 
just 1 2  percent of adult slaves in agriculture and the intermediate-sized 
plantations for another 3 1  percent. The large plantations thus employed 
57 percent of the slaves in the agricultural sector of Trinidad. The 
corresponding figure for large plantations in the United States in 1860 
was about 30 percent. 
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More detailed analyses of the data for Trinidad revealed that virtu
ally all intermediate and large plantations had elite slots; but on small 
plantations 4 out of every 10 slaves lived on units that had none. Thus, 
variation in the proportion of plantations without elite slots was the 
principal factor influencing availability. That so many small plantations 
failed to provide opportunities for entry into elite occupations supports 
the proposition, considered more fully in Chapter 6, that the culture of 
slaves on large plantations differed significantly from that which pre
vailed on small ones. 

Plantation size not only controlled the proportion of elite slots availa
ble to slaves, but also affected the composition of these slots. Domestics 
dominated elite occupations on small plantations in both the United 
States and Trinidad, but were a minority on very large plantations. It 
appears that one of the first acts of self-indulgence among these petty 
(small) slaveholders was the purchase of a servant.24 In Trinidad the 
proportion of domestics on very large plantations was low because so 
many of their owners were absentees, but the large U.S. slaveowners 
were generally in residence and maintained substantial household staffs. 
Even so, the ratio of domestics to field hands was lower on the large U.S. 
plantations than on the small ones. The very large plantations of Trini
dad were almost all sugar plantations. The factory aspects of production 
on these plantations resulted in a much higher ratio of craftsmen to field 
hands than on the smaller plantations. On plantations with 100 or more 
slaves there were 4.5 field hands per craftsman, while on smaller planta
tions there were 28 field hands per craftsman. 

Variations in the occupational mix had a substantial impact on the 
sexual composition of the elite labor force. Both in the United States and 
in Trinidad the female proportion of the elite labor force declined with 
plantation size. In Trinidad females accounted for nearly 60 percent of 
elite occupations on small plantations but for just 2 1 percent on large 
plantations. In the United States the variation in the sex ratio was not 
quite as extreme, but the general pattern was similar. 

On the intermediate and large plantations of both economies the 
upper echelon of the occupational hierarchy was heavily dominated by 

�ales. Here men had nearly a complete monopoly of the most prestigious 
Jobs. All but two of over 1 ,300 craftsmen on intermediate and large 
Trinidad plantations were men. The male to female ratio among crafts
men on the corresponding U.S. plantations was 74 to 1 .  The situation 
with respect to drivers and other slave managers was quite similar. Male 
domination of the occupational elite was mitigated on the intermediate 
plantations but, in general, it was reversed only on the small plantations. 
The reversal took place not because women gained access to male occu
pations, although there was some tendency in this direction, but because 
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slaves in domestic occupations, which were heavily female, outnumbered 
those in all the other elite occupations.25 

Crop specialization also affected the mix of elite occupations, and had 
some influence on the overall share of the slave population in these 
occupations. But the effect on slave occupations is not consistent in all 
of the available data sets. This ambiguous result with respect to overall 
shares does not contradict the proposition that different crops required 
different skills. Sugar plantations had a higher ratio of craftsmen to field 
hands than did coffee, cotton, or cocoa plantations, but they also had 
fewer domestics and other non-field occupations.26 

One significant difference in the composition of elite occupations 
between the United States and Trinidad was in the ratio of drivers to field 
hands. Slaves were much more tightly managed in the South than in 
Trinidad. On the plantations in the Olson sample the ratio of adult field 
hands to all drivers was about 15  to 1 ;  the corresponding ratio for 
Trinidad was 30 to 1 .27 The data in the gang-system sample also indicate 
that the U.S. ratio of drivers to slaves changed over time. On plantations 
of moderately large size (about 50 slaves), the ratio of drivers per adult 
hand rose quite rapidly between 1800 and 1830, the years during which 
the gang system was spreading rapidly. It reached a plateau about 1830 
and stayed there for the remainder of the decade. Then the number of 
drivers per hand began to fall slowly during the 1840S and more rapidly 
during the 1850s. This finding suggests that the political factors that led 
some planters to substitute whites for blacks in the management of their 
slaves began to have an effect a full two decades before the beginning 
of the Civil War and that this effect accelerated rapidly as the political 
struggle over slavery intensified.28 

THE LIFE CYCLE IN OCCUPATIONS 

Slaves began to enter the labor force at a very early age and those who 
survived usually remained productive until quite advanced ages. It is 
true that some slaves became too sick to be productive, but down to their 
60th birthday those so incapacitated were generally less than 10 percent 
of their cohort.29 Indeed, it was not until age 75 that the annual net 
earnings, or profit, from a cohort became negative (Figure 7). Thus, one 
characteristic of gang-system plantations was their effectiveness in ex
tracting labor from a slave at practically every age from early childhood 
until each one stepped into his or her grave. In the free economy of the 
North and South approximately one-third of the population was in the 
labor force, but among slaves the labor force participation rate was 
two-thirds.30 Masters achieved this high rate of labor utilization by rating 
the labor requirements of the various jobs as well as the slaves, and then 
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attempting to match slaves and jobs as closely as possible. Sometimes 
political and ideological considerations, or just plain whim, were allowed 
to override the purely economic considerations (the reluctance of West 
Indian planters to assign light-skinned slaves to gang labor is a case in 
point), but as a rule the assignments were strongly related to the "hand" 
ratings described in Chapter 1 .31 
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Figure 7. Annual net earnings from male slaves by age, about 1850, Old South. 
Shown are the average annual earnings at different ages that U.S. slave
holders derived from each male slave in the states or the Old South: 
Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. Net 
earnings are the difference between the income earned by a slave and the 
cost to the planter of maintaining him. Net earnings were negative until 
age 9. Then they became positive and rose to a peak at age 35. It is 
interesting to note that earnings of 65-year-olds were still positive and, 
on average, brought an owner as much net income as a slave in the 
mid-teens. This does not mean that every slave aged 65 produced a 
positive net income for his owner. Some of the elderly were a net loss. 
However, the income earned by the able-bodied among the elderly was 
more than enough to compensate for the burden imposed by the in
capacitated. The average net income from slaves remained positive until 
they reached their late 70S. Even after that age the average burden was 
quite low, since a fair share of the slaves who survived into their 80S still 
produced positive net incomes. 

. Because of this policy, the typical slave did not hold the same 
occupation throughout his or her life but generally held different jobs at 
different stages of life. Children began to enter the labor force as early 
as age 3 or 4.32 Some were taken into the master's house to be servants 
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(child servants were very fashionable among southern planters), while 
others were assigned to field work in special children's gangs called 
"trash gangs" in the United States and "weeding gangs" in Jamaica. 
Planters attached great importance to the early and, from their view
point, proper introduction of children into the labor force. Much was 
revealed about the mind of the planter on this point by Thomas Rough
ley, a Jamaican planter. The weeding gang, he wrote, 

forming the rising generation, from which, in progress of time, all the 
vacancies occuring in the different branches of slave population are filled 
up, comes next to be considered. Their merits are great in their sphere. 
The expectations formed of them are still greater, when contemplated 
in a future point of view. They are drivers, cattlemen, mulemen, carpen
ters, coopers, and masons, as it were in embryo. Their genius and 
strength rises and ripens with their years, as they are made emulous by 
proper treatment. . . .  How pleasing, how gratifying, how replete with 
humanity it is to see a swarm of healthy, active, cheerful, pliant, straight, 
handsome creole negro boys and girls going to, and returning from the 
puerile field work allotted to them, clean and free from disease or 
blemish . . . .  Negro children, after they pass five or six years of age, if 
free from the yaws, or other scrophula, and are healthy, should be taken 
from the nurse in the negro houses, and put under the tuition of the 
driveress, who has the conducting of the weeding gang. It is . . .  best 
to send them with those of their own age, to associate together in 
industrious habits; not to overact any part with them, but by degrees to 
conform them to the minor field work. . . . 

. . .  They should be encouraged when they do their work well, and 
when the sun is unusually powerful, with a drink made of ,,:ater, sugar, 
and lime juice, such being cooling and wholesome for them. They should 
be minutely examined and cleaned from chegoes; their heads and bodies 
from itch or scrophula; which last, when discovered, they should imme· 
diately be put under the care of the hothouse doctor, physicked and 
rubbed with proper ointment, and not sent to work till they are cured. 
Their cleanliness should be exemplary, their meals always strengthened 
with a small quantity of salt pork or fish, and some kind of garden stuff, 
such as peas or beans . . . .  

When any of these children becomes 1 2  years old, and are healthy, 
they are fit subjects to be drafted into the second gang, going on thus 
progressively from one gang to the other, till they are incorporated with 
the great gang, or most effective veteran corps of the estate . . . . 33 

By subjecting the information contained in 2 , 200 narratives of south
ern ex-slaves to quantitative analysis, it has been possible to reconstruct 
the ages of entry into the labor force during the late antebellum era. By 
age 7, over 40 percent of the boys and half of the girls had entered the 
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labor force, and the process was virtually completed by age 1 2 .  Children 
began to be shifted from childhood to adult jobs as they matured. At 
about age 1 1 , the more rapidly maturing boys in housework began the 
transfer to adult field jobs, and that process was generally completed by 
age 15  or 16. The data in Olson's sample generally confirm the pattern 
found in the ex-slave narratives. They reveal that among slaves aged 
16-20, about 83 percent of the males and 89 percent of the females were 
field hands. The movement into adult jobs appears to have lagged some
what in Trinidad and might also have been delayed a bit in Jamaica and 
Surinam.34 

There were important differences in the work patterns of boys and 
girls. One of these was first suggested by a comparison of age profiles 
of earnings from male and female slaves. Figure 8 shows that for most 
of the ages during the life cycle, female earnings were below those of 
males by 20 to 40 percent, but that between ages 5 and 1 7  female 
earnings ex�eeded those of males. The hypothesis that the early advan
tage in female earnings was probably due to a more rapid rate of matur
ing among women than men has been supported by data which reveal 
that prior to age 16 women had higher cotton-picking rates than men, 
and that girls entered the labor force at a more rapid rate than boys. On 
this last point, interestingly enough, the Trinidad pattern differs from the 
U.S. pattern. Males entered the labor force a bit earlier than females in 
Trinidad.35 

The third phase of the occupational cycle generally began in the 
mid-twenties in Trinidad and from 5 to 10 years later in the United 
States, when robust males began to be transferred from field work into 
the craft or managerial slots, and robust females became house servants. 
Later on, as increasing age reduced vigor, men were shifted into such 
occupations as gardeners and watchmen, and women became nurses for 
infants and young children as well as for the sick. On the larger U.S. 
plantations many of the older and infirm slaves, particularly females, 
were set to work in the cloth houses where they spun cotton, wove cloth, 
and then cut and sewed the cloth into garments. 

This life cycle in slave occupations has now been found in all the 
available samples that give occupation by age, not only in the United 
States and Trinidad, but also in Brazil and Jamaica. It may well have 
been a universal feature of mature gang-system plantations throughout 
the New World, although the pattern varied from place to place. Availa
ble evidence rules out the possibility that this life cycle was a conse
quence of the closing of the international slave trade. A quite similar 
cycle has been found for Maryland during the period 1 730-1779.36 

The pattern of entry into the elite occupations, particularly into the 
crafts, is quite different from that normally found in free societies during 
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Figure 8. Annual net earnings from slaves by age and gender, c. � 850, O�d �outh. 
Annual maintenance costs averaged about $25 per child. Begmnmg at 
about age 4, when children began to enter the labor force, their earnings 
partially offset their maintenance costs. By age 8 the net earnings of a 
cohort of girls was zero. This means that girls of this age who had already 
entered the labor force were earning enough not only to offset their own 
maintenance costs, but also the maintenance costs of those 8-year-old 
girls who had not yet entered the labor force. Boys did not reach the 
"break-even" age until they were 9. From ages 5 through 17,  the annual 
net earnings from females exceeded that from males, probably because 
girls matured more rapidly than boys. 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the free North or in England 
during this period a boy was typically apprenticed to a carpenter, black
smith, or other craftsmen in his early teens and remained in that occupa
tion for the balance of his life. In the absence of a marked differential 
in mortality rates between craftsmen and other occupations, the propor
tion of craftsmen in the labor force would remain constant over all 
subsequent ages. As we have seen, the slave pattern was much different. 
Slaves were underrepresented in the crafts in their late teens and twen
ties and overrepresented at later ages. The age pattern suggests that the 
selection of slaves for training in the crafts was delayed by 5 to 10 years 
as compared with free persons. Normally such a delay would be un
economical, since the earlier the investment is made in occupational 
training, the more years there are to reap the return on that invest
ment.37 Why was the slave pattern so different? 

It has been suggested that the difference was due to the unwillingness 
of masters to let their slaves compete for craft jobs off their plantations. 
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According to this hypothesis many slaves were trained for the crafts at 
young ages but could not practice them until the older craftsmen on their 
plantations died.38 But even if slaves were not free to move, their masters 
were free to sell them. At age 35 the price of a blacksmith exceeded that 
of an ordinary hand by 53 percent (a differential of about $450 in the 
Old South in 1850). Consequently, if a blacksmith had been in excess 
supply on a given plantation, his master would have had a strong incen
tive to sell him rather than to retain him for the replacement of an older 
man a decade later, a replacement that could have been obtained through 
the market when needed. The hypothesis thus implies that craftsmen, 
particularly young craftsmen, should have been overrepresented in slave 
markets. The data on slave sales in the New Orleans market, however, 
indicate that they were substantially underrepresented. Only 3.3 percent 
of the sales of males age 16  and over were of craftsmen. The comparable 
fi�ures for craftsmen belonging to ongoing plantations was 1 1 .0 percent 
in the probate sample and 15.9 percent in the Olson sample of business 
records.39 

Another possibility is that the life cycle might be a statistical artifact, 
that all persons bound for elite occupations were actually appointed at 
an early age and that they became an increasing proportion of their 
cohort as they aged because their mortality rates were much more favor
able than those in non-elite jobs. Such differential mortality rates may 
have contributed something to the life-cycle pattern of occupations for 
the various slave societies, but they are hardly likely to explain more 
than a small fraction of the doubling of the craft share of occupations 
between the late teens and the late thirties.4o For mortality rates to 
explain this leap, the death rate among prime-aged field hands would 
have had to have been more than five times as high as most estimates 
indicate. Moreover, the share of slaves in crafts reached a peak at about 
age 33 in Trinidad and then declined while the share of other non-field 
occupations increased through the entire range of ages.41 The share of 
domestics in the labor force declined until about the late twenties and 
then started to rise. Those varied patterns cannot be explained by differ
ential mortality rates. 

An alternative explanation is suggested by antebellum documents 
that instruct plantation managers to select craftsmen from among the 
ablest of the field hands. Such instructions indicate that elite jobs later 
in life were held out to field hands as a reward for high levels of 
productivity. If such an incentive scheme were successful, the increased 
output of field hands competing for the limited number of opportunities 
could have more than offset the reduced period over which masters had 
to amortize their investment in the training of an artisan. Still another 
factor appears to be related to the efforts of masters to exploit the 
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principle of comparative advantage. Although some elite jobs required 
considerable strength, such others as stock and storehouse minders, 
gardeners, coachmen, weavers, nurses, and seamstresses did not. As 
slaves aged and their productivity in field work declined, masters were 
able to increase their profits by shifting slaves into those occupations in 
which their experience and reliability gave them a comparative advan
tage over stronger slaves at younger ages.42 

THE CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 
OCCUPATIONAL HIERARCHY 

However primitive the gang-system plantations of early Brazil and Bar
bados may have been, however undifferentiated and brutal the toil of 
their black captives, however exclusive their reliance on force, the later 
gang-system plantations throughout the New World gave rise to complex 
slave societies marked by a significant degree of social differentiation and 
an elaborate occupational hierarchy. These hierarchies were, after some 
hesitation, quite intentionally promoted by planters who saw them as a 
means of stabilizing slave society and making it tractable. The critical 
decision made by the planters, the decision that allowed the eventual 
emergence of a many-sided and often quasi-autonomous slave society, 
was the switch from whites to slaves as the source of personnel for their 
various managerial and craft slots. While hired whites were never totally 
eliminated from the top of the management, especially on the great 
estates, the number of whites per plantation was greatly diminished 
during the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth century. In 
the case of Jamaica, it has been estimated that in 1832, even on estates 
with over 100 slaves, there were an average of just two whites per 
plantation, counting women and children. A similar pattern is revealed 
by data from the U.S. census of 1860. Whether on plantations with just 
one slave or with over 100, there were an average of about six whites 
per plantation-a fraction more than the average size of a southern rural 
white family in 1860. The majority of the large plantations, those with 
more than 50 slaves, averaged only about 1 .5 adult white males per 
plantation.43 The policy of relying on slaves to staff most of the key craft 
and managerial posts was not without its risks. However, the opportuni
ties for reducing outlays and for creating a more stable slave community 
appear to have outweighed whatever fears planters might have had that 
their policies would encourage slaves to become too independent. 

Planters not only promoted the slave occupational hierarchy but 
quite systematically sought to influence its character. It was not by 
default or merely the subconscious operation of prejudice that color, 
ethnicity, physique, gender, and family connections became instruments 
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of preferential entry into the occupational hierarchy. That these avenues 
were the consequence of deliberate policy is plainly revealed by Rough
ley in such documents as his guide to Jamaican planters. Yet despite all 
that planters did to create and shape the slave occupational hierarchies, 
once created, these hierarchies assumed certain independent aspects. 
The tendency was especially marked on great plantations with occupa
tional elites that were not only large but multilayered. There the whites 
were quite remote from the mass of the slaves, and quasi-autonomous 
black societies emerged. Scholars have made substantial progress in 
attempting to reconstruct the cultures of such societies. The most prog
ress has been made in the United States where large collections of 
autobiographies and biographical narratives by ex-slaves have sur
vived.44 These have provided rich insights into the minds and aspira
tions of slaves and the array of personalities on both large and small 
plantations. Before delving more deeply into the sources and varieties 
of slave culture, we need to consider the economic and demographic 
forces that governed the operation of slave systems in the New World. 
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CHAP T E R  T H R E E  

UNRAVELING SOME 
ECONOMIC RIDDLES 

o own through the end of the eighteenth century and well into 
the nineteenth century, it was widely assumed that slavery was a vigorous 
and highly profitable economic system. That proposition was not seri
ously challenged by British leaders of the antislavery movement during 
their 50-year campaign to outlaw the trade in slaves and slavery as a 
labor system in all parts of the British empire. They conducted the 
campaign primarily on moral and humanitarian grounds. It was the West 
Indian plantation owners rather than the abolitionists who continually 
interjected economic issues, claiming that the attacks of the abolitionists 
were harmful to the economic welfare of Great Britain, ruinous to the 
economic interests of the planter class, and a serious threat to property 
rights in general. British abolitionists were generally defensive on these 
issues, insisting that the reforms they sought could be accomplished 
without harming the economic interests of either the planter class or the 
nation' ! 

In the United States the antislavery struggle was also conducted 
primarily on moral and humanitarian grounds from pre-Revolutionary 
times until the mid- 1850s. Indeed, such abolitionist leaders as William 
Lloyd Garrison adamantly resisted all proposals to shift the basis of their 
assault from religious to economic grounds, proposals that emanated 
from the more worldly leaders of the movement. To turn their appeal 
from the conscience "to the pocketbook," from "the duty of Christian 
reformation" to "the love of political preferment,"2 he warned, would 
inevitably corrupt and subvert the moral principles on which their move
ment was based. Nevertheless, the principal basis of the antislavery 
appeal did suddenly shift from "Christian duty" to "the pocketbook." 
The shift took place between 1854 and 1856 and the political success 
was immediate and spectacular.3 The new approach transformed the 
antislavery movement from a minor political factor into a powerful 
political force that could control the national agenda. This relatively brief 
and successful struggle for power tossed up a complicated set of eco
nomic issues that since the 1850S have been at or near the center of 
debate on the nature of the slave system and the cause of its downfall.4 
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PROFITS AND PROSPECTS IN THE BRITISH WEST 
INDIES AND THE UNITED STATES 

For the British West Indies, as for the United States, the question of 
profitability has become intertwined with interpretations of the politics 
of antislavery. Some scholars have argued that Parliament first voted for 
the abolition of the slave trade and then voted for the emancipation of 
slaves because the sugar colonies fell on hard times that greatly dimin
ished their value to the mother country. The decline in West Indian 
profits has been dated from the 1 770S and has been attributed to both 
a flagging demand for West Indian sugar and a decay in the quality of 
West Indian entrepreneurship. 

It has been possible to reconstruct the course of profits in the West 
Indies from the records of plantations on several of the islands. These 
records show that from the early days of slavery in Barbados down to 
the eve of emancipation in 1834, West Indian slaveholders generally 
reaped a high rate of return on their investment. There were times and 
places, such as Barbados during the 165os, in which rates of return 
averaged as high as 40 to 50 percent per annum. But that was due to 
the sharp rise in the price of sugar that occurred when the war between 
the Dutch and the Portuguese disrupted the shipment of Brazilian sugar 
to Europe. There were also times when the average rate of return in the 
West Indies fell below 4 percent per annum, as during the American 
Revolution, which not only cut off the cheap supply of foodstuffs from 
the mainland but also interfered with the shipment of sugar to England. 
Barring such exceptional circumstances, the profit rate averaged about 
10 percent per annum. Even during the 14 years immediately preceding 
emancipation, when the British government reduced the tariffs protect
ing West Indian sugar and increased the restriction on the rights of 
owners to manage and to sell their slaves, the average rate of return to 
slaveowners was still about 7 percent.5 

Although it has been argued that the British demand for sugar was 
stagnating because of increasing competition from Cuba and Puerto 
Rico, the high tariff effectively excluded foreign sugar from the British 
markets. During the decade before the British abolition of slavery, 
1825-1834, foreign sugar accounted for a minor share (just 6 percent) 
of Britain's imports. Far from declining, the British demand for sugar 
increased substantially between the early 1 790S and the early 183os. 
The' rate of increase was both rapid and steady during the last 20 years 
of the period, when Cuban competition was supposed to have become 
especially troublesome.6 

Although obscured by short-term cycles, the downward trend in 
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sugar prices after 1790 was quite gradual (see Figure 9).7 This decline 
was not brought about by Spanish competition, but by the rising produc
tivity of West Indian plantations that were shifting to more fertile soils 
in colonies that Britain acquired from the French, Dutch, and Spanish 
as booty of war.8 The available evidence indicates that the average 
productivity of Jamaican sugar plantations was also increasing, but Brit
ish restrictions on the internal slave trade prevented Jamaica from catch
ing up with the newer colonies. 
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Figure 9. Real London price of West Indian sugar, including duty (£ of 1 8 2 1-
1825). Although the price of sugar fluctuated wildly in the short run, from 
1 790 to the end of the Napoleonic Wars the trend was downward at a 
rate of 0.3 1 percent per year. This moderate secular trend imposed no 
real hardship on producers in the newly developed slave colonies, who 
were increasing production sharply to meet rising demand; it may have 
been something of a burden to planters on older, depleted soils in 
Jamaica. 

Beginning in 1806, Great Britain severely limited the trade in slaves 
between her West Indian colonies and after 1825 it precluded virtually 
all inter-island movements. Nevertheless, by utilizing slaves imported 
before the ban, planters on the lush lands of Trinidad and British Guiana 
gradually increased sugar production, and so the trend in British sugar 
prices gradually moved downward. Such large differentials appeared in 
the productivity of labor and in the rate of profit between the newer 
colonies and Jamaica that during the 1820S slaves sold in Trinidad and 
British Guiana brought twice the price of those sold in Jamaica. Because 
plantations on worn-out land could not match the productivity of the 
newer colonies, the average rate of profit in Jamaica during 1820-1834 
declined to 5.3 percent, but the profit rate in Trinidad and Guiana was 
1 3.3 percent. Planters in the .older colonies clamored for the right to 
redeploy their slaves on the new lands, but their petitions were denied 
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by a Parliament and government that were inching toward the decision 
to abolish slavery in all of their colonies.9 

In the American case the basic profitability of slavery was obscured 
by the disruptive effects of the Revolution on the southern economy and 
by cyclical misfortunes in rice and tobacco. Of the South's three principal 
export staples before the Revolution, indigo suffered the most. Cut out 
of the British system of imperial tariff preferences and bereft of her 
bounties, U.S. producers could not withstand the competition of the West 
Indies and other British colonies. By 1800 indigo had dwindled from a 
major export crop, which had occupied about 10 percent of the slave 
labor force before the Revolution, to one of no commercial consequence, 
sometimes grown by farmers in small quantities mainly for home con
sumption or local markets. Rice producers, who accounted for a fifth of 
the slave labor force before the Revolution, fared only slightly better. 
Although exports regained the pre-Revolutionary level by 1 790, the rice 
industry stagnated for most of the next 60 years, relieved only by a 
moderate expansion between the 1820S and the 1840S.1O 

Tobacco planters, who absorbed about 40 percent of slave labor just 
before the Revolution, made the best recovery. By 1 786 exports were up 
to pre-Revolutionary levels and favorable prices caused the industry to 
spread to new regions in South Carolina, Georgia, Kentucky, and Ten
nessee. The subsequent history of tobacco was marked by periods of 
booming demand that lasted for about a decade or more sandwiched 
between periods 'of depression that were nearly as protracted. The mis
fortunes of tobacco markets created difficulties for slaveowners that were 
reflected in the prices of slaves in the eastern tobacco region. But one 
should not confuse the sagging of prices with a declining demand for 
slaves. The demand for slaves in the eastern tobacco region showed a 
strong, but moderate, upward trend throughout the half century preced
ing the Civil War, although the rate of growth fluctuated from decade 
to decade. Despite the difficulties they encountered in world markets for 
tobacco, eastern planters continued to find that slaves were effective 
workers who, at the prevailing prices for slave labor, provided a gener
ally profitable means of raising their crops. Even during the depths of 
the tobacco depressions of 1826-1832 and 1840-1848, which were 
caused by the rise of tobacco fields and increased duties in Europe, the 
upward course of their demand for slaves hesitated only briefly. There 
was never a time between the American Revolution and the Civil War 
that slaveholders in the Old South became so pessimistic about the 
ecoIiomic future of the peculiar institution that their demand for slaves 
went into a period of sustained decline.ll  

In the western cotton states, the demand for slaves did not turn 
downward or falter, even during the two depression decades. The sharp, 
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sustained declines in the price of cotton during these years did no more 
than slow the pace at which western planters increased their demand for 
slaves. And so over the half century from 1810 to 1860, the region's 
demand for slaves increased twentyfold. Although the rate of growth in 
demand moderated as the years wore on, it remained well in excess of 
the natural rate of increase of the slave population. A continuation of 
rising demand for slaves in the West, a new surge of demand in the 
eastern tobacco region, and a slowdown in the rate of natural increase 
of the slave population all combined to double slave prices between the 
mid 1840S and the Civil War, which reflected both the high level of 
immediate profits and the bounding optimism of slaveowners regarding 
future prospects. I2 

A FLEXIBLE, HIGHLY DEVELOPED FORM OF 
CAPITALISM 

Evidence of the responsiveness of slaveowners to prices and other eco
nomic signals is quite evident throughout the period from the Revolution 
to the Civil War. Production in all of the major southern staples waxed 
and waned in response to prices. Indigo disappeared as a commercial 
product in less than a decade (between 1 792 and 1800), once the price 
turned against it. Planters in upper Georgia and South Carolina who 
moved into tobacco during the post-Revolutionary boom in demand 
moved out of it after the War of 181 2, shifting from tobacco to cotton 
as the demand for cotton surged upward and the price of tobacco declined 
toward depression levels. Planters in Maryland, Virginia, and North 
Carolina shifted between tobacco and grains in response to changes in 
their relative prices. Tobacco production in these states languished from 
the early 1790S to the mid-1840s, when tobacco prices leaped sharply 
upward and remained above the long-term trend until the outbreak of 
the Civil War. Eastern planters, responding rapidly to each new surge 
in demand, more than doubled tobacco output between 1849 and 1859, 
pushing its price back toward a normal level.l3 

By far the most dramatic evidence of the responsiveness of slavehold
ers to market signals was the way in which they adjusted to the booming 
demand for cotton. As late as 1809 cotton was a secondary crop for 
southern agriculture, with production concentrated mainly in South Car
olina and eastern Georgia. Just 7 percent of the crop was raised to the 
west of this area and probably just 10 percent of the slave labor force 
across the entire South was engaged in its production. During the next 
three decades the cotton crop increased nearly tenfold and the share of 
the western states leaped from 7 to 64 percent. 

The depression decade of the 1840S interrupted this dual process of 

UNRAVELING SOME ECONOMIC RIDDLES 65 

mammoth increases in the size of the cotton crop and a westward shift 
in the locus of its production. But the process resumed during the next 
decade when booming world markets led to a doubling of the crop. By 
the eve of the Civil War the westward shift was completed, with three
quarters of the richest crop in southern history coming from states which, 
at the start of Washington's administration, had been virtually uninhab
ited.l4 

The correlation in the geographic movements of cotton and slaves 
(see Figure 10) was dictated by biology and economics. IS Cotton could 
be grown successfully in a long belt stretching mainly from South Caro
lina through Texas. The bounds of this belt were determined largely, but 
not exclusively, by climatic conditions since the cotton culture requires 
a minimum of two hundred frostless days and ample rainfall. Tempera
ture set the northern boundary, and rainfall the western one. 

Not all land within these boundaries was equally suitable for cotton. 
The black-helt lands of Alabama and Texas were more congenial to it 
than the sandy soils of the Carolina Piedmont or the marshes of the 
coastal plains, except for long-staple cotton. The best cotton lands of all 
were the alluvial soils of the Mississippi flood plain. As long as tobacco 
and grains were the principal market crops of the South, as they were 
down to the end of the eighteenth century, it was efficient to concentrate 
labor and other resources in regions that bordered on the Chesapeake 
Bay. But as the demand for cotton grew relative to other southern 
commodities, efficiency dictated a reallocation of labor and other re
sources to the best western lands. · 

Between I 790 and 1860 some 835,000 slaves were moved into the 
western cotton states. The tempo of interregional slave movements accel
erated with time. The traffic during the last half of the 70-year period 
was three times as large as during the first half. The main exporting 
states were Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas. Together they sup
plied over 85 percent of the migrants. The four largest importers were 
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas, which together received 
about 75 percent of the displaced blacks. The impact of the movement 
of slaves on the rates of growth of the slave populations of the exporting 
and importing states was quite substantial. By 1860 the exporting states 
had just 60 percent of the slave population they would have had if they 
had grown at the national average. On the other hand, the slave popula
tion of the importing states swelled to several times the level that would 
have been obtained if these states had grown at the national average.l6 

The westward shift of cotton and slaves was also stimulated by 
breakthroughs in transportation. The response of slave owners to steam
boats and railroads reveals the eagerness with which they sought to bend 
the industrial technology of the nineteenth century to their advantage. 
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Figure 10. The westward movement of cotton and slaves, 1 800-1 860. 
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Although the steamboat was originally developed on the Hudson River, 
it was on the Mississippi that this innovation achieved its swiftest and 
most impressive successes. Steamboat traffic grew at phenomenal rates 
after 1 8 1 1 and there were such major improvements in boat design and 
in engines that efficiency rose fourfold in a quarter of a century, which 
sent the cost of river transportation plummeting downward . 1 7  

I t  is sometimes argued that the preference o f  slaveowners for steam
boats over railroads revealed their antipathy toward new technology. But 
the first U.S .  railroad, the Baltimore and Ohio, was constructed in Mary
land beginning in 1 8 2 8 .  Other southern cities including "Norfolk, 
Charleston, and Savannah each feverishly projected lines westward to 
gain control of such commerce as might be developed in the interior." 
It was not lack of enthusiasm for the railroad but practical economics that 
made steamboats the preferred means of transporting the region's 
freight. Down to the end of the antebellum era, the steamboat was not 
only cheaper but more reliable than the railroad and often speedier in 
the delivery of cotton and other bulky commodities. Even so, southern 
enthusiasm for railroads led to the construction of more than 9,500 miles 
of railroad track by 1 860, about one-third of the nation's total, and more 
than the mileage of France, Germany, or Great Britain, the European 
leaders . 18  

The South was  also in  the forefront of  the effort to  gather and 
disseminate economic intelligence. Southern planters had at their finger
tips reports on the transactions in cotton, tobacco, rice, sugar, and other 
commodities, not only for all of the leading southern markets but also 
for the leading cities of the North and of Europe. Produce exchanges, 
cotton exchanges, brokerage houses, and financial institutions published 
(first weekly, then daily) listings of commodity prices and other economic 
indicators in bulletins and newspapers commonly called "Prices Cur
rent." It was determination to exploit every avenue for gathering eco
nomic information that caused the South to string telegraph lines across 
the entire region as soon as that means of communication was developed. 
The first two cities to be connected were Baltimore and Washington in 
1 844. By 1 8 5 2  every major southern city was linked to the new network. 
It was a point of pride that New Orleans had telegraphic communication 
with New York sooner than Chicago did .l9  

Cliometricians have not  as  yet been able to  resolve the debate over 
the form of the interregional slave movement. Were most slaves sold by 
owners in the East to traders who transported them to western markets 
where they were resold, or did the majority go west with owners who 
relocated plantations? Estimates of the proportion shipped to the West 
by traders range between 1 6  and 60 percent. 20 

Cliometric analyses of the slave trade have, however, demonstrated 
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the business acumen with which masters valued their chattel and the 
limited role of sentimentality in effecting their economic decisions. How 
many masters were constrained by emotional att�chments to indi�idual 
slaves, by antipathy to the business of slave tradmg, or by a loat�mg to 
tear husbands from wives is still a matter of conjecture. Such sentIments 
were, however, balanced against the interests and conveniences of the 
masters. There were planters who, like George Washington, said that 
they were determined to resist all but the most urgent pressures to enter 
the market for slaves, although in Washington's case the flight of his 
cook led him to consider the purchase of a replacement. Others were 
more like Jefferson, who made no apologies for selling recalcitrant slaves 
and purchased new ones when he was shorthanded.21 

When they did enter the slave market, masters assessed each pur
chase with as much shrewdness and concern for value as any western 
horse trader or northern manufacturer. Probate records and invoices of 
slave sales reveal that the prices were systematically affected by such 
characteristics of slaves as their age, gender, health, skills, and reliabil
ity. There were also distinct seasonal patterns in slave sales. As one 
might expect in an agricultural economy, the largest proportion were sold 
during the first quarter of the year, the quarter between the end of the 
harvest and the beginning of planting. Moreover, the prices that slaves 
brought were 10 percent higher during this slack season than during 
September, which was close to the peak of the harvest.22 

Age had by far the greatest influence on prices, as shown by Figure 
1 1 .23 Although prices varied at each age, as one would expect of slaves 
who differed in health, attitudes, and capabilities, the distribution dis
plays a quite definite pattern. On average, prices rose until the late 
twenties and then declined. The decline was slow at first but then became 
more rapid, until advanced ages were reached. Masters put a price on 
each skill and defect of a slave (see Figure 1 2). As compared with a male 
field hand of the same age, blacksmiths brought a premium of about 55 
percent and carpenters about 45 percent.24 Slaves who were in poor 
health or who were crippled sold at substantial discounts. Masters even 
put a price on "virtues" and "vices." Slaves labeled as runaways, lazy, 
thieves, drunks, suicidals, or having "heredity vices" sold for average 
discounts of up to 65 percent as compared with slaves of the same age 
who were "fully guaranteed."25 

The slave trade was one of the ugliest aspects of American slavery 
and probably was one of the most effective issues in rallying support for 
the antislavery cause. Foes of slavery condemned the practice on moral 
and political grounds, arguing that the interstate traffic in people pro
vided the planters of the older -states with the bulk of their profit and 
was indispensable for maintaining the profits of slaveholders as a class. 
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Figure 1 1 .  Averages of prices relative to age for male slaves in the Old South. Each 
point represents the average price of slaves at a given age. The curve 
fitted to these points is called an age-price profile. Notice that the 
average price of slaves remained positive until the mid-70S. This means 
that although some slaves in their early 70S were too sick to earn their 
upkeep, other slaves at that age earned enough to support themselves 
as well as the disabled members of their cohort and still leave a profit 
for their masters. 

Yet, interstate slave trading could not have accounted for a significant 
fraction of the profits of the slaveowning class and may actually have 
reduced their collective profit.26 Professional traders, those who pur
chased slaves in one state and resold them in another, did earn a regular 
profit for that "service," and may even have reaped some windfall gains. 
Since such windfalls came at the expense of other slaveholders, they 
were merely transfers within the slave holding class and so did not add 
to its total profit. 

Whether or not the masters as a class actually profited from the 
westward movement turns on a complicated set of trade-offs.27 Slaveown
ers understood that from the purely economic standpoint, the westward 
march of slavery was not an unmixed blending. Virginia planters com
plained loudly and frequently about the depressing effect of western 
tobacco on the world price of that commodity. Recent clio metric work 
has confirmed the suspicions of Virginians that the competition from 
western tobacco did more to depress the prices of their slaves than the 
interstate slave trade did to raise it. The doubling of slave prices in 
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Figure 12.  Premiums and discounts in slave prices for various skills and "defects:" 
This diagram shows that there was little difference between the way III 
which planters priced their slaves and the way they priced their other 
capital assets. They were as precise in valuing human attributes as those 
of their livestock or equipment. The premiums and discounts are mea
sured relative to the price of a healthy field hand of the same age and 
gender (the zero premium). 

Virginia during the late 1840S and the 1850S owed relatively little to the 
western demand for slaves and much to the resurgence in the European 
demand for tobacco during those years.28 

While the tobacco interests (eastern and western combined) may have 
suffered from the westward movement, the cotton interests probably did 
not. Some eastern cotton planters were made worse off, but the gain to 
planters in the West more than offset these losses. Cotton planters as a 
class gained for two reasons. One is that the world demand for co�ton 
increased so rapidly that bringing the highly fertile western lands mto 
production did not reduce the total revenues of cotton planters. The other 
is that by responding so quickly to the burgeoning world demand for 
cotton, on lands far more suited for cotton than existed anywhere else 
in the world, U.S. planters slowed the expansion of cotton production in 
the West Indies, Brazil, India, and elsewhere. As a consequence, the U.S. 
share of the world's market for cotton rose quite dramatically as the 
westward march progressed. Cotton growers in the West Indies and Indi� 
could compete quite well with cotton grown in Virginia and the CarolI
nas, but not with cotton coming from the Alabama black belt or the 
Mississippi alluvium.29 

. 
. The congressional battles of the 1840S and 1850S over the extenSIOn 

of slavery into the territories were not due to the degradation of eastern 
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soils, or any sort of land shortage whatsoever. Analysis of census data 
reveals no evidence of the decline in labor productivity on the farms of 
the Old South that would have been caused by a decline in the quantity 
or quality of land per worker. In fact, the cotton boom put very little 
pressure on southern supplies of land because cotton was not a land
intensive crop.30 The 1850 crop was grown on just 6 percent of the 
improved land in the farms of the cotton states. If slave owners had been 
confined to the counties that they already occupied in 1850, and if they 
had been barred from adding to the total acreage already improved in 
1850, they could still have doubled cotton production over the next 
decade merely by shifting about one-fifteenth of the land normally 
planted in other crops into cotton.31 This is quite close to what actually 
happened. Much of the increase in cotton production during the decade 
of the 1850s, especially the leap in production "after 1856, came not from 
the spread of the culture to new counties or new farms, but from the 
expansion of output in counties that were already major producers at the 
beginning of the decade. 

The surging demand for cotton during the 1850S put far more pres
sure on the South's labor supply than on its supply of land. Between 
1850 and 1860 southern farmers shifted about 3 million acres of land 
from corn to cotton, but this shift did not release enough labor because 
cotton required about 70 percent more labor per acre than did corn. To 
meet this extra labor requirement planters drew slaves out of the cities 
and from the small slave farms by bidding up the price of slave labor. 
And so the decade of the 1850S witnessed both a decline in the urban 
share of the slave population and a rise in the share of the slave popula
tion working on gang-system farms that specialized in cotton. The surg· 
ing demand for slave labor by cotton planters after 1846 pushed the real 
price of slaves to higher levels than they had ever previously achieved, 
not because the demand for cotton increased more rapidly during the 
1850S than during all previous decades, but because the share of the 
slave labor force demanded by cotton planters at these prices was larger 
than ever before.32 

The struggle over the expansion of slavery into the territories, de
spite the rhetorical references to economics, was almost a purely political 
issue. Radical abolitionists denounced the "political" antislavery leaders 
for paying too much attention to the territorial issue. As the radicals saw 
it, this issue only served to divert the abolitionist movement into harm
less ch�nnels, and so they called on antislavery leaders to fight slavery 
where It was, rather than where it was not. On strictly economic grounds, 
the radical position was sound. Slavery could not have been damaged 
eco�omically by denying it access to lands in Kansas, or anywhere else 
outSIde of the states in which it was already well established by the 
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1840s. Yet, Republican leaders rejected the advice of the radicals be
cause they and their chief southern opponents saw the territorial issue 
as the crux of the political struggle against slavery.33 

THE RELATIVE EFFICIENCY OF SLAVE LABOR 

It was Benjamin Franklin who initiated efforts to measure the relative 
efficiency of slave and free labor. In an essay written in 1 751, at a time 
when men such as Montesquieu and Hutcheson believed that slavery, at 
least in the context of the New World, was more efficient than free labor, 
Franklin set forth an accounting of the cost of slave labor that showed 
the opposite. Although his statement on this issue was extremely brief, 
and although the quantitative evidence he set forth was not sufficient to 
warrant his conclusion, Franklin's statement was highly influential in 
both France and England. In 1 771 Pierre Samuel DuPont de Nemours, 
a prominent French abolitionist and a member of the Physiocratic school 
of French economists, set forth a lengthy elaboration of Franklin's 
theme. Adam Smith did not explicitly cite Franklin's essay, which had 
achieved considerable fame by the publication date of the Wealth of 
Nations, but he obviously had it in mind when he asserted that slave 
labor was more costly than free labor "even at Boston, New York, and 
Philadelphia where the wages of common labor are so high. "34 

Despite its limitations, Franklin's measure of efficiency was similar 
to those employed by economists today. Indexes of efficiency are ratios 
of output to input. One common measure is output per worker, which 
is usually referred to as an index of "labor productivity." A more com
prehensive measure called "the index of total factor productivity" is the 
ratio of output per average unit of all the inputs (which in the case of 
agriculture are mainly land, labor, and capital).35 Franklin used only 
labor in his denominator and he did not measure the output, but implic
itly assumed that the output of a given number of slaves was less than, 
or equal to, that of a like number of free men. Consequently, if slave 
labor was more costly than free labor, as Franklin contended, it was also 
less efficient. 

Although modern research on the problem of efficiency has been 
carried out along the lines suggested by Franklin, there have been 
significant advances of both a theoretical and empirical nature. The main 
theoretical advance involves the careful formulation of a distinction 
between profitability and "technical" efficiency, a distinction that has 
often been blurred. Technical efficiency refers to the effectiveness with 
which inputs are used in a productive process. One productive process 
is said to be technically more efficient than another if it yields more 
output from the same quantity of inputs. 
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. Pr�fitability does not necessarily imply technical efficiency, espe
CIally In the slave context, since even processes that were technicall 
�nefficient could have been profitable if masters expropriated some of th� 
Income that would have accrued to free labor. Profitability calculations 
can tell whether or not masters were efficient in the allocation of their 
resou�ces among alter�ative investments, but not whether the productive 
t�chmques. emplo�ed In . eac.h of these enterprises were technically effi
Clent- The I�tense InveStIgatIOn of the profitability issue, which extended 
from the mld-1950s to the mid-1970s, revealed that the slave econom 
had a considerable degree of "allocative" efficiency, which means th� 
masters were fai�ly. effici�nt in sh�fting their resources from place to 
�lace, at lea.st WIthIn agnculture, In order to exploit opportunities to 
Illc�ease their profits. But it still left open the possibility that slave 
agnculture was technically inefficient. 

Frederick Law Olmsted, the great landscape architect and a critic of 
the econo.my and 

.
culture of the South, posed the problem of measuring 

the techn�cal effiCIency of slavery in a fairly clear way when he said that 
a companson of the relative efficiency of slave and free labor sho ld b 

d "  ' h . 
u e 

rna e man WIt man, WIth reference simply to the equality of muscular 
power and endurance."36 To perform such a comparison it is necessary 
to take account of differences in the age and gender composition of the 
slave and free �abor forces. About two-thirds of all slaves were in the 
labor forc.e, whICh w�s about twice the proportion among free persons. 
Such a hIgh proportIOn could be achieved only by pressing virtually 
everyone capable of any useful work at all into the labor force. As a 
consequence, nearly one-third of the slave laborers were untrained chil
dren and about an eighth were elderly, crippled, or disadvantaged in 
some way . Women represented a much larger proportion of field laborers 
among slaves than among free farmers. 

In order to 
.
h�ve a valid comparison of labor productivity on slave 

and free farms It IS necessary to convert the labor of children wo 
the d d h . fi ' men, 

age , an t e III rm into "equivalent prime hands " 0 f 
d ' h" 

. ne way 0 

t 
omg t I� IS to make use of the "hand" ratings that planters assigned 

t
� slav�s m order to achieve a rational allocation of their laborers among 

b 
e �an.ous tasks.37 An even more refined and reliable set of ratings can 
e 0 taI.ned from the abundant data on slave prices and on annual hire 

r�tes. FIgure 13 shows that, on average, two women in their fifties did : out :�
d
much work as one prime-aged male, and three boys in their late 

eens . I �bout as much work as two prime-aged males. 
. W�en Indexes of labor productivity (average output per equivalent p�Ime and) are used to compare technical efficiency, they give a marked � vantage to slave plantations. By this measure the intermediate and arge slave plantations of the cotton belt were nearly twice as efficient 
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Figure 13. Work-capacity (hand) ratings of slaves, by age and gender (males aged 
30-34 equal 100). 

as the free farms of the same region in 1860. But indexes of labor 
productivity exaggerate the relative advantage of slave farms because 
they do not take account of the fact that the slaves usually worked on 
more fertile soils and had more work animals and other capital than did 
the free farmers of the region. The index of total factor productivity 
overcomes this problem because it takes account not only of the average 
amount of labor required to produce a given amount of output, but also 
of the quantity and quality of the land and capital that were employed. 

Taking account of the superior land and capital with which slaves 
worked considerably reduces their edge over free farmers. The advan
tage of small plantations (1-15 slaves) over free farms that was indicated 
by the index of labor productivity is now almost completely wiped out, 
and the advantage of the two classes of gang-system farms (those with 
16  or more slaves) is cut in half. Nevertheless, plantations with 16  or 
more slaves exhibit a considerable advantage over smaller farms, 
whether slave or free. The gang-system plantations produced, on aver
age, about 39 percent more output from a given amount of input than 
either free farms or slave farms that were too small to employ the gang 
system.38 A plantation with 16 slaves usually had about 10 slaves old 
enough to work in a gang, and 10 hands appears to have been the 
threshold number for the successful operation of a gang. 

It is worth noting that most of the advantage made possible by the 
gang system was achieved by intermediate plantations (those with 16-50 
slaves). They had an edge over free farms that was two-thirds of that 
enjoyed by the large plantations (those with 51  or more slaves). Part of 
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the extra advantage of the large plantations was due to a degree of labor 
specialization that was higher than could be achieved elsewhere. On the 
large plantations, for example, plow hands were almost always men in 
the prime ages. But on intermediate plantations men in their teens or in 
their fifties, and sometimes the stronger women, were used for plowing. 
Part of the extra advantage also came from the much higher degree of 
regimentation than was typical of the large plantations, a regimentation 
that reflected itself not only in field work but in every other aspect of 
life, including the use of leisure time and the scope for personal choice 
that slaves were allowed in the selection of marital partners. 

While the gang system gave cotton producers who skillfully em
ployed it a clear edge over non-gang producers, it was no automatic 
guarantee of success. Not all masters were equally adept in the manage
ment of their slaves or in the techniques of growing cotton. Planters 
varied in their mastery of the special characteristics of their particular 
soils, in the art of combining the production of cotton with that of other 
crops in such a manner as to keep all hands as fully occupied as possible, 
and in those planting and cultivating skills that had such important 
effects on yields at harvest time. As a consequence, the efficiency of 
gang-system producers varied nearly as much as that of free farmers. 
This point is brought out by Figure 14, which shows that in both the free 
and large-farm slave cases, the top 10 percent of the farms were several 
times more efficient than the bottom 10 percent.39 

Figure 14 also demonstrates the advantage that the gang system gave 
to large plantations. At every rank of the two distributions, except the 
tenth, large plantations were about 50 percent more efficient than free 
farms.4o So considerable was the advantage of the gang system that only 
the top 20 percent of the free farms exceeded the efficiency of the 
plantation that was just of average efficiency among the large slavehold
ings. 

The average level of efficiency varied considerably from state to state, 
among both free and slave farms. The highest levels of efficiency among 
most classes of farms were generally in those states that attracted the 
bulk of the interstate slave traffic. Despite the scope of the traffic, the 
level of efficiency was still not equalized between the slave-importing 
(New South) and slave-exporting (Old South) regions as late as 1860. One 
possible explanation is that the planters and free farmers who responded 
to the opportunities in the New South were more efficient producers than 
those who remained behind.41 Another possibility is that movement of 
slaves from the Old South to the New South simply was not large enough 
to bring the measured productivity of the two regions into line. The 
interregional gap in the annual hire or rental rate of slaves provides some 
support for the second hypothesis. During the last half of the 1850S the 
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Figure 14. The distribution of efficiency scores of large slave farms compared with 
that of free farms, the cotton belt, 1860 (average total factor productivity 
on free farms = 100). Shown is the average efficiency score of farms 
in each decile (each 10 percent) of the distributions of free and large 
slave farms, when these farms are arranged according to their efficiency 
scores. Notice that the top 10 percent of the free farms were more 
efficient than most of the gang-system farms. Many of these very efficient 
free farmers soon purchased slaves and some eventually accumulated 
enough capital to rise into the ranks of gang-system planters. On the 
other hand, the lowest deciles of the large slave plantations were so 
inefficient that they could not compete with most of the free farms, let 
alone with the majority of the other gang-system plantations. Some 
owners of these inefficient plantations went bankrupt. Others sold out. 
This process makes it likely that the gang-system plantations were run 
by individuals with above-average ability in the production of southern 
staples. Consequently, the superior efficiency of the big plantations was 
due not merely to inherent advantages of the gang system but also to 
the concentration of cotton farmers of above-average ability in the 
ownership of such farms. 

average hire rate in the New South exceeded that of the Old South by 
38 percent, which would account for about two-thirds of the difference 
in total factor productivity between the two regions.42 

When the technical efficiencies of agriculture in the North and in all 
farms in the South are compared, the South has an advantage of about 
35 percent.43 The superior performance of southern agriculture was not 
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due primarily to the high performance of its free farms. Free farms in 
the Old South were slightly less efficient than northern farms, while the 
free farms of the New South were somewhat more efficient than those 
in the North. These differences tended to net out so that, overall, only 
a small fraction of the edge enjoyed by southern agriculture was due to 
the superior performance of the free sector. The technical efficiency of 
the slave farms, particularly of the intermediate and large plantations, 
accounted for about 90 percent of the southern advantage.44 

The cliometric debate on the validity of these findings began during 
the middle of 1974 and was carried on with such intensity that the 
convergence of views has proceeded more rapidly than it did on the issue 
of profitability. Critics of the efficiency computations questioned the way 
in which the measures of output and of each of the inputs were con
structed. They also raised a series of issues regarding the proper inter
pretation of the findings. Although these issues at first appeared to be 
of a purely theoretical or statistical nature, they ultimately involved 
questions about the way that agricultural production was actually carried 
out in antebellum times.45 

The effort to resolve these issues led to reconsideration of the work
ing hours of both slaves and free farmers. Researchers turned to the 
business records of gang-system plantations, some of which kept 
schedules of what each slave on the plantation was doing on each day 
of the year. Independent studies of two different samples of these 
schedules produced quite similar results. Slaves on cotton plantations 
worked an average of about 2 ,800 hours per year. The number of days 
worked per year averaged 281 ,  well below the potential maximum. This 
shortfall is explained primarily by the almost total absence of Sunday 
work. Occasionally, a few hands were used on Sundays for special tasks, 
but such incidents were rare. This nearly total absence of Sunday work 
is a unique feature of the intermediate and large slave plantations, and 
it bears on the special nature of the gang system. The balance of the 
shortfall is explained by other holidays and occasional half days on 
Saturdays (6 days), by illness (1 2 days), and by rain and inclement 
weather ( 15  days).46 

Plantation records also revealed a surprisingly high degree of regu
larity in the length of the workweek over the seasons. The workweek 
averaged 5.4 days over the entire year, with only slight deviations from 
season to season. The regularity of the workweek is explained partly by 
the practice of requiring slaves to work a full day on Saturdays if rain 
forced a postponement of work on a weekday. When considered on an 
hourly basis, there was somewhat more variation in seasonal work pat
terns, due partly to variations in the number of daylight hours and partly 
to the natural demands of agricultural production. The spring, summer, 
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and fall show roughly equal workweeks, ranging between 57 and 60 
hours. Although the short period of daylight during the winter led to a 
significant reduction in the hourly length of the workweek, slaves still 
averaged about 40 hours per week during these months. 

Comparable evidence on working conditions in the North revealed 
that although the length of the work year varied with the nature of the 
farm, free northern farmers averaged about 3, 200 hours per year. The 
lowest subregional average, 3,006 hours, was found in the corn and 
general farming belt; the highest was 3,365 hours in the western dairy 
region. Thus, the average length of the southern slave workweek was not 
10 percent longer than the average workweek in northern agriculture, 
as some cliometricians had conjectured, but 10 percent shorter.47 

This finding seems paradoxical because of the widespread but incor
rect assumption that the length of the growing season (the number of 
frost-free days) was the principal factor determining the length of the 
agricultural work year in antebellum times. Although the number of 
frost-free days determines which plants can be raised in a particular 
region, there is little relationship between the length of the growing 
season and the duration of the period from seedtime to harvest for 
particular crops. The growing season in South Dakota, for example, is 
about 150 days but the period from seedtime to harvest is 310  days for 
winter wheat and only 1 15 days for spring wheat.48 

It was the overall mix of farm products, particularly the mix between 
field crops and animal products, that was the principal determinant of 
the hourly length of both the workweek and the work year. The length 
of the northern workweek was correlated with the degree of specializa
tion in rearing livestock and dairying. Northern farmers specializing in 
these products generally worked an hour longer on weekdays and Satur
days than those who did not, and they also usually worked a half day 
on Sundays. So the paradox of the longer northern work year is resolved 
by the fact that dairying and livestock accounted for 38 percent of the 
output of northern farms, while the corresponding figure for the large 
slave plantations was hardly 5 percent.49 

The discovery that the slave work year was shorter than the free work 
year does not contradict the proposition that slave labor was more in
tensely exploited than free labor, but only the proposition that such 
exploitation took the form of more hours per year. The available evi
dence indicates that greater intensity of labor per hour, rather than more 
hours of labor per day or more days of labor per year, is the reason the 
index of total factor productivity is 39 percent higher for gang-system 
plantations than for free farms. The principal function of the gang system 
was to speed up the pace of labor, to increase its intensity per hour. 
Slaves employed on the intermediate and large plantations worked about 
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76 percent more intensely per hour than did free southern farmers or 
slaves on small plantations. In other words, a slave working under the 
gang system produced, on average, as much output in roughly 35 min
utes as a farmer using traditional methods, whether slave or free, did in 
a full hour. 

Once it is recognized that the fundamental form of the exploitation 
of slave labor was through speeding up rather than through an increase 
in the number of clock-time hours per year, certain paradoxes resolve 
themselves. The longer rest breaks during the workday and the greater 
time off on Sundays for slaves than for free men appear not as boons that 
slaveholders granted to their chattel but as conditions for achieving the 
desired level of intensity. The finding that slaves earned 1 5 percent more 
income per clock-time hour is less surprising when it is realized that their 
income per equal-efficiency hour was 33 percent less than that of free 
farmers. 50 

Of the many issues raised by the investigation of working hours, 
perhaps the most intriguing and difficult is the meaning of "harder 
work" or "more intense labor." These terms are often loosely used, as 
though their meanings were perfectly obvious. Among the several possi
ble definitions, two are most relevant. The first defines intensity of labor 
by caloric requirement. Thus, one person (of a standard weight and 
height) would be said to work more intensely than another if his (or her) 
caloric requirement per hour of labor was greater. But one person could 
work more intensely than another even if both required the same number 
of calories. Such a situation would exist if the amount of motion of the 
two workers was identical, but one "wasted" less motion than the other. 
The slave case probably involved both kinds of intense labor-that is, 
labor requiring more calories per man hour and labor with less wasted 
motion. Labor that eliminates wasted motion may result in psychic fa
tigue and alienation, and so be more obnoxious than labor that permits 
wasted motion. The unremitting, machine-like quality of gang laborers 
repelled mid-nineteenth century observers who valued traditional agrar
ian ways. And trade unions today frequently resist the introduction of 
practices aimed at eliminating wasted motion, even when workers are 
compensated by somewhat higher wages.51 

Of course, the fact that blacks who toiled on large plantations were 
more efficient than free workers does not imply that blacks were inher
ently superior to whites as workers. It was the system that forced men 
to work at the pace of an assembly line (called the gang) that made slave 
laborers more efficient than free laborers. Moreover, the gang system, as 
already noted, appears to have raised productivity only on farms that 
specialized in certain crops. 

After the demise of indigo production, only five U.S. crops appear 
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to have lent themselves to the gang system. One of these, hemp, was 
quite minor and has yet to be analyzed. Of the other four, the advantage 
of the gang system appears to have been greatest in sugar, and nearly 
100 percent of all cane sugar in the United States was produced on 
gang-system farms. In tobacco the advantages of the gang system appear 
to have been small because of the limited opportunities for division of 
labor, so it is not surprising that as much tobacco was produced by free 
or small slave farms as by gang-system farms. Although cotton and rice 
were intermediate cases, the advantage of gang-system plantations was 
so substantial that they accounted for the great bulk of the output of both 
crops. 

C H A P T E R  F O U R  

TBE DEVELOPMENT or TBE 
SOUTHERN ECONOMY 

D esPite the convergence of views on the profitability and effi
ciency of slave agriculture, cliometricians remain divided about the effect 
of slavery on the development of the southern economy. Their investiga
tions into this problem have turned on five issues: the effect of slavery 
on the distribution of wealth; the relative level and rate of growth of 
average (per capita) income in the South before the Civil War; the 
explanation for this growth rate; the explanation for the decline in 
southern per capita income after the Civil War; and the effect of slavery 
on the rate and pattern of southern industrialization and urbanization' !  

Lurking behind most cliometric debates on the South i s  an "optimis
tic" assessment of the economic development of the North before the 
Civil War. Although this assessment has been shared by nearly all 
cliometricians, many social and political historians have been skeptical. 
They have argued that the conditions of northern labor were not only 
bad but deteriorated rapidly from the end of Andrew Jackson's presi
dency to the eve of the Civil War. Recently, a number of cliometricians 
(some investigating early industrialization and the role of women in that 
process; others investigating problems of health and mortality) have 
uncovered evidence more consistent with the "pessimistic" view than 
with the "optimistic" one. During the course of this chapter certain 
aspects of an emerging new synthesis on the northern economy will be 
brought out. However, the evidence on northern economic conditions is 
so deeply intertwined with the evidence on the social and political move
ments of the region that to separate the two questions would distort both. 
Consequently, the main analysis of the northern economy is set forth in 
Chapters 9 and 10. 

THE DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH 

It is now clear that critics of the South were far off the mark when they 
said that the "majority of those who sell the cotton crop" were "poorer 
than the majority of our day-labourers at the North."2 The average 
wealth among farmers of the cotton belt in 1860 was $ 13, 1 24 (Figure 
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15)' On the other hand, the average wealth of urban laborers in the major 
northern cities was less than $ 150, while the average for laborers in the 
rural areas of the North was hardly $400. The ordinary laborer, North 
or South, was too poor to purchase a single adult slave, let alone the land 
and other capital employed on the average farm of the cotton belt. 
Indeed, a Southerner "who owned two slaves and nothing else was as 
rich as the average man in the North."3 In fact, the typical farmer of 
the cotton belt owned about eight slaves. However, slaves represented 
only about 50 percent of their total wealth. 
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Figure 1 5. A comparison of average wealth per household head for various social 
groups in the North and South, 1860. 

Nor were the non-slaveholding farmers of the cotton belt a "promis
cuous horde"4 living at the edge of subsistence, as some abolitionists 
charged. Their average wealth was about $ 1 ,800, which was several 
times greater than that of northern laborers. Far from being pushed out 
of the better lands, small-scale farmers in the New South actually in
creased their share of farmland between 1850 and 1860, except in the 
alluvial regions (the flood plains of the Mississippi).5 It was not landhold
ings but slaveholdings that were becoming more concentrated over time. 
In other words, small-scale farmers were slowly being pushed out of 
slaveowning, but not out of landowning or out of farming. The fraction 
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of southern households that owned slaves declined from 36 percent in 
1830 to 25 percent in 1860.6 

Scholars have been struggling with the problem of how to compare the 
relative prosperity of "yeomen" (small, independent farmers) in the North 
and South. One of the issues is where to draw the line on the definition of a 
southern "yeoman." To limit the term only to non-slaveholding farmers is 
to exclude the most enterprising of their number. As one German settler in 
Alabama in 1855 reported to Robert Russell, "nearly all his countrymen 
who emigrated with him were now slaveholders. They were poor on their 
arrival in the country; but no sooner did they realize a little money than 
they invested it in slaves." That, Russell said, was generally the way that 
those who "settle upon moderately fertile land in the Southern states, 
quickly come into a possession of considerable property."7 Recent statis
tical analysis has confirmed Russell's generalization, revealing that in the 
South the accumulation of slaves was highly correlated with the accumula
tion of all other forms of wealth. 

When the yeoman class of the South is defined to include both 
non-slaveholding farmers and farmers with seven or fewer slaves, their 
average wealth is nearly identical with that of northern farmers, although 
the distribution of wealth is somewhat more concentrated among southern 
yeomen.8 On the other hand, the average wealth of gang-system farms 
exceeded $56,000, which is more than 15  times the average either for 
southern yeomen or for northern farmers. Thus, the distribution of wealth 
among northern farmers had "an upper limit which did not exist in the 
South. "9 It was not the pauperization of the small farmer but the existence 
of huge agribusinesses-the gang-system plantations-that made the 
rural wealth distribution of the South so much more unequal than that of 
the North. l0 Indeed, a more detailed analysis of the southern wealth 
distribution suggests that it is, in some respects, quite misleading to lump 
the wealth distributions of slaveowners and free farmers together. 

Of course the North had large-scale enterprises also, but they were 
located mainly in the urban areas. The disparities of wealth in northern 
cities were so wide that they offset the relative egalitarianism of the 
countryside, leaving the overall distribution of wealth in the free North 
nearly as unequal as that in the slave South. In each region the top 1 
percent of the propertied classes controlled more than one-quarter of all 
the wealth. By this measure, plutocracy was as well entrenched in the 
North as in the South. 

Despite the similarity of their positions, the two plutocracies differed 
in certain important respects. In the North the top 1 percent of the wealth 
holders were mainly urban merchants and manufacturers whose busi
nesses were based on wage labor, while in the South the top 1 percent 
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were mainly rural planters whose businesses were based on slave labor. 
The southern plutocrats were considerably richer, on average, than their 
northern counterparts (by a factor of roughly 2 to 1 ). To put it another 
way, the very rich were more numerous in the South than in the North. 
Nearly two out of every three males with estates of $100,000 or more 
lived in the South in 1860.11 

The big planters of the cotton belt were generally consolidating their 
economic positions during the late antebellum era. Between 1850 and 
1860 the real wealth of the typical gang-system planter increased by 70 
percent. Rather than gradually slipping from its economic dominance, 
this class was overthrown by the Civil War, which led to the destruction 
or loss of two-thirds of its wealth. By 1870 Southerners no longer 
predominated among the nation's super rich; four out of every five of the 
super rich were now Northerners. So it was not the vagaries of the market 
or other economic events but military defeat that moved the scepter of 
wealth from the agrarian South to the industrializing North. 12 

THE ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE OF THE SOUTH, 
1 840-1880 

The principal measures of the overall economic performance of a nation 
used by economists today are "real national income" and "real national 
income per capita." National income is the dollar value of the goods and 
services produced by an economy during a given year. This index can be 
computed not only for nations, but also for given regions of a nation, or for 
given industries, to obtain such measures as "southern income," 
"N ew York income," "income originating in manufacturing," and "income 
originating in agriculture." When economists compare the productive 
performance of an economy, or of a sector of an economy, in two different 
years, they adjust their measures of income for changes in the price level 
-in effect, hO,ld prices constant. An index of national income with prices 
held constant is called "real national income." This index measures the 
change in the real output of goods and services over time. "Real national 
income per capita" (or simply "real per capita income") is real national 
income in a given year divided by the population in that year.13 

Regional income accounts constructed by cliometricians have made 
it possible to measure and compare the overall economic performance of 
the South between 1840 and 1860. The results of this work are summa
rized in Table 1 ,  which displays two sets of estimates.14 The first set gives 
the per capita income of the total population; the second gives the per 
capita income of only the free population. These two sets of estimates 
differ because slaves were exploited in the sense that their owners expro
priated the difference between the value of their marginal product and 
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Table 1 .  Per Capita Income by Region, 1 840 and 1 860 (in 1860 Prices) 

Total Population Free Population 

1 840 1860 1 840 1860 

National Average $96 $ 1 28 $109 $144 

North 109 141 1 10 142 
Northeast 1 29 181 130 183 
North Central 65 89 66 90 

South 74 103 105 150 
South Atlantic 66 84 96 1 24 
East South Central 69 89 92 1 24 
West South Central 151  184 238 274 

MIDWEST 

Maryland 

OLD SOUTH 

their maintenance cost (the difference between what their wage would 
have been in a free market and what their implicit wage actually was 
under slavery). 

. Which of these sets of figures should one consider in judging the 
performance of the antebellum economy? The first set of figures treats 
slaves as consumers and implicitly assumes that their welfare was as 
important as that of free citizens. The second set implicitly treats slaves 
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as "intermediate goods" used to produce the final products consumed by 
free persons-that is, it excludes the welfare of slaves as an ultimate 
objective of society. 

Consequently, even though the measures of real income may be 
computed with scientific detachment, the evaluation of the performance of 
the southern economy cannot be neatly disentangled from moral issues. 
Abolitionists would have measured the performance of the southern 
economy by the per capita income of the total population. IS These figures 
show that in both 1840 and 1860 the per capita income of the South fell 
short of the national average by more than 20 percent. A southern 
politician of the antebellum era, however, whose electorate included only 
free persons, would have given little attention to the income of the slaves. 
His evaluation of southern economic performance would have focused on 
the per capita income of free persons, which was nearly the same in the 
South as in the North. To some extent, then, antebellum disputes about 
economic performance reflected differences not in economic measure
ment, but in moral views as to which economic measures were most 
appropriate for comparing the performance of the two regions. I6 

From our viewpoint today, however, it is the figures on the per capita 
income of the total population that are obviously the relevant ones. These 
figures might appear to sustain Republican contentions that the South 
was a poverty-ridden, stagnant economy in the process of sinking into 
"comparative imbecility and obscurity," that under the burden of slavery 
the South had been reduced to the status of a colonial nation-"the 
dependency of a mother country." No such inference is warranted merely 
because of the gap between the North and the South in the level of per 
capita income in 1860. Before any conclusion can be drawn the sources 
of that gap must first be investigated. I7 

We begin this investigation by dividing the North into two subre
gions: the Northeast and the North Central subregions. Table 1 shows 
that the northern advantage over the South was due entirely to the 
extraordinarily high income of the Northeast. Per capita income in the 
North Central states was not only less than half as high as in the 
Northeast, it was 14  percent lower than per capita income in the South. 
If the South was a poverty-ridden "colonial dependency," how should 
one characterize the states that occupy the territory running from the 
western border of Pennsylvania to the western border of Nebraska
states usually thought of as examples of high prosperity and rapid growth 
during the antebellum era? 

The dilemma arises in this instance from an important demographic 
fact which, if ignored, distorts comparisons between the economic per
formance of the Northeast and that of the rest of the nation: The fertility 
rate in the Northeast was lower than in the rest of the nation. Conse-
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quently, the proportion of the population that consisted of dependent 
children was lower in the Northeast than elsewhere. Adjustments for this 
and other demographic phenomena eliminate much of the apparent gap 
between the economic performance of the Northeast and that of the rest 
of the nation. 

Even if these refinements in the measure of economic performance 
are set aside, it is evident that the South was quite advanced by the 
economic standard of the antebellum era. If we treat the North and South 
as separate nations and rank them among the countries of the world, the 
South would stand as the fourth most prosperous nation of the world in 
1860. The South was more prosperous than France, Germany, Denmark, 
or any of the countries of Europe except England. The South was not 
only advanced by antebellum standards but also by relatively recent 
standards. Indeed, a country as advanced as Italy did not achieve the 
southern level of per capita income until the eve of W orld War II .  

The last point underscores the dubious nature of attempts to classify 
the South as a "colonial dependency." The South's large purchases of 
manufactured goods from the North made it no more of a colonial 
dependency than did the North's heavy purchases of rails from Great 
Britain. The true colonial dependencies, countries such as India and 
Mexico, had less than one-tenth the per capita income of the South in 
1860. 

Much of the antislavery ammunition for the characterization of the 
South as a land of poverty was drawn from the debates on economic 
policy among southern leaders, especially during the economic crisis of 
the 1840S and during the political crises of the 185os. As sectional 
tensions mounted Southerners became increasingly alarmed by federal 
policies that they thought were giving economic advantage to the North. 
They also became increasingly impatient with what they thought was an 
insufficiently active role by their state and local governments to promote 
internal improvements and to embrace other policies that would acceler
ate the southern rate of economic growth. To generate a sense of urgency, 
and to develop a spirit of unity against pro-northern economic policies, 
southern newspapers, journals, economic leaders, and politicians contin
ually emphasized every unrealized objective of the South. The region
wide economic conventions that were regularly organized to promote 
southern interests took on an increasingly nationalistic character, with 
"radical" politicians using economic arguments to promote support for 
a secessionist policy. By the mid-1850s southern discussions of economic 
issues were, if not the handmaiden of nationalistic politics, deeply entan
gled in it. l8 

Table 2 shows that far from stagnating, the per capita income of the 
South was growing at an average annual rate of 1 .7 percent in the period 
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1840-1860. This rate of growth was not only a third higher than that 
enjoyed by the North, but was quite high by historical standards. Only 
a handful of countries have been able to sustain long-term growth rates 
substantially in excess of that achieved by the antebellum South between 
1840 and 1860. 19 

Table 2. Average Annual Rates of Change in Real Per Capita Income, 1840-1860 

National Average 1 .4 South 1 .7 
North 1 .3 South Alantic 1 . 2  

Northeast 1 .7 East South Central 1 .3 
North Central 1 .6 West South Central 1 .0 

Note: The rates of growth of subregions do not necessarily add up to the growth rate of the region. 
The sum of the parts may be more or less than the whole, depending on population shifts among 
the subregIOns. For an explanation of this phenomenon, see the companion volume: E"idence and 
Methods, #40. 

The impression that the economy of the antebellum South was thriv
ing is further accentuated by the second set of figures in Table 1 .  
Ignoring the income of slaves not only raises the per capita income of 
the South to near equality with the North, but it also gives a fillip to the 
southern growth rate. That growth rate becomes 1 .8 percent, which 
exceeds the growth rate of the rest of the nation by more than a third. 

Using "free" rather than "total" per capita income to assess the 
relative performance of the southern economy imparts a definite moral 
bias to the comparison. But that moral bias was, of course, the one that 
was embraced by the great majority of free Southerners in antebellum 
times.2o Consequently, consideration of the difference between both the 
level and the rate of growth of "free" and "total" per capita incomes 
serves to emphasize the substantial stake of the free population in the 
continuation of the slave system. The exploitation of slaves raised the 
per capita income of the free southern population by 45 percent and the 
annual rate of growth of their per capita income by about 8 percent. Nor 
were slaveowners the only ones who appear to have benefited from 
slavery. For if it is true, as is frequently asserted, that slavery retarded 
the rate of growth of the South's free labor force, then free wage workers 
of the region also benefited from slavery. Whatever the merit of that 
argument, it is interesting to note that rate of increase in the average 
money wages of laborers between 1850 and 1860 was greater in the 
South than in the nation as a whole. Moreover, the 1860 money wage 
of southern farm laborers and domestics compared favorably with the 
national averages of these groups.21 These considerations have some 
bearing on why the cause of the Confederacy enjoyed such strong support 
among non-slaveholding Southerners.22 

The economic performance of the South deteriorated drastically dur-
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ing the 1860s and 1870s. Some part of the decline was no doubt caused 
by the devastation of the Civil War, which was more extensive in the 
South than in the North, but other factors were probably also involved 
and may have had a more depressing effect on the southern economy 
than the physical destruction of men and capital. Table 3 shows how 
dramatically the fortunes of the North and the South changed during 
these two decades. Despite its heavy war losses, the northern economy 
made a vigorous recovery. By 1880 per capita income in this region was 
45 percent greater than it had been in 1860. The South did not experi
ence a similar postwar boom. Economic conditions were better in 1880 
than at the close of the war. But even after a decade and a half of 
Reconstruction, southern per capita income was still 15 percent less than 
it had been in 1860.23 

Table 3. Per Capita Income by Region for 1860 and 1880 (in 1860 Prices) 

Average Annual Rate of 
1860 1880 Growth (+ )  or Decline (- )  (%) 

National Average $ 1 28 $173 + 1 .5 

North 141 205 + 1 .9 
Northeast 181  244 + 1 .5 
North Central 89 170 + 3·3 

South 103 88 - 0.8 
South Atlantic 84 78 - 0·4 
East South Central 89 88 - 0. 1  
West South Central 184 104 - 2 .8 

Because of the poor southern recovery from the war, the gap between 
the per capita income of the South and the rest of the nation increased 
dramatically. In 1880 southern per capita income fell short of the na
tional average by nearly 50 percent.24 This wide gap persisted until the 
end of the century and then began to narrow. But the process of catching 
up was so slow that it took the South more than a century to reduce the 
income gap to the level at which it stood in 1860. Even today, southern 
per capita income is still about 10  percent below the national average. 

THE CAPACITY TO REALLOCATE RESOURCES 
BETWEEN REGIONS 

�liometricians have been grappling with two closely interrelated ques
tions: Why was the southern rate of economic growth so high between 
1840 and 1860, and why was the southern rate of economic growth so 
low between 1860 and I 880? These questions are still unresolved, 
despite more than a decade of work on them, but some definite progress 
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toward a resolution has occurred. The answers turn partly on the extent 
to which the southern economy was able to reallocate its productive 
resources in response to changes in demand for its products or to changes 
in the technology of production. 

The development of low-cost forms of transportation, which opened 
the interior of the nation to commercial exploitation, was among the most 
dramatic aspects of technological change during the antebellum era. It 
has long been known that the South participated in the westward move
ment of population and production, but it was only recently that scholars 
were able to demonstrate that this movement had a significant impact on 
southern economic growth between 1840 and 1860. Its importance was 
established when cliometricians examined the southern rate of growth by 
subregions. As Table 2 shows, growth within each of the three subre
gions was less than the growth rate of the South as a whole. Approxi
mately 30 percent of the South's growth was due to the redistribution 
of the southern population from the older states to the newer ones, 
particularly to the states of the West South Central subregion. It will be 
noted that the West South Central subregion enjoyed an even higher 
level of per capita income in 1860 than the Northeast (see Table 3). The 
remaining 70 percent of southern growth was due to the rise of per capita 
income within each of the subregions. Some scholars have argued that 
only the growth within subregions is meaningful, that the proportion of 
the growth rate attributed to the redistribution of the population from 
east to west is a statistical illusion that ought to be exorcised.25 

The capacity of an economy to grow, however, does not depend only 
on the worldwide demand for its products, or only on its luck or its 
technological creativity, but on its responsiveness to economic opportu
nity, whatever the source might be. The capacity of an economy to shift 
resources from one geographic region (or one economic sector) to an
other, as circumstances may dictate, is always a major determinant of its 
growth, because the various industrial sectors and geographic subregions 
of a nation generally grow at uneven rates. The shifting demand for iron, 
for example, led the U.S. iron industry to grow much more rapidly than 
cotton textiles between 1842 and 1848, but much more slowly than 
textiles between 1848 and 1858. The remarkable speed with which the 
economy shifted resources into and out of iron and other manufacturing 
industries in response to the ebb and flow of demand or to changes in 
technology had much to do with the high U.S. rate of growth between 
1840 and 1860. Cliometricians are still at an early stage of the effort to 
measure the share of the growth rate that is due to such inter-industry 
and interregional shifts. Current estimates indicate that more than half 
of the northern growth rate b�tween 1840 and 1860 was due to the 
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reallocation of labor and other resources between the agricultural, manu
facturing, and service sectors.26 

The belief that slavery impeded the reallocation of labor was one of 
the main features of the economic indictment fashioned by the abolition
ists. This is a matter on which cliometricians remain divided, despite the 
fact that nearly one-third of the South's annual growth rate was due to 
the westward migration.27 Three points are at issue here. The first is the 
possibility that in the absence of slavery the migration to the New South 
would have been even more rapid than it actually was. There is also the 
question of whether southern farmers shifted resources between cotton 
and other crops in response to short-term movements in relative prices. 
Perhaps the most difficult issue is whether the South redistributed its 
labor force between rural and urban occupations in a manner that maxi
mized the opportunities for economic growth.28 

Given the scale of the westward movement of slaves, it might seem 
unreasonable to question the adequacy of the South's response to eco
nomic opportunity in the West. There is, however, a piece of evidence 
suggesting that westward movement of southern labor did not proceed 
rapidly enough: the large and persistent gap in agricultural wages be
tween the New South and Old South, a gap that ranged between 20 and 
40 percent during the last three decades of the antebellum era. The 
situation was quite different from the one prevailing in the North. Agri
cultural wages in the North Central states were quite similar to those in 
the Northeast, especially in 1850 and 1860. 

The East-West equalization of farm wages in the North was brought 
about by the extraordinarily high migration rate into the North Central 
states, due mainly to foreign immigration, which averaged 28 per thou
sand per year between 1850 and 1860. This means that over the course 
of the decade, inward migration increased the agricultural labor force of 
the Midwest by one-third. During the same period, migration added just 
7 percent to the agricultural labor force of the New South, which was 
far short of the level of migration needed to equalize wages across the 
South. Rather than being overly aggressive in its westward expansion, 
the South was moving far more slowly than the North. 

It was not a hesitation to move slaves that was the source of the gap 
between the northern and southern rates of western migration. The 
westward migration rate of slaves was about the same as that of native
born persons in the North. One problem was the difficulty of the New 
South in attracting and holding native-born whites. The migration rate 
for this class was negative, which means that during the 1850S more 
native-born, free agriculturalists left the New South than arrived. But the 
South was most deficient in its ability to attract the foreign-born, espe-
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cially the new immigrants from Ireland and Germany who were surging 
into the country. The foreign born made up the majority of the farm 
laborers who entered the North Central states. But in the New South, 
foreign-born migrants were a relatively small number, hardly enough to 
offset the exodus of the native-born whites. 

It should not be assumed that the East-West equalization of wages 
in the North implies that the North had a more optimal distribution of 
labor than the South. Since there was a cost to moving west, the absence 
of a wage gap between the North Central states and the Northeast states 
suggests that too much labor migrated to the West.29 

These preliminary findings on the migration pattern raise a host of 
questions that require more detailed data than those now in hand, al
though the gathering of the required data is in progress. One of the more 
interesting questions is whether the slave movement rate should have 
been even higher than it was. The answer turns on whether the gap 
between eastern and western slave prices reflected the cost of transport
ing the slaves. If it did, the cost of relocating slaves may have been well 
above the cost of relocating native-born whites in the North.3o There is 
also the question of why the New South was not able to hold on to more 
of its native-born whites, some of whom settled in the southern counties 
of Indiana, Illinois, and Missouri. Cliometricians are still divided on 
whether these migrants were pushed out by an aversion to slavery and 
an inability to compete with the big slaveholders or were pulled out by 
the prospect of higher earnings. However, political historians have called 
attention to the fact that the southern counties of the North Central 
states, where most migrants from the South resided, voted with the 
Democrats in the elections between 1852 and 1860.31 

THE CAPACITY TO REALLOCATE RESOURCES 
BETWEEN CROPS 

What abolitionists and later critics of slave agriculture had in mind when 
they criticized its allocative mechanism was not so much its failure to 
shift enough labor from the East to the West, but its apparently inflexible 
concentration on the production of a few staple crops, particularly cotton. 
Some of those who took up this issue offered an explanation for the 
presumed failure of southern farmers, particularly slaveowners, to 
change the mix of their crops in response to changes in prices. Slave 
labor, they said, was so inept that planters were "obliged to employ their 
negroes exclusively in the production of a few commodities and can only 
make their labor profitable by keeping up an invariable routine." Most 
of those who criticized the rrop mix of the planters provided no explana
tion or suggested that the behavior was irrational. One historian, for 
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example, simply asserted that because planters in the 1850S were so 
irresistibly drawn toward the overproduction of cotton, its price was 
bound to decline. Rather than defining the source of this irresistible 
tendency he was content to point to the doubling of cotton production 
between 1 850 and 1860 as evidence that the tendency was real. He 
particularly emphasized the 57 percent increase in the crop between 
1857 and 1 860, because that rapid leap in output brought with it a 
decline in cotton prices. He was sure that, in the absence of the Civil 
War, overproduction and declining prices would have persisted through
out the sixties and would have guaranteed the peaceful destruction of 
slavery.32 

The charge that the South was irrationally addicted to overproduc
tion of cotton and other staples did not disappear with the Civil War, but 
was also a point of contention during the postbellum era. Some reformers 
attributed the depressed state of the southern economy between 1865 
and 1880 and beyond to the failure of southern farmers to diversify the 
mix of their crops. Some attributed the rigidity to a hangover of bad 
habits developed during the antebellum era, and some emphasized the 
lack of experience of blacks in crops other than cotton. Others put the 
blame on merchants and landlords who forced tenants to grow excessive 
cotton in order to make these tenants buy food and other supplies from 
their stores at excessively high prices and (if purchased on credit) at 
usurious rates of interest. But perhaps the most common explanation for 
the overproduction of cotton was a presumed addiction to cash crops and 
an overemphasis on short-run profits. Reformers accused southern farm
ers of failing to appreciate the benefits of being self-sufficient, because 
self-sufficiency often meant a lowered average income. Critics who made 
these points often acknowledged that in good times concentration on 
cotton brought the highest profit, while stressing that such a policy not 
only left farmers extremely vulnerable when cotton prices were low, but 
bred the vain hope that prices "would rally again." "Muhitudes of men" 
harbored this delusion "year after year" and "seemed utterly unable to 
tear themselves away from its constantly fastening power."33 

Much of the cliometric work on the crop-mix problem has occurred 
at the theoretical level. Mathematical models have been constructed that 
restate the old criticisms of southern agriculture in a more precise way. 
Such models do not by themselves either confirm or contradict a theory, 
but they assist that process by identifying critical assumptions and by 
revealing measurable implications. These models have demonstrated 
that both the antebellum and the more recent criticisms of the southern 
crop mix depend on a single vital assumption-that the amount of land 
and labor that southern farmers devoted to cotton production was inde
pendent of fluctuations in the price of cotton. 
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That assumption has now been subjected to empirical tests. Using a 
statistical technique called "distributed lags," cliometricians have es
timated the speed with which southern farmers changed the mix of crops 
in response to a change in the relative prices of these crops. Farmers in 
all regions of the United States, as well as in other countries, respond 
to changing prices with a lag; that is, they do not switch entirely into, 
or out of, a given crop in one year just because the price in the previous 
year was higher or lower than they expected it to be. Instead, farmers 
usually make only a partial adjustment in a single year, waiting for 
further evidence as to whether a previous change in price was just a 
chance fluctuation or a lasting change. A common measure of the respop.
siveness of farmers, then, is the number of years it takes for them �o 
make a 90 percent adjustment to a lasting change in prices. It has not 
been shown that southern farmers in the postbellum era were just as 
responsive to lasting price changes as the wheat farmers in the North. 
In both instances farmers made a 90 percent adjustment in about five 
years.34 

What about the slave era? The speed of adjustment was more rapid 
before the Civil War than after it. Slaveowners made a 90 percent 
adjustment in their output of cotton within just two years after a lasting 
price change. Far from lagging behind free farmers in responding to 
price changes, the big cotton planters appear to have responded with 
uncommon speed, perhaps because, as one cliometrician has suggested, 
their stronger financial position permitted them to take greater risks than 
a small farmer was willing to incur. In hindsight, this result does not 
seem so surprising. After all, the speed with which slaveholders reacted 
to the sudden change in the price of indigo after the Revolution came 
close to a controlled experiment on their sensitivity to market conditions. 
In that instance, slaveholders reduced their production of this slave
produced crop by 98 percent in just three years, and they never returned 
to indigo again, because the price of that crop never warranted a return. 

What about the contention that the surge in cotton production during 
the 1850s, especially the leap in production between 1857 and 1860, 
was symptomatic of a long-term tendency toward the overproduction of 
cotton? There was nothing so unusual about the rate or manner in which 
cotton production increased during the 1850S that warrants such a 
conclusion. Similar booms were experienced during every decade of the 
nineteenth century except for the depression decade of the 1840s. In
deed, the annual rate of increase in cotton production between 1857 and 
1860 was actually a bit below the average rate during other years in 
which cotton production increased.35 Nor was it particularly unusual for 
output to have increased for three years in a row. There were four other 
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long expansions, between 1806 and 1860, one of which lasted for ten 
years. 

Those who advocated the overproduction thesis did not treat the 
1857-1860 expansion as a fifth major cotton boom because of the slight 
decline in the price of cotton that occurred during these years. But there 
were comparable declines in the price of cotton during the booms of the 
1810S, 1820S, and 1830s.36 Moreover, the general trend of raw cotton 
prices was downward from 1802 on_ Although there were fluctuations 
about this trend, the average annual rate of decrease was 0.7 percent. 
The basic cause of this long-term decline was the steady increase in 
productivity. Among the developments that made cotton farming increas
ingly more efficient were improvements in the varieties of cottonseeds, 
introduction of the cotton gin, reduction in transportation and other 
marketing costs, and relocation of cotton production to the more fertile 
lands of the New South. 

It was, therefore, to be expected that increases in production would 
generally be associated with declining prices. Since advances in produc
tivity caused costs to fall, profits of planters may have been rising despite 
declining cotton prices. What is crucial, then, is not the absolute level 
of prices, but the level of profits. An approximation of the movement of 
profits may be obtained by examining the deviation of cotton prices from 
their long-term trend. When cotton prices were above their long-term 
trend value, profits of planters were likely to have been above normal. 
When prices were below their trend values, profits on cotton were likely 
to have been below normal. 

Figure 16  indicates that the 1850S constituted a period of sustained 
boom in profits for cotton planters.37 Nearly every year of the decade was 
one of above-nornIal profit. What is more, profits remained high during 
the last four years of the decade, with prices averaging about 1 5  percent 
above their trend values. No wonder cotton production doubled between 
1850 and 1860. It was clearly a rational economic response to increase 
cotton production by over 50 percent between 1857 and 1860. If plant
ers erred, it was not in expanding cotton production by too much, but 
in being too conservative. Their expansion had not been adequate to 
bring prices down to their trend values and profits back to normal 
(equilibrium) levels. 

What was responsible for making the 1850S so prosperous for cotton 
planters? An answer is provided by Figure 17 .38 It shows that the 
worldwide demand for southern cotton began to increase rapidly begin
ning in 1846. Over the next 1 5  years, the average annual rate of change 
in demand was about 7 percent per annum. Figure 1 7  also shows that 
changes in the supply of cotton generally lagged behind changes in 
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Figure 16. The deviation of cotton prices from their trend values, 1802-186 1 .  

demand. As a consequence, prices and profits tended to be above normal 
in periods when demand was increasing, and below normal when demand 
was decreasing or stagnating. During most of the 1850S the supply of 
cotton lagged behind the demand, which caused the price of cotton to 
rise well above normal levels, creating unusually large profits for plant
ers. While planters responded to this incentive, they did not increase 
output rapidly enough to return cotton prices and profits to a normal level 
by 1860. 

THE ROLE OF THE COTTON BOOM 

Some cliometricians have pushed the overproduction thesis in a novel 
direction. They agree that demand for American cotton boomed during 
the 1850S but contend that it was only this spurt in the world's demand 
for cotton that prevented the slave South from falling into economic 
decay. Since the growth of demand could not have continued indefinitely 
at the pace of the 1850s, southern prosperity was bound to come to an 
end at some point. According to this account, earlier advocates of the 
overproduction thesis were right in arguing that the slave South was 
teetering on the edge of a profound economic crisis. Their error was in 
attributing the impending crisis to overproduction rather than to an 
insufficiency of demand.39 
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According to the new h)1lothesis, a crisis in demand had already 
emerged by 1860 but was diiiguised by the Civil War, which abruptly 
cut off shipments of American cotton to Europe. The temporary loss of 
the American supply created so severe a shortage of cotton that many 
textile firms were forced to dose their doors and many laborers were laid 
off. As a consequence of thm "cotton famine," textile manufacturers 
became too preoccupied with problems of supply to take note of the 
weakening of the demand fot their products. Stagnation in demand, by 
itself, the argument conclude� could explain half of the fall in southern 
per capita income between 1860 and 1 880. 

Some aspects of the hypothesis of insufficient demand have been 
shown to be incorrect. The �original effort to compute an index of the 
demand for cotton was marred by computational errors. When these 
errors are corrected, the index shows that demand increased quite rap
idly between 1860 and 1870' Rather than declining by 45 percent, the 
world demand for cotton was 69 percent higher in 1 870 than in 1860. 
The decade of the 1870s, however, ushered in general economic reces
sions in both the United States and Europe, and cotton textiles was 
among the more severely affected industries. As a consequence, the 
world demand for cotton, although still above the 1860 level, was about 
10  percent less in 1880 than it had been in 1 870. Vigorous growth in 
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cotton demand resumed in the 1880s, and by 1890 the world demand 
for cotton was more than twice as high as it had been on the eve of the 
Civil War. 

Empirical research has also invalidated the contentions that "cotton 
goods were becoming 'an unmarketable burden' " in 1860 and that "the 
British textiles industry stood on the crest of a major crisis of overproduc
tion, which would have ushered in this era of stagnation had it not been 
overshadowed by the Cotton Famine of the 1860s."40 These contentions 
are based on the increasing inventories of raw cotton and of cotton cloth 
in Great Britain during 1859 and 1860. But rising inventories are not 
necessarily a sign of distress. Because manufacturers were unable to 
keep up with demand, inventories had fallen to an exceedingly low level 
in 1858. Although stocks were being replenished in 1859 and 1860, 
they were still below normal levels when the Civil War broke out.41 If 
there had been severe overproduction of cotton goods, prices should have 
plummeted in 1859 and 1860, as they did during the textile recession 
of the 1840S. However, the price of cotton cloth held fairly steady and 
that of yarn increased slightly. 

Correction of the measures of the demand for cotton textiles and for 
raw cotton weakens the argument of insufficient demand but does not 
dispose of it. Advocates of the hypothesis have also argued that all, or 
nearly all, of the increase in southern per capita income between 1840 
and 1860 came from a single source: the growing share of cotton in total 
southern output. This argument is based on the assumption that labor 
productivity was so much higher in cotton than in all other agricultural 
products that the shift from other crops into cotton by itself was enough 
to explain the prewar growth of per capita income. The proposition 
implies that little, if any, of the prewar southern growth in per capita 
income was due to improvements in the method of producing cotton or 
other agricultural commodities. It also has a critical implication for the 
postwar period: If the changing share of cotton in southern output was 
the only source of rising productivity, the South could not have main
tained its growth rate, even in the absence of a Civil War, because the 
demand for cotton did not increase as rapidly after 1860 as it had before 
that year.42 

CHANGES IN THE PRODUCTIVITY OF SOUTHERN 
AGRICULTURE, 1 840-1 880 

Cliometric hypotheses about insufficient demand have pointed up the 
need to measure changes in the productivity of southern agriculture 
between 1840 and 1880. l'he main sources of data for these measures 
are the decennial censuses of agriculture. The first such census was made 
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in 1 840, but was not very complete. Since the 1860 census was the best 
of those taken during the antebellum era, most of th() work of measuring 
productivity has concentrated on that year. For some purposes the data 
in the published census volumes are adequate. 

For other purposes, it has been necessary to draw from large samples 
of data on the individual farms that can be found in the manuscript 
schedules of the census, the original forms on which the census takers 
set down the information supplied by each household or firm. The largest 
and most perfected of these samples is the Parker-Gallman sample
over 5,200 farms in the cotton South taken from the 1860 census. 
Originally drawn in the mid-1960s, this sample has been intensively 
analyzed by successive groups of cliometricians, each of which has built 
upon the work of its predecessors.43 

Perhaps the most important finding to date is that the labor produc
tivity of southern farms declined sharply between 1860 and_:lB80. In
dexes based on three different bodies of data yield the same basic result. 
Although the magnitude of the decline varies from one index to another, 
the range of the estimated decline is reasonably narrow-from 3 1  to 43 
percent.44 Since agriculture accounted for about three-quarters of all 
southern output, this decline in the productivity of agricultural workers, 
by itself, explains the entire decline in the South's per capita income 
between 1860 and 1880 shown in Table 3. Present estimates indicate 
that about two-thirds of the reduction in labor productivity was due to 
a decrease in the efficiency of labor, which is measured by the index of 
total factor productivity. The balance was due to a decline in the amount 
of improved land, work animals, and other capital that was available to 
each agricultural laborer. 

These preliminary findings have a bearing on another issue that 
cliometricians have been debating. Was there a significant reduction in 
the supply of labor provided by blacks after emancipation, and if so 
how large was it? Some cliometricians believe that the labor supply of 
blacks decreased by a third after the Civil War, due partly to a with
drawal of women and children from the labor force and partly to a 
reduction in the number of hours worked per day or per year by black 
agriculturalists. There was, of course, a substantial disorganization of 
the labor force during the first few years following emancipation, as 
both freedmen and planters struggled to find new forms of organization 
that were mutually acceptable. Freedmen were quite reluctant to return 
to gangs, even when offered wage premiums to do so, and it took a 
number of years for sharecropping to emerge as a substitute arrange
ment that was widely accepted by both sides. The process of transition 
involved breaking the gangs into smaller units called "squads," and 
these eventually gave way to the leasing of land to the families of the 
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ex-slaves, either for a cash rent or for a share of the crop.45 
It is likely that there was a sharp reduction in the labor force 

participation rate (the share of the population that is in the labor force) 
during these years of transition, and the reduction could well have been 
in the neighborhood of a third, or even more. However, during the 1870S 
the labor situation began to stabilize and production of the principal 
staples began to exceed prewar levels. By 1880, the labor force participa
tion rate of blacks was probably quite close to prewar levels. This 
conclusion is implied by the finding that virtually all of the decline in 
per capita income between 1860 and 1880 was due to the decline in labor 
productivity. The finding means that there is no room for a substantial 
labor withdrawal in 1880.46 

Part of the progress toward an explanation for the postwar decline 
in productivity has involved the elimination of some of the early conjec
tures. The low productivity in 1880 was not due to a failure of demand 
to keep up with supply, since the real price of cotton in 1880 was about 
10  percent higher than it had been in 1860. Nor was it due to a decline 
in the share of resources that southern farmers devoted to cotton, since 
the cotton share of the output of southern agriculture was slightly higher 
in 1880 than it had been in 1860. The conjecture that the decline in 
productivity was due to the rise of sharecropping also appears to be 
erroneous. Sharecroppers had a slightly lower labor productivity than 
cash renters, mainly because they had less capital and land per worker 
than did cash renters. In any case, the margin of difference between 
sharecroppers and cash renters was too small to explain more than a 
small portion of the postwar decline in labor productivity. Race has also 
been shown to have been an irrelevant factor, since black and white 
farmers, equally well endowed with capital and land, were equally pro
ductive in the 1880s and 1890s.47 

The breakup of the gang system, with the loss of the productivity 
advantages associated with it, appears to be by far the largest factor in 
the postwar decline. The preliminary comparisons between productivity 
in 1860 and 1880 indicate that small white farms were about 5 percent 
less productive in 1880 than they had been in 1860 and that almost the 
entire decline is concentrated in the category of black farmers, who 
worked mainly on slave plantations before the war and on small farms 
after it. The labor productivity of black farmers was 60 percent lower 
in 1880 than it had been in 1860.48 These findings do not mean that 
black farmers were much less efficient than white farmers in 1880, but 
that whether black or white, farmers who toiled on small farms after the 
war were considerably less productive than the gang-system laborers of 
prewar times. 
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Since the breakup of the gang-system farms was responsible for the 
decline in productivity, it might be thought that the price of cotton 
should have been higher than it actually was in 1880. Had the price of 
inputs remained constant, a 20 or 30 percent decline in total factor 
productivity would have led to a 20 or 30 percent rise in the price of 
cotton. However, the prices of the main inputs into cotton production
labor, land, and most other items of capital-fell by amounts that nearly 
offset all of the upward pressure on cotton prices caused by the change 
in productivity. Indeed, the ratio of input prices to the price of cotton 
is still another way of measuring total factor productivity, and this index 
indicates a 35 percent decline in the efficiency of cotton production-a 
figure that is quite consistent with the hypothesis that the breakup of the 
gang system caused the post-Civil War decline in productivity. 49 

So, although much work remains to be done on the collection and 
analysis of data, the preliminary findings based on three different sources 
of data point to the same conclusion: The shift of the majority ()��lack 
agriculturalists from the large-scale farms of the antebellum era to fam
ily-sized farms of 1880 explains most of the postwar decline in the 
productivity of southern agriculture and thus in southern per capita 
income. This loss of productivity was a price that most black agricultural
ists were willing to pay for the greater freedom and other benefits derived 
from family farming. 50 

Perhaps the most important finding of the studies of labor productiv
ity before the Civil War is that the South, like the North, was experienc
ing a major boom in the nonagricultural sector of its economy. Over the 
period from 1840 to 1860, labor productivity in the service (commerce, 
banking, transportation, etc.) and manufacturing sectors was increasing 
more than twice as rapidly as in agriculture. This finding casts some 
doubt on the contention that the economic growth of the South before 
the Civil War rested purely on developments in the agricultural sector. 
Indeed, although the nonagricultural sector accounted for less than a 
quarter of southern output in 1840, it was the source of about 40 percent 
of all the increase in the region's per capita income during the last two 
decades of the antebellum era.51 

These findings do not necessarily rule out the proposition that growth 
of the southern economy was dominated by the worldwide boom in the 
demand for cotton. However, that theory will, at a minimum, have to be 
revised so that the main developmental impact of the cotton boom is not 
on southern agriculture, as has heretofore been presumed, but on south
ern commerce and manufacturing. Such a reformulation should be based 
on a more detailed analysis of the antebellum sources of growth in 
southern commerce and manufacturing than has as yet been undertaken 
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by cliometricians. It cannot yet be ruled out that the main factors affect
ing the rate of southern economic growth before 1860 were on the supply 
side rather than on the demand side. 

THE LAG IN SOUTHERN INDUSTRIALIZATION AND 
URBANIZATION 

At the end of the eighteenth century both the North and the South were 
overwhelmingly rural societies. Less than 10  percent of their respective 
populations lived in cities and about 80 percent of their workers were 
engaged in agricultural production. The manufacturing establishments of 
both regions (which produced such articles as hats, shoes, saddles, cloth, 
watches, beer, and metal products) were generally quite small. The 
typical establishment was the household of a farm family that "engaged 
in the production of simple manufactures during slack agricultural times 
and seasons."52 

Both the North and the South lagged decades behind Great Britain, 
the world's economic leader, which began the Industrial Revolution in 
the middle of the eighteenth century. A quarter of Great Britain's popula
tion lived in cities as early as 1750, but that level of urbanization was 
not reached in the United States until 1869-a lag of more than a 
century. The lags in manufacturing were not as long. Nevertheless, in 
1850 the United States trailed Great Britain in the production of cotton 
textiles by 17 years, while the lag in the production of pig iron was 23 
years. The fact that the United States trailed in these respects does not 
mean that it was backward by the standards of the day. Quite the 
contrary-in its degree of urbanization and levels of production in most 
manufacturing industries, it stood second only to Great Britain. More
over, the United States was industrializing rapidly enough to catch up 
with, and surpass, the leader. It surpassed Britain in the production of 
pig iron by 1890 and in cotton textiles by 1910.53 

The American lunge toward industrialization began during the sec
ond decade of the nineteenth century. As late as 1810, the bulk of the 
cotton and woolen products were manufactured in households rather 
than in factories. During the next several decades hundreds of relatively 
large-scale cotton textile mills were constructed in the Northeast, with 
Massachusetts leading the way. By 1850 the typical cotton mill of the 
Northeast employed an average of about 150 workers, and the top 10  
percent averaged more than 500 workers. These large, and by  the stan
dards of the time highly mechanized, factories symbolized the North's 
status as a leader of the Industrial Revolution. In heavy industry, it was 
Pennsylvania with its abundant deposits of coal and ore that led the way, 
accounting for nearly two-thirds of the nation's output of pig iron in 
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1860. The symbols of modernity in the American iron industry, the 
anthracite blast furnaces, were usually more heavily capitalized than the 
cotton textile mills. Paralleling the North's rise in manufacturing was the 
rapid growth of its cities. By 1860 the share of the northeastern popula
tion that was urban had increased to about 36 percent. 54 

The process of industrialization began in the South at about the same 
time that it began in the North, but proceeded at a slower rate. Between 
1820 and 1860 the southern workers engaged in manufacturing in
creased by 7 2 percent, but the northern increase was 383 percent (see 
Figure 18).55 By the eve of the Civil War one could foresee the emer
gence of a new society in the Northeast, in which the majority of the lab?r 
force would be engaged in manufacturing and commerce, rather than III 

farming, and in which a majority of the population lived in a few great 
cities. But the South, despite the growth of its commercial and manufac
turing sectors, remained in 1860 much as it had been in 1820, a society 
based on a highly developed form of commercial agriculture, with the 
overwhelming majority of its population spread thinly across a vast rural 
territory. In an age when factories were often built in the countryside in 
order to exploit available resources, it was possible to industrialize with
out suffering the calamities of overrapid urbanization. Although the 
South retained its predominantly rural character, its manufacturing and 
trade were highly enough developed to place it among the forefront of 
nations in these respects. On a per capita basis it ranked second in the 
construction of railroads, sixth in cotton textile production, and eighth 
in the production of pig iron. Although behind Britain and the North, 
it had achieved a level comparable to those of such other relatively 
advanced nations as France, Germany, and Austria-Hungary.56 

Attitudes toward the southern lag in industrialization were by no 
means uniform in either the South or the North. It was not clear to all 
who pondered the problem that the South was actually as far behind the 
North in the development of its industry as published data suggested. 
Census officials and other analysts did not make a sharp distinction 
between agriculture and manufacturing. The census of 1840, for exam
ple, employed a single schedule that combined these two sectors with 
mining and commerce. The censuses of 1850 and 1860 had separate 
schedules for agriculture and manufacturing, but most of what they 
classified as "manufacturing" involved the processing of agricultural 
products. Census officials do not appear to have been guided by a consis
tently applied principle, such as the scale of the productive unit, in 
dividing enterprises into sectors. 57 The typical sugar factory was larger 
than the typical factory in textiles, and the rice-cleaning mills were 
typically larger than flour and grain mills, yet the 1850 and 1860 
censuses classified most sugar production and rice cleaning with agricul-
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Figure 18. The growth of the labor force in U,S. manufacturing, 1820-1860, by 
region. 

ture, while flour milling and textiles were classified with manufacturing. 
Nor could the principle of division have been based on spatial location 
since nearly all flour mills were located in rural areas, as was also the 
case with cotton gins and sugar refineries. The census was also inconsist
ent in its treatment of such handicrafts as blacksmithing or coopering, 
which were classified with manufacturing in the North, whether they 
were in cities or in rural areas, but in the South blacksmith shops located 
on plantations and run by slaves appear to have been classified with 
agriculture. Figure 18 shows that when sugar factories and ginning mills 
are classified with manufacturing, and when artisan crafts are treated 
symmetrically in both regions, more than half of the apparent industrial 
gap between the North and the South disappears. Although the revision 
still leaves the share of the southern labor force in manufacturing below 
that of the Northeast, it is higher than the manufacturing share of the 
North Central states. 

Many Southerners could, and did, believe that their industrial and 
commercial sectors were as prosperous, as dynamic, and as modern as 
northern industry. They also believed that they were avoiding the corrup
tion and degradation that had accompanied the factory, as well as the 
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overly rapid urbanization that outran adequate housing and public sani
tation, raising mortality rates in N ew York, Philadelphia, and other large 
northern cities far above those existing in the rural areas of either the 
South or the North. According to George Fitzhugh, perhaps the most 
articulate defender of the "peculiar institution," the South, which "has 
been more usefully, more industriously, more energetically, and more 
profitably employed than any people under the sun," had little reason 
for "envying and wishing to imitate the little 'truck patches ' [vegetable 
farms], the filthy, crowded, licentious factories, the mercenary shopkeep
ing, and the slavish commerce of the North." 58 

Those words were written during the boom years of the 1850s, when 
virtually all economic interests in the South were prospering. During the 
depression of the 1840s, however, when the European demand turned 
simultaneously against cotton and tobacco and when the nominal prices 
of slaves had declined from their previous peak to nearly half, envy of 
the North and a desire to imitate her were widespread. The depression 
led even so steadfast a defender of the southern way as James H. 
Hammond, governor of South Carolina and one of the richest planters 
in that state, to join the movement for the diversification of southern 
industry, which he hoped to achieve through the promotion of manufac
turing. Hammond and other southern leaders, fearing that European 
markets had turned permanently against them, longed for a widely based 
set of industries that would be impervious to fluctuations in European 
demand.59 

What made northern industry so attractive to Southerners during the 
depression decade, then, was not the glamour or the dynamism of the 
factory system, but the independence of northern industry from foreign 
markets. Northern industry produced almost exclusively for the domestic 
market, which to many Southerners during the 1840S seemed far more 
stable than European markets. Moreover, northern politicians had suc
ceeded in pushing through Congress new high tariffs that insulated 
northern manufacturing from European competition. During the five 
years following the passage of the tariff of 1842 , five years of largely 
stagnating demand for cotton and tobacco, both the price and the output 
of such protected commodities as iron bounded upward. To Southerners 
this protection of northern markets appeared to be obtained at their 
expense, since it was southern consumers who had to foot the higher 
costs of domestically produced iron.6o 

Southern concerns were much different during the boom times of the 
1830S and the 1850s. When planters had to strain every resource at their 
command to keep up with the surging European consumption of cotton 
and tobacco, the South was rather content to let the North provide it with 
manufactured goods and commercial services. Conservative newspapers, 
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such as the Montgomery Daily Confederation, which had been identified 
with the movement for southern commercial independence, did not find 
the South's reliance on northern manufactures and commerce quite as 
alarming in 1858 as it had been in the mid- 1840s: 

That the North does our trading and manufacturing mostly is true, and 
we are willing that they should. Ours is an agricultural people, and God 
grant that we may continue so. We never want to see it otherwise. It is 
the freest, happiest, most independent, and, with us, the most powerful 

---oonQition on earth.61 

The reference to power was not casual rhetoric. "Cotton Is King" was 
one of the most frequent themes of southern politicians during the 
185os. With this slogan they asserted their belief that the whole of the 
industrial world was controlled by the southern supply of cotton. Cotton 
was the leading article of international trade, accounting for half of all 
U.S. exports. It was the essential raw material for hundreds of thousands 
of factory hands in the North and in Europe. It provided employment 
for several million other workers in transportation, in handicrafts, and 
in wholesale or retail trade. The South had a near monopoly of the 
world's supply of cotton, they asserted, because their system of planta
tion slavery could produce a high-grade fiber far more cheaply than any 
other actual or potential supplier. Many politicians believed that if de
prived of southern cotton, not only "the industrial interests of our own 
country, but also those of Great Britain and much of the continent 
. . .  would receive a shock that must retard their progress for years to 
come."62 

Southerners were far more concerned during the 1850S with how to 
utilize their domination of the world's supply of cotton to the maximum 
advantage of their region than with schemes to shift resources into other 
occupations. This orientation led them to be deeply critical of federal 
policies that seemed to sacrifice southern interests to northern ones. 
Southern dissatisfaction fueled a drive to gain greater control of cotton 
markets by trading directly with their European customers, bypassing 
northern intermediaries. Some advocated secession to gain that end. 
Southern politicians were groping for a mechanism similar to that used 
by the OPEC nations during the 1970s, a mechanism that would enable 
them to exploit to the fullest their domination of the raw material re
quired by the largest, most-advanced manufacturing industry at that 
time. It was in the manner of a Middle Eastern oil sheik that James H. 
Hammond of South Carolina, while serving in the U.S. Senate in 1858, 
issued a warning to his nor:thern colleagues: 
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No, you dare not make war on cotton. No power on earth dares to make 
war upon it. Cotton is king. Until lately the Bank of England was king, 
but she tried to put her screws as usual, the fall before the last, upon 
the cotton crop, and was utterly vanquished. The last power has been 
conquered. Who can doubt, that has looked at recent events, that cotton 
is supreme?63 

EXPLAINING THE LAG IN SOUTHERN 
INDUSTRIALIZATION AND URBANIZATION 

107 

Recent research by both cliometricians and traditional historians has 
clarified some of the issues surrounding the debate over the lag in 
southern industrialization. Robert S .  Starobin and Charles B. Dew made 
the first big breakthroughs on this problem. Their independent studies 
of small samples of manufacturing firms that used slave labor led both 
scholars to reject the abolitionist charge that slaves could not perform 
"the difficult and delicate operations which most manufacturing and 
mechanical processes involve."64 They found that slaves not only per
formed well in the routine aspects of factory production but equaled, and 
sometimes exceeded, the effectiveness of free men in engineering and 
supervisory posts. Many southern manufacturers preferred slaves be
cause they were more reliable than free workers, and some firms mixed 
slaves and free men at all levels of production. These scholars also found 
that firms using slaves both as ordinary hands and in technical and 
supervisory posts were as profitable as those that relied exclusively on 
free labor (some firms were even more profitable). The sample on which 
the first of these two studies was based was not only small but confined 
primarily to firms engaged in the processing of such agricultural products 
as tobacco, cotton, and turpentine. The second study, which was based 
on a sample of firms in the iron industry, came to similar conclusions 
regarding the effectiveness of slaves in heavy industry, including their 
mastery of the "difficult and delicate" arts of the furnace masters, and 
of the profitability of firms that employed slaves in such occupations. 

These findings have been buttressed by cliometric techniques. The 
factors most frequently cited to support the proposition that slavery was 
incompatible with urbanization-the increasing cost of control, the hos
tility of white workers, the fear of rebellion on the part of slaveowners
should all have worked to reduce the level of demand for slaves in the 
cities. Yet the measurement of the course of demand indicates no such 
downward trend, either for the urban South as a whole or for any of its 
leading cities.65 Not only did the total urban demand for slaves rise in 
every decade between 1820 and 1860, but the demand for slaves actually 
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increased more rapidly in the cities than in the countryside. Declines in 
the urban demand for slaves occurred only in isolated instances.66 

Cliometricians have shown that the factors impinging on the urban 
demand for slaves were quite diverse. Some conditions, such as the 
increasing competition from white immigrant labor, served to reduce the 
urban demand for slaves as antislavery critics had stressed. But other 
forces worked in the opposite direction. Both the rapid rise in the free 
population of southern cities and the rise in income per capita swelled 
the urban demand for slaves in the crafts, in trade, and in domestic 
service. On balance, the factors that increased the demand for slaves in 
the cities proved to be substantially stronger than those that served to 
depress it. 

Why then did the slave population of the cities decline between 1 850 
and 1860? Because the cities had to compete with the countryside for 
a supply of slaves whose growth was limited to the rate of natural 
increase. During decades in which the combined rural and urban demand 
was growing more rapidly than the supply of slaves, such as the decade 
of the 185os, prices of slaves were forced up. Both the city and the 
countryside reacted to the rise in price, but in substantially different 
ways. In the rural areas there were no close substitutes for slave labor. 
In the cities, however, free labor, particularly immigrant labor, proved 
to be an effective substitute. Consequently, as the competition between 
the cities and the countryside forced the price of slaves up relative to the 
price of free labor, the cities shifted toward the relatively cheaper form 
of labor. In other words, slaves were shifted from the cities. to the 
countryside not because the cities did not want slaves, but necause as 
slave prices rose it was easier for the cities than for the countryside to 
find acceptable lower cost alternatives to slave labor.67 

That the demand for slaves was much more inelastic in the country
side than in the cities is a discovery of major importance. This highly 
inelastic demand means that slavery provided masters with a special 
advantage in the countryside that could not be obtained with free labor. 
Moreover, the advantage was confined to large plantations based on the 
gang system, for, as we have seen, slaves working on small farms were 
neither more nor less efficient than free laborers.68 The gang system was 
so obnoxious to free men that they could not be lured to work in gangs 
even when offered wage premiums to do so.69 

The discovery of the inelastic rural demand for slaves has raised the 
possibility that the very advantage that slavery created for agricultural 
production simultaneously created a barrier to the industrialization of 
the South. This ironic possibility represents a significant departure from 
the traditional view of the question. Whereas abolitionists argued that 
the southern lag in industrialization was the consequence of the weak-
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ness of the southern economy, some cliometric theorists now argue that 
it was a consequence of the strength of its agricultural sector. Their 
approach implies that, at least for the short run, the policy of specializing 
in agriculture may indeed have maximized southern per capita income. 
But the new approach also suggests that slavery thwarted the long-run 
development of the South by restricting the rise of an entrepreneurial 
class and of a labor force that could capitalize on the many opportunities 
for economic growth thrown up by the succession of technological inno
vations that emanated from the nonagricultural sectors of the economy, 
particularly from manufacturing, during the century following 1860. 

The critical aspect of the new approach is the emphasis placed on 
the scale of the units engaged in gang-system agriculture. Some cliomet
ricians believe that the existence of these large-scale units kept the return 
to capital and to entrepreneurial ability much higher in southern than 
in northern agriculture. The northern devotion to family-sized farms, 
they argue, made it impossible to expand the size of northern farms, 
while maintaining the optimal ratio of capital to labor. The desire of 
farmers to restrict their hands to members of their families (or the 
unwillingness of hands to work for long on farms other than those 
managed by themselves or another family member) created an "obstacle 
to farm expansion and hence to the accumulation of a large absolute 
fortune within agriculture."7o Northern farms thus tended to expand not 
by adding many workers to each unit, as happened in the South, but by 
adding capital to a farm with a limited number of workers. This practice 
led to a relatively high level of capital per worker, and so tended to lower 
the rate of return to capital within agriculture. Consequently, Northern
ers tended to search for more profitable outlets for their savings in 
manufacturing and in commerce. 

The northern limitation on the size of farms might also have had a 
beneficial effect on the northern pool of entrepreneurial talent. Two 
aspects of this question have been stressed. Some believe that northern 
agriculture was unable to satisfy the ambition of the most talented 
entrepreneurs that it spawned. Although especially talented entre
preneurs in the South "could achieve and expand and use productively 
a large personal fortune within the agricultural sector,"71 Northerners 
had to turn to manufacturing or commerce to satisfy their ambitions. It 
is also argued that the large number of small farms in the North permit
ted a larger proportion of individuals to acquire entrepreneurial skills 
than did the large agribusinesses of southern agriculture. The point here 
is that gang-system plantations were vertically integrated and so brought 
a variety of enterprises under a single management. In the North the 
typical farm was too small to support by itself a flour mill, a blacksmith 
shop, a textile shop, a carpentry shop, and a barrel-making shop. Conse-
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quently, the North gave rise to a large number of small firms in each of 
these crafts, the heads of which had to become adept not only in the 
techniques of their crafts but also in the arts of winning markets, acquir
ing raw materials, and managing capital. 72 

The plantations of the South, however, were often so large that they 
could, by themselves!-fully support a rice-cleaning mill or a cotton gin 
(and sometimes both), a cloth house, a tailoring and dress shop, and a 
variety of handicraft shops. In such instances the craftsmen were not 
petty capitalists, forced to cope with the daily challenges of the market, 
but merely laborers trained in particular techniques, who worked at the 
direction of the planter (or his overseer) for an assured market and with 
an assured supply of raw materials. Indeed, these craftsmen could not 
usually even search for better-paying employers or quit the employment 
of the planter in order to establish their own businesses since, in most 
cases, they were slaves. Moreover, because of the central role of these 
agribusinesses, the typical manufacturing unit of the South remained 
small, and these small manufacturing and handicraft shops were widely 
dispersed in rural areas, rather than concentrated in towns. Conse
quently, towns and cities, which many argue were the source of structural 
change and modernization, were far less numerous in the South than in 
the West and the North.73 

Initial tests of the South's performance in allocating resources be
tween agricultural and nonagricultural activities suggest a higher degree 
of flexibility than many suspected, but the results are far from conclusive. 
An analysis of the scale of operation reveals that the optimum size of / 

manufacturing firms at the end of the antebellum era was not very large. 
The South was as well represented in this optimum range of firm sizes 
(at which production costs are minimized) as were the North Central 
states.74 

The most novel, and perhaps the most important, of the cliometric 
discoveries about the factors influencing the course of industrialization 
concerns the role of women. Analyses of the data in the manufacturing 
censuses indicate that the large-scale factories that characterized the 
Northeast were designed to make use of its relatively large, low-cost 
labor pool of women and children. The Northeast was unique not only 
because the top 5 percent of its manufacturing firms were far larger than 
the top 5 percent of any other region, but also because women comprised 
a much larger proportion of its manufacturing labor force. Women and 
young boys were particularly important during the 1820S and 183os, 
when the Northeast pulled away from the South in the race for industrial
ization. The 1832 survey of manufacturing reveals that the majority of 
workers in northeastern factories with 16 or more employees were adult 
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women or children. For cotton textile firms, the figure was in excess of 
80 percent. Moreover, the proportion of the manufacturing labor force 
that was female was strongly influenced by the relative cheapness of 
female labor. In the Northeast, females could be hired from farm 
households at about 40 percent of the male wage. But in the South, where 
women represented just 10  percent of the manufacturing labor force, the 
hire rates for farm women were between 60 and 70 percent of those for 
men. In other words, southern factory owners had to pay much higher 
wages to women to lure them from the farms than did their northern 
counterparts, because the nature of the crops in the respective regions 
made the labor of females much more valuable on southern farms than 
on northern ones.75 

It thus appears that the rise of southern manufacturing was retarded 
because women were much more effective in the production of cotton and 
tobacco than in the production of wheat and other northern staples. 
COttOIl and tobacco were not only more labor-intensive crops than wheat, 
but much of the labor required nimbleness rather than strength. In other 
words, the labor characteristics of southern staples appear to have de
prived the region of the pool of cheap female and child labor that was 
so important in the early rise of the factory.76 

Still another source of cheap labor promoted the rise of factories in 
the Northeast. The large influx of Irish and German immigrants during 
the late 1840S and early 1850S not only led to labor gluts, but caused 
the wages of common laborers to fall more rapidly than those of skilled 
artisans. This development increased the competitive advantage of facto
ries in the marketplace over artisan shops, permitting a further penetra
tion of factory-produced goods into markets once served by artisanal 
products. Beginning in the late 1840s, large factories began substituting 
the relatively cheap labor of foreign-born workers for that of native-born 
workers, which led to substantial reductions in unit labor costs and to 
increases in profits-developments that fueled the rapid expansion of 
manufacturing during 1844-1854. In the long run, the rise of manufac
turing was a great boon to northern labor, but during the last two decades 
of the antebellum era the rise of manufacturing was associated with the 
immiseration of substantial sections of the nonagricultural labor force. 

RECENT CRITICISMS OF CLIO METRIC 
APPROACHES TO THE QUESTION OF SOUTHERN 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

One strand of recent research is critical of the cliometric preoccupation 
with mechanization and large-scale manufacturing in the antebellum 
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economy. Scholars engaged in this research place far greater emphasis 
on the dynamic role of artisan shops and of the trade and service sectors, 
arguing that large-scale manufacturing did not gain ascendancy until the 
end of the nineteenth century. They attribute the preoccupation with 
large-scale manufacturing partly to research undertaken during the first 
half of the twentieth ceiitury" when the influence of the "smokestack" 
industries was at its zenith.77 To some extent this tendency reflected the 
abundance of data on manufacturing and the sparseness of data on 
services. Not only is the output of the service sector intangible, but with 
the exception of transportation, the firms in the service sector were 
typically small, so that their records have been difficult to recover. Some 
progress has been made in solving the problem of the recovery of data, 
and the new work suggests that the trade and service sectors were far 
more dynamic throughout the nineteenth century than has been ap
preciated. "Dynamic" does not mean that all of the changes in the 
economy associated with these sectors were desirable. We will return to 
this vexing issue in Chapters 9 and 1 0. 

Historians of southern politics have triggered ariother, but comple
mentary, set of criticisms of the cliometric approach to southern eco
nomic development. Their studies have revealed that white society was 
more deeply divided over changes in southern life wrought by the rapid 
penetration of the market economy than cliometricians have realized. 
These political historians depict "a southern version of a modernization 
crisis" that until now has been "identified too exclusively with the 
antebellum North."78 Because the rapid development of southern com- // 
merce threatened the traditional or "precapitalist" structure of southern 
life, "banks, railroads, corporations, the expanding influence of distant 
merchants, and the rapid growth of state power" became "crucial is
sues"79 in antebellum southern politics. 

It was not the yeoman farmers (whom cliometricians, whatever their 
views of planters, have made bearers of modernity) but the wealthy 
slave owners who led the drive for state-sponsored economic develop
ment. Because they were not merely landed aristocrats but railroad 
speculators, merchants, bankers, and corporate stockholders, when the 
wealthy slaveholders gained control over a state's legislature and judi
ciary, as they did in Alabama during the 185os, for example, they used 
their power to expand greatly the role of the state in the promotion of 
economic development. It was this policy of statism that provoked the 
widespread political backlash of Alabama's yeomen, "especially those 
outside of the cotton belt. "80 Similar patterns have been described for 
North Carolina, Virginia, and Georgia. Taken as a group, these studies 
invert the traditional view not only of southern politics, but of the 
economic issues that defined much of the politics. This inversion does 
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not undermine the principal technical results of the cliometricians, but 
it does place their economic findings in a different context than the 
cliometricians have generally presumed. It suggests that cliometricians 
may have exaggerated the role of manufacturing and romanticized the 
economic dynamism of the yeomen.81 
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TBE POPULATION 
OUESTION 

The political skills of the abolitionists were demonstrated by the 
effectiveness with which they transformed mountains of demographic 
statistics into powerful images of the sexual exploitation of slave women 
and of the deadly overwork of slave men. These images roused the 
sympathy of citizens in every walk of life in both Great Britain and the 
United States and contributed to a political movement so powerful that 
it eventually brought down every slave system in the Western world. 

DEMOGRAPHIC ISSUES IN THE POLITICS OF THE 
NEW NATIONAL STATES 

As far back as recorded history can take us, there have been heads of 
state who were concerned with the question of population, a concern that 
finds reflection in the Old Testament. "In the multitude of people," says 
Proverbs ( 14: 28), "is the king's glory; but in the want of people is the 
destruction of the prince." Although the tendency to identify numerous
ness with power and wealth has waxed and waned over the ages, it has 
remained a central theme, not only of those who govern, but of those who 
contemplate government. Pronatalist policies (policies designed to pro
mote population growth) became an increasingly prominent aspect of 
politics between 1 500 and 1800 as both statesmen and moral philoso
phers sought new ways of promoting population growth. These were the 
centuries during which powerful new national states were formed 
throughout Europe. The numerous and protracted wars that accompa
nied the emergence of national states pushed population policy toward 
the top of political agendas. Large populations were desired not only as 
a source of soldiers but as a source of revenue to finance wars. The desire 
to regulate the growth and distribution of population called attention to 
the need to have better information on population size and its determi
nants. In England, for example, William Petty (1623-1687), a founder 
of the Royal Society (for the advancement of science), campaigned for 
the establishment of a central statistical bureau that would carry out 
censuses in England and its overseas colonies and collect additional data 
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on fertility, mortality, migration, religious affiliation, occupations, crime, 
commerce, and other matters bearing on government policy. Petty did 
not live to see his proposals put into practice in his homeland, since the 
first English census was not conducted until 180 1 .  However, part of what 
he urged was instituted during the last quarter of the seventeenth century 
in England's American colonies.} 

Stimulated by the wars over the colonies with Spain, the Nether
lands, and France, and by continual wars with Indian tribes, Charles II 
and subsequent rulers instructed the governing body of the American 
colonies, the Council for Foreign Plantations (later called the Board of 
Trade and Plantations), to determine the number of able-bodied men in 
these colonies available for military duty. Between 1675 and 1775 more 
than 1 20 censuses were undertaken in various parts of the English 
empire. These censuses revealed that the white population of the Ameri
can colonies was growing at an extraordinary rate, far exceeding plausi
ble rates of population growth in England or elsewhere in Europe. 
Moreover, this increase was not due primarily to immigration but to 
natural increase, to the excess of births over deaths. By the middle of 
the eighteenth century leading American thinkers sought mathematical 
formulas that would summarize the process and provide a basis for 
predicting the future size of the American population. The most influen
tial of those who took up the subject was Benjamin Franklin. His "Obser
vations concerning the Increase of Mankind, Peopling of Countries, 
etc.," a short essay first published in 1 755 and republished many times 
during the next two decades in England, in Scotland, on the Continent, 
and in the American colonies, had a far-reaching effect on economic and 
political thought.2 

Franklin argued that the high rate of natural increase was partly due 
to the healthiness of the country, which kept the death rate in check. But 
the main cause of the rapid increase was the high fertility rate, which 
he attributed to the fact that the age of marriage was much earlier in 
America than in Europe. The early marriage age was, in turn, ascribed 
to the abundance of fertile land that was available for the support of new 
families. Because of the early age of marriage, American marriages 
yielded, on average, about eight live births (twice the number that he 
ascribed to European marriages) and half of these children lived to 
maturity. This line of reasoning provided Franklin's formula: The white 
American population, consisting mainly of transplanted Englishmen and 
their descendants, was doubling every 25 years.3  

Those in and around government both in England and in the colonies 
were quick to draw the implications of Franklin's argument. Left un
checked, the American rate of natural increase meant that within a few 
generations there would be more Englishmen in the North American 
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colonies than in England. "What then," asked one English writer, "will 
become of our Awe and Power over them . . .  ?" Englishmen provided 
a variety of answers to the question. The majority of those in power 
sought to restrict the growth of the North American colonies by obstruct
ing immigration and preventing the spread of the colonies beyond the 
Appalachian Mountains. They also sought to bring the colonies to heel, 
imposing taxes 9ll--tne-m sufficient to pay for the maintenance of the 
troops required to protect the colonies from the French and the Indians. 
Critics of government policy called for an adjustment in Great Britain's 
relationship to the colonies, arguing "for an imperial policy which 
treated Americans as brothers rather than as subjects." To these critics 
"British policy and the plain facts of American population growth were 
leading inexorably to confrontation between the mother country and 
colonies that no longer felt dependent."4 

Although the Revolution destroyed much of the information-gather
ing apparatus that the British had put in place, American political 
leaders soon constructed an even more extensive system. The Constitu
tion of the new nation reflected the statistical orientation of its political 
leadership by tying the size of each state's delegation to the House of 
Representatives to the size of its population and by requiring Congress 
to institute regular censuses each decade for this purpose, thus making 
the United States the first nation committed to regular decennial cen
suses. The same clause of the Constitution that instituted federal cen
suses also sanctioned slavery by specifying that both for the purposes of 
taxes and for representation in the House, a slave was to be counted as 
three-fifths of a person. Given the strong connection between population 
and politics in the decades leading up to the Revolution and the way that 
population was tied to politics in the Constitution, particularly in the 
compromise in the counting of slaves for representation, it is not surpris
ing that population issues were at the center of the struggle against 
slavery throughout the antebellum era.5 

DEMOGRAPHIC ISSUES IN THE STRUGGLE 
AGAINST SLAVERY 

Demographic issues were introduced into the struggle against slavery 
more or less simultaneously by David Hume and Benjamin Franklin. 
They both presented unfavorable population growth rates as proof of the 
system's inhumanity. Hume did so by arguing that it was a natural law 
that slave societies could not reproduce themselves. Franklin appealed 
to empirical evidence that showed that the death rate of slaves exceeded 
their birth rate. Both drew on the censuses and other statistical sources 
for the population of Britain's slave colonies, particularly her sugar 
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islands, to argue that the population of slaves could be maintained or 
increased only by continual importations from Africa. Both were, at the 
time they wrote their respective essays, unaware that their characteriza
tions of slave demography were no longer applicable to the situation in 
the Chesapeake region. By the middle of the eighteenth century the 
natural rate of increase of slaves on the North American mainland had 
not only become positive, but was well in excess of the rate of natural 
increase in Europe.6 

The theories of Hume and Franklin were woven together in the work 
of Adam Smith. Smith criticized the proposition that employers of free 
labor did not have to bear a cost that hung heavy on slaveholders: the 
cost of reproducing their labor force. Employers of free labor, he argued, 
also bore that cost since the wages of free men had to be high enough 
to enable them to reproduce. The real difference was the frugality with 
which the fund allotted for reproduction was managed. In slave society 
it was "managed by a negligent master or careless overseer" but in free 
society it was "managed by the free man himself." The "strict frugality 
and parsimonious attention" that naturally affected the behavior of poor 
free men made the cost of their reproduction much less than that of 
slaves. And so in contrast to a declining slave population, the free 
population was increasing. 7 

To Smith, the negligence of slave masters was inherent in their 
position as owners of land and labor who received income without having 
to expend effort. Great proprietors, he argued, generally lacked both the 
inclination and the ability to improve their property or advance methods 
of cultivation: "The situation of such a person naturally disposes him to 
attend rather to ornament which pleases his fancy, than to profit for 
which he has so little occasion." The natural tendency of all land mag
nates to neglect the improvement of their property was magnified in the 
West Indian slaveholders who, in addition to natural indolence, loved "to 
domineer" and, because of the great profit from sugar, could afford to 
indulge themselves. In Smith's view slavery was so onerous that those 
who labored under it were worse off "than the poorest people either in 
Scotland or Ireland." This did not mean, he cautioned, that slaves "are 
worse fed, or that their consumption" of taxed articles (sugar, tea, and 
spirits) "is less than that even of the lower ranks of people in England. 
In order that they may work well, it is the interest of their master that 
they should be fed well and kept in good heart, in the same manner as 
it is his interest that his working cattle should be so."8 

. The contradictions in Smith's argument did not prevent it from 
becoming highly influential. Antislavery critics followed him in holding 
slaveowners responsible for the high rate of natural decrease in the West 
Indian slave population, but they dropped Smith's contention that it was 
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to the interest of masters to see that their slaves were "fed well and kept 
in good heart." Stronger than the profit motive, they argued, was the 
other tendency that Smith delineated, the love to domineer, which so 
corrupted masters that they engaged in the most cruel and corrupt 
practices. Nowhere was this tendency more evident or more heinous than 
in the slave trade. 

The general political campaign for the abolition of the international 
slave trade, which was launched in Great Britain in 1 787, emphasized 
the shocking aspects of the slave trade in Africa and the inhuman 
conditions aboard the vessels transporting the slaves from Africa to the 
New World. Abolitionists not only pointed to the evil inherent in forcibly 
tearing men, women, and children from "relations and friends, and from 
all they considered valuable in life," but stressed the high mortality rate 
caused by this trade. These high rates were attributed to the cruelty of 
the African captors of the slaves, to the overcrowding of the vessels on 
which the "unhappy wretches were chained together hand and foot and 
'crammed together like herrings in a barrel,' " aoo to the terrible sani
tary conditions for slaves both on the anchored vessels and at dockside 
in port cities of the West Indies. In their investigation of the conditions 
of the slave trade the abolitionists discovered evidence indicating that the 
shipboard death rates were high not only for the Africans but also for 
the British sailors that transported them. A survey of slave ships that left 
Liverpool (the chief British port in this trade) in 1787 revealed that less 
than half of the embarking crews returned alive.9 

After Parliament voted to outlaw slave trade in 1807, the British 
abolitionist movement became quiescent but revived again toward the 
end of the Napoleonic wars. The postwar movement set its sights not 
merely on suppressing the international trade, but on putting an end to 
slavery throughout the British empire. To promote their new objectives 
abolitionists pressed for the triennial registration of every slave in the 
British empire and for a law which provided that every unregistered 
slave was to be set free immediately. It was in data on death rates, 
fertility rates, and household composition culled from the slave registra
tions that the abolitionist found the proof that particular cases of over
work, torture, and sexual vice were not merely isolated incidents but a 
general pattern of inhumane treatment, so harsh and so deeply embed
ded in the slave system that emancipation was the only effective relief. l° 

The registration data revealed that slave death rates in most of the 
British colonies exceeded birth rates so as to produce natural decrease. 
Arraying the rates of natural increase or decrease in each colony with 
the amount of sugar produced in that colony, the abolitionists argued that 
the evidence in the registration data clearly established that natural 
decrease was tied to the extent of sugar production. They further argued 
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that this was because the conditions of production of sugar were so harsh, 
the hours of labor so extended, the food so poor, and the punishment 
so severe that death rates were pushed to shocking levels. To support 
their cO;'1tention the British abolitionists pointed to the high rates of 
natural increase among slaves in the United States revealed by the U.S. 
censuses from 1790 to 1820, and especially those between 1810 and 
1820 which came after the close of American participation in the interna
tional slave trade. In 1825 the Anti-Slavery Reporter (the journal of the 
London Anti-Slavery Society) unhesitatingly attributed the difference in 
rates of natural increase to "the superiority of the United States in the 
physical treatment of their slaves."l l  

The West Indian slaveholders agreed with the abolitionist proposi
tion that slaves were "naturally" prolific but denied the decline in their 
number was caused by a high death rate or by planter abuses. The cause 
of the decrease, they argued, was a low birth rate which they attributed 
to African preferences fur polygamy rather than monogamy, to promiscu
ity among slaves, to slave-induced abortions, to the neglect of their 
infants by slave mothers, and to venereal diseases. Declaring they sought 
to encourage monogamous rel&tionships and fertility within stable fami
lies, they claimed that they had had only limited success in winning their 
African slaves to these ideals. To support their case the planters cited 
plantation records on the food, clothing, fertility, morbidity, and mortal
ity of slaves.I2 

After 1833 the demography of West Indian slavery largely disap
peared from British politics because the emancipation of slaves through
out its empire made the question moot. In the United States, however, 
demographic issues that had previously played only a small role in 
abolitionist campaigns became increasingly important during the three 
decades preceeding the Civil War. Population issues were used in a new 
way in 1832 when antislavery representatives in the Virginia legislature 
introduced a bill for the gradual emancipation of slaves that nearly won 
(the last time that any southern legislature entertained such a measure). 
But it was the publication of Theodore Weld's pamphlet American Slav
ery as It Is in 1839 that pushed population issues to the center of the 
antislavery struggle in America and also provided the crucial link that 
unified the moral and the economic indictments of slavery. 13 

Since British abolitionists used the high rate of natural increase of 
U.S. slaves as the standard for measuring the harshness of West Indian 
slavery, it might appear that this issue provided little room for an attack 
on American slavery. Weld, however, articulated three lines of argument 
that converted the high rate of natural increase into evidence of the 
maltreatment of slaves. First, he attributed the high rate of natural 
increase to the deliberate practice of "slave breeding," by which he 



120 WITHOUT tON SENT OR CONTRACT 

meant the application of practices employed in animal husbandry in 
order to obtain the greatest number of slaves for sale on the market. He 
supported the charge by quoting Southerners and others who said that 
slaveowners "keep a stock for the purpose of rearing slaves" for sale; 
who said that just as "the owner of brood mares " had "a reasonable 
right" to "their product," so "the owner of female slaves " had a right "to 
their increase "; who said that for many planters, "the only profit their 
masters derive from them [slaves] is, repulsive as the idea may justly 
seem, in breeding them like other live-stock"; and who said that some 
masters "took pains to breed from" their "best stock-the whiter the 
progeny the higher they would sell for house servants." 

Second, Weld argued that it was "absurd" to say that a high rate of 
natural increase constituted "proof' that slaves were "well-clothed, well
housed, abundantly fed, and very comfortable. " He argued that "priva
tions and inflictions," if carried far enough, as was the case in the West 
Indies and "in certain portions of the southern states," would ca�lsc 
natural decrease, but he also pointed out that the "Israelites multiplied 
with astonishing rapidity, under the task-masters and burdens of Egypt." 
Consequently, it was possible for U.S. slaves to "suffer much hardship 
and great cruelties without experiencing so great a derangement of the 
vital functions as to prevent childbearing." To prove that this was the 
case in the South, Weld cited page after page of testimony accusing 
masters of feeding slaves so poorly that they habitually suffered "the 
pain of hunger"; of supplying slaves with clothing "by day, and . . .  
covering by night" that was "inadequate, either for comfort or decency"; 
of treating slaves with "inhuman neglect when sick"; and of keeping 
slaves in wretched dwellings that were "a shelter from neither the wind, 
the rain, nor the snow." 

Third, Weld cited evidence that showed not only that the internal 
slave trade "has become a large business" but that the continuation of 
that trade was essential to the continuation of slavery. The high rate of 
natural increase in the original slave states had made the pressure on 
land so great that "the value of slaves" depended "on the state of the 
market abroad," that is, on the market for slaves in the western states 
and territories. Consequently, slave owners were "alarmed lest the mar
kets of other states be closed against the introduction of our slaves" and 
pursued expansionist policies, such as the acquisition of Texas, so that 
the price of slaves "will rise again." The doctrine thus expounded was 
a direct extension of the population theory of Thomas Malthus, who held 
that the tendency of the growth of population to outstrip the supply of 
land was the ultimate source of the decline in the price of labor. Although 
it was far from a universally accepted doctrine in either the South or the 
North during the antebellum era, there were enough converts to Malthu-
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sian doctrine among slaveholders to make Weld's case credible. 14 
The demographic arguments adumbrated by Weld in 1839 were 

increasingly emphasized and elaborated by antislavery critics during the 
next two decades. One of the major aspects of the new approach was an 
increased emphasis on the destructive effects of slave trading on the 
integrity of slave families, an issue poignantly elaborated by Harriet 
Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom s Cabin. Another thesis later developed with 
great effectiveness asserted that the rapid growth of the slave population 
reduced the rate of growth of the white population of the South, partly 
because the corrupting effects of slavery sapped the vigor of white mas
ters, partly because non-slaveholding whites who were repelled by the 
system were migrating to the North, and partly because slavery was so 
distasteful to foreign immigrants that they shunned the South. Still an
other variation in argument, and ultimately perhaps the most politically 
effectivp. of all the abolitionist arguments, was the contention that the 
growth of the slave population and its spread into non-slave states and 
territories constituted an imminent threat to the living standards of free 
workers and farmers. 

Slaveholders replied to these charges in a variety of ways, sometimes 
exhibiting less unanimity than the abolitionists because of their differing 
views on Malthusian theory. On most points, however, they were virtu
ally unanimous. They vigorously denied promoting promiscuity and 
practicing barnyard techniques to increase f,\rtility. Although admitting 
that some masters abused their power, sedudng or raping slave women, 
they argued that these were isolated cases and that such behavior was 
condemned by the generality of masters. They pictured themselves as 
devoted family men who promoted stable family lives among their slaves. 
Although they acknowledged their adherence to a pronatalist policy, they 
insisted that this was in keeping with church doctrine, both Catholic and 
Protestant, and that their means of implementing this policy among the 
slaves-bounties of various sorts for married couples, released time and 
special rations for nursing and pregnant women, bounties for parents of 
large numbers of children-were along lines sanctified by religion and 
long practiced by civilized states. They also acknowledged that the slave 
trade was an impediment to family life but contended that its deleterious 
effects were exaggerated. Masters forced to sell slaves for economic 
reasons, they insisted, sought either to sell slaves who were still single 
or to sell them in family groups. 

As for food, clothing, shelter, and medical care, they argued that 
masters were at great pains to see that slaves were well taken care of in 
these respects because it was to their economic interests to do so. Far 
from being poorly treated, they claimed that slaves were better fed, 
clothed, and sheltered than free laborers in the cities of the North. To 
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support their case they called attention to census and local registration 
data that showed that death rates were higher in northern cities than on 
slave plantations, turning the arguments that British abolitionists had 
used to condemn West Indian slavery into a critique of northern soci
ety. l5 They also denied that slaves were overworked, except in isolated 
cases, claiming that the daily hours on plantations were the normal ones 
for agriculture, that there was no work on the Sabbath, and that slaves 
also received part of a day, or all day, off on many Saturdays, on rainy 
days, and on various holidays. l6 

The principal demographic issues that divided slaveholders were 
whether the high rate of growth of the slave population constituted a 
long-run threat to the viability of the slave system, whether the interre
gional trade in slaves was essential for the continued economic health 
of the system, especially in the older slave states of the South Atlantic 
region, and whether slavery kept foreign immigrants from coming to the 
Sputh. Positions on these issues turned to a large extent on whether one 
accepted or rejected Malthusian theory. The ambivalence of slaveowners 
on this question is well illustrated by the changing views of George 
Tucker, a Virginia congressman and professor of economics. Tucker was 
originally critical of Malthus, arguing not only that a large population 
was desired for military reasons, but that where population was most 
dense the use of natural resources was most efficient, productive arts 
were most developed, and culture was at its highest. He believed there 
was an optimum ratio of population to resources, and that if population 
advanced beyond that optimum welfare might decline, but he also be
lieved that the growth of population beyond that point would "naturally 
stop" and leave society at "the golden mean." Other southern critics of 
Malthus placed less stress on birth control, emphasizing instead that 
"man's fertility as an inventor and improver" of the means of production 
would "at least equal his fertility as a progenitor." Many Southerners 
optimistically predicted continued high rates of population growth both 
for the South and for the nation as a whole. l7 

By the mid-1840s Tucker had reconsidered his earlier views and 
concluded that "Malthus' premises are in the main true," and that man's 
inability to regulate his impulses would lead population to increase, 
which would "elevate land rents, depress wage levels, and reduce the 
scale of living to a very low and mean level."18 This process, he con
cluded, would render the ownership of slaves unprofitable; he went on 
to predict that slavery could not survive with population densities in 
excess of 60 persons per square mile. Not all masters, or even all those 
who accepted Malthus, shared this gloomy view of the future of slavery. 
Some argued that slavery could continue indefinitely even if the slave 
population should continue to double every 30 years and even if the slave 
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system were "confined within present limits." All that would happen 
would be a shift of slaves from agriculture to manufacturing. Such a turn 
of events was welcomed, since then "the slave labor of the south will, 
instead of contributing to the wealth of the north, as it has heretofore 
done, become the successful competitor of northern white labor in those 
departments of industry of which the north has in times past enjoyed a 
monopoly."19 

POPULATION TRENDS 

The recent outpouring of research into the demography of slavery has 
rivaled, if not surpassed, the research into the more purely economic 
issues of profitability, distribution of wealth, productive efficiency, and 
economic growth.20 The work on intercolony comparisons of population 
trends has generally confirmed the patterns noted by the abolitionists 
and other contemporary observers. Prior to 1 700, slave populations in 
the gang-system colonies of the New World generally appear to have 
experienced rates of natural decrease so that growth in the population 
of all slave colonies was initially dependent on importations from Africa. 
Rates of natural decrease varied from colony to colony, and until 1700 
ran as high as 5 percent per annum. Rates of natural decrease were 
particularly high in frontier colonies where the heavy influx of slaves was 
new and, as is illustrated by Jamaica in Figure 19, generally declined 
toward zero as the colonies became better establis�d. But in most cases 
natural decrease did not give way to natural increase prior to emancipa
tion. Rates of decrease were greater in tropical climates than in temper
ate ones, but within tropical colonies such as Jamaica, rates of decrease 
were significantly higher on large plantations than on small ones, espe
cially on large sugar plantations, again confirming the observations of the 
abolitionists.21 

Slave populations located in temperate climates, such as those of the 
United States and the British Bahamas, managed to achieve high rates 
of natural increase that generally eluded the tropical colonies (see Figure 
19).22 During the seventeenth century both the white and black popula
tions of the southern colonies experienced natural decrease but the 
switch to natural increase took place about a half century earlier for 
southern whites than for blacks. Thus, the early frontier period in the 
American South, as in the Caribbean, appears to have been demograph
ically severe. Settlers in the South, both white and black, appear to have 
required a minimum of two or three more generations to adapt economi
cally and physically to their environment than settlers in the North, and 
the period of adaptation appears to have been even greater in the Carib
bean. As Figure 19  shows, the white rate of natural increase in Britain's 
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Figure 19. Approximate average annual rates of natural increase for various popu· 
lations, 1 700-1900. Negative percentages indicate rates of natural de· 
crease and positive percentages indicate rates of natural increase. Thus 
in 1 700 Jamaica had a rate of natural decrease in excess of 4 percent 
per year. The closer the line for Jamaica gets to zero, the lower its rate 
of natural decrease. Since the rate of natural increase of U.S. blacks 
became positive c. 1 7 1o, the line representing its growth rate crosses 
from the negative to the positive portion of the diagram at that point. 

North American colonies had already substantially exceeded the Euro
pean rate by 1700, and by the time Franklin was writing his famous 
essay was close to the rate he set it at, doubling perhaps every 30 years.23 
Though lagging behind that of whites, the natural increase of southern 
slaves probably exceeded the European rate as early as 1 725 and con
tinued to accelerate throughout the eighteenth century and the early 
nineteenth century. It was not· until about 1840 that the slave rate of 
natural increase surpassed that of whites. By then the rates of both U.S. 
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groups, although still greatly in excess of the European rates of increase, 
had begun to decline, and continued to do so for the next century. 
However, the black decline lagged the white decline by about two 
decades, so that after 1840 natural increase among U.S. blacks was 
somewhat greater than among the whites.24 

Why was the rate of natural increase of U.S. slaves so much higher 
than that of slaves in the West Indies? Since the rate of natural increase 
is the difference between the birth rate and the death rate, the question 
can be reframed in terms of the differences in these rates: Did the U.S. 
slave population increase so much more rapidly than the West Indian 
slave population because the fertility rate was much higheLi.Qthe United 
States than in the West Indies, or because the death rate ���uch 
higher in the West Indies than in the United States? Franklin and the 
British abolitionists, stressing the poor diets and overwork of the West 
Indian slaves, implied that the answer was the much higher death rate 
in the West Indies. American abolitionists of the late antebellum era, 
stressing the role of slave breeding in the South, implied that the answer 
was the much higher fertility rate in the Upited States. 

At the present state of demographic resedrch, it is possible to provide 
only a limited test of these answers. Intercolony comparisons can be 
made with reliability only for the second, third, or fourth decades of the 
nineteenth century, and only in those colonies where it has been possible 
to estimate and correct for the undercount of births and of deaths at early 
ages.25 A comparison between the United States and Jamaica (see Figure 
20) shows that while the mortality rate of U.S. slaves was about the same 
as that of Jamaican slaves, its fertility rate was more than 80 percent 
higher. Thus, the difference in mortality rates contributed little to the 
difference in their rates of natural increase; by far the most important 
factor was the difference in birth rates. The U.S. birth rate was exception. 
ally high by any historical standard, but the Jamaican birth rate, so often 
called low by both British abolitionists and West Indian planters, was 
actually at levels similar to those prevailing in Western Europe at the 
time. This observation should not be taken to imply that the factors that 
influenced the birth rates were the same in both regions since, as we shall 
see, the underlying determinants were quite different.26 

A comparison of the United States with Trinidad or of Trinidad with 
Jamaica supports Weld's contention (although not quite in the way he 
intended) that one cannot necessarily infer differences in planter treat
ment of slaves merely from data on rates of natural increase. Trinidad's 
birth rate was slightly higher than Jamaica's but still well below that of 
the United States. Its death rate, however, exceeded those of the other 
two slave populations by a large margin. The death rate in Trinidad was 
so high that only an exceptionally high birth rate, such as that prevailing 
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Figure 20. A comparison of slave birth and death rates in the United States, 
Jamaica, and Trinidad during the first third of the nineteenth century. 
The birth rates shown here are the most common of the various birth 
measures employed by demographers. A relatively easy measure to 
construct, demographers refer to them as "crude birth rates." They are 
constructed by dividing the annual number of births in a population by 
the number of persons alive at the middle of the year. These rates are 
then multiplied by 100 (and presented as percentages) or by 1,000 (and 
presented as births per 1 ,000 persons). Similarly, the deaths displayed 
here are called "crude mortality rates." They are the annual number of 
deaths divided by the midyear population and then multiplied by 1 00 
to put them in percentage form. Crude birth or death rates in several 
different years may be averaged, as they are done here for Jamaica over 
a 3-year period and for Trinidad over a 2-year period. 

in the United States, could have prevented its population from suffering 
substantial natural decrease. It is ironic that this Crown colony, ruled 
directly by the British government, which under abolitionist pressure 
was at such pains to make the colony an example of the humane treat
ment of slaves, experienced death rates so much higher than did Jamaica, 
which was ruled by slave planters who stoutly resisted the pressures for 
reform emanating from London. It may be possible, however, to resolve 
the paradoxes raised by these comparisons by looking more carefully at 
what is now known about the causes of variations in mortality and 
fertility rates between and within the various slave societies.27 
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MORTALITY 

Mortality rates among slaves in the British West Indies were far worse 
than indicated by the reports to Parliament during the emancipation 
campaign. Modern demographic analysis of the triennial registrations 
has revealed that the overall Jamaican death rate was understated by a 
quarter because planters usually reported only children who were alive 
at a given registration. Most of the children who were born after one 
registration and who died before the next one were never entered in the 
registry. Cliometric studies indicate that in the Jamaican case only 2 1  
percent of the deaths under age 3 were counted. Analysis of the data for 
Trinidad indicates that the overall death rate was unde�e� by about 
3 1  percent. The registrations were reliable, however, in reco�ng deaths 
at age 3 and over.28 \ 

R elating mortality rates to specific causes is difficult in th� best of 
circumstances, and the data on slave mortality rates leave much to be 
desired in this respect. Nevertheless, clio metric studies of Jamaica, Trini
dad, and the United States have made significant contributions toward 
unraveling this riddle. These studies are focused on the nineteenth 
century and so shed little light on earlier times, although the findings 
for Trinidad have some bearing on changes over time. Since it was still 
a frontier area in 1813, conditions in Trinidad susgest some factors that 
made the early death rates in the United States lmd Jamaica so high. 

These studies reveal a significant association between certain crops 
and mortality rates. In Jamaica, for example, the death rate on sugar 
plantations was 50 percent higher than on coffee plantations, Jamaica's 
second most important crop. In Trinidad the death rate among adult 
males was nearly three times as high on sugar as on cotton plantations. 
In the United States the evidence on sugar plantations was inconclusive 
but mortality rates on rice plantations exceeded those on cotton planta
tions by levels comparable to the differences found in Jamaica and 
Trinidad. These provisional findings suggest that the differences in crop 
specialization may go much of the way toward explaining why the death 
rate in the United States was lower than in the West Indies.29 

Yet such correlations by themselves do not reveal whether it was the 
location of sugar and rice plantations or the intensity with which slaves 
on these plantations were driven that made their death rates so much 
higher than those estimated for cotton and coffee plantations. Both sugar 
and rice were grown in low, swampy areas, while coffee and cotton were 
grown on high ground, so that environmental conditions (including the 
effect of population aggregation on the rate of spread of disease) could 
have played a role independent of the intensity of the work. Using value 
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of output per slave as a measure of productivity, one study revealed that 
on Jamaican plantations specializing in sugar, labor productivity and 
mortality rates showed a weak positive correlation. On coffee plantations 
the correlation was also weak, but negative. Although the Jamaican 
evidence tends to suggest that the environmental influences had a greater 
effect on crop-specific mortality rates than differences in the pace at 
which laborers were driven, it does not exclude intensity of work, espe
cially if it is considered in conjunction with such other influences as the 
level of nutrition.3o 

The Trinidad evidence supports the view that crop-specific mortality 
rates were heavily influenced by environment. To control for the effect 
of environment, one investigator looked at the difference in mortality 
between sugar and non-sugar plantations in those counties suitably 
located for the production of cotton. In the case of women, the differential 
previously attributed to the sugar crop was now explained by location, 
but in the case of men, location had little effect, suggesting that their 
conditions of work in sugar production were significant. This conclusion 
was further enhanced by the discovery that male artisans employed on 
sugar plantations, whether creole or African born, were less than half as 
likely to die during a given year as male field hands of the same age. 
Although this evidence strongly suggests that the nature of the work 
affected mortality it does not necessarily imply that intensity of labor was 
the critical factor, since artisans, especially during the harvest season, 
appear to have worked with an intensity that rivaled or exceeded the 
effort of field hands. Although intensity of labor is not ruled out, such 
other factors as inadequate sanitary conditions for field hands who 
worked with animal manure during the planting season may have been 
involved. Statistics on disease-specific causes of death are sparse, but 
those available for slaves of working ages indicate that dysentery and 
tetanus, which are promoted by poor sanitation and hygiene, were two 
of the leading causes of death.31 

There has been some progress toward explaining trends in slave 
mortality over time. One of the more important discoveries is that the 
century-long decline in the mortality of U.S. slaves probably came to a 
halt during the 1810S or 1820S and then began to rise. A study of 
plantation records indicates that the death rates of infants rose by about 
24 percent between the 1820S and the 1840S and that death rates among 
children aged 1-14 rose by half as much during the same period. The 
evidence on the course of mortality rates during the 1850S is more 
mixed, and mortality may have leveled off during that decade or even 
declined. It thus appears that even though the course of mortality rates 
after 1700 was mainly downward, it was not uniformly so, and may have 
risen significantly during the late antebellum era. 
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It is surprising to uncover evidence that death rates among U.S. 
slaves were increasing after 1820, although it is consistent with aboli
tionist charges that conditions were deteriorating, partly because of the 
prevalent view that the dominant force affecting the more enduring and 
more general decline in slave death rates was the adaptation of Africans 
to the American environment, which is thought to have taken place over 
successive generations. That view suggests that the closing of the African 
slave trade in 1807 should have contributed to a further decline in 
mortality, as the slave population became almost entirely American born. 
Since the decline in mortality rates between 1700 and 1820 was much 
greater than the subsequent rise, it may well be that other factors, 
including those that were raised by the abolitionists, were enough to 
offset the relatively small further increases in the proportion of slaves 
that were American born, a proportion that reached 90 percent early in 
the 1820S. 

The rf'�ent work uf demographic historians has also advanced our 
knowledge of the effect of intercontinental migration on mortality, re
vealing that death rates in the ocean crossing and during the first few 
years after arrival remained shockingly high, not only for African slaves, 
but also for Europeans, well into the nineteenth century. In the case of 
British migrants during the seventeenth century, it has been estimated 
that l out of every 10 persons who embarked from a British port died 
before reaching a port in the New World. Some of these deaths were due 
to vessels that were lost in storms at sea, but the great majority were due 
to outbreaks of disease which ravaged many of the vessels that made the 
Atlantic crossing. Of those who lived long enough to set foot on the soil 
of the New World, 15 percent died within a year. And so the first year 
in the colonies was referred to as a period of "seas?ning." The term 
reflected prevailing beliefs that the high initial death rates were due to 
diseases, indigenous to the New World or brought over from Africa, for 
which the Europeans had little or no immunities. Some of these so-called 
seasoning deaths, however, especially those occurring early in the first 
year, were due to diseases contracted during the ocean crossing.32 

Death rates on slave ships were higher than those on the ships 
embarking from England, running about one out of every seven or eight 
slaves sent from an African port. Studies that have probed abolitionist 
charges that overcrowding on both British and French slave ships caused 
slave death rates to exceed those of European immigrants have yielded 
mixed findings. The two principal factors that explain differential death 
rates are the length of the voyage and the port of embarkation. Ships 
embarking from African ports with especially virulent disease environ
ments had higher death rates than those embarking from other ports. 
Death rates were especially high on ships that became becalmed or for 
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other reasons took much longer than expected to reach their destinations. 
The protracted duration of voyages raised death rates partly because of 
the longer exposure to infections, and partly because food and water 
became spoiled or ran out. The evidence that favors the hypothesis of 
exposure to infection, rather than that of overcrowding, falls into two 
categories: the absence of a correlation between various measures of 
overcrowding and shipboard death rates and the statistically significant 
correlation between the death rates of slaves and those of their white 
crews. Indeed, the crew death rates generally ran about 30 percent above 
those of the slaves, probably because the crew lacked immunity to 
diseases brought aboard ship by their captives. However, a recent study 
of the trade during the late eighteenth century reveals that overcrowding 
affected mortality rates during loading (the period when ships were 
rounding up a full "cargo") but not during the voyage itself.33 

The high crew death rates corroborate the abolitionist contention that 
the African slave trade took a heavy toll of the lives of those Englishmen 
who engaged in it. Here again, the actual situation was worse than the 
abolitionists realized. A study of English personnel sent to Africa by the 
Royal African Company, which had the English monopoly of the African 
trade, revealed that 63 percent of these men died within a year after 
setting foot in Africa. 34 

Death rates in the Atlantic crossing remained high throughout the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but began to decline during the 
first half of the nineteenth century, rapidly for Europeans and more 
slowly and uncertainly for Africans. In the case of the Europeans the 
decline in death rates is closely tied to the increased speed of the vessels 
plying the North Atlantic. As late as 181 6, the average voyage from 
England to the United States took over seven weeks. During the next 
quarter century rapid improvements in the design of sailing vessels, 
which led to the introduction of swift packets, steadily reduced the 
duration of the Atlantic crossing until, by the mid-1840S, it could nor
mally be completed in about five weeks. Steamships were first introduced 
on the North Atlantic run in 1839 and increased in importance as their 
reliability and speed increased. By 1860 steamships were regularly 
completing the journey from England to New York in less than two 
weeks. As the speed of vessels increased, death rates of Europeans in 
the Atlantic crossing declined, reaching an average of between 1 and 2 
percent per voyage by the late 1840S or early 1850s. Even so, the 
Atlantic crossing remained hazardous because the great variability of 
shipboard conditions could, and too often did, lead to shockingly high 
mortality rates. Thus, of 90,000 Irish immigrants to Canada in 1847, 6 
percent died on board ship, 4 percent while in quarantine, and an 
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additional 7 percent shortly thereafter-17  percent in all of those who 
started on the journey.35 

After 1807 the African slave trade with the United States and the 
British West Indies came to an end, but it continued largely unabated 
with other slave colonies, especially Brazil and Cuba, past the middle of 
the century. Death rates on the ships in these trades did not continue 
the decline evident before 1800, but rose sharply after 1810, approach
ing or exceeding levels that prevailed in the late eighteenth century. The 
continued high level of mortality on slave ships after 1807 was due partly 
to the continued reliance of slave traders on sailing vessels of traditional 
design, which were relatively slow, and partly to an increase in the 
proportion of slaves coming from more distant parts of Africa.36 

Evidence on the relative severity of seasoning on whites and slaves 
in the New World is mixed. In the Chesapeake region death rates for 
newly arrived Africans appear to have exceeded those of Europeans by 
about 10 percent, but in the West Indies the advantage seems to have 
gone the other way. Data carefully collected by A. M. Tulloch, one of 
the pioneers of English demography, indicate that the probability of 
dying within the first two years after arrival in Jamaica was about four 
times as high for Europeans as for Africans. Africans were far less likely 
to die from fevers (a term used to cover malaria and a variety of other 
diseases) than were Europeans, but were more vulnerable to tuberculosis 
and other diseases of the respiratory system, and to bowel complaints.37 

The mortality attributable to the internal traffic in slaves was gener
ally well below that attributable to intercontinental movements for a 
number of reasons. First, the main periods of interna� trade came late 
in the slave era (after 1 797 in the West Indies, and after 1820 in the 
United States) ' when conditions of travel were less hazardous than in 
earlier times. Second, the distances of movement were shorter and the 
speed of transit was more rapid than in the Atlantic crossing of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Third, environmental conditions 
were generally more similar between the points of origins and destina
tions in the internal migrations than in those across the Atlantic. In the 
East-West migrations of the late antebellum United States, for example, 
fragmentary data suggest that death rates due to internal trade were less 
than a tenth of those attributable to the transit from Africa. Moreover, 
death rates after arrival in the western states were by then perhaps 
slightly higher, but still quite similar to those that the migrants would 
have experienced in the states that they left. On the other hand, the 
inter-island trade in the West Indies, while not as hazardous as the 
migration from Africa, appears to have been substantially more hazard
ous than interstate trade in the late antebellum South. The greatest 
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increase in risk was probably encountered when creoles were moved 
from long-settled islands (such as Jamaica) to frontier islands (such as 
Trinidad). Jamaican-born male slaves of prime ages who were working 
in Trinidad in 1813  had annual mortality rates about 40 percent higher 
than those of Jamaican-born slaves who remained in Jamaica. This 
difference means that moving a 20-year-old Jamaican male to Trinidad 
probably reduced his life expectation by about seven years.38 

ASSESSING THE AVERAGE DIETS OF SLAVES 

There has been a good deal of progress in the estimation and evaluation 
of the adequacy of the average diets in slave societies. The questions 
under investigation vary in complexity and in the difficulties encountered 
in their resolution. Research initially focused on the questions posed by 
the abolitionists: Were slaves, as a rule, poorly fed by the standards of 
their day? Were slave diets generally poorer than those consumed at the 
time by ordinary laborers in England or in the northern United Stat�s? 
The abolitionist accusations were formulated with reference to specIfic 
foods, especially meat and fish, that masters were accused of stinting. 
Moreover, the abolitionist standard of adequacy turned not on modern 
nutritional concepts but on customary quantities that were assumed to 
b� adequate and that, in the West Indies, were reflected in legislation 
dictating minimum quantities that masters were required to provide for 
slaves. It is quite possible that even diets that met these customary 
standards were inadequate for the rapid growth of young children and 
for the good health of the general population.39 

. Data required for estimating the nutritional content of the slave dIet 
in the sugar colonies are scanty, but several estimates have been con
structed for the years between 1830 and 1860 which indicate that the 
consumption of meat and fish, while low by current U.S. standards, was 
similar to standards prevailing in most European nations during the 
nineteenth century (see Figure 2 1 )40 and that the daily energy intake of 
adult slaves was probably in the neighborhood of 2 ,500 to 3,000 calo
ries. Because of the intense pace of work on sugar plantations and 
because of their severe disease environment these diets appear to have 
been deficient in calories, protein, and other nutrients. It also appears 
that West Indian diets were substantially poorer before 1815  than in 
later years, because of a combination of hurricanes and embargos during 
the American Revolution and the Napoleonic wars that played havoc 
with West Indian food supplies.41 

In the U.S. South, general food shortages were overcome by the end 
of the seventeenth century or the first quarter of the eighteenth century 
at the latest. That Virginia, Maryland, and South Carolina were substan-
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POPULATION AND DATE 

Australia 1890 �I ======================================�-'1246 
United States' 1879 LI _______________ l l86 

U.S. slaves 1860 � 179 (1976 study) 

Paris 1850 'I -------------.1 159 

U.S. slaves 1860 � 133 (1974 study) 

Cuban slaves c. 1857 � 126 

Massachusetts workers 1873 L---________ ----"1 121 

Berlin 1850 '--_______ �I lll  
Great Britain 1890 L-_______ --'1 105 

Antwerp 1850-59 L-______ �1 91 

Surinam slaves 1851 � 89 

Germany 1894 '--_____ �I 88 
France 1890 L-____ ------J1 74 

Austria-Hungary 1890 '--___ ----"1 64 

Netherlands 1899 L---__ --lI 48 
Russia 1890 LI ___ --'1 48 

Italy 1890 D 23 

� Slaves 

c=:J Free Populations 

Figure 2 1 .  Average annual per capita consumption of meat in various populations 
during the nineteenth century (in pounds). 

tial exporters of grains and meats on the e� of the Revolution gives 
indirect testimony to the relative abundance of food production in these 
colonies but does not necessarily imply that slaves were well fed. It was 
only after the drawing of a sample of slave plantations from the manu
script schedules of the 1860 census that the information needed to test 
abolitionist characterizations of slave diets on large plantations became 
available. 

Two tests based on such a sample have been performed by different 
investigators, one reported in 1974, the other in 1976. Interestingly 
enough, despite numerous differences in estimating details, both studies 
report quite similar figures for the average daily energy value of the slave 
diet (4, 185 calories in the 1974 study and 4, 206 calories in the 1976 
study). Perhaps the most notable difference between the two diets is in 
the consumption of meats. The estimate of the average annual consump
tion of meat per slave in the 1976 study exceeds the figure given in the 
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1974 study by 46 pounds, but a smaller share of the total is allocated 
to beef, and mutton is excluded from the diet entirely.42 

Quite clearly, either diet (see Figure 2 2) was substantial by the 
standards of the day for workers, and so contradicts abolitionist conten
tions that "as a general thing" southern slaves "suffer extremely for the 
want of food."43 While "there is no question that the slave diet was 
sufficient to maintain the slave's body weight and general health,"44 
research has shifted to issues that go beyond those raised by the aboli
tionists or considered in the 1974 study. Drawing on modern scientific 
knowledge about the relationship between nutrition and physical devel
opment, it can be argued that the diet of slaves prevented most women 
from becoming menarcheal before age 16, which implies an average 
degree of malnutrition that today is found in only the most impoverished 
populations of the underdeveloped world. Although the diet of the U.S. 
slaves might be adequate in calories, it could nevertheless be so badly 
lacking in variety as to produce general shortages of vitamin A, thiamin, 
and niacin. While slaves consumed large quantities of sweet potatoes and 
corn, which are usually rich in vitamin A, it is possible that they con
sumed only white corn and white-fleshed sweet potatoes, both of which 
are low in vitamin A. The slave diet may also have been deficient in 
thiamine, despite the fact that corn and pork are rich in this nutrient, 
because the procedures employed in preserving, storing, or preparing 
these foods in 1860 could have led to a deterioration of their thiamine 
content. And despite the high niacin content of corn and the ability of 
the body to convert protein into niacin, chemical imbalances might have 
prevented the niacin potentially available in corn from being converted 
i�to a useful form, and the protein content of the meat consumed by 
sl�ves might have been inadequate to make up the deficit.45 

This array of new issues turns on intricate points of current research 
in nutritional science, some of which are not generally accepted by 
nutritionists, but which nevertheless require the close attention of those 
who wish to explain the levels and changes in the mortality rates of 
slaves. Unfortunately, neither of the previous exercises on the census 
data is sufficiently precise to permit resolution of this complex set of 
problems. The two previous estimates of the slave diet were limited to 
the 1 1  principal foods enumerated by the census (see Figure 2 2) not 
because these foods constituted the total extent of the slave diet, but 
because the simplifying assumption did not undermine a test of the 
relatively simple nutritional issues posed by the abolitionists. In other 
words, the previous tests implicitly assumed that all of the foods other 
than the 1 1  included in the exercises based on the 1860 census were so 
rarely consumed by slaves' that they made only a negligible contribution 
to their nutritional status. 

THE POPULATION QUESTION 

MEAT 
(pork, beef, 
mutton) 

�133 
1 179 

DAIRY �174 
(milk and butter) � 
POTATOES �340 
(sweet and Irish) � 
PEAS AND 
BEANS 

� 101 
U35 

_ Estimates of 1974 Study 

D Estimates of 1976 Study 

GRAINS 555 

135 

� �  �. . I including rice) L-______________________ --' 67.'3 

Figure 22. Two estimates based on the annual per capita consumption of meat, 
dairy, grains, potatoes, peas, and beans of U.S. slaves in 1860 (in 
pounds). These two estimates apply the procedures of the Department 
of Agriculture for estimating the available supply of food to data drawn 
from the manuscript schedules of the 1860 census. 

It is possible to test this assumption with information on the food of 
slaves contained in nearly 2 ,000 interviews of ex-slaves collected during 
the 1920S and 1930S by researchers at Fisk University and in the 
Federal Writers' Project of the WPA. The information in these inter
views permits the construction of an index that measures the proportion 
of interviewees in the sample who reported that as slaves they regularly 
consumed a particular food.46 The ex-slave narratives do not provide a 
basis for estimating the quantity of a given food that was consumed but 
only for classifying foods into whether or not they were normally in
cluded in the diet on a particular plantation. 

Figure 23 shows that various foods unenumerated by the census were 
widely consumed by the slave population. Vegetables not enumerated by 
the census-such as greens, turnips, collards, cabbages, onions, and 
tomatoes-were actually more widely consumed than the peas, beans, 
and potatoes that were included in the test diets. Other foods omitted 
from the census that bulked large in the slave diet include game (which 
was more widely consumed than potatoes or peas and beans), molasses, 
and fish (both of which were nearly as widely consumed as peas and 
beans).47 Figure 23 indicates that game was a major source of animal 
protein, with nearly 60 persons eating game for every 1 00 who ate pork. 
To test the possibility that widespread consumption of game was limited 
to the frontier, separate indexes were computed for the New South and 
Old South states. While the diffusion index for game rose to slightly over 
50 in the New South, the index for the Old South still remained above 
40. Figure 23 also calls into question the contention that few slaves ate 
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the meat of domesticated animals other than the pig. It shows that beef, 
mutton, and various domesticated fowl were a part of the slave diet, with 
70 slaves reporting that they normally ate these meats for every 100 
reporting that they normally ate pork.48 

Corn L� ____________________________________ �llOO 
Pock LI ______________________________ -JIM 

Vegetables other than grains, � 73 peas, beans, and potatoes � 
Meat other than pork and game I I (mainly beef, mutton, and fowl) L ___________ ..-.JS9 

Grains other than corn IL ___________ --.JIS7 
Game �49 

Milk or other dairy products 1L-_______ ----lI43 
Potatoes 1L-______ ..-.J1 38 

Peas and beans LI ______ --'133 
\ 

Molasses �31 

Fish � 26 

Coffee and tea _10 

Fruit � 1O 

Whiskey � 1 

� Foods omitted from diets 
estimated by 1974 and 
1976 studies 

Figure 23. A diffusion index of food consumption: the extent of the regular con
sumption of various foods by slaves (corn = 100). The diffusion index 
measures the proportion of individuals who reported that they regularly 
consumed a given food, relative to the proportion who reported that they 
regularly consumed corn. It does not indicate how much of each food 
the slaves consumed. 

The conclusion that the slave diet was more varied than suggested 
by the studies based on the 1860 census is supported by archaeological 
investigations of four plantations in Georgia and Florida. These excava
tions revealed that the remains of game and fish in the slave cabins were 
numerous (in one case more numerous than those of domestic animals) 
and that the bones of sheep, chicken, and cattle were also numerous. A 
comparison of the faunal remains in slave cabins with those in the 
planter's quarters revealed that slaves generally received the "less pref
erable cuts of meat" which came from the "forequarters, head, and feet," 
rather than the more "desirable upper hind quarters." 

:'LI 
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Beef, in fact, may have been more important in the diet than previously 
thought. The wild species are those which could have been captured in the 
nearby salt marshes or fields, possibly with clubs, nets, and traps, although 
some slaves did have guns as well. Slaves apparently did supplement their 
rations with resources obtained through their own efforts, concentrating on 
easily captured nocturnal mammals or fish . . . .  Butchering techniques 
indicate maximum use was made of nutrients . . . .  49 

1 37 

That the average diet of U.S. slaves was both high in calories and 
varied in nutrients does not necessarily imply that it was nutritionally 
adequate. The nutritional adequacy of a diet does not depend merely on 
the intake of nutrients but also on the claims made against these nutri
ents by work, disease, and other environmental conditions. Even if the 
average quantities of food consumed by U.S. slaves were greater than 
quantities consumed by most free working classes at the time, the nutri
tional status of U.S. slaves could have been far worse than that of most 
free working classes because of the greater intensity of their work or 
greater exposure to disease. Moreover, even if the aoerage diet was 
sufficient to meet the varied claims on it and still provide for good health 
by the standards of the time, not all slaves received the average diet or 
experienced only average claims against their diets. 

To resolve such issues various scholars have searched for evidence 
on the presence and extent of diseases now known to be directly caused 
or promoted by dietary deficiencies. Records have been uncovered that 
describe such maladies of slaves as aching and swollen muscles, night 
blindness, abdominal swelling, sore feet and legs, bowed legs, skin 
lesions, and convulsions. These maladies could have been produced by 
such nutrient deficiency diseases as beriberi (caused by a deficiency of 
thiamine), pellagra (caused by a deficiency of niacin), tetany (caused by 
deficiencies of calcium, magnesium, and vitamin D), rickets (also caused 
by a deficiency of vitamin D), and kwashiorkor (caused by severe protein 
deficiency). The difficulty with this line of analysis is that few of these 
nutritional diseases were actually identified as such in antebellum medi
cal reports. The question that arises is whether the paucity of direct 
references to nutritional diseases means that they were uncommon in the 
antebellum South and the West Indies or that they were quite common 
but went undiagnosed because of the limits of medical science in the 
antebellum era. Most diseases that are today commonly diagnosed as 
caused by nutritional deficiencies were not scientifically identified until 
the twentieth century. Pellagra, for example, was not identified as a 
nutritional deficiency disease in the United States until about 1910, after 
which as many as 200,000 cases were diagnosed in a single year. 50 

Several of the historians who have examined the symptoms described 
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in antebellum records have argued that many of the cases could have 
been caused by one or another dietary deficiency disease, although 
symptoms described are usually too vague to permit a reliable resolution 
of the issue. Even in the few instances where the symptoms are described 
in sufficient detail to suggest beriberi or pellagra, the available informa· 
tion is too scanty to permit reliable estimates of the prevalence of these 
diseases. The principal attempts to demonstrate that pellagra, beriberi, 
tetany, and other nutritional deficiency diseases were widespread, partic· 
ularly among children, ultimately rest on estimates of the average slave 
diet suggesting that they were low in the nutrients that prevent these 
diseases. Consequently, the debate over whether or not dietary deficien
cies actually accounted for a large part of the mortality rate of slaves 
leads back to the problem of measuring the average nutritional status of 
slaves. 

ANTHROPOMETRIC INDEXES OF MALNUTRITION 

Anthropometric measures (measures of height, weight, and other physi
cal characteristics) are now widely employed by the World Health Orga
nization and similar agencies to assess the nutritional status of popula
tions in the less developed nations. The use of height as an index of 
nutritional status rests on a well-defined pattern of human growth be
tween childhood and maturity. The average annual increase in height 
(velocity) is greatest during infancy, falls sharply up to age 3, and then 
falls more slowly through the rem�ining pre-adolescent years. During 
adolescence velocity rises sharply to� peak that is approximately one
half of the velocity during infancy, th� falls sharply and reaches zero 
at maturity. In girls the adolescent grow\h spurt begins about two years 
earlier, and the magnitude of the spurt is smaller than in boys. 

The relative importance of environmental and genetic factors in 
explaining individual variations in height is still a matter of some debate. 
Comparisons of many well-fed contemporary populations, however, indi
cate that systematic genetic influences appear to have very little impact 
on the mean (average) heights. For example, the mean heights of well-fed 
West Europeans, North American whites, and North American blacks 
are nearly identical. There are, of course, some ethnic groups in which 
mean final heights of well-fed persons today differ significantly from the 
West European or North American standard. In these cases the deviation 
from the European standard appears to be due to genetic factors. But 
such ethnic groups have represented a minuscule proportion of the U.S., 
European, and West Indian populations. Consequently, they are irrele
vant to an explanation of the observed trends in mean final heights in 
the United States and in the various European nations since 1 750; nor 
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can they account for the difference at various points of time between the 
means in the final heights of the U.S. population and the principal 
populations from which the U.S. population was drawn. In this connec
tion, it should be noted that today the mean final heights of well-fed 
males in the main African nations from which the U.S. black population 
is derived also fall within the narrow band designated as the West 
European standard. 

Biologists, epidemiologists, anthropologists, and nutritionists have 
charted the effect of nutritional deficiencies on the human growth profile. 
Nutritional insults in utero are reflected in birth length and birth weight. 
Short periods of malnutrition or prolonged periods of moderate malnutri
tion merely delay the adolescent growth spurt. Severe, prolonged malnu
trition may diminish the typical growth-spurt pattern and contribute to 
permanent stunting, although most permanent stunting occurs at early 
ages. If malnutrition is prolonged and moderate, growth will continue 
beyond the age at which the growth of well-fed adolescents ceases. 
Hence, the average age at which the growth spurt peaks, the average age 
at which growth terminates, the mean height during adolescent ages, and 
the mean final height are all important indicators of mean nutritional 
status. Any one of them can be used to trace trends in nutrition within 
particular societies and to compare the nutritional status of different 
societies or of socioeconomic classes within a given society. The more of 
these measures that are available, the more precise the determination of 
the degree and the likely causes of the malnutrition that may afflict 
populations. 51 

Data on height-by-age for U.S. slaves are found in two main sources. 
The first are coastwise manifests covering the period from 181 1 to 1862 . 
They came into being as a result of the Act of March 2 , 1807, which 
outlawed the slave trade with Africa and other foreign places. To guard 
against smuggling, Congress required coastwise vessels to prepare mani
fests of slaves taken on board, listing the name, age, sex, height, and 
other identifying characteristics of each slave. One copy of this manifest 
was kept by the customs office at the port of embarkation and the other 
was presented to the customs officer at the port of destination. The 
muster rolls of slaves recruited into the Union Army are another major 
source. For the British slave colonies, height, age, sex, place of birth, 
and tribal markings were recorded in the registrations of the four Crown 
colonies, and less completely for Guyana. Since tribal markings identify 
the ethnic group to which an African-born slave belonged, the registra
tion data provide estimates of adult heights of various African ethnic 
populations. Records of slaves captured by British vessels engaged in the 
suppression of the African slave trade are another source of information 
on African heights. Between 1819 and 1845 about 57,000 slaves were 
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taken by these cruisers and brought to Sierra Leone where they were 
officially registered by courts and then liberated. The registration infor
mation included age, sex, height, and the port from which the slaves 
embarked. Similar height data have been uncovered for Cuba and may 
exist for other slave colonies.52 

Figure 24 compares the heights of various slave and free male 
populations during the nineteenth century.53 It shows that slaves born 
in the United States as well as slaves born in the non-sugar colonies of 
the British West Indies were taller than French and Italian conscripts, 
British town artisans, and British Royal Marines, but about an inch 
shorter than U.S.-born whites in the Union Army. These heights indicate 
that the nutritional status of U.S. slaves and of creole slaves in the 
non-sugar islands was better than that of most European workers during 
the nineteenth century but not as good as that of native-born whites in 
the United States. Figure 24 also indicates that by modern standards all 
of the working classes of the nineteenth century probably experienced 
some degree of malnutrition. The average heights of U.S. slaves and of 
creole slaves of the non-sugar islands fall within the range currently 
considered normal, but they still suggest a significant degree of malnutri
tion during some part of their growing years. Although their malnutrition 
was not as severe as that experienced by the African-born slaves, the 
Italian conscripts, or the illiterate French conscripts, it could neverthe
less have been concentrated in such a way that it had a substantial impact 
on mortality rates. It is to the investigation of this possibility that we now 
turn.54 

When using height data to analyze the connection between nutrition 
and mortality, it is important to keep in mind that height is a net rather 
than a gross measure of nutrition. Ikight is not a measure of the intake 
of nutrients (which is gross nutrition) b�Of the balance between nutrient 
intake and the claims on that intake. M reover, since changes in height 
during the growing ages reflect the nutri ional status during these ages, 
mean final heights reflect the accumulated nutritional experience during 
childhood and adolescence. Mean final heights do not, however, indicate 
the course of nutrition after the attainment of maturity. Thus, when mean 
final heights are used to explain differences in adult mortality rates they 
reveal the effect not of adult levels of nutrition on adult mortality rates, 
but of nutritional levels during childhood and adolescence on adult mor
tality rates. Other factors that affect the body's ability to generate a 
surplus for growth include the climate, the nature of available food, 
clothing and shelter, the disease environment, the intensity of work, and 
the quality of public sanitation. In other words, the same nutritional 
input can have varying effects, depending on environmental conditions. 
While mean height measures the nutrients available after allowing for 
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POPULATION AND DATE 
AT AGE 20 

France, 1868, illiterate LI ________ ---11 64.7 

France, 1868, educated 1 1 65.3 

� Slaves 

o Free 

Trinidad-born slaves, 1813 � 64. 7 

U.S. slaves, 181 1-60 � 66.4 

U.S.-born northern whites, 1863-65 1 
Italy, northern provinces, 1874-75 LI _______ ---II 64.4 

Italy, southern provinces, 1874-75 .... 1 _____ 1 63.0 

ADULTS AGED 25-45 

Cuban-born slaves, 1855-59 � 63.6 
Guyana-born slaves, 1819 � 64. 1  

liinidad-born slaves, 1813 � 65. 1  

U.S. slaves, 181 1-60 � 67.2 

Africans imported into U.S. � 64.2 

U.S.-born northern whites, 1863-65 .... 1 ______________ ----'1 68.2 

British town artisans, 1883 .... 1 ___________ ---'1 66.5 

Slaves born in British non-sugar � 67.2 
colonies, 1819-25 

African slaves in Cuba, 1855-59 � 62.4 

British Royal Marines, 1827-29 LI ___________ ....11 66. 1 

I I I ! I I I I I I 
60 hl � 63 64 ffi 66 � 68 m 

Figure 24. Heights of various slave and free male populations during the nine
teenth century (in inches). The top part of the figure compares the 
heights of French and Italian military conscripts (who were called up 
when they reached their 20th birthday) with U.S. and Trinidad-born 
slaves and with U.S.-born whites in the Union Army of the same age. 
The bottom part of the figure compares the heights of adults who were 
between 25 and 45 years of age. Before 1900, a male usually reached 
about 99 percent of his final height by age 20. During the next five years 
he may have grown another half an inch. The average adult male height 
in Great Britain, which is often used as the modern standard, is cur
rently 68,9 inches. 

physical maintenance, for work, and for the impact of the man-made and 
natural environment, it does not by itself indicate whether fluctuations in 
net nutrition are due to changes in the diet or in the claims on the food 
intake.55 

How can one disentangle the influence of the factors that affected the 
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net nutrition of slaves and determine which of them had the greatest 
influence on mortality rates? Clues can be found by examining the entire 
growth profile. Much information can be teased from an analysis of the 
extent to which slave heights at particular ages departed from modern 
standards. Figure 25 provides the basis for such an analysis. 

FETAL AND CHILDHOOD MALNUTRITION AND 
THEIR AFFECT ON SLAVE MORTALITY 

In this diagram the heights of both U.S. and Trinidad-born slaves, at ages 
from infancy to maturity, are superimposed on a set of curves that 
describe the current British standard for assessing the adequacy of 
physical development. The curve marked "50th centile" gives the aver
age height at each age among generally well-fed persons in Great Britain 
today. Figure 25 shows that during early childhood slaves in both Trini
dad and the United States were exceedingly small. 56 The figures for ages 
0.5 and 1 .5 are probably biased downward because the legs of the 
children were not stretched out when they were measured. But at ages 
2 .5 and 3.5 the children were walking and would have been measured 
in a standing position. Yet they were very small by modern standards, 
falling at or below the 0. 1 centile. Such poor development indicates 
kwashiorkor and other diseases caused by severe protein-calorie malnu
trition (PCM). Although the gap with modern height standards was 
reduced after age 3, it remained in a range suggesting mild to moderate 
PCM through age 8. Between ages 10 and 17 the growth patterns of U.S. 
and Trinidad slaves fluctuated in the range of moderate to severe PCM. 
By the mid-twenties, U.S. slaves were well into the normal range and 
Trinidad-born slaves were borderline normal. 

In the U.S. case these findings tend to contradict the theory that male 
slaves were so overworked in the fie�ds that their diets were inadequate 
and their health was consequently i�paired. Figure 25 indicates that 
slaves were most deficient in height d ring early childhood, before they 
began work of any sort. Prior to pub rty slave children were involved 
in light tasks, mainly around the master's house. The transition to 
childhood occupations began as early as age 5. The tranSItIOn from 
childhood to adult jobs began with the early maturers at about age 1 1 , 
and the last of the late maturers were generally switched into their adult 
jobs by age 16. Among adolescents aged 16-20, about five-sixths were 
employed in the fields. Yet as Figure 25 shows, far from retarding their 
growth, the ages of entry into field work and immediately thereafter were 
years of rapid growth. U.S. slaves experienced a delayed but vigorous 
adolescent growth spurt that extended into the late teens, and conse-
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Figure 25. The extent to which mean height� of male slaves in the United States 
and Trinidad deviated from the modern height standard. 

quently they made up three inches of the five-inch gap with modern 
standards that existed at age 10.57 

It thus appears that the malnutrition of U.S. slaves was primarily a 
phenomenon of early life. The exceedingly small size of slaves at ages 
2 and 3 suggests that they were also far below modern standards at birth. 
Many, perhaps most, babies were probably below 5.5 pounds at birth.58 
Babies that small would have been highly vulnerable to such infectious 
diseases as diarrhea, dysentery, whooping cough, and a variety of respi
ratory diseases, as well as to worms, which helped to push the infant and 
early childhood death rates of slaves to twice the levels experienced by 
the white infants and children in the United States. The small size of 
slaves at birth also bears on the explanation for the high rate of spontane
ous abortions, stillbirths, and "mysterious" deaths shortly after birth. 
Many slave masters, and some scholars, attributed these events to in
duced abortions, maternal carelessness, or infanticide, but they were 
quite likely what demographers call "endogenous" deaths, deaths that 
are the natural outcome of malformed fetuses. The rate of fetal malforma
tion, spontaneous abortion, and endogenous deaths is sharply increased 
by low weights caused by intrauterine malnutrition. 59 

The failure of small babies to exhibit much catch-up growth between 
birth and age 3 suggests chronic undernourishment during these ages. 
Breast feeding was quite common throughout the South, but its average 
duration is uncertain. On some of the larger plantations most of the 
infants may have been weaned within three or four months. Plantation 
records that describe the diets of weaned infants and young children 
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suggest that even if it was sufficient in calories, it was low in protein. 
Gruels and porridges, usually made with cornmeal and often containing 
milk, were the most common fare. After age 3 these were supplemented 
to some extent by vegetable soups likely to contain more fat than meat, 
potatoes, molasses, grits, hominy, and cornbread.60 These more bal. 
anced diets contributed to catch-up growth between ages 3 and 8, al
though even the 8-year-olds were still quite short by modern standards. 
Both the available descriptions of the diets of young children and the 
small stature of children, especially those under age 3, are consistent 
with the evidence on protein deficiency recently culled from the antebel
lum medical reports. The frequent descriptions of the "glistening fat ribs 
and corpulent paunches" of young children, the frequent listing of 
"dropsy" and "swelling" as a cause of death, and the concern of south
ern physicians with "the distention of slave children's stomachs," com
bined with the data on stature, suggest that kwashiorkor or pre-kwashior
kor was prevalent.61 

Ironically, the entry of pubescent children into the adult labor force 
did not aggravate childhood malnutrition but led to its alleviation. Al
though subjected to the intense routine of the gang system, which was 
nutritionally far more demanding than the work or play of childhood, 
adolescents were switched from the porridges and gruels of children to 
the meaty diets of field hands. When working in the gang, young and 
old alike ate from the same kettles: no children's menu there. And so 
the entry into gangs permitted further catch-up growth in the late teens. 
That field-hand diets were rich enough to support intense labor and rapid 
physical growth is indicated not only by the growth in stature after age 
1 1 , shown in Figure 25, but also by data on weight per inch of height 
for slaves just before and after maturity. These data, which come from 
the records of slaves who were mustered into the Union Army, reveal 
that, on average, weight per inch of height was as high for male slaves 
in their late teens, twenties, and thirties as it is in the current standard 
for good health.62 

That the nutritional deficienci�e f early childhood, rather than the 
o:erwork or underfeeding of a�ults, ere the mai� cause of the relatively 
hIgh death rate of U.s. slaves IS sug ested by avaIlable data on mortality 
and morbidity rates. It was the excess death rates of children under 5 
that accounted for nearly all of the difference between the overall death 
rates of U.S. slaves and of U.S. whites during the late antebellum era. 
If the diets of slaves before puberty had been as rich in proteins and 
other vital nutrients as were the diets of adult slaves, the overall slave 
death rate would probably have been reduced by 25 percent. That adult 
slaves in the United States . enjoyed relatively good health is indicated 
by the fact that life expectations of slaves and whites were similar after 
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age 20. The same conclusion is suggested by plantation records which 
indicate that the annual number of days lost from work by adults because 
of illness or disability was relatively low. 63 

If adult slaves were relatively well nourished and healthy, how could 
intrauterine malnutrition have been prevalent? Tiny, severely malnour
ished infants and relatively well-nourished parents seem to be incompati
ble phenomena. The resolution of the paradox appears to turn on the 
treatment of pregnant women. Some scholars have argued that pregnant 
women were generally released from field work for most or all of the last 
two trimesters of pregnancy, reassigned to such light tasks as sewing. No 
doubt that happened on occasion, but the currently available samples of 
the daily work registers maintained by overseers indicate few instances 
of women who were released from field work for extended periods during 
pregnancy. A recent analysis of the cotton-picking rates of pregnant 
women and nursing mothers indicates that there was no letup in the pace 
of work during the first two trimesters of pregnancy and very little in the 
third. Even during the last week before childbirth, pregnant women on 
average picked three-quarters or more of the amount that was normal for 
women of corresponding ages who were neither pregnant nor nursing. 
Only during the month following childbirth was there a sharp reduction 
in the amount of cotton picked.64 

Continuing to employ pregnant women in the intense routine of the 
gang system down to the eve of childbirth may have severely restricted 
the amount of weight they gained during the pregnancy. Nor is there 
evidence of nutritional supplementation that might have compensated for 
such high levels of physical activity. The available evidence suggests that 
such supplementation was fairly common for nursing mothers, but rare 
for pregnant women engaged in normal field work before birth. In 
modern industrialized societies, where the physical activity of working 
women is moderate, the occurrence of intrauterine malnutrition is usu
ally brought about by unduly low levels of nutrient intake rather than 
by unusually high levels of energy output. In some peasant societies, 
however, low weight gains have been caused not by deliberate restriction 
of consumption but by the especially heavy work loads undertaken by 
pregnant mothers.65 

It thus appears that diets sufficient to maintain the health of non
pregnant women engaged in heavy labor were insufficient to produce 
average weight gains in pregnant women that would yield adequate 
average birth weights and forestall high infant death rates. Although the 
intense pace of labor of adult slaves does not appear to have added 
significantly to their own mortality rates, it may have doubled the death 
rate of their childreQ. during the first five years of life. It should not be 
assumed that the overwork and underfeeding of pregnant women means 
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that the nutritional status of women was generally poorer than that of men. 
As with the males, females suffered the inadequate diets of early child
hood. But they had, relative to the current female standard, as vigorous a 
growth spurt as adolescent boys, and their mean final height, 62 .5 inches, 
was nearly as close to the modern standard as that of males.66 

The analysis of the cotton-picking rates of pregnant women suggests 
that breast feeding might have been terminated quite early in many 
cases, since by the fourth month after the birth of a child the average 
cotton-picking rate of a mother returned to the level that was normal for 
women who were not nursing. The early weaning of children might also 
have contributed to the lack of "catch-up" growth in low-birth-weight 
babies during infancy and early childhood. Weaning to gruels and por
ridges could have prevented catch-up growth and promoted high death 
rates in two different ways. If the gruel was prepared mainly with water, 
then it was likely to have been protein deficient. If the gruel was prepared 
with raw cow's milk, infants and young children may have been exposed 
to increased risks of contracting tuberculosis, undulant fever, and salmo
nellosis, all of which may be transmitted by raw cow's milk. These dis
eases would have prevented catch-up growth by inducing loss of appetite 
(thereby reducing the nutrient intake of infants and children) or by pro
moting diarrhea (thereby preventing the body from utilizing the nutrients 
that were ingested). Descriptions of the causes of death for children 
under age 5 suggest that the incidence of these diseases in the antebel
lum South was quite high.67 

The locus of malnutrition in Trinidad was in some respects similar 
to that of U.S. slaves, although the consumption of alcohol during preg
nancy, which retards fetal development and induces a number of other 
abnormalities, may have been an additional complicating factor. On 
some sugar plantations liberal rations of rum were provided to slaves, 
especially during harvest time. Moreover, the weaker adolescent growth 
spurt and the lower final height of Trinidad slaves indicate that the 
nutrients available for adolescent growth were less in Trinidad than in 
the slave South. Not only was the nutrient intake of Trinidad slaves 
relatively low, but the more virulent disease environment of Trinidad 
undoubtedly exercised relativei}: greater claims against that intake.68 

There is little doubt that theinferior nutritional status of Trinidad 
slaves contributed to their exceedi�gly high death rates. Analysis of the 
Trinidad registrations has revealed a strong relationship between height 
and mortality rates. Among males, those in the shortest fifth of the height 
distribution were more than twice as likely to die as those in the tallest 
fifth of the distribution. The relationship between height and mortality 
rates was not as marked for females but was still quite significant: The 
death rates of the shortest fifth of females exceeded those of the tallest 
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fifth by nearly 50 percent. Even so, it was mainly the severity of the 
disease environment, rather than their inferior diets, that made the 
mortality rates of Trinidad slaves so much higher than those of U.S. 
slaves. If the diets of Trinidad slaves had been improved to allow as 
vigorous a growth spurt as that experienced by U.S. slaves, the death 
rates of prime-aged male hands could have been cut significantly, but 
three-quarters of the mortality gap between the prime hands in Trinidad 
and those in the South would have remained. This conclusion is sup
ported by the fate of prime hands raised elsewhere in the West Indies 
before being brought to Trinidad; they died at rates that were 40 percent 
greater than the death rates of the cohorts they left behind.69 

FERTILITY 

The actual West Indian birth rates were closer to the birth rates of U.S. 
slaves than the British abolitionists thought they were. The undercount
ing of infants and children who were born and died between the triennial 
registrations led not only to an underestimation of death rates but also 
to an underestimation of birth rates. It would be a mistake to attribute 
the undercount primarily to the duplicity of West Indian planters. It was 
largely the consequence of a real and extremely important demographic 
phenomenon: the high proportion of endogenous deaths among in
fants-that is, deaths caused by malformed fetuses. This demographic 
phenomenon was complicated by a cultural one: Prior to the nineteenth 
century the churches of Europe and of the Americas, rather than civil 
authorities, usually undertook the task of keeping track of vital events 
(births, deaths, and marriages). 

The churches generally kept quite accurate records of the marriages 
they performed, but instead of recording births they usually recorded 
only baptisms, and instead of recording deaths they usually recorded 
only burials in church grounds. Not every baby who was born was 
baptized, even in very religious societies, since quite often babies died 
so soon after birth that there was no opportunity to perform the ritual 
of baptism. Infants who died unbaptized were often excluded from both 
the baptism and burial records of churches. Infant deaths in these times 
were so common, and the tendency to withhold the recording of a birth 
until baptism was so deep in the prevailing culture, that even the private 
records of households, including those of slaveowners, frequently omit
ted the births of infants who died shortly after birth. 

Demographers have developed techniques to correct for these under
counts by carefully analyzing the daily pattern of deaths during infancy. 
Their studies reveal that in high-risk societies, some 60 percent of all 
infant deaths occurred within the first month following birth, and that 
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nearly half of these early deaths occurred within hours, or at most a few 
days, after birth. The available evidence indicates that in societies with 
very high infant death rates a large proportion, usually the majority, of 
these very early deaths are of babies suffering from intrauterine malnutri
tion or other impairments to fetal development. Such fetuses survived 
long enough to be born but, in the fierce disease environment and medical 
technology of the time, were doomed. Recognition of the relationship 
between fetal malformation and the level and temporal pattern of infant 
deaths provides the critical information needed to measure the under
count of births. When these techniques are applied to the slave popula
tions ofthe New World they reveal that even the British West Indies were 
relatively high-fertility societies. The corrections show not only that 
fertility rates in these colonies exceeded those of Western Europe, but that 
much of the apparent gap between the fertility rates of U.S. and West 
Indian slaves was a statistical artifact, although even after the correction 
American fertility rates are well above the West Indian ones.70 

Mortality contributed to the fertility gap between U.S. and West 
Indian slaves in another way: It reduced the average span of years during 
which West Indian women bore children. On average the childbearing 
span (the difference between the age at last birth and the age at first birth) 
of women in Trinidad was just 1 5  years, nearly 6 years shorter than that 
of slave women in the United States. Since women in both societies had 
their first child at about age 2 1 ,  the shorter childbearing span in Trinidad 
was due to the young average age at which the Trinidad women bore their 
last child. For many Trinidad mothers childbearing came to an early end 
because of infertility. It is likely that, as in other nineteenth-century 
populations, about one-sixth of all mothers were infertile by age 35. But 
for an even larger proportion of mothers, childbearing was terminated 
because of the death of a husband. The death rate of males in Trinidad 
was so high that nearly 1 women out of every 3 who married at age 20 
were widowed by age 35. The combined effect of infertility and widow
hood ended the childbearing careers of half of all Trinidad mothers by 
their 35th birthday.71 

Two other factors contributing to the fertility gap between West 
Indian and U.S. slaves have been in�tigated. One is the proportion of 
women who bore a child. In Trinidad �ly about 69 percent of women 
who lived to be 49 (that is, who lived th�ugh their entire childbearing 
span) ever bore a child, which was, and is still, far below the childbearing 
rate of women in the United States and Europe. The second is the 
average length of the interval between successive births (the birth inter
val). Early investigation of the registration data seemed to imply that the 
duration of birth intervals in · the West Indies was exceedingly long, 
averaging about four years (50 to 100 percent longer than those es-
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timated for U.S. slaves). More recent work, however, suggests that most 
of the difference in the apparent duration of birth intervals was another 
artifact of the failure to have adequately recorded the births of those 
babies who died in infancy.72 

Table 473 presents a summary of the various factors that accounted 
for the difference between the fertility rates of slaves in the United States 
and Trinidad. In this table fertility is measured by the "total fertility 
rate" rather than the measure presented in Figure 20, which was the 
"crude birth rate" (the number of babies born during a year per 100 
persons in the population). The total fertility rate is defined as the total 
number of children born to a woman who lives through the childbearing 
ages ( 15-49) and who has the average fertility experience. Table 4 shows 
that on average a U.S. slave woman living to age 49 had about 9. 2 
children. By contrast, if the uncorrected registration data are used for 
the calculation, a Trinidad woman would appear to have averaged only 
2 -4 live births. However, correction of the registrations for the under
count of children who died before age 3 nearly doubles the number of 
live births. The corrected total fertility rate is somewhat above the 
fertility rate that prevailed in most of Western Europe at the time, but 
still below that of U.S. slaves. 

Table 4. A Comparison of the Total Fertility Rates of Slaves in the United 
States (c. 1830) and in Trinidad (C. 1813), with an Explanation for the 
Difference in These Rates 

Variable 

Total Fertility Rate 
(average number of children born to a 
woman living to age 49) 

Average Childbearing Span 
(average number of years between first 
and last births) 

Average Birth Interval 
(average number of years between 
successive births) 

Proportion of Women Ever Bearing a Child 

Total Fertility Rate 

A verage Childbearing Span 

Average Birth Interval 

Proportion of Women Ever Bearing a Child 

u.s. 

9.24 

20.1 

2.06 

0.86 

9.24 

20.1  

2 .06 

0.86 

% of the Difference 
in the Fertility Rates 

Explained by Each 
Trinidad Variable 

After Correcting the U ndercount 
in Trinidad Registrations 

444 

39 

3' 

0.69 

Before Correcting the Undercount 
in Trinidad Registrations 

2 ·35 

' 3· '  27 
3.83 38 

0·53 35 
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The preceding discussion was cast in purely demographic terms. To 
many scholars the critical issues are the economic, social, and cultural 
forces that explain why the proportion of women ever bearing children, 
or the length of the childbearing span, varied so much from one slave 
society to another. The quest for answers at this level has led to compari
sons of the organization of families and of households in different slave 
societies or in different kinds of plantations within a particular society. 
These investigations have revealed that most slaves in the United States 
and the Bahamas lived in "nuclear" households consisting of two parents 
and children, sometimes with grandparents also present (see Table 5). 
In Trinidad, however, half of the population lived in single-person 
households or in households of unrelated individuals. Moreover, mother
headed households were more numerous than two-parent households in 
both Trinidad and Jamaica. Studies of household structure have revealed 
important aspects of slave culture that will be explored in the next 
chapter. But first it is necessary to consider the connection between 
household structure and fertility rates.74 

Table 5. The Distribution of Slaves by the Different Types of Households in 
which They Lived: A Comparison of Four Populations (in percent) 

Trinidad Jamaica The Bahamas The United States 
in 1813  in  1 825 in 1822 c.1850 

Nuclear Families 24 37 72 64 
(mainly two-parent 
families but also some 
childless couples) 

One-Parent Families 26 40 13 2 1  
(mainly headed by 
the mother) 

Non-Family Households 50 23 15 1 5  
(men alone o r  together, 
women alone or 
together, children 
living separately) 

1 00 100 100 100 

The narratives of ex-slaves revealed that the two-parent households 
in the United States were about 60 percent more fertile than the mother
headed households, and study of Jamaican households yielded similar 
results. These findings suggest that much of the fertility gap between 
Trinidad (or Jamaica) and the United States (or the Bahamas) may have 
been due to the housing policies of planters-to a failure of planters in 
Trinidad and Jamaica to provide enough family cabins or to a deliberate 
policy of organizing slaves into barracks or other housing arrangements 
that were an insuperable barrier to the riorm<!l process of family forma
tion.75 
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Much of the recent work, however, indicates that decisions about the 
types of houses in which slaves would live were not wholly under the 
control of the masters, who sometimes felt compelled to accede to 
strongly held preferences of their slaves. Moreover, small cabins appear 
to have predominated over barracks as the form of housing even for the 
unattached individuals in the societies described in Table 5 (although 
barracks may have been common in other times and places). The average 
number of persons per non-family household in a study of Jamaican 
plantations was about two, and in the sample of U.S. plantations covered 
by the ex-slave narratives the corresponding figure is six. In the case of 
Trinidad, part of the explanation for the large proportion of persons 
living in non-family households was the high male-to-female sex ratio in 
the prime childbearing years-a residue of the slave trade that made it 
impossible for many men to marry and form families. More important, 
however, was the large number of marriages ended by the ravages of 
mortality, which were twice as high for adult men as adult women_ Out 
of every 1 ,000 marriages, more than half were dissolved by the death 
of one of the partners (usually the male), leaving as many single-parent 
households as two-parent households. In other words, much of the more 
than 2 to 1 margin by which the proportion of two-parent families in the 
United States exceeded that of Trinidad appears to have been due to an 
adult mortality rate (especially for males) that was much higher in Trini
dad than in the United States, rather than to a resistance by West Indian 
planters (or indifference by their slaves) to the establishment of marital 
households.76 

This is not to say that policies adopted by planters did not affect 
fertility rates. Whether the demand for family-sized cabins stemmed 
from the planters or the slaves, the decision to build such houses did 
more to promote high fertility rates than any other policy that might have 
been contemplated by planters. The evidence that has been developed 
to date by historical demographers shows that marital households in a 
culture of natural fertility were all that was needed to achieve high 
fertility rates and, provided that mortality rates were kept in check, high 
rates of natural increase.77 

Abolitionist suggestions that the high U.S. fertility rate was the 
consequence of the efforts of planters to manipulate the breeding of 
slaves as they did their cattle and to take advantage of changing market 
conditions, including the closing of the slave trade, cannot account either 
for trends in fertility within the United States or for the fertility differen
tials between the United States and the West Indies. The large differen
ces in the U.S. and West Indian fertility rates existed while the interna
tional slave trade was open and after it closed. Efforts to relate changes 
in U.S. fertility rates to cotton and tobacco prices, to slave prices, or to 
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the ratio between slave prices and slave hire rates have shown that these 
assumed correlations were absent.78 

It would, however, be incorrect to conclude that the economic poli
cies of planters had no influence on fertility rates. Quite often family life 
and fertility rates were sacrificed to gain profit, but in these instances 
changes in family organization and fertility rates were incidental to the 
thrust of economic policy rather than its central objective. One study, for 
example, revealed that the proportion of women who bore children was 
substantially lower on plantations with 100 or more slaves than on those 
with just a few slaves. Although encouraging marriage, the masters of 
these large plantations also insisted on maintaining the rigid labor disci
pline characteristic of the gang system. Consequently, they discouraged 
or even prohibited unmarried slaves from searching for partners outside 
of the plantation itself. But slaves on plantations too small to sustain a 
gang system were allowed to fraternize with slaves on other farms and 
to marry slaves belonging to other owners. As a consequence, slave 
women on small farms typically married younger, had longer childbear
ing periods, and were less likely to remain childless than the women on 
the big gang-system farms.79 

In general, it may be said that when economic considerations led U.S. 
planters to interfere with the normal family lives of slaves, it usually 
served to reduce fertility rather than to increase it. By far the most 
common form of interference, besides limiting marriages to partners 
available on the plantation, was the destruction of marriages through the 
internal slave trade. The ex-slave narratives reveal that in a third of the 
slave households headed by a single parent the marriage was destroyed 
because either the mother or the father was sold or given away.80 

Much remains to be learned about changes in patterns of slave 
fertility, particularly before 1800. The two principal studies of the de
mography of U.S. slaves during the eighteenth century thus far are for 
the Chesapeake region and the Carolinas. Although these studies are 
based on relatively small samples, they both indicate that fertility rates 
of the magnitude discovered for the 1850S were achieved as early as the 
mid-eighteenth century. The Chesapeake study also found that the aver
age age of females at first birth in the 1730S was about 19, which is about 
two years younger than the age at first birth in the 1830s. This rise in 
the age of first birth appears to have been offset by a rise in the average 
age of mothers at last birth, probably because of reduced mortality, so 
that the total fertility rate remained fairly constant, or increased slightly, 
during this century-long period.81 

It appears that two main factors were involved in the decline of the 
fertility rates of U.S. slaves after 1830. One was the increase in the 
proportion of slaves living on large plantati�s. The other was the shift 
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of slaves from tobacco production to the production of cotton and other 
crops. A larger proportion of female slaves on tobacco plantations mar
ried than did those on cotton, rice, or sugar plantations. Women on 
tobacco plantations also married earlier and continued childbearing to 
a later age than did those on other plantations. These findings raise 
intriguing issues about the way that slave culture differed from one type 
of plantation to another.82 

What have two decades of intensive research revealed about the 
demographic issues that were so highly politicized during the struggle 
to end slavery? With hindsight it is obvious that the issues were far more 
complicated than either side realized. Mortality rates were actually worse 
than abolitionists charged. These high rates were often caused not by the 
malice of masters but by the backfiring of well-intentioned practices, as 
when masters fed raw milk to weaned infants or rewarded field hands 
with hberal allotments of rum. Masters were not generally guilty of 
working field hands to death but they were guilty of so overworking 
pregnant women that infant death rates were pushed to extraordinary 
levels. Fertility rates were high not because masters manipulated the 
sexual behavior of slaves as they did theifcattle, but becaus� they.housed slaves in family cabins rather than barricks. When economIC motIves led 
masters to interfere with the sexual lives of slaves, such interference did 
not usually raise fertility but reduced it, as when husbands were sold 
from wives or when young adults were prohibited from seeking marital 
partners beyond the boundaries of their plantations. Nor is it likely that 
a cooler, more objective approach to the causes of high mortality and low 
fertility among slaves could have sorted out the determinants of their 
vital rates. The underlying factors were obscured by misreporting as well 
as by the state of medical science, of nutritional science, and of demo
graphic techniques. Under the circumstances, it was probably inevitable 
that political arguments would take precedence over scientific ones. 
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C H A P T E R  S I X  

CHANGING INTERPRETATIONS 
or SLAVE CULTURE 

The images of slave culture conveyed by history books written 
between World War I and the late 1960s were largely creations of the 
ideological warfare of the late antebellum era and of the justifications for 
the system of political disfranchisement and social segregation that 
reigned from the 1890S to the 1960s.1 A counterview of slave culture, 
fashioned mainly by black scholars, began to emerge after the turn of 
the twentieth century but was largely ignored by the mainstream of 
writers on slavery until World War II . The anti-racist themes in the 
struggle against fascism suggested two metaphors that drastically reori
ented the main thrust of research on slave culture_ One metaphor com
pared slave plantations with concentration camps; the other compared 
slaves with the members of the underground resistance movements dur
ing World War 11 .2 Although both metaphors eventually broke down, the 
debate over them stimulated an enormous wave of research aimed at 
unearthing the true nature of slave culture_ Searching deeply into long
neglected bodies of evidence such as the letters of slaves, slave songs and 
folk tales, the autobiographies of runaway slaves, and the remembrances 
of ex-slaves three-quarters of a century after the close of the slave era, 
historians have gone a long way toward reconstructing various aspects 
of that culture. Influenced by the principles of modern anthropology, 
they have sought to recreate not only the music and art of slaves but all 
of the conditions that affected the quality of slave life as well as the 
conceptions that slaves had of themselves and of the world around them. 

The debate over slave culture began in antebellum times with at
tempts to characterize the work patterns and work attitudes of slaves. 
Historians who subsequently took up these questions sought to under
stand the way that the slave system of labor operated, the relationship 
of slaves to each other in the work process, and the relationship of slaves 
to their masters. Characterizations of the work patterns and the work 
ethic of slaves have been among the most critical points in the interpreta
tion of slave culture, deeply influencing views of other aspects of slave 
life including family mores, religion, music, folk tales, art, and the nature 
and extent of slave resistance to oppression.3 
1 54 
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THE WORK ETHIC OF SLAVES AND THEIR MODES 
OF RESISTANCE 

The myth of black incompetence, which permeated debates between the 
abolitionist and proslavery camps before the Civil War, was given a 
stamp of authority in the papers and books that constituted the main
stream of historical scholarship after the war. James Ford Rhodes, a 
Northerner and the most influential American historian at the turn of the 
twentieth century, found nothing that was admirable either in the per
sonal character of slaves or in the quality of their labor. He described 
slaves as "indolent and filthy"; on their "brute-like countenances . . .  
were painted stupidity, indolence, duplicity, and sensuality"; their labor 
was "stupid, plodding, machine-like." In Rhodes's view the error of 
southern apologists was not in the claim that blacks were inferior, but 
in the manuer in which they sought to cope with the problem created by 
this inferiority. "So long as Southern reasoners maintained that the 
Negro race was inferior to the Caucasian, their basis was scientific truth, 
although their inference that this fact justified slavery was cruel as well 
as illogical."4 

When U. B. Phillips claimed that he was revolutionizing the interpre
tation of the antebellum era, he was not referring to the myth of black 
incompetence, but to the harsh judgments by Rhodes and other northern 
historians about the character of slaveholders. In American Negro Slav
ery, published in 1918, Phillips provide? numerous examples intended 
to demonstrate the inherent laziness, /docility, and incompetence of 
blacks, whether enslaved or free. 

Of the principal reviewers of that book, only two attacked its portrait 
of slaves. W. E. B. DuBois, the director of publicity and research for the 
NAACP and the editor of its journal, Crisis, found American Negro 
Slavery "curiously incomplete and unfortunately biased." Nowhere in 
the entire book was there an "adequate conception of 'darkies,' 'niggers' 
and 'negroes' (words liberally used throughout the book) as making a 
living mass of humanity with all the usual human reactions."5 The other 
critic, also black, was Carter Woodson, who founded the Association for 
the Study of Negro Life and History in 1915 and served as its director 
until his death in 1950. While giving Phillips due credit for his analysis 
of the business aspects of plantations, Woodson criticized Phillips for 
dealing with slaves "as property in the cold-blooded fashion that south
erners usually bartered them away," and for his "inability to fathom the 
Negro mind."6 

To fill the void, Woodson wrote or edited 18 books dealing with such 
diverse questions as the education of the Negro during the antebellum 
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era, the development of the Negro church, and the history of the Negro 
wage earner. Perhaps his most important book was The Negro in Our 
History,

. 
first p�blished in 192.2 , which aimed "to present to the average 

reader m succmct form the hIstory of the United States as it has been 
influenced by the presence of the Negro in this country." An energetic 
and effec�ive entrepreneur, as well as a scholar, Woodson gathered 
around hImself a number of young black and white scholars who pio
neered in writing history from "the bottom up." These scholars were 
decades ahead of the rest of the profession in identifying and exploiting 
new sources of evidence on the lives and times of ordinary people, 
sources that have, in recent years, become the standard materials of what 
is now called the "new social history." Woodson also founded the four
na� of Negro History, which published a number of landmark papers that 
pomted the way toward a new view of slave culture. 7 

The work of the Woodson school was focused more on the lives of 
free Negroes than on the lives of slaves. This emphasis was partly the 
consequence of the availability of evidence. Materials that contained 
information on the aspirations and accomplishments of free blacks were 
more numerous, or at least more accessible at the time, than those which 
contained information on the culture of slaves. But their research strat
egy also

. 
reflected a belief

. 
that they would uncover more praiseworthy 

accomplishments by studymg the lives of men who were free rather than 
of those whose opportunities for achievement were severely restricted by 
slavery. Although members of the Woodson school accepted much of the 
economic indictment of slavery, they did not accept the conclusion that 
the oppression was so complete that it was "impossible for a slave to 
develop intellectual power."8 It was their view that in most times and 
places slaves were left with room to maneuver, with room to find effective 
(sometimes even heroic) methods of resisting the worst features of the 
slave system. Consequently, the Woodson school allocated a significant 
and, a� the years wore on, increasing share of its resources to searching 
for eVIdence that would reveal the record of slave achievement under 
extremely adverse conditions. 

One accomplishment brought to light by this search was the persist
ent drive of slaves to acquire education and vocational skills. Toward the 
end of the eigh�eenth century, said Woodson, "Negroes were serving as 
salesmen, keepmg accounts, managing plantations, teaching and preach
ing, a�d had intellectually advanced to the extent that 15 or 20 percent 
of theIr adults could then at least read." The striving for education and 
vocational trai�ing continued, according to Woodson, even after 1830 
when the reactIOnary movement directed at repressing all resistance to 
slavery took command. Woodson estimated that even after 30 years of 
reactionary onslaught some "10 percent of the adult Negroes (slave and 
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free) had the rudiments of education in 1860, but the proportion was 
much less than it was near the close of the era of better beginnings about 
1825."9 The Woodson school also called attention to the large propor
tion of "skilled and semi-skilled" slaves engaged in the "mechanical 
pursuits of the plantations and of the towns,"10 and estimated that slaves 
and free blacks made up over 80 percent of the artisan class of the South. 

Woodson and his colleagues provided evidence that slaves also en
gaged in forms of resistance that were more radical than the struggle for 
formal education and vocational skills. In The Negro in Our History, 
Woodson described the bold attempts of a number of Negroes at insur
rection, attempts which proved that submissiveness was not an inborn 
characteristic of blacks. These incidents revealed that under sufficient 
provocation slaves would defy the odds and seek relief from their oppres
sion "by refreshing the tree of liberty with the blood of their oppres
sors."ll The significance of these revolutionary forms of resistance was 
underscured by Herbert A. Aptheker who, in a book published during 
World War II, argued that slave insurrections and conspiracies were not 
only more numerous than previous scholars had assumed but were in
creasing so rapidly toward the end of the antebellum era that "acute 
fea,t?' of "militant concerted slave action"12 pervaded the ruling circles 
of the South. 

The image of slave resistance was radically transformed during 
World War II by Melville J. Herskovits, an anthropologist at Northwest
ern University, and two of his students. They argued that slave resistance 
was manifested chiefly through shirking, destruction of tools, stealing, 
malingering, spoiling of crops, slowdowns, and other deliberate forms of 
sabotaging production. Thus, a new image of slave resistance was cre
ated, one far less heroic than Aptheker's image of widespread revolution
ary assaults, but to many scholars also more credible. And, in contrast 
to Woodson's vision of slaves pressing for general education and for the 
acquisition of vocational skills, the new view of covert or "day-to-day" 
resistance was quite consistent with the ,standard characterizations of the 
quality of slave labor. 13 ! 

Indeed, the case for day-to-day resistance rested on two propositions 
accepted by both antislavery critics and southern romantic historians: 
first, that slave plantations were relatively unproductive and, second, 
that slave labor was quite inefficient. Herskovits sought to turn these 
propositions against southern apologists by challenging not the alleged 
poor performance of slaves, but the explanation for this performance. 
Rejecting contentions that slaves were descended from "the poorer stock 
of Africa" or from "savage" cultures "low in the scale of human civiliza
tion," he asserted that the low quality of slave labor was really an 
expression of indirect protest. While acknowledging that rarely had the 
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poor work performances of slaves previously "been recognized as modes 
of slave protest," he nevertheless insisted that they were acts of sabotage. 
The evidence that Herskovits invoked to support this thesis consisted of 
seven quotations from Frederick Law Olmsted recounting either the 
dissatisfaction of masters with the work of slaves or Olmsted's own view 
of the low quality of slave labor. 14 

The image of day-to-day resistance was elaborated and extended by 
Kenneth Stampp in The Peculiar Institution. Published in 1956, that 
book finally succeeded in pushing the question of slave culture into the 
mainstream of historiographic debate. Stampp acknowledged the sym
bolic significance of revolutionary conspiracies and insurrections, but he 
did not view them as the principal form through which slaves expressed 
their discontent because the generality of slaves believed that "the odds 
against success" were "too overwhelming." Running away was a more 
common act of resistance than insurrection but still involved only a 
relatively small proportion of slaves. Although much less spectacular 
than either of these overt forms of rebellion, day-to-day resistance was, in 
his view, both effective and widespread. Stampp also argued against the 
necessity of linking extensive covert sabotage to the proposition that 
slave plantations were unprofitable. They were in fact quite profitable, 
Stampp held, since the inefficiency of slave labor was offset by longer 
hours of work, more complete exploitation of women and children, and 
lower real wages for slaves than for free men. Stampp described a wide 
array of devices invoked by slaves to frustrate the production goals of 
planters, citing not only more instances of the poor work performance of 
slaves than were found by Herskovits but even more than were docu
mented by Phillips for quite a different purpose.1S 

Stampp's most important amendment of day-to-day resistance lay in 
his elaboration of the work ethic of slaves. Herskovits and his students 
had treated planter complaints about laziness and irresponsibility as 
evidence for inchoate forms of slave resistance. Stampp made this behav
ior the consequence of an articulated morality, attributing to slaves a 
political consciousness that Frederick Douglass, the leading black aboli
tionist, had not found among his fellow bondsmen. Within this moral 
code, evasion, deception, and sabotage represented the highest level of 
achievement. Most slaves, according to Stampp, "believed that he who 
knew how to trick or deceive the master had an enviable talent, and they 
regarded the committing of petit larceny as both thrilling and praise
worthy." And what of the minority of slaves who sought "personal 
gratification and the esteem of their fellows" by "doing . their work 
uncommonly well"? They "lacked the qualities which produce rebels," 
said Stampp. Resistance was thus the linchpin of a work ethic that was 
well defined, politically motivated, and predominant.16 
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The difficulties created for this view of the slave work performance 
and ethic by the new findings on the productivity of slave labor are 
immediately apparent. Slave plantations and laborers were not less effi
cient than free farms and free farmers. Slaves on small plantations who, 
like ordinary hired hands, worked in the fields alongside their masters 
were just as productive as free farmers. But those who toiled in the gangs 
of the intermediate and large plantations were on average over 70 per
cent more productive than either free farmers or slaves on small planta
tions. These gang laborers, who in 1860 constituted about half of the 
adult slave population, worked so intensely that they produced as much 
output in roughly 35 minutes as did free farmers in a full hour.l7 

That gang laborers were harder working and more productive than 
their free counterparts does not, of course, rule out the type of behavior 
that has been called day-to-day resistance. But it does raise questions as 
to the extent of this behavior and its location. Not all large plantations 
were as successful as the average and it may be that the types of sabotage 
of production described by Herskovits and Stampp were heavily concen
trated on these less successful plantations. Plantations run on the gang 

(system might have been sabotaged, even though they were more produc
tive than free farms, if they fell well below the standard for the gang 
system. Eugene D. Genovese has suggested that masters who practiced 
paternalism were more successful than those who used their power 
ruthlessly. Some support for this conjecture comes from Stephen C. 
Crawford's quantitative study of the ex-slave narratives. He finds that 
stealing was over eight times as frequent on the plantations of masters 
who provided meager rations as on those with masters who provided 
ample rations. l8 

But even if day-to-day resistance was rife on these more brutal and 
presumably less successful plantations, one should not blithely translate 
resistance into low labor performance. Resistance could reduce but not 
cancel out the greater intensity of gang labor. Resisters who were able 
to deprive masters of half the extra product to be expected from the gang 
system (it would be a rare plantation on which sabotage was that effec
tive) would still have found themselves compelled to produce as much 
output in roughly 45 minutes as did free men in a full hour. In other 
words, while sabotage could deprive the master of some of his gain, it 
could not free the slaves from the burden of intense labor. And there was 
a heavy price to be paid for this type of resistance. On plantations where 
stealing was most frequent, masters made heavier use of the lash, pro
vided coarser diets, and imposed greater restrictions on freedom than 
were typical of paternalistic plantations.l9 

An alternative way of reconciling the resistance work ethic with the 
new findings in slave productivity was set forth by Genovese in Roll, 
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Jordan, Roll. He propounded what might be called a modified resistance 
ethic. On the one hand, he acknowledged that large slave plantations 
represented "a halfway house between peasant and factory cultures" and 
that planters sought to impose a factory-like discipline on their labor 
force. On the other hand, he insisted that while slaves were willing to 
work extremely hard, so hard that they could "astonish the whites by 
their worktime elan and expenditure of energy," they would do so only 
sporadically and they resisted efforts to subjugate them to the tyranny of 
regularity, to transform them into "clock-punchers." "The actual work 
rhythm of the slaves, then," was "hammered out as a compromise be
tween themselves and their masters." Stressing the extraordinary exer
tion at certain points of the year, especially at harvest, required by plan
tation crops, Genovese believes that planters settled for measures that 
would "capitalize on the slaves' willingness to work in spurts rather than 
steadily." In accepting this compromise planters responded both to the 
resistance of the bondsmen and to the realities of the "preindustrial 
side" of the plantations. Although their economic organization promoted 
a quasi-industrial discipline, said Genovese, plantations also generated 
countervailing pressures and embodied inescapable internal contradic
tions. Planters had come to terms with the fact that the setting was rural 
and the rhythm of work varied with the seasons.20 

This modified view of resistance overcomes several of the difficulties 
of the thesis it seeks to replace. The perpetual sabotage movement 
embodied in the concept of day-to-day resistance is, as a general phenom
enon, incompatible with the new findings on productivity. The high level 
of productivity implies either that such resistance failed dismally, over 
and over again, or that it was so limited in extent and localized that it 
left aggregate production largely unaffected. Genovese replaces the 
image of slaves in a perpetually unsuccessful campaign of sabotage with 
one in which slaves strove to modify the most distasteful aspects of the 
system in ways that would ameliorate their oppression. Slaves worked 
hard but extracted concessions. Masters attempted to exploit these 
concessions for their own purposes but, under slave pressure, ended up 
making "far greater concessions to the value system and collective sensi
bility of the quarters than they intended."21 In this world in which 
frontal assaults are suicidal but successful struggles for amelioration of 
the worst abuses are possible, an ethic which embraces hard work and 
which is responsive to economic inducements is not necessarily an act 
of collaboration or a sign of weakness of character. While reformist 
rather than revolutionary, such behavior nevertheless emerges as a lim
ited form of struggle for the interest of the slaves. Genovese's thesis 
preserves the notion of slave resistance, and even allows for substantial 
success of limited goals, while at the same time making slave behavior 
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consistent with high levels of productivity. 
Perhaps the most questionable aspect of the Genovese thesis is his 

insistence that slaves successfully avoided adhering to a system of regu
larity. He views the slave attitude toward regularity as a special case of 
the agrarian, pre-industrial work pattern found widely among those who 
immigrated to the United States from the farms of Europe. But whereas 
the Europeans became part of an industrial system that transformed 
them into suitable industrial workers, "the Africans found themselves 
drawn into a plantation system, that despite certain similarities to an 
industrial setting, immensely reinforced traditional values . . . .  "22 This 
sharp distinction between the regularity of factory production and the 
seasonality of plantation production is overdrawn, especially for the 
antebellum era. Many blast furnaces, for example, especially those using 
charcoal, operated for only part of the year. And textile production, 
milling, transportation, meat packing, and various other industries 
tracked by economic historians exhibited sharp variations in level of 
production over the seasons.23 

N or was the seasonality of labor demand as uneven on plantations ���enovese suggests. His in�istence that he.avy labor requirements were 
hlmted largely to a short penod at harvest tIme draws too heavily on the 
experience of American wheat farms and sugar plantations. In the United 
States both these crops had relatively short harvest seasons, and thus 
required a relatively brief period of exceptional exertion. But cotton was 
a different case. The harvest generally began in late August and usually 
lasted until late December or early January. While one peak of activity 
was reached in October, daily cotton-picking records indicate that most 
of the five-month harvest period was marked by a relatively steady level 
of work. Nor was the harvest season the only, or even the most demand
ing, period of pressure on labor. The heaviest demand for labor actually 
came during the season of cultivation, which extended from mid or late 
May through mid or late July. The planting season, running from late 
March to late April, was still another period of heavy labor demand in 
cotton.24 

But it is misleading to concentrate exclusively on the labor require
ments of cotton in order to ascertain the seasonal wo� rhythm of slaves, 
for the planters chose their secondary crops with the' aim of smoothing 
out the seasonal labor requirements of cotton. Corn was so frequently 
produced in combination with cotton because it could be planted before 
cotton and harvested either early or late, depending on other pressures. 
Masters also smoothed the seasonal pattern of labor utilization by sched
uling maintenance, new construction, and various indoor tasks during 
periods when work on crops was slack. As a consequence of such mea
sures the number of days worked showed little variation from season to 
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season. Even when one takes account of seasonal differences in daylight 
hours, the spring, summer, and fall show roughly equal workweeks 
ranging between 57 and 60 hours. Although the short period of daylight 
during the winter led to a significant reduction of the workweek, slaves 
still averaged about 40 hours per week during these months.25 

And so masters did succeed in subjugating slaves to the regime of 
regularity, in transforming them into metaphoric clock punchers. That 
was one of the features of slavery that made it so repulsive to free men. 
Masters might celebrate the beauty of assembly lines in the fields, but 
to free men who valued the independence and flexibility of traditional 
agrarian ways, nothing could be uglier. In their eyes the rhythm of the 
gangs was not steady but "plodding," and the men and women who 
labored in them were not disciplined and efficient but "machine-like" 
and "stupid."26 

The critical element of Genovese's thesis, then, is the proposition 
that struggle for improvement of conditions within the slave system 
rather than revolutionary assault on the system was the chief form of 
slave resistance to their oppression. Some scholars have argued that 
diligence by slaves implies that they must have accepted the morality and 
objectives of the master class. This view, according to Genovese, over
looks the contradictory forces that influenced the behavior of both slaves 
and masters. Whatever the motives of the master class, slaves had good 
reasons of their own to be diligent and to acquire skills. The level of the 
material conditions that slaves could obtain for themselves and for their 
children, the capacity to resist encroachments on the integrity of their 
families, and the opportunity to enlarge the scope for freedom of choice 
were all related to their effectiveness as workers. On the matter of diet, 
for example, statistical analysis of the Fisk University and WPA narra
tives of ex-slaves reveals that slaves who relied purely on the rations 
provided by masters had less varied diets than those who cultivated their 
own plots or engaged in hunting and fishing. Analysis of the notarial 
records in New Orleans reveals that slave artisans and craftsmen, at 
every age, were less than half as likely to have been sold as were ordinary 
field hands. For slaves, as for most industrial workers of the antebellum 
era, then, struggle with the system was not political in the usual sense 
of the term; it was focused, rather, on the protection of the family and 
on the amelioration of conditions of life for slaves and their children.27 

THE SEXUAL MORES AND FAMILY NORMS 
OF SLAVES 

Before World War I I mainstream histories that described the sexual 
mores and family norms of slaves generally projected degrading im-
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ages.28 Rhodes believed not only that licentiousness was "a natural 
inclination of the African race," but that slave women, because of their 
"entire lack of chastity," yielded "without objection, except in isolated 
cases, to the passion of their master." To Phillips, the family and sexual 
mores of slaves merited only a few passing references that occupied a 
small fraction of the space in American Negro Slavery allocated to the 
chapter on slave crime-a chapter that dwelt on the rape of white women 
by slaves.29 

These racist stereotypes were anathema to black scholars such as 
DuBois and E. Franklin Frazier, who set out to discover the true nature 
of the sexual mores and family norms of slaves. The problem was that 
most of the readily available commentaries on black life that had sur
vived from the slave period were written by whites who, in one degree 
or another, shared the view that Africans were licentious and submissive. 
In circumventing this obstacle, DuBois and Frazier pursued somewhat 
different strategies, but the conclusions they reached were quite compati
ble. They, together with Stampp, are the principal authors of the para
digm on the slave family that reigned from the eve of World War I I until 
the er,ly 1970s. 

DuBois critically reread such traditional white sources as Olmsted 
and Weld, selectively abstracting from them those elements which he 
thought reflected the reality of slave conditions. The central feature of 
his reinterpretation, as published in his 1908 monograph The Negro 
American Family, was a sharp dichotomy between the family patterns 
attributed to slaves who were servants and to those who were field hands. 
Among the house servants, he wrote, "religion and marriage rites re
ceived more attention and the Negro monogamic family rose as a depen
dent offshoot of the feudal slave regime." But among the field hands, 
especially those who lived under the ruthless regime of the overseer, 
"there was no family life, no meals, no marriages, no decency, only an 
endless round of toil and a wild debauch at Christmas time." DuBois 
emphasized the crippling effect of slavery on the position of the slave 
father who, he said, lacked "authority . . .  to govern or protect his family. 
His wife could be made his master's concubine, his daughter could be 
outraged, his son whipped, or he himself sold away without his being 
able to protest or lift a preventing finger." The position of the mother, 
DuBois argued, was also deeply undermined. Whether field hand or 
house servant she could "spend little or no time" in her own home, so 
"her children had little care or attention." Not only was she "often the 
concubine of the master or his sons" but she "could at any time be 
parted" from her husband by the "master's command or by his death or 
debts." "Such a family . . .  ," DuBois concluded, "was a fortuitous 
agglomeration of atoms."30 
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DuBois's main concern in The Negro American Family was not to 
explain the slave experience but to comment on what he believed to be 
the disorganization of the Negro family at the turn of the twentieth 
century-a disorganization that was symbolized, above all, by a black 
illegitimacy rate that he placed in the neighborhood of 25 percent. Turn
ing to the slave experience to find an explanation for this family disorgan
ization, he concluded that slavery left Negroes with mixed mores. The 
majority had adopted "the monogamic sex mores, " but a substantial 
minority had not.31 

In The Negro Family in the United States, published in 1939, Frazier 
returned to the point at which DuBois had ended-the extremely high 
illegitimacy rate among blacks, which averaged between 10 and 1 5  per
cent during the period from World War I to 1930. While DuBois had 
merely attributed this phenomenon to the incomplete acceptance of the 
monogamic sex mores, Frazier argued that there was a dual family struc
ture among blacks. The male-headed nuclear family that typified white 
life was also found among blacks, but this form coexisted with a female
headed family that "continued on a fairly large scale" and that was "tied 
up with . . .  widespread illegitimacy."32 

Frazier rejected the possibility that this dual structure was a car
ryover of African life. It was, he contended, a product of the slave 
experience and subsequent developments. The sexual mores of slaves as 
well as their notion of family were affected by "the disproportionate 
number of males in the slave population" and by the "casualness" of 
sexual contacts. "There were masters who, without any regard for the 
preferences of their slaves, mated their human chattel as they did their 
stock." On the other hand the "plantation economy, which was more or 
less self sufficient, gave numerous opportunities for the expression of 
individual talent." Thus, there arose "a division of labor that became the 
basis of social distinctions among the slaves." Following DuBois, Frazier 
drew a sharp distinction between house servants (who he assumed were 
preponderantly mulattos) and the field hands, holding that it was the 
house servants who were the bearers of the nuclear norm and monogamy. 
He also placed great emphasis on the crucial role of mothers who, despite 
(or because of) the exigencies of the slave trade, were, unlike slave 
fathers, rarely torn apart from their children.33 

The view of slave family life and mores projected by Stampp in The 
Peculiar Institution was consistent with Frazier's but gloomier. He gave 
only passing mention to those elements of strength on which Frazier 
dwelt, emphasizing instead the demoralizing factors. First, the masters 
destroyed the strictly regulated family life and rigid moral code that had 
prevailed in Africa; then they "more or less encouraged" slaves to live as 
families and to accept white standards of morality. The family that 
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emerged from this "cultural chaos" lacked "most of the centripetal 
forces that gave the white family its cohesiveness_" The slave woman was 
"only incidentally a wife, mother, and home-maker," and "the male 
slave's only crucial function within the family was that of siring off
spring." The consequences were manifold. The typical slave family was 
matriarchal and "had about it an air of impermanence." "Most fathers 
and even some mothers regarded their children" with indifference. and 
sexual promiscuity was widespread.34 

Discontent with the reigning paradigm on slave family and sexual 
mores surfaced during the late 1960s. From 1968 through 1972 Herbert 
Gutman, in a series of papers, most of which are unpublished, began to 
argue that the black family emerged from bondage with a high degree 
of stability.35 John Blassingame, in his study The Slave Community 
published in 1972 , wrote that however "frequently the family was bro
ken, it was primarily responsible for the slave's ability to survive on the 
plantation without becoming totally dependent on and submissive to his 
master."36 And Genovese, in Roll, Jordan, Roll, published in 1974. held 
that historians and sociologists had misunderstood the nature of the slave 
family because "they have read the story of the twentieth century black 
ghettos backward i�me and have assumed a historical continuity with 
slavery days." The record of evidence, he contended, showed that 
"slaves created impressive norms of family life, including as much of a 
nuclear family norm as conditions permitted, and that they entered the 
postwar social system with a remarkably stable base."37 

Despite this broad agreement on the need to fashion a new paradigm 
for slave family life, social and cultural historians struggling with the 
problem have been divided on certain issues. One of the most important 
of these is whether the family norms and sexual mores of slaves should 
be called mixed, as in the judgments of DuBois and Frazier, or whether 
slaves produced unique norms and mores of their own. Gutman argued 
passionately against the mixed-mores thesis. While in 197 1  Gutman was 
prepared to counter Frazier's dual-family model merely by insisting that 
the "black family that emerged from slavery already had a distinct and 
quite simple nuclear structure,"38 by 1975 he saw the slave family as 
embodying a blend of African and indigenous features that could not be 
described as merely nuclear. In his book The Black Family in Slavery and 
Freedom he argued that slaves had developed unique sexual m�s that, 
although different from the norms of white society, were coherent and 
conformed to the group's own rules. Under these well-defined mores a 
girl typically had intercourse fairly early and bore a child, but then 
settled down with one man and had the rest of her children by him_ 39 

Blassingame's initial description of the slave family reflected the 
influence of Frazier's dual-family and dual-mores model. He did not 
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follow Frazier in limiting the development of the male-headed nuclear 
family primarily to house slaves, but found instead respect for the 
monogamous family among all occupational groups. He called attention 
to striking evidence of the strength of the monogamous family in the 
autobiographies of ex-slaves, contending that in "no class of American 
autobiographies is more stress laid upon the importance of stable family 
life"4o than in these. 

Genovese propounded sexual mores that included elements to be 
found in the interpretations of DuBois, Frazier, Blassingame, and Gut
man. What emerged from his crucible was a distinctive and rather 
modern blend of sexual freedom for single slaves and Victorian stan
dards for married slaves, especially women. Slaves resisted European 
"denigration of sex as sinful, dirty, or anything other than delightfully 
human and pleasurable." Under their flexible standards of sexual moral
ity, "virginity at marriage carried only small prestige" and parents "did 
not get hysterical if their unmarried daughters got pregnant." On the 
other hand, Genovese found that "Victorianism made surprising prog
ress in the quarters, especially among slave mothers who worried about 
their daughter's happiness . . . .  " Not only married women but also 
married men considered marital fidelity a personal and social responsi
bility. Although lapses of women from a white-inspired standard of 
premarital sexual morality were treated liberally, postmarital philander
ing and adultery were considered a serious breach of their own standard 
of decency.41 

Blassingame, Genovese, and Gutman differed again on the role of 
external factors, particularly the role of the masters, in shaping the 
family norms and sexual mores of the slaves. Blassingame recognized the 
influence of masters but emphasized the role of the white church in 
attempting to restrain masters from breaking up families and in promot
ing fidelity among married slaves. Genovese also recognized the coexis
tence of destructive and stabilizing factors in the policies of the masters, 
but in his portrait the stabilizing factors were more conspicuous. "The 
masters," he said, "understood the strength ofthe marital and family ties 
among their slaves well enough to see in them a powerful means of social 
control," and their desire to exploit the family for this conservative 
purpose tended to constrain the more destructive impulses of the system. 
Families were broken by the slave trade, but such sales "might be 
delayed or avoided because it would cause resentment among . . .  nor
mally good workers." Even in a regime in which masters took account 
of the resistance offered by slaves, slave women still "fell victims to white 
lust, but many escaped because the whites knew they had black men who 
would rather die than stand idly by." So strong was the resistance that 
it curbed "white sexual aggression" against married women. Genovese 
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allowed masters to have a stronger imprint on the content of family life 
than did Blassingame. Slaveowners, he said, sought to promote order in 
slave households, fearing "that domestic abuse would undermine the 
morale of the labor force." But they were wise enough to limit their 
personal intervention, often allowing drivers and slave preachers to 
usurp "the role of pateifamilias. " Sensible masters even "encouraged a 
limited sexual division of labor among their slaves and saw some advan
tage in strengthening the power of the male in the household." Planta
tion policy was thus designed to deal with the powerful forces welling up 
from within the slave quarter. The end product was a new set of family 
norms.42 

Gutman largely bypassed the role of masters and of white clergy in 
the development of the slave family. The family was cast by slaves 
according to their own design and almost completely from their own 
resources. The issue was not the interaction between masters and slaves 
but the interactions between the experiences of slaves born in the New 
World and the African culture from which their parents and grandpar
ents were torn. The aims and actions of the planters with respect to the 
slave family were reduced to the level of background noise. 

Another disputed question is the extent to which marriages were 
destroyed by the slave trade. Gutman's examination of the birth and 
death lists of six plantations indicated that among slaves who survived 
into their forties most unions were long lasting, broken usually by the 
death of one of the partners, although he also emphasized the destructive 
role of the slave trade in separating children and other kin from the 
family. Genovese argued that the extent to which marriages were de
stroyed by that trade is less than has been supposed, emphasizing instead 
the "painful uncertainty" created by "the potential for forced separa
tion-whatever the ultimate measure of its realization."43 Blassingame, 
on the other hand, believed that the slave trade was so extensive and 
masters were so willing to subordinate marriage bonds to profits that 
roughly one-third of the unions "were dissolved by masters" and he 
suggested that this estimate, which he derived from records of the 
Freedmen's Bureau, may be understated.44 

These unresolved issues call attention to the critical importance of 
quantitative consideration in the effort to construct a new paradigm on 
the s�ave family. Quantitative considerations insinuate themselver not 
only mto the debate over broken marriages but into every other major 
point at issue. Whether the division is between Stampp and Genovese, 
between Blassingame and Gutman, or any other combination, what is 
invariably at issue is the frequency distribution of one or another attri
bute of the family. When Stampp, for example, said that the slave family 
was matriarchal in form, he did not contend that the mother's role was 
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always more important than the father's. And when Genovese responded 
that husbands easily dominated their wives, he did not rule out the 
opposite situation. Differences over the definition of family norms turn 
primarily on disagreements over what was typical and what was excep
tional behavior.45 

THE AUTONOMY AND UNIFORMITY OF 
SLAVE CULTURE 

Underlying the debate over the slave family are two fundamental issues 
that permeate every aspect of the discussion of slave culture. Whether 
the topic is the work and resistance ethic, the slave family, slave religion, 
or slave perceptions of themselves and their oppressors, the discussions 
of historians are beset by unresolved differences of opinion regarding the 
autonomy and the uniformity of slave culture. In this context "auton
omy" refers to the degree to which slaves produced a distinctive slave 
culture that was independent of white influence; "uniformity" refers to 
the degree to which slaves shared common views and responded in 
similar ways to the various aspects of their lives, their circumstances, and 
their physical and spiritual futures. Before probing further into the 
nature of these disagreements, however, it is important to define their 
boundaries. 

All of the current investigators of slave culture believe that the 
culture that arose among slaves was an adaptive response to their circum
stances. Since their circumstances were, to a considerable degree, shaped 
by white masters and overseers, all the scholars acknowledge at least the 
indirect influence of whites on this culture. The disagreements on auton
omy turn on the extent to which slaves were able to choose which aspects 
of white-imposed technology, skills, attitudes, and values they would 
accept. Disagreements on autonomy also involve the extent to which 
slave culture incorporated elements that were drawn from sources other 
than the European heritage of whites-from either their African heritage 
or those spontaneously invented by slaves from the circumstances under 
which they lived. 

Similarly, historians of slave culture generally agree that regardless 
of the idiosyncrasies of individual masters, local customs, and local laws, 
most slaves shared some elements of an African heritage, accepted 
various elements of Christianity, valued kinship, and sought varying 
degrees of independence from their ubiquitous and powerful oppressors. 
They also agree that the common experiences of oppression and African 
heritage were not by themselves sufficient to provide all slaves in the New 
World with a common culture. The material and social circumstances 
that served to shape slave culture varied over both space and time. 
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Household organization, language, planter policies, policies of religious 
and secular authorities, demographic rates, conditions of labor, slave 
social structure, the extent of contact with whites, and the extent of direct 
contact with Africans were so different from one slave colony to another 
that they produced quite different slave cultures in the various colonies 
despite the common African heritage and the common oppression experi
enced by all slaves in the New World. 

Disagreements about the uniformity of slave culture include such 
issues as the intensity of carryovers of African culture and whether 
African heritage, except in a highly attenuated sense, could have pro
vided slaves with a unifying cultural outlook since the ethnic groups of 
Africa from which the slaves were drawn were differentiated from each 
other by a myriad of languages, religions, and customs as well as by a 
variety of political and economic institutions. In the case of U.S. slaves, 
a central issue which is more often implicit than explicit is the extent to 
which cultural norms that were common on plantations with large num
bers of slaves who lived out their lives mainly in a black world (having 
little contact with their white masters) and who were (within certain 
sharply defined limits) largely self-governing could have been transmit
ted to the majority of slaves who lived on relatively small plantations, 
which usually had fewer than five slave households and in which slaves 
were usually under the constant supervision and regulation of their 
masters. 

Throughout The Peculiar Institution Stampp emphasized the 
markedly different circumstances and conditions of life for slaves on 
small (or medium) and large plantations. On small plantations masters 
and slaves usually worked alongside each other in the fields without a 
rigid division of labor and without excessive emphasis on profits. They 
often ate in the same room (if not at the same table), shared the same 
food, belonged to the same churches, and were exposed to the same 
health risks. Management was a matter "of direct personal relationships 
between individuals" who knew one another, undistorted by the inter
vention of overseers, and "hard driving" (work so intense it was injuri
ous to health) "seldom occurred on smaller plantations and farms." But 
closeness had its burdens, since the relationship between masters and 
slaves could never be one of equality. A slave would warrant his master's 
affection only if he conformed constantly to "the subtle etiqfette that 
governed his relations with his master," if he carefully observed "the 
fine line between friskiness and insubordination, between cuteness and 
insolence." To be the recipient of his master's paternalism, said Stampp, 
a slave had to adopt the pose of "a fawning dependent," a relationship 
that robbed slaves of their confidence and promoted a "process of infan
tilization. "46 
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On large plantations, however, relationships between masters and 
slaves were generally quite distant and, with the exception of house 
servants, were nearly always mediated by overseers who were typically 
poorly educated, poorly motivated, and inadequate to their tasks. The 
division of labor among slaves was rigid, with slaves assigned to special
ized occupations, some of which required fairly complex craft skills. 
Rarely content with the bare subsistence that satisfied many smaller 
planters, masters of large slave holdings "had the businessman's interest 
in maximum production without injury to their capital" and so required 
their overseers, on pain of discharge if they failed, to have slaves "labor 
vigorously as many hours as there was daylight." On such plantations, 
"excessively heavy labor routines" were tolerated, if not sanctioned, by 
masters, and "slaves were more frequently overworked by calloused 
tyrants than overindulged by mellow patriarchs."47 

Large plantations had another aspect. They permitted slaves to live 
together in close-knit communities-the slave quarters-where they 
could develop a life of their own, relatively free of "humiliating contacts 
with the whites," and where "they could express their thoughts and 
feelings . . .  amid a wide circle of friends." In such communities slaves 
produced "their own internal class structure" and "social hierarchy." 
This stratification was not merely the product of the occupational hierar
chy created by the masters, but "resulted from an impelling force within 
the slaves themselves," from their "quest for personal prestige" and for 
"recogniti.on of their worth as individuals." Stampp stressed the loyalty 
of slaves III the quarters to one another and their solidarity in finding 
ways to outwit masters, to resist the encroachments on their lives, and 
to turn the balance between labor and compensation as far in their 
direction as was feasible.48 

This latitude associated with a relatively large slave quarter and the 
sense of solidarity among those in the quarter stimulated a notion of 
leadership among slaves that departed significantly from the occupa
tional and social hierarchy promoted by masters. Stampp argued that the 
"management of whites" was as central to these slaves as the manage
ment of Negroes was to the masters. Early in life children learned from 
their parents "how to behave around the master and other whites," while 
adult newcomers to the quarter were "immediately initiated" into its 
rites and advised on how to outwit the master while avoiding the lash. 
Sometimes those who provided this sort of leadership were artisans, 
drivers, or domestics who, because of their status, were both better off 
materially than the majority of slaves and better positioned to learn how 
to deal with masters and other whites, and who could, from time to time, 
assist runaways and other rebels. But others were men and women who 
won their distinction in the quarter because of their success in challeng-
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ing the master's discipline or because of their "practical wisdom," or 
their apparently "mystical powers." Masters of large plantations were 
aware, Stampp said, of slave preachers and other leaders who had a 
"magical sway over the minds and opinions of the rest." Some masters 
even allowed unsupervised religious meetings, even though it was in 
violation of the law, but in other cases such meetings were covertly 
organized by slaves. These unsupervised observances were vastly prefer
red by slaves to services at regular churches because they allowed slaves 
to "express themselves freely and interpret the Christian faith to their 
own satisfaction. "49 

Masters were often content to permit such meetings and to leave 
slaves in the quarters to their own devices in other respects as well, so 
long as they did not become troublesome. This latitude allowed slaves 
to develop certain distinctive views and cultural characteristics. On plan
tations that were not only large but located in regions where blacks were 
the predominant population, especially if they were relatively isolated (as 
on the sea islands off South Carolina and GeQrgia), slaves retained more 
of their African heritage and wove it in novel ways into their folklore, 
their music, and their religion. Their folklore combined legends from 
Africa with their "new experiences in America" and often reflected "with 
charming symbolism the story of the endless warfare between black and 
white men." These tales "made virtues of such qualities as wit, strategy, 
and deceit-the weapons of the weak in their battles with the strong." 
The songs of slaves expressed their sorrows and their aspirations, reveal
ing "the yearnings which they dared not, or could not, more than half 
express." They were a "unique blend of 'Africanisms,' of Protestant 
hymns and revival songs, and of the feelings and emotions" of slaves 
about their lot. 50 

Despite the distinctive aspects of life in these large slave quarters, 
Stampp did not believe that slaves were able to produce a truly indepen
dent and articulated Afro-American culture that was embraced by the 
generality of U.S. slaves. To be left alone in some places and at some 
times was, in his view, not enough for such a transformation. Not only 
was the degree of slave autonomy highly circumscribed, even on fairly 
large plantations, but there was little connection between slaves across 
these large plantations. Even when a plantation provided the residents 
with a world of their own, that world was limited to the �yquare miles 
surrounding their cabins-to an "island beyond which were strange 
places"51 that the slaves heard about but rarely encountered. 

It was not just the absence of contact, Stampp stressed, but the 
absence of power that circumscribed the cultural opportunities of slaves. 
Bondage deprived them of the institutions needed to fully develop and 
propagate a new culture, including "the authority to apply vigorous 
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sanctions against those who violated or repudiated their own traditions." 
Slaves were able to fashion only certain limited institutions and cultural 
forms, which varied greatly from one plantation to another depending 
on the personalities and policies of masters, the size of the slave commu
nity, and the personalities and skill of its leaders; but bondsmen did not 
give rise to anything that might be described as "cultural nationalism." 
Under the exceedingly unequal power relationships, what the generality 
of slaves could develop, Stampp concluded, was far less than a new 
culture. As long as they remained in bondage blacks were caught in a 
"twilight zone between two ways of life."52 

Stampp's depiction of slave culture stimulated divergent responses. 
Some scholars, building on his description of the awesome repressive 
power of the masters, went on to compare plantations to concentration 
camps, prisons, and insane asylums. As in all such institutions, they 
argued, the extreme power brought to bear against the inmates precluded 
the type of self-conscious, essentially political resistance movement de
scribed by Stampp. The repressive power was so great, argued Stanley 
Elkins, that it not only precluded political resistance, but actually re
duced the typical slave to infantile dependence. Thus, what Stampp 
described as one of the tendencies of the slave system Elkins made the 
predominant personality trait of adult slaves generally. 53 

Most scholars believed that Elkins's view was too extreme, but his 
critics were divided on the degree of his exaggeration. George Fredrick
son and Christopher Lasch argued that although the comparison of 
plantations with concentration camps was overdrawn, a comparison with 
prisons or insane asylums was appropriate. Plantations were not institu
tions aimed at the destruction of slaves but at the strict control of their 
behavior. What developed on plantations, then, was something between 
infantilization and politicized resistance. Like prison inmates, slaves 
responded to the severe repression on the plantations by seeking per
sonal strategies for survival. That strategy allowed for episodes of non
cooperation, but the main thrust of the strategy was to beat the system 
at its own game by adopting an "institutional personality" and seeking 
favors from masters whenever they could. The real horror of slavery, 
they concluded, was that "slaves (even in their intransigence) mentally 
identified themselves with the system that bound and confined them."54 

Other scholars have criticized Stampp for deeply underestimating the 
extent to which slaves were able to shape their own culture. Far from 
living "in a twilight zone between two ways of life," said Thomas L. 
Webber, American slaves 

fashioned a new culture from both the culture fountain of the African 
past and the crucible of their experiences under slavery in the South. 
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Slave culture had at its heart a set of cultural themes, forms of artistic 
expression, a religion, a family pattern, and a community structure 
which set blacks apart from whites and enabled them to form and control 
a world of their own values and definitions. 55 
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Webber agreed with Stampp' s contention that masters used all of the 
instruments of power at their command to shape slaves into their image 
of an appropriate slave. Their primary objective was to train slaves in 
all the jobs related to the running of a plantation, ranging from the most 
technical artisanal crafts to field labor. However, masters realized that 
to run a profitable plantation they also had to motivate slaves to use their 
skills effectively. To accomplish this end masters did not rely on a system 
of reward and punishment alone, but sought every means of inculcating 
slaves in "a carefully constructed set of attitudes."56 To pave the way 
for effective indoctrination, masters cut off all access to written materials, 
strictly limit�d direct contact with persons off the plantation, and tried 
to prevent secret or unsupervised meetings among slaves belonging to 
their plantation. The message of planters to their slaves from early 
childhood on was that Negroes were innately inferior to whites and that 
without the benevolent protection of their powerful masters they would 
become the prey of hostile whites or fall into the extreme poverty that 
afflicted free labor, especially free blacks. They were also told that it was 
their good luck to belong to a kindly master and not to a cruel one-a 
point that always carried an implicit threat. In addition to their own 
exhortations masters made use of religious instruction to convince slaves 
of the inevitability of their condition and the benevolence of the masters. 

It is at this point that the interpretations of Stampp and Webber 
diverge sharply. For while Stampp granted the masters substantial suc
cesses, Webber stressed the wide difference between what masters 
preached and what slaves learned. In Webber's portrait few slaves were 
misled by white propaganda. The majority clearly recognized that the 
interests of whites, especially the interests of the masters, were not those 
of the quarter. They held masters "responsible for most of the sorrow 
that blacks experienced under slavery." They believed that masters and 
their ministers misrepresented Christian principles, that slavery was not 
God's design but a sin, which could be corrected only by emancipation. 
Slaves also believed that God was on their side and that God showed His 
anger with masters by "sending suffering and sickness to plague the 
unrepentant" South. While accepting Christianity slaves consciously 
modified it in ways that suited them, allowing for "a spirit world which 
played an active role in the earthly world," influencing day-to-day life 
in direct and immediate ways. They "felt a special kinship towards 
Jesus," because He "had experienced pain and grief."57 
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Webber did not see among slaves the awe of planter power that 
impressed Stampp. While Stampp found few slaves who "could free 
themselves altogether from the notion that their masters were 'invested 
with a sort of sacredness,' "58 Webber argued that "members of the 
quarter . . .  thought of themselves not only as morally superior to whites 
but as superior" in work, energy, discipline, and style. Nevertheless, 
they were willing to take from white culture anything that would advance 
their own interest. Despite the many impediments placed in their way, 
slaves yearned to learn to read and write, and by "impressive efforts 
. . .  on their own behalf, "59 some were able to do so. But most of all slaves 
yearned for freedom-not just freedom in heaven but on earth. 

How could slaves develop a culture that ran so counter to the one 
that masters sought to impose on them? How could they succeed in 
transmitting to others a culture so subversive to the designs of the master 
class? The key to this success, said Webber, was the ability of slaves to 
turn the quarter into "a society within a society."6o The institutions that 
nurtured and protected the counterculture, that gave it cohesiveness and 
stability, were the family, the peer group, the clandestine congregation, 
and folk music and stories. The family preserved elements of African 
culture by transmitting stories from grandparents and parents to their 
young; it promoted responsibility by teaching older children to care for 
the younger ones; it transmitted skills needed for household tasks, for 
hunting and fishing, for artisanal crafts, and for reading and writing; and 
it interpreted scripture for the young. Through their peer group young 
slaves formed lasting relationships outside of the family. With the 
greater freedom allowed to them, children could explore the neighbor
hood beyond the plantation and exchange information. The mutual expe
riences of childhood produced strong bonds that promoted solidarity in 
adulthood. 

"Nearly all quarter communities organized their own clandestine 
congregations without the sanction or participation of plantation authori
ties." These congregations, said Webber, served to "perpetuate" not 
only the community's "religious ideals and beliefs but crucial secular 
understandings, values, and attitudes." The heads of these congregations 
were usually slave preachers who had earned leadership through their 
great faith, their "knowledge of the Bible and true Christianity," and 
their "demonstrated commitment to the welfare of the community." Such 
meetings were usually held at night out in the fields after the master and 
overseer had completed their rounds. Because several communities 
sometimes participated, these congregations provided slaves with a 
means of exchanging information as well as a vehicle for worship in their 
own way. By placing them "within the arms of the black church," 
clandestine congregations allowed blacks, "while still legally slaves 
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under the white man's political system," to "experience moments of 
peace, ecstasy, fellowship, and Freedom."61 

The songs and stories of slaves were, according to Webber, a medium 
by which slave values were transmitted, and they also serve? to kindle 
these values. "Story telling often took the form of a commumty happen
ing" that gave slaves, especially children, "a sense of communal �pirit 
and camaraderie" and an "identification with the larger commumty of 
American slaves." No matter how far slaves might be sent "from their 
home quarter, these feelings of communality and kinship would be 
always rekindled"62 by the singing of a song or the telling of a story 
which, although differing in detail from region to region, embodied 
similar values throughout the antebellum South. 

SOURCES AND PERCEPTIONS 

The leading scholars of slave culture have stressed the many difficulties 
that arise from the types of evidence with which they are forced to work. 
The publications, the private letters, and the other papers of slaveholders 
"can hardly be accepted as 'objective,' " writes Genovese, "especially 
when they purport to describe slave attitudes." He also notes the limita
tion of such other white sources as the accounts of travelers to the South 
which, even when they were not written by persons with axes to grind, 
"varied considerably" with the "talent, length of stay, and social atti
tudes" of the writers. Nevertheless, Genovese and the other scholars in 
the forefront of research on slave�ulture continue to make use of these 
sources Gust as DuBois and Frazier did) because, as Genovese put it, "no 
comprehensive treatment can afford to ignore them."63 

Perhaps the greatest advance in the reconstruction of slave culture 
has been the systematic utilization of black testimony, which until recent 
years had been largely neglected. Blassingame has favored the published 
autobiographies of runaway slaves because they represent "the largest 
body of life histories dealing with the intimate details" of slave life, and 
because they reveal "what went on in the minds of black men."64 
Genovese is more skeptical of this source than Blassingame. He argues 
that even when these autobiographies were not strongly influenced by the 
abolitionists who edited them, they remain "the accounts of highly 
exceptional men and women and can be as misleading in their honesty 
and accuracy of detail as in the fabrications. "65 

Although Genovese has made use of the fugitive autobiographies, he 
favors the interviews of thousands of ex-slaves conducted in the 1920S 
and 1930s, first by scholars at Fisk University and at Southern Univer
sity and later by the Federal Writers Project of the Works Project 
Administration (WP A). He and some other scholars believe these inter-
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views are a better source of information about slave life than the autobi
ographies of the runaways, not only because they are more numerous, 
but because they represent the broader slave population_ Whatever their 
advantages, the interviews are less than a perfect source of evidence_ In 
the edition of over 2 ,300 interviews published by the Greenwood Pub
lishing Company in 1972, for example, residents of the state of Arkansas 
provided nearly 30 percent of the interviews, although that state had less 
than 2 percent of the slave population in 1850.66 

The preponderance of whites among the interviewers also troubles 
some scholars. Blassingame suspects that the ex-slaves were more re
served in speaking to white interviewers and may even have given 
misleading replies to some questions. The age of the ex-slaves at the time 
of the interviews is another possible source of bias. With two-thirds over 
age 80 when interviewed, it is possible that time had dimmed memories 
of the harshness of their experiences. Blassingame suggests that ex
slaves who managed to live to such ripe ages might have been better off 
than the majority of slaves. Some have argued that superannuated slaves 
who were interviewed during the depression of the 1930S would have 
looked back favorably on the security of slavery. Others believe that th� 
narratives may confuse the memories of slave and post-emancipation 
experiences.67 

Spirituals and folklore are a third major source of black testimony 
about life under slavery. According to Sterling Stuckey, the study of folk 
materials provides an effective way of getting " 'inside' slaves to discover 
what bondsmen thought about their condition. "68 A similar point was 
made by Lawrence W. Levine, who argued that folk materials refuted the 
view that slaves were "inarticulate intellectual ciphers." Folk materials, 
he continued, showed that they were "actors in their own right who not 
only responded to their situation but often affected it in crucial ways." 
Levine, who worked his way through thousands of Negro songs, folk
tales, proverbs, aphorisms, jokes, verbal games, and narrative oral 
poems, was keenly aware of their limitations as a historical source: Dates, 
locations, and creators of folk materials were hard if not impossible to 
determine. Some folklore was censored by editors while other offending 
material was banished completely, neither published nor preserved; and 
the black narrators "were often extremely selective and circumspect in 
choosing the songs and stories they related to the dignified whites" who 
came to collect them.69 

Whatever the category of slave testimony, two points are commonly 
emphasized by the scholars who have worked on these documents: One 
is the potential pitfalls of this type of evidence; the other is a confidence 
in their ability to cope "with altered documents, with consciously or 
unconsciously biased firsthand accounts," and "with manuscript collec-
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tions that were deposited in archives only after being filtered through 
. . .  overprotective hands. "70 According to Genovese, an experienced 
investigator can tell "what is and what is not typical-what does and 
does not ring true."71 Webber argues that "although it would be ex
tremely difficult to make an adequate analysis of the life or character of 
any individual slave" from the material in his or her autobiography or 
interview, "a satisfactory analysis" of the culture of the slave quarter "as 
a whole can be achieved when the sources are studied in their en
tirety. "72 Virtually all scholars of slave culture agree, as Genovese put 
it, on the need to "weigh different kinds of testimony against each other" 
and they "feel safest" in their conclusions "when various kinds of 
sources" tend "to agree on what, how, and where, even if they disagree 
on interpretation and value judgment."73 

More recently cliometricians have sought to utilize quantitative evi
dence, much of it circumstantial, to contribute to the debate over slave 
culture.74 Coding, quantifying, and analyzing data from such sources as 
the probate records of southern courts, the birth and death lists included 
in the surviving business records of large plantations, and the ex-slave 
interviews, cliometricians have been able to construct distributions of 
attributes relevant to a number of the points now at issue.75 Crawford, 
for example, was able to evaluate some of the biases thought to be 
present in the ex-slave interviews contained in the edition published by 
Greenwood in 197 2 . To test the hypothesis that the experience of the 
Great Depression led ex-slaves to look back favorably on the security of 
slavery, Crawford compared the responses of slaves interviewed by schol
ars at Fisk University in 1929 with those interviewed by the WPA in 
the 1930S and found that the views of the two groups were quite simi
lar.76 

Crawford also searched for evidence that the responses of ex-slaves 
were affected by the race of the interviewers. He found suspicious differ
ences in the responses to several questions, but these differences disap
peared or became slight when Crawford took account of the characterist
ics of the ex-slaves who were interviewed by each group. The difference 
in the characterization of the diet reported by black and white interview
ers is a case in point. Among ex-slaves interviewed by blacks, 23.5 
percent reported an inadequate diet, but among those interviewed by 
whites, the proportion reporting inadequate diets was only 14.3 per
cent-a gap of 9. 2 points. When Crawford controlled for plantation size, 
black interviewers still reported a higher percentage of inadequate diets 
on large plantations, but the margin of difference between black and 
white interviewers had declined to 5.5 percent and was no longer statisti
cally significant. Moreover, among ex-slaves from small plantations the 
relationship ran in the opposite direction, with white interviewers actu-
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ally reporting a higher percentage of inadequate diets than black inter
viewers. Crawford concluded that what initially appeared to be an inter
viewer bias "was largely due to the failure to standardize for the distribu
tion of plantation sizes within the black and white interviewer 
samples. "77 

More generally, Crawford's statistical analysis of the interviews con
firmed the basic assessment of other scholars: Taken as a whole, the 
Greenwood edition represents "an important source of information about 
slave experiences" but it "does not always replicate the proportions in 
which various attributes existed in the overall slave population."78 He 
also found that when the investigator paid proper attention to such 
matters as the plantation size, the location of the plantation, the principal 
crop, and the occupation that the ex-slave or his or her parents had held, 
it was possible to define subsamples of attributes that were representative 
of the overall slave population as well as of particular subgroups. 

A point that emerges over and over again from Crawford's analysis 
is that the size of the plantation was a major determinant of the quality 
of slave life. On such matters as the severity of punishment, the supply 
of clothing, the occupation of the slave, the stability of the family, and 
the uses of leisure time, the experiences of slaves living on small planta
tions differed significantly from those living on large ones. Crawford's 
analysis also suggests that the overrepresentation of large plantations in 
the sources that particular scholars have favored may have affected their 
generalizations about the nature of slave culture. This point can be 
illustrated by considering in somewhat greater depth Crawford's findings 
o� the connection between the structure of slave families and plantation 
SIze. 

Using the Greenwood sample of interviews, Crawford was able to 
construct a distribution of the households in which 742 slaves under age 
13  were raised. He found that 66 percent lived in two-parent families, 
24 percent in single-parent families (nearly all of which were headed by 
mothers), and the rest (about 10  percent) either in the master's house 
or alone in the quarters. The large share of children raised in two-parent 
households tends to sustain the belief of Gutman and Genovese that the 
black family emerged from slavery with a "remarkably stable base." It 
was, at least, a more stable base than most slavery scholars had realized 
before the early 1970s. On the other hand, one-third of slaves under age 
13  were living in households from which one or both parents were 
absent. Crawford's analysis of the reasons for the large proportion of 
single-parent households revealed that in about 60 percent of the cases, 
the families were broken by the slave trade or by other features of the 
slave system.79 So Frazier appears to have been correct when he called 
attention to a dual family structure, although he underestimated the 
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prevalence of two-parent families and he incorrectly assumed that such 
families were much more likely to be found among house servants and 
artisans than among field hands. 

Size of plantation was far more important than occupation in deter
mining household structure. Mother-headed families were 50 percent 
more frequent on plantations with 1 5  or fewer slaves than on large ones. 
These smaller units also had a disproportionately large share of the 
divided-residence households (families in which the father and mother 
lived on different plantations for most of the week). Although plantations 
with 15  or fewer slaves contained 43 percent of the slave population in 
1850, they accounted for nearly two-thirds of all slaves living in divided 
residences and for over 60 percent of the slaves in one-parent residences. 
These figures suggest that the conventional family structure was under 
greater pressure on small than on large units. As Crawford points out, 
on plantations with 1 5  or fewer slaves, just one out of three children 
lived in "fully formed" or conventional households; on plantations of 50 
or more slaves, the proportion was reversed. 

These proportions pointed out by Crawford help to explain why 
Gutman found so much more stability and uniformity in the slave family 
than did Blassingame, Genovese or Stampp. Gutman's portrait of the 
slave family was based primarily on his intensive study of the records 
of six large slaveholdings, located mainly in preponderantly black coun
ties. He chose these particular plantation records because they had 
exceptional birth registers that permitted him to investigate the marriage 
patterns of successive generations, to compare the names of children with 
those of parents and other kin, and to study the evolution of slave 
families over time. The best of these record sets for his purposes was that 
of the Good Hope plantation in South Carolina, which toward the end 
of the antebellum era had about 1 75 slaves. From its birth register 
Gutman was able to reconstruct the genealogies of slaves for up to five 
generations, and to observe the extent of intermarriage among kin, the 
stability of marital relations, and evolving patterns of naming children. 
It was on the basis of this set of records that Gutman originally developed 
the thesis that over time U.S. slaves had evolved a distinctive set of 
marital and sexual mores which involved prenuptial conceptions, rela
tively long-lasting marriages, a taboo against first-cousin marriages, and 
a marked tendency to name sons after fathers. In these records Gutman 
saw evidence that dramatically affirmed the important cultural role of 
slave fathers and the independence of slave traditions from their white 
masters, evidence that slave culture of the late antebellum era had its 
"roots in adaptive slave practices that had begun much earlier."8o 

Records fit to study the intergenerational patterns that so concerned 
Gutman were not likely to be generated on small plantations. All but one 
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of the six plantations in his sample had over 1 00 slaves, and the sixth 
had 47 slaves. A sample composed of such large plantations was quite 
likely to give much more of an impression of family stability than a 
representative sample of the entire slave population. The plantations in 
Gutman's sample were exceptional even among the large plantations 
because they were growing so rapidly. Between 1838 and 1857, the 
Good Hope plantation grew twice as fast as the overall slave population, 
and between 1842 and 1861 the Watson plantation (another of his six) 
grew nearly three times as fast as the overall slave population. Such 
rapidly growing, successful plantations were less likely to suffer the 
disruptions to families that stemmed from declining or disbanded planta
tions. Rapidly growing plantations, because of their exceptional vital 
rates and age structures, tend to give a misleadingly low impression of 
the average age of mothers at their first birth. Gutman put that age at 
about 18, which, as James Trussell and Richard H. Steckel pointed out, 
was biased downward by about three years.81 

The last point is important because it affected Gutman's generaliza
tions about the sexual mores of adolescent slaves. Assuming that 18 was 
the typical age of mothers at first birth and that the average age of 
menarche (the onset of reproductive capacity) came relatively late for 
slave women (about 16  or 17), Gutman inferred that slave women gener
ally began their sexual lives at extremely young ages and, unlike white 
women who were beset by "Victorian" values, seldom refrained from 
having sexual intercourse prior to wedlock. Slave women, he concluded, 
generally had a child as soon as they were physically capable of having 
one and not necessarily by the man that they would eventually marry.82 

Richard H. Steckel, working with a larger and more representative 
sample of data, found evidence of significant variation in the sexual 
practices on plantations of different sizes and in different regions, includ
ing evidence that there was more abstention from sexual intercourse 
among slave women than suggested by Gutman.83 His data revealed that 
the proportion of slave women living through their childbearing years 
without ever bearing a child was higher on large plantations (19 percent) 
than on small plantations (about 10 percent), and higher on the cotton 
farms of Georgia and Louisiana (16 percent) than on the tobacco and 
wheat farms of Virginia (8 percent). Such high rates of childlessness 
cannot be explained by physiological sterility. For populations as fecund 
as the U.S. slave population had been, sterility rates are generally less 
than 5 percent. It thus appears that roughly 10 percent of slave women 
either largely abstained from sexual intercourse until they reached the 
end of their childbearing lives or else practiced contraception so effec
tively that they avoided births . throughout these years. 

That systematic, sustained practice of contraception was a character-
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istic of slave society is not sustained by the data in Steckel's samples. 
His sources show that the average age of women at the birth of their last 
child was close to 40. Moreover, for women whose children died within 
three months of birth, the average interval to the next birth was just 19 
months. Both of these statistics are characteristic of non-contraceptive 
societies. An analysis of living arrangements also argues against contra
ception. Steckel's study of plantation registers indicated that few of the 
women who remained childless throughout the childbearing ages lived 
with a man. The proportion of couples who were childless was at a level 
that can be explained by physiological sterility. In other words, infertility 
was primarily a characteristic of women who did not cohabit with men. 

There is also evidence that a large proportion of women who eventu
ally bore children abstained from sexual intercourse for a substantial 
period after they became fecund. This possibility is suggested by the 
finding that the average age of women at the birth of their first child was 
about 2 1 while the average age of menarche was about 14.5.84 The 
relatively early age of puberty implies that if slave women had been 
having sexual intercourse regularly from menarche on, they would typi
cally have had a child by age 16 or 17 .  It follows that there was an 
average interval of adolescent abstention from sexual intercourse lasting 
at least three years. All told, the sexual mores of slave women appear 
to have resulted in not making use of roughly one-fifth of their childbear
ing potential. 

Steckel's findings do not necessarily preclude regular sexual inter
course before marriage, but they do indicate that such behavior was far 
from universal. A substantial proportion of slave women must have 
abstained from sexual intercourse during much of their adolescent years. 
Further evidence that marriage triggered the beginning of sexual inter
course for many adolescents and young adults is provided by the marked 
seasonal pattern in the first births. Steckel shows that the first-birth 
pattern was correlated with the seasonal pattern of marriages, which 
were concentrated after the harvest and also in the slack period between 
the end of cultivation and the beginning of harvest. The correlation 
implies that for many adolescent women sexual intercourse began either 
with marriage or in immediate anticipation of marriage. 

Both Crawford and Steckel call attention to several factors that were 
more likely to destabilize family life on small plantations than on large 
ones. Sexual relationships between whites (mainly men) and blacks 
(mainly women) was one of the most disruptive of these factors. The point 
here is not only that the rape of black women by white men was both 
deeply traumatic and destructive of family life, but that even when 
interracial unions were spawned by mutual affection, they could not lead 
to conventional family life because southern laws generally prohibited 



; 

182 WITHOUT CONSENT OR CONTRACf 

such unions.65 Crawford's study of the ex-slave interviews revealed that 
in one out of every six mother-headed families, the father was white. He 
also discovered that the probability of having a white father was consid
erably higher on small than on large plantations. It was also higher if 
the mother worked in the master's house than in the fields. Very similar 
findings emerged from Steckel's analysis of data in the manuscript 
schedules of the 1860 census, which indicated that, on average, 1 out 
of every 10 slave children was a mulatto. Using a larger sample than 
could be obtained from the ex-slave interviews and a more powerful 
statistical technique, Steckel was able to relate a number of variables to 
the proportion of mulatto children reported on a given slaveholding. He 
found that this proportion was seven times as high on a farm of 10  slaves 
engaged in mixed farming in a border state than it was on a cotton 
plantation of 75 slaves in the deep South. Two other factors that strongly 
affected the probability of having a mulatto child were the ratio of whites 
to blac�s in the area of the plantation and residence in a city. The 
proportIOn of mulatto children was highest on small slave units in large 
cities (which were predominantly white); it was lowest on large planta
tions in the rice-growing regions (where the density of white settlement 
was low).66 

The failure to take adequate account of the differences between slave 
experiences and culture on large and small plantations is neither a new 
proble� nor one confined to the characterization of the slave family, nor 
one whIch entraps only unwary or inexperienced scholars. It is more than 
three decades since Stampp called this problem to the attention of 
slavery specialists and virtually every scholar who has been concerned 
with slave culture, including myself, has on one issue or another fallen 
victim to it. Part of the problem is that for many issues of slave culture 
the bes�, often the only, documents that have survived are those of large 
plantatIOns. Moreover, the extent to which various bodies of eVldence are 
dominated by experiences of slaves from large plantations is not always 
obvious. Nor is it necessarily obvious which cultural characteristics will 
vary with plantation size. Sometimes the true relationship is obscured by 
other, poorly understood variables which are, for that reason, inade
quately controlled. The numerous mistakes that have been made in 
estimating the average age of mothers at the birth of their first child is 
a case in point. When Engerman and I originally calculated this statistic 
in the early 1970s, we found that age at first birth was lower on large 
than on small plantations. It was only several years later, after James 
Trussell called our attention to a powerful statistical technique (the 
singulate mean) that would control for the age structure of plantations, 
for their rates of growth, for the�r mortality rates, and for other variables 
that were obscuring the true underlying relationship, that we discovered 
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that women on small plantations actually had lower ages at first birth 
than women on large plantations.67 

This correction was not merely a technical flourish. It was one of a 
series of discoveries that served to reveal that the freedom of slaves to 
search for marital partners was more circumscribed on large plantations 
than on small ones. Masters on large plantations generally placed strict 
limits on marriages across plantations or completely prohibited them. 
The banning of cross-plantation marriages made family life more stable 
on large plantations since such marriages were vulnerable to unpredict
able circumstances that might affect the owner of either slave. If requir
ing slaves to marry within the plantation increased family stability, that 
boon was achieved at a heavy cost to the slaves. A significant proportion 
of adults who could not find mates on their own plantation were forced 
to remain single for large parts, if not all, of their lives. Thus, slavery 
tended to destabilize slave marriages in a variety of ways, some of which 
were inherent in the system. 

I have emphasized the differences in the stability of slave families 
and of variations in sexual mores on large and small plantations in order 
to demonstrate that this aspect vf slave culture was far from uniform. The 
families of slaves varied in significant ways because of objective differ
ences in the circumstances of slaves. One should not, however, exagger
ate the differences. Despite the prevalence of single-parent and divided
residence families, the majority of slave children on plantations with 15 
or fewer slaves were still raised in households presided over by both 
parents. And although slave women on small plantations generally bore 
their first child a year earlier than women on large plantations, the 
average period of adolescent abstention from sexual intercourse was still 
about two years. 

Disagreements among scholars of slave culture regarding the nature 
of the sexual and family mores of slaves thus appear to be related in part 
to the bodies of evidence on which they have focused. The varied sources 
employed by Blassingame and Genovese suggested greater pressures on 
the slave family, a larger degree of white influence, and greater vulnera
bility to the economic forces that affected the cotton, sugar, rice, and 
tobacco kingdoms than Gutman inferred from his sources. While Blas
singame and Genovese saw more strength and autonomy in slave families 
than did Stampp, there was a clear line of continuity between their 
studies and his. �ost of the pressures tending to undermine the integrity 
of the slave famIly that Stampp saw also appear in their studies, but 
Bl�ssingame and Genovese differ from Stampp in their emphasis on the 
dnve of slaves to counter these destructive tendencies and their degrees 
of success in doing so. Here again the much greater use of ex-slave 
narratives by Blassingame and Genovese, while not the only factor, 
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appears to have contributed significantly to their more optimistic views. 
Implicit assumptions about plantation size are also deeply embedded 

in current characterizations of the culture of the slave quarter and of the 
relative autonomy of that culture from white influence. The point at issue 
here is not whether substantial and largely autonomous slave quarters 
existed, but where they were located and how wide a cross section of the 
slave population they embraced. Most current descriptions of the slave 
quarters are so vague on this point that they raise a series of issues which 
need to be addressed before the debate over the autonomy of slave 
culture can be adequately resolved. How numerous did the slaves of a 
plantation have to be before they constituted a "substantial" commu
nity? How large did the slave community have to be before it could 
produce its "own internal class structure"88 filled with domestics, arti
sans, and foremen as well as such customary leaders as preachers, 
midwives, slave doctors, and conjurers? How many plantations had 
quarters consisting of two rows of slave cabins that formed a street that 
was "several hundred yards away from the 'great house' " of the master 
and also far enough away from the overseer's house to be "out of sight 
and hearing?"89 How many plantations had so many adults that they had 
to reassemble in fields, woods, or other remote sections of the plantation 
to hold their covert meetings? 

Webber suggests that a plantation as small as 20 slaves might have 
been large enough to form a "slave quarter" and produce "a society 
within a society."9o That is a surprisingly small number for communities 
that were as isolated from whites and that had as elaborate a social 
structure as he and some other scholars have suggested. On the typical 
plantation of 20 slaves, only eight or nine would have been adults, with 
perhaps one woman working in the master's house as a cook or maid and 
possibly one part-time carpenter or other artisan among the males
hardly enough to produce "an internal class structure."91 A private 
conversation among eight or nine adults would not normally have re
quired a clandestine meeting in the woods but could easily have been 
conducted around the outdoor fire at which many evening fDeals were 
cooked without unduly arousing the suspicions of the master. Even on 
a plantation of 50 slaves, just five adults would normally have been 
regularly engaged in non-field occupations, and the typical slave quarter 
would have consisted of six to eight cabins-hardly enough to form a 
street. 

When Leslie H. Owens characterized a slave quarter as "a village
like setting" with a "physically tight community animated by the life 
within,"92 he pointed to a much larger plantation. In that case the slave 
quarter consisted of "some forty or fifty . . .  two room cabins facing each 
other across an open space for a street."93 A plantation with that many 
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cabins would typically have had at least 250 slaves, of whom perhaps 
130 were adults. On a plantation of that size the house servants, artisans, 
and drivers might have numbered 30 to 40, more than enough to provide 
several layers of elites. With just six or seven whites in residence such 
a plantation would, indeed, have been a largely black world in which few 
slaves had regular contact with the master. It is not difficult to envision 
a hierarchy of black leaders in such a community, and if they had 
planned a clandestine congregation of the adults, they might well have 
held it in a remote, wooded section of the plantation. 

Plantations that large did exist in the United States but they were 
relatively rare. In 1850 there were just 1 25 plantations with over 250 
slaves and less than 2 percent of U.S. slaves lived on them. Plantations 
that large were relatively common in Jamaica and nearly one out of every 
four Jamaican slaves belonged to such a plantation. But the distributions 
of slaves were much different in Jamaica and the United States. The 
overwhelming majority of U.S. slaves lived on plantations of small or 
modest size, while the overwhelming majority of Jamaican slaves lived 
on large plantations. 94 

Thus, only a small fraction of southern slaves lived in the quarter, 
if that term is intended to designate a "society within a society." There 
were cases where slaves living on small units could develop an autono
mous life, particularly in cities where slaves could easily mingle with 
each other. Control over urban slaves was loosened by the widespread 
practice of hiring slaves out on a daily or weekly basis. Some slaves were 
even allowed to hire out on their own account, paying their owners a fixed 
percentage of their income. Such independence was fairly common 
among urban craftsmen but field hands who lived in this way were few 
and far between. Whether their plantation was large or small, most field 
hands worked under the constant surveillance of their master or his 
agent.95 

Under normal circumstances slaves could develop a degree of cul
tural autonomy only if there was a community in which they could 
interact with one another, a community that they could shape in some 
significant way. Plantations consisting of just two or three families might 
have provided some aspects of community life, but they could not have 
produced the complex, multilayered societies depicted by some scholars. 
In contrast, grand plantations such as Butler's Island in Georgia, the 
Acland estate in Tennessee, and the Houmas estate in Louisiana were 
not only large but complicated organizations engaged in the production 
of diverse commodities and services. Slaves on grand plantations pos
sessed a wide variety of skills and did, indeed, live in villages of their 
own making, in both a physical and a psychological sense. The house 
staff, by itself, was sometimes a larger organization than many modest 
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plantations. There was often a hospital staff of nurses, a midwife or two, 
and perhaps even a "medicine man" who assisted the resident white 
doctor. The stable staff consisted of coachmen, teamsters, hostlers, and 
stableboys, some of whom made frequent trips into town, alone or with 
a member of the master's family. The highest ranking slave among the 
field hands was the head driver, who had several assistants, each of 
whom headed up one of the gangs. The corps of craftsmen included 
carpenters, blacksmiths, masons, coopers, millers, and shoemakers. And 
there was frequently a spinning and weaving house in which a number 
of the older women and the lame men were at work. In such communities 
there was plenty of room for conjurers, preachers, elders, musicians, 
storytellers, and other native leaders not in the master's table of organi
zation.96 

Even if slave communities approaching such complexity could have 
come into being on plantations with 100 or even 50 slaves, hardly 20 
percent of the slave population in 1850 would have lived in these 
communities. While the culture (or cultures) of the other 80 percent of 
the slave population has not been neglected, so far we have only shadowy 
sketches of the quality and content of their lives. The trauma of broken 
families, the opportunity to move more freely in the neighborhood, the 
discomfort of always being at the beck and call of the master or his wife 
have been adumbrated, but not much more. Here again, the problem is 
related to the nature of the sources. Abolitionist editors seem generally 
to have found the stories of fugitives from large plantations more news
worthy than those from small plantations. The interviewers of ex-slaves 
in the 1 920S and 1930S also found the stories of big plantations more 
compelling than those of small ones, for it is the experiences on the big 
plantations that predominated in the Greenwood collection.97 

THE BALANCE OF POWER 

The different views of slave culture arise not merely from the different 
sources favored by particular scholars but from different views of the 
balance of power between masters and slaves. Some scholars have em
phasized the great power of the masters and the extreme weakness of the 
slaves. The power of the masters arose from the fact that the state 
invested them with virtually unconstrained authority to deal with slaves 
and provided the judicial backing and physical force required to main
tain that authority. American slaveholders demonstrated their determi
nation and their capacity to exercise control by the way they responded 
to challenges, bringing to bear as much force as was necessary to crush 
the challenge. Few cultural historians have portrayed a balance that 
typically precluded resistance by slaves; a more common view is that the 
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balance was so one-sided that slaves typically responded "with the weap
ons of the weak," with forms of resistance so subtle that they were 
frequently undetected by masters, although they �rovided a means of 
self-expression that helped to preserve the humamty of the slaves. 

There are no scholars who argue that the balance of power was 
actually in favor of slaves, but some skirt that position. In such assess
ments the weapons of the masters are made ineffective, or largely so, by 
their arrogance, self-deception, and stupidity. The slaves,

. 
on the o�her 

hand, deprived not only of the control of the state or even Its protectl�n, 
but of the political organizations that are normally necessary to estabhs? 
a base with which to contest power, are nevertheless able to outWIt 
masters so completely as to create an autonomous society of their own 
design dedicated to goals that directly contradict the goals of masters. 

Arguments that make the balance of power turn on the ineptness of 
masters and the cleverness of slaves, despite their romantic attractions, 
are difficult to sustain. How inept could the masters have been if they 
were, as a class, able to multiply their wealth rapidly, extend their 
domain widely, fend off external threats to their hegemony, and domi
nate national politics for more than half a century? How strong could 
the slaves have been if they were forced to endure a trade that destroyed 
1 0  to 20 percent of their marriages, yield a product that was a third 
higher than that of free laborers, submit to a division of the product that 
was less favorable than that accorded free labor, and endure forms of 
coercion that by the middle of the nineteenth century were more severe 
than any that could legally have been applied to free men? If during the 
late 1950S and early 1960s there was a noticeable tendency for some 
scholars to exaggerate the power of the masters, during the mid and late 
1970S there was an equally noticeable tendency to exaggerate the power 
of the slaves.98 

The considerable scholarly energy expended on the exploration of 
extreme positions was useful in these cases because it produced evidence 
that contradicted exaggerations in either direction, evidence that has 
been leading toward a more tenable view of the balance of power betwee� 
masters and slaves. Although the principal scholars who have contrI
buted to this potential consensus differ with each other on a variety of 
important points, they agree that the purposes for which slaves were used 
created practical constraints on the power of the masters. These con
straints led to significant differences between the legal status of slaves 
and their actual conditions of life, and affected the degree to which slaves 
could develop an autonomous culture. 

The most critical proposition in this analysis is that southern slavery 
was, above all, an economic system in the sense that masters valued 
slaves principally as producers of the commodities upon which their 



,. 

188 WITHOUT CONSENT OR CONTRACT 

wealth, honor, and status depended. U.S. masters were not unique in this 
respect since the masters of all the gang-system economies of the New 
World were usually profit oriented. However, in many other slave socie
ties, such as those of the Islamic world, slaves were not valued because 
they produced an economic surplus and were in fact often an economic 
drain. They were "luxuries," maintained by masters at considerable 
expense to themselves for the honor, pleasure, and advantage they 
gained from sheer domination. Such slaves, as Orlando Patterson has 
pointed out, were not only generally exempt from arduous labor but often 
lived in considerable material comfort as long as they remained com
pletely loyal and subservient to their masters.99 

There may have been some southern masters who, like Islamic lords, 
valued slaves as luxuries, but they were rare. Cliometric studies of the 
U .S. �arkets for slaves have demonstrated that slave prices are fully 
explamed by the value of the commodities that they produced. Such a 
test does not imply that masters did not derive honor or status from the 
sheer domination of slaves but that the independent value they placed 
on this aspect of slave ownership was too small in the aggregate to have 
a measurable effect on the observed price of slaves. In contrast to socie
ties where slaves were demanded principally as "luxuries," as a form of 
"conspicuous consumption," in the United States even the house slaves 
were expected to work hard at a variety of arduous tasks and were often 
also sent into the field at periods of peak demand for field labor. With 
the exception of the lame or slaves otherwise incapacitated and occa
sional favorites, the life-cycle pattern of labor usually guaranteed that 
slaves who served in the master's house during their youth or old age 
labored in the fields during their prime ages. 

It is now nearly two decades since Genovese called attention to the 
connection between the culture of U.S. slaves and the purposes for which 
masters used slaves on plantations. The analogy between inmates of 
concentration camps and other "total" institutions, he argued, was mis
leading because plantations were organized for a fundamentally different 
purpose than concentration camps (which were used to exterminate peo
ple), prisons (which are used to isolate criminals from the general popula
tion), and asylums (which are used to control the mentally deficient). loo 
Plantations were places that used slaves to produce staples for sale on 
world markets. Because masters were principally concerned with getting 
work out of slaves, said Genovese, they were forced into "a whole series 
of adjustments" to the desires of slaves. Thus, the economic objectives 
of masters "set limits" on what "could be done to" slaves, "including 
the degree of cruelty that could be imposed on them."lOl The Nazis did 
not need the cooperation of the inmates of concentration camps to exter
minate them, but masters of gang-system plantations needed at least the 
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passive cooperation of slaves to make their plantations profitable. Had 
these masters been content merely to exercise power for its own sake, 
plantations might have been transformed into something approaching 
"total institutions." Had slaves been determined to sabotage production 
regardless of the cost to themselves and their families, they undoubtedly 
could have frustrated the economic goals of the planters. 

Genovese's analysis called attention to the practical limits that usu
ally governed each class. Masters could not push the exercise of power 
so far that they lost even the passive cooperation of slaves in the profit
able production of staples. Slaves could not push resistance so far that 
masters had nothing to lose from the unrestrained exercise of their 
overwhelming power. There was a wide range of feasible "compromises" 
between these limits, so that the balance of power between slaves and 
their masters varied greatly from plantation to plantation depending on 
such matters as plantation traditions; the personality of the master, his 
paternalistic tendencies, and his financial condition; the size and solidar
ity of the slave community; the skill of the leaders of that community; 
and the desires of individual slaves, including their willingness to run 
risks. 

The variety of positive incentives that masters developed to elicit the 
cooperation of slaves in their productive enterprises are evidence that 
naked force, indispensable as it was for the effective functioning of 
gang-system slavery, was not enough. Masters were compelled to recog
nize the humanity of slaves, taking into account what their particular 
slaves would or would not endure in the drive to shape their plantations 
into more and more effective places of production. Consequently, positive 
incentives were not merely or (despite the intentions of masters) neces
sarily methods of leading slaves to act against their own interests but 
were often concessions to the desires of slaves that compromised the 
position of masters more than they realized. The "imperfect or partial 
'solutions' " of masters to the "key" problem of expanding the produc
tion of agricultural staples, as Sidney Mintz has pointed out, sometimes 
gave rise to institutions within gang-system slavery that "challenged it 
and, eventually, destroyed or obviated it."102 

In the Caribbean, one of the institutions introduced by planters that 
was ultimately most lethal to their interests was the "provision grounds." 
Provision grounds were sections of land that planters allocated to their 
slaves. Although they were intended to encourage slaves to produce a 
major part of the supply of food that they consumed, slaves were also 
allowed to sell the product of these grounds on the open market for cash 
or trade it for whatever other products they desired. The use of provision 
grounds was apparently widespread in the British and French colonies, 
but the best studies of its operation pertain to Jamaica. 
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The origins of the provision-grounds system of slave production and 
marketing in Jamaica have been traced back to the 1 680s and the 
institution appears to have

. 
been widespread by the middle of the eigh

teenth century. Under the pmch of a shortage of hard currency, provision 
grounds were introduce� by Jamaican planters as a means of easing the 
shortage of food that eXIsted when planters depended primarily on im
ports. The grounds allotted for these purposes were usually on the hilly 
lands of the plantations, lands too poor to use for sugar or one of the 
other export crops and commonly far from the eyes of the overseers. 
Slaves were allowed to work these lands during their "time off" -on �undays, usually a half day on Saturdays, and on holidays. The market
mg of the food that they did not themselves consume was done on 
Sundays. From the point of view of the master the provision-grounds 
systen:

, 
h�d a variety of 

.
economic and political benefits. By providing the 

slave
. 

wIth
.
a �etter dIet, 

,
; small source of income, and a feeling of 

propnetorship m the land, he became "less discontented, less likely to 
run away, and less dangerous as a potential rebel." Provision grounds 
were, as one planter put it, "a happy coalition of interests between the 
master and slave. "103 

Without denying the short-run benefits to masters, Mintz pointed to 
several aspects of the system that were ultimately inimical to slavery. 
Because work on provision grounds was conducted without the strict 
supervision characteristic of the gang system, such work was "counter 
to the whole conception of how the slave mode of production was sup
posed to operate." It nourished independence because it permitted slaves 
to make their own decisions about what and how much to grow, about 
how to dispose of their product, and about what to buy with the money 
earned from their sale. The provision-grounds system was thus a " 'radi
cal br�ach' in the slave mode of production" that transformed a gang 
slave mto, as Mintz put it, a "proto-peasant."104 

By the 
.
turn of the nineteenth century provision grounds, and the 

system of mternal marketing to which they gave rise, were central 
features of Jamaica and other West Indian colonies. In Jamaica slaves 
e
.
ventually gained a "virtual monopoly" on "internal marketing." Collec

tively they possessed 20 percent of the colony's circulating currency. On 
the eve of emancipation the value of the output of their grounds was 
equal to about 40 percent of the value of exported sugar, which gave 
slaves a central role in town markets, not only as suppliers of food but 
also as purchasers of "large quantities of imported goods." Individually, 
slaves accumulated substantial sums of capital in cash and commodities 
which sometimes exceeded their value as slaves and which they wer; 
able to bequeath. They even · acquired the right "to bequeath their 
provision grounds," a right "so fully recognized" by planters "that they 
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offered compensation" to slaves "whenever it became necessary to con
vert an area of slave cultivation to estate purposes." Eventually Jamaican 
law not only required planters to set aside some of their estate lands for 
provision grounds but also recognized that slaves could travel to town 
or from place to place without a pass from the planter or his overseer 
if they were going "to market" or "returning therefrom."105 

Proto-peasant institutions both stimulated the desire for land and 
freedom among West Indian slaves and allowed them a degree of interac
tion that eventually contributed to the downfall of slavery. Proto-peasant 
experiences played a role in the Jamaican slave revolts of 183 1  which, 
ironically, were promoted by planter denunciation of the efforts of British 
abolitionists to push an act of emancipation through the House of Com
mons.106 The "panic" that these efforts induced among the planters 
could not be hidden from slaves who moved about so freely, some of 
whom became "convinced . . .  that their masters were conspiring to 
thwart an imminent emancipation."107 Although the revolts of 183 1  
were crushed, the influence of the proto-peasant experience again be
came apparent a few years later when slaves refused to accept the 
diminished form of slavery called "apprenticeship" that Parliament es
tablished in its act on gradual emancipation. l08 

U.S. masters also designed a wide array of positive incentives to 
promote the productivity of slaves, but they generally did so in a manner 
calculated to reinforce the gang system. They sought rewards that moti
vated slaves without encouraging what some described as a "dangerous" 
loosening of control such as occurred in the Caribbean. A favorite device 
was the awarding of prizes to the individual or the gang with the best 
cotton-picking record on a given day or during a given week. Year-end 
bonuses, often distributed at Christmas, were another common device 
and could be quite substantial. One Louisiana planter, for example, 
distributed gifts averaging between $15 and $20 per slave family in 
1839 and 1840, with the amount of the gift made proportional to the 
planter's view of the performance of each of his slaves. Not all gifts were 
this large ($20 in 1840 was about one-fifth of per capita income; a bonus 
of the same relative magnitude today would be about $3,000), but $20 
was by no means an upper bound.l°9 

Indeed, many large-scale planters had elaborate systems for reward
ing exceptional work that not only recognized outstanding performances 
by field hands but generally led to substantial income differentials be
tween ordinary field hands on the one hand and exceptional workers, 
especially drivers or artisans, on the other. Fragmentary evidence sug
gests that the ratio of the income of the more highly rewarded field hands 
to basic income (the value of the food, shelter, clothing, and medical care 
ordinarily furnished by the master) was about 2 .5. This ratio becomes 
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larger when the income of craftsmen is taken into account. The income 
of top craftsmen was probably four or five times that of basic income, 
and in some exceptional cases craftsmen appear to have earned as much 
as ten times basic income.uo 

Like their West Indian counterparts, southern planters found that 
the encouragement of occupational and income differentials among their 
slaves paid off in both output and social stability, but they were uneasy 
about reward systems that increased the independence of slaves. Conse
quently, southern counterparts to provision grounds were less wide
spread than in the West Indies and when undertaken were usually 
restricted in numerous ways. Most U.S. planters allowed slaves to supple
ment rations with vegetables raised in gardens or by rearing small 
livestock and often purchased eggs, chickens, and vegetables raised by 
slaves for use on their own tables. There were also masters who rewarded 
top hands by allowing them plots of up to a few acres to grow cotton or 
other staples on their own time, with the proceeds of the sales of these 
crops accruing to the hands. On the Texas plantation of Julian S. Deve
reux, for example, some of the slaves who received such plots earned in 
excess of $100 per annum per family. Devereux did not, however, permit 
the slaves to market the cotton from the plots independently; he sold 
their cotton along with his own. Nor did Devereux pay his slaves in cash. 
Instead, he set up accounts for each slave family to which he credited 
the proceeds of the sales. The slaves drew on these accounts when they 
wanted to purchase pots, clothing, tobacco, or other items. More often 
than not Devereux procured these items for them from his suppliers, 
although he sometimes gave the slaves cash, allowing them to purchase 
the items directly. l l l  

The majority of planters appear to have shared Devereux's reluc
tance to allow slaves to act as "proto-peasants." Crawford's analysis of 
the ex-slave interviews revealed that only 30 percent of the heads of slave 
households ever received cash, although about 60 percent of these 
households were allowed to have their own patch of land, raise livestock, 
hunt, or engage in other income-producing activities (such as splitting 
rails, weaving baskets, and making charcoal). Southern masters not only 
restricted the manner in which slaves could dispose of their products but 
often restricted the commodities a slave could produce on his plot of 
land. Some planters prohibited the allotments from being used to grow 
the staple in which the plantation specialized for fear that slaves would 
steal some of the planter's crop and pass it off as their own. Sometimes 
planters allowed rice or cotton to be grown on the allotments only if the 
slaves used a variety of seeds different from those used by the planter. l 12 

Planters who depended on the task system were more inclined to 
allow the rise of proto-peasant institutions than those who relied primar-
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ily on the gang system. A recent study by Philip D. Morgan of the 
practices of planters in the low country of South Carolina, where the task 
system predominated, revealed that despite legal injunctions prohibiting 
slaves from producing and marketing on their own account, the practice 
was widespread. An industrious slave could sometimes finish his daily 
task by 2 P.M. Such slaves accumulated property at a high rate. Morgan 
estimates that in one county the average recorded accumulation of ma
ture males was over $300, which is similar to the estimates of the wealth 
of industrious slaves in Jamaica. Some slaves claimed to have amassed 
over $2,000. In one of these cases (that of Alexander Steele) the assets 
accumulated over 30 years included a silver watch, four horses, a mule, 
two cows, a wagon, "and large quantities of fodder, hay, and corn." 
Three white planters verified that Steele's claim was true, with one of 
them testifying that he had made "an unsuccessful offer of $300 for one 
of Steele's colts."1l3 

Southern planters were ambivalent about such "success" stories. 
During the late antebellum era these stories provided effective propa
ganda against abolitionist charges, but many masters complained that the 
task system gave slaves too much liberty and promoted idleness that 
threatened to become "the parent of mischief."1 l4 Others felt that the 
time of slaves that they lost under this system (often several hours a day) 
was inefficient and costly. Differences of opinion among masters about 
the virtues of the task system were never resolved, but the task system 
was never used as extensively in the South as the gang system. Its 
principal domain was in the low country of South Carolina, although it 
was sometimes used as a supplement to the gang-system methods nearly 
everywhere. Gray and Morgan have argued that tasking was effective in 
crops and operations that did not lend themselves to the regimentation 
of an assembly line because they required individualized attention. The 
critical issue was whether the individualized work could be inexpensively 
monitored. These two conditions were most often satisfied in the produc
tion of rice and sea-island cotton (a long-staple variety of cotton that 
accounted for about 10  percent of the annual cotton crop). 

The general uneasiness about the task method among masters of 
medium and large plantations reveals their consciousness of the limits 
of their power. Masters feared that a task, once established, was more 
easily lowered than raised since the definition of the task hardened into 
a custom buttressed by such strong sentiment that masters found it 
prudent to respect the custom. A part of the arrangement, as Morgan 
points out, was that the time of the slave once he finished his task was 
sacred in the sense that the slave could not be asked by the master for 
further work that day. This "right" of the slaves "was duly acknowl
edged by lowcountry masters,"U5 to the point that masters would hire 
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their own slaves, or someone else's slaves, if special circumstances re
quired an additional labor call. Nevertheless, the power of the slaves 
under the task system should not be exaggerated. The custom that 
limited the master was recognized only by him, not by law. If the master 
was constrained to accept the limitation, it was because his judgment 
dictated that the cost of failing to do so exceeded the benefit. The cost 
of violating the custom, said Olmsted, was the possibility that a slave 
would run off "to the 'swamp'-a danger a slave could always hold 
before his master's cupidity."l l6 

If "concessions" and rewards now appear to have been a more 
important part of the system of controlling slaves than was appreciated 
by scholars in the past, the fact remains that they were just that: part 
of a system of controlling slaves rather than of liberating them.l17 
Masters were aware that rewards and concessions were two-edged swords 
and they were careful, as we have seen, to use these weapons in a manner 
that advanced their interests (even if they were not always successful). 
Some concessions may have contributed ultimately to the negation of 
slavery, but in most places and times, for periods of up to several 
centuries, these concessions generally served the interests of masters 
(although, at a different level, they may have served the interests of 
slaves in either the long or the short run). Even manumissions, which 
may seem to be the negation of slavery, were sometimes actually part of 
the system of control. Manumission, as Patterson has pointed out, was 
not used only as an instrument to elicit cooperation from slaves by 
holding it up as a reward that might ultimately be gained. It also could 
serve as a powerful instrument of domination since it emphasized the 
completeness of the slave's dependency on his master. Even so, southern 
masters rarely made use of this instrument. The available evidence 
indicates that most manumissions during the late antebellum era were 
due to free blacks who first purchased their relatives and then freed 
them.l lB 

It is also important to keep in mind what the masters of the South 
and the West Indies did not concede. They did not concede their right 
to destroy slave marriages when that served their economic interests or 
to invoke force when rewards failed to produce a desired result. Nor did 
they concede to slaves the full measure of the extra product that their 
intense labor produced. Cliometricians have been engaged in a debate 
over the rate of the expropriation of slaves, a debate that turns not on 
whether slaves received a smaller share of their product than free labor
ers but only on the size of the gap. That debate is considered more fully 
in the companion volume Evidence and Methods, since the points at issue 
are quite technical.l 19 What is relevant here, however, is that all of the 
cliometricians who have worked on the problem agree that the rewards 
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masters gave to their slaves never became so large that they obliterated 
the extra margin of expropriation. 

"In all government," said the "Instructions to Managers" of a widely 
used plantation account book, "rewards and encouragements are as 
necessary as punishment." Which instrument of "government" a given 
master chose at any moment in time depended on many considerations, 
some rational, some irrational; some well thought out, some impulsively 
settled in a moment of passion. The mix of controls varied greatly from 
plantation to plantation, turning in large measure on the personalities of 
the planters. No doubt economic considerations played a large part in 
these decisions, and such considerations did not elude the author of 
"Instructions to Managers" who emphasized that rewards "are often 
more effective" than punishment. Yet, since different masters read their 
economic interests in different ways, it would be a mistake to assume that 
economic interests were so constraining that they necessarily over
whelmed personality or other noneconomic considerations.120 

That masters had widely different views of what was in their best 
interest is pointed up by the recent research into the slave diet. Linear 
programming revealed that the average diet fed to slaves on large south
ern plantations was about twice as expensive as it had to be in order to 
satisfy modern nutritional standards.121 The principal reason for the 
relatively high cost is the large quantity of pork included in this diet. 
Given the relative prices of various foods in the antebellum South, 
masters could have saved money by substituting vegetables, beef, or fish 
for pork without sacrificing nutritional requirements. Indeed, modern 
nutritional standards could have been met with a diet consisting of corn, 
cowpeas, sweet potatoes, and milk. 

Southern slaveowners did not know about the modern recommended 
daily allowances of the principal nutrients but many of them knew that 
the diets they fed to slaves were more expensive than they had to be to 
meet the nutritional standards of their time. If a cotton planter who 
purchased expensive pork for his slaves was asked why he did not reduce 
his costs by feeding his slaves on his own beef, it was "Simply because 
it would raise a revolt, sooner than all the whiplashes ever braided in 
Massachusetts. Fat pork and corn bread is the natural aliment of a negro. 
Deprive him of these and he is miserable. "122 Yet not all masters felt 
compelled to cater to this dietary preference and those who deviated from 
it were not necessarily less humane or less rational than the majority who 
adhered to it. Thomas Jefferson, among the more humane of the Virginia 
slaveholders and as rational as any, was one of the planters who often 
deviated from the dietary preferences of his slaves. Noting on one occa
sion that "a barrel of fish" (which sold for $7) "goes as far with laborers 
as 200 pounds of pork" (which sold for $ 16), Jefferson switched to fish 
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as an economy measure. Another Virginia planter, Landon Carter, seems 
to have discovered the linear programming solution to the slave diet, or 
something quite close to it, without the aid of high-speed computers. The 
basic diet of his slaves consisted of cornmeal, cowpeas, seasonal vegeta
bles, and offal (brains, sweetbreads, hearts, liver). He served meat other 
than offal "only to reward favored slaves, to induce slaves to work, or 

. I . d ' th "123 to treat his slaves at trregu ar tImes urmg e year. 
Although the available evidence indicates that most southern plant

ers considered the extra cost of conceding to their slaves' dietary prefer
ences was worth the price, even in the South this view was far from 
universal among planters. And in the West Indies the majority of plant
ers made the opposite decision. As far as is known, there were no food 
riots among the slaves of Jefferson or of Carter or in the West Indies. 
Thus, although slaves were often able to influence the content of their 
diets, there were many plantations on which they could not do so. Had 
slaves been able to dictate their diets, the proportion of slave households 
in the South with garden plots or hunting and fishing privileges would 
probably have exceeded 60 percent and West Indian slaves would have 
eaten more meat than they did. 

Some scholars have argued that the current "pursuit of culture" by 
slavery historians is "full of logical traps." The problem, according to 
Elkins, is that research focused "almost wholly upon resistance" has 
diverted attention from how damaging chattel slavery was "to every man, 
woman, and child, white or black, who was in any way touched by it." 
What has been overlooked, he continues, is that "culture, under such 
conditions as those of slavery, is not acquired without a price; the social 
and individual experience of any group with as little power, and enduring 
such insistent assaults (of cruelty, contempt, and, not least, uncertainty), 
is bound to contain more than the normal residue of pathology."124 

Those who emphasize the autonomy of slave culture raise a disturb
ing question that did not need to be confronted by Stampp, Elkins, and 
other scholars who had emphasized "the enormous and pervasive power 
of the masters." That question is why there was not more resistance from 
the slaves. Scholars "who see slaves as shaping their own lives to a 
significant degree seem to be nagged by the charge that because there 
were not more rebellions and runaways, Negroes were somehow recon
ciled to bondage." Acknowledging that cultural historians have wrestled 
with the issue, Carl N. Degler finds their answers unconvincing. He 
suggests that if the issue has been handled in a fruitless way, it is partly 
because of the tendency to portray "slaves as solely responsible for 
whatever autonomy they may have enjoyed," neglecting that plantation 
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institutions were "the result of' an "interaction between master and 
slave."125 

These are important caveats. Unbalanced and sometimes superficial 
discussions of planter concessions and of their reward systems tend not 
only to give an overly favorable view of life under the gang system but 
to exaggerate the power of slaves in their contests with masters. Although 
there were issues and circumstances that masters met with concessions, 
they are only part of the story. Since it was under such circumstances 
that slave autonomy and culture were most likely to flourish, the recent 
scholarly concentration on slave culture has tended to convey an exag
gerated impression of the ability of slaves to affect their circumstances. 
Keenly aware of these pitfalls, Mintz, Genovese, and Blassingame, 
among others, have repeatedly called attention to the dual nature of 
planter concessions as well as to the naked force that stood ready to take 
over when rewards and concessions failed to produce the desired results. 
Genovese suggests that the ultimate contradiction of gang-system slav
ery, and perhaps the ultimate measure of the autonomy of slave culture, 
is that so often the leadership for slave rebellions came from the crafts
men, drivers, and other elite slaves who received the most favored 
treatment under the system.126 "Being most exposed to assimilation by 
the dominant culture and its superior technology," he argues, the privi
leged slaves were "least likely to equivocate on political issues." Either 
they identified "with their oppressors," seeking "individual advance," 
or they identified "with their people," placing "their sophistication at the 
disposal of the rebellion." Whether or not one agrees with this assess
ment, Genovese calls attention to the fact that even the most generous 
concessions of masters failed to extinguish the desire for freedom by 
slaves.127 

Historians of slave culture have now provided abundant evidence 
that the passion for freedom was deep among slaves in every society for 
which information is available. After studying the evidence of scores of 
these societies from antiquity to modern times, Patterson concluded that 
there was "absolutely no evidence from the long and dismal annals of 
slavery to suggest that any group of slaves ever internalized the concep
tion of degradation held by their masters. To be dishonored-and to 
sense, however acutely, such dishonor-is not to lose the quintessential 
human urge to participate and to want a place."128 

Why then were reformist activities rather than revolutionary ones the 
predominant form of resistance by slaves, especially in the South? The 
short answer is that "revolution grows out of the barrel of a gun," and 
slaves rarely had the necessary firepower. The problem is poignantly 
illustrated by the revolts in Jamaica during 183 1 . About 1 50 slaves 
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organized themselves into a Black Regiment which had several success
ful actions; but having only 50 guns among them, they were easily 
defeated by British troops. 129 

If such revolutionary activities never became the predominant form 
of resistance in the South, it is because the objective conditions for 
successful rebellion never emerged. As that master of revolutionary 
strategy and tactics V. I .  Lenin pointed out some seven decades ago, a 
revolution cannot be made at will. It requires a crisis within the ruling 
class that prevents it from ruling in the old way. While such a crisis 
threatened to erupt at certain points prior to the Civil War, it never 
matured. Revolution also requires an organized movement capable of 
channeling inchoate resentment against the system and its ruling class 
into purposeful and effective acts of revolution. U.S. slaves were, of 
course, almost completely deprived of the mobility and means of commu
nication needed to create such an organization. The capacity of the 
slaveowners to preclude these opportunities is a measure of the distance 
that had to be traversed before revolution became a practical possibility. 
In the only place (Haiti) in the Western Hemisphere where slave owners 
became too divided to rule effectively, slaves did seize the moment and 
overthrew their ruling class. In all other instances the power needed to 
destroy slavery, as we shall see, came from the intervention of forces 
outside the system.l30 

PART TWO 

TBE IDEOLOGICIL IND 
POLITICIL CIMPIIGN 

IGIINST SLIVERY 
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For 3,000 years-from the time of Moses to the end of the 
seventeenth century-virtually every major statesman, philosopher, the
ologian, writer, and critic accepted the existence and legitimacy of slav
ery. The word "accepted" is chosen deliberately for these men of affairs 
and molders of thought neither excused, condoned, pardoned, nor for
gave the institution. They did not have to; they were not burdened by 
the view that slavery was wrong. Slavery was considered to be part of 
the natural scheme of things. "From the hour of their birth," said 
Aristotle, "some are marked out for subjection, others for rule."1 

It is true that some theologians were troubled by the possible dichot
omy between servitude and the "divine law of human brotherhood." But 
this apparent contradiction was neatly resolved in Christian theology by 
treating slavery as a condition of the body rather than of the spirit. In 
the spiritual realm, "all men were brothers in union with God," but in 
the temporal realm slavery was "a necessary part of the world of sin." 
Thus, "the bondsman was inwardly free and spiritually equal to his 
master, but in things external he was a mere chattel."2 

The Catholic Church not only rationalized the possession of slaves 
by others but was itself a major owner of slaves. Even before the Jesuits 
began to encourage the importation of Africans into the New World, the 
Church actively promoted slavery. In 1375, Pope Gregory XI, viewing 
bondage as a just punishment for those who resisted the papacy, ordered 
the enslavement of excommunicated Florentines whenever they were 
captured. And in 1488 Pope Innocent VIII accepted a gift of a hundred 
Moorish slaves from Ferdinand of Spain and then distributed them to 
various cardinals and nobles.3 Nor was it merely the conservative mem
bers of the hierarchy who countenanced human bondage. No less a 
humanist than Thomas More held slavery to be an appropriate state for 
the "vyle drudge," the "poor laborer,"4 and the criminal. He therefore 
included slavery in his vision of Utopia. 

Differences on the legitimacy of servitude were not among the issues 
that motivated the Protestant Reformation. "When Swabian serfs ap
pealed for emancipation in 1525, holding that Christ had died to set men 
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free, Martin Luther was as horrified as any orthodox Catholic." He 
considered that demand to be a distortion of scripture which, if permit
ted, would confuse Christ's spiritual kingdom with the world of affairs. 
He reaffirmed Saint Paul's dictum that "masters and slaves must accept 
their present stations, for the earthly kingdom could not survive unless 
some men were free and some were slaves."s 

Acceptance of slavery was not less common in the secular than in the 
religious world. As prominent a champion of the "inalienable rights of 
man" as John Locke wrote a provision for slavery into his draft of the 
"Fundamental Constitution of Carolina," and also became an investor in 
the Royal African Company, the organization that enjoyed the British 
monopoly of the African slave trade. Thus, the man who formulated the 
theory of natural liberty, and whose thesis that men had the moral 
obligation to take up arms in defense of liberty later inspired many 
revolutionaries and abolitionists, was, nevertheless, a defender of slav
ery. This paradox stemmed from Locke's belief that 

the origin of slavery, like the origin of liberty and property, was entirely 
outside the social contract. When any man, by fault or act, forfeited his 
life to another, he could not complain of injustice if his punishment was 
postponed by his being enslaved. If the hardships of bondage should at 
any time outweigh the value of life, he could commit suicide by resisting 
his master and receiving the death which he had all along deserved.6 

THE RISE OF THE ANTISLAVERY MOVEMENT AND 
THE CENTURY OF EMANCIPATION 

By the beginning of the eighteenth century the latent contradictions 
between slavery and evolving religious and political ideals began to 
emerge in a limited way. Although Western Europeans had come to 
abhor the thought of enslaving other Western Europeans, they continued 
to sanction the enslavement of Muslims and black Africans. During the 
next six decades some thinkers in England, Scotland, France, and Amer
ica expressed strong misgivings about the legitimacy of enslaving Afri
cans, but their views had little practical effect. Rationalizations for the 
transatlantic slave trade combined age-old sentiments on slavery with a 
new emphasis on race that justified white dominion over blacks. Al
though the sources and the degree of the intensity of early racism remain 
a matter of debate, it is agreed that the degradation of color was in
creased by servility. Racism was also spurred by the anxiety of slave own
ers and by resistance to slavery, first by slaves and later by the rising 
abolitionist movement. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
it was reinforced by anthropological theories that ordered the races of 
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man into a ladder of inherent capabilities and related these to differences 
in color and other physical characteristics. 7 

. 
The greatest obstacle to the rise of an antislavery ideology was the 

behef that slavery promoted material improvement. To the modern mind 
it seems ludicrous to hinge major aspects of human progress on so 
backward and immoral a system. Yet it was commonplace for 2 ,000 
years to connect vaunted achievements with slavery. Athenians, for 
example, identified the enslavement of foreign captives as a turning point 
that ushered in freedom and prosperity for their citizens and that permit
ted science and technology to flourish. "From Plato onward even the 
visions of a utopian society toward which humans might evolve assumed 
the continuing existence of slaves," and Cynic, Stoic, and Epicurean 
critics of corruption in Greek society accepted the legitimacy of slavery.8 

Slavery was more explicitly coupled with material improvement by 
those who spread the system during the Middle Ages, especially after 
Europe regained partial control of the Mediterranean from the Arabs and 
European commerce revived. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
Venice, Genoa, and Pis a dominated Mediterranean trade routes, and the 
sale of Moorish slaves to Muslims and slaves from the Balkans and the 
Black Sea to Western Europe became one of their most lucrative lines 
of commerce. To promote the trade, the Italians built colonies in the 
Levant and Black Sea that were "virtual laboratories" for "testing and 
developing the techniques of commercial companies, colonial adminis
tration and finance, and long-distance trade and plantation agriculture." 
By the thirteenth century Venetian entrepreneurs had established large 
sugar plantations on the island of Cyprus that they ran "by 'capitalist' 
methods, importing expensive copper boilers from Italy, using hydraulic 
mills to press the cane, and employing a mixed labor force of local serfs 
and Muslim slaves."9 Even the switch from Muslim to African slaves 
during the fifteenth century was viewed as progress, partly because it was 
authorized by Papal Briefs as a blow against the economy of Muslim 
infidels and enemies of Christ, and partly because each captured African 
represented the "salvation" of a lost soul. 

The rise of sugar production in the New World, the innovative 
methods of labor organization, and the technological advances on which 
the large sugar plantations were based further reinforced the identifica
tion of slavery with material improvement. The American North-South 
split that later produced the Civil War was not yet evident at the turn 
of the eighteenth century. Far from shunning slaves, the northern colo
nies eagerly imported them. In 1703 some 42 percent of the households 
in New York owned slaves. Indeed, during the early decades of the 
eighteenth century the slave share of the population in New York and 
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New Jersey was larger than in North Carolina and only a little less than 
in Maryland. "These comparisons simply underscore the willingness of 
every colony to turn to black slaves, despite universal fears of insurrec· 
tion, complaints from white artisans and servants, and desires for racial 
and ethnic homogeneity, when the demand for cheap labor could not 
otherwise be met."lO 

The religious radicals of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries denounced slavery as "a filthy sin" not because it was an 
economic failure but because its economic successes were abhorrent to 
them. They saw slavery as the worst symbol of a creed that identified 
human progress with economic progress and that extolled the virtue of 
this union. They called on their brethren to renounce the ethos of their 
age, to renounce material gain as a motivating force for human behavior, 
to seek a purified life, and to devote themselves to benevolence. These 
beliefs merged with an evangelical movement that emphasized the re
sponsibility of each Christian to accept the burden of fighting evil and 
to seek God's blessing by struggling to change the hearts of men. The 
struggle against slavery was thus only the starting point of a crusade for 
a general moral reform. Slavery was singled out not as the only sin but 
as the "greatest" of the many sins of a corrupt society.!l 

The last quarter of the seventeenth century and the first three quar
ters of the eighteenth century were a watershed between the routine 
acceptance of slavery and the onset of a concerted, successful movement 
for the abolition of human bondage. The early outspoken critics of 
slavery were easily ignored. Such men as Judge Samuel Sewall, a Puritan 
from Massachusetts who published an antislavery tract in l 700 entitled 
The Selling of Joseph, were viewed by most of their contemporaries not as 
prophets, but as men of questionable integrity, if not sanity, who for 
inexplicable reasons had set out to controvert both the scripture and 
natural order. Even within the Society of Friends, where the doctrinal 
considerations made the minds of its members more open to abolitionist 
arguments than in other circles, the opponents of slavery were rebuffed 
for three quarters of a century-from 1688, when a small circle of Ger
mantown Quakers issued their condemnation of human bondage as a 
violation of the Golden Rule, until the 1 758 Yearly Meeting of Quakers 
in Philadelphia which, for the first time, condemned not only the slave 
trade but slavery itself and threatened to exclude any members who 
participated in that trade from positions of responsibility within the soci
ety. l2 

It is remarkable how rapidly, by historical standards, the institution 
of slavery gave way before the abolitionist onslaught, once the ideologi
cal campaign gained momentum. The moment at which abolitionism 
passed over from apparently ineffectual harangues by isolated zealots to 
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a significant political movement cannot be dated with precision. Never
theless, 1 787, the year a handful of English Friends and evangelicals 
launched a public campaign against the slave trade, seems to be a 
reasonable, although not unique, occasion to mark the onset of concerted 
political action to end slavery. Slavery was abolished in its last American 
bastion-Brazil-in 1888. And so, within the span of a little more than 
a century, a system that had stood above criticism for 3,000 years was 
outlawed everywhere in the Western world (Table 6) .13 

It is important to emphasize that although religious radicals provided 
the spark for the antislavery movement, they did not usually lead (some
times they even resisted) the transformation of their moral crusade into 
a political movement capable of defeating the entrenched proslavery 
coalitions that governed Great Britain, the United States, and other 
slave-based societies. The circumstances under which these transforma
tions took place varied from society to society, but in many cases political 
ascendancy involved the fusion of the antislavery movement with other 
political movements aimed at seizing power from the governing coali
tions. 

While the struggle to end slavery was often associated with violence, 
it was only in the United States that slaveowners resorted to full·scale 
warfare to halt the abolitionist trend. And only in Haiti did a whole 
colony of slaves obtain liberation through bloody revolution. Much of the 
violence elsewhere was not the consequence of emancipation per se but 
of nationalist revolutions. In countries such as Colombia and Venezuela 
the emancipation of slaves became an instrument of the revolutionaries 
who sought state power. With many of the nationalist leaders of these 
movements drawn from the wealthy landholding and slaveholding 
classes, abolition was generally a protracted process. Indeed, the major
ity of slaves-those in the northern United States, the British colonies, 
Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Brazil, among others-were emancipated under 
more or less peaceful conditions and with at least the begrudging acqui
escence of substantial parts of the slaveowning classes. This is not to say 
that slavery merely faded away, but to emphasize that its demise resulted 
from the cumulative impact of the ideological and political, rather than 
military, pressure of the abolitionists. l4 

In this connection it should be noted that many, perhaps most, of the 
slaves outside of the southern United States were freed under programs 
of gradual emancipation. These schemes usually involved the freeing not 
of adults but of children born on some date after the emancipation law 
was enacted. Moreover, the freeing of slave children was delayed beyond 
their eighteenth birthday. Under such arrangements, slaveholders suf
fered no losses on existing male slaves or on female slaves who were 
already past their childbearing years. Having control over the services 
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Table 6. A Chronology of Emancipation, 1 77 2-1888 

1 774 

1 777 

1 780 

1 794 

1 799 

1800 

Lord Chief Justice Mansfield rules that slavery is not supported by English 
law, thus laying the legal basis for the freeing of England's 1 5,000 slaves. 

The English Society of Friends votes the expulsion of any member engaged 
in the slave trade. 

Slavery abolished in Madeira. 

The Societies of Friends in England and Pennsylvania require members to 
free their slaves or face expulsion. 

The Vermont Constitution prohibits slavery. 

The Massachusetts Constitution declares that all men are free and equal by 
birth; a judicial decision in 1 783 interprets this clause as having the force 
of abolishing slavery. 

Pennsylvania adopts a policy of gradual emancipation, freeing the children 
of all slaves born after November 1, 1 780, at their 28th birthday. 

Rhode Island and Connecticut pass gradual emancipation laws. 

Formation in England of the "Society for the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade." 

The French National Convention abolishes slavery in all French territories. 
This law is repealed by Napoleon in 1 802 . 

New York passes a gradual emancipation law. 

U.S. citizens barred from exporting slaves. 

Slavery abolished in Haiti. New Jersey adopts a policy of gradual 
emancipation. 

England and the United States prohibit engagement in the international 
slave trade. 

Gradual emancipation adopted in Argentina. 

of a newly born child until his or her 2 1 St or 28th birthday meant that 
most, if not all, of the costs of rearing such slaves would be covered by 
the income they earned between the onset of their productive years and 
the date of their emancipation. In other words, gradual emancipation 
usually limited the economic losses suffered by slaveholders to a rela
tively small fraction of the value of their slaves. Thus, in countries where 
the slaveholding classes were too weak to repel the onslaught of the 
abolitionists, which was the usual case, they begrudingly acquiesced to 
schemes for gradual emancipation. l5 

In the United States, southern slaveholders viewed the successes of 
the antislavery movement in Great Britain and elsewhere with alarm. By 
1830, more than a third of the blacks in the Western Hemisphere were 
free. The greatest inroads were made in Spanish and French America. 
Only 25 percent of blacks in the colonies or former colonies of Spain 
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Table 6 (continued) 

1824 

1829 

1 83 1  

1 838 

1 841 

1 842 

1848 

1851 

1 854 

1 863 

1 865 

1867 

1871 

1873 

1886 

1888 

Gradual emancipation begins in Colombia. 

England establishes a naval squadron on the west coast of Africa to 
suppress the slave trade. 

Formation of the London Anti.Slavery Committee. Slavery abolished in 
Chile. 

Slavery abolished in Central America. 

Slavery abolished in Mexico. 

Slavery abolished in Bolivia. 

Slavery abolished in all British colonies. 

The Quintuple Treaty is signed under which England, France, Russia, 
Prussia, and Austria agree to mutual search of vessels on the high seas in 
order to suppress the slave trade. 

Slavery abolished in Uruguay. 

Slavery abolished in all French and Danish colonies. 

Slavery abolished in Ecuador. Slave trade ended in Brazil. 

Slavery abolished in Peru and Venezuela. 

Slavery abolished in all Dutch colonies. 

Slavery abolished in the United States as a result of the passage of the 
thirteenth amendment of the Constitution and the end of the Civil War. 

Slave trade ended in Cuba. 

Gradual emancipation initiated in Brazil. 

Slavery abolished in Puerto Rico. 

Slavery abolished in Cuba. 

Slavery abolished in Brazil. 

were still slaves. And the revolution in Haiti had freed 80 percent of the 
slaves under French rule. Before the decade of the thirties was over, all 
the black slaves in the British colonies were freed.16 Southern slavehold
ers were determined to prevent the abolitionist tide from sweeping across 
the South. They formulated and effectively executed programs to protect 
their region from abolitionism and to resist the antislavery forces in 
every political arena of the nation. In their resolve, their vigor, and their 
effectiveness in repelling encroachments on their system, southern slave
holders were more successful than any other slave holding class in the 
Western Hemisphere. Ironically, in the end this strength became an 
instrument of their undoing, as antislavery politicians found ways of 
converting southern successes in defending their system into assets for 
the antislavery cause. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE ANTISLAVERY MOVEMENT 

The political struggle to end slavery in the British empire began in 1 787, 
initiated by a relatively small religious sect, the Quakers, whose mem
bers were then excluded from political power. Yet within 25 years (by 
1 807) the coalition that they initiated won a lopsided parliamentary 
majority for the abolition of the international slave trade. Within 50 
years (by 1833) this coalition had become so powerful that they not only 
commanded a sizable majority for the emancipation of all black slaves 
in the British colonies, but forced the majority of the West Indian bloc 
in Parliament to vote in favor of the scheme to dismantle the slave 
system. Still not satisfied, this coalition then demanded that Britain serve 
as the world's policeman in a campaign to root out slavery wherever else 
it might exist and in whatever subtle form it might be disguised. That 
demand became British policy for the balance of the nineteenth century. 
Whatever disagreements they might have had on other points, the suc
cession of British governments remained committed to using their diplo
matic influence, and the navy and army when necessary, to abolish 
slavery in lands not only under their own jurisdiction but often under 
other jurisdictions that protected or encouraged so evil a system. 

How could the policies initially embraced by so small and isolated 
a sect, one that was initially widely despised and severely persecuted by 
the Anglican majority, become so influential that these policies became 
embedded in a new orthodoxy and became a central feature of the 
prevailing political ethos? The answer to that question has been bril
liantly illuminated by the cumulative research of intellectual and politi
cal historians, some concerned directly with the antislavery struggle, 
others focused on the more general processes of ideological and political 
transformation in Great Britain during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Indeed, it is with these more general processes that an expla
nation must begin because the Quakers and their allies in other religious 
sects could never have succeeded if their policies had not been consonant 
with the political drift of the times. 

It was the gradual broadening of the British "civility" (not just the 
electorate but all of the population directly influencing the political 
process) that opened the way for the abolitionist crusade to be success
ful. 17 This transformation traces back at least to the early sixteenth 
century when Henry VIII utilized Parliament to legitimize his struggle 
against the Catholic Church. Although Henry's elevation of Parliament 
initially strengthened the Crown's grip on power, in the long run it 
facilitated the formation of coalitions powerful enough to challenge the 
Crown. The shift in the balance of power between the Crown and other 
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great households stretched out over the next three centuries, punctuated 
by the English Civil War (1 642-1 646) and the Glorious Revolution of 
1688, which brought William III, prince of Orange, to the English 
throne. 

By the end of the third quarter of the eighteenth century such 
"party" politics had become a feature of English life, but these parties 
were largely a phenomenon of Parliament and the executive institutions 
that centered on the king. Parties increasingly became the instruments 
through which particular noblemen, bishops, and heads of a handful of 
other exceedingly rich households vied for power. This sort of party 
politics amounted to a struggle within this narrow circle of a few hundred 
families ("The Establishment") to form dominant coalitions. IS 

Historians of eighteenth-century England still debate the relative 
importance of ideological motivations and pure political expendiency in 
the formation of these coalitions. During the reign of George III ( 1760-
l�ho), however, party politics changed in a manner that transformed the 
ideological element. The growth of cities, the spread of literacy, the 
development of newspapers, and improvements in transportation led to 
the involvement of sections of the middle classes in political conflicts that 
heretofore had been limited to a few hundred powerful households. The 
change became manifest during the early 1 760s when John Wilkes, a 
Member of Parliament and a newspaper editor, launched a personal 
attack on the king's prime minister. Wilkes's arrest on grounds of 
seditious libel touched off demonstrations for "Wilkes and Liberty" 
among the literate public in London and other cities across Great Britain. 
The coffeehouses of the middle classes emerged as a new political arena 
in which the issues of the Establishment were debated. This new public, 
which was substantial enough to strike down the warrant against Wilkes, 
release him from prison, and return him to Parliament, thus emerged as 
a political force with which the Establishment had to reckon. 

In what sense did the Wilkes affair change politics and the ideologi
cal component of politics? Certainly not in the sense that it introduced 
ideological issues into the struggle for power. From the Reformation on, 
charges of "papist plot" and "heresy" were calls to political (and mili
tary) battle that, when properly played, could override virtually any other 
issue. What was novel about the Wilkes affair was not that it had a strong 
ideological component, but that there was a new civility to which the 
ideological campaign was addressed, a new set of issues on which the 
ideological struggle raged (religion lost its capacity to eclipse all other 
matters in the drawing of party lines), and new forms through which the 
struggle was conducted. The Wilkes affair demonstrated that politics was 
no longer confined to Parliament and that campaigns mounted outside 
of Parliament could influence the course of struggles within it. 19 
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Although the Quakers launched the political struggle to abolish 
slavery, it is doubtful that their efforts would have been successful if they 
had not formed alliances with the Methodists and other dissenting de
nominations as well as with the evangelicals of the Anglican Church. The 
alliance with the Methodists was strategic because they were deeply 
rooted among the laboring and artisanal classes of the big cities of 
Britain, which made them an important counterweight to the lower-class 
radicalism feared by the centrists in Parliament, especially after they 
observed the consequences of a radical politics based on lower classes 
during the French Revolution. The alliance with the evangelicals of the 
Anglican Church was even more strategic: Their number included an 
influential bloc in Parliament which, while primarily Tory, cut across 
party lines. Here, then, was a combination of parliamentary and extra
parliamentary forces that could appeal to centrist politicians striving to 
gain the reins of power or to maintain them. It was not a safe road to 
extra-parliamentary politics, since no form of such politics was safe in 
a revolutionary age, but it was the safest of the available roads. To some 
politicians the rise of extra-parliamentary politics was deplorable, but it 
became an important feature of the struggle for power in Britain during 
the late eighteenth century. Opposition politicians within the Establish
ment had used it to come to power in the 1760s and early 1 780s. By 
then it was clear that no government could stay in power if this form of 
politics was abandoned to the opposition.2o 

If the rise of extra-parliamentary politics and the threat of lower-class 
radicalism were the tinder for a political crusade against slavery, dissent
ing theology, particularly that of the Quakers, provided the spark. Led 
by George Fox, the Quakers were one of the numerous Protestant sects 
spawned in England during the civil wars of the seventeenth century. 
The aim of Fox and his followers was to liberate men "from enslaving 
creeds and institutions," and to bring them into a personal union with 
Christ. Their doctrine stressed the perfectability of man in the face of 
the corrupting forces of the world through personal struggle against 
these forces. They refused to pay certain taxes, swear oaths to the state, 
bear arms, or "bow or doff their hats to superiors."21 

Despite their doctrinal views and their relatively extreme positions 
on individual liberty, Quakers were not political revolutionaries. They 
"respected the authority of government and the inviolability of private 
property," "they viewed labor at once as a duty and a necessary disci
pline," and they initially accepted slavery as part of the natural order 
of things. Fox sought converts among the slaveholders in the West 
Indies, the Quaker-dominated assembly of Pennsylvania passed a harsh 
slave code, and some Quaker merchants in the northern colonies and in 
England prospered through the slave trade and by supplying provisions 
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to slaveowners throughout the Caribbean. Although a few Quakers began 
to question the compatability of slavery with their fundamental beliefs 
as early as the 1670s, such doubts were distinctly minority views until 
the mid- 175os.22 

An earthquake in Philadelphia in 1 754 followed by fierce Indian 
raids on Quaker households along the Pennsylvania frontier, which 
presaged the outbreak of the French and Indian War, created alarm and 
precipitated a moral crisis among Quakers. Their collective trauma was 
exacerbated by the persecution they experienced when they refused to 
vote for war taxes or to pay them. Interpreting the Pennsylvania events 
as divine retribution for sin, Quakers began a searching reconsideration 
of their entire record in the colony. Seeking inward spiritual resurrec
tion, they launched a campaign to purify themselves that soon focused 
on slavery. The decision of the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting in 1 758 to 
ban anyone participating in the slave trade from membership was the 
initial step of a quiet but successful drive that occupied the next quarter 
century, eventually disassociating Quakers on both sides of the Atlantic 
from every aspect of slavery.23 

THE CAMPAIGN TO ABOLISH THE SLAVE TRADE 

The transition from self-purification to public action against slavery did 
not come easily for British Quakers. The question of public action, which 
was forced upon them by their American brethren, remained contentious 
for nearly two decades. Finally in 1 783 the London Yearly Meeting 
established an ad hoc committee to draft a petition calling on the House 
of Commons to forbid the slave trade and took other steps to lobby for 
that end, including the wide distribution of antislavery pamphlets 
through a system of provincial correspondents. In 1 787, the Quakers 
established a non-sectarian committee that could widen the abolitionist 
campaign. Although they persuaded Granville Sharp, an Anglican evan
gelist with close ties to members of Parliament, to become the chairman 
of the London Abolition Committee, all but three of the 1 2 original 
members were Quakers, and none of the three Anglicans was in Parlia
ment. However, the Committee rapidly won the covert support of Wil
liam Wilberforce, the leading figure in the influential Clapham sect of 
Anglican evangelicals, a member of Parliament, and a close friend of the 
prime minister, William Pitt. By 1 791 the membership of the London 
Abolition Committee was expanded to include Wilberforce (a "closet" 
member until that year) and several other members of Parliament includ
ing Charles James Fox, a leader of the Whig party, who was in power 
or at its edge for three decades.24 

From 1 787 to 1 792 , the London Abolition Committee concentrated 
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on extra-parliamentary activities against the slave trade. To rouse the 
moral conscience of the nation they launched elaborate propaganda 
campaigns, distributing antislavery literature both through cooperating 
provincial committees and through the network of cooperating churches. 
John Wesley, for example, offered to cooperate with the Committee by 
preaching against the slave trade and by republishing and distributing 
through all Methodist chapels a new edition of his tract Thoughts Upon 
Slavery, in which he condemned the trade as a "pagan abomination," as 
"murder . . .  by thousands," and as the most reprehensible practice in all 
English history. Wesley's support was important because he was one of 
the earliest religious leaders of first rank to speak out against slavery, 
because Methodist churches provided an effective instrument for con
ducting the extra-parliamentary campaign among the lower classes of the 
cities, and because his support represented an impeccable auspice for the 
campaign. The political orientation of the Methodists was initially con
servative. Wesley opposed the extension of the franchise because the 
greater the role the people had in government, the less liberty the nation 
would enjoy. Viewing the French Revolution as the work of Satan, Wes
ley believed that the proper way to reform society was by transforming 
the will of the individual. To the lower classes Methodists preached that 
abstinence, hard work, and thrift were the essential qualities of those 
seeking salvation and of those saved. In Methodism the Puritan ideal was 
reborn without its political radicalism. What safer channel for extra
parliamentary politics in the cities could leaders of the Establishment 
find?25 

Pamphlets and preaching were two ways in which abolitionists 
sought to rouse "the general moral feeling of the nation." A third and 
more novel method was the mass petition campaign aimed at the House 
of Commons and the House of Lords. Initiated by advocates of limited 
parliamentary reform and then employed by merchants and manufactur
ers of Manchester in their campaign against a tax on cloth, the abolition
ists transformed petitioning into the central instrument of extra-parlia
mentry politics. For many subsequent decades the petition campaign 
became the pivot for rallying popular support not only for abolitionist 
aims, but for all middle- and lower-class reforms and radical movements 
that sought to alter the course of Parliament. The abolitionist petition 
campaign reached an apex during 1791-1792 when an unprecedented 
519  abolitionist petitions, coming from all over Britain, were delivered 
to Parliament. Some 400,000 persons signed these petitions (1 out of 
every 1 1  adults), with Manchester alone contributing 20,000 names from 
an adult population of about 30,000.26 

The enormous success of this drive was due in large measure to its 
auspices. "Unlike the political radicals of the 1 790s" who had to use the 
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:'tavern, pub, or public place for their meetings" and petition campaigns, 
III city after city the abolitionists enlisted the official support of local 
governments, churches, and respectable private and public societies. If 
the local petition was not made available in the local city hall, it could 
usually be found in the churches or on the premises of some other 
officially recognized institution. Despite the degree to which the aboli
tionists "won over the formal structure of local governments and seduced 
a wide range of corporate institutions," their popular tactics had to be 
abandoned after the outbreak of war with France in 1 793. The wide
spread revulsion against the excesses of the French Revolution and the 
patriotic fervor tended to tar all public campaigns. Even Wilberforce, 
staunch conservative, defender of private property, and close friend of 
the prime minister, was accused of Jacobin sympathies. Popular politics 
ceased to be a central factor in the struggle to close the slave trade during 
the next two decades, although awareness of the wide popular support 
for the measure influenced the debates in Parliament.27 

How did the extra-parliamentary activities come to be translated into 
votes for abolition within Parliament? The connection was by no means 
automatic. As late as 1 792 Edmund Burke, a Whig leader who later 
switched to Pitt's side and the leading theorist of the new brand of party 
politics, noted the great difficulty in developing as much support for 
abolition of the slave trade within Parliament as existed on the outside. 
The years before 1792, when the extra-parliamentary campaign was 
most intense, saw relatively little progress within Parliament. Despite 
persistent efforts by Wilberforce beginning in early 1788 to bring a bill 
up for debate in the Commons, it took three full years to achieve that 
end. The issue was delayed first by the establishment of a government 
committee to gather evidence on the issue, and later by a second investi
gation by a committee of Commons. The issue had to wait until April 
1791 to be brought to a vote, and then it lost by nearly 2 to 1 ( 163 to 
88). It was not until 1 792 that the Commons voted in favor of gradual 
abolition of the slave trade, but that bill was put aside by the House of 
Lords in favor of their own investigation of the issue. It was not until 
1 795 that Wilberforce was again able to force a vote on a bill for 
abolition of the trade, which lost 78 to 26. A similar bill lost in 1796 
by 74 to 70. Bills introduced by Wilberforce in 1797, 1798, 1 799, and 
1802 suffered similar fates. In no vote during these years did the support 
for abolition exceed 83 votes-which was less than 15 percent of the 
membership of the Commons.28 

In May and June of 1804, shortly after the start of Pitt's second 
administration, the Commons again approved an abolition bill. Although 
the vote in favor of the bill rose to 1 24 (mainly because of strong support 
from Irish MPs newly admitted to Parliament by the Act of Union 
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between Ireland and Britain) and the vote against fell to half its previous 
level, the measure died before it could be taken up in the House of Lords. 
In 1805, however, the bill was again defeated in the Commons, this time 
with the defection of Irish MPs who had become convin�ed by the West 
Indian lobby that the abolition of the slave trade was a threat to prop
erty.29 

At this point Wilberforce changed tactics. Stating that "if we cannot 
stop the whole of this accursed traffic, it is much to stop half of it," 
Wilberforce called on Pitt to ban further sales of slaves to Dutch Guiana 
and to the French islands, which the British had captured in 1803. It 
was a critical maneuver in two respects. First, such a ban could be 
accomplished by administrative decree, since it fell within Pitt's powers 
to regulate the trade of captured territory without consulting Parliament. 
Pitt issued the decree on August 15, 1805, defending his action as a 
necessary expediency of war. Second, more than any other maneuver of 
the abolitionists, this approach tended to divide their potential oppo
nents. Since the captured Dutch colonies were receiving a large share of 
the slave trade, and threatened to produce an increasing share of the 
sugar entering the English market, it could be, and was, asserted that 
English policy was an aid to the enemy. The claim was credible since 
at the Peace of Amiens in 1802 England returned nearly all of the 
Caribbean colonies it had captured during the first phase of the Napole
onic wars. Even though Pitt could quite reasonably base his decree on 
grounds of economic and military expediency, rather than on moral 
principles, he vacillated on the matter for more than a year and at one 
point presented a draft of the decree that was unacceptable to Wilber
force and his allies before taking the promised action.3o 

Pitt died five months after this decree and a coalition cabinet repre
sentative of most of the factions in Parliament took office, with Lord 
Grenville as prime minister and Charles Fox as leader in the Comm6�. 
The new ministry represented a precarious balance, with Grenville and 
Lord Sidmouth seeking to restrain the reformist instincts of Fox's 
friends, and with Fox under fire for betrayal of principle by the more 
radical wing of his faction. However, for the first time, a majority of the 
cabinet favored abolition of the slave trade and the two co-leaders of the 
cabinet, despite their differences on other issues, had long been identi
fied with the abolitionist cause. Thus, abolition of the slave trade 
emerged as one of the few reform issues that could bind the coalition, 
the so-called "Ministry of all the Talents," together. The new ministry 
quickly passed a bill that ratified Pitt's decree banning the sale of slaves 
to Dutch Guiana and extended the ban to all foreign colonies, which 
brought an end to three-quarters of the British slave trade. Six months 
later, after a vigorous campaign to line up votes, especially by Grenville, 
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both Houses passed a bill closing off the balance of the British slave 
trade.31 

The British abolition of the slave trade was hailed by supporters of 
the measure and by subsequent commentators as "the most humane and 
merciful Act which was ever passed by any Legislature in the world"32 
and as one of "three or four perfectly virtuous pages comprised in the 
history of nations. "33 Even if one accepts the purity of the motives of 
those who engineered the campaign, such statements exaggerate the 
degree of British self-denial. The economic cost of the act to the British, 
or even to the West Indian planters, was small. The only clear economic 
losers were the merchants directly engaged in the African slave trade 
(located mainly in Bristol and Liverpool) who were forced to switch their 
capital to other enterprises. It is not at all clear that the West Indian 
planters were made economically worse off by this act per se. Indeed, 
during the 1760s and 1770s, the Jamaican legislature had moved to 
suspend the stave trade as a means of restricting the production (and 
raising the price) of sugar, but were prevented from doing so by the 
British government on the ground that the colonies could not be allowed 
to "check or discourage in any degree a traffic so beneficial to the na
tion."34 As late as 1804 some members of the West Indian lobby in 
Parliament let it be known that they still favored a self-imposed suspen
sion of the slave trade, although they vigorously opposed one forced 
upon them for moral reasons by Parliament. It should not be forgotten 
that the slaveowners of Virginia and the Carolinas were also refused 
permission to close the slave trade while under British rule, but did so 
after they won their independence-not because of moral scruples, but, 
as with the Jamaicans, out of a sense of economic self-interest. Recent 
clio metric estimates have sustained their view, revealing that a restric
tion of sugar production would have raised West Indian profits.35 

There is still the question of the motivation of Parliament. In 1944 
Eric Williams vigorously challenged the belief that those who abolished 
the slave trade were purely altruistic. Their professions of humanitarian
ism, he argued, merely cloaked the selfishness of a rising capitalist class 
that sought to sweep aside the outworn slavery interests that barred its 
way. There were sound grounds for disputing the saintly disinterest of 
the politicians who combined to close the slave trade. Surely there was 
enough virtue in that crusade to warrant its celebration without overlook
ing its self-serving aspects. But Williams sought the selfish aspect in the 
wrong place, emphasizing economic rather than political expediency. 
Recent studies of the economics of slavery (see Chapter 3 of this volume), 
especially the analysis of the economic position of the West Indian 
colonies before and immediately after the passage of the Act of 1807, 
have demonstrated that slavery in the West Indies and in its other main 
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bastions in the New World was a vital, profitable, and expanding system 
that enhanced rather than diminished the wealth of the new commercial 
and industrial classes of Great Britain. The closing of the slave trade was 
a political move, not an economic one. The ending of British participa
tion in the African trade, by itself, had relatively little effect on the 
economic life of the West Indies or the rest of the slave world.36 The 
cost to the losers was mainly political: The ban revealed the political 
weakness of the West Indian bloc and so laid the basis for later moves 
that had a far more devastating impact on the economic position of West 
Indian interests. The benefits to the winners of the issue were also mainly 
political. Although a concession to the rising tide of reform sentiment, 
the ban was not as great a blow to the status quo as full legal equality 
for Protestant dissenters (which was delayed for another two decades) or 
parliamentary reform (which had to wait until 1832, and even then was 
of a limited nature). The ban satisfied some of the popular passion for 
reform and it clothed some of those politicians who supported it in an 
ethical garb. It was the only solid accomplishment of the "Ministry of 
all the Talents," yet it could not save that ministry, which was turned 
out of office on the Catholic issue just as the king gave his assent to the 
Act of Abolition.37 

With the passage of the Act of 1807, the British abolitionist move
ment became relatively quiescent. Some of the former crusaders believed 
that the closing of the international trade would force West Indian 
planters to ameliorate the condition of their slaves so that, like the 
American planters, they could enlarge their labor force through natural 
increase. Others felt that the closing of the trade by itself would be 
sufficient to gradually strangle the slave system. Moreover, after 1807 
cabinet ministers and key officials in the Colonial Office were sympathetic 
to the abolitionist cause. James Stephen, son of one of the militant 
leaders of the London Abolition Committee, became the legal counsel to 
the Colonial Office in 1813 and rose to the post of undersecretary. 
George Canning, one of Wilberforce's most vigorous allies before 1807, 
later became foreign secretary, the leader of the House of Comm�s, and, 
during the last few months of his life (he died in 1827), prime minister. 
Other foreign secretaries and prime ministers who cooperated with Wil
berforce and later abolitionists included Viscount Castlereagh ("peace
maker of Europe" in 1815), the Duke of Wellington, Lord Liverpool 
(prime minister from 181 2 to 1827), and Lord Palmerston (foreign 
secretary during 1830-1841 and 1846-1851 and prime minister during 
1855-1857 and 1859-1865).38 

The London Abolition Committee was disbanded in 1807, its place 
taken by an organization' called the African Institution which worked 
through regular government channels to pressure other nations to follow 
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the British example. Sweden agreed to abolish its slave trade in 1813, 
and a year later Holland made the same pledge. The restored Bourbon 
government of France signed a treaty in early 1814 agreeing to abolish 
the trade within five years, and at the Congress of Vienna held in late 
1814 it joined in a general condemnation of the trade. But the declara
tions were easier to obtain than effective action. France did not legislate 
against the trade until 1818, and then did little to enforce its ban. Spain 
outlawed the trade in 1820, but like France, took no measures to enforce 
the ban. Consequently, the international traffic in slaves was nearly as 
large in the 1820S as it had been two decades earlier. As opponents of 
the Act of 1807 had predicted, the vacuum in the slave trade left by 
Britain's withdrawal was filled by its competitors, mainly Spain, France, 
and Portugal. 39 

Between 1807 and 1823 Wilberforce and other abolitionist leaders 
generally preferred to rely on their personal influence with cabinet 
members rather than on public campaigns. The one major exception took 
place in 1814 when Viscount Castlereagh seemed ready to let France 
resume the slave trade in order to win other concessions from Louis 
XVIII at the Congress of Vienna. On short notice the abolitionists 
launched a nationwide petition campaign to press for articles against the 
trade at the peace negotiations. In a little over a month some 800 
petitions with about 750,000 names were gathered. It was a public 
campaign of unprecedented magnitude. About one out of every eight 
adults had aligned themselves with the demand for international agree
ments to end the slave trade. Although "irritated by this abolitionist 
pressure," Castlereagh felt "compelled"40 to make the slave trade an 
issue and "to use both threats and bribes"41 to obtain an agreement. 

The British government moved to put teeth into declarations against 
the slave trade by pressing for treaties that permitted the mutual right 
of the parties to intercept and search ships on the high seas suspected 
of transporting slaves. Since Britain alone had the warships needed to 
patrol the coast of Africa, other nations feared that such treaties were 
devices through which Britain sought to continue the high-handed policy 
of interfering with merchant shipping that she practiced during the 
Napoleonic wars. Nevertheless, through a combination of pressure and 
indemnifications, agreements were signed with Portugal, Spain, and the 
Netherlands which authorized mutual search and which established 
"prize" commissions in Freetown, Sierra Leone, for the adjudication of 
the cases of captured slave ships. These commissions were empowered 
to decide-without the right of appeal-whether a captured ship was to 
be confiscated and the slaves liberated, but the crew and owners were 
to be tried in the courts according to the laws of the nations to which 
they belonged. In 1819 the British established a separate Slave Trade 
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Department in its Foreign Office to oversee its antislavery program and 
the admiralty established a separate naval squadron, initially consisting 
of six warships, to patrol the west coast of Africa. The African Squadron 
continued to operate for half a century, with the numbet of ships eventu
ally increased to over 20.42 

Between 1820 and 1870 the British Navy captured nearly 1 ,600 
slave ships and liberated over 1 50,000 slaves. However, these figures 
reflect only a part of the British impact on the slave trade.43 According 
to recent estimates, the risk of capture raised the cost of the slave trade 
so much that the importation of slaves from the regions of Africa pa
trolled by the navy was reduced to about 75 percent of the level that 
would have prevailed in the absence of the Squadron. Moreover, because 
of heavy British pressure, Brazil agreed to abandon the slave trade in 
185 1 .  Although Cuba formally acceded to British pressure in 1862, 
slaves continued to be imported until 1867, when the Atlantic slave trade 
finally closed.44 Cliometric estimates indicate that the direct cost of the 
policy of suppression to Britain was about £1 2 .5 million, with the main
tenance of the African Squadron accounting for about 60 percent of the 
total. Indirect costs, including lost profits from sales of manufacturers in 
African markets, higher sugar prices at home, and red tape, may have 
added as much as £16  million, which would make the total cost of 
suppression nearly as large as the entire domestic expenditure on poor 
relief during the first seven years of the reign of Queen Victoria.45 

THE CAMPAIGN FOR EMANCIPATION 

During the last several years of the Napoleonic wars, abolitionists began 
pressing for the registration of all slaves in the British colonies, ostensi
bly to prevent smuggling. The idea was originally advanced by the elder 
James Stephen (the father of the legal counsel to the Colonial Office). 
Such a measure, he argued, could be justified as "a supplementary 
enforcement of a parliamentary act regulating imperial trade," but he 
expected it to be a powerful lever for amelioration and emancipation. He 
believed that an "accurate registration system" would provide "irrefuta
ble evidence" of the abominable treatment of slaves, and either force the 
colonial legislatures to institute effective steps to ameliorate their condi
tions or provide a basis for the intervention of the British government. 
In 18 1 2 the prime minister, Spencer Perceval, agreed to introduce such 
a system in Trinidad, where an administrative decree was sufficient (as 
a Crown colony Trinidad was governed directly by the Colonial Office). 
Shortly thereafter registration was extended to four more Crown colo
nies. The other colonies, established under charters, had self-governing 
legislatures that vigorously resisted registration, but eventually ac-
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quiesced under the threat of parliamentary action. Although not as 
complete as the Trinidad scheme, the registration acts of the colonial 
legislatures still provided much of the ammunition for the subsequent 
campaign for emancipation.46 

The missionary work of dissenting churches among West Indian 
slaves, especially the work of the Methodists and Baptists, may have 
been the most important stimulus to the popular campaign for emancipa
tion which began in 1823.  Missionary work by the Methodists in the 
West Indies traced back to the 1 780s but did not become widespread 
until the mid- 1810S when an organization with a central secretariat was 
established. By 1823, about one out of seven slaves in the West Indies 
had been converted, four-fifths of them to Methodism.47 

The official directions to Methodist missionaries warned that their 
"only business" was "to promote the moral and religious improvement 
of the slaves . . .  without in the least degree, in public or in private, 
interfering with their civil condition."48 Yet this stance did not clear 
Methodist missionaries from the suspicions harbored by West Indian 
planters. Although some planters saw the efforts of the Methodists as a 
means of promoting obedience, sobriety, and hard work among their 
slaves, those who remembered Wesley's antislavery tract and Methodist 
promotion of antislavery campaigns in England vigorously opposed their 
presence. Reports that missionaries sent back to England described the 
threats and harassments they suffered at the hands of planters and lent 
authenticity to the growing view not only among the Methodists but 
throughout the evangelical churches that West Indian planters were a 
corrupt class who were determined to keep slaves ignorant, to continue 
the oppressive gang system, and to resist all pleas for amelioration. 

Aroused by these reports and frustrated by the constitutional scru
ples that led Lord Liverpool and his cabinet to resist parliamentary 
legislation that would override the colonial legislatures, the evangelical 
community again turned to extra-parliamentary politics to achieve their 
goals. The new campaign was led by the Society for the Mitigation and 
Gradual Abolition of Slavery throughout the British Dominions, popu
larly known as the London Antislavery Committee, which was estab-

/ lished in 1823. Its personnel included the remnants of the old London 
Abolition Committee together with many younger foes of slavery, includ
ing Thomas Fowell Buxton who, like Wilberforce, was an Anglican 
evangelical and a member of Parliament. It was to Buxton that Wilber
force relinquished the leadership of the parliamentary fight against slav
ery. The new Committee was far more broadly based than the London 
Abolition Committee of 1787. Although Quakers were part of the new 
committee, they were a minority. Not only were Anglicans well repre
sented, but Jabez Bunting, the leading figure in the Methodist movement 
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during the first half of the nineteenth century, was also an active sup
porter. This time the president of the Committee was not a former 
linen-draper, but Prince William Frederick, Duke of Gloucester. The 
vice-presidents included 14 members of the House of Commons and 5 
peers of the realm. Although the ultimate aim of the Committee was the 
gradual emancipation of all slaves, its immediate objective was the ame
lioration of their condition through judicial regulation of corporal pun
ishment, the prohibition of labor on Sundays (which extended to the 
right of slaves to market produce from their private plots), legal redress 
for slaves, opportunity for manumission through self-purchase, and the 
removal of all impediments to the religious instruction of slaves.49 

As soon as Buxton introduced this program into Commons, George 
Canning, as leader of the House of Commons, proposed a government 
resolution incorporating the specific articles on amelioration and vaguely 
committing the government to gradual emancipation but leaving it to the 
colonial legislatures to give the force of law to the proposed program of 
amelioration. Canning's motion was adopted without opposition because 
the administrative measures he proposed were just strong enough to 
sustain the hopes of the abolitionists while giving the West Indian lobby 
the impression that they were a political expedient aimed at keeping the 
humanitarians at bay. The government, which actually expected these 
measures to be ratified in some form by the colonial legislatures, immedi
ately instituted them in Trinidad, going even further than Wilberforce 
and other abolitionists thought wise by making it illegal for drivers to 
carry whips. Removal of that emblem of authority, said Wilberforce, 
invited chaos. 50 

Despite government attempts to cajole and pressure them into adopt
ing similar measures, the legislatures of the other colonies remained 
defiant. And despite repeated mobilizations of British popular opinion 
during the decade of the 1820S, the Antislavery Committee was unable 
to rouse Parliament to enforce its previous call for amelioration. Parlia
ment was so unmoved by these extraordinary extra-parliamentary dis
plays that by early 1830 the leaders of the Antislavery Committee were 
discouraged and their public campaign had ground to a virtual halt. Yet 
within a year the tide turned dramatically and by the end of 1832 
parliamentary leaders of both the Whig and Tory parties were eager to 
ally themselves with the abolitionists in drafting the long-sought Act of 
Emancipation. 

These gyrations can only be understood by considering the more 
general political currents within which the antislavery movement ebbed 
and flowed. The new antislavery movement of the 1820S and 183os, like 
the earlier movement, was onlY 'of secondary importance in the rapidly 
changing structure of British politics. Its fate was determined largely by 
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the way it intersected with more fundamental aspects of the struggle for 
power. The dominant issue that confronted contending political factions 
was how to control an expanding, increasingly complicated, and highly 
volatile civility. 

The tight governmental controls, the heavy taxes, and the repression 
of popular liberties introduced during the Napoleonic wars were con
tinued and, in some respects, intensified during the immediate postwar 
years. The 1820S, however, ushered in a series of liberal reforms that 
were supported by both Tories and Whigs. Taxes and tariffs were low
ered, other restrictions on international trade were eased, the Combina
tion Acts (which prevented the formation of trade unions) were repealed, 
criminal law was reformed, and "many capital offenses were swept 
away." The most fundamental reforms of the decade, in the sense that 
they rocked the foundations of the Establishment, involved encroach
ments on the supremacy of the Anglican Church. With the rapid growth 
of cities, the membership of the dissenting Protestant churches had 
grown much more rapidly than the Anglican majority, and were particu
larly strong around London and in such industrial and commercial cities 
as Manchester, Liverpool, and Leeds. By 1820 Protestant dissenters 
represented about 30 percent of the population. In 1828, after many 
years of pressure, culminating in mass campaigns led by a United Com
mittee of all the dissenting churches, Parliament repealed the Test and 
Corporation Acts which had denied public office to Nonconforming Prot
estants. Although the growing urban civility made that decision expedi
ent, it was not popular with the Anglican majority. The following year 
Parliament confronted an even more divisive issue.51 

In order to forestall a revolutionary rupture of the union between 
Britain and Ireland, or at the very least a political crisis in which "the 
electoral influence of the landed gentry would suffer irreparable dam
age," Parliament passed the Catholic Emancipation Act. This was an 
exceedingly unpopular measure among Protestants, Anglicans, and dis
senters alike. The price of that decision was the defection of many 
traditional supporters of the Establishment. The callousness of the lead
ers to the opinion of the public led conservative defectors "to the conclu
sion that there was more to be said for a reform of Parliament than they 
had so far been prepared to admit." Not only was the Tory party driven 
from office at the end of 1830, but when the Ultra-Protestant Tories 
joined the radicals in demanding a reform of Parliament, the Establish
ment was plunged into the deepest and most destabilizing split since 
1688. This time, however, the issue was not which faction of the Estab
yshment would rule, but the political fate of the Establishment as a 
whole. 52 

The various reforms of the 1820S, including Catholic emancipation, 
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were forced to a considerable degree by the politicization of the lower 
classes. Food riots and industrial strikes, which had previously been 
aimed at specific grievances, began to take on a political character after 
1815. In both Britain and Ireland the politicization of lower-class pro
tests was due partly to the efforts of radical leaders of the movement for 
parliamentary reform who established political organizations in working
class districts. At the end of 1830 it was quite clear both to the outgoing 
Tory government and to the incoming Whig government that some sort 
of political reform was necessary if the Establishment was to retain its 
control of the nation. The parliamentary Reform Act sponsored by the 
new government of Lord Grey aimed at meeting the threat of lower-class 
radicalism by forging a coalition between the middle and aristocratic 
classes. 

The revolutionary threat was created by a conjunction of events that 
split the Establishment and simultaneously propelled sections of the 
lower and middle classes excluded from the political process into increas· 
ingly more radical attacks on the Establishment. The rapid growth of 
trade unionism after the repeal of the Combination Acts in 1824 was one 
of the main ingredients in the crisis. Local underground labor organiza
tions not only emerged into the open, but began to cooperate with one 
another.53 

The downward movement in the business cycle of 1829-1832 ,  al
though characterized as "minor" by some economic historians, appears 
to have had severe effects on the lower classes, and so added another 
ingredient to the crisis. Data on heights of poor London boys indicate 
that the period of rapid improvement in lower-class nutrition which 
began toward the end of the Napoleonic wars appears to have come to 
a halt in the late 1820S and that the nutrition of the London lower classes 
may even have declined for about half a decade. There was also wide
spread distress among rural laborers, especially in southern England 
during 1828-183°, brought about by rising unemployment, by declining 
income for small farmers, by declining wages for rural laborers, and by 
reduced funds for poor relief. These conditions led to a spontaneous 
series of rural riots in late 1830, with widespread destruction of farm 
machinery and the burning of stores of grain belonging to rich farmers, 
which spread from the southern counties to the Midlands. The attack was 
extended to the English church when middle-class farmers called for a 
repeal of the tithe and egged laborers into riots against the local 
churches. The rural uprising was finally brought to a halt when the new 
Whig government called in the army. Military action was followed by 
justice: Over a thousand protesters were imprisoned or exiled to Aus
tralia and 19 were executed, one for the crime of "knocking off the hat 
of a member of the Baring family."54 
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The crisis was further exacerbated by the spread of political radical
ism, once largely a middle-class movement, to the lower classes, and by 
the danger that these two anti-Establishment movements, which were 
often divided on issues of deference and property, would coalesce. 
Lower-class radicalism was spurred during 1829-1832 by a succession 
of defeats for the unions, including the lost struggle over wages by the 
textile workers and the rout of the coal miners in pitched battles in the 
north of England and in Wales. The defeats led workers to entertain 
political solutions to their grievances, such as those offered by the move
ments for a new Factory Act and a 1 o-hour workday, movements pro
moted by the National Political Union and the more radical National 
Union of the Working Class. By early 183 1  these competitive move
ments were being drawn together by the growing belief that the un
reformed Parliament no longer acted for the nation. Despite deep mutual 
suspicions these extra-parliamentary factions joined in an "uneasy alli
ance" aimed at winning popular support for a radical reform of Parlia
ment. The possibility that this radical coalition would pass from agitating 
for reform to fomenting revolution intensified in the fall of 183 1  when 
the rejection of the Reform Act by the House of Lords touched off riots 
in Nottingham, Bristol, and Derby that ushered in a half year of continu
ing peril for the Establishment.55 

The Reform Act was finally passed and became law in June 1832 .  
I t  ended the revolutionary threat by splitting the middle-class radicals 
from the working-class radicals (the outcome that the authors of the Act 
had intended), despite the modest nature of the reform. Some "pocket" 
boroughs completely controlled by rich gentry were abolished, some 
large cities received greater representation in the House of Commons, 
and the property qualification for voting in boroughs (pegged to the 
ratable rental value of a house) was set at £10, which opened the 
franchise to some of the richer artisans. Perhaps the greatest change was 
the increase in the number of contested constituencies, which doubled, 
reaching two-thirds of the total in the election of December 1832, al
though in subsequent elections the number of contested seats declined. 56 

Despite the gentry's continued dominance in Parliament, the Reform 
Act of 1832 represented a fundamental concession to popular sover
eignty, which became increasingly important over the subsequent 
decades. The immediate result of the reform, however, was to restore the 
alliance between the aristocracy and the middle classes by conceding to 
the latter a carefully measured role in the political process, "the least 
that would satisfy . . .  the bulk of informed and influential opinion." The 
size of the electorate, which was increased from 500,000 to 8 13,000, still 
represented just one out of every seven adult males but now embraced 
"the/entire urban middle class and the main body of farmers."57 
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How did the antislavery movement intersect with the main line of 
British politics? The critical element in the answer to this question is 
timing. During most of the period after 1823 the abolitionist movement 
was largely independent of the radical movement and was, to some 
extent, an alternative which served to deprive the radical cause of poten
tial recruits. Whether this characterization is true or false (the issue is 
still in dispute among scholars), the abolitionist movement was perceived 
in this way both by radical leaders such as William Cobbett (who argued 
that black slaves in the West Indies were better treated than England's 
white "wage slaves") and by many members of the Establishment. How
ever, a particular set of circumstances, culminating in 1832 ,  greatly 
increased the militancy of the antislavery forces, threatening to alienate 
some of those sections of the population that Lord Grey called indispens
able to the continuing rule of the gentry. The critical role of timing 
becomes clear when one considers the sequence of events that increased 
the political problem posed to the government by the abolitionist move
ment.58 

Since the antislavery movement clearly identified itself with the 
Establishment, just as the West Indian lobby did, the principal problem 
for government leaders was to find a formula that would placate two loyal 
groups that were on a collision course. All of the government ministers 
who had to deal with the conflict between 1823 and 1832 ,  both Whigs 
and Tories, sought to mediate between the two groups, conceding to some 
of the demands of the abolitionists but protecting the most critical 
interests of the West Indians on procedural grounds: The desired re
forms had to be achieved constitutionally, which meant acting through 
the colonial legislatures. 

Until 1830, the abolitionists within Parliament made the task of the 
government leaders relatively easy. Although they wanted a commitment 
to gradual emancipation, they were prepared to hold that demand in 
abeyance if there was genuine progress toward amelioration. They were 
persuaded that such progress was possible partly because the govern
ment pledged itself to that goal and moved vigorously in the Crown 
colonies, where it had the administrative power to do so. Moreover, the 
largest and most influential bloc of West Indian planters, investors, and 
merchants begrudgingly committed themselves to the full program of 
amelioration. These were the men who lived in Great Britain (many were 
in the Commons or were peers) and exercised their combined political 
influence through the Society of West India Planters and Merchants (the 
West Indian lobby) which in 1823 agreed to press the colonial legisla
tures for action on amelioration. 59 

A program that depended on action from these legislatures was 
bound to involve delays; it took half a decade before they all knuckled 
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under to diluted versions of slave registration. Wilberforce, Buxton, and 
other parliamentary abolitionists were prepared to accept such a tortured 
route, provided there was clear evidence of progress. To prod the govern
ment into a policy of maximum pressure on the legislatures, the aboli
tion�sts orga�ized ��ssive extra-parliamentary campaigns, inundating 
�arhament w�th petItIOns for both amelioration and gradual emancipa
tIOn. MeanwhIle, they sought to pressure the West Indian legislatures by 
organizing boycotts of West Indian sugar and they campaigned for a 
reduction in the tariff on sugar from competing regions.60 

In all their efforts to create an irresistible movement for amelioration 
and gradual emancipation, the abolitionists were careful not to antago
nize their friends within the government or to encourage the growth of 
lower-class radicalism, which, like the Cabinet ministers and the great 
majority of Parliament, they considered an ever-present danger. Conse
quently, especially after the sharp rise in radical activity beginning in 
1825, abolitionist leaders often felt compelled to restrain the popular 
antislavery campaign when it seemed to be in danger of encouraging 
radicalism and to relax their pressure on government leaders when they 
were obviously preoccupied with internal issues that threatened the 
entire Establishment. In 1825, for example, the London Antislavery 
Committee turned down a proposal to hire a corps of paid agents who 
would organize meetings across the nation aimed at rousing "public 
feeling" on the ground that such meetings might promote the already 
dangerous unrest among laborers. In 1826 Buxton and other abolition
ists in Parliament deferred to Canning when he called on them to with
draw a motion censuring the colonial governments for the brutal treat
ment of missionaries and for the mass executions of rebellious slaves. 
Between 1827 and 1829 parliamentary and extra-parliamentary cam
paigns were subordinated to the struggles over the repeal of the Test and 
Corporation Acts and the Act of Catholic Emancipation. Even the Meth
odists, who became the main driving force in the campaign for ameliora
tion and emancipation, were deeply distracted by the struggle over the 
religious issues. From 1826 to mid- 1829 they paid so little attention to 
the antislavery campaign that discussion of it nearly disappeared from 
their publications. After passage of the Catholic Emancipation Act, the 
parliamentary abolitionists still hesitated to renew their pressure on the 
Cabinet because of the problems created by the "acute industrial depres
sion"61 and attendant disorders. 

The call for renewal of the antislavery campaign came from the 
. Methodists, first in July of 1829 and again in 1830. Drawing strength 
from their newly won political liberties at home, and deeply resentful of 
their persecution in the West Indies, the Methodists launched a series 
of antislavery activities more militant than ever previously undertaken. 
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The annual Wesleyan Conference of 1830 not only called on its me�bers 
to support the petition campaign, but also enjoined each �ongregatI�� to 
undertake a petition as a religious obligation, thus puttI�g the petItIon 
"on a confessional basis."62 The same conference urged Its members to 
"give their influence and votes" only to those candidates 

.
for Pa�liament 

"who pledge themselves" to effective measures f�r
. 
the Immediate and 

total abolition of slavery.63 Such a patently pohtIcal program was a 
"radical step" by the governing body of a church that had traditionally 
been firmly conservative.64 

. In May 1830, following the strong stand of t�e MethodIsts 
.
and 

pushed by the militancy of younger members, the AntIsla�ery Committee 
voted in favor of immediate emancipation, thus abandomng the gradual
ist approach adopted in 1823.  Although the new position

. 
was announce� 

to Parliament in July 1830, no motion on the matter was mtroduced un�'l 
April 183 1 .  That motion was not pressed, ho�ever, when �he 

.
new W

.
hIg 

government announced it "would have nothmg to do wIth Immediate 
emancipation" but agreed to take sterner measures to compel the colo
nial legislatures to adopt the program for amelioration. The gover�ment 
also adopted more stringent restrictions on the use of slave la�or m the 
Crown colonies, including a reduction in the workday to mne hours 
during the crop season-a concession not yet granted to free laborers in 
Great Britain. Incensed at being forced to limit the workday of "a 
full-grown negro" to nine hours when "the Lancashire cotton manufac
turers could legally exact twelve hours of labor from persons under 
sixteen," the planters in St. Lucia shut their sugar mills. Public meetings 
were held in parishes throughout Jamaica that repeatedly called for 
secession from the British empire and threatened to seek "the protection 
of the United States."65 From May 1 830 until the end of 183 1 ,  the 
majority of the Antislavery Committee, including its parliamentar� rep
resentatives, much to the consternation of its young militants, heSItated 
to press the Whig government to go beyond its commitment to work 
vigorously for amelioration. 

. . The campaign for immediate emancipation became much m�r� ml�I
tant in 1832. The change was precipitated by the slave upnsl�g �n 
Jamaica, which began during the Christmas season of 183 1 .  Startmg m 
St. James parish it rapidly spread to other parts of the island. Mansions, 
sugar works, and cane fields were burned, rum stores were pillaged, 
several whites were killed, and the local militia was at first unable to 
control the violence. However, the rebels were quickly subdued by a 
detachment of British troops. Within two weeks order was largely re
stored and by February 8 martial law was ended. Vengeance followed 
quickly and was meted out by the courts-martial conducted by the local 
militias, which shot, hanged, or flogged to death hundreds of slaves. The 
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orgy of retribution turned from the slaves to the missionaries because 
Sam Sharpe, the slave who led the uprising, was a Baptist convert and 
a lay preacher in the church of Reverend William Knibb. Led by the 
Colonial Church Union (an organization dedicated to the protection of 
slavery and to the supremacy of the English church), a reign of terror 
was unleashed during which 14 Baptist and 6 Methodist chapels were 
destroyed. Knibb and four other Baptist missionaries were arrested on 
charges of sedition. While Jamaican newspapers called for the execution 
of the incarcerated preachers, missionaries of other sects, including 
several Methodists, were attacked; one of them was tarred and nearly 
killed by a mob.66 

The terror against the missionaries inflamed public opinion in Great 
Britain and pushed the Methodists and other dissenters to new levels of 
militancy. The hatred for the dissenting missionaries displayed by the 
Anglican Colonial Church Union had the effect of fusing the struggle for 
religious freedom with antislavery. The combination was explosive. The 
Methodists, said Zachary Macaulay, member of the Clapham sect, "have 
not only caught fire themselves but have succeeded in igniting the whole 
country."67 By May 1832 the new militancy had gone so far that it 
alarmed the parliamentary abolitionists. During this period the centrist 
politicians had largely lost control of the extra-parliamentary campaign, 
which was now in the hands of the younger and more radical abolitionists 
who, under the aegis of the newly formed "Agency Committee," had 
established within a matter of months several hundred new antislavery 
organizations throughout Britain. During the last half of 1832 the 
Agency Committee, the National Political Union, and the dissenting 
churches turned their attention to the parliamentary elections of mid· 
December, the first to be held under the Reform Act. Every candidate 
standing for election was asked to pledge himself to the abolition of 
slavery and about 200 did so. Early in 1833 the Antislavery Committee 
and the dissenting churches inundated Parliament with petitions. About 
one out of every seven adults, nearly twice the number of voters in 
December elections, had joined in the call for emancipation.68 

The Grey government did not wait for the outcome of the December 
elections to decide that it was time to change its position to immediate 
emancipation, although the outcome of the elections reinforced its re
solve to move along a new course. Having narrowly avoided a radical 
explosion in May over the Reform Act, the government recognized that 
the growing militancy and impatience of the abolitionists could under
mine what stability had been achieved by the Act. In November 1832 
Buxton was privately asked to draw up "a specific plan"69 for emancipa· 
tion that could guide the government. A few weeks later Viscount Ho
wick, son of Lord Grey and a leading figure in the Colonial Office, held 
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a private meeting with the West Indian lobby in which he warned that 
h b " . bl t "70 unless abolition could be put throug y an amIca e arrangemen . 

between the government and the lobby, abolition would be forc�d up�n 

the planters by Parliament. The next several months were o?cup�ed wIth 

intense negotiations between the government
. 
(under the dlreCti

.
on of a 

special committee of the Cabinet which fo� � b
.
me met almost dally), the 

West Indian lobby, the parliamentary abohtlODlsts, and the leaders of the 

Tories in the House of Lords. It was necessary to obtain a bill that would 

satisfy both the abolitionists and the West Indian lobby since Wellington 

had let it be known that the Lords would block any bill "which the West 

Indians, as an important interest group, would not accept." It was only 

after Wellington gave his assent to the government plan ("because the 

West Indians were satisfied") that it was announced to the Commons on 

May 14, 1833.71 Debates in Parliament combined with behind-the

scenes maneuvering led to the introduction of a new comprolI!ise on July 

5. Several attempts to amend the new plan were defeated. With one 

minor change, the bill was signed by the king on August 28, 1833, and 

the new law became operative on August 1 ,  1834.72 

Under the Emancipation Act, the planters were to be compensated 

for the loss of their property. About half of the compensation would be 

in the form of a cash payment (£20 million) to the planters at the direct 

expense of British taxpayers. Most of the balance of the market v�lue 

of the slaves would be recovered by permitting the planters to contmue 

working the blacks for six more years under a regulated fo�m of slav�ry 

euphemistically called "apprenticeship." Th� idea was to mtro?uce l�

mediately the reforms that had been set forth m the government s earher 

program for amelioration. The next six years would thus provide an 

additional measure of compensation to the masters, borne by the slaves 

rather than by British taxpayers. The government argued that this period 

of time was also needed to inculcate slaves into the culture of wage labor, 

a task in which the churches would assist.73 
The emancipation of British slaves, like the abolition of the slave 

trade, was caused by the "defection of the capitalists from the ranks of 

slaveowners," according to Eric Williams. Capitalists turned against 

slavery because they were "eager to lower wages" and the sugar monop

oly that the West Indies held in the British market was a barrier to that 

goal. Yet the effect of the Act of Emancipation was not to lower the price 

of sugar to the British public, but to raise it. The increased price was 

due partly to higher sugar duties which were used to help finance the 

compensation of the planters. The main reason for the rise in sugar 

prices, however, was the fall in the productivity of the West In�ian 

plantations. Not only did labor: discipline on the sugar estates dechne, 

but once free, the ex-slaves fled these estates in droves, moving onto 
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vacant land where they produced foodstuffs (either for self-subsistence 
or for sale in the local markets) instead of sugar. West Indian exports 
of sugar declined and the price of sugar rose sharply in Britain. British 
consumers paid 48 percent more for sugar during the first four years of 
freedom than they had to pay during the last four years of slavery. 
Indeed, between 1835 and 1842 the extra cost of sugar to the British 
was about £2 1 million, thus raising the British outlay for emancipation 
to over £40 million. No wonder Cobbett and other radical leaders were 
so hostile to the antislavery campaign. Distributed to the urban poor, that 
sum could have doubled their income for a decade.74 

It was neither capitalists nor their representatives in Parliament who 
passed the Emancipation Act, but the landed gentry, since the reformed 
Parliament was as fully dominated by the gentry as the unreformed 
Parliament had been.75 The votes in Commons for the overall Emancipa
tion Act were not produced by a tiny minority of special interests that 
somehow got the upper hand; support for the Act was so overwhelming 
that it passed by voice vote. 

It has been possible to test the hypothesis that representatives of the 
rising capitalist class or other special interests played a critical role in 
the passage of the Emancipation Act. One cliometrician recently con
structed several indexes of the degree of the pro-emancipation sentiment 
of individual MPs, using such information as their votes on key amend
ments, their parliamentary speeches, the ratings they received on eman
cipation by the Agency Committee, and a similar rating in Dod's Parlia
mentary Companion, an annual that reported on events in Parliament. 
These indexes were then related to characteristics of the individual MPs 
(occupations, sources of income, religion, ties to the West Indian lobby) 
and to the characteristics of their constituencies (region, urban or rural, 
whether the constituency benefited by the Reform Act of 1832, and the 
dominant economic interest of the district).76 

This analysis revealed that religion and economic interests did influ
ence voting behavior. Nevertheless, the various characteristics that de
note "special interests" explain only 1 5  percent of the variation in the 
support for emancipation. In other words, whether considered singly or 
in combination, the "special interests" that have been advanced to 
explain the passage of the Act in the House of Commons were of minor 
consequence. Neither the domestic capitalists nor the members of the 
West Indian lobby voted consistently for or against the "pro-emancipa
tion" position, although both tended to favor emancipation. The passage 
of the Reform Act appears to have strengthened support for emancipa
tion but the effect was too weak to alter the final outcome. The strongest 
and most consistent influence was religious affiliation: Membership in a 
dissenting church added significantly to the likelihood that an MP would 
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support emancipation. But the number of MPs belonging to dissenting 
churches was too small to make a difference in the outcome of any of 
the important votes. 

It was the general political interests of the aristocratic class that 
accounted for the overwhelming vote in Commons for emancipation. To 
Lord Grey and the other centrist leaders of the Establishment the funda
mental problem posed by the emancipation issue was precisely the same 
as that posed by the reform issue: doing just enough to ensure that the 
Establishment enjoyed the allegiance of the middle classes and the upper 
strata of the laboring class. Until mid-1832 the Grey government inter
preted "just enough" to be more stringent about rules for the protection 
of slave labor in the Crown colonies, including a drastic reduction in the 
hours of labor and the right of representatives of the Crown to enter slave 
huts, inspect medical records, and otherwise monitor the treatment of 
slaves. In the legislative colonies, "just enough" meant new threats to 
penalize the islands economically if they did not adopt stringent mea
sures for amelioration. 

The Grey government shifted its policy to immediate abolition be
cause the pressure to do so sharply escalated during a year of grave crisis. 
It was an issue that had galvanized all of the dissenting churches, 
particularly the Methodists, to new levels of political action. The govern
ment felt obliged to conciliate that large and potentially decisive political 
bloc on the issue of emancipation in order to ensure its support on other, 
more vital issues. By 1832 , according to recent estimates, religious 
dissenters represented about 2 1 percent of the English electorate. The 
Methodists were especially important not only because they were the 
largest part of this bloc, but because they were becoming a swing vote; 
their new militancy on the slavery issue was pulling them from the 
conservative to the liberal side. When Grey spoke of needing to cement 
an alliance with "the real and efficient mass of public opinion," he was 
referring above all to the nonconformists, especially the Methodists, who 
formed the main counterweight to the radicals. In parts of England such 
as the textile region of Yorkshire, the Midlands, and East Anglia where 
the Methodists were very strong, radicalism had made little headway. 
Even in cities such as Manchester, where the radicals were strong, the 
Methodists could also claim the allegiance of a substantial part of the 
upper strata of the working class.77 

Although the political activism of the nonconforming churches in
creased noticeably in 1832, the process of change had been under way 
for some time. The repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts set the 
process in motion by moving the leaders of the dissenting churches 
beyond the demand for toleration and toward an insistence that religious 
pluralism should be the official position of the state. The parliamentary 
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campaign of 183 1  in Leeds was a harbinger of what was to come. Richard 
Watson, second only to Jabez Bunting as a figure in the Methodist 
movement, b?ldly intervened in that election, supporting the Whig 
(Thomas Babmgton Macaulay) and denouncing the Tory-Radical (Mi
chael Sadler). The ostensible reason for this intervention was Sadler's 
failure to sign a pledge committing himself to immediate emancipation, 
but beneath that veneer was a deep hostility to Sadler's radicalism and 
Anglican prejudice. "Ambition," said Watson, had made Sadler "court 
the high church and despise us."78 

The attack on Sadler was one of many signs that the dissenting 
churches were intent on winning a wider role for themselves in civil 
affairs, signs that multiplied in 1832 as new demands for the rights of 
the dissenters and even proposals for the disestablishment of the Angli
can Church began to surface. Although the dissenters were not yet strong 
enough to undertake a full-scale attack on the Anglican monopoly, they 
could, and did, raise the question obliquely by pushing the antislavery 
issue with unprecedented vigor. The Anglican Colonial Church Union 
conveniently provided a link between antislavery and the attack on the 
Anglican monopoly when they unleashed their religious war on the 
dissenting missionaries in Jamaica. The new intensity of the nonconform
ist campaign for immediate abolition was reflected in many ways: numer
ous public meetings, mass distribution of pamphlets, a new boycott of 
slave-grown sugar, and redoubled efforts to amass petitions. The scope 
of the movement became evident to every MP when the antislavery 
petitions deposited with Parliament reached 1 .5 million signatures, 
which was more than double the number presented to Parliament at the 
height of the campaign on the Reform Act. 79 

The government's switch to immediate abolition thus appears to have 
been a timely response to the roaring demand of the "public . . .  without 
whom the power of the gentry is nothing."80 The switch not only en
hanced the Whig position among the dissenters, but had the further 
effect of driving a wedge between liberal reformers and radicals. The 
radicals viewed the abolitionist campaign with deep suspicion, denounc
ing it as an instrument intended to divert attention from the plight of the 
English workers. They also denounced the dissenting churches, particu
larly the Methodists, contending that they sought to enslave "men's 
minds so that they could neither perceive the nature of their wage slavery 
nor rebel against it."81 Few issues would give the centrist leaders of the 
Establishment a better weapon with which to isolate the radicals from 
the middle class and the more well-to-do workers. 

Despite the claims of some abolitionists, the Emancipation Act 
brought no real economic advantages to domestic interests, and it is 
unlikely that many of those who voted for the Act placed much weight 
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on hopes of economic gain. It is true that both Whig and 
.
Tory leaders 

vigorously defended the property rights of �he � est IndIans, b�t the 
motivation was more political than economIC. Smce the protectIOn of 
property rights was one of the most ancient and fundame�t�l princ�ples 
of the Establishment, emancipation could not become pohtICally VIable 
until the majority of Parliament was satisfied that the gen�ral rights of 
property holders would be unimpaired. To calm fears on thIs matter the 
government stressed that only one highly specialized and narrowly held 
form of property was being proscribed. Not only was the amount of 
property at issue relatively small (it represented les� than 2 �e�cent of 
the total wealth of all British property holders), but ItS prOSCrIptIOn was 
handled in such a way as to reinforce the rights of property in general. 
This was accomplished by offering to compensate slave owners fully �or 
the value of their slaves, as well as by promising to continue commerCIal 
preferences to West Indian planters in the Eng�i:h market. F�r 

.
from 

using emancipation to enhance the economic pOSItIOn of �om�stIC mter· 
ests, Parliament made domestic interests pay a heavy prIce m order to 
protect the "legitimate" property rights of the � est Indians.82

. What about the upper-class Anglican evangehcals who prOVIded so 
much of the leadership and the money for the antislavery campaign, 
some of whom thought that slavery should be abolished without compen
sation to the planters, and who were so widely hailed as saints for their 
generosity? Were they not altruistically motivated? If by altruism one 
means a concern for the welfare of others, then the "saints" were without 
doubt among the most altruistic men of their age, for they zealously 
pursued that concern, often to the point of being meddlesome. If by 
altruism one means philanthropic, then the "saints" were certainly altru
istic since they shunned the goal of economic self-enhancement and 
willingly expended their lives and wealth in benevolent enterprises. Lord 
Teigmouth and Charles Grant, for example, refused to follow the "con
ventional practice" of using their positions as high officials in India "t? 
enrich themselves." Zachary Macaulay, to cite another example, saCrI
ficed not only his health but almost his entire fortune in behalf of the 
antislavery movement, causing his son, Thomas Babington Macaulay, to 
sell gold medals won as a student 

.
in order to �uppor\�im

.
self. It is whe� 

one comes to other such connotatIOns of altrUIsm as lemency or merCI
fulness in one's judgment of others," "absence of selfishness," and 
"indifference to one's own welfare or interests" that difficulties arise. The 
"saints" were neither democrats nor egalitarians, but thoroughly patri
cian gentlemen. They believed that it was the pious obligation of their 
class to be charitable to the "worthy" poor, but they were equally 
dedicated to suppressing "the mob," "revolution," "industrial co�spir
acy," "radicalism," and everything else that threatened the estabhshed 
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order. They were convinced that poverty for the masses was inevitable 
and that only demagogues would preach otherwise. In their view at
tempts to agitate the lower classes on this question were a threat to the 
established order that justified repression by the sternest measures.83 

In all of their various campaigns, including the struggle against 
slavery, the "saints" strove to strengthen the aristocratic order, to pro
tect the rights of property holders, and to ensure the preeminence of the 
Anglican Church. To the extent that their endeavors were intended to 
serve and preserve the institutions that they cherished, the "saints" were 
driven by something less than pure altruism. Neither by word nor by 
deed did they indicate their willingness to sacrifice cherished institutions 
in order to enhance the welfare of those who hated these institutions or 
sought to replace them. They had the fortunate capacity to see mercy in 
the sternest measures of repression when they were exercised against the 
enemies of the aristocratic order and the Anglican Church. Zachary 
Macaulay, for example, staunchly defended the authorities responsible 
for the "Peterloo Massacre," the forceful attack on a radical meeting in 
Manchester during which 1 1  people died and hundreds were wounded, 
blaming the incident on "seditious publications"84 that had inflamed the 
lower classes. Antislavery, in the view of the "saints," was not an assault 
on the aristocratic order but a step that was essential to purify and 
preserve it. Their altruism resided in the personal sacrifices they were 
prepared to endure in order to improve and protect their way of life, 
rather than in a willingness to assist those who wanted to institute 
another way of life. 

THE STRUGGLE TO ABOLISH SLAVERY 
" THROUGHOUT THE WORLD" 

Buxton and his colleagues closely monitored the application of the Eman
cipation Act in the West Indies and soon mounted a new campaign 
against the efforts of planters to sabotage its implementation. Although 
Buxton threatened to take parliamentary action to terminate the period 
of "apprenticeship" and bring about the immediate and total abolition 
of slavery, such action was not necessary. Harassed by abolitionists, 
missionaries, and Crown officials, encountering increasing difficulties in 
maintaining the labor discipline of "apprentices," and fearful of possible 
slave uprisings, the various colonies voluntarily voted to end slavery in 
1838, two years ahead of the statutory deadline. Abolitionists developed 
an extensive program to help the freedmen adjust to their new circum
stances, but their attention after 1838 increasingly turned to the problem 
of eradicating the slave trade and ending all slavery. 

The question naturally arose, even in abolitionist circles, as to 
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whether Britain had the right to interfere in the internal affairs of other 
nations. But such qualms were generally overridden by both pragmatic 
and moral arguments. The pragmatic argument was that "no change of 
principle" was involved "since Britain was already committed to interfer
ing in the affairs of other nations in seeking to put down the slave trade." 
The moral argument was that slavery was such a cruel and sinful system 
that "the nationality of the slaveholder became a matter of secondary 
importance as compared with the obligation to act." Citizens of other 
countries, including those hostile to slavery, did not look kindly on 
British intrusions into their domestic affairs. To other nationals this 
moral "obligation to act" raised suspicion and resentment when the 
meddlers were private citizens, and it led to a rise in international tension 
when the Foreign Office did the meddling.85 

Consider France, for example. In the early 1840S the prime minister 
was Fran�ois Guizot, a former professor of modern history at the Sor
bonne, a leader of the Revolution of 1830 which ushered in the constitu
tional monarchy of Louis Philippe, and a supporter of the antislavery 
cause. Guizot and his cabinet were reluctant to act quickly on the report 
of a Royal Commission which recommended the compensated emancipa
tion of French slaves. One sticking point was the high cost of such action 
and the taxes required to cover the cost. Confronted with a movement 
for reform of the French Assembly and with the threat of renewed 
lower-class radicalism, the Guizot government was reluctant to risk the 
prevailing balance on a secondary issue. When a delegation of British 
abolitionists arrived in Paris in 1842 to stir popular sentiment for eman
cipation, Guizot invited their leader to dine with him, but his minister 
of the interior issued a decree canceling the public meetings at which 
they were to speak. French abolitionists did not adopt the recommenda
tions of their British colleagues that they launch a nationwide campaign 
to pressure Guizot's ministry into immediate action. Having no provin
cial affiliates, nor desiring any, the aristocratic leaders of the Societe pour 
l' Abolition de I'Esclavage preferred to use their influence quietly among 
high government officials in Paris. That approach bore little fruit. It was 
not until the Revolution of 1848 swept out the monarchy and proclaimed 
a republic that emancipation was enacted.86 

By the mid- 1830s, the U.S. South was the main bastion of slavery 
and the biggest challenge to British abolitionists. They sought to help 
rouse public sentiment in America by writing and distributing pamphlets 
aimed at winning support for immediate emancipation from the Ameri
can branches of the Protestant churches with which they were affiliated, 
by sending speakers to tour American cities, by raising tens of thousands 
of pounds from British citizens to support the campaigns of American 
abolitionists, and by calling on the British Foreign Office to bring pres-
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sure to bear on the American government. Although American abolition
ists lar�ely embraced this support, it raised a storm of protest throughout 
the natIOn, North as well as South. In his address to Congress in 1835 
Andrew Jackson called attention to the recent lecture tour of British 
abolitionist George Thompson, labeling him a "foreign emissary." Well 
before Jackson's addr�ss, Thompson had been threatened by mobs in 
Boston and Lowell whIch denounced him as a "racial amalgamist" and 
newspapers had branded him as a "foreign incendiary" who was sent b 
the British to "subvert American institutions." The annexation of Texa� 
provides another example of the way that the good intentions of British 
abolitionists backfired. Treaty negotiations had been stalled by North
erners who feared that the entry of Texas would tip the political balance 
in favor of the South when word leaked out that the British foreign 
secretary, under pressure from the abolitionists, was attempting to use 
loan guarantees to get Texas to agree to abolish slavery. That news was 
us en �y the administration to kindle nationalism in Congress and helped 
to buIld support for annexation.87 

British abolitionists were able to find other countries where their 
exerti?ns could be eff�ctive. One of these places was India, where slavery 
of varIOUS forms flOUrIshed on a vast scale. The estimates of the number 
who were �nslaved ran as high as 16 million souls. Indian slavery was 
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hereditary domestIcs 10 the houses of rich landowners for whom a 
"large retinue" was "a sign of affluence and station." It was widely held 
that "m�ch Indian slavery was relatively benign," and that "there was 
no conscIOUS desire for freedom on the part of the slaves, who were well 
aware of the advantages of their condition as compared with that of the 
landless freemen. "89 Among the starving freemen, the sale of children 
by parents, of wives by husbands, and self sale were common. 
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and many decades passed before Indian slavery was finally ended. The 
struggle against slavery was part of a wider movement (initiated by 
Wilberforce, Zachary Macaulay, and other members of the Clapham sect) 
to impose English culture on India, which included opening India to 
British missionaries and the substitution of English for Persian as the 
official language. 

The last great victory of the British abolitionists was the suppression 
of the Islamic slave trade. Since it had little to do with the West Indies, 
the British at first paid scant attention to the trade of African slaves 
across the Sahara and along the east coast of Africa, bound for the 
Islamic world. Larger and more ancient than the Atlantic trade, it origi
nated in the early Middle Ages. According to recent estimates, the 
cumulated trade to Islamic countries in Northern Africa and the Near 
East probably exceeded 4 million persons before the New World was 
even discovered, and it doubled by 1800. Although the Atlantic trade 
went into decline after 1830, the trade to the Islamic regions continued 
to expand. The total for the nineteenth century appears to have be�n 
about 3 million-considerably larger than the trade to Cuba and BrazIl, 
the main targets of the African Squadron.90 

The struggle to suppress the Islamic slave trade did not move to 
center stage until the 1860s. The principal figure in rousing the British 
public on that issue was David Livingstone. A medical missionary in 
Africa from the early 1840s, he became a national hero in Great Britain 
during the early 1850S when accounts of his trek up the length of South 
Africa and then across central Africa, from the west to the east coast, 
won him an award from the Royal Geographical Society. On his return 
to Africa in 1858, this time at the head of an expedition financed by the 
British government, Livingstone set out to explore the territory sur
rounding the Zambezi River and its tributaries. On this expedition, 
which lasted six years, he saw for the first time how the Islamic slave 
trade operated. Shocked at "the bloodshed, the burning villages, the 
deserted corn, the corpses floating down the river, the panic-stricken 
fugitives," and "the chained slave gangs on their way to the coast," he 
appealed to the foreign minister, Lord John Russell, to allow him to take 
possession of the territories he had discovered in the name of the Crown 
"as the only means of saving the unhappy people."91 In the mid- 1860s, 
however, the Foreign Office was not willing to expend its resources on 
such an enterprise. Recalled to England by Lord Russell, Livingstone 
campaigned vigorously for a change in English policy, arguing that the 
interception of Islamic slave ships on the high seas was not enough. The 
slave trade would not be suppressed unless England accepted the obliga
tion of bringing "Christianity, {;ommerce, and 'civilization' to the source 
of the evil, the heart of Africa from which the slaves came."92 
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By the 1 870S missionaries began pouring into the hinterland of 
Portuguese Mozambique, the source of the Islamic trade, to the annoy
ance of officials in the Foreign Office who had to deal with Portuguese 
protests against the intrusion. In the late 1870S the Foreign Office 
negotiated a treaty with Portugal for the cooperation of the two govern
ments in opening the interior of Africa to European commerce and in 
suppressing the slave trade, but before it could take effect the Portuguese 
government collapsed because of opposition to the treaty. An effort to 
revive the treaty in 1884 failed when British abolitionists and mission
aries (who doubted that Portugal would actually suppress the slave trade 
and feared that it would discriminate against Protestant missions) cam
paigned against it. Another attempt was made to find some agreement 
among the European powers for a cooperative approach to the develop
ment of Africa at the Conference of Berlin, held during 1884-1885. But 
its resolutions were largely ignored. The scramble of the European 
nations for African territory had begun. The British antislavery move
ment continued to press for British intervention in Africa, calling on the 
Foreign Office to promote humanitarian objectives including the aboli
tion of the slave trade, the control of the arms and liquor traffic, the 
protection of missionaries, and the encouragement of legitimate com
merce-all of which would bring "civilization" to Africa.93 



C H A P T E R  E I G H T  

THE AMERICAN CAMPAIGN: 
Pro. the RevolatioD to the 

Abolitionist Crasade 

British abolitionists who toured the United States in the 1830S 
and 1840S found it a difficult, sometimes dangerous, but most often 
frustrating experience. "It is," wrote Harriet Martineau, British author 
and social critic, after returning from such a tour, "a totally different 
thing to be an abolitionist on a soil actually trodden by slaves, and in 
a far off country, where opinion is already on the side of emancipation."1 
What made the American struggle against slavery so different from the 
British one, and politically so much more difficult, was not so much that 
American soil was trodden by slaves but that it was also trodden by their 
owners. Slaveowners did more than merely walk on American soil. They 
had been instrumental in defining American polity and in shaping Amer
ican culture; from the beginning of the United States to the time that 
Martineau ended her American tour ( 1836), they had controlled the 
politics of the nation. Not only were five of the first seven presidents 
slaveholders, but the slaveowning members of Congress had had a far
reaching influence over national legislation for nearly half a century, and 
there was no end in sight. 

It was not merely the overarching power of the slaveholders that 
differentiated the American and British cases. There was also a different 
constitutional situation and a different political process in America. The 
Constitution not only recognized slavery and made it lawful, but also 
guaranteed that the power of the federal government would be employed 
to protect the master's right to his human property. Nowhere in the 
Constitution was there a word regarding the rights of slaves or of the 
duties of masters to treat them humanely. Such matters would continue 
to be regulated by state and local governments and courts, as they had 
been in the colonial era, and hence were beyond federal jurisdiction. 
Since Congress was deprived of the power to ameliorate the conditions 
of servitude, a whole range of humanitarian issues that were so critical 
in building Parliamentary support for emancipation in Great Britain 
were removed from the congressional arena.2 

The Revolution and the Constitution greatly accelerated the process 
of popular democracy, making it impossible to insulate congressional 
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politics from popular politics. Although developments in Great Britain 
were also pushing that nation toward popular politics, the pace in Britain 
was much slower than in America. As has been shown, the main victories 
in the British struggle against slavery took place during an era in which 
British politics were, despite the increasing influence of popular move. 
ments, still substantially controlled by a few hundred families and their 
supporters in Parliament. 

American abolitionists, by contrast, could not expect to achieve their 
goals by persuading a few powerful figures in Congress. Although they 
did find American counterparts to Wilberforce and Buxton in such con· 
gressmen as John Quincy Adams of Massachusetts and Joshua R. Gid· 
dings of Ohio and in such senators as Salmon P. Chase of Ohio and 
Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, there were no American counterparts 
to William Pitt, Lord Grey, and Lord Palmerston: political figures in 
whom power was so concentrated, and who were sufficiently insulated 
from popular pressures that they might use their office, even when it was 
politically questionable, to restrict slavery or to abolish some major 
aspect of it. From the beginning, American political leaders had to heed 
their electorate. The struggle over policy was a complicated mixture of 
congressional and popular politics in which the popular aspect predomi
nated. The struggle for power and for control of policy in America rapidly 
became a struggle to shape or to anticipate the changing views of an 
electorate that was rapidly growing wider and more diverse in economic 
interest, religion, ethnicity, and political culture. 

Despite the exceedingly difficult constitutional and political situation, 
a powerful antislavery movement eventually emerged in America, and it 
prevailed. Recent research in three overlapping fields (intellectual, reli
gious, and political) of American history has greatly illuminated this 
process.3 Although some of this work has focused on the antislavery 
struggle per se and has been stimulated by the same currents that have 
prompted black history, much of it has not. The flowering of religious 
history, for example, is related to developments after World War II in 
American theology. The new work in political history, on the other hand, 
reflects a number of technical advances in this field including a more 
thorough analysis of the documents of the Revolutionary and the early 
national era, intensive studies of hitherto neglected documents bearing 
on state and local politics (especially after 1820), and the use of quantita
tive methods to analyze voting patterns and their changes in legislatures 
and in popular elections. Whatever the impetus, the new work has 
produced massive amounts of new evidence bearing on the evolution of 
the antislavery movement and has stimulated numerous reinterpreta
tions of that movement and its place in the transformation of American 
society. 
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A marked feature of all three fields is the attempt to uncover the 
"social forces" that brought about changes in religious institutions, in 
ideology, and in political life. The influence of the sociological approach 
may, to some extent, explain the recent convergences in the interpreta
tion of the antislavery movement among scholars whose fields have led 
them to approach the subject from quite different perspectives. Yet the 
influence of the sociological approach should not be exaggerated. Among 
historians of religion and intellectual historians specializing in the anti
slavery movements there has been a determined effort to resist "obtuse 
secularism"4 and to accurately recreate the role of religious inspiration, 
of mysticism rather than secular materialism, in the shaping of the 
American antislavery movement. Despite their seeming inconsistency, 
interpretations that stress mysticism have dovetailed rather than clashed 
with interpretations spawned by secular materialism. 

Before considering this synthesis it is necessary to define two terms 
that were used interchangeably in the discussion of the British case but 
which need to be distinguished in the American case. In this chapter the 
term abolitionist movement will refer to organizations or societies that 
were avowedly dedicated to the emancipation of slaves in America re
gardless of the method by which they sought to achieve that objective. 
The term antislal!ery mOl!ement or coalition will refer to organizations or 
societies that were prepared to oppose some aspect of slavery even if they 
also opposed the emancipation of slaves. Although abolitionists were 
part of the antislavery movement, most of the participants in the broader 
movement were not abolitionists and many were hostile to abolitionists 
and their goals. Two subgroups of the abolitionist movement also need to 
be recognized. The term abolitionist crusaders will designate the most 
radical wing of the movement, evangelicals who believed that slavery was 
a sin. The term political abolitionists will designate those professional 
politicians and their advisers who sought complete emancipation but 
realized that their goal could be achieved only by building a coalition that 
was capable of embracing every opponent of slavery, no matter how 
limited the basis for that opposition. The political abolitionists were also 
often crusaders, but they did not usually advertise that fact to the public 
and sometimes even denied it, especially if they were elected to their 
office by a diverse constituency, representing themselves instead merely 
as consistent antislavery men. 

THE REVOLUTION AND THE 
DESPIRITUALIZATION OF ANTISLAVERY 

The American Revolution gave an enormous impetus to the struggle 
against slavery, but it also profoundly affected the course of that struggle. 
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The Revolution changed the ideological basis for the opposition to slav
ery; it shifted the initiative in the definition of the issues from mystics 
to rationalists, from saints to politicians, and it plunged the question of 
slavery into the center of the struggle for power. These changes had 
much to do with the profound differences in the character and the effects 
of the British and American struggles against slavery: with the peaceful 
outcome of the British movement and its fratricidal course in America 
with the relatively conservative role of the movement in British politic� 
and its promotion of radical politics in America. 

In both America and Great Britain the struggle against slavery arose 
as a religious movement rather than as a political one. In both countries 
the issues eventually entered politics, but the circumstances of that entry 
were much different. In Great Britain the movement from a purely 
theological issue to a political one came gradually and the issue was 
introduced to political life by men who felt that the struggle against 
slavery \\as an indispensable part of their religious testimony, of their 
struggle against sin. They sought first to convince evangelicals in other 
denominations who shared their belief in the possibility of achieving 
personal salvation through the struggle against inner and outer sin. 
Thus, the struggle to win Parliament to antislavery was in content a 
simple extension of their religious witness, although the method of the 
exercising of this witness was more complicated since they had to win 
the support of men who, although Christians, did not share their theology 
and often held theological views contrary to their own. They met this 
obstacle both by seeking to convert those in power to their views, in 
whole or in part, and by finding new arguments against slavery that 
would not only bridge theological and philosophical gaps but make 
antislavery politically expedient. Toward that end they sought to con
vince men engrossed in secular affairs that parliamentary action against 
slavery, even if limited, was an appropriate matter for the state and 
politically feasible, perhaps even advantageous. Throughout the long 
struggle against British slavery, "saints" were always forcing the issue 
on reluctant, or at least cautious, politicians who would rather have 
neglected the issue; they never had to compete with these politicians for 
moral leadership of the issue. 

In America the issue of slavery was brought into politics before the 
"saints" were really prepared to carry it there and, ironically, some of 
the men who made it a political issue were interested in protecting their 
property rights in slaves rather than in abolishing slavery. During the 
i 760s and 1770S the Quakers were still mainly concerned with purging 
their own ranks of slaveowners, although their antislavery message 
spread beyond their own circles and influenced Benjamin Franklin and 
other Revolutionary leaders in Pennsylvania and New England. A few 
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of these leaders began to question slavery, not on the religious grounds 
of the Quakers, but on the grounds that it was uneconomical and that 
it clashed with the political doctrine of natural rights that formed the 
basis for Revolutionary agitation. 

The linking of slavery with the doctrine of natural rights also arose 
in Virginia, quite independently of Quaker or evangelical theology. 
During the 1 760s and 1770S the Virginia legislature, dominated by 
slaveholders, passed acts encumbering or prohibiting the external slave 
trade, not as a step toward emancipation, but to prevent a glut from 
depreciating the economic value of their slaves. These acts were eventu
ally "vetoed by authorities in London"5 and the failure of the English 
government to permit slaveholders to act in their own self-interest be
came part of the Revolutionary indictment. In 1 77 2 Virginia directly 
presented its grievances on this point to the king, complaining that 
English insistence that slave trade into Virginia should continue un
abated was a sacrifice of colonial interests in order to enhance the 
position of English merchants. And in the Continental Congress, ironi
cally, the most insistent demands for action against the African slave 
trade came not from the delegates of Pennsylvania or New England, but 
from Virginia.6 

So it was the leaders of the South as well as the North who made 
slavery a central issue of the Revolution. That southern slaveholders 
could join with non-slaveholding Northerners in opposing slavery, and 
could do so in good conscience, is explained by the particular way the 
issue was articulated during the Revolution. Revolutionary leaders not 
only politicized the issue of slavery but transformed it from a spiritual 
question to a rational one. This transformation deprived slavery of the 
keen moral edge that Quakers and evangelicals gave it and subordinated 
the slavery imposed on blacks to the overall goals of the Revolution. 7 

Two aspects of Revolutionary ideology, common to both Northerners 
and Southerners, were involved in the transformation. First, the leaders 
of the Revolution were deists-rational religionists who shunned mysti
cism and revelation. Indeed, 52 of the 56 signers of the Declaration of 
Independence belonged to the Freemasons, the principal organization 
promoting deism in America, which held that "reason and scientific 
knowledge could supply all the necessary elements of religion and eth
ics." Deists were not necessarily anticlerical, and the majority of the 
Revolutionary leaders, although in favor of the disestablishment of the 
Anglican Church and in favor also of the separation of church and state 
generally, wanted to maintain and expand the influence of the various 
denominations on a voluntary basis. As John Adams put it, "Christian 
Religion" was the most' effective instrument in spreading "the great 
Principle of the Law of Nature and Nations, Love your Neighbor as 
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yourself." Thus, Christian churches advanced rationalism because "no 
other Institution for Education, no kind of political Discipline, could 
diffuse this kind of necessary Information, so universally among all 
Ranks and Descriptions of Citizens." Deism also produced a radical 
position, most eloquently articulated by Thomas Paine, which attacked 
the Bible and organized religion, stigmatized the clergy as a "priest
craft," and offered instead a totally secular democracy. But it was 
Thomas Jefferson, "the St. Paul of American democracy," who was by 
far the most influential of the rationalists. A central figure in working 
out the solution to the problem of the relationship between church and 
state, his particular blend of religious philosophy and political theory, 
and his sometimes blunt anticlericalism, did much to make deism ascend
ant over mysticism during the Revolution and the early years of the new 
republic.8 

The de spiritualization of the slavery issue was also promoted by the 
tendency of Revolutionary leaders to view all political issues through the 
prism of natural rights. That doctrine emphasized that government was 
a social contract voluntarily accepted by free men. To the northern and 
southern rebels the most heinous form of slavery was the imposition on 
a free people of a government that acted against their will. Revolutionary 
leaders thus saw their struggle for independence as a struggle to free 
America from enslavement by England. "Slavery" became "the most 
frequent" word "in the Revolutionary vocabulary." But the outrage 
inherent in this use of the term was directed not at what American 
masters were doing to their chattel but at what the king and Parliament 
were doing to their colonists. Although Revolutionary leaders saw a 
connection between the two forms of slavery, the nature of the connec
tion was not beyond debate. Moreover, the appropriate remedy for chat
tel slavery was far less clear than the remedy for the political slavery 
forced on the colonists by the English.9 

The usurpation of the slavery issue by politicians had a mixed effect 
on the abolitionist movement. By despiritualizing the problem of chattel 
slavery the moral urgency of the issue was blunted. Chattel slavery was 
not a sin, a horrible violation of God's commandments, but at worst the 
breach of a contract among men. Moreover, it was not at all clear that 
a contract was actually breached since Locke, among others, had specifi
cally excluded chattel slaves from the social compact. Even if it was 
conceded that slaves were included within the compact, the precise 
nature of their rights had to be carefully considered, as did the rights 
of their masters. Revolutionary leaders generally agreed that black 
slaves were, in most respects, inferior to whites and that, whatever the 
arguments in favor of emancipation, its implementation posed numerous 
problems and dangers to the community.lO 
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One of the dilemmas created by the switch from divine revelation to 

natural rights as the basis for opposing slavery related to the rights of 

the masters. The natural rights doctrine closely linked freedom and 

justice with the inviolability of private property. The threat to the liberty 

of the colonists created by Parliament's attempt to confiscate a part of 

their property by arbitrary taxes was one of the central issues of the 

Revolution. Since life, liberty, and property were an inseparable trinity 

in the natural rights doctrine, compulsory manumission of slaves "would 

violate the right of masters to their own property" including their right 

to dispose of their property as they wished. "A revolution carried for

ward in the name of this right" thus created "a serious and enduring 

impediment to compulsory abolition."l l  Adherence to the natural rights 

doctrine embarrassed those southern politicians who were prepared to 

concede that slavery was a violation of the natural rights of the enslaved. 

Adherence to the doctrine also embarrassed northern politicians who, 

although they despised slavery, felt compelled to concede that the doc

trine protected masters who would not voluntarily manumit their slaves. 

The quandary between the natural rights of masters and of slaves 

made it difficult to turn rhetorical declarations against slavery into con

crete action, even in the northern states. The isolation of the Quakers 

during the Revolution, because of their refusal to endorse the war, also 

undermined the movement. The Pennsylvania antislavery society that 

Quakers organized in 1 775 soon became inactive and did not revive until 

1 784. Quiet efforts by Quakers and antislavery evangelicals in other 

denominations nevertheless continued, but required a shift in rhetoric. 

At least in their public expressions, their spiritual objections were often 

couched in the secular language of the Revolution. Thus, appeals to 

natural rights tended to replace the former emphasis on the sinful avarice 

of the master, on the violation of "the spiritual brotherhood of all men," 

and on the sin of condemning slaves to perdition by preventing them 

from exercising their free will. l2 

THE PROSLA VERY OFFENSIVE AND THE DECLINE 
OF THE FIRST ABOLITIONIST MOVEMENT 

The Constitutional Convention also served to weaken the antislavery 
movement. Although there were numerous antislavery speeches, the 
overriding problem before the delegates was the development of a struc
ture for national government strong enough to fulfill the millennial 
aspirations of the Revolutionary leaders and flexible enough to win the 
support of the contentious interests in the different states. To achieve 
that goal it was necessary to overcome not only divisions over slavery, 
but rivalries between large and small states, between agricultural and 
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commercial interests, and between those who wanted a strong federal 
government and those who feared that a strong federal government 
would lead to despotism. The determination of most Southerners to 
protect their sectional interests meant that slavery had to be accom
modated if the overriding goals of the Convention were to be attained. 13 

Because the deep-South bloc was "demanding where their opponents 
were more tepid and ambivalent, and because they knew just what they 
wanted'

"
where thei: o�ponents had no particular program concerning 

slavery, the ConstItutIOn that emerged from the Convention contained 
"no less than ten clauses . . .  that directly or indirectly accommodated 
the peculiar institution." In the compromise on counting slaves as three
fifths of a person both for purposes of representation in Congress and 
for direct taxes by the federal government, in empowering Congress to 
provide the military force to quell slave rebellions, and in requiring 
states to return fugitive slaves to their lawful masters, the Constitution 
dearly legitimized slavery, although the "scruples" of the delegates, as 
James Madison put it, kept them from actually using the word "slavery" 
in these clauses. 14 

Indeed, the power of the national government to trespass on the 
interests of slaveholders was explicit only in giving Congress the author
ity to prohibit the international slave trade. Yet even this authority was 
not necessarily perceived as an antislavery measure since Virginia slave
holders favored such a ban. As a concession to the newer slave states 
the implementation of the ban was postponed for at least 20 years, bu; 
an immediate ban on the international slave trade was imposed on the 
Northwest Territories. IS That provision did not arouse the opposition of 
any of the slaveholding interests at the Convention, although it intro
duced an ambiguity upon which antislavery forces later seized. Neither 
Article IV, Section 3 (which gave Congress the power to "make all 
needful rules respecting the territory or other property belonging to the 
United States"), nor Article I, Section 9 (which deferred the abolition of 
the international slave trade until at least 1808), explicitly acknowledged 
the right of slaveowners to migrate into the territories with their slaves. 
Slaveowners did not push for such an explicit guarantee because, as 
Madison later put it, not even the most "farfetched interpretations ever 
hinted" that Congress had the power "to prohibit an interior migration 
of any sort."16 

Yet after the loophole became apparent, its usefulness as an instru
ment for the emancipation of slaves was far from obvious. Even if 
Congress voted to prohibit slavery as a condition for the establishment 
of a new state, slaves elsewhere would not be emancipated. Moreover, 
the implementation of this limited encumbrance on slavery was beset by 
political barriers far greater than those faced by British abolitionists. 
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When the Constitution was ratified slavery was legal not just in the South 
but in all but two of the northern states, although three others had passed 
acts of gradual emancipation. To win a majority in Congress against the 
extension of slavery into the territories there had to be a majority of 
Congress committed to such a policy. Yet the first two western territories 
admitted to the Union after the ratification of the Constitution were 
slaveholding territories that became Kentucky and Tennessee, and no 
group in Congress sought the abolition of slavery in these territories as 
a condition for their admission to statehood. Their senators and repre-

. d "  . h t t t'" 'th h 17 sentatlves were seate WIt ou pro es III el er ouse. 
The positive influence of the Revolutionary doctrine on the abolition

ist movement was most evident in New England and Pennsylvania. The 
Vermont Constitutional Convention of 1 777 outlawed slavery in its first 
article. In New Hampshire and in Massachusetts slavery was outlawed 
as a result of judicial interpretations of the new constitutions of these 
states, although in New Hampshire the issue remained somewhat ambig
uous until 1857. Abolition advanced in Pennsylvania, despite the attack 
on the Quakers, when "a new coalition, composed of Philadelphia radi
cals and their Scotch-Irish back country allies, assumed the reins of 
power under the new and radical constitution of 1776." By 1 780 the 
Pennsylvania legislature passed the new nation's first act of gradual 
emancipation which freed the unborn children of slaves on their 28th 
birthday. Similar legislation soon followed in Rhode Island and Connect
icut, but it was not until 1 799 that New York followed suit, and New 
Jersey delayed enacting gradual emancipation until 1 804.18 

On the other hand, the negative influence of the Revolution on the 
abolitionist movement began to reveal itself even before the Constitu
tional Convention. The sudden concentration of power into the hands of 
committed rationalists, the tendency for Quakers, Anglicans, and Meth
odists to be identified as loyalists, and the perils besetting devout mystics 
in other denominations who failed to embrace fully the Revolutionary 
spirit all combined to repress evangelical fervor. For most denominations 
the Revolutionary era and the early years of the new nation were a period 
of decline. "The churches reached a lower ebb of vitality during the two 
decades after the end of hostilities than at any other time in the country's 
religious history." Under these circumstances much of the energy that 
evangelicals might otherwise have devoted to abolitionist activities was 
spent on protecting their churches and on struggles within their churches 
over theological issues. 19 

Nevertheless, the religiously inspired antislavery movement was 
never entirely snuffed out. Quakers cautiously continued their antislav
ery witness during the war years and when hostilities ceased they reor
ganized an antislavery society in Pennsylvania, with Benjamin Franklin 
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as its titular head. Between 1 784 and 1 79 1  abolitionist societies were 
organized in all of the states except for North Carolina, South Carolina, 
and Georgia. The inhospitality of these states to any sort of antislavery 
activity was prefigured by the large number of slaves they continued to 
import and by the militant, implacable defense of slavery that the dele
gates of these states made at the Constitutional Convention.2o 

The new abolitionist societies were directed primarily toward local 
issues, especially the prevention of the deportation of slaves from states 
that had instituted gradual emancipation, the execution of the provisions 
of emancipation acts, the prevention of the kidnapping of free blacks, 
and "the improvement of the condition of the free blacks by mental and 
moral training and by teaching and helping them to support themselves." 
In New York and New Jersey, which had not yet instituted gradual 
emancipation, the societies also pressed for the passage of such legisla
tion. The main thrust of the societies was not toward mobilizing popular 
protest but toward defending the legal rights of blacks, enslaved and 
free, and organizing programs for self-improvement of free blacks.21 

After the adoption of the Constitution, abolitionist societies cau
tiously sought a more political role, focusing on the power of Congress 
to control the international slave trade. The lead was taken by the 
Quakers and by the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, which in February 
of 1 790 (less than two weeks after the Constitution became operative) 
presented Congress with its first three antislavery petitions. Over the 
signature of Benjamin Franklin, the petition of the Pennsylvania Society 
urged Congress "to countenance the restoration of liberty"22 to slaves, 
while the two Quaker petitions, in language that reflected a deeply 
religious hostility to slavery, denounced the "licentious wickedness"23 
of the international trade and called on Congress to take immediate 
action to abolish it. The petitions were referred to a committee which 
soon reported that the Constitution prevented Congress "from passing 
an act of emancipation," from prohibiting "the slave trade until 
1808,"24 from interfering in the management or sales of slaves, and even 
from stopping the reinslavement of free blacks. However, Congress did 
have authority to regulate immediately the conditions of the African 
trade and to prohibit foreigners from outfitting slave ships in U.S. ports. 
After a bitter debate, and by a margin of one vote, Congress voted to 
accept a version of this report that was stripped of the clauses that were 
most offensive to slaveowners.25 

Even these small concessions helped to stimulate a more political 
orientation on the part of the abolition societies. Memorials urging Con
gress to take those actions against the slave trade that were available to 
it were submitted in 1 79 1  and 1 793. In 1 794 a conference of nine 
abolition societies met in Philadelphia to plan concerted activities aimed 
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at inducing congressional action. They constituted themselves as the 
American Convention for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery and Im
proving the Conditions of the African Race. This convention met annu
ally until 1806, and then biennially or triennially until its demise in 
1832 . However, the activities of the abolition societies produced only 
one clear-cut victory against the proslavery bloc in Congress during the 
next quarter century. That was the Act of 1 794 (strengthened somewhat 
in 1800) which "forbade any person in the United States, citizen or 
foreigner, to engage in the carrying of slaves from Africa to countries 
other than the United States." In 1803 Congress rejected Indiana's 
request that the ban on the importation of slaves into that territory be 
suspended, but that position was supported by slaveowners who feared 
that any revision of constitutional provisions on slavery might set a 
dangerous precedent.26 

Nor can the enactment of a ban on the international slave trade in 
1807 be viewed as a defeat for the proslavery forces. By 1798 all of the 
slave states had enacted laws prohibiting the importation of foreign 
slaves. Although these laws were ineffective (slave importations reached 
an all-time peak between 1790 and 1808), they reflected the belief of 
many slaveholders that further importations were harmful to their eco
nomic interests. Although the majority of representatives from the slave 
states appear to have regretted the ineffectiveness of state laws, they 
resisted early action by Congress as a dangerous breach of the constitu
tional safeguards of slavery. 27 

By 1807 the end of the constitutional delay on congressional action 
against the external slave trade was at hand, and slaveholders joined with 
Northerners in enacting a law with teeth in it. When the critical vote 
came up in the House, the bill passed by 1 13 to 5, three of the dissenters 
coming from the South and two from the North. The insertion of addi
tional provisions by the Senate aimed at providing a further safeguard 
against smuggling raised alarm among proslavery forces in the House 
that a precedent might be implied for regulating the internal slave trade. 
Although fear of the effects of this provision led to a substantial deflec
tion of southern support, enough remained for the amended bill to pass. 
A threat that disaffected southern congressmen would "march to the 
White House and demand that Jefferson veto the act" never materialized. 
On March 3, 1807, Jefferson signed the Act which, although it effectively 
ended the external slave trade, nevertheless reconfirmed the legitimacy 
of slavery and the control of the institution by the governments of the 
states in which it flourished.28 

Indeed, during the first 20 years of the operation of the Constitution, 
abolitionist attempts to impai'r the effectiveness of slavery through con
gressional action had come to naught. Quite the contrary, the proslavery 

THE AMERICAN CAMPAIGN: REVOLUTION TO ABOLITIONIST CRUSADE 249 

bloc in Congress won decisive victories in every major confrontation with 
the antislavery bloc. Successive attempts to push forward the date of 
effective actions against the slave trade were defeated, as were attempts 
to prevent the extension of slavery beyond the original thirteen states. 
Moreover, Congress overwhelmingly enacted a stringent Fugitive Slave 
Act in 1 793; it refused to act against the kidnapping of free blacks by 
slave traders in 1 796; it refused to prevent the reenslavement of manu
mitted slaves in 1 797; and it nearly passed a bill in 1801 that would have 
compelled an employer who hired a black anywhere in the country to 
publish a description of him in two newspapers and would have put the 
burden of proving that he was actually a free man on the black and his 
employer. But even on so aggressive a bill, the setback to the proslavery 
forces was temporary. In 1817  Congress enacted a law that directed "the 
seizure of any black suspected of being a fugitive and ordered his 
removal to the state granting the warrant for his arrest. "29 

The string of victories by the proslavery bloc in Congress, which 
indicated their increasing domination of federal policy, served to dis
hearten and demoralize many abolitionists. Moreover, in New England 
the local victories against slavery, together with the dwindling of the 
black population in these states, reduced the opportunity for antislavery 
suits or benevolent activities in behalf of free blacks. In the eastern 
border states, especially Virginia, the antislavery movement was under
mined not only by the decisive legislative rejections of gradual emancipa
tion and by the encumbrance of voluntary manumission, but also by the 
general unwillingness of Jefferson, Monroe, and other heroes of the 
Revolution to lend public support to even attenuated forms of opposition 
to slavery. The proslavery forces within these states, preying on the 
public's fear that freed slaves would become a burden if not a threat to 
society, "vented their spleen upon the abolition societies" which spon
sored "court suits" for the freedom of slaves. Not only were the antislav
ery societies infiltrated by opponents of such tactics, but in 1 795 the 
Virginia legislature passed an act that penalized "all those who assisted 
Negroes in unsuccessful freedom suits."3o 

That act, which seemed t(1 be aimed at abolishing all antislavery 
activity, together with the hysteria promoted by the attempted slave 
insurrection organized by Gabriel Prosser in 1800, led to the demise of 
the Alexandria Anti-Slavery Society. This society was not the only casu
alty of the proslavery offensive. Harassment in the South and weariness 
in the North led to the collapse of most of the antislavery societies. 
Toward the end of the first decade of the nineteenth century, only the 
abolition societies of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Dela
ware were still active, and they were "weak and discouraged." Even the 
"mainstay of the movement," the Pennsylvania Society, could ask the 
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meeting of the American Convention in 1806 "whether any material 
. f '  f . "31 injury would arise from a temporary suspenSIOn 0 ItS unctIOns. 

Underlying the weakness of the abolition societies was the disheart
ening of the antislavery forces within the evangelical churches that had 
previously vitalized the antislavery movement by providing both moral 
fervor and personnel. Among the Methodists, for example, the retreat 
from their strong antislavery position of 1 784 became apparent at their 
General Conference in 1 796 when the rule requiring expulsion of a 
church member who bought or sold a slave was modified to apply only 
to members who sold slaves. In 1804, members of churches in the 
Carolinas and Georgia were made entirely exempt from the rule about 
slave trading, and Methodist preachers were, for the first time, required 
to "admonish and exhort all slaves to render due respect and obedience 
to the commands and interests of their respective masters." In 1816, a 
report of the General Conference concluded that political circumstances 
rendered "emancipation impracticable" in the South and admitted that 
it was "not in the power of the General Conference" to "bring about such 
a change in the civil code as would favor the cause of liberty. "32 

Ironically, the revival of religious enthusiasm at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century also contributed to the decline of the first abolitionist 
movement. The process is illustrated by the experience of Samuel Hop
kins, a congressional minister and a leading theologian of the New 
Divinity school which gradually succeeded in coping with rationalism 
without subordinating mysticism; they did so by creating an evangelical 
movement for spiritual and social reform that was based on divinely 
inspired benevolence. Moved by such a spirit, Hopkins became one of 
the first non-Quakers to denounce slavery as "a very great and public 
sin." He also called on the Continental Congress to go beyond merely 
condemning the slave trade and to free "all those who have been reduced 
to a state of slavery by that trade."33 By 1787, however, Hopkins began 
to express disappointment at the failure of the Revolution to produce a 
"unified, purified society." He interpreted this failure "as evidence of 
God's displeasure with America for the continued existence of slav
ery."34 His dismay deepened when he discovered that the Constitution 
had delayed the abolition of the slave trade for 20 years.35 

By the mid-1 790s disappointment had deepened into resignation. 
Viewing the abolition of slavery as an event that would follow rather than 
precede the millennium, Hopkins counseled the faithful and benevolent 
to concentrate not on social but on spiritual reform, to "preach the gospel 
and thereby subdue the pride and greed that caused slavery in the first 
place." The successes of the religious revival that began at the turn of 
the nineteenth century, together with the series of defeats at the hands 
of the proslavery forces, channeled the evangelical impulse for reform 
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into the spread of the gospel at home, the conversion of heathens at home 
and abroad (especially in Africa), the distribution of the Bible and of 
Christian tracts, the reform of manners, the care of the handicapped, the 
suppression of drinking, and the honoring of the Sabbath. Many evan
gelicals, especially in the South, sought to overcome worldly corruption 
and to achieve salvation through the quest for "personal holiness" and 
by promoting "revivalism rather than by direct attacks on social evil."36 

Despite the succession of defeats and the dwindling of supporters, 
abolitionists continued to fight against slavery, seeking new forums, new 
forms, and new issues that could reverse the proslavery trend. Many 
evangelicals continued to press their denominations to speak out against 
slavery. Some congregations took such stands even when they expected 
to be overruled by higher councils, and some churches withdrew from 
their denominations when the majority "turned a deaf ear to their anti
slavery proposals, "37 prefiguring the sectional schisms of the 1830S and 
the 1840s. Quakers were especially active in finding new ways to pro
mote antislavery activity. Between 181 1 and 1823, Elias Hicks, a lead
ing Quaker minister, published pamphlets denouncing the use of slave
produced products as a sin and called on his brethren to desist from 
dealing in such products. In 1826, Benjamin Lundy, the editor of a 
Quaker newspaper called the Genius of Universal Emancipation, began to 
publicize and establish "free-produce stores."38 Others concentrated on 
freeing slaves, some legally by promoting private manumission or using 
the courts to free slaves who had been kidnapped, others illegally by 
giving refuge to runaway slaves and organizing "stations" for the "Un
derground Railroad." 

One of the persistent schemes of abolitionists was to organize coloniza
tion programs for manumitted slaves. "The colonization idea, in one form 
or another, went back almost as far as the Quaker antislavery testimony 
itself." Such American abolitionists as Benjamin Lay, Anthony Benezet, 
Hopkins, and Lundy and such British abolitionists as Granville Sharp, 
Zachary Macaulay, and Wilberforce endorsed black colonization. Some 
proposals called for the organization of settlements west of the Alleghe
nies, others singled out Africa, but Haiti, Louisiana, and Mexico were also 
suggested as feasible sites. The motivations for colonization among sin
cere abolitionists varied. Some proponents believed that "Negroes were 
incapable of assimilation into the American body politic," others feared 
that whites would never treat blacks as equals.39 

Evangelism was also a powerful motivation. Hopkins believed that 
God "had allowed the slave trade so that blacks could embrace the gospel 
in the New World and then bear the glad tidings back to Africa."4o A 
similar spirit moved Sharp, Macaulay, Wilberforce, and other members 
of the Clapham sect when they established the Sierra Leone Company 
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to resettle freed slaves in that land. For more than two decades the 
Clapham sect "cherished this Company as one of their most important 
and significant projects" because "it offered a means of demonstrating 
how Africa could develop under civilization and Christianity."41 During 
the early years of the nineteenth century, "northern religious magazines 
popularized the idea that the Christianization of Africa would atone for 
the accumulated sins of slavery and the slave trade"42 but it was not until 
1817  that a nationwide organization was established to implement that 
objective. 

The establishment of the American Colonization Society not only 
stimulated a renewal of antislavery activity but it represented the last 
major effort to develop an intersectional movement against slavery. The 
principal initiative for the formation of the organization came from 
Robert Finley, a Presbyterian cleric in New Jersey. The organization was 
widely supported by abolitionists who advocated gradual emancipation 
but was viewed with suspicion by the more radical abolitionists in the 
older societies. Nevertheless, it was overwhelmingly supported by the 
evangelical establishment and by the 1820S many northern ministers, 
especially Congregationalists and Presbyterians, commonly gave Inde
pendence Day sermons endorsing African colonization. The organization 
was also widely supported by prominent leaders of the Federalist party, 
many of whom (in keeping with their desire to reverse the loosening of 
the traditional social hierarchy and to bring "order and decorum" into 
cities rocked by growing crime, drunkenness, and indigence) were also 
active in a wide array of benevolent organizations.43 

It was in the South, especially the border states, that the American 
Colonization Society did the most to revive antislavery activity. The state 
legislatures of Maryland, Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Georgia 
initially endorsed the activities of the Society. Local auxiliaries were 
established in most of the southern states, and men of great distinction 
served as its officers. Bushrod Washington, nephew of the father of the 
country, was its first president. He was succeeded by Charles Carroll of 
Carrollton, James Madison, and Henry Clay. The southern renewal of 
support for moderate antislavery activity was made possible by the care 
with which the Colonization Society defined its position. Nowhere did it 
challenge the legality of slavery, and to calm the alarm of the proslavery 
forces it disclaimed "any intention of interfering" with the legal right 
"of slaveholders to control their human chattels and dispose of them as 
they saw fit." Its constitution declared that its direct activities were 
aimed solely at "the removal of free Negroes." However, in its official 
journal the Society admitted that it hoped these activities would have the 
indirect effect of increasing voluntary manumission and that it would 
ultimately lead to "the total elimination of black servitude in the United 
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States" by convincing "the Southern people that emancipation might be 
safe, practicable, replete with blessings, and full of honor."44 

Resolute abolitionists like Lundy thought that this approach might 
work, and in any case the colonization movement created a favorable 
atmosphere for the promotion of abolition societies that openly ad
vocated and promoted gradual emancipation. During the decade of the 
1820S both colonization societies and more openly abolitionist societies 
greatly increased in number and membership. By 1832 there were 306 
local colonization societies, 70 percent of which were in slave states. The 
abolitionist societies experienced a similar expansion. According to 
Lundy, by 1827 there were 106 abolitionist societies with 5, 150 mem
bers in slave states, and 24 societies with 1 ,475 members in free states.45 

Despite the willingness of the Colonization Society to proclaim the 
legality of slavery, despite its promise not to infringe on the property 
rights of slaveholders, and despite the many slaveholders who felt that 
clearing free l'Jegroes from the South would reduce the danger of insur
rections, militant leaders of the proslavery bloc, especially in the deep 
South, viewed the Colonization Society with alarm.46 To them "coloniza
tion was a front for northern 'fanatics,' " a Trojan horse peopled by men 
eager to open the gates to the legions of their enemies. The issue came 
to a boil in 1827, when the Society petitioned Congress for support. 
Having difficulties in finding free blacks who were willing to go to Africa 
and in raising funds to support their settlement in Liberia (where the 
Society had purchased a large tract of land), the Society appealed for 
funds to be set aside from the sale of federal lands for this purpose.47 

Proslavery militants in Congress responded with fierce hostility. This 
petition was a subterfuge, an "entering wedge" to reopen the slavery 
question and to establish a "constitutional precedent" that was "vital" 
to the antislavery forces. If it was admitted that "Congress could promote 
the general welfare by colonizing free Negroes, it could also promote the 
general welfare by freeing Negro slaves." South Carolina's senator Rob
ert Y. Hayne demanded that the petition be tabled without further 
discussion. "The only safety of the Southern States," he argued, "is to 
be found in the want of power on the part of the Federal Government 
to touch the subject at all."48 Congress complied with the demand, and 
it did so again in 1830 when the petition was reintroduced. The reaction 
of the deep-South bloc made it clear that it would not consider any 
scheme, no matter how mild or how remote, that in any way threatened 
to end slavery. In 1827 the Georgia legislature repudiated its earlier 
support of colonization and condemned the request for federal support 
with "self-righteous scorn." The "selfishness" and "zeal," it declared, 
with which "citizens in other states" attempted to interfere "with our 
local concerns" was "totally unwarranted by either humanity or constitu-
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tional right" and the result of such continued interference would be 
"awful and inevitable. "49 

By the beginning of the 1830S the failures of the colonization move
ment and gradual emancipation in the South were becoming increasingly 
evident. Abolitionists who had once agreed that cautious, indirect ap
proaches had their virtues were now having doubts. After more than a 
decade of effort, under 1 ,500 blacks had been settled in Liberia, a�d very 
few of them were manumitted slaves. The proposition that the coloniza
tion movement would weaken southern resistance to gradual emancipa
tion had been disproved. In 1830 William Lloyd Garrison, who had 
supported colonization just two years earlier, had come to view it as "a 
pros lavery plot, designed to rid the South of the troubling presence of 
free Negroes." The most dangerous aspect of such indirect approaches 
was that they diverted the energies of humanitarians who despised 
slavery from effective action into impractical schemes that promoted 
racism and undermined abolition.5o 

THE RELIGIOUS SOURCES OF THE NEW 
ABOLITIONIST MOVEMENT 

Beginning about 183 1 a new abolitionist movement came into being. To 
be sure, the old and the new movements were related, but as cousins 
rather than as father and son. There was relatively little overlap among 
the leaders of the two movements, although William Lloyd Garrison, the 
editor of the Liberator, began his antislavery career as an aide to Lundy. 
The most important difference between the new and the old movements 
was in their religious inspirations. Although Quakers participated in the 
new movement, the driving leadership came from men identified with the 
transformed Calvinism that took root especially in the Congregational, 
Presbyterian, and Unitarian denominations. Although the new move
ment had a highly rational aspect, it was the rationalism of New England 
theology rather than of deism; it was rationalism used as a weapon to 
fight infidelism, to justify divine revelation, to convert nonbelievers to 
revealed truth, and to infuse society with religious zeal. To understand 
the origins of the new abolitionist movement, the divisions within it, and 
its contribution to the emergence of an antislavery movement so success
ful that it prevailed over the proslavery forces, it is necessary to under
stand the religious movements of the first half of the nineteenth cen
tury.51 

THE SECOND GREAT AWAKENING 

The new wave of religiosity,. which historians of religion call the "Second 
Great Awakening," began toward the end of the 1790S in New England 
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but rapidly spread to the rest of the nation, and gained momentum after 
the close of the War of 181 2 . The movement surged in the 1820S and 
1830S and then continued with some ups and downs to the end of the 
185os. During this half century the revival movement spread west; first 
into upstate New York, along the Mohawk Valley, then into Ohio, espe
cially in the area known as the Western Reserve which had once be
longed to Connecticut, then into northern Indiana, Michigan, northern 
Illinois, Wisconsin, and Iowa. The New England churches belonged 
predominantly to the Congregational and Presbyterian denominations in 
which Calvinist theology predominated. However, the Second Great 
Awakening was spurred by a significant modification in the Calvinist 
doctrines of New England theologians. While retaining and even intensi
fying their mysticism and their piety, the disciples of the modified 
Calvinism (called the "New Divinity") began to emphasize the capacity 
of sinners to achieve salvation through personal struggle against inner 
and outer corruption. 52 

The new theological movements of the Northeast coincided with two 
other developments that in combination transformed religious life in 
America so profoundly that it produced what one theologian has called 
a "righteous empire."53 The first was the rise of the Methodist Church. 
Although it had no independent existence in America at the close of the 
Revolution, by the middle of the nineteenth century it had become by 
far the nation's largest Protestant denomination. The Methodist Episco
pal Church was organized in Baltimore in December 1 784, with a creed 
derived from the Church of England, as modified by Wesley. It also 
adopted Wesley's modified version of the Anglican Book of Common 
Prayer. From its initial footing in the Middle Atlantic states, the denomi
nation spread West, North, and South, establishing itself in every region 
of the nation. By 1790, the church membership had increased to nearly 
58,000. Inspired by Wesley's condemnation of slavery, the Methodists 
were the first church in America that "exhorted" its "preachers to 
proclaim the gospel to slaves,"54 and it indirectly gave birth to the first 
black denomination when some free black Methodists withdrew to form 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church in 1816. 

The proselytizing zeal of the Methodists led to an eightfold increase 
in its membership during the 1780s. Although schisms slowed its growth 
during the 179os, the rapid expansion of the denomination resumed in 
�he new century. During the first three decades of the nineteenth century 
Its membership again increased eightfold, reaching over a half million 
by 1830. During the next two decades, the membership more than 
doubled, so that by 1850 the Methodists, with one and a quarter million 
members, far overshadowed the Baptists, who had become the second
largest Protestant denomination. 55 
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The rapid rise of Methodism was a major factor in the emergence of 
an "evangelical empire" in America. The theology of Wesleyan Method
ism accepted a man's sinful state but, unlike Calvinism, emphasized the 
possibility of achieving grace by faith. Rejecting the<doctrines of predes
tination to damnation of all but a few elect and the irresistibility of grace 
to those on whom it was bestowed, Wesleyans declared both "that men 
could resist the Spirit and fall from grace"56 and that sincere Christians 
could, by appropriately ordering their lives, achieve not just salvation 
but perfection; that is, they could become "perfected in the love of God 
and man and wholly delivered from sin."57 Thus, the life of every 
committed Methodist became a search for sanctification or sinlessness. 
That ultimate objective was available to everyone and could be achieved 
through the dynamic interaction between divine grace and human will. 
The quest for perfection required piety, austerity, and benevolence-not 
just self-examination, but the promotion of an enthusiasm for holiness 
among others. 

Another significant development was the emergence of the Baptists 
as a popular denomination. One of the three original Puritan denomina
tions, the Baptists grew slowly after the establishment of their first 
church in Rhode Island in 1639. A century later there were still just 96 
Baptist churches with about 100,000 members, which was less than a 
quarter of the Congregational membership. Then two Baptist mission
aries fired by the First Great Awakening (the New England revivalist 
movement of 1730-1760) undertook the immense task of evangelizing 
the stream of migrants to the southern frontier. They achieved great 
success in the Piedmont section of North Carolina during the 1760s, and 
then in Virginia in the early 1 77os, despite fierce repression by the 
government. The influence of the Baptists continued to increase during 
the Revolutionary era. Commended by Jefferson and Washington for 
contributing to freedom of conscience, and inspired by Calvinist zeal, 
Baptist churches grew rapidly, especially in New England and Vir
ginia.58 

With the pushing of the frontier beyond the Allegheny Mountains, 
Baptist influence accelerated. Their membership increased more than 
tenfold in 60 years, reaching over 750,000 at mid-century. Baptist 
success was due in large measure to the vigor with which they organized 
revival meetings, their appeal to emotions rather than intricate theologi
cal arguments, and their widespread use of ministers who traveled west
ward with their flocks. Although often unlearned, these Baptist preach
ers exuded zeal and warmth that moved their hearers to "overpowering 
emotions" and that often led to "seizures, convulsions, and uncontrolla
ble weeping."59 

The revivalist movement among the Congregationalists and Presby-
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terians of New England differed significantly from that led by Methodists 
and Baptists. Although both denominations reflected a modified Calvin
ism which offered sinners the possibility of salvation through struggle 
against worldly corruption, the New England movement was more sedate 
and intellectual, less personal, less emotional, and less inwardly ori
ented. To be sure, the "New Divinity" stressed the need for an inner 
conversion but it also sought to make contact with rationalistic Scottish 
philosophy, and to recognize the human capacity to act virtuously. The 
aim of this theology was not to demysticize religion but to make mystical 
experience relevant to the needs of the time. One of the central tenets 
of the New Divinity was that self-love was sinful and that "true virtue 
consists in 'disinterested benevolence,' even unto complete willingness 
to be damned if it be for the greater glory of God." This emphasis led 
in two directions. It helped to promote "a benign, optimistic, and utterly 
respectable Christian rationalism" which eventually emerged as the Uni
tarian schism. But it also served to turn reformed Calvinism in the 
direction of fighting inner corruption by engaging in movements for 
"moral reform and social benevolence." In so doing they inspired an 
army of "missionaries and humanitarians" who created an array of new 
organizations to facilitate such work and so brought into being "the 
benevolent empire. "60 

The revivalist efforts of the Congregational and Presbyterian 
churches accelerated when the two denominations formally agreed to 
join forces under a "Plan of Union" drawn up in 180l . Spurred by "the 
threat of deism and Unitarianism," by competition from Baptists and 
Methodists, and by the shortage of "adequately trained clergymen to 
maintain doctrinal standards"61 in the rapidly expanding frontier areas 
of western New England and upstate New York, the plan allowed the two 
denominations to cooperate in missionary work. Under this agreement, 
Congregational and Presbyterian clergymen could minister to congrega
tions of either denomination, depending on the availability of clergymen 
and the desires of the congregation, although west of the New York-New 
England border, the churches would fall under Presbyterian administra
tion, while to the east of this border administrative authority would be 
in the hands of the Congregationalists. 

In agreeing to the Plan of Union, the two churches were responding 
to a remarkable exodus of New Englanders. This exodus was brought 
about not by a catastrophe but by a situation far more favorable to the 
natural increase of population than existed anywhere else on the conti
nent or in the world, for that matter. Not only were birth rates very high 
in New England, but during the seven decades between 1750 and 1820 
mortality rates were exceedingly low by the standards of the time, due 
in part to the high protein diet and the low density of the population. 
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The life expectation that prevailed in New England during this half 
century would not again be achieved until the 1930s. The consequence 
was a rate of natural increase so rapid that in the absence of outmigra
tion, New England's population would have multiplied by about twelve
fold during these seven decades. The crowding of New England and the 
rise in land values spurred the exodus that prevented New England's 
garden from being turned into a Malthusian hell. Yankees swarmed into 
the western frontiers at the call of land companies set up in the northern 
portions of New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio.62 Lying along the "natu
ral line of advance for migrants from New England's rock-strewn fields," 
the "society and institutions" of these areas "took on a strong Yankee 
tincture." The exact proportion of Yankees in the eight northern states 
that formed New England's diaspora cannot be known with certainty. It 
seems likely, however, that by 1820 about three-quarters of the people 
in the territory north of the Ohio River, stretching from the New England 
border to the Missouri River, were either Yankees or their descend
ants.63 

It was not only natural for the Congregational and Presbyterian 
churches to follow their flock, but urgent to do so. The available evidence 
indicated that in the absence of an adequate ministry, more than half of 
all families had become "lapsed Christians," baptized but no longer "in 
the habit of either attending church or practicing religion at home."64 
The Plan of Union cleared the way for an effective ministerial response 
to this grave situation. Clergy were recruited to go forth as itinerant 
ministers serving far-flung congregations in the frontier areas, and mis
sionary societies were established in Connecticut, Massachusetts, New 
York, and elsewhere in the East to raise the funds needed to promote 
a revival. 

The work of the missionaries was initially focused on Vermont and 
upstate New York, but soon spread across the northern tier of Pennsyl
vania, into the Western Reserve of Ohio, and into the northern portions 
of Indiana and Illinois. By 1826 the various local missionary societies 
amalgamated into the American Home Missionary Society (AHMS), 
whose first report indicated that it was supporting a total of 169 Congre
gational and Presbyterian missionaries, more than two-thirds of whom 
were working in upstate New York. By 1835 the total number of mission
aries had increased to 7 19, and the main focus of activity was now in 
Ohio and other parts of the "Old West," although the number of mission
aries at work in upstate New York had increased by nearly 50 percent. 
During the nine years of operation in western New York, the Society had 
provided "four hundred years of missionary labor" which "nurtured and 
strengthened more than two hundred different Presbyterian and Congre

gational churches," and which turned the region into "a delightful resi-
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dence for the Christian, and for the lover of order."65 
The overarching figure in this phase of the movement who, more than 

any other evangelical, "incarnated the aspiration and the philosophy of 
the revival" was Charles Grandison Finney. He was a successful lawyer 
in Adams, a town of upstate New York, until "his violent conversion" 
in 182 1 .  After seeing "a vision of Christ in the main street of Adams," 
he went "into the woods" to "wrestle with the Lord" and he "could feel 
the impression, like a wave of electricity going through" him. He "imme
diately gave up his lucrative law practice,"66 studied theology under the 
tutelage of a local but prominent Presbyterian minister, was ordained in 
1824, and embarked on his spectacularly successful career as an itiner
ant home missionary. Tall, "graceful in motion, skilled in vocal music, 
with a voice of extraordinary clarity, tone, ranges of power and pitch,"67 
Finney rode from town to town on horseback across western New York 
for the next decade, and with "passionate conviction" called on those 
who came to hear him "to give themselves to God," as he had done. His 
hearers by the thousands, "so thoroughly wrought up that they literally 
fell off their seats in a state of shock and ecstasy,"68 repented their sins 
and joined the church. 

Finney was more than a charismatic figure. He projected a new 
conception of revivals, denying their miraculous nature, contending that 
success in conversions depended purely on the use of proper methods 
and that anyone using them could obtain the desired results. His new 
methods included directions for sermons that cultivated a taste for the 
sensational. Prayer ran all day and sometimes through the night. Women 
and men prayed in small circles for the conversion of particular individu
als, unrepentant sinners were singled out, "prayers became high lever
age presses for enforcing community opinion upon stubbornly impeni
tent consciences," and an "anxious bench" was set up in front of the 
congregation on which seekers of faith were seated. These were all the 
devices for producing a community-wide anxiety over the spiritual state 
of its inhabitants with the aim of developing a new conviction.69 

MORAL REFORM AND EVANGELICAL ZEAL 

To Finney, salvation required "that the reborn became totally unselfish 
or totally altruistic." Sin, in his view, consisted of selfishness and "all 
holiness or virtue" resided in "disinterested benevolence." Reformed 
sinners should strive to be "useful in the highest degree possible," to 
"make the world a fit place for the imminent return of Christ." Their 
spirit had to be that of the reformer; they were "committed" to "the 
universal reformation of the world," to the "complete and final over
throw" of "war, slavery, licentiousness, and all such evils and abomina
tions. "70 Finney was far from a radical in either religion or politics, but 
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one of the consequences of his campaigns was the emergence of "increas
ingly radical religious beliefs" that became known as "religious ultra
ism" and which spread throughout the western regions that Finney and 
his "holy band"71 evangelized. . 

Rooted in a passionate devotion to American democracy and a belief 
in the possibility of the ultimate perfection of society, ultraism was also 
nourished by a fear derived from Calvinism that unless these goals were 
continually promoted, the natural tendency was toward degeneracy. Reli
gious ultraism was propagated not only by radicals but by some of the 
most conservative men in religious life. To nearly all the evangelica� 
leaders, conservatives and liberals alike, revivalism was a fight not only 
for the spiritual regeneration of a naturally sinful people but against 
powerful satanic forces that promoted corruption and vice in American 
life. The enemies of Christ came in many guises, but to many religious 
leaders of New England between 1 790 and 1815, the secular, anticlerical 
doctrines advocated by French philosophes and put into practice by fanat
ical leaders of the French Revolution were the main threat. They could 
see that American society was menaced by these doctrines since they 
were openly embraced by Jefferson and his pro-French faction, but the 
threat went far beyond that which was plainly visible. There was a plot, 
an "international conspiracy," organized by a secret European society 
called the Illuminati, that was being promoted in America by J acobin 
agents with the aim of overthrowing the government and abolishing reli
gious freedom.72 

While "the pulpits of New England were ringing with denunciations 
of the Illuminati, as though the country were swarming with them,"73 
the Federalist party, with the consent of its principal leaders, President 
John Adams and Alexander Hamilton, pushed the Alien and Sedition 
Acts through Congress and began to enforce them. Modeled after the 
British Treasonable Practices Act, the American Sedition Act placed 
"drastic restrictions" on "the press and the right of assemblage, and 
even legitimate forms of party activity were proscribed."7 4 

The split of the Federalist party into two factions (one headed by 
Adams, the other headed by Alexander Hamilton) and the loss of the 
presidency to Thomas Jefferson in the election of 1800 caused New 
England clerics to retreat from direct political involvement. The next 20 
years brought an unbroken Republican rule under the leadership of 
Virginia planters who were not only deists and pro-French in their 
international policy and general outlook, but who were on guard against 
overrapid expansion of urban industries. The political adjustments of 
New England Calvinists to the ascendancy of the Jeffersonian party were 
begrudging and as limited as �ircumstances permitted them to be. Both 
the "Old Calvinists" and the more liberal "New Divinity" men remained 
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steadfast in their notions of "moral stewardship" and in their belief that 
the struggle for Christian morality was a duty of the state.75 To a greater 
or lesser degree, they continued to be politically active both in New 
England and in the Yankee diaspora throughout the rule of the Virginia 
dynasty, but direct participation in politics was more restricted than it 
had been before 1800 or it would become after 1830. During the interim, 
however, internal reform of their theological establishment, the rebuild
ing of their congregations, and intensification of religious zeal among 
communicants and potential communicants became the overriding objec
tives. It was the success in these objectives that permitted the evangeli
cals to reassert forcefully their influence on political life after 1830. 

There were three aspects to the counteroffensive of New England 
evangelicals. The first step was a concerted campaign, based on a coali
tion of the "Old Calvinists" and the "New Divinity" men, against the 
deistic theology that had infiltrated the New England churches. Toward 
that end, Jedidiah Morse and others founded a new theological seminary 
in Andover, Massachusetts, which "immediately became a major rallying 
point for orthodoxy." With a "brilliant and aggressive faculty," it at
tracted a "large and enthusiastic" student body, and its graduates soon 
joined in the far-flung movement to restore Calvinist zeal in the Congre
gational and Presbyterian churches.76 

The second step was the rallying of the resources of the entire 
evangelical establishment for a joint effort to extend the religious revival 
into every corner of the nation. This was a new undertaking which called 
for the radical reworking of old forms and the creation of new ones
forms that would permit leaders of rival denominations to subordinate 
theological differences to common evangelical goals and to shared arti
cles of faith and values. The rapid growth of the population and its 
relatively sudden leap across the Appalachian barrier not only made 
potential communicants more numerous, but also harder to reach. De
spite the establishment of new seminaries at Andover and Princeton, 
which accelerated the training of ordained clergy, the clergy alone could 
not solve the problems of ministering to the needs of stalwart communi
cants who were streaming out to the frontiers, let alone reaching lapsed 
church members, unbelievers, and victims of vice and idolatry.77 

The solution to this problem was found in a new form of voluntary 
society, administratively independent of the churches, but manned by 
both clergy and devout lay members of churches. Shortly after the turn 
of the nineteenth century a variety of organizations "for the promotion 
of Christian knowledge and education" came into being under the inspi
ration or prodding of English evangelicals. "Bible societies modeled on 
the English organization of 1804" were established in Philadelphia in 
1808, and in Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maine, and New York in 
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1809. By 1815 the number of these societies had grown to 1 08, with 
at least one in every state in the Union, and amalgamation into an 
interdenominational national organization (the American Bible Society) 
followed a year later. While the Bible societies spread the word of God, 
a related group of societies, beginning with the New England Tract 
Society of 1814, was set up to publish and distribute brief pamphlets that 
defined a code for the daily behavior of devout Christians. Still another 
set of organizations, the Sunday schools, was created to teach Christian 
values to children. The Sunday school movement was initiated in �n
gland during the late eighteenth century by the Wesleyans, and was later 
taken up by the Clapham sect, which pressed the idea on their American 
friends.78 

Although the benevolent empire was a united front of all the major 
evangelical churches, the main drive and the bulk of the personnel came 
from the ministers and laity of the Congregational and the Presbyterian 
churches. Faculty members at Andover Seminary were behind the forma
tion of several of the major societies. Ebenezer Porter, who taught 
homiletics and was later president of the Seminary, organized a group 
that sought to emulate the Clapham sect. Their weekly meetings in 
Porter's study, which included a few devout outsiders, devised "plans of 
doing good, and advancing the Redeemer's kingdom, at home and 
abroad, in every practical way." Their fingers extended into most benevo
lent projects around Boston and they were instrumental in forming the 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (the first of the 
national benevolent organizations), the American Tract Society, the 
American Education Society (which provided scholarships for seminary 
students), the American Temperance Society, and the Association for the 
Better Observance of the Sabbath.79 

The vigor of the Congregational and Presbyterian clergy in promot
ing benevolent organizations was matched by their laity. A few rich, 
devout families provided much of the money for these societies and were 
highly influential in their management. Especially prominent were Ar
thur Tappan and his brothers (rich merchants in New York City and 
Boston), Gerrit Smith (a land magnate in upstate New York), Thomas 
Smith Grimke (son of a prominent judge and slave owner in South Caro
lina), and William Jay (son of the first Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court).80 

The enormous success of the united front of missionary and educa
tional organizations in reviving religious zeal led evangelicals to return 
to their broader goal of shaping the moral and political character of the 
American nation. Initially concentrating on issues and methods rela
tively remote from politics (such as persuading individuals to refrain 
from intoxicating liquors or persuading prostitutes to accept self-reform), 
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the evangelicals gradually reasserted their influence in the political 
arena. Beginning in 1817, they began to expand the societies of the 
benevolent empire beyond the original bounds of missionary work and 
religious education by forming a series of single-issue organizations 
concerned with moral and institutional reform. The first of these was the 
American Colonization Society which, as we have seen, was initially so 
limited in its goals, and so cautious in its intrusions on the political 
process, that it won significant support from slaveholders. By 1827, 
however, it had passed from its focus on private philanthropy and ap
peals for support from state and local legislatures to more contentious 
appeals for congressional financing of colonization and a more open 
advocacy of gradual emancipation. Aggressive campaigns were also orga
nized on such issues as a congressional ban on the delivery of mail on 
Sundays, the licensing or the prohibition of the sale of intoxicating 
liquors, the introduction of Bibles and sectarian books into public 
schools, and U.S. sponsorship of an international congress on disarma
ment.81 

By the early 1830S the evangelical churches had not only regained 
most of the political influence they lost when the Jeffersonians took 
command of the federal government, but in some respects they were 
politically more powerful than they had ever been. "Christianity and 
liberty" had become "so completely mingled," said Tocqueville, that 
Americans could not "conceive of the one without the other." Despite 
the absence of a national church, despite the fact that priests "held no 
public appointments" and were "at pains to keep out of affairs and not 
mix in the combination of parties," Christian religion had the "greatest 
real power over men's souls" in America than in any other nation. So 
although one could not say that American religion influenced "the laws 
or political opinions in detail," the religious establishment did "direct 
mores, and by regulating domestic life" it served "to regulate the state." 
Tocqueville was particularly impressed with the freedom accorded to 
different denominations, pointing to the astounding success of the 
Roman Catholic Church.82 

In this instance Tocqueville's fascination with American society pre
vented him from anticipating the ferocious anti-Catholic and nativist 
campaigns that would soon erupt or the political parties that they would 
spawn.83 In the late 1820S, evangelical concern about the growth of the 
Catholic Church manifested itself mainly as a vague uneasiness over 
Catholic competition. But as reports from the West began describing the 
large numbers of Protestants who were attending Catholic schools, con
tributing to Catholic causes, and converting to Catholicism, uneasiness 
became transformed into apprehension, and then rapidly escalated into 
alarm that the liberty of the nation was menaced by a foreign conspiracy. 
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During the 183os, evangelical newspapers began charging that the sud
den rise in Catholic immigration was the result of a papal plot, backed 
by the power of the Austrian monarchy, with the aim of taking control 
of America by means of Catholic infiltration.84 

Numerous nativist, anti-Catholic periodicals came into existence and 
soon books and pamphlets, "which often had a strong salacious ap
peal,"85 began pouring out to create a literature of Catholic horrors. 
Sometimes written by disaffected Catholics, sometimes concocted by 
anti-Catholic propagandists, these exposes described the terrors enfured 
by escaped nuns, the crimes of priests, and the murders of infants who 
were buried beneath convent grounds. The most famous of these revela
tions, Maria Monk's Awful Disclosures of the Hotel Dieu Nu�nery of 
Montreal (which was actually written by a group of lay and clerIcal antI
Catholics from New York), sold over 300,000 copies, and achieved such 
influence that one historian called it the "Uncle Tom's Cabin of Know
Nothingism."86 The accumulated impact of the anti-Catholic, nativist 
literature on popular thought led to the formation of the American (or 
Know-Nothing) party, which became powerful throughout New England, 
the Yankee diaspora, and the South, and which did much to pave the way 
for the Republican victory in 1860. It is ironic that so ignoble a �ove
ment as anti-Catholic nativism should have played so large a role III the 
ultimate victory of the crusade to abolish slavery. 87 

THE ABOLITIONIST CRUSADE 

The abolitionist crusade began about 183 1  and, despite internal dissen
tion and some defections, it continued with unabated intensity until the 
outbreak of the Civil War. The new abolitionist movement was a crusade 
in several senses. It was a militant and uncompromising war against 
slavery; it was a holy war, inspired by the deep religious convi�tions of 
its leaders; and although it did not seek recovery of holy land, It sought 
the immediate and complete recovery of the holy souls of the enslaved. 
It was a crusade also in the sense that revivalist campaigns were cru
sades. The abolitionists wanted to save the souls of free people, the souls 
of their hearers, by bringing them to the realization that slavery was the 
vilest of all American sins, which corrupted not only the slaveholders but 
all those who countenanced the continuation of slavery, no matter how 
innocent their reason for doing so. Using all of the methods of revivalism 
developed during the Second Great Awakening, the leaders of the new 
abolitionist movement sought to save Christians who failed to realize that 
no matter how pious they were in other respects, their immortal souls 
were stained and jeopardized by their complicity with slavery. They 
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sought to reach especially the masses of Northerners who accepted the 
legitimacy of slavery or were indifferent to it, and to convert them, in 
the religious sense. They called on them to confess their sins and to atone 
by joining in the struggle against slavery through which they would not 
only achieve saving grace but hasten the arrival of the millennium.88 

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE CRUSADE 

The new movement was formed by a coalition of three abolitionist groups 
into the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS) at the end of 1833. The 
largest centered around two wealthy New York merchants and philan
thropists, Arthur and Lewis Tappan, who had been pivotal figures in the 
rise of the benevolent empire. Closely associated with them were Theo
dore Weld (a member of Finney's "holy band") and a number of well-to
do professionals and activists in the benevolent organizations of New 
York City, especially in the temperance movement. Almost all of the 
members of the Tappan group came from Congregational families in the 
Northeast, especially New England, and their parents had generally been 
supporters of the Federalist party. 

The second, and ultimately the most influential group in the new 
movement, was centered around the youthful William Lloyd Garrison, 
who in 183 1  founded the most famous of the abolitionist newspapers, 
the Liberator, and in 1832 founded the New England Anti-Slavery Soci
ety. The Garrison group, drawn mainly from the Boston area, was less 
uniform in religious background. Some were Quaker while others came 
from orthodox Congregational families but lacked the Finneyite evangel
ical orientation that was prominent in the Tappan group. It appears that 
most of the group reflected the cultural milieu of sophisticated Boston 
Unitarianism and Transcendentalism, which made them liberal in reli
gious outlook but not necessarily deistic, since the predominant Unitar
ian strain at the time was mystical; and recently converted Calvinists, 
even if Unitarian, could be a fiery lot. The Garrisonians also had strong 
ties to black abolitionists who provided a significant share of their early 
financing and served as agents in promoting the sale of the Liberator. 
Black abolitionists spurred the break of the Garrisonians with the coloni
zation movement and influenced their commitment to the struggle for the 
civil rights of blacks in the North.89 

The third group centered around Gerrit Smith, a wealthy landholder 
in upstate New York. A Presbyterian who was active in temperance, 
Sabbatarian, and peace movements, he also contributed generously to 
theological schools and colleges. Preoccupied with other benevolent ac
tivities and initially cautious about the program of the new abolitionists, 
Smith did not join AASS until November 1835. Thereafter, he was one 
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of the most influential figures in the movement and a leader of the effort 
to project abolitionism into the political arena. At first, Smith proposed 
modest lobbying to win support for abolitionism within regular parties, 
but by 1838 he favored an even deeper involvement in politics. A year 
later he advocated the formation of a new national party, based on strict 
antislavery principles, that would turn the 1840 election campaign into 
an exercise "in Bible politics" and that would join "religious truth" with 
"political life" in such a way that politics would become the vehicle for 
an "evangelical moral revolution. "90 

The principal slogan of the new abolitionist crusade was "immediate 
emancipation. "  Designed to be a repudiation of "earlier, ineffective 
abolition" and a denunciation of moderation toward slavery as a compro
mise with sin, this slogan gave the new abolitionist movement its distinc
tive identity. By raising the banner of immediate emancipation, the new 
leaders announced their intention to cleanse the movement of all those 
who temporized with slavery, including troubled slaveholders who (de
spite bad consciences) remained slaveholders, spineless politicians who 
feared that overt action against slavery would cost them their offices, and 
vacillating ministers who recognized that slavery was sinful but admitted 
slaveholders into Christian fellowship. The new slogan was, above all, 
a repudiation of "gradual emancipation," which had been emblazoned 
on abolitionist banners since the Revolution. To the new leaders, the 
demand for "gradual emancipation" was not only outworn but perni
cious. Rather than a weapon against slavery "gradual emancipation" was 
its shield. Whatever its merits during the Revolutionary era, by the late 
1820S the old slogan had become a device for the indefinite postpone
ment of emancipation, for the infinite toleration of sin. The times de
manded a zealous denunciation of slavery and an inflexible insistence on 
immediate emancipation. No other program could work; anything less 
would tranquilize the Christian conscience and justify endless proscrasti
nation.91 

The abruptness of the switch from gradual emancipation to immedi
ate emancipation reflected the influence of the British abolitionist move
ment. As discussed in Chapter 7, British abolitionists turned "their eyes 
to America and to the goal of 'universal emancipation,' " using letters 
and personal contacts to urge their American brethren to follow their 
lead. These direct contacts no doubt accelerated the rise of an immedia
tist movement in America, but they may not have been necessary. Garri
son had already embraced the idea of immediatism in a speech delivered 
on July 4, 1829, drawing his inspiration not from English sources but 
from a pamphlet by George Bourne, a Presbyterian minister in Virginia, 
published 13  years earlier. Moreover, the new slogan and the new tactics 
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of the British abolitionists were widely reported in the American press. 
Garrison and other reformers were deeply moved by the long reports of 
the passionate speeches in Parliament for the immediate emancipation 
of West Indian slaves. As the slaveholders of the deep South brooded 
over the dangers posed to them by an imminent abolition of slaves in 
the British colonies, Garrison and others were heartened by the apparent 
inability of West Indian slaveholders to stem a righteous moral tide.92 

Although England provided the spark for a new American crusade, 
the fire would neither have been lit nor sustained without kindling and 
a 

.
l�rge reserve of fuel. The kindling was domestic, manufactured by 

mIhtant leaders of the benevolent empire, most of whom were only 
tangentially involved in antislavery activities before 1830, but who led 
the ultraist temperance and Sabbatarian campaigns. The fuel was the 
vast supply of religious zeal created by the Second Great Awakening in 
New England and in the Yankee diaspora. Even the reemergence of 
theological rivalries in the evangelical churches favored the new aboli
tionist crusade. Both the revival of orthodox Calvinism and the spread 
of theological liberalism, including its Unitarian manifestation, abetted 
the crusade. The orthodox strain of reformed Calvinism made the strug
gle against sin urgent and exceedingly intense; liberalism made both 
capitulation to sin and the struggle against it a matter of free will. Thus, 
if sin persisted it was a human failure-not only the failure of the sinner 
to repent but also the failure of the missionary to fulfill his divine 
appointment. Failure to extirpate sin no longer was proof of preordina
tion but of an inadequate zealousness by the faithful, of an inadequate 
will to root out corruption totally and immediately. The doctrine of 
immediacy was thus inherent in the "new means" and "new ideas" of 
the revivalism ushered in by Finney, especially in his belief that "perfect 
holiness"93 was an attainable goal for those who sought it. 

While Finney's type of revivalism served to promote a belief in the 
imminency of the millennium and in the need to struggle for immediate 
perfection, the quest for perfection took numerous directions. Many 
(perhaps the majority of) evangelical Protestants, especially in the South, 
believed, as Finney did, that Christian perfection was sought above all 
in personal holiness. Inward perfection could be achieved only through 
a "constant," "relentless" self-scrutiny in which "all available energy" 
was used to restrain "the dangerous passions" to which human frailty 
was constantly exposed.94 Others believed that perfection could be 
achieved only by completely withdrawing from a corrupt society and 
building new communities of individuals steadfast in their dedication to 
virtue. During the Great Awakening, such communities were initiated 
not only by inspired mystics such as Joseph Smith (who founded the 
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Mormon Church) and Richard McNeimar (who was instrumental in the 
spread of Shaker communities), but by rationalists such as Robert Owen 
(whose New Harmony community in Indiana sought to create a socialist 
system of production) and mystico-rationalists such as John Humphrey 
Noyes (whose community in Oneida, New York, sought to reconstruct the 
family on scientific principles that involved new types of "complex" 
marriages and new methods of raising children).95 

To some seekers of immediate perfection, withdrawal from contact 
with a corrupt society, whether to the inner recesses of one's soul or to 
an artificial community, was capitulation to sin. In their view the struggle 
for inward perfection and a Christian order required exactly the opposite 
course: an immediate, uncompromising assault on the moral corruption 
of existing society. This course was particularly appealing to the legion 
of religious radicals precipitated by Finney and his "holy band," many 
of whom moved from one cause to another in hope of finding a "single 
panacea for the ills of their age."96 

The temperance movement that began in New England after the War 
of 18 1 2  was one of the first benevolent movements to be transformed 
under the impact of religious ultraists. At first, the movement aimed only 
at restraining "the intemperate use of intoxicating liquor,"97 which 
involved restrictions on the sale of liquor through licensing and cam
paigns for personal pledges of abstinence. These pledges of abstinence 
did not initially include hard cider or wine and they also allowed for the 
use of distilled liquor "for medicinal purposes." As Finney and his "holy 
band" moved across the Yankee diaspora intensifying zeal everywhere, 
the "use of intoxicants became a sin instead of a mere departure from 
decency,"98 a sin that required immediate and total abstinence. The 
ultraist leaders of the movement called on the churches to cast out 
unrepentant drunkards, launched political campaigns to ban "ardent 
spirits from the list of lawful articles of commerce,"99 and organized 
boycotts of stores that sold liquor. 

The earlier involvement of the principal leaders of the new abolition
ist movement-including Garrison, Arthur and Lewis Tappan, Weld, 
and Smith-in revivalism and in the temperance movement during their 
ultraist phases not only influenced their willingness to join in a crusade 
for the immediate emancipation of all American slaves; these experi
ences also shaped their rhetoric, their conception of what had to be done, 
their view of what could realistically be achieved, and their strategy for 
achieving it. The evangelical call for "immediate repentance" and the 
temperance call for "immediate abstinence" could easily be translated 
into a call for "immediate emancipation."100 

Immediate emancipation.of slaves was not a new idea when it burst 
forth in America during the early 1830s. Such a course had been ad-
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vocated in America long before it became popular in England, but there 
was not a public ready to rally behind so radical a banner. Samuel 
Hopkins had "hinted at immediatism" in 1774; and in 1 78o a New 
Jersey abolitionist used the ideology of the Revolution to justify "a 
secular plea for immediatism."101 An even more powerful cry was raised 
by George Bourne in 1816, but his demand for "total and immediate 
emancipation" led only to his expulsion from the Presbyterian ministry 
and his radical antislavery tract was largely ignored until Garrison, more 
than a decade later, took up Bourne's argument. Nor did Senator Rufus 
King of New York touch off a movement for immediate emancipation in 
1820 when he attacked the Missouri Compromise and maintained that 
"all laws or compacts" that protected slavery were " absolutely void" 
because they "were contrary to the law of nature" and "the law of 
God,"102 which superseded civil law. If religious radicalism had been as 
widespread in the second decade of the century as it was by the middle 
of the fourth decade, the appeals of Bourne and King might have had 
a different effect. The emergence of an abolitionist crusade required not 
just an idea, and not just a corps of missionaries ready to spread the idea, 
but a public ready to receive it. By the mid- 1830s such a public existed 
in the evangelical churches of New England and of the Yankee diaspora. 

ABOLITIONIST THEOLOGY AND 

DENOMINATIONAL SCHISMS 

These churches and their communicants were the principal target of the 
crusade. Those who had been touched by the Great Awakening under
stood the meaning of sin and many among them already recognized that 
slavery was a violation of sacred rights and a blight on American society. 
They would be receptive to abolitionist testimony on the sinfulness of 
slavery, and on its threat both to personal holiness and to America's holy 
destiny. The new testimony was spiritual rather than secular. Garrison, 
Weld, the Tappans, and others labored diligently to undo the damage 
done to the abolitionist movement when the Revolution secularized it. 
Slavery was evil, they argued, not because it was a violation of the 
Constitution or of the Declaration of Independence, not because it was 
a threat to public safety, not because it was a blight on the economy, but 
because it was "a sin-always, everywhere, and only a sin."103 In 
condemning slavery as a "sin," the new abolitionists were using the word 
in its theological sense: as "the purposeful disobedience" of "the known 
will of God."104 This distinction between the secular and the theological 
meaning of the word is exceedingly important since evangelical theology 
required sinners to repent as soon as they became aware of their sin and 
to seek atonement immediately. As Garrison put it, "no plan was needed 
to stop sinning. "105 
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In asserting that slavery was inherently sinful, sinful regardless of 
the intention of the slaveowner or the benevolence exhibited toward 
slaves, the abolitionists were proclaiming a theological proposition. The 
implication of their position was that opposition to slavery was a funda· 
mental point of doctrine, a question of the nature of the evangelical 
creed, rather than a mere matter of church policy on a public issue. In 
other words, they were calling for a reformation of the evangelical 
churches on the basis of an abolitionist creed. Under this creed slavery 
was not just a sin, but an extraordinary sin, a sin so corrupting that 
persistence in it, or complicity with it, overrode and degraded all other 
efforts to achieve salvation. "No man," said Garrison, "can love God who 
enslaves another," nor could "man-stealing and Christianity . . .  co-exist 
in the same character."106 

Acknowledgment that slaveowning was a sin was the most essential 
point in abolitionist theology, but not the whole of it. If slaveowning was 
a sin, then those who persisted in it had to be cast out of the church. 
Given the original premise, the call for the enforcement of church disci
pline against slaveholders was not radical theology, or extreme liberal
ism, but a legacy of Calvinist orthodoxy. In evangelical churches the 
expulsion of "unrepentant sinners" was the final step of "strictly defined 
disciplinary procedures." Expulsion followed when admonishment failed 
to move the sinner to repentance and atonement. Moreover, if slavery 
was a sin, "the only acceptable atonement" was "immediate emancipa
tion" because evangelical theology "required sinners to repent and cease 
wrongdoing at once. " Expulsion of unrepentant slaveowners by evangeli
cal churches was necessary "to avoid contamination from fellowship with 
sinners" and to prevent the corruption of the evangelical creed, which 
prohibited compromising with sin or temporizing with sinners. More
over, if slave owning was a sin, the churches not only had to cast out 
unrepentant slaveholders, they also had to warn their members, clergy 
and laity alike, that it was their Christian duty to promote immediate 
emancipation. The teaching of emancipation had to be as vital an aspect 
of the Christian testimony of evangelical churches as any of God's other 
commandments. 107 

Those who came together to launch the American Anti-Slavery Soci
ety in 1833 did not view themselves in conflict with church and pulpit. 
They were all solid church members who, although tenacious in their 
particular theological views, were full of veneration for the organized 
church and ministry, and they were confident that they could win both 
clergy and laity to their views. Opposition to slavery was still a part of 
the Methodist creed in 1 830, even if honored only in the breach. The 
declaration by the Presbyterian General Assembly in 181 8 that slavery 

THE AMERICAN CAMPAIGN: REVOLUTION TO ABOLITIONIST CRUSADE 271  

was "utterly inconsistent with the law of God" remained in effect, al
though the clergy and church elders were increasingly treating slavery 
as a social evil for which particular individuals "could not be held 
morally accountable." The Congregational Church had a strong antislav
ery tradition, initiated by Hopkins and Ezra Stiles (president of Yale) 
before the Revolution, and reasserted by Lyman Beecher and Finney in 
the 1820S and 1830s. The task of the abolitionist was to revive the 
antislavery tradition. The crusaders expected not only a positive but a 
quick response, especially from the evangelical churches of New En
gland and the Yankee diaspora. The leaders of the new movement, most 
of whom were either clergy or lay leaders in these churches, expected 
support not only at the local level but at the top; they expected that the 
major denominations would officially rally behind the abolitionist banner 
in America, as they had in Great Britain. 10B 

The accomplishments of the abolitionist crusade during its early 
years were considerable, even when compared with the British move
ment. By 1838 the American Anti-Slavery Society had 1 ,346 auxiliaries 
with about 100,000 members, which matched or exceeded the strength 
of the British movement at its peak. As opposed to the British movement, 
which could support only six paid antislavery agents, there were 70 paid 
agents in the enthusiastic band organized by Weld. The scope of the 
petition campaigns was still another measure of the success of the aboli
tionists. So numerous were the petitions demanding congressional action 
against slavery in the District of Columbia (and on other issues that 
Congress "clearly had the constitutional power" to act) that they over
whelmed the congressional machinery. The decision of the House first 
to table all such petitions and later not even to receive them merged the 
struggle against slavery with the compelling issues of freedom of speech 
and of the right to petition, which were guaranteed by the First Amend
ment of the Constitution. 109 

The scope that the abolitionist crusade achieved was all the more 
remarkable in light of the deep and widespread hostility to it, not only 
in the South but throughout the North, even in New England and in the 
heartland of the Yankee diaspora. In contrast to Great Britain, where 
antislavery agents were usually warmly welcomed, American abolition
ists had to face the angry mobs that roamed American cities in the 1 830s, 
destroying printing presses, burning meeting halls, and physically as
saulting speakers. In 1833 a mob rioted outside the hall in which the 
Tappans were founding the New York City Anti-Slavery Society. An
other New York mob gutted the home of Lewis Tappan in 1834; during 
the same year and in 1 835 Weld was pelted with eggs and stoned in 
upstate New York and Ohio; Garrison was beaten by a Boston mob in 
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1835, dragged through the streets at the end of a rope amidst shouts of 
"Lynch him," and then rescued by police who arrested him for "disturb
ing the peace"; and in 1837 Elijah Lovejoy, editor of an abolitionist 
newspaper in Alton, Illinois, was murdered by the mob that stormed and 
burned his press. 110 

The outrage that these attacks aroused and the courage with which 
the abolitionists endured them rallied support from people of property 
and standing who had remained aloof from abolitionist organizations. 
Wendell Phillips, the young Boston patrician and lawyer, saw the mob 
dragging Garrison through the streets and decided to join his cause. It 
was the dispersal of the state antislavery convention by mobs in Utica, 
New York, that led Gerrit Smith to actively commit himself to abolition
ism. When John Quincy Adams began his campaign in support of aboli
tionist petitions, he told a friend that he supported abolition because of 
a sense of duty to governmental process rather than because of sympathy 
with antislavery. Even such limited support was risky business in the 
mid- 1830s. Adams worried that his defense of the right to petition could 
cost him reelection since many voters opposed aiding antislavery men for 
any reason. Yet Adams was reelected and he enhanced his reputation 
because of the widespread American commitment to freedom of speech. 
Many persons joined the abolitionist movement during the 1830s, said 
Catherine Beecher, Lyman's daughter and the older sister of Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, not because of the arguments of the abolitionists "but 
because the violence of opposers had identified that cause with the 
question of freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and civil lib
erty."l l l  

The most significant achievement of the abolitionists was also the 
cause of their keenest disappointment. Although the movement to con
vert the evangelical churches to an abolitionist theology had many suc
cesses, it did not move forward as quickly as its leaders had hoped and 
it failed to achieve as complete a success as they had originally expected. 
In 1829, when Garrison called for a Christian united front in a "great 
enterprise" against slavery, he was "certain that once Christian opinion 
was brought to bear on slavery it would not survive another day." He 
retained his belief in the imminency and invincibility of such a united 
front through much of the 183os, and these beliefs were shared by the 
co-founders of the AASS. So certain were the leaders of the new move
ment in 1834 and 1835 that the churches would rally to their call that 
they planned to proselytize the South as well as the North. The northern 
campaign rested on the spoken word, the southern campaign on the 
written word.l 12 

In 1835 the AASS launched "the greatest pamphlet campaign in 
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evangelical history." With the South as its particular target, more than 
a million pieces of antislavery literature were printed. By July 175,000 
pamphlets were brought to the New York City post office for delivery to 
southern clergy and prominent laymen thought to be open to an antislav
ery appeal. This literature was expected to rouse the latent antislavery 
spirit of the South and to precipitate a new movement in the region. The 
new movement was expected to exert an irresistible moral pressure on 
slaveholders who would either repent and voluntarily free their slaves, 
or else be forced to bow to the will of an antislavery majority that was 
prepared to abolish slavery by law. English churchmen, sharing this 
optimistic prophecy, supported the "great postal campaign" by sending 
letters to their American co-religionists. l 13 

/ Rather than rousing an antislavery majority in the South, the postal 
campaign roused a fierce proslavery backlash. In South Carolina, a mob 
broke into the Charleston post office and burned the mail sacks contain
ing the abolitionist literature; organizations and individuals in Virginia, 
South Carolina, Georgia, and Louisiana offered rewards for "the heads 
of Garrison, Tappan, & Co."; newspaper editors and governmental offi
cials demanded the extradition of leaders of the AASS for trial in the 
South on the ground of inciting slaves to rebellion. The threats of 
assassination caused the mayor of Brooklyn to patrol the house of Arthur 
Tappan, "stationing a relay of men at the Brooklyn Navy Yard in case 
military force became necessary." The threat of private assassins from 
New Orleans created such a panic that Lydia Maria Child, a novelist and 
ardent abolitionist, compared their situation with "the times of the 
French Revolution when no man dared trust his neighbor."1 l4 

The reaction to the abolitionist crusade was much more favorable in 
the North. To many churchmen, the attempts to muzzle free speech and 
the threats made on the lives of the abolitionists were proof that slavery 
had corrupted southern society. The smaller northern sects were the first 
to embrace the abolitionist theology. The Freewill Baptists declared 
slavery sinful at their General Conference in 1835, while the Reformed 
Presbyterians repudiated their earlier endorsement of colonization and 
switched to immediate emancipation. There was also substantial support 
for immediatism in the northern churches of the major denominations. 
Among the Baptists, the churches of Maine led the way with more than 
80 percent of the Baptist clergy in that state reported as "decided 
abolitionists." l lS The pro-abolitionist line up among Baptists was similar 
in New Hampshire and Vermont, and there was another strong abolition
ist bloc in Massachusetts. There was also a large bloc of abolitionists 
among the Presbyterians of Ohio and upstate New York. According to 
Weld, "a quarter of the delegates" to the Presbyterian General Assembly 
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of 1835, "including several from the border states,"U6 were "avowed 
immediate abolitionists." U7 Abolitionists were in "control of several 
Methodist annual conferences in New England," and "several thousand 
Congregationalists from the rural regions of New England joined the 
antislavery society."U8 

These developments were not enough to satisfy the leaders of the 
abolitionist movement, but they did frighten proslavery clergy and laity 
in three of the major denominations. Between 1837 and 1845, the rise 
of immediatism led to sectional schisms in the Presbyterian, Methodist, 
and Baptist denominations. The first split occurred in the Presbyterian 
Church. At the General Assembly of 1837 two factions emerged, one 
called "Old School," the other called "New School." The split was not 
strictly sectional although the New School churches were mainly in the 
North while the Old School churches were mainly in the South. Nor was 
slavery the only basis for the split. Old School leaders charged that the 
"evangelical united front" promoted by the New Schoolmen had under
mined the Presbyterian Church organization and had perverted Presby
terian doctrine by "propagating unorthodox theories of original sin, 
regeneration, justification, and human ability." This doctrinal split was 
mainly a northern phenomenon until the Old School leaders identified 
the general corruption of doctrine with the influence of the abolitionists, 
charging that "nearly the whole of the New school" were in the abolition
ist camp. l19 

The Methodist split, which occurred in 1844, was initiated by the 
southern churches of the denomination despite the denomination's pol
icy of accommodation to slavery. Although the governing body of the 
denomination, the General Assembly, which met every four years, had 
never rescinded its long-standing resolution that slavery was "the great 
evil" or its prohibition against slaveholders occupying church office in 
those states where laws "will admit of emancipation," it had overwhelm
ingly rebuffed the demands of the abolitionists. At its 1836 meeting the 
General Assembly disclaimed "any right, wish, or intention" by its 
denomination "to interfere in the civil and political relation between 
master and slave." Moreover, "Methodists everywhere" were admon
ished "to abstain from all abolition movements and associations, and to 
refrain from patronizing any of their publications."12o 

During the next four years northern bishops vigorously enforced that 
proscription, suspending clergy who would not cease antislavery agita
tion. With hardly 10  percent of the Methodist membership committed 
to abolitionism, abolitionist memorials were again summarily dismissed 
at the 1840 General Conference, and shortly thereafter much of the 
northern abolitionist strength was diminished when the principal clerical 
spokesmen for abolition seceded and formed the Wesleyan Methodist 
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Connection of America, ultimately taking some 20,000 members (about 
3 percent of the church) with them. Despite these concessions to its 
southern membership, the General Assembly refused to rescind its reso
lution that slavery was morally evil, as many southern preachers were 
demanding, and the 1844 meeting voted to censure a bishop for having 
acquired slaves, the mildest action that could have been taken "without 
producing disastrous division within northern Methodism." Southern 
delegates "fiercely resented" the censure, and a year later they organized 
the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, with some 500,000 members, 
leaving somewhat over 600,000 members in the northern denomina
tion. 121 

The Baptist churches were the most democratic of the schismatic 
denominations with an ecclesiastical polity that rested on the indepen-

/dence and autonomy of each local church. Since there was no organiza
tion with the power to enforce an antislavery policy on the entire denomi
nation, abolitionists concentrated their efforts on the local churches and 
on Baptist voluntary organizations, especially the missionary organiza
tions. The "Baptist crisis" came to a head in 1845 at the Baptist Trien
nial Convention, which supervised the foreign missionary work of the 
denomination. In an attempt to stave off a schism, that convention 
disclaimed "all sanction, either express or implied, whether of slavery 
or antislavery." Not satisfied with that declaration, Alabama Baptists 
asked the Board of Foreign Missions in 1845 whether "it would appoint 
slaveholding missionaries." When the Board declined to do so on the 
ground that such an appointment "would imply approbation of slav
ery,"122 southern Baptist churches from nine states proceeded to estab
lish the "Southern Baptist Convention,"123 which declared its support 
for slavery. The northern churches responded by organizing the Ameri
can Baptist Missionary Union, headed by Francis Wayland, president of 
Brown University, under a constitution that was "equally free from 
slavery and antislavery."124 

Even after the southern churches bolted, the majority of the northern 
clergy of the three schismatic denominations continued to resist aboli
tionist theology. Although they agreed that slavery was a moral and 
social evil, they refused to agree that slaveowning per se was sinful or 
that slaveowners (some of whom, especially in the border states, re
mained in the northern denominations) should be cast out of the church. 
The more conservative northern clergy argued that slaveowning could 
not be inherently sinful since slavery was acknowledged in two of the 
Ten Commandments, and since St. Paul had admitted slaveowners into 
the church. The more liberal resisters of abolitionist theology admitted 
that slavery was a sin, but argued that it was a social rather than an 
individual sin, and therefore a civil rather than an ecclesiastical matter. 
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Wayland's position probably came closest to articulating the predomi
nant sentiment of the northern clergy in the 1830S and 1840s. "Whether 
slavery be good or bad," he said, "we wash our hands of it, inasmuch 
as it is a matter which the providence of God has never placed within 
Our jurisdiction. "125 

To such moderate antislavery clergymen, slaveowning became a mat
ter of church jurisdiction only if "the master misused his power over the 
bondsman." The physical or material abuse of slaves was a sin because 
it violated the Golden Rule, and masters guilty of such behavior were 
subject to church discipline. Beyond such special cases, the obligation 
of the church was "to preach the gospel to master and slave alike and 
to inculcate the duties of each according to the Pauline epistles." The 
majority of northern churchmen who opposed slavery believed that such 
a course would "ameliorate the condition of the slave" and "eventually 
result in his freedom with the full consent of his master."126 Under the 
circumstances of the time, in which slavery was a civil issue within each 
state, so guaranteed by the Constitution, agitation for immediate emanci
pation was not only reckless for the church, disruptive of civil order, and 
harmful to the slave, but doomed to fail. So in the 1830S and J 840S 
moderate church leaders such as Wayland denounced the abolitionists 
as "lawless persons" and "tools of third rate politicians" whose agitation 
had "rivetted, indefinitely the bonds of the slave, in those very States 
in which they were" just "a few years" ago "falling Off."127 

DISARRAY AND NEW DIRECTIONS 

The inability to win the majority of the clergy and devout laity to 
abolitionist theology, even in the North, caused dismay and disarray in 
abolitionist ranks. There was a growing conviction that new appeals were 
needed, but fierce disagreements broke out on both the content and the 
form of the new appeals. To Garrison and his circle, the failure of the 
postal campaign in the South and the rejection of abolitionist principles 
by the majority of northern clergy showed that the corruption of Ameri
can life and institutions, even of religious institutions, was deeper and 
more widespread than they had originally imagined. Their solution was 
to extend the attack against corruption, revealing its penetration into the 
church, the Bible, and the Constitution and virtually every civil institu
tion in American life. 

This course led Garrisonians into an uncompromising struggle for 
equal civil rights for free blacks in the North. They initiated campaigns 
to end discrimination against blacks in the courts, at the ballot box, and 
in churches (many of which excluded blacks from membership altogether 
or segregated them). The Garrisonians also pointed to the marked 
similarities between discrimination against blacks and against women, 
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which extended even into abolitionist societies. Garrison demanded the 
right for women to share leadership of the abolitionist societies with men 
and opened the pages of the Liberator to debates over whether women 
had a right to vote. The willingness of northern churchmen to temporize 
with slavery and their use of the Bible to justify their actions led Garrison 
to denounce corruption of the clergy and to repudiate certain biblical 
passages "as contrary to God's true intent."128 The Methodist General 
Assembly was "a cage of unclean birds and a synagogue of Satan"; the 
Baptist clergy behaved as "sophistical bigots" and refused to see "self
evident sin"; the Congregational Church was led by "clerical despots" 
and bedfellows "of the most implacable foes of God and men."129 

Abolitionist clergy were encouraged to withdraw from the established 
denominations and form new churches and new denominations on anti
slavery principles because the established denominations had to "be 
regarded and treated" not "as the Church of Christ, but as the foe of 
freedom, humanity, and pure religion."13o Their desire to quarantine 
both slaveholders and the vacillators who protected them eventually led 
the Garrisonians to call the Constitution "a covenant with death" and 
a "corrupt bargain" that was "conceived in sin." Protection of Christian 
principles, therefore, required northern secession from the Union. The 
same logic that led Garrison to declare that there could not be Christian 
fellowship with slaveowners also led him to declare that there could not 
be a Christian political union with slaveholders. These attacks on the 
clergy and the Constitution were not a retreat to atheism and anarchy, 
but the logical progression of Garrison's mystical inspiration and his 
refusal to compromise with his theological principles on grounds of 
political expediency. He remained convinced that "moral suasion" in the 
"apostolic mode" was the only certain way of "changing corrupt institu
tions," the only "mode appointed by God to conquer error, and destroy 
the works of darkness."131 In piling one corruption upon another, Garri
son sought to increase the moral anxiety of Northerners, to create a 
region-wide concern about their spiritual state so intense that it would 
shake listeners off their seats and open their spirits to conversion, as 
Finney had done throughout the Yankee diaspora. 

Abolitionists outside of Garrison's circle were more willing than 
Garrison to jettison, or at least attenuate, the original conception of 
abolitionism as an evangelical campaign in the style of the Great Awak
ening. Even Weld, Finney's disciple, moved gradually away from his 
original belief that the antislavery appeal had to be rooted in spiritual 
sensation. "If it is not FELT in the very vital tissues of the spirit, " he had 
argued, "all the reasoning in the world is a feather thrown against the 
wind." In the mid- 1830s Weld had also insisted the antislavery appeal 
had to turn on the inherent sinfulness of slavery rather than on "horror 



278 WITHOUT CONSENT OR CONTRACT 

stories." " 'Instances of cruelty ' he wrote, could not carry the day because 
they would be criticized as unbelievable or exceptional and, more impor
tant, because 'treatment, however bad, [was] but an appendage of slav
ery.' " The sin was "slavery itself" which "with or without the lash" was 
" 'a death-stab into the soul of the slave.' "132 

By the end of the 1830s, however, it was apparent that the conserva
tive northern clergy could not be won to the crusade on the basis of so 
pristine an argument. Although Weld held to his belief that slavery was 
inherently sinful, that contention was rejected by conservative clergy 
who insisted that sinfulness adhered not in the mere ownership of slaves 
but in the mistreatment of slaves. That proposition, together with the 
contention that cruel treatment was exceptional, had become the chief 
excuse for allowing slaveowners to remain within the church. Weld set 
out to undermine "benevolent treatment" as an effective defense of 
slavery. Together with his wife and sister-in-law (Angelina and Sarah 
Grimke) he turned clippings culled from more than 20,000 southern 
newspapers into a powerful refutation of the benevolence of slavehold
ers, into a demonstration that slaveholders were inevitably corrupted by 
their power. 133 

The pamphlet was entitled American Slavery as It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses. Except for Uncle Tom 's Cabin, which it inspired, it 
was probably the most influential antislavery tract of the antebellum era. 
Called "a book of horrors" and the "most crushing indictment of any 
institution ever written,"134 Weld used his collection of clippings to 
"prove that the slaves in the United States" were "treated with barba
rous inhumanity," that they were "overworked, underfed, wretchedly 
clad, and lodged," that they were chained in "iron collars," forced to 
"wear yokes," kept in "stocks day and night for weeks," "stripped 
naked" and "flogged with terrible severity," as well as "cut with 
knives," "torn in pieces by dogs," "branded with red hot irons," "muti
lated," and "burned to death over slow fires." Far from being "exceed
ingly rare" exceptions to the "kind" and "merciful" care claimed by 
"slaveholders and their apologists," the evidence clearly demonstrated 
that "barbarous" practices were the normal condition. These crimes 
were "not perpetrated by brutal overseers and drivers merely, but by 
magistrates, by legislators, by professors of religion, by preachers of the 
gospel, by governors of states, by gentlemen of property and standing, 
and by delicate females moving in the highest circles of society." Accord
ing to Weld such degeneracy was far from unique to Southerners but was 
the curse of anyone entrusted with unlimited power. Unlimited, "arbi
trary power," he said, "is to the mind what alcohol is to the body; it 
intoxicates. "135 

In 1839 Weld's compromise with the original conception of the 
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antislavery crusade was minor compared with the compromises proposed 
by others. He had previously used "material illustrative of abuse" to add 
"an emotional dimension" to an appeal that was "based on principle." 
The new approach was initially more of a shift in emphasis or an 
adjustment in style rather than a change in the character of the enter
prise. Weld still viewed abolitionism as an evangelical campaign aimed 
at conversion, at the spiritual rebirth of sinners. Within a few years he 
would abandon both antislavery activism and much of his earlier reli
gious beliefs, but as the 1840S began he was still in transition.l36 

Other abolitionists searching for a way out of the impasse welcomed 
Weld's pamphlet but doubted that intensifying revivalism along Gar
risonian lines would be helpful. Lewis Tappan, while still committed to 
revivalism, believed that Garrison's mixing of causes would lose adher
ents rather than attract new ones. Yet he had no well-defined alternative 
program for revamping the abolitionist appeal. The most active men 
outside of Garrison's ci�e had become convinced that the next phase 
in the abolitionist struggle had to take place in the political arena rather 
than in the churches. The lead was taken by men in Gerrit Smith's circle, 
although it was strongly supported by some of the leading figures in the 
Tappan circle. After several false starts, the Liberty party was organized 
in April 1840 with James G. Birney and Thomas Earle chosen to run 
for president and vice-president of the United States on a platform 
limited to one point: a pledge "to oppose slavery to the full extent of 
legislative power under the Constitution." This was to be a Christian 
party, uncompromising in its opposition to slavery, yet capable of reach
ing far beyond the circles reached by the evangelical crusade.l37 

To Garrison the effort was a "farce," both "ludicrous and melan
choly,"138 and sure to fail. Not only were the men who formed the party 
political amateurs, but the exigencies of politics were bound to force 
them into compromises of Christian principles. Their appeal would inevi
tably turn away from conscience and "to the pocketbook," "to the love 
of political preferment, rather than the duty of Christian reform a
tion."139 Lewis Tappan shared Garrison's concern that even men who 
were as dedicated as those who founded the Liberty party could not resist 
the pressures of politics and remain "true to their principles." 140 Never
theless, along with most of the other abolitionist crusaders, he joined the 
party in the hope that it would bring morality into politics. The Liberty 
party contributed significantly to the ultimate emergence of a powerful 
political coalition. Yet in many respects, Garrison's jeremiad proved 
prophetic. The more that abolitionists became involved in the machinery 
of politics, the more they conceded principle to expediency. Nor were 
their compromises of principle a sacrifice that purchased control of the 
antislavery coalition. As the coalition increased in strength, control rap-
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idly passed to professional politicians of questionable commitment to 
abolitionism. Nevertheless, this impure and, in the Garrisonian sense, 
highly corrupt coalition succeeded in doing, more by accident than by 
premeditation, what moral purity could not: Overthrow the "Slave 
Power." 

C H A P T E R  N I N E  

TBE AMERICAN CAMPAIGN: 
Breacbing tbe Barriers to 

ADtisia"ery Poiitics 

When they plunged into the political arena, the abolitionist 
crusaders became immersed in the struggle for power. It was exceedingly 
difficult at first to project the abolitionist program into that struggle. In 
the presidential election of 1840, the Liberty party received fewer than 
l out of every 300 votes. In 1844 its share of the vote increased, but 
it still drew just 3 percent of the total, and it did not capture a single 
congressional seat.! During the next decade, however, antislavery issues 
were propelled to the center of the electoral struggle for power. A new 
antislavery coalition, within the Republican party, came into being be
tween 1854 and 1856; it established a powerful antislavery bloc in 
Congress in 1856 and 1858; and it won control of the executive branch 
of government in 1860. Why was it so difficult for the abolitionists to 
make antislavery a viable political issue in the 1830S and the 1840S? 
And what were the changing conditions that facilitated the breakthrough 
of the 1850s? 

BARRIERS TO ANTISLAVERY POLITICS 

The answer to the first question is simpler than the answer to the second 
one. Politicians were initially unwilling to make the abolition of slavery 
an issue of national politics because they believed that the Constitution 
enjoined them from doing so. That interpretation of the Constitution was 
reaffirmed by Congress so often during the first half century after its 
ratification that it became a "federal consensus,"2 a consensus as preva
lent among politicians of the North as of the South. According to this 
consensus the Constitution had unequivocally sanctioned slavery in the 
states where it existed and guaranteed that Congress would not abolish 
or regulate its operation in those states. This consensus was so deeply 
embedded in American political thought by the early 1830S that it was 
accepted without question even by the abolitionist crusaders. 

The constitution of the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS), which 
(together with its Declaration of Sentiments) announced the aims and 
goals of the new movement, flatly stated "that each State, in which 
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slavery exists, has, by the Constitution of the United States, the exclusive 
right to legislate in regard to its abolition in said State." That is one of 
the reasons the crusaders initially saw moral suasion as their principal 
weapon, a weapon intended to circumvent the constitutional safeguard 
either by convincing each slaveholder immediately to relinquish his 
unrighteous claim or by making slaveholders so loathsome within their 
own communities that the rest of the local citizenry would act to abolish 
slavery. When it was clear that this campaign had failed, some leaders 
of the AASS sought to reinterpret the Constitution in such a way as to 
give the federal government the power to abolish slavery. But to Garrison 
this stratagem was hopeless; his "textual exegesis" led him to conclude 
that the "Constitution was a bulwark of slavery in at least four particu
lars"; moreover, James Madison's detailed descriptions of the debates at 
the Constitutional Convention confirmed his belief that "the framers 
consciously wrote guarantees for slavery into the Constitution."3 

Moderate northern antislavery men who refused to join the abolition
ist crusade often did so not because they were content to see slavery 
continue but because they could see no practical way under the Constitu
tion of extirpating this evil. Moreover, to most evangelicals and other 
moralists slavery was but one of many evils that affected American 
society. In their view, exclusive preoccupation with this one evil would 
permit other corruptions to fester, making the possibility of the eventual 
abolition of slavery less, rather than more, likely. All that the abolitionist 
crusaders could show at the end of a decade of intense activity was a 
mountain of northern petitions and resolutions that had not impaired the 
operation of the slave system by one iota or reduced the total number 
of persons in bondage. Some moderates, such as Wayland, felt that by 
encouraging a proslavery backlash, the crusaders had actually delayed 
eventual emancipation. Even as long-standing a critic of slavery as Fin
ney warned against excessive preoccupation with abolitionism and urged 
his followers "to subordinate abolition to revivalism."4 Denunciation of 
slavery, he said, would serve Christian goals only if "uttered in a spirit 
of loving reproof," only if abolition was "an appendage" to the overall 
struggle for salvation. Otherwise, abolitionist agitation would abet 
worldly corruption and embroil people in an "infernal squabble" that 
would "roll a wave of blood over the land."5 

Professional politicians in the North, even if devout evangelicals and 
hostile to slavery, were generally far more skeptical than Finney about 
the wisdom of focusing on abolitionism. They not only doubted the 
constitutionality of the political demands of the abolitionists, but were 
convinced that these demands were an invitation to political suicide. To 
the leaders of the two great national parties of the 1830S and the 1840s, 
the Democrats and Whigs, the issues that exercised the public and that 
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determined victory or success in electoral contests were, as Garrison had 
said, matters of the pocketbook rather than of Christian principles. Each 
party was an interregional coali.tion of diverse constituencies. Each party 
included both pro- and antislavery men who, because they accepted the 
federal consensus, originally kept the direct question of slavery out of 
the internal struggles for control of their party and out of the competition 
between the parties for control of Congress and the presidency. Between 
1836 and 1852 both parties were well represented in each of the three 
main sections of the nation, although the Whigs tended to be stronger 
than the Democrats in the Northeast, while the reverse tended to be true 
in the South and in the North Central states. Yet the margins were close 
enough so that the plurality of votes within each section shifted between 
the parties from one election to another.6 

The two parties were distinct in political culture and philosophy, 
although both embraced the democratic creed of the nation, and they 
sometimes exchanged positions on particular issues as the political winds 
shifted.7 In general, the Democrats tended to be both more republican 
and more laissez-faire than the Whigs. Constructed mainly from the 
remnants of Jefferson's party, and led initially by Andrew Jackson, who 
was politically educated in Tennessee (one of the first states to adopt 
universal manhood suffrage), the Democratic party called itself "a let
alone party" and denounced the Whigs as "a meddling party." Blaming 
"nine-tenths of all the evil" on misguided legislative enactments, Demo
crats argued that "spontaneous action and self-regulation" would pro
duce a better society than one which was directed by the state or re
stricted by legislative fiat. To the extent that government was 
unavoidable it should be "light and simple," carried out as far as possi
ble on the state and local levels, rather than on the national level. 8 

With respect to the franchise the Democrats championed popular 
government based on universal male suffrage, with one conspicuous 
exception, and they favored a shift in the selection of governors and 
judges from state legislatures to the public arena. Whigs, on the other 
hand, tended to be distrustful of "the city rabble, the backwoodsmen, 
and the illiterates in general." They lamented the extension of the 
franchise to the "ignorant and the vicious" and they denied that such 
people had a right to vote, but they could not reverse the growth of 
populism. In the end they were forced to acknowledge that they could 
not find a "remedy that was not worse than the disease."9 The one 
conspicuous exception for the Democrats pertained to the extension of 
the franchise to free blacks in the North, which "the Democrats strenu
ously opposed and the Whigs, somewhat less strenuously, supported." 
With the exception of four states "blacks either had to meet higher 
qualifications than whites" in order to vote, "or were disfranchised 



• 
284 WITHOUT CONSENT OR CONTRACT 

altogether." During the Jacksonian years, the Democrats led campaigns 
that "succeeded in disfranchising blacks" in New York, Connecticut, and 
Pennsylvania.10 Opposition to these restrictions was not the only ground 
on which Whigs could defend the claim that they were the more genuine 
champions of republicanism. They denounced Jackson's patronage sys
tem as a corruptor of government at every level and they fiercely resisted 
Jackson's far-reaching extension of executive prerogatives. l l  

Although the Whigs denounced the laissez-faire policies of  the Dem
ocrats and declared their belief in the obligation of the government to 
promote economic progress and the welfare of the population, they were, 
by their own designation, the "conservative" party, the party of "law and 
order," the party dedicated "to the defense of property," the party which 
celebrated the "Puritan ethic of hard work and self-reliance," and the 
party which said that it was "the duty of every man to be a prosperous 
man." The Whigs did not believe it was the duty of the government to 
protect the free working man from his employer or the farmer from the 
merchant. They compared the different groups in society to the different 
parts of the body and saw a fundamental "harmony of interests" between 
the parts, an "interdependence of different classes," and an "organic 
unity of society."12 Whigs deplored the demogogic attempts of the Dem
ocrats to win votes by setting class against class-by depicting the Whigs 
as the instrument of "a concentrated money power,"13 "a monopoly of 
the old aristocracy,"14 and the "enemies" of the common people, and 
by depicting themselves as the defenders of "the laboring classes," as 
the defenders of the "producers" from the aggression of "the nonproduc. 
ers," and as the defenders of the "house of want" against the aggression 
of "the house of have."15 To the Whigs the "laboring classes" meant 
"every working male, whether employed or self-employed," whether 
"mule spinner or factory owner."16 Senator Daniel Webster, the most 
celebrated Whig orator, accused the Democrats of seeking to "inflame 
the poor against the rich," 1 7 and he warned that if Americans fell victim 
to such demagogy they would "cease to be men, thinking men, intelligent 
men" and be turned into "slaves to their own passions. "18 The Whigs 
would not concede the egalitarian impulse to the Democrats, and they 
claimed that they also sought "to establish perfect equality," but they 
would do so by leveling "upwards, not downwards, by education and 
benignant legislation, not by subverting established laws or institu
tions."19 

The Democratic and Whig parties were divided not only on economic 
philosophy but along religious and ethnic lines. Evangelical Protesta
nism was so strong in the Whig party that a leading historian of the party 
called it "the evangelical united front in the polling place." The Whig 
party in the North was formed largely out of the remnants of the Federal-
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ist party, in which New England divines had been so influential, and out 
of the Antimasonic party, an overtly Christian party that became power
ful in New England and the Yankee diaspora during the late 1820S and 
early 1830s. The Antimasonic party sought to exclude all Masons from 
public office on the ground that they were part of a national conspiracy 
of deists which aimed to subvert the liberty of the people. It was as 
Antimasonic candidates that northern politicians who later became as 
influential in the Whig party as Thurlow Weed, William Henry Seward, 
and Thaddeus Stevens were first swept into public office. The Whigs were 
not an overtly evangelical party, but Whig political leaders such as Henry 
Clay and Daniel Webster "cultivated good public and private relations 
with clerical opinion-shapers," and they promoted various causes of the 
benevolent united front at national, state, and local levels, including 
temperance reform, legal observance of the Sabbath, and anti-Catholi
cism. While the Whigs sought to promote an alliance between church and 
state, the Dt'mocrats opposed it. Jackson oppo� Whig proposals to end 
the Sunday delivery of mail and blocked a congressional resolution 
introduced by Clay for a national day of prayer for the victims of a 
cholera epidemic, arguing that both actions would have violated the 
separation of church and state.20 

Democratic insistence on the secular nature of the state offended the 
New Divinity men and their lay associates in the benevolent empire. 
According to Lyman Beecher, the Democratic party was a coalition of 
"Sabbath-breakers, rum-selling tippling folk, infidels, and ruff-scuff gen
erally." However, the Democrats had strong support from religious 
groups Beecher classed with the "infidels" and "minor" denominations: 
Catholics, Lutherans, Baptists, Old School Presbyterians, Episcopalians, 
religious liberals, and various groups of free thinkers. Members of litur· 
gical denominations as well as evangelicals to whom personal holiness 
was more critical than public reforms resented both the "moral absolut
ism" of the evangelical reformers and their attempts to use the Whig 
party as a means of imposing their creed on others. The Democratic party 
won large pluralities among voters who harbored such resentments, 
many of whom were foreign born. In the New York elections of 1844, 
for example, it has been estimated that 95 percent of the Catholic Irish, 
80 percent of the Germans (mainly Catholics and Lutherans), 90 percent 
of the French Catholics, and 95 percent of the French Canadians voted 
for the Democrats.21  

The sharpest clashes between the Whigs and the Democrats during 
the 1830S were on economic issues that were pushed to the center of the 
political stage by a succession of crises. The recession of 1819-182 1 was 
particularly sharp in the North and led to widespread unemployment in 
the newly established cotton and woolen textile industries. The recession 
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of 1826-1832, which affected southern agriculture more deeply than 
northern manufacturing, was followed by a sharp inflation in the mid-
1830S and a bank panic in 1837 that ushered in a decade of declining 
prices and a sharp contraction of production in both manufacturing and 
agriculture. The Democrats, who blamed these cycles on "monster 
banks" that were polluting the money supply by the promiscuous issue 
of unsound paper money, instituted a series of measures aimed at reduc
ing the growth of powerful banks and restricting their control over the 
money supply. The Whigs proposed to deal with the economic difficulties 
of the time by passing legislation aimed at stimulating rapid economic 
growth. Toward that end they proposed to subsidize railroad and canal 
construction by huge grants of federal lands and federal loans, to in
crease the tariffs on foreign goods that were competing with American 
manufacturing (especially textiles and iron) and agricultural products 
(especially sugar and wool), and to provide federal relief to those devas
tated by the recession of the 1840s. The Democrats countered with 
proposals to distribute federal lands to ordinary settlers in farm-sized 
parcels at modest prices, and to use the proceeds of such sales to reduce 
the national debt.22 

The differences between the parties on these issues in the first half 
of the 1840S were quite sharp. Between 85 and 1 00 percent of the 
Democrats in both the House and Senate voted against the banks, against 
relief, and against tariffs, while between 70 and 96 percent of the Whigs 
voted in their favor. These were not sectional issues but party issues. On 
the banking legislation, for example, where the partisan lines were 
sharp, the divisions within sections were very similar: "whether North, 
South, and Northwest" or "East and West," votes for and against the 
banks "were scattered almost evenly."23 

Not even the slavery issue was able to dissolve party solidarity during 
this period. Even during the divisive debates over the gag rule on 
antislavery petitions, partisan considerations served to mute sectional 
differences. Despite their strong pro-slavery position, 9 of 3 1  southern 
Whigs refrained from joining the attack on the antislavery measures and 
either sided with the northern Whigs or remained neutral, on the ground 
that the real issue was not slavery but "freedom of speech." Similarly, 
33 of the 38 northern Democrats sided with the southern Democrats, 
claiming that Whigs were pushing these issues for partisan reasons, with 
the aim of driving "a wedge between the Northern and Southern wings 
of the Democratic party." Down through the end of the 1840s, the 
political parties of the United States remained national rather than 
sectional. Despite "their local differences and viewpoints," sectional 
considerations were subordin?lted to "the shrine of party," because the 
dominant issues of national politics were economic issues that cut across 
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sectional boundaries, and strong national parties were needed to build 
winning coalitions on these issues. Until the end of the 1840s, most 
politicians thought of slavery as a moral and constitutional issue which, 
except in the South, was not really an issue that excited the mass of the 
voters in the way that they were excited by economic issues. Conse
quently, most leaders in both parties considered these economic issues 
as the fulcrum of the partisan struggle for power.24 

There were minorities in each party who disagreed with the political 
agendas defined by their party leaders. In the Whig party a tiny northern 
group, initially led by John Quincy Adams, believed that it was possible 
to project the antislavery issue to the top of the political agenda and use 
it as the basis for a partisan realignment along sectional lines that was 
capable of capturing control of the federal government. Adams groped 
for a strategy that could effect such a realignment in the 1830S and early 
1840s. Although he made progress in that direction, he did not find the 
key issue on which to base such a strategy before he died in 1848. Yet 
he edged very close to his goal and he laid much of the groundwork 
needed to capitalize on the issue when it finally emerged shortly before 
his death. Adams's diary reveals how prescient he was in describing a 
sectional realignment that was capable of winning control of the federal 
government, in suggesting the idea of a "general slave-power conspir
acy" (although he did not imbue that slogan with the ideological content 
it later acquired), in foreseeing the likelihood that the victory of the 
antislavery coalition might well lead to a civil war, and in indicating how 
the war-power clauses of the Constitution could be employed to effect 
emancipation.25 

THE ORIGINS OF THE TERRITORIAL ISSUE 

The critical issue in the transformation of the political agenda was the 
exclusion of slavery from the territories of the United States. John 
Quincy Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and many other leaders had been 
aware of the potentialities of that issue, but it was removed from the 
political agenda by general consent in 1820 and did not reappear until 
the 1840s. Moreover, even a politician as skillful as Adams could not 
have pushed that issue to the top of the political agenda without the 
inadvertent aid of his most dedicated adversaries: the faction of southern 
Democrats that sought a political realignment along sectional lines in 
order to remove forever the threat that slavery would be undermined by 
hostile northern politicians. Led by John C. Calhoun in the 1830S and 
1840s, this group sought a sectional realignment based on an increase 
in southern political strength through the extension of U.S. territory to 
the west of the Mississippi River and to the south of the Arkansas River, 
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with possible additional support coming from conservative business in
terests in the North_ Although the program of territorial expansion 
advocated by the Calhoun faction "was defensive in intent," it appeared 
to be "exhorbitantly aggressive_"26 Joshua Giddings in the House and 
Salmon P_ Chase in the Senate, who succeeded Adams in leading the 
campaign for political realignment based on antislavery, saw the oppor
tunity created by the appearance of an "exhorbitantly aggressive" south
ern political faction and brilliantly worked out the ideological content of 
a campaign to rally the North against "The Slave Power." To understand 
the constitutional issues and the political history that allowed their 
strategy to work, it is necessary to consider a major oversight of the 
founding fathers and its political consequences. 

The Constitutional Convention took great pains to ensure a balance 
of power between the sections, such that neither the North nor the South 
could impose its values on the other. This struggle for sectional balance 
reflected not only the southern desire to protect slavery, but also deep 
differences in regional culture that transcended slavery and made the 
North, especially New England, as leary of southern domination as the 
South was of northern domination. Although some of these cultural 
differences reflected the different religious and ethnic origins of the 
original settlers in the several colonies, much of it was due to the relative 
isolation of the colonies from each other during more than five genera
tions. Such a long separation in environments that were physically, 
economically, and socially quite different allowed for independent cul
tural developments even among people who shared a common, but in
creasingly remote, ethnic and religious heritage. These cultural differen
ces continued to evolve during the two generations following the 
ratification of the Constitution, but aspects of the cultural differentiation 
were already manifest in 1 789, and others that were latent, some perhaps 
merely incipient, were nonetheless influential in creating a sense of 
sectional differences among political leaders in Congress under the Arti
cles of Confederation, at the Constitutional Convention, and in the new 
nation.27 

One of the issues most vexing to the stability of the sectional compro
mise struck in the Constitution was the treatment of territories that might 
form future states, since a disproportionate increase in states more par
tial to the values of one region than the other could upset the fragile 
balance. This problem arose immediately after the Revolutionary War 
was concluded and was an issue of contention from early 1 784 until it 
was resolved by the passage of the Northwest Ordinance in 1 787 (which 
prohibited slavery in the territories north of the Ohio River) and the 
Southwest Ordinance of 1 790 (which allowed slavery in the territories 
south of the Ohio).28 The compromise extended a metaphoric Mason-
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Dixon line to the Mississippi River, which at the time formed the nation's 
western boundary. Despite occasional antislavery sorties, this compro
mise was not seriously challenged for three decades. In 1 798, for exam
ple, a New England Federalist sought to prohibit slavery in the Missis
sippi Territory, but his amendment was decisively rejected i� the H?u�e, 
not only by southern representatives but by the overwhelmmg maJonty 
of northern ones. The dominant view among Northerners, Federalists 
and Jeffersonians alike, was that slavery in the South was the business 
of Southerners. Politicians in both sections reaffirmed that "just as the 
Northwest Territory 'belonged' rightfully to men from New England and 
the mid-Atlantic states, so Mississippi 'belonged' to Southerners," and 
that to abrogate this agreement violated the compact between the states 
embodied in the Constitution.29 

The careful balancing of political power in a way that protected the 
cultural integrity of each section removed the issue of cultural autonomy 
from the political arena and brought to th� fore issues of economic and 
foreign policy that cut across sections. THis is not to say that cultural 
values were removed from national politics. The Federalists were 
stronger in the North than in the South, and the opposite was true of 
the Jeffersonian party. The cultural values of the North made such 
programs as government promotion of mercantile and manufacturing 
enterprise, a sound currency, and a British orientation in foreign policy 
popular in that section, and so these positions were embodied in the 
program of the Federalist party; but since these positions also had 
significant support among Southerners, the Federalists were a national 
rather than purely a sectional party. Similarly, southern cultural values 
shaped the program of the Jeffersonian party, but the central planks of 
its program (minimal governmental intervention in the economy and a 
French orientation in foreign policy) also had substantial northern sup
port, especially in the non-New England states. 

In 1 803 the carefully contrived balance of sectional interests was 
endangered by an event unforeseen by the founding fathers, the territo
rial expansion of the nation beyond the Mississippi River. This potential 
breach in the sectional balance was precipitated by Napoleon's "startling 
decision" to "dismantle France's American Empire." His offer to sell the 
Louisiana territory to America not only presented an opportunity to 
double the size of the nation, but it also revealed that "nowhere in the 
Constitution was the power to acquire or receive territory" granted to 
either the president or Congress. As an agrarian expansionist, Jefferson 
wanted to move quickly to seize the opportunity to make America "a 
continental nation" before Napoleon changed his mind. But as a "strict 
constructionist" of the Constitution, he feared that "enlargement of the 
power" of the federal government by mere reinterpretation, by "a con-
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struction," would undermine the South's security, which rested in "a 
written Constitution." To avoid turning the Constitution into "a blank 
paper," he initially wanted to fill the gap in federal authority by a 
constitutional amendment.3o 

In the end, however, Jefferson decided to incorporate the territory 
under the Constitution's treaty-making power, rather than risk a change 
of French policy during the lengthy amendment process. The Senate 
overwhelmingly ratified the treaty and both houses overwhelmingly 
voted in favor of appropriating the funds for the purchase, but the 
majority of New Englanders in both the House and the Senate opposed 
the purchase. New Englanders feared not only that too large a nation was 
inconsistent with their vision of a good society, a society of "tidy villages, 
each gathered around a scrubbed Congregational church," but also that 
the new territory "would seal the triumph" of the Jeffersonians over the 
Federalists "forever." Indeed, some "High Federalists" who believed 
that their influence "in the union had been dealt a mortal wound" began 
"to broach publicly the idea of a Northern secession." Several attempts 
were made to limit slavery in the southern tip of the new territory, but 
all failed except those banning a trade in foreign slaves and an ineffective 
limitation on a domestic trade.31 

Interestingly, John Quincy Adams, then senator from Massachusetts, 
voted against even these mild limitations on slavery as unconstitutional, 
and the New England delegation was split down the middle on stronger 
antislavery restrictions. The fact that no one proposed to exclude "slav
ery from the northern part of the Louisiana Purchase" revealed "the 
desultory, uncrystallized nature of the antislavery sentiment" in the 
North when it did not seem to threaten the balance of power between 
the regions. In 1804 Adams not only defended his unwillingness to 
disturb the sectional compromise established by the Constitution but 
added that although slavery was "evil" in "a moral sense," it had 
"important uses" when "connected with commerce." In 1803 and 1804 
it was the addition of a vast, sparsely settled territory with unknown 
consequences for the shape of the national character, rather than the 
small population of slaves at its southern tip, that most disturbed New 
Englanders. Yet the failure to pass legislation restricting slavery in the 
territory to its southern foothold opened "the whole west bank of the 
Mississippi" to the spread of slavery and that oversight later emerged 
as a serious menace to the sectional balance.32 

The crisis inherent in the Louisiana Purchase finally erupted in 1819 
when the Missouri territory applied for admission as a slave state. The 
prospect that this territory, stretching far north of the Ohio River, might 
undermine the long-standing sectional balance suddenly aroused north
ern congressmen. Jeffersonians and Federalists alike "awakened sud-
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denly to the realization that the national prospect had somehow become 
weighted in favor of slavery." Earlier hopes that prohibition of the 
international slave trade in 1808 would sound the death knell of slavery 
had failed to materialize. During the decade that followed, slavery grew 
more rapidly than ever, and two new slave states, Louisiana and Missis
sippi, had been added to the Union. Although the admission of the slave 
states had ostensibly been offset by the admission of Illinois and Indiana, 
both of these "free" states "were in fact tainted with slavery." Some 
French and English slaveholders who had crossed the Ohio River before 
the passage of the Northwest Ordinance were exempt from its antislavery 
provisions. Other slaveholders were lured into Illinois and Indiana by 
an indenture system that gave de facto protection to slaveholders. Al
though this security for their property was deemed insufficient by many 
out-of-state slaveholders who might otherwise have migrated, the gover
nor and other high officials in Illinois were proslavery men. There were 
heavy pressures for a change in the Illinois constitution that would fully 
legalize slavery because slaves were in demand not only for tobacco and 
hemp farming but for the lead and salt mines that were then major 
industries in the state.33 

The move to ban slavery in Missouri as a condition of statehood 
erupted in the House in February 1819 and was led by two New Yorkers, 
James Tallmadge and John W. Taylor. The Tallmadge amendment to the 
statehood bill prohibited all further introduction of slaves into Missouri 
and provided for the gradual emancipation of all children of slaves born 
after the date of statehood. The voting on the amendment broke party 
lines, with Northerners voting overwhelmingly for it and Southerners 
unified against it. Since the Northerners outnumbered the Southerners 
in the House, the amendment passed, only to be defeated in the Senate 
when northern senators split their vote while the Southerners were 
unified in opposing the amendment. The issue carried over into the next 
session of Congress and became the occasion for renewed abolitionist 
campaigns in the North. Nevertheless, the continued deadlock between 
the House and the Senate led to compromise in 1820. Missouri was 
admitted as a slave state and Maine as a free one, but slavery was 
prohibited from all remaining "territory north of 36° 30' (Missouri's 
southern border). "34 

At one level, the Missouri Compromise restored the sectional balance 
that had been disturbed by the Louisiana Purchase. It did so by extend
ing metaphorically the Mason-Dixon line westward to the Rocky Moun
tains. Since this teJiritorial restriction calmed the fears of northern politi
cians that South ners were seeking the domination of their region, the 
Missouri Co romise removed antislavery as a serious issue in national 
politics £ a quarter of a century. Despite the inflamed rhetoric of some 
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northern congressmen, the majority of northern politicians accepted the 
federal consensus. Moreover, the times were not ripe for making anti
slavery an issue of popular politics. Although the congressional debates 
helped to revive abolitionist activities in northern 'states, where the 
movement had become virtually moribund, antislavery was far from the 
top of the list in the concerns of politicians, newspapers, or voters. 
Numerous northern newspapers and local politicians expressed conster
nation that Congress had become "inflamed" and distracted by an issue 
that was considered "a waste of time" at home, while they neglected the 
acute, widespread distress created by the bank panic of 1819, which had 
by 1820 turned into the nation's first major depression. The popular cry 
was for congressional action to relieve economic misfortune by raising 
tariffs, enacting a national bankruptcy law, and postponing payments on 
land purchased from the federal government. The same preoccupation 
with economic issues pervaded popular thought in the South.3s 

The majority of southern leaders, like those of the North, wanted to 
put the acrimony of the Missouri debates aside and get on to more urgent 
business. In that spirit, Calhoun sought to assure fellow South Carolini
ans that they need not fear a northern "conspiracy either against our 
property or just weight in the Union."36 He probably reflected the 
majority opinion of the leadership of South Carolina when he hailed the 
Compromise as having settled "forever" the threat to southern interests. 
Yet within two years South Carolina's political opinion reversed itself. 
The passionate antislavery speeches during the Missouri Compromise 
began to be viewed as a northern program for the eventual overthrow 
of slavery. Calhoun, secretary of war in Monroe's administration and 
committed to Monroe's broad nationalist policies, bucked the trend to
ward sectionalism for a while, but after 182 2  he became as "unbend
ing"37 on the slavery issue as the most fervent sectionalists in his state, 
and after 1827 he became a principal leader of southern sectionalism. 

The Missouri debates had a jarring effect on the politics of the South. 
To a number of prominent leaders these debates revealed a grave threat 
to southern interests that was only temporarily put to rest by the Compro
mise. The sense of danger was most widespread in Virginia, but it was 
shared by many political leaders in Georgia, and by a smaller group in 
South Carolina. The Virginia delegation to Congress, which opposed the 
prohibition of slavery above 36°30' by a margin of 4 to 1 ,  saw the 
Missouri Compromise as a major defeat for the South. Since that provi
sion excluded slavery from all but a small proportion of the Louisiana 
Purchase, it raised the specter that the South would be overwhelmed by 
the admission of numerous antislavery states to the north of the 36°30' 
line. Moreover, the treaty with' Spain negotiated by John Quincy Adams 
and signed in 1819 renounced all U.S. claims to Texas, thus apparently 
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closing off the possibility that the addition of new slave states to the south 
of the 36°30' line could offset the new antislavery states to the north of 
it.38 

To many Virginians, including Jefferson, the Missouri debates were 
ominous for another reason, which turned out to be more prophetic than 
the belief that a series of antislavery states would soon be established 
in the northern part of the Louisiana Purchase. What alarmed Jefferson 
was not only the bitter antislavery speeches of the Federalists, but the 
fact that they had been joined, indeed led, by a large faction of northern 
Jeffersonians. Tallmadge and Taylor were both part of a wing of northern 
Jeffersonians who were spontaneously breaking away from the domi
nation of the Virginia dynasty, and many of them would find their way 
into the Whig party. Jefferson saw this combination of dissident Jeffer
sonians and Federalists as an incipient coalition striving to gain power 
on an antislavery program. It was, he said, an evil conspiracy prepared 
to sacrifice all that was gained "by the generation of 1 776" and to 
commit "treason against the hopes of the world" in order to gain 
power.39 

Although his view of the motives of those who joined together in the 
temporary antislavery coalition of 18 1()-1820 may have been jaundiced, 
Jefferson was not exaggerating the threat that such a coalition would 
ultimately pose to slavery. He was correct in describing it as the "knell 
of the Union" and in recognizing that the Compromise had merely 
postponed, not eliminated, a concerted northern attack on southern 
interests. It was not a mystical revelation that made Jefferson prophetic, 
but a shrewd politician's reading of congressional debates which had laid 
out, however prematurely and disjointedly, a thorough reinterpretation 
of the Constitution as an antislavery compact and which projected a 
program for the abolition of slavery.4o 

Some of the antislavery speakers argued that the "new-states clause" 
of the Constitution gave Congress the power to "impose any condition 
it wished on a state's admission"41 and hence the power to prohibit 
slavery in any state outside of those in which it was extant when the 
Constitution was ratified. Others latched on to the slave importation 
clause, contending that since Congress was only enjoined from barring 
the international slave trade for a specified time, it was by implication 
fully empowered to regulate the interstate slave trade or abolish it alto
gether. Others went further still, arguing that the slave trade provision 
implied that Congress had the power to abolish slavery even in states 
where it had existed at the time of the Constitutional Convention by 
abolishing the interstate slave trade entirely, which would undermine the 
internal population adjustments required for slavery to survive. More 
openly abolitionist was the contention that slavery was made illegitimate 
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by the Declaration of Independence, the Preamble of the Constitution, 
and the clause guaranteeing a republican form of government to every 
state of the Union. It was the speech of Senator Rufus King, however, 
that came closest to enunciating the basic creed of the later abolitionist 
crusaders when he declared that "no human law, compact or compromise 
can establish or continue slavery"42 and that laws which attempted to do 
so were "absolutely void" because they were "contrary to the law of 
nature, which is the law of God." King's speeches were published in 
pamphlet form and a copy was read by Denmark Vesey, a free black who 
sought to organize a slave revolt in Charleston in 182 2 . Vesey's admis
sion that his conspiracy had been inspired partly by the speeches in 
Congress was a major factor in turning South Carolina on the path toward 
nullification and secession.43 

THE SECTIONALIST MOVEMENT IN THE SOUTH 

Led by such Virginians as Jefferson and John Randolph of Roanoke, a 
new sectional strain of thought began to emerge among southern political 
leaders. Convinced that the Missouri debates foretold an onslaught 
against slavery and southern values generally, and fearful of the increas
ing concentration of power in the federal government (they called it the 
"consolidationalist" tendency) promoted by both presidential and judi
cial reinterpretations of federal powers, these leaders called on the South 
to unite in defense of its democratic principles, its economic interests, 
and its southern values. The question was how to bring about sectional 
unity, especially when some of the most prominent younger figures in 
southern political life, including John Calhoun and Henry Clay of Ken
tucky, were ardent nationalists who were calling for a stronger and more 
active federal government with powers, particularly in the economic 
realm, not enumerated in the Constitution. These younger southern 
leaders constituted a major barrier to southern sectionalism since they 
favored a "broad" or "loose" interpretation of the Constitution, which 
increased the dominion of the federal government over the states, an 
approach abetted by the Supreme Court which under Chief Justice John 
Marshall claimed for itself the power to review the constitutionality of 
both federal and state legislation and its supremacy in the interpretation 
of the Constitution.44 

Jefferson and other southern leaders of the Revolutionary generation 
promoted the sectional movement not only by raising the alarm of a 
concerted northern attack on the South, but by proposing programs on 
which Southerners could unite. One of Jefferson's proposals was to train 
the South's elite in southern universities, and toward that end he 
founded the University of Virginia.45 He also called on the South to 
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resist the consolidationalist tendency that was being promoted by the 
executive branch of the federal government, and he disputed Marshall's 
claim that the "judiciary was the ultimate arbiter of all constitutional 
questions," including the extent of federal power over the states. As 
founders of the nation Jefferson, Madison, and Charles Pinckney wielded 
immense authority on the constitutional issues that they raised. Conse
quently, the sectional movement initially gained strength not on the 
question of slavery per se, but on a constitutional question that was 
critical to its defense: Did the Congress have the right to extend its sway 
over the domestic economy of the states by passing legislation directed 
at shaping the course of economic affairs? Since no such right was 
enumerated in the Constitution, southern sectionalists charged that every 
such attempt, regardless of its economic substance, was an unwarranted 
extension of federal power over state rights.46 

Even a bill as remote from the rights of slaveholders as one that 
merely authorized "the President to have surveys made for such roads 
and canals as he regarded as of national importance for commercial, 
military, or postal purposes" drew the fire of southern sectionalists. John 
Randolph, putting aside the virtues of a program for internal improve
ments, decried the "dangers of loose construction" of the Constitution 
on which the bill rested. To Randolph, the fundamental point at issue 
in this bill was the protection of state's rights through the strict construc
tion of the Constitution. By hooking a program for internal improve
ments "upon the first loop they find in the Constitution," Congress was 
establishing a "most dangerous doctrine," a doctrine that could eventu
ally lead them to "emancipate every slave in the United States" on the 
basis of "the war making power" or some other clause reinterpreted to 
suit their purpose.47 

The principal economic issue on which the southern struggle against 
the federal usurpation of powers turned during the 1820S and 1830s, 
however, was not internal improvements, but the tariff. The point at issue 
was whether the federal government had the right to turn the tariff from 
an instrument designed merely to raise federal revenue into an instru
ment by which the government could shape the course of economic 
growth and act to favor the interests of one section of the nation over 
another. Ironically, Calhoun, who became the chief opponent of that 
power in the late 1820S, was one of its most ardent advocates when, as 
a member of Congress in 1816 and later as secretary of war, he defended 
the protective tariff along with a national bank and internal improve
ments as being within the scope of the Constitution and justified by "the 
exigencies of national defense."48 By 1820 Calhoun, without denying its 
constitutionality, nevertheless opposed a further increase in the tariff 
along with William Lownes and Robert Y. Hayne, two other South 
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Carolinians who had previously favored policies that strengthened the 
federal government. By 1828 Lownes was dead, and both Hayne and 
Calhoun had become ardent sectionalists, with Calhoun (although still 
vice-president) the secret author of a pamphlet attacking the tariff of 
1828 as a "Tariff of Abominations" and setting forth the doctrine of 
"nullification." The sectionalist's declaration of independence, the nul
lification doctrine declared that "the people of a state, being sovereign, 
had the right to nullify an unconstitutional law, such as the tariff; and 
the law would then be null and void in that state" unless "the Constitu
tion should be amended so as to give Congress the power in dispute,"49 
in which case a state had the right to secede. 

Calhoun, along with other one-time nationalists, justified the change 
in his position by charging that the tariff and other economic measures 
which were used in the national interests before 1820 were subsequently 
perverted by a "corrupt" Congress to promote the sectional interests of 
the North. They were quite right in complaining that the nature of the 
tariff had changed. Duties set at between 20 and 25 percent in the tariff 
of 1816 were raised so high under the Tariff of Abominations that 
average duties reached 61  percent of the value of imports in 1830. 
Although the tariff of 1828 was tilted in favor of northern manufacturing 
interests, the tariff was never a purely sectional issue. It had strong 
support from slaveholders in sugar, raw wool, and hemp production who 
benefited from tariffs on these items, at the expense of Northerners.5o 

However, hostility toward the protective tariff was deep in areas 
where cotton and tobacco were the chief crops. Jefferson had always 
viewed the economic program of protective tariffs and big banks as a 
scheme to promote the interests of the North against those of the South. 
The economic downturn of 1825-1830 hit the South much harder than 
the North, with the markets for both cotton and tobacco deeply depressed 
until the early 183os. Even if the Tariff of Abominations had some bones 
for slaveholders in the western states, to the cotton and tobacco growers 
of the Old South it was a clear case of taxing them to build up northern 
industry. Calhoun and other Southerners developed sophisticated argu
ments, which prefigured modern economic theory, to demonstrate that 
a protective tariff was actually a tax on cotton producers. Recent clio met
ric studies have confirmed that contention. High protective tariffs re
duced the price of cotton and effectively imposed a tax of between 10 
and 20 percent on the profits of slaveholders, while they raised the 
income of northern labor and the profits of northern manufacturers.51 

Southern anger at a federal policy that sought to solve northern 
economic problems at the expense of the South was most intense in South 
Carolina. In November 1832; a state convention passed an ordinance 
that declared the tariff of 1828 and a new tariff law enacted in 1832 null 
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and void within the borders of South Carolina and authorized the state 
government to resist federal attempts to collect duties in its ports by force 
of arms. The nullification crisis was resolved by quick congressional 
passage of a new law which reduced tariffs and provided the excuse for 
South Carolina to rescind its act of nullification. Although Calhoun's 
hope that other southern states would join the nullification movement 
failed to materialize, the congressional retreat on the tariff partially offset 
the defeat for southern sectionalism in two respects. It demonstrated that 
southern militancy could win victories in Congress. It also forced Jackson 
and the Democrats to commit themselves fully "to the state's rights, 
strict-construction economic policies" demanded by the sectionalists, 
even as rumors flew that Jackson had threatened to hang Calhoun if he 
did not desist in his treasonable policies. 52 

The burden of the depression of 1825-1830 on slaveholders appears 
to have been more severe in South Carolina than in other states, and the 
belief that the tariff imposed a heavy tax on their economy appears to 
have been more deeply held in South Carolina than elsewhere in the 
South. Nevertheless, it was politics more than economics that led the 
nullifiers to challenge the authority of the federal government-not 
partisan politics, although men scampered for partisan advantage during 
the crisis, but class and cultural politics. On balance, nullifiers probably 
weakened their position in the Democratic party (Calhoun may have 
sacrificed his chances of election to the presidency, which he coveted) 
and they were willing to do so because they believed that they were 
fighting to preserve their class and their society. The tariff, Calhoun 
frankly stated, was "the occasion, rather than the real cause" of the 
crisis. The real danger was that an oppressive majority in Congress would 
use its power of "taxation and appropriation" against "the peculiar 
domestick institutions of the Southern States."53 The nullifiers deemed 
this indirect approach as a more effective way of uniting the South 
against an abolitionist danger, because the rest of the South did not yet 
realize how great that danger was and did not appreciate how determined 
the enemies of slavery were and how quickly the tide could turn against 
slavery if the South was not united in a militant defense of its interests 
and values. 

The militancy of South Carolina in defense of slavery after 1830 was 
consistent with its history before that date. At the Constitutional Conven
tion the Carolina delegates led the fight for a series of clauses ensuring 
that the federal government could not emancipate slaves or impair their 
property rights in slaves, warning that they would never agree to a union 
without such guarantees. Unlike Jefferson or other Virginians, the found
ing fathers from South Carolina did not suffer from a bad conscience over 
the existence of slavery, nor did they express the hope that their state 
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would someday be freed of the evil. They un selfconsciously declared that 
their economy was dependent on slaves, that without them "South Caro
lina would soon be a desert waste,"54 and that the system of slavery was 
"justified by the example of all the world."55 When they urged ratifica
tion of the Constitution, the Convention delegates assured their fellow 
Carolinians that the Constitution guaranteed that slavery was "strictly a 
local matter forever beyond the reach of the national authority."56 Dur
ing the first four decades after ratification, South Carolina, which bene
fited more from the invention of the cotton gin than any other state, was 
ever on the alert against attempts of the national authority to impinge 
on the exclusive control of the states over slavery, always insistent that 
it was purely a "municipal issue." South Carolina also led the way in 
developing the ideology that slavery was a positive good, an argument 
set forth in pamphlets published in Charleston as early as 1803.57 

This long history of vigilance against the foes of slavery made South 
Carolina's leaders especially sensitive to the new menace to slavery at 
home and abroad in the 182OS. They closely followed the campaign of 
British abolitionists and, as early as 1827, concluded that Wilberforce 
and company had gained the upper hand in Parliament. They heard the 
loud complaints of West Indian planters about the damage done to their 
economy by the red tape and legal expenses imposed on them by the 
Colonial Office, by the meddling of antislavery ministers in plantation 
affairs, and especially by the restriction of the inter-island slave trade. 
They warned the rest of the South not to be lulled into complacency by 
the mildness of the antislavery men in the Colonization Society, pointing 
out that when Wilberforce first proposed the abolition of the slave trade 
he "took especial care" to hide that this "was but the first step towards 
an object which he then most deeply had at heart": the total abolition of 
slavery. 58 

By the mid- 1830s, such Carolinians were no longer engaged merely 
in speculation about the international conspiracy against slavery. Eman
cipation in the West Indies was a fact and a new, exceedingly zealous 
movement had come into being in the North demanding that America 
follow the British example by immediate emancipation of all southern 
slaves. The British experience was proof that "incendiary" campaigns, 
such as the "great postal campaign" of the AASS, "could provoke 
successful slave revolts, and abolitionist movements could gain sweeping 
legislative victories." To those who ridiculed such arguments as gross 
overreactions to a fanatical movement devoid of political support, the 
Carolinians replied that in the 1790S "Mr. Wilberforce was repeatedly 
mobbed in the Streets of London for his fanatical doctrines," yet within 
his lifetime these doctrines prevailed.59 

Moreover, it was argued that these fanatics could undermine slavery 
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economically well before they gained enough power in Congress to pass 
enactments of emancipation. Since "public confidence in slavery" was 
a crucial aspect of the economic viability of their system, merely warding 
off unconstitutional attempts to promote emancipation was not an ade
quate defense. Slaveholders also had to be protected from the continual 
agitation and threats of the abolitionists. Otherwise, "apprehensions" 
about the "safety" and "permanency of the institution would cause many 
planters to sell their slaves"; such a "wave of sales" would cause "a 
sharp drop of slave prices" that could "bankrupt . . .  many planters," 
"erode" the "shaken morale of the South," and "reduce the South" to 
a condition "of consenting almost to any terms that may be pre
scribed. "60 

Such economic arguments had appeal during the 1820S and the early 
1840S when times were hard and slave prices were declining, but during 
the mid- 1830s as well as the late 1840S and early 185os, when slave 
prices were rising rapidly, prophecies of economic catastrophe seemed 
contrived and unrealistic.61 Yet the scenario written by the South 
Carolinians is precisely the one that later came to pass in Brazil. The 
campaign of Brazilian abolitionists eroded 80 percent of the value of 
slaves and forced Brazilian slaveholders to accept immediate emancipa
tion without compensation in order to protect what remained of their 
investment in land. The negative effect of abolitionist pressures between 
1823 and 1832 on the profits of Jamaican planters, although not as 
extreme as in the Brazilian case, also influenced the willingness of the 
Jamaicans to accept compensated emancipation, even though some 
feared that the disorganization of the labor force and the decline in land 
values following emancipation would offset much of the compensation 
package offered by Parliament. 62 

During the 1830S and early 1840S, the Calhoun faction in South 
Carolina and the southern-rights minorities in other states, although far 
more powerful politically than the abolitionists were in the North, failed 
in their attempts to create a South-wide coalition against the antislavery 
menace. Calhoun and other sectionalists clearly saw the menace of north
ern antislavery and prophesized that its relentless advance would soon 
threaten the foundations of southern civilization. However, to most pol it
ical leaders in the South the menace was quite remote and the prophecy 
was quite unlikely to materialize. Distasteful as they found the antislav
ery crusade, it represented only a handful of fanatics who, as mob attacks 
on them showed, were as despised in the North as they were in the South. 
Abolitionist attempts to stir discord among Southerners were doomed to 
fail and their fanatical appeals for slave revolts could be managed by the 
vigilance of local authorities. The political failure of the abolitionist 
movement in the North was evident in the isolation of the handful of 
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Whig congressmen who promoted their antislavery petitions a�d in �he 
utter failure of the Liberty party at the polls. Moreover, the tanff, WhICh 
southern· rights men had earlier called the chief instrument of southern 
economic exploitation, was moving downward, and the "Monster Bank" 
was slaughtered. 

Thus, appeals for a sectional realignment that would abandon pre
vailing party arrangements initially had little attraction for most south
ern politicians. During the late 1830S and most of the 1840S conven
tional southern politicians resisted sectionalism as the call of the Sirens, 
and stubbornly clung to their Democratic or Whig affiliations. The alarms 
raised by Calhoun and his supporters were perceived as the partisan 
maneuvers of a faction intent on displacing the conventional politicians 
who controlled the southern wings of their respective parties and propel
ling Calhoun into the presidency. The sectional appeal was also under
mined by the Panic of 1837 and the long depression that followed it. 
Declining prices of both southern staples and northern manufacturers as 
well as widespread bankruptcies once again propelled economic issues 
to the center of national politics. The resurgence of the monetary issues, 
of debt relief, and of land policy reinforced the Whig and Democratic 
parties as the principal vehicles in the struggle for power and cemented 
political alliances across the Mason-Dixon line rather than within the 
sections. 

A new issue came to the fore during the late 1830S and early 1840S 
that would eventually help to undermine the existing two parties: the 
annexation of Texas and absorption of the Oregon territory into the 
United States. Although the annexation of Texas helped to stir sectional
ism in the second half of the 1840S, prior to that time expansion was 
primarily a party issue. In a series of votes on territorial expansion in 
the 28th Congress ( 1843-1845), between 75 and 96 percent of the 
Democrats were strongly pro-expansionist while between 88 and 93 
percent of the Whigs opposed it. Both North and South had anti-expan. 
sionist pluralities, with only the West voting strongly pro-expansionist. 
Calhoun and various southern sectionalists were for the annexation of 
Texas along with most of the more conventional Democrats, both north
ern and southern. But the southern Whigs, including some of the biggest 
planters in Louisiana and Mississippi, were opposed to annexation, not 
because they were opposed to expansion of slavery in principle (as were 
northern Whigs) but because they feared that their economic interests 
would be harmed by a war with Mexico and that new territory would only 
lower the already badly depressed price of cotton. As late as June 1844, 
9 out of 20 southern senators voted against the annexation of Texas.63 

However, the victory of James K. Polk, the Democratic candidate for 
president, in the election of 1844 on an expansionist platform that 
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included Texas annexation helped to change the tide of congressional 
sentiment. Both the Senate and House now voted in favor of annexation, 
but the new alignments in each branch of Congress remained "more 
partisan than sectional." The divisions on the issue "reflected sharp 
differences of opinion about expansion per se"64 in all sections. Among 
northern Whigs, however, antislavery feeling merged with anti-expan
sionism in such a way as to heighten northern hostility to the Slave 
Power. Adams led the struggle to interpret the annexation of Texas as 
a "conspiracy" of the "slaveholding aristocracy" to control the Union. 
Texas was "but a stepping-stone to all of Mexico"; then "Canada would 
follow," for the "oligarchy of slave-traders" was "hell-bent" on the 
"military conquest"65 of the entire continent. Hardly a year after Polk 
(a slaveholder from Tennessee) assumed the presidency, the United 
States was at war with Mexico, thus appearing to verify the dire progres
sion of events forecast by Adams and many other Whigs. Polk's aim was 
to acquire Mexican territories reaching from the Rio Grande to the north 
of San Francisco, a vast expanse that together with Texas would add 
more to American territory than the Louisiana Purchase. 

Oddly, in light of Adams's interpretation of events, war with Mexico 
was strenuously opposed by Calhoun. Such a war, he argued, would 
produce an antislavery backlash in the North, while in no way benefiting 
the South, since arid Mexican lands were entirely unsuited to a cotton 
culture. Calling Mexico "forbidden fruit," he warned that "the penalty 
of eating it would be to subject our institutions to political death. "66 That 
prediction was perhaps the most prophetic of Calhoun's many warnings 
to his fellow southern politicians. 

THE DESTABILIZATION OF THE SECOND 
AMERICAN PARTY SYSTEM 

The war with Mexico, and the vast new territories it was expected to 
yield, precipitated a new constitutional crisis. Once again territorial 
expansion threatened to upset the fragile balance between the states that 
had been so carefully established at the Constitutional Convention. The 
crisis of 1846-1850 was more extended and far more destabilizing 
politically than the Missouri crisis, partly because of changes that had 
occurred in the political cultures of the North and the South during the 
intervening decades, and partly because of changes in the political bal
ance between the regions. Both types of changes undermined the politi
cal equilibrium that prevailed during what political historians call the era 
of the "second American party system"-the decades during which the 
struggle for power was channeled through, and moderated by, the Whig 
party and the Democratic party shaped by Andrew Jackson. Political 
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equilibrium was also undermined by major changes in economic condi
tions and in social circumstances, as well as by perceptions of these 
circumstances.67 

DESTABILIZING EFFECTS OF ECONOMIC GROWTH 

Economic changes led to political destabilization, though oddly enough, 
not because general economic conditions were much worse after 1844 
than they had been before it. In some respects they were much better. 
In both the North and the South economic growth was more vigorous and 
stable between 1844 and 1860 than it had been during the preceding 
quarter century. Indeed, the economic issues of the Jacksonian era were 
pushed to the top of the political agenda partly by the exigencies of the 
War of 181 2 but mainly by the series of recessions that burst into 
American life for the first time in 1819 and rocked the stability of the 
economy. It was the different solutions of the Whig and Democratic 
parties to these crises that turned the struggle for power into a contest 
between parties structured on national rather than on sectional lines. 
Ironically, the strong surge in the growth of both the northern and 
southern economies after 1844 did much to diminish the urgency of such 
older economic issues as monetary and banking policy, tariff policy, and 
internal improvements, and thus weakened the national coalitions that 
were embodied in the Whig and Democratic parties. 

The main economic issues of the Jacksonian era still had some force 
during Polk's administration, but they rapidly dwindled in their political 
importance. By the mid-1840s it was clear that the "Monster Bank" was 
forever slain, and that other issues connected with the money supply 
were being pushed toward the bottom of the national political agenda
first by international factors that led to an adequate flow of specie from 
abroad, and later by both the success of the state systems of free banking 
and the discovery of gold in California. These factors combined to in
crease the money supply at a rate that was sufficient to support the long 
period of rapid economic expansion, although there was a minor bank 
panic in 1854 and a sharp but brief panic in 1857-1858.68 

Rapid growth of the economy also transformed the tariff issue from 
a burning national question into a relatively local issue affecting particu
lar groups of producers, especially in the iron region of Pennsylvania. 
By 1841 the average tax on imports had become so low that it was 
inadequate to meet the ordinary revenue needs of the federal govern
ment. Although the increase in the tariff voted in 1842 built some 
protective elements into what was basically a revenue measure, and the 
tariff of 1846 removed them, the average tax on imports ranged between 
15 and 30 percent from 1840 to 1860. Such a level of taxation was too 
low to incite the agrarian interests, while the general boom in manufac-
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turing calmed most northern manufacturing interests, with the notable 
exception of the producers of iron.69 

The long boom also changed political positions on the question of 
internal improvements. Entrepreneurs discovered that most of the capi
tal needed for the rapid expansion of the railroad network could be 
obtained from either the New York or London capital markets. Where 
private markets for capital were inadequate, state and local governments, 
too impatient for the federal process to work its way out, extended their 
credit to railroad and canal companies. That these measures were suffi
cient is clear from the fact that the size of the railroad network increased 
by more than threefold between 1840 and 1850 without direct federal 
financing. It also tripled during the 1850s, mainly on the basis of private 
capital, although Congress did vote a grant of land to aid in the construc
tion of the Illinois Central Railroad, a grant that proved to be unneces
sary to make that enterprise commercially feasible. However, the success 
of Illinois Central demonstrated that land grants to railroads could actu
ally increase federal revenue by raising the value of government-owned 
land in the neighborhood of the railroads, and that land-rich railroads 
relieved economic distress in the East by extending credit to potential 
migrants for purchases of land and even for the cost of moving to the 
West. From the late 1840S on, the most important issues of internal 
improvements before Congress related to the construction of a transconti
nental railroad and the improvement of such interstate waterways as the 
Mississippi River. These measures were strongly supported by Demo
crats as well as Whigs. Indeed, the major obstacle to a large federal grant 
of land in support of a transcontinental railroad was no longer the issue 
of constitutional scruples but the latitude at which such a road would be 
constructed. And that issue split both Whigs and Democrats along sec
tional lines.7o 

The building of the railroad and internal waterway networks, the 
greatest technological achievements of the antebellum era, was also 
politically destabilizing. The development of the steamboat turned the 
Ohio River and the lower Mississippi River systems into great arteries 
of commerce. Consequently, such slave states as Kentucky, Tennessee, 
Missouri, and Louisiana grew more rapidly between 1810 and 1820 than 
most of the states of the North Central region. Moreover, much of the 
population in Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois in 1820 consisted of Southern
ers who migrated into the region up the Mississippi or who came over 
from Virginia, Kentucky, or Tennessee along tributaries of the Ohio 
River. By 1830, the three main midwestern cities were Cincinnati, St. 
Louis, and Louisville, whose principal commercial connections were with 
the South rather than with the Northeast. Of the four cities that later 
became the great midwestern ports of the Great Lakes, neither Chicago 
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nor Milwaukee was yet on the map, and Detroit and Cleveland were still 
too small to meet the census definition of cities .  The population of the 
slaveholding states in 1 8 2 0  was nearly as large as that of the free states 
and two of the free states, Indiana and Illinois, were teetering on the 
brink of legalizing slavery. 7 1  

The completion o f  the Erie Canal i n  1 8 2 5  drastically changed the 
political balance between the North and t�e South. This canal not only 
brought hundreds of thousands of acres III upstate New York into the 
commercial orbit but also turned the counties of Ohio, Indiana, Michi
gan, Illinois, and Wisconsin that bordered on the Great Lakes into prime 
farming areas. Between 1 8 2 5  and 1 840 hundreds of thousands of people 
from New England, upstate New York, and northern Pennsylvania began 
pouring into the midwestern counties above the 4 1 st parallel, which cuts 
off roughly the northern quarter of Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and 
Illinois and runs close to the southern border of Iowa (see Figure 2 6) . 
The building of canals in Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois during the 1 830S 
and 1 840S, and of canals that permitted boats to pass from Lake Erie 
to Lake Ontario and from Lake Superior to Lake Huron, not only turned 
the counties of the Great Lakes basin into the granary of the nation, but 
drastically altered commercial relations between the Midwest, the South, 
and the Northeast. Until the beginning of the 1 830S the states of the 
Midwest shipped nearly all of their agricultural surpluses to the South 
and supplied much of their wants from merchants in New Orleans. The 
new canals changed the direction of trade. By 1 840 more of the West's 
surplus was moving eastward along the Great Lakes and the Erie Canal 
then was moving southward along the Ohio and Mississippi rivers. At 
the same time eastern merchants replaced those of New Orleans as the 
principal suppliers of the goods required by the West. 72 

The enormous surge of railroad building in the Midwest during the 
1 840S and 1 850S completed the task of reorienting that region's com
mercial relations from the South to the Northeast. Although there were 
barely 2 00 miles of railroad track in the region in 1 840, by 1 850 the 
Midwest was laced with 1 ,300 miles of track and by 1 860 the figure had 
increased to over 1 0,000 miles. By the eve of the Civil War the great 
railroad trunk lines connecting the cities of the Midwest and the East 
were completed, but there were still no railroad links between the Mid
west and the South.73  

The shift in  trading patterns from a North-South to  an East-West axis 
coincided with an increasing cultural differentation between the North 
and the South. In the 1 8 2 0S both sections were agrarian societies with 
a white population overwhelmingly of British origin, and they were in 
the midst of an evangelical religious revival. North and South celebrated 

the countryside, preferring a society of farmers and merchants organized 
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around villages and towns to a society based on manufacturing industries 
and organized around large cities. It was commonly argued that the 
countryside with its yeoman class "guaranteed the safety of property" 
and propagated "a due sense of independence, liberty, and justice." But 
large cities of "the European pattern" polarized society, creating both 
extreme "wealth and luxury" and extreme "misery and vice." Such cities 
bred an "alienated poor" who could be turned into mobs bent on the 
destruction of liberty and "well balanced government."74 

N either a class of prosperous merchants nor one of prosperous plant
ers was perceived as a threat as long as merchants dutifully served the 
needs of market-oriented agriculturalists and as long as plantation soci
ety remained an open elite into which any yeoman might enter by virtue 
of economic success and cultivation of manners. Manufacturing was still 
more a rural than an urban pursuit since textile mills, grist mills, and 
ironworks were located next to the waterfalls that provided their power. 
Substantial enough to be noticed by 1820, the new factories were not yet 
viewed either as a source of urban corruption or as a threat to the 
agrarian ideal. In 1820 it was still thought that in a country like America, 
where every man "can have a piece of land of his own," manufacturing 
was bound to occupy a small role in economic life, useful mainly because 
it gave employment to women, children, and "redundant" males. Experi
ence had shown that few free men would willingly give up agriculture, 
where they were independent, and look to manufacturing for their liveli
hood, where they had to "work for a master."75 

Even the two largest American cities in 1820, New York and Phila
delphia, each with over 100,000 inhabitants, fitted comfortably into the 
vision of America as an agrarian nation. They were large because their 
excellent harbors and access to the rural hinterland made them the best 
centers for the export of America's agricultural surpluses and the import 
of the foreign merchandise craved by American farmers. Altogether 
there were only 61 cities, and barely 7 percent of the entire population 
lived in them. Since the urban share of the population was slightly less 
in 1820 than in 1810, unchecked urban growth did not appear to be a 
menace. There were only six large cities in America at the time, if one 
defines "large" as 25,000 or more inhabitants, and half of these were 
in the South. Thus, all but a few cities in 1820 were little more than 
overgrown villages, small enough to be managed without resorting to a 
professional police force and light enough in density to permit most 
families to own livestock and produce their own vegetables. All except 
the largest three or four cities were tightly knit communities, not yet 
divided into class and ethnic neighborhoods, and they were walking 
towns, in the sense that all parts could easily be reached by foot.76 

Economic growth after 1820 did not change the fundamental rela-
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tionship between the cities and the countryside in the South. As late as 
1860 barely 10 percent of the southern population lived in the cities. 
Only Baltimore, New Orleans, and St. Louis had more than 100,000 
inhabitants, while the next seven cities had populations between 68,000 
and 15,000. Even the large cities remained almost exclusively commer
cial in character, servicing the "traditional agricultural economy." The 
medium and small cities remained tightly knit, prosperous communities, 
with relatively even distributions of wealth among free white males.77 

The change in the northern cities was, by contrast, a veritable revolu
tion in culture. Not only did the urban population of the Northeast 
expand at an unprecedented rate during the last four decades of the 
antebellum era, but nearly half that population was concentrated in just 
two cities. By 1860 Philadelphia's population exceeded a half million 
and New York's was close to a million. Such large cities made possible 
or promoted certain elements of high culture-music, literature, and 
theater. They were also showcases for some of the most spectacular 
aspects of the new technology of the age, especially in transportation, 
communication, and commerce. Yet it was not the achievements of these 
and other large cities but the severe new problems they posed which were 
foremost in American thought at the time. Philadelphia, New York, and 
other large cities were perceived as threats to social order; as breeders 
of disease, crime, violence, and moral decay; and as threats to American 
religious freedom and to popular democracy. 78 

The big cities of the 1840S and 1850S were not only incubators of 
crime and vice but negations of the cultural vision of the founding fathers 
and of their children. The principal leaders of these two generations, 
whether northern or southern, had firmly believed that "those who labor 
in the earth are the chosen people of God" and the repository of a 
"substantial and genuine virtue." They feared the manners and condi
tions that would be spawned by urban industries, warning that the great 
cities, like sores on a body, would destroy the vigor of the republic. By 
the late antebellum era the prophetic metaphor had become a gruesome 
physical reality. Between 1790 and 1850 northern life expectations 
declined by 25 percent, and the decline in New York, Philadelphia, and 
other large cities was twice as great. Life expectation at birth in New 
York and Philadelphia during the 1830S and 1840S averaged just 24 
years, six years less than that of southern slaves. In some of the working
class districts mortality rates were as high as in Trinidad during 1813-
1815.19 

This transformation of cities into death traps was due partly to a 
growth in population far more rapid than the housing stock, and partly 
to the inability of urban sanitation and water services to cope with either 
the rate of growth or the sheer mass of the population in large cities. 
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Thousands of lower-class families were crowded into flimsy shacks and 
shanties. Many small, older houses originally intended for a single family 
were partitioned to hold three or more families. Thousands more moved 
into windowless underground cellars where they had to share space with 
their own lifestock-pigs and fowl-as well as with carnivorous rats.80 

By the 1830S the deep poverty and class conflicts of urban life 
appeared as threatening to the stability of American society as to those 
of Europe. "I regard the size of some American cities," said Tocqueville, 
"and especially the nature of their inhabitants as a real danger threaten
ing the future" of American democracy. Pointing to the "serious riots" 
that had recently occurred in Philadelphia and New York, he character
ized the lower classes of "these vast cities" as "a rabble more dangerous 
even than that of European towns" and warned that the "passions that 
agitate" them would destroy America unless the "government succeeds 
in creating an armed force" that is "capable of suppressing their ex
cesses." Such an armed force, the uniformed police, was of course 
created, first in New York and soon after in Philadelphia, Jersey City, 
Baltimore, Chicago, Boston, and Cincinnati.81 

Thus, the vast new cities of the nation were plunged into a new kind 
of urban politics, which not only attracted professional politicians but 
created large new bureaucracies, required huge budgets, and provided 
new opportunities for personal enrichment. The struggle for control of 
these governments transformed local politics, bringing to the fore parties 
intent on repressing "the rabble," while other parties became the cham
pions of "the rabble." The cities also became a focus of radical politics, 
both of the left and the right, with new ideas of socialism introduced into 
American life by foreign immigrants, especially those from Great Britain 
and Germany.82 

It was not socialism, however, but ethnicity and religion that became 
the principal basis for urban politics in the late antebellum era. During 
the late 1830S and early 1840S nativist parties became powerful enough 
to contend for political control in the major cities of the Northeast. From 
the mid-1840s on in Philadelphia, Boston, and New York, ethnic politics 
became the foremost basis for the formation of coalitions and the center 
of the struggle for power. In the elections of 1844, the explicit campaigns 
against Catholic Irish, native Protestants, Negroes, and abolitionists, 
repugnant as they were to a democratic society, nevertheless brought 
"professional boss control, and therefore institutionalization, of the ex
pression of conflicts which formerly could seek only fragmentary, irregu
lar, and violent expression. "83 Leaders of the Whigs and the Democrats 
were often reluctant to turn away from the Merchants vs. Mechanics 
issues on which their parties had been structured, and their hesitations 
led to the emergence of nativist third parties such as the American 
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Republican party which seized control of New York City's government 
in the spring elections of 1844, taking "about 60 percent" of their vote 
"from the Whigs and about 40 percent from Democrats." In the mid-
1840s, the principal leaders of the Whig and Democratic parties, at the 
national level as well as at local levels, sought to keep ethnic issues out 
of national politics, just as they sought to avoid the slavery issue, but 
they were ultimately unsuccessful. In both cases the issues bubbled up 
from below, and the failure of the leaders to adapt to them quickly 
enough ultimately led to the destruction of the second American party 
system.84 

DESTABILIZING EFFECTS OF IMMIGRATION 

Since American economic growth was both a cause and a consequence 
of the huge influx of immigrants between 1835 and 1860, it is difficult 
to neatly disentangle the separate contributions of these two factors to 
the political destabilization of the late antebellum era. No doubt many 
of the dislocations, social imbalances, and regional realignments pro
moted by rapid economic growth would have taken place even if immi
gration had been kept down to a trickle by federal law. However, under 
the Constitution as it existed between 1840 and 1860, the politics of the 
era would have been quite different both because of the particular ideo
logical twists wrought by massive immigration and because control of the 
federal government by a purely sectional party would have been impossi
ble. Immigration provided political ingredients that not only shaped the 
ideological and programmatic content of the political realignment that 
was eventually embodied in the Republican party, but it made such a 
realignment practical politics. 

The sudden, massive increase in immigration would have been dis
ruptive to the economy and would have promoted social conflict even if 
the new immigrants, like those of the past, had been predominantly 
British and Protestant. Between 1790 and 1820 annual immigration into 
the United States had averaged about 10,000 persons per year. The rate 
suddenly escalated after 1825, rising to more than five times the pre-
1820 rate during the decade of the 183os. The tide of immigration rose 
still higher during the next decade. Indeed, the total number of immi
grants entering the country during the 10 years beginning in 1841 
exceeded the number that arrived during America's entire previous 
history of more than two centuries. The immigration rate continued to 
rise in the 1850s, reaching a peak in 1854. The total arrivals between 
1846 and 1854, the nine years of heaviest migration before the Civil 
War, exceeded the combined 1850 population of 9 of the North's 16 
states.85 

Impressive as they are, even these figures fail to convey the disrup-
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tive effects of the massive immigration on labor markets, since they do 
not reveal the uneven pattern of the settlement of the immigrants. Only 
14 percent of the foreign-born population of 1850 lived in the 16  slave 
states and 60 percent lived in just four northern states: New York, 
Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Massachusetts. Despite their largely peasant 
origins, the majority of immigrants who settled in the North crowded into 
the cities. About 37 percent of the population of northern cities with 
more than 10,000 inhabitants in 1860 was foreign born, while the 
corresponding figure for the rural areas was hardly 10  percent. Yet 
figures on the proportion of foreign-born individuals in the urban popula
tion give a misleading impression of the foreign-born pressure on urban 
labor markets since the labor force participation rate (the percentage of 
a population in the labor force) of the foreign born was more than twice 
as high as that of the native born. This differential was due partly to a 
statistical artifact (the antebellum censuses classified native-born chil
dren with native-born adults, regardless of the ethnicity of their parents) 
and partly to the proclivity of foreign-born women and children to work 
for wages. Consequently, although the foreign born accounted for only 
48 percent of New York City's population, they made up about 69 
percent of its labor force.86 

So it was the urban labor markets of the North that were put under 
the heaviest pressure by the influx of immigrants. This pressure was 
detrimental to native·born workers in several respects. Prior to 1820 the 
typical urban worker was a skilled craftsman and usually self-employed. 
Of those not self-employed, most were either apprentices (youngsters still 
learning the craft under the supervision of an artisan) or journeymen 
(young men beyond apprenticeship who had not yet accumulated enough 
experience or capital to set up an independent business but who, in the 
normal course of events, would do so). In a sample of free adult males 
living in Philadelphia on the eve of the Revolution, 25 percent were 
professionals or merchants, 58 percent were artisans or craftsmen, and 
only 1 7  percent worked as laborers or in other low-skilled occupations. 
By the late antebellum era, however, the majority of the labor force in 
New York City consisted of day laborers and other low-skilled occupa
tions. This mass of low· skilled laborers (including a reserve army ·of 
unemployed), 90 percent of whom were either immigrants or blacks, 
exercised a depressing effect on the wages and employment opportunities 
of native workers.87 

Although native factory hands, especially in textiles, were displaced 
by immigrants, it was the native artisans, craftsmen, and small shopkeep. 
ers (who in the 1830S and 1840S were still the largest segment of the 
urban labor force) that suffered most from this competition.88 Immigra
tion undermined their position in two ways. First, the rapid growth in 
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the pool of unskilled labor in the Northeast put heavy downward pres
sure on the wages of unskilled workers, and thus encouraged the growth 
of the factory system of production, which substituted machines operated 
by relatively unskilled labor for the hand production of skilled labor. The 
low prices of factory-produced cotton and woolen textiles, carpets, shoes, 
and ready-made clothing reduced demand both for the custom-produced 
commodities of these industries and for the craftsmen who made them.89 

Second, although most of the immigrants became relatively unskilled 
laborers in cities such as New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, immi
grants were such a large portion of the urban labor force that they still 
probably accounted for most of the increase in the number of artisan and 
craft workers in northern cities between 1830 and 1860. In New York 
City in 1855, for example, artisans and craftsmen who were foreign born 
outnumbered those who were native born by a ratio of more than 2 to 
1 (see Figure 27).90 

Native-born workers sought to defend their economic interests both 
through trade unions and through the political process. Efforts to form 
trade unions increased significantly during the late 1820S and the early 
1830s, a period that coincided with the first wave of increased immigra
tion. The first joint meeting of various crafts took place in Philadelphia in 
1827, and a year later the Mechanics' Union of Trade Association was 
formed, but it survived for only a year. However, in Philadelphia, New 
York, and other cities particular craft unions grew in strength between 
1825 and 1837 around demands for improving wages and working 
conditions. Strikes for higher wages or against reductions in wages 
became increasingly common, and the effectiveness of these actions in 
addressing worker grievances stimulated the trade union movement. A 
high point was reached in 1834 when delegates from six cities represent
ing over 20,000 craftsmen from a number of crafts formed the first 
National Trades' Union. At the same time national organizations of 
workers or other intercity forms of cooperation within particular crafts 
developed among cordwainers (leather workers), carpenters, handloom 
weavers, and printers. However, this early phase of aggressive trade union 
organization was brought to an end by the depression of 1837-1844, 
which snuffed out many businesses and produced the most severe unem
ployment in the North during the antebellum era, with perhaps a quarter 
of the northern urban labor force unemployed during the worst years.91 

The depression not only destroyed the incipient trade union move· 
ment but split workers along ethnic lines. During the affluent part of the 
1830s, the emerging trade unions embraced workers of every skill and 
every ethnic background (except the blacks), a point demonstrated in 
Philadelphia during 1835 when the General Trades' Union of that city 
called a general strike in support of Irish dockworkers. "Even the 



I' 

312 

1l0,000 

100,000 

90,000 

80,000 

70,000 
� " 

1 60,000 
'0 
j 50,000 E :> 
Z 

40,000 

30,000 

20,000 

10,000 

° 
Laborers 

WITHOUT CONSENT OR CONTRACf 

� Blacks 

� Native-Born Whites 

c=J Foreign-Born Whites 

Artisans Merchants and 
Professionals 

Figure 27. The occupational structure of the labor force of New York City by 
ethnicity in 1855. Despite the occupational stratification of ethnic 
groups, the foreign born were such a large proportion of the adult 
population of New York City in 1855 that they were not only a majority 
of the laborers but of the artisans and of the merchants and profession
als. However, foreign-born "merchants" were heavily concentrated 
among storeowners and peddlers in the foreign-born communities. Na
tive-born persons still accounted for 90 percent of the lawyers, 93 
percent of the financiers, and 79 percent of the government employees 
other than policemen. 

cordwainers, who a decade later were to prove themselves implacable 
foes of the Irish," vowed in 1835 to support the demand of the Irish 
dockworkers for shorter hours and steady pay. However, the combined 
effects of the depression and the rising tide of immigration discouraged 
native workers who had sought to better themselves through trade union 
organization. When they turned to the political arena for relief, they 
focused on the competition 'from immigrants as the principal source of 
their difficulties.92 
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THE EMERGENCE OF A NATIVIST 
POLITICAL PARTY 

It was the native-born artisans of both Philadelphia and New York City 
who became the leaders and the principal supporters of the nativist 
American Republican party in the 1844 elections. Neither the upper
class merchant princes associated with the benevolent empire nor the 
important industrialists of these cities were active in the party. Some 
lawyers and other professionals were active, but in Philadelphia less than 
4 percent of the leaders were lawyers or other professionals, and the 
lawyers were with few exceptions marginal members of their profession. 
The largest bloc of the leadership, 55 percent, were craftsmen, mainly 
artisans who ran their own shops with a few journeymen and apprentices. 
As petty proprietors they "were particularly susceptible to the lack
sonian siren song of upward mobility through capital accumulation," and 
the narrowing of such opportunity became a cause for resentment that 
drew the "frustrated native artisans into a scapegoating anti-immigrant 
movement." The next largest bloc of leaders consisted of small shop
keepers with a "modicium of prestige that proprietorship offered them 
in working-class neighborhoods, and their extension of credit to many 
of their customers afforded them influence and made their premises 
convenient political headquarters. "93 

The American Republican party was not the first working-class party 
to have entered the American political lists. During the late 1820S 
Working Men's parties came into being in Philadelphia, New York, 
Boston, and several smaller cities. Dedicated to the support of candidates 
who would promote "the interests and enlightenment of the working 
classes," they put forward a program which included a la-hour day, the 
public provision of free, high-quality education for children of working
class families, the abolition of imprisonment for debt, and "a mechanics' 
lein law to assure workers first claim to their employers' payroll." The 
Working Men's party had its most notable success in the New York City 
election of 1829 in which it garnered about a quarter of the vote city
wide, and close to half the vote "in the five poorest wards." However, 
internal feuding soon splintered the party, with "the largest splinter" 
absorbed into the Locofoco or left wing of the Democratic party. The 
Locofocos were soon coopted by the Democratic regulars they sought to 
oppose and so "paradoxically helped fasten an egalitarian reputation on 
that party both nationally and in New York," a reputation that gave the 
Democrats considerable strength among urban workers for the balance 
of the antebellum era.94 

Unlike the Locofocos, who basically strengthened the second-party 
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system by appearing to give the lower classes an option within that 
system, the American Republican party and its successor in the 1850S 
(the Know-Nothings) were politically destabilizing. By the early 1840S 
the foreign-born vote in New York and Philadelphia had become sub
stantial enough so that it was worth vying for. In that competition the 
Democrats had a clear edge, both because of their egalitarian reputation 
and because of the close Whig association with evangelical Protestants. 
Nevertheless, after William H. Seward was elected governor of New 
York on the Whig ticket in 1838 he made a determined effort to win the 
foreign-born vote by calling for public support for Catholic schools.95 

Despite the antipathy of Seward and Thurlow Weed (the kingmaker 
of the Whig party in New York State) to the nativist movement, local 
Whig leaders formed alliances with the nativists. In both New York City 
and Philadelphia the "quid pro quo was clear and simple: the Americans 
would vote for the Whig gubernatorial and presidential tickets, the 
Whigs would vote for the American congressional and local tickets." The 
outcome of the elections was striking victories for the nativists who won 
the New York City mayoral election and swept the city council. In Phila
delphia they gained three out of four congressional seats. However, the 
alliance proved costly for the Whigs, since enough of the nativists 
reneged on their agreement to support Clay, permitting Polk to win the 
state in the presidential contest and thus obtain the slender electoral 
majority with which he captured the presidency.96 

The year 1844 was a high-water mark for the nativist political 
movement.97 Its rapid decline during the next three years was due partly 
to the boom of the last half of the 1840S which, although uneven, was 
particularly vigorous in northern manufacturing, construction, and com
merce. The iron industry was one of the first to experience the beneficial 
effects of the boom. Disastrously depressed in the early 1840s, the 
recovery got under way in 1843 and proceeded vigorously until 1847, 
with output tripling in just five years. In cotton textiles the boom of the 
1840S did not begin until 1844 but continued on until 1849 with output 
increasing by 41 percent from trough to peak. The most spectacular 
aspect of the 1840S boom, however, took place in construction. Residen
tial, railroad, and other industrial construction expanded at unprece
dented rates in the North, with the Northeast leading the way during the 
last half of the 1840S after which the scepter passed to the Midwest for 
half a decade. The increased demand for common and craft labor in 
construction between 1844 and 1848 was more than enough to offset the 
influx of immigrants. Finally, the huge expansion of the army for the 
Mexican War, with recruits coming disproportionately from men in the 
northern cities, also promoted· a strong northern labor market. Conse
quently, the downward pressure on native wages before 1845 brought 
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about by immigrant competition for jobs was relieved during much of the 
last half of the 1840s.98 

It was not merely the economic boom that promoted the eclipse of 
the nativist movement. Many of the most prominent leaders of the Whig 
party-including Seward and Horace Greeley (publisher of the New 
York Tribune )-were deeply hostile to nativism for ideological and polit
ical as well as for economic reasons. Although native craftsmen and 
common laborers suffered from the competition of immigrants in the 
labor market, native landowners, farmers, manufacturers, and merchants 
generally profited from the influx of immigrants. The surging population 
greatly increased the demand for housing, land, and agricultural prod
ucts. Seward, Greeley, and other leading Whig politicians speculated in 
western lands and hence were beneficiaries of the foreign influx. Big-city 
landlords were also among the chief beneficiaries of immigration, espe
cially in the 1840S and 185os, when rent gouging was the order of the 
day, with single rooms just 1 2 feet square renting for as much as 50 
percent of the average monthly income of a laborer.99 

Whig opposition to working-class nativism does not appear to have 
been motivated purely, or even primarily, by the economic self-interests 
of the upper-class leaders who dominated the party. Upper- and lower
class native Protestants were also divided by issues of manners, individ
ual rights, and democratic principles. Although many upper-class Yan
kees had "an activist religious orientation" that led them to seek a 
restructuring of society according to "divine will," as they perceived it, 
they did not equate the promotion of evangelical doctrine with hostility 
to immigrants. Lyman Beecher sought to unite American Protestants 
against Catholic theology, not against immigrants per se. He and other 
Whig leaders were appalled by the lower-class Protestant mobs that 
burned Catholic convents in Boston and rioted against Irish communities 
in Philadelphia. They defended "the civil and religious rights of the 
Catholics" including their "rights to proselyte the nation to their faith 
if they are able to do it." Their objective was to defeat the Catholics 
ideologically and politically by creating a Protestant united front so 
powerful that it would overwhelm opponents of the evangelical crusade 
in ways consistent with the nation's democratic principles. loo 

The political spokesmen of these Protestant crusaders in the Whig 
party emphasized that they were not opposed to the immigrant, but only 
"to the immigrant as he was."lOl Their objective was not to exclude the 
immigrant but to assimilate him into the dominant British-American 
culture. "All we desire" of the immigrants, said Daniel Webster, "is that 
they will Americanize themselves; that forgetting the things that are 
behind, they will look forward" and become "worthy and respectable 
citizens."102 Evangelicals who sought both to protect individual rights 
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and "to keep the United States a Protestant nation" saw the Whigs 
rather than American Republicans as the most effective instrument for 
mobilizing the public to resist the political "assaults of Romanism" and 
to save America from "the traditional alliance between Roman Catholi
cism and political reaction. "103 

THE SEARCH FOR NEW ISSUES AND NEW ALIGNMENTS 

AMONG THE WHIGS 

Party leaders opposed the nativist movement not only because of its 
manners and methods but because they viewed it as a serious threat to 
the Whig hold on an important section of its electorate. The strong 
expression of working-class discontent in the nativist movement made 
some Whig leaders aware of the need to recast their party's program in 
a way that permitted it to recapture the support of lower-class native 
Protestants without alienating its supporters in the propertied classes. 104 

The attempt to reorient party policies was led by the liberal triumvi
rate of New York Whiggery: Seward, Weed, and Greeley. Badly shaken 
by the Whig losses in New York in 1844, Weed became convinced that 
the times required a program of "mild" reform that "professed sympathy 
for the antirenters and for labor," that vigorously opposed nativism and 
defended the civil rights of immigrants, and that advocated the cleanup 
of local government as well as the democratization of state and local 
elections. He also supported high tariffs as a means of protecting Ameri
can working men from foreign competition and he took a stand against 
the extension of slave power. Greeley used the pages of his newspaper, 
the New York Tribune, to popularize that program. Beginning in the 
summer of 1845 the Tribune carried a series of articles exposing "the 
miserable conditions of the workers in the city's sweated trades" and 
urging "that the city should find remunerative labor for the unemployed, 
with honest workers paid at least the means of subsistence until they 
found better jobs and with shirking paupers contracted out to the lowest 
bid

.
der for ten-year periods." Greeley lashed out at the tariff of 1846, 

whIch sharply lowered duties on iron and textiles, predicting that thou
sands of honest men "would be thrown out of work." When the expected 
ec�nomic

. 
coll�p�e

. 
failed to materialize i� late 1846 or 1847, Greeley 

shIfte� hIS pnontIes. He down played t�nffs and championed a policy 
that hItherto had been anathema to WhIgs, the free distribution of gov
ernment lands, calling it the key issue in the defense of working men. lOS 

From the late 1820S through the early 1840S southern and western 
Democrats had been the chief advocates of the liberal distribution of 
public lands at low prices. Whigs fought that policy tooth and nail. They 
proposed to sell lands at higher prices and to distribute the revenue to 
the states for support of internal improvements and education. "Too 
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rapid settlement of the West," they argued, "would outrun the transpor
tation network, draw the work force away from manufacturing, and keep 
the country at a more primitive economic stage." As late as the 29th 
Congress (1845-1847) the Whigs voted 4 to 1 against a liberal land 
policy while the Democrats favored it by 3 to 1 . 106 

Greeley's campaign for land reform made little headway among Whig 
leaders. His "wild-eyed" reform policies became the target of conserva
tive forces within the Whig party of New York who wanted to regain 
control from the Seward-Weed-Greeley alliance. Although Weed gener
ally supported "Greeley's attempt to identify the Whig party with prog
ress and the Democratic party with depravity and obscurantism," he 
looked askance at his ally's penchant for extreme reforms, including land 
reform, because they exacerbated divisions within the Whig fold. So 
devisive had Greeley's position become within party circles that Weed 
and Seward "had formed the habit of disclaiming it, sometimes openly 
and sometimes by indir{'f'tion."107 Conservative opposition fed on the 
fact that Greeley's pet reform originated with the left wing of the Demo
cratic party. Greeley was converted to the belief that land reform was the 
best way to relieve urban poverty by George Henry Evans, the editor of 
the Working Man 's Advocate and a leader of the Locofocos. Evans argued 
that granting free, inalienable homesteads to settlers "would cause the 
fall of land prices throughout the country" and so would not only make 
land accessible to wage earners, but also strengthen the "bargaining 
position" of those workers who remained in cities. "Free, inalienable 
homesteads" would reverse the polarization of classes that was taking 
place in America because land monopolies had thwarted the tendency of 
competition to promote equality. Free land would also put an end to wars 
(since "there would be no land to fight about") and to slavery (since 
"slaveholders would have no interest in keeping slaves if they had no 
large estates"). However, in the absence of a free-land policy northern 
workers "should vigorously oppose emancipation," said Evans, because 
without free land "emancipation would merely increase the number of 
laborers" competing for northern jobs "and depress wages." These argu
ments made sense not only to Greeley but to immigrant German Commu
nists, refugees from the revolutions of 1848 who, "with Karl Marx's 
blessing," supported the demand for free homesteads "as a step toward 
the goal of communism." 108 

To those who were shocked by his strange bedfellows, Greeley re
plied that the reforms he advocated "combined good politics with social 
and economic progress."109 Farms built on virgin prairies or carved from 
forests would create markets for eastern manufacturers. "Every smoke 
that rises" in the "Great West," he wrote, "marks a new customer to the 
counting rooms and warehouses of New York." Nor did employers need 
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to worry about losing their labor reserve, since free homesteads would 
drain off only a portion of the surplus. Greeley estimated that there were 
30,000 unemployed "heads of families" during the winter of 1845-
1846, which was in other respects a boom period, because the declining 
cost of ocean transportation was bringing immigrants into the East 
quicker than they could be "drained off by the West."IlO A shift in 
program was timely, Greeley argued, for still another reason. The splits 
in both the Whig and the Democratic parties on the eve of the 1848 
elections indicated that both parties "were on the verge of breaking up, 
and that new ones would form along radical and conservative lines." A 
new, winning party "could be rallied in plenty of time for 1852,"111 he 
told a friend, on a program of land and labor reform, without becoming 
ensnared in the issue of slavery expansion. 

Subsequent events substantiated Greeley's belief that new political 
alignments were in the making and that land reform was a realigning 
issue. The solidarity of southern and western Democrats on liberal land 
policies, which had persisted for more than a quarter of a century, 
suddenly began to crumble in the early 1850s. Party lines on this 
question had been established in the late 1820S when such Democrats 
as Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri and Robert Y. Hayne of South 
Carolina led the fight for cheap land, while such Whigs as John Quincy 
Adams and Samuel A. Foot (of Connecticut) denounced the Democratic 
policy as a plot to injure "the real estate and manufacturing interests of 
the East." Democratic unity on the question remained intact down 
through the 30th Congress (1847-1849), but during the 3 1 st Congress 
(1849-1851 )  some Southerners began to equivocate and during the 
32nd Congress (185 1-1853) Democrats from Virginia, the Carolinas, 
and Georgia abruptly turned against their long-standing policy and 
formed a phalanx against the homestead bills sponsored by their col
leagues in the Northwest and by some in the Southwest. l12 

To many Southerners it seemed clear that policies which had once 
served their interests were in 1853 better designed to aid the North in 
its struggle for hegemony over the South. The good farming land that 
remained in the public domain was located almost exclusively in the 
North, since the arid lands acquired from Mexico were unsuitable for 
cotton and of dubious value for other crops. The free distribution of land 
located in the North not only would promote competition with southern 
agriculture and undermine southern land values but would lure foreign
ers from "the poorhouses of Europe and pour upon the United States 
a population unskilled and untutored in American institutions."113 

In addition to these economic and cultural issues there was a deep 
fear of the purely political implications of hordes of foreigners pouring 
into the North, a fear that on the surface might seem paranoid. Since the 
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foreign born were generally anti-abolitionists and voted overwhelmingly 
for the Democrats, why did southern Democrats suddenly swing against 
policies that enhanced the strength of their northern allies? By 1853 
many southerner leaders, deeply alarmed by the ideological drift in the 
North and the concomitant growth of anti-southern agitation, believed 
that the influx of foreigners was doing more to hurt their cause than to 
help it. One reason for concern was a new wave of defections among 
native northern Democrats. Although the native bolters in the election 
of 1852 were not as great as in 1844, and smaller in number than the 
foreign additions to Democratic strength, the relative decline of Demo
cratic strength in the native precincts was large enough to be noticed.l14 

The effect of the foreign influx on the electoral balance between the 
two regions was more obvious and more threatening. Whether voters or 
not, the foreign-born population and their underage children added to 
the congressional contingent and to the electoral count in the North, 
since it was purely the body count (not the number of legal voters) that 
affected the distribution both of House seats and of electoral votes. It was 
the huge influx of foreigners into the North after 1820, rather than the 
northern rate of natural increase, that gave the North its increasing 
predominance in the struggle for power and made it possible for a party 
based exclusively in the North to gain control of the federal government. 
If the northern population of 1820 had grown only at the rate of natural 
increase a purely northern party such as the Republican party could have 
neither controlled Congress nor captured the presidency, as it did in 
1860. Without immigration a northern antislavery coalition would have 
been a much less attractive instrument than it actually was to those 
practical politicians whose principal concern was the control of the 
federal government. l IS 



C H A P T E R  T E N  

TBE AMERICAN CAMPAIGN: 
Forglag a Vlctorloas 
Aatlslavery Coalltloa 

During the decade between 1844 and 1854 changes in economic 
and social conditions outran the capacity of the second American party 
system to cope with them. Both the extent and the suddenness of the 
collapse of the coalitions embodied in the Whig and Democratic parties 
are evident in the shift of congressional voting patterns between the 29th 
Congress (1845-1847) and the 32nd Congress (185 1-1853). Although 
the 29th Congress was rocked by dissension over the Mexican War and 
the possible impact of any territories that would be acquired from Mexico 
on the political balance between the North and the South, the Whig and 
Democratic parties effectively continued to represent the major political 
divisions in American life. The differences on the Mexican War found 
expression within the existing party structure, with the Demtkrats over
whelmingly supporting the war effort and the Whigs opposing it by 
equally one-sided margins. It was only on the question of the Wilmot 
Proviso (the attempt to prohibit the extension of slavery into any newly 
acquired territories) that sectional interests proved to be stronger than 
party commitments, although it was only in the South that sectional unity 
completely overrode partisan alignments. Among Northerners partisan 
consideration continued to affect voting alignments even on the Wilmot 
Proviso. Northern Whigs voted 100 percent for the antislavery position, 
but only a quarter of the northern Democrats were willing to do so. A 
core of northern Democrats argued that the issue had been raised to 
divide the Democratic party and so put preservation of party unity above 
sectional considerations.l 

The weakening of party lines over the Wilmot Proviso did not carry 
over to the traditional set of economic issues which originally gave rise 
to the Whig and Democratic coalitions. Cohesion remained high within 
each party during the 29th Congress on an array of bills dealing with 
economic policy, and the division between the parties on these issues was 
sharp. In the House, for example, 99 percent of the Whigs voted for high 
tariffs while 83 percent of the Democrats voted for low or moderate 
tariffs. Traditional partisan alignments also dominated the voting on bills 
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concerned with the distribution of public lands and on federal support 
for internal improvements. 

By the 32nd Congress, however, party cohesion had largely disap
peared. The disintegration of the old alliances was not due primarily to the 
divisive effects of the struggle over the extension of slavery. That issue had 
been pushed to the background by the Compromise of 1850, which ended 
the stalemate on the organization of the territories ceded by Mexico.2 
There was a limited rear-guard action over the antislavery resolutions in 
the 32nd Congress, but sectional solidarity on such resolutions prevailed 
over partisan solidarity again only in the South, where the majority of 
Whigs and Democrats staunchly opposed a continuation of the agitation. 
In the North, however, it was partisan solidarity that prevailed; the 
Democrats voted fairly solidly against continuing antislavery agitation, 
while Whigs were equally unified in their desire to perpetuate it. 

Oddly enough, it was on the economic and social issues that once had 
been the cement of the Whig and Democratic parties in Congress that 
cohesion disappeared, with members of each party scattered over the 
scale of attitudes. On monetary policy, internal improvements, and ta
riffs, "different factors influenced congressmen at different times." Nor 
was it that sectional alignments had generally come to dominate partisan 
alignments on these issues. Quite the contrary, it was often purely local 
considerations and individual decision making that was predominant. 
More than ever before the Congress of 1851-1853 was split into "a 
multiplicity of factional groupings" and it was only occasionally that 
these numerous small factions coalesced "into large-scale partisan or 
sectional" alignments.3 

Intense factional struggle rather than coalition makin� dominated 
the congressional scene in 1853 both because the political ag�nda of the 
1830S and the 1840S had become obsolete and because a new national 
agenda that could form the basis for new national coalitions had not yet 
appeared. The absence of such an agenda did not imply that political 
harmony had finally been achieved. Quite the contrary-at the local level 
political discontent was reaching the boiling point. The principal arena 
for these conflicts in 1853, however, was not the federal government but 
state and local governments. The issues of the early 1850S that assumed 
such explosive potential traditionally fell into the purview of city councils 
and state legislatures rather than that of Congress. They were such issues 
as unemployment, maintenance of wage rates, reduction in the length of 
the workday, protection of labor monopolies, improvement of housing 
conditions, reduction of rents, prevention of strikes, control of public 
schools, prohibition of liquor sales, improvement of sanitation and public 
health, control of crime and violence, political and ideological contain-
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ment of the Catholic Church, and control of mob violence. The new issues 
were more urban than rural, more northern than national. Although the 
seething conflict on these issues clearly had the potential to erupt into 
an exceedingly dangerous national crisis, it was difficult for old-line 
leaders of the two main parties to find a way to nationalize issues that 
had traditionally been considered outside of the federal domain, or to 
find a way of fitting the new movements these issues touched off into the 
framework of the prevailing national party system. 

It was largely in political formations outside of the two main parties 
and from political leaders who were either outside of these parties or 
largely excluded from their top councils that the new national coalitions 
based on new national agendas were projected. Two rival movements for 
a national political realignment emerged in 1854. Neither of these alter
natives was structured along the radical-conservative axis envisioned by 
Greeley in 1847. One of the movements aimed to establish a new na
tional coalition on an anti-Catholic, anti-foreign-born program. The 
other movement sought the formation of a purely northern coalition on 
an antislavery program. During the political chaos that prevailed be
tween 1854 and 1856, it was impossible to predict which of these rival 
movements would gain the upper hand. 

The eventual victory of the antislavery movement required, above 
all, the subtle but far-reaching change in northern attitudes wrought 
during the two preceding decades by the abolitionist crusaders. It also 
required the persistence of a handful of professional pOliticians, converts 
of the crusaders, who were dedicated to the abolition of slavery. Their 
devotion to the antislavery cause led them to take risky political positions 
that were abjured by ordinary politicians and to persist in their objectives 
in the face of political defeats that would have daunted less zealous men. 
Political courage and zealous devotion to principles were necessary but 
not sufficient conditions for their triumph. They also needed an ingenious 
political strategy, plenty of good luck, and a fair bit of unintended help 
from their pros lavery adversaries. The overarching role of contingent 
circumstances in their ultimate victory needs to be emphasized. There 
never was a moment between 1854 and 1860 in which the triumph of 
the antislavery coalition was assured. Before considering the politics that 
brought victory to the antislavery coalition, it is first necessary to under
stand the changes in the antislavery appeal that made such politics 
viable. 

THE BROADENING OF THE ANTISLAVERY APPEAL 

Although even the most devol.lt abolitionists never relied exclusively on 
theological arguments, during the better part of the 1830S the religious 
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c?ntent of the appeal overwhelmed all of its other aspects. The publica
tIOn of Weld's American Slavery as It Is in 1839 was the most visible 
manifestation of a general shift to an appeal that was much more secular 
and political. This shift was quite gradual at first, partly because Garri
son and other deeply mystical leaders hesitated to rely on tactics which, �ow�ver effective they might have been in attracting nonbelievers, would 
mevitably have corrupted and subverted the moral principles on which 
t�e movement was based. Ever alert to proposals that subordinated prin
CIple to expediency, Garrison continually warned his fellow abolitionists 
not to lose sight of their fundamental objective. Their cause turned not 
on "laws to be passed or steps to be taken" but on "error to be rooted out 
and repentance to be exacted." It was not "simply the freedom of the 
Negro" that was at stake but the salvation of America, which could be 
ach

.
iev�? only b� a penitence profound and sweeping enough to let the 

natIOn escape sm and death by destroying evil."4 
The struggle to broaden the antislavery appeal was, therefore, first 

and foremost a struggle within the abolitionist movement over the bal
ance to be struck between moral purity and effectiveness. The victors in 
this painful conflict were the men who believed that good works for the 
many took precedence over purity for the few and that principles without 
votes to make them stick were of no use whatever. Their victory, how
ever, was not without heavy cost. Each step in the dilution of the 
religious zeal that initially animated the crusade alienated some of the 
original leaders of the movement. The Garrisonians were the first but not 
the last major defection. By the late 1840S many of those who had led 
the �ay in�o the political phase of the struggle, such as the group around 
Gernt SmIth, felt that the effort to broaden the antislavery appeal had 
passed beyond acceptable limits, because expediency had become the 
master rather than the servant of fundamental principles.s 

Although the �ro�dening of the antislavery appeal was largely a 
process of seculanz�t�on, the new secular arguments never entirely 
crowded out t�e �ehgIOus

. 
ones. The religious strain persisted partly 

be�ause the pnncipal archItects of the secular appeal-including John 
QU

.
m

.
cy Adams, Joshua R. Giddings, and Salmon P. Chase-were deeply 

reh
.
g�ous men 

.
and partly because the evangelical movement was a major 

pohtIcal constItuency that could not be won to the antislavery banner by 

�urely secula
.
r appeals. The broadening of the antislavery appeal thus 

mvolved addmg new arguments rather than abandoning old ones. In
deed, the four principal aspects of the secular appeal-the indictment 
of southern morality and culture, the development of constitutional ra
tionalizations for federal action against slavery, the call for resistance to 
the

. 
political conspiracies of the Slave Power, and ultimately the call for 

reSIstance to the economic conspiracies of the Slave Power-were gener-



,. 
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ally consonant with the religious appeal. Even the G�rrison�ans
.
ma�e use 

of secular arguments that dramatized the corruptIOn whIch mevItably 
followed from temporizing with sin, but they were highly critical of an 
antislavery appeal that permitted economic arguments to overwhelm a�d 
trivialize the fundamental moral issues, that allowed selfish matenal 
considerations to supplant Christian duty, as largely occurred during the 
last half of the 1850s. 

THE INDICTMENT OF SOUTHERN MORALITY 
AND CULTURE 

The development of an indictment of southern �orality and culture w�s 
the only aspect of the refonnulation of the antIslavery appeal that dId 
not lead to deep divisions among the crusaders. Since it arose out of the 
debate within theological circles, and was initially intended to demon
strate the impossibility of drawing a line between the inherent sinfulness 
of slavery and corrupt behavior by slaveholders, it was fully consonant 
with abolitionist theology. Indeed, the indictment of southern culture 
merely spelled out one implication of abolitionist theology-that the 
failure to exorcise the sin of slavery would lead inevitably to the corrup
tion of every other aspect of life. 

Abolitionists had from the outset of the new crusade portrayed slav
ery as the chief manifestation of the antichrist in American life. As long 
as they thought that the South could be won to the antislavery crusade, 
however, they placed as much emphasis on the salvation of the South 
as on its damnation. But when their efforts to enlist southern support 
ended so disastrously in the mid-1830s, abolitionists became disheart
ened over immediate prospects in that region and began to focus almost 
exclusively on the North. If the sin of slavery could not be extirpated 
immediately from the South, the North was in imminent danger of moral 
contamination, since the evangelical concept of sin made slavery not only 
a malignant disease of the soul, but a highly contagious one.6 

The danger of contamination was imminent not only because of the 
natural tendency of moral disease to spread, but because of the deter
mined proslavery counteroffensive launched by Calhoun and other south
ern leaders in 1836. The southern campaign went beyond the mere 
exclusion of abolitionists from the South; it was aimed at destroying their 
influence in the North as well. In pursuing these goals, southern political 
leaders found many supporters among highly placed northern leaders, 
including President Martin Van Buren. Under the circumstanc�s of the 
late 183os, northern complicity in the sin of slavery was an ObVIOUS fact 
of life. As Garrison saw it, the southern disease had penetrated deeply 
into every northern institution; including the churches, so that even "�he 
religious forces on which they had relied were all arrayed on the SIde 
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of the oppressor." By the end of the 1830S it was clear "that the spirit 
of slavery was omnipresent, invading every sanctuary, infecting every 
pulpit, controlling every press, corrupting every household, and blinding 
every vision." The goal of promoting a popular movement against slav
ery within the South thus gave way to the more urgent need to defend 
northern values and institutions from the aggrandizement of an unholy 
alliance between Godless northern and southern leaders. They had "no 
other alternative," according to Garrison, "except to wage war with 
'principalities, and powers, and spiritual wickedness in high places.' "7 

It  was self-defense, then, that required the crusaders to bend every 
effort to rouse Northerners to the nature of the moral, cultural, and 
political menace emanating from the South. To quarantine slavery North
erners had to be made aware both of the horror and virulence of the 
southern disease and of northern complicity in its spread. "If the South 
depends on you to protect slavery," Garrison warned his fellow North
erners, "then who but you are the real slaveholders." The theme that 
Northerners who failed to bend every effort to struggle against slavery 
were guilty of sin by association became the foundation of the abolitionist 
appeal during the 1840s. Garrison went so far as to insist that the 
struggle for moral purity required the North to secede from the Union. 
Shocking as this contention was in 1842 even to New England abolition
ists, it soon became the majority position of his followers.s 

Indeed, by the mid- 1840s anger in New England and in the Yankee 
diaspora over the annexation of Texas and the war with Mexico became 
so widespread that talk of disunion and civil disobedience became almost 
fashionable, especially among those sections of the elite in which the 
traditions of the old Federalist party were still strong. Adams and 1 2 
other congressmen openly threatened it; as conservative an evangelical 
as Francis Wayland, still reticent and cautious in his antislavery state
ments, hinted at it; and federal judge William Jay, son of John Jay, 
provided a constitutional justification for it. The compact between the 
states embodied in the Constitutio�as destroyed by the South, said Jay, 
when Texas was admitted by a simple majority of both Houses rather 
than by a two-thirds vote of the Senate, as required for transactions with 
a foreign power. Although not every violation of the Constitution war
ranted dissolution, this one did because "it enabled slavery to burst the 
bounds within which it had been confined and ensured a permanent 
proslavery majority in the Senate." The prospect was not only for an 
"indefinite extension of the southern boundary" and a perpetual "slave
holding control of the federal government," but it was now "more likely" 
that "continuance of the Union" would "enslave the North rather than 
free the South." Under the circumstances the "morals and happiness of 
the children of Northerners" deserved "more weight than the vain hope 
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of freeing the slaves who would populate Texas and the territories to its 
south."9 

As the belief that they could touch the consciences of slaveholders 
faded, so did abolitionist restraint on the language and imagery that 
might be employed against southern masters and southern society. There 
were exceptions to this trend. During the 1840S and 1850S Lewis Tappan 
urged fellow abolitionists not to dismiss the importance of "missionary 
work" among southern leaders, which "required subtlety, restraint, and 
diplomatic skill," and he pursued that mission through personal contacts 
and correspondence with southern congressmen, governors, and clergy. 
By the beginning of the 1840s, however, Garrison and most other aboli
tionists had concluded that such efforts were "a useless waste of time."1o 
The urgent task was to "abolitionize the North" by exposing the corrup
tion of southern society. Northerners had to understand the depths of 
corruption that slavery had imposed on the South and to join not only 
in ostracizing Southerners, but in proclaiming "their iniquity throughout 
the World."l l 

By the early 1840S abolitionists widely agreed that this northern 
strategy offered the best hope for eventual moral reform in the South. 
Since the backlash of the late 1830S had made proselytizing within the 
South virtually impossible, resistance to moral reform could only be 
cracked from the outside. Southerners had to feel the contempt in which 
their institutions, beliefs, and habits were held by all Christians outside 
their own region. The indictment of southern society in the North was, 
therefore, essential not only to save the North but, as contradictory as 
it might seem, to awaken and save the South. By exposing southern 
depravity, abolitionists expected to do for the abolitionist cause what 
Finney's "new measures" had done for revivalism: produce converts by 
creating "a state of anxiety." The abolitionist's descriptions of the hor
rors of southern culture were analogous to the revivalist's descriptions 
of the pain and torture suffered at death by unrepentant sinners. The 
South was the hell on earth that would befall all those who did not 
struggle against the sin of slavery. 

As the indictment of southern culture became more pronounced, the 
appeal to altruism began to diminish. Rather than calling on Christians 
to act purely out of a spirit of benevolence toward blacks, they were 
called upon to save themselves from the inevitable moral corruption 
visited upon slaveowners and their retainers. The increasing emphasis 
on spiritual peril was a more subtle appeal to self-interest than later 
economic arguments, but still a departure from an appeal that rested on 
justice and righteousness. The indictment described the price that South
erners were paying for permItting avarice to overcome Christian duty, 
and it warned Northerners that they would have to pay as great a price 
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if they allowed themselves to be implicated in the sin of slavery. l2 
The overarching count in the abolitionist indictment of southern 

culture and morality dealt with the lust for power that permeated south
ern society and on the way that this lust corroded southern personalities 
and character. Slavery bred in the master class a "love of power and 
rule" that was nurtured from infancy onward. Educated, as Jefferson had 
lamented, and "daily exercised in tyranny," the mature Southerner 
entered the world of affairs "with miserable notions of self-importance, 
and under the government of an unbridled temper." The absence of 
r�straint on their power made those who exercised it "invariably capri
CIOUS, unreasonable, and oppressive." These character traits not only led 
Southerners to treat their slaves brutally-beating, branding, and maim
ing them at the slightest provocation and often without any provocation 
at all-but also predisposed them toward violence in their dealings with 
each other. Consequently, "pistols, dirks, bowie knives, or other instru
ments of death, are generally carried throughout the slave states" and 
"deadly affrays with them, in the streets of their cities and villages, are 
matters of daily occurrence." This passion for violence infused the entire 
society, so that even "among the most distinguished governors of slave 
states, among their most celebrated judges, senators, and representatives 
in Congress, there is hardly one, who has not either killed, or tried to kill, 
or aided and abetted his friends in trying to kill, one or more individu
als. "13 

Nearly as abhorrent as the Southerner's lust for power and violence 
was his lust for pagan pleasures. The consequences of the Southerner's 
compact with Satan were to be seen in his wholesale subordination of 
spiritual matters to earthly ones and in his unbridled pursuit of sensual 
gratification. To be sure, abolitionists viewed debauchery as a national 
problem, but "the South led the way." As George Bourne put it, the 
South was "an erotic society" in which whites "have been indulged in 
all the vicious gratifications which lawless power and unrestrained lust, 
can amalgamate." Although drunkenness was a national vice, it was 
many times greater in the South than in the North, and far more resistant 
to change. In the South drunkenness was so often combined with a 
penchant for violence that wife-beating became a common occurrence. 
If prostitution was a problem in northern cities, it was far worse in the 
South where men brought the corruption of the bordello into their own 
bedrooms by their "unnatural and monstrous expenditure of the sexual 
element, for mere sensual gratification." In the South sexual passions 
were bounded neither by the bedroom nor by the bordello since on 
plantations the temptation of illicit sex was "always at hand." There was 

�o constraint that prevented the master from turning the slave quarter 
Into a harem. His "legal authority" was "absolute," his "actual power" 
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was "complete," and "the vice" was "a profitable one." So rampant was 
dissolution that the southern states had become "one great Sodom," so 
deep was the depravity that by comparison "a Turkish harem" was "a 
cradle of virgin purity."14 

The third major count was the degradation of labor in the South. The 
slave South was also a "lazy South," which celebrated idleness rather 
than work, and which promoted sloth rather than diligence. Slavery was 
the root cause of the problem because it identified work with servility. 
The poor quality of slave labor was inherent, some thought, in the 
character of the slaves, while others placed the blame on the nature of 
the system. For whatever reason, it was agreed that slave labor was of 
low quality and unproductive because it was given reluctantly, because 
it was unskilled, and because it was wanting in versatility. The labor of 
whites was degraded by the identity between labor and servility. Demor
alized by their low estate, white workers were "driven to indolence, 
carelessness, indifference to the results of skill, heedlessness, incon
stancy of purpose, improvidence, and extravagance."15 Crowning this 
edifice of indolence were the planters who, with their aristocratic preten
sions, believed that labor was fit only for the "mud-sill" of society.l6 
Their lives were dedicated to pleasures of the flesh, dancing, drinking, 
gambling, martial arts, and other entertainments. 

The indictment of southern culture and morality was carried to the 
northern public by scores of abolitionist newspapers; in books, tracts, 
pamphlets, and magazines whose titles numbered into thousands; in 
almanacs, circulars, leaflets, and wafers (sheets of detachable coupons 
with antislavery quotations that could be used as seals) which first 
numbered into tens of thousands and then into hundreds of thousands; 
through posters, cartoons, lithographs, and paintings; in songs, poems, 
stories, novels, and plays; by sermons delivered from hundreds of pul
pits, week in and week out; and at meetings organized throughout the 
length and breadth of the North. It was the most massive ideological 
campaign of the age, far exceeding the campaigns of the British aboli
tionists against the West Indian planters. During the 1 2 months ending 
in May 1838, for example, the AASS published more than 600,000 
books, tracts, pamphlets, and other pieces of literature. By 1840 the 
output of tracts and pamphlets had increased fivefold.17 

At the center of this literary barrage was a corps of 20 or 30 
newspaper editors and other publicists whose skill and effectiveness were 
begrudgingly acknowledged by southern adversaries who called them 
"zealous, able, and efficient,"18 and who charged them with endangering 
the future of the Union. If allowed to continue, Calhoun declared in 
1838, these publicists will "in the course of a few years" teach Northern
ers "to hate the people and institutions of nearly one half of this Union, 
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with a hatred more deadly than one hostile nation ever entertained 
towards another."19 Although it took more than "a few years" for 
Calhoun's prophecy to be fulfilled, by the 1850S northern attitudes 
toward the South had changed so much that many northern politicians 
eagerly sought to pin the label of "southern lackey" on their rivals and 
temporizing with southern morals and sensibilities became anathema. 
The indictment of southern culture was no longer confined to abolitionist 
t�acts b�t was routinely published in conventional magazines and in 
hter�? Journals. The author� of the indictment were no longer just 
publIcIsts of AASS or the Liberty party but included such towering 
figures of belles lettres as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, and James Russell Lowell. By the 1850S the indictment often 
emerged not as a direct critique of Southerners (whose moral infamy was 
by the� taken for granted) but as a searing critique of those Northerners 
who pnvately professed hostility to southern institutions and culture but 
failed to speak out against them-as when Lowell excoriated those north
ern

. 
Christians who publicly condemned "a dance or a Sunday drive" in 

theIr own communities but were "blandly silent" about Southerners en
gaged in "the separation of families" and in "selling Christian girls for 
Christian harems. "20 

CONSTITUTIONAL RATIONALIZATIONS FOR FEDERAL 

ACTION AGAINST SLAVERY 

As long as m�r
.
al �uasion was perceived as the principal means of ending 

slavery, abohtIOllists accepted the federal consensus which held that 
under t�e Constituti?

,
n "the federal government had no power over 

slavery III the states. Once it became obvious that slaveowners were 
unwilling to yield to patient pleading, to stern admonitions, or to various 
for�s of castigation, abolitionists were increasingly pushed to political 
actIOn at the federal level as the most effective remedy. Toward the end 
of the 1830S abolitionists began a wide-ranging reconsideration of their 
previous position that "only the states could abolish or in any way 
regulate slavery within their jurisdictions. "21 This review led to three 
principal interpretations of the constitutional status of slavery. 

By far the gloomiest of these interpretations, and probably the most 
accurate description of the intentions of the founding fathers, was the 
one developed by Garrison and Wendell Phillips. They concluded that 
the "Constitution was a bulwark of slavery in at least four particulars" 
and "that the framers consciously wrote guarantees for slavery into the 
Constitution." Because "our fathers were intent on securing liberty to 
themselves," and because they were not "very scrupulous as to the 
means they used to accomplish their purpose," they "did not blush to 
enslave a portion of their fellow men." Consequently, they institutional-
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ized slavery in the clause that counted a bondsman as three-fifths of a 
free person, and in the clause that prohibited federal legislation against 
the importation of slaves for at least 20 years. The Constitution not only 
institutionalized the system but obligated the federal government to 
defend it in the fugitive slave clause and in the clause requiring the 
federal government to suppress "insurrections and domestic violence," 
which clearly covered "uprisings of slaves." It was the publication in 
1840 of the Madison papers which described the deliberations of the 
Constitutional Convention that clinched the issue for the Garrisonians. 
Even John Quincy Adams had to concede that the Constitution was so 
saturated "with the infection of slavery" that "no fumigation could 
purify" it.22 

To Garrison and Wendell Phillips, the logical conclusion of this 
analysis was disunion-"not merely a moral, token or symbolic act, but 
. . .  actual secession from the Union by the free states." In supporting 
their position Garrison and Phillips developed a theory of the Constitu
tion and of the U.S. legal system that was grounded in mysticism. They 
drew a distinction between "divine government" and "human govern
ment." Human institutions were corrupt and imperfect in varying de
grees and, regardless of the intentions of their architects, inevitably 
became obstructions that thwarted the "divine goal of perfection." Un
like "divine government" which required a society free from sin and 
which was ordered only by a universal obedience to Christ, human 
governments required prisons, police, armies, and other means of force 
to sustain control and power. It followed that law was merely "a rule 
prescribed" by civil authorities, which "may be immoral," violating the 
natural law implanted by God, but "still be of binding authority, as far 
as the judicial agents of the state were concerned." Since statutory law 
"merely codified what custom had created" and since the framers of the 
Constitution regarded slaves as "a very inferior portion of the human 
race," "it was impossible, of course, for those who framed the Constitu
tion to concede to them any of its privileges." Under these circumstances 
it was not merely the state governments of the South but also the national 
government, including all of its branches, that was dedicated to "the 
preservation, propagation, and perpetuation of slavery."23 

Although Garrison's constitutional position emanated from the per
fectionist, millennial theology that he embraced, it was also sustained by 
a long New England religious tradition of "exclusiveness" that was 
carried into political life through the Federalist party and later through 
the Whig party. At the core of this tradition "was the conviction that the 
people of New England, and none more so than those of Massachusetts 
were somehow set apart fro� the rest of the nation." Belief in thei; 
moral, ethnic, social, economic, and political superiority was widespread 
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among the New England elite during the early years of the republic. Not 
only had the "God of nature, in his infinite goodness made the people 
of New England to excel every other people that ever existed," but the 
:'f�th:;s o� Massachusetts" had created a society that was homogeneous 
m Its , hab!�s, manners, language, government, and religion," and which 
over tIme had become the special home of liberty."24 

The Ne� England elite prized this accomplishment and, as long as 
the Federahst party was in the majority, eagerly supported nationalizing 
endeavors. However, the long reign of the Virginia dynasty in national 
government not only frustrated their missionary aims but threatened to 
overwhelm and corrupt their own society. Fearful that their culture 
might be made politically subordinate to the inferior cultures of an 
expa

,
n�i,ng South and West, New England leaders began to toy with the 

�os�Iblh�y of secession. The idea that expansionism might make disun
IOn mevltable was a factor in the convening of the Hartford Convention 
of 1�h4-1�h5, which was organized by New England Federalists with 
the declared objective of mounting a campaign to revise the Constitution. 
Although the Hartford Convention contributed to the disaster which 
befell the Federalist party in the election of 1816, the notion that New 
En�land, cult�re was imperiled by the expansion of the nation lingered 
on m ehte CIrcles, as did the possibility that New Englanders might 
eventually be forced to secession as their only remedy.25 

By the mid- 1830s the thought of a New England secession had 
receded 

,
into the background, but it was revived during the 1840S by the 

annexatIOn of Texas and the war with Mexico. In the neosecessionist 
atmosphere provoked by these events, Garrison's views of the Constitu
tion, while e�treme, were nevertheless viewed with a certain sympathy 
among promment members of New England's elite. William E. Chan
ning, for example, a leading spokesman for Unitarianism and a distin
guished man of letters, while unwilling to accept Garrison's attack on the 
Constitution, nevertheless joined him in calling for a "moral blockade" 
of the South. Despite such expressions of sympathy few men outside of 
Garrison's circle embraced his view of the Constitution. The Constitution 
was too, sacred a symbol to be profaned by anyone who seriously aspired 
to pubhc office and by most of those who hoped to influence the course 
of government.26 

, , The second interpretation of the constitutional status of slavery was 
I� Its own way as radical as that advanced by the Garrisonians and was, 
�Ike the Garrison position, an invitation to political oblivion. Although 
Its 

,
adv?cates were motivated by as intense a hatred of slavery as that 

whIch Impelled the Garrisonians, their position on the Constitution was 
diam�tric,ally opposed to his. Far from being "a bulwark of slavery," the 
ConStItutIOn, they argued, was an antislavery document because it was 
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based on natural law and common law, both of which made slavery 
illegitimate. Moreover, the Constitution explicitly contained three major 
clauses and several minor clauses which were inimicable to slavery. They 
denied that any clause of the Constitution legitimated slavery, arguing 
that the four clauses singled out by the Garrisonians as "bulwarks of 
slavery" either did not apply to slaves or "could easily and legitimately 
be evaded. "27 

This optimistic view of the Constitution, which one legal historian 
has called "radical constitutional antislavery," did not emerge as a major 
position within abolitionist circles until the mid-1840s. Down to the end 
of the 1830S the principal abolitionist leaders accepted the federal con
sensus that held that under the Constitution only the states could abolish 
or in any way regulate slavery. When Alvan Stewart, a member of the 
circle around Gerrit Smith, sought to remove the clause affirming this 
position from the constitution of the AASS in 1838, he was condemned 
by William Jay, among others, for a "vile heresy."28 

The principles of radical constitutional antislavery were not sys
tematically set forth until 1844-1845 when three tracts on the theme 
were published-one by Stewart, the second by William Goodell (also 
a member of the Smith circle), and the third by Lysander Spooner (a 
Massachusetts lawyer). All three men rooted their arguments "on the 
legally binding force of natural law," which mystics such as Stewart and 
Goodell believed was the law given to mankind by the Creator, and which 
could be discovered both by reason and by revelation. It followed that 
no human laws that contradicted natural law were valid. Natural law was, 
in this formulation, not only superior to man-made laws, but the "source 
of individual human rights" so that "any governmental act infringing 
human liberty was ipso facto void, of no obligation, and incapable of 
being legitimized."29 Unlike Goodell and Stewart, Spooner did not be
lieve in mystical knowledge. As a deist he believed that "man's proper 
goal" was "to understand the laws of nature instead of chasing after 
supernatural substitutes."3o To Spooner, natural law was inherent in 
"the nature of men, and their relations to each other." Declaring that 
the nature of men was as unalterable as "the laws of motion" or "the 
laws of gravitation," he said that any man-made law which was inconsist
ent with natural law was "of no obligation at all, when the two come in 
collision." Consequently, statute law could not "lawfully authorize gov
ernment to destroy or take from men their natural rights" to acquire 
"property, privilege, &c . . . .  by labor and contract."31 

Although Spooner's definition of natural law was in its own way as 
mystical as that of Stewart and Goodell, in the s�nse th�t 

.
it require

.
d 

belief in a moral code beyond the control of men, hIS skeptICIsm and hIS 
legal training led him to focus on the ambiguities in the Constitution. By 
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insisting that every ambiguity "must be construed 'strictly' in favor of 
natural right," he developed a powerful argument for negating those 
clauses of the Constitution that directly or indirectly protected slavery. 
In this connection, he held that external evidence about the intentions 
of the founding fathers with respect to slavery was irrelevant since "the 
only authentic evidence" of such intentions was whether the Constitution 
explicitly sanctioned slavery: "The legal meaning of the words" in the 
Constitution was the "only guide to its intention" and "no terms, except 
those that are plenary, express, explicit, distinct, unequivocal, and to 
which no other meaning can be given, are legally competent to authorize 
or sanction anything contrary to natural right."32 Since the Constitution 
did not explicitly use the word "slaves" or explicitly acknowledge the 
right of property in men (because, as Madison put it, of" scruples against 
admitting the term 'slaves' into the Instrument"33), slavery could be 
deemed constitutional only by accepting the proposition that the sanction 
is conveyeJ by "enigmatical words, by unnecessary implication and in
ference, by innuendo and double entendre, and under a name that en
tirely fails of describing the thing. "34 

Reasonable as Spooner's arguments appear to a modern reader, they 
were strained in the extreme to those who lived in a world in which the 
congressional, judicial, and executive branches of government repeat
edly reaffirmed both the constitutionality of slavery and the exclusive 
right of the states to regulate slavery where it existed. Wendell Phillips 
saw no basis whatsoever for the claim that the proslavery clauses of the 
Constitution were ambiguous. That the three-fifths clause applied to 
slaves rather than to "resident aliens" (Spooner asserted the latter) was 
perfectly evident from the way in which the elections to Congress were 
carried out immediately after the Constitution became effective. "Now 
there never yet was a State, " said Phillips, "which took any special account 
of aliens in fixing its basis of representation. " Further, in apportioning 
representation for the first congressional election, the allocations made in 
the Constitution to the free and slave states (35 and 30) are exactly the 
figures obtained "on the basis of reckoning three-fifths of the slaves. "35 

Similarly, Spooner's attempt to interpret the fugitive slave clause as 
applying only to apprentices was, said Phillips, based on the strained 
contention that the words used in that clause (a person "held to service 
or labor") did not define a slave. He demonstrated (by reference to 
various dictionaries in use at the time the Constitution was drafted, as 
well as by the usage contained in such contemporaneous legal documents 
as the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 and the Connecticut Emancipation 
Act of 1784) that "the term 'held to service or labor' does aptly describe 
the condition of a slave, and was the phraseology usually employed for 
that purpose. "36 
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It was not merely to Garrisonians that Spooner's arguments appeared 
so strained, but to the public at large. When most of the leaders of the 
Liberty party decided in 1848 to merge with factions of the Democrats 
and the Whigs to form the Free Soil party, the radical antislavery 
constitutionalists formed the "Liberty Party Abolitionists." This new 
party, which nominated Gerrit Smith for president, ran on a free Consti
tution program but could garner only an insignificant vote (less than 
1 / 10th of 1 percent of the total cast for president). Similar trials in 1852 ,  
1856, and 1860 led to results that were even more dismal. Whatever the 
moral virtue of their program, the Free Constitutionalists (as these radi
cals called themselves in 1860) were devoid of political support.37 

The third theory of the constitutional status of slavery was developed 
by the most politically oriented of the abolitionists, and was constrained 
by their sense of what was politically feasible. Those who promoted 
"moderate constitutional antislavery" acknowledged the various clauses 
of the Constitution that legitimated and protected slavery. Recognizing 
the reverence in which the Constitution was held by the electorate, these 
abolitionists trimmed their real objectives and affirmed their acceptance 
of all aspects of the Constitution, including those provisions that guaran
teed the regulation of slavery to the states. Their objective, they said, was 
not to denounce the Constitution or to change it, but to uphold it. The 
threat to the Constitution came not from the abolitionists but from the 
slaveowners who sought to pervert the Constitution by turning it into an 
instrument for the establishment of slavery in places where it did not and 
had not existed. The real issue of aggression was not an abolitionist 
aggression against the rights of slaveholders, but an aggression against 
the Constitution and the rights of free men by slaveholders who sought 
to undermine liberties guaranteed by the Constitution_ The real constitu
tional issue was the defense of the federal government against unconsti
tutional schemes to bring the entire nation under the political domination 
of the slaveholding class_ 38 

The principal figures in the development of the moderate antislavery 
theory of the Constitution-John Quincy Adams, Joshua R. Giddings, 
and Salmon P. Chase-were also the principal architects of the campaign 
to develop a political realignment on an antislavery program.39 Their 
theory of antislavery constitutionalism was developed in close synchroni
zation with their assessment of the type of antislavery politics that was 
feasible within Congress and among their electorates. In the late 1830S 
and early 1840s, when Congress was overwhelmingly committed to the 
view that the Constitution sanctioned slavery, direct legislative assaults 
were impossible. The issue could be raised, if at all, only obliquely. In 
1836 and 1837 Adams pushed the issue purely on the basis of free 
speech, abjuring any desire to violate the federal consensus but defend-
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ing the right of citizens, no matter how misguided, to have their antislav
ery petitions received in Congress. In 1837, 1838, and 1839 he used the 
congressional debate over the annexation of Texas to insinuate attacks 
on slavery. Exploiting widespread fear that such an annexation would 
lead to a war with Mexico, Adams charged that the slavocracy was 
engaged in a nefarious plot aimed at increasing its political stranglehold 
over the federal government, a plot which involved the perversion of the 
Constitution and the risk of a war with Mexico. Since Texas was a foreign 
state, he argued, any attempt to annex it was "unconstitutional, null, and 
void, because it would be a violation of the rights reserved to the people," 
unless the Constitution was amended to give Congress such a right.40 

By his adroit manipulation of the petition and annexation issues, 
Adams kept antislavery demands steadily before Congress from 1836 to 
early 1842 .  Using his mastery of parliamentary procedure, he repeatedly 
fOf(�ed an "unwilling majority" in the House to give him a platform. 
Although he knew that in the end he would be voted down, he repeatedly 
lured southern supporters of slavery in the House to attack him for 
insinuating the forbidden issue of Congress's power to regulate slavery. 
In so doing he was able to cast congressional defenders of slavery into 
the role of enemies of free speech who repeatedly violated the Constitu
tion in order to protect and extend an onerous system.41 

The elections of 1838 and 1840 brought several additional antislav
ery Whigs into the House, including Joshua Giddings and Sherlock 1 .  
Andrews of Ohio, William Slade of Vermont, and Seth M. Gates of New 
York-all of whom were products of the revivalist campaigns led by 
Finney and others in the Yankee diaspora.42 In the words of Weld, they 
were all "revival men," "professors of religion," and five out of perhaps 
a dozen were elders in the Presbyterian Church. Three of them-Gid
dings, Gates, and Andrews-had been "Weld's own converts to aboli
tion, and others without doubt had felt his inspiration in some degree." 
Under the leadership of Giddings, with Weld and Joshua Leavitt (another 
member of the Tappen circle) as "staff" men, this group of congressmen 
formed themselves into an antislavery bloc (which they called a "Select 
Committee on Slavery"). They took out rooms in Giddings's boarding 
house (which were converted into a staff center) and planned a concerted 
offensive against slavery, in defiance of the Whig House leadership. 
Toward this end they devised ways of openly introducing antislavery 
bills and resolutions on such issues as the interstate slave trade and the 
annexation of Texas while still avoiding "political annihilation." Adams 
had doubts about this new strategy, but he worked closely with the 
"Select Committee." Fearful of too open an assault at this time, he 
counseled the bloc to stick to the strategy of obliquely raising the slavery 
issue in the course of an aggressive defense of the freedom of citizens 
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to petition Congress on their grievances, of the freedom of debate in 
Congress, of the freedom of speech, and of the freedom of the press.43 

Early in 1842 the members of the bloc concluded that the Creole case 
provided a good opportunity to introduce openly a series of antislavery 
resolutions. The Creole was a vessel engaged in coastwise trade that was 
captured by its "cargo": slaves who were being transported from Hamp
ton Roads, Virginia, to New Orleans. The mutineers diverted the ship to 
the Bahamas, where they expected to be freed. The case roused a great 
storm in the southern press, which demanded the return of the mutineers 
and murderers. In anticipation of a resolution in the House to that effect 
(such a resolution was passed by the Senate), Giddings and other mem
bers of the bloc prepared a series of counterresolutions. These resolu
tions were aimed at converting the federal consensus from a shield for 
slavery into a weapon against it. The problem for Giddings and his 
collaborators was how to develop a position that would have to be recog
nized within Congress and among the electorate as one that was constitu
tionally plausible or at least arguable. The strategy they hit upon was to 
concede unhesitatingly to all of the clauses in the Constitution that legiti
mated slavery, and then to put the narrowest possible interpretation on 
these clauses. It further involved accepting the southern position that 
under the Constitution slavery was purely a municipal issue and beyond 
the power of Congress. By carrying this point to its logical conclusion, 
said Giddings, it was possible to turn their own weapon against them. For 
if "the Federal Government has no Constitutional right to interfere" with 
slavery "in any way," then it followed that the federal government "had 
no constitutional right to support it. "44 

In applying this principle to the Creole case, Giddings argued that 
since the slave laws of Virginia applied only to its territory, once on the 
high seas only federal law pertained. Moreover, since the Constitution 
prohibited the federal government from legislating either to prohibit or 
to establish slavery, reserving that right exclusively to the states, once 
the Creole was at sea the slaves who reclaimed "their natural right to 
liberty violated no law of the United States, incurred no legal penalties, 
and are justly liable to no punishment." He contended not only that 
using the federal government "to regain possession of or to re-enslave" 
this group of persons was unlawful but that any federal intervention "in 
favor of the coastwise slave-trade" was "subversive of the rights" and 
"interests of the people of the Free States," and "unauthorized by the 
Constitution. "45 

The shrewdness of Giddings's logic and its threat to slavery was 
immediately apparent. Southern leaders pushed through a motion to 
censure Giddings for violating House Rule 2 1 ,  which prohibited mem
bers from introducing antislavery resolutions. Giddings immediately re-
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signed his seat and ran for reelection .  Despite the opposition of Whig 
leaders in Ohio, Giddings was swept back into office. This outcome 
effectively nullified the House gag on antislavery speeches, and demon
strated that moderate antislavery was politically viable, at least in the 
northern constituencies in which the influence of the Second Great 
Awakening was strong.46 

During the balance of the 1 840S and into the 1850S Giddings and 
other antislavery members of Congress continued to develop the theme 
that every action of the federal government in support of slavery was a 
violation of the Constitution. The principle was extended to the issue of 
fugitive slaves. Although the Constitution called upon the states to return 
fugitive slaves to their owners, it did not authorize the federal govern
ment to expend its resources to retrieve them. The states were obligated 
to deliver up fugitive slaves, but the federal government had no right to 
require them tn do so hecause Article IV, Section 2 , of the Constitution 
(which cornains the fugitive slave clause) failed "to delegate to Congress 
power to enforce it by appropriate legislation." Consequently, the fugi
tive slave laws enacted by Congress in 1793 and thereafter were all 
unconstitutional. Similarly, it was unconstitutional for Congress to have 
legalized slavery and the slave trade in Washington, D.C., as it did in 
1 80 1 .  Other unconstitutional enactments and actions by the federal 
government included the regulation of the coastwise slave trade, the 
Florida War (which represented intervention in favor of slavery), and the 
establishment of slavery and the slave trade in Florida and other territo
ries. In other words, anything whatsoever that the federal government 
did to support slavery outside of the original slave states was unconstitu
tional because it put the federal government in the position of promoting 
the interests of the slave states against those of the free states.47 

Giddings's maneuver was adroit. It enabled him to challenge the 
widely held belief that the Constitution required the federal government 
to pass legislation and to take action to implement the slavery clauses 
of the Constitution .  He did so neither by denying that there was a series 
of proslavery clauses in the Constitution nor by challenging the southern 
view that the Constitution prohibited the federal government from acting 
against slavery. He argued instead that the Constitution required the 
federal government to be neutral with respect to slavery. He also defined 
neutrality in such a way that it barred the federal government from any 
behavior that facilitated the operation of the slave system or its extension 
beyond the states in which it existed at the time of the ratification of the 
Constitution.48 

This line of argument permitted the moderates to shift the onus for 
violating the Constitution from the abolitionists to the slaveholders. The 
slaveholders had, from the beginning, violated the Constitution by using 
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their control of Congress and the federal government to pass proslavery 
resolutions adverse to the interest of the free states. It was the South that 
had violated the Constitution by making the federal government the tool 
of a section instead of the instrument of the entire nation. Moreover, 
every new demand made by the South to protect or extend slavery 
beyond the original slave states, including the annexation of Texas, the 
passage of new fugitive slave laws, and the legitimizing of slavery in 
territories, represented further aggression against the Constitution and 
against the constitutional rights of the free states. The antislavery moder· 
ates, on the other hand, sought only to defend the Constitution and 
restore its integrity, which required "the absolute and unqualified di· 
vorce of the General Government from Slavery. "49 

RESISTING THE POLITICAL CONSPIRACIES OF THE 
"SLAVE POWER" 

The thesis that the North was the victim of a "Slave Power" conspiracy 
was inherent in the moderate antislavery theory of the Constitution, but 
it went beyond the purely constitutional issues. The "Slave Power" 
slogan implied not just the unconstitutional use of the federal govern
ment to protect and promote the interests of the slaveowners, but a more 
far-reaching plot against American freedom, a plot aimed ultimately at 
the complete subjugation of free people. The plot was unfolding in a 
series of steps which began with the seizure of the federal government 
by slave owners immediately after the ratification of the Constitution. It 
then progressed toward the suppression of the democratic rights of 
Northerners to free speech, free assembly, free press, and free elections. 
The final stage, some argued, would be the reduction of free whites to 
slavery-not a metaphoric slavery but a literal one. 50 

The concept of the political conspiracy by the Slave Power traces 
back to the split between the Federalists and the Jeffersonian party. At 
that time it found reflection not in a hostility to slavery per se but in 
resentment by Federalist politicians, particularly the New Englanders, 
at being frozen out of power by the Virginia dynasty. With such a 
conception of the issue, the political power of the slaveholders stirred 
resentment mainly among politicians and those who aspired to national 
political influence. When this resentment broke into the open, as it did 
at the time of the Hartford Convention and again during the Missouri 
crisis, it aroused only limited sympathy among an electorate whose chief 
concerns were about issues that affected them more directly.51 Although 
the hostility of many northern politicians to southern control of all 
branches of the federal government became quiescent after the Missouri 
Compromise, it was never obliterated. It remained a latent factor in 
intraparty struggles that became evident as factions jockeyed for posi-
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tion, but during the early years of the second-party system it was kept 
in tight reign by the demands of interparty competition. 

This reservoir of resentment over southern domination began to be 
exploited by the abolitionists in the late 1830S and became the political 
counterpart of their indictment of southern culture. William Jay and 
Joshua Leavitt were important figures in designing the early phases of 
the appeal against the political conspiracy of the Slave Power. The basis 
for the conspiracy was the three-fifths clause of the Constitution which 
gave slaveholders political power far beyond their number. If only free 
persons were counted in establishing representation in Congress then the 
slave states would not have been entitled to the 100 members of the 
House that they had in the late 1 830S but only to 75. It was these extra 
2 5  seats in the House, said Leavitt, which gave the South control of 
Congress and tipped the balance in the struggle for the presidency to the 
South (since the three-fifths clause gave the South, according to Leavitt's 
C'alculation.">, 25  extra elpf'toral votes).52 

Not all abolitionists accepted the logic behind these calculations. 
Wendell Phillips found it strange for abolitionists to advocate an elec
toral procedure that treated slaves not as three-fifths of a person but as 
a zero person. Others who were disfranchised in both the North and the 
South, such as free Negroes, immigrants, and women, were treated as 
whole persons when apportioning House seats and electoral votes. To 
recognize fully the humanity of slaves in apportionment, however, would 
only increase the power of slaveholders in the House and in the contest 
for the presidency. Whatever the merit of Phillips's logic, it was bad 
antislavery politics and so was dismissed by those who designed the 
theory of the Slave Power conspiracy.53 

The architects of the theory maintained that the three-fifths clause 
was unjust to Northerners because it permitted slaveholders to make the 
federal government the instruments of their will. The slaveholders had 
packed federal offices with their men, beginning with the presidency. For 
40 out of 52  years they had installed Southerners in that office and in 
8 of the remaining 1 2  years the Northerners who held the office were 
beholden to slaveowners, especially "Mr. Van Buren, who glories in the 
cognomen of 'the northern man with southern principles.' " Southerners 
also were installed as Speaker of the House in 28 of the preceding 35 
years; they were a majority of the Supreme Court and of the Cabinet; 
and every Senate president pro tem since the ratification of the Constitu
tion had been a slaveholder. The South also used the 25  extra House 
seats to control the legislation of Congress since "very few debatable 
measures" had been carried during the preceding "30 years by a greater 
majority than 25." As a result the North had been reduced to the position 
of a "conquered province."54 
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The conspiracy of the slaveholders was aimed not merely at usurping 
power and at freezing the North out of its rightful share of offices, but 
at using that power and those offices to advance southern interests at 
northern expense. When the Treasury surplus was distributed to the 
states it was done not on the basis of the free population but according 
to electoral votes, thus transferring revenues "derived chiefly from the 
industry and enterprise of the North"55 to the slave states. Northerners 
were made to pay an even higher price when the Slave Power used the 
federal government to seize Texas and other Mexican territories. The 
Mexican War, denounced as the most crass example of the Slave Power 
conspiracy to date, forced Northerners to pay for southern adventures 
not only with money, but with the blood of their sons. Moreover, the 
seizure of Mexican territories, out of which a dozen or more states could 
be carved, threatened to maintain the Slave Power's grip on the federal 
government and to ensure its domination in perpetuity. 

The attractiveness of the "Slave Power conspiracy" as a political 
slogan became apparent almost as soon as it was launched. Not only did 
it mesh well with the indictment of southern culture but it also meshed 
with other popula� political slogans of the age. It aroused fear that the 
democratic liberti�s of ordinary people were threatened by invisible but 
malevolent minorities who secretly wielded catastrophic political influ
ence, just as such fears had been aroused by Jackson's alarms about the 
conspiracies of the "Money Power," the Federalist alarms about the 
I lluminati and the Freemasons, and the Protestant alarms about the 
"papal conspiracy." As early as 1842 a friend of Giddings pointed out 
that although many Northerners "still regarded themselves as friends of 
the South, and the uncompromising enemies of the abolitionists," if you 
agitate them on "the question of Southern dictation," their "eyes flash 
and their faces burn."56 By 1848 Leavitt could write that the Slave 
Power slogan had became so "indissolubly incorporated in the political 
nomenclature of the country" that it was widely used by northern politi
cians of both major parties. The abolitionists would markedly advance 
their cause, he continued, by promoting "the incessant use of the term" 
without demanding "that they who use it should ever know who taught 
it to them . . . .  Let it appear that it is the Slave Power which we wish to 
restrict and curtail; that it is the Slave Power whose demands we resist 
whose growth we will put down."57 

' 

The ideological achievements of the 1840S made it possible to trans
form the content of the Slave Power slogan from a grab for office and 
control of legislation to a direct and immediate attack on the personal 
liberties of free men. It was on the issue of political liberty that Adams 
first raised the banner of antislavery in Congress. When he railed against 
the "Slave Power," his reference was to the coalition of southern and 
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northern House members who overwhelming voted against receiving 
petitions for the abolition of slavery: They were the Slave Power in the 
House. Adams made the case that in voting to lay antislavery petitions on 
the table, without further consideration of them in the House, the Slave 
Power had violated the freedom to petition and the freedom of speech. 
That argument was quite effective in the sense that it won a sympathetic 
hearing among many Northerners who were otherwise hostile to aboli
tionism.58 

But no matter how visceral a reaction it produced among Southern
ers, for Northerners the argument was over an abstract and remote issue 
that appealed more to the mind than the heart, more to the politician or 
the intellectual than the common man. Although the "gag" rule had 
limited the speech of Adams and other antislavery representatives within 
the House, they could and did speak without constraint in other forums. 
Although the House had voted to lay antislavery petitions on the table, 
that vote did not prevent the abolitionists from collecting hundreds of 
thousands of signatures and delivering their petitions to Congress. Since 
the indictment of southern culture had not yet unfolded, the impact of 
Adams's attack on the Slave Power was not amplified by the widespread 
aversion to the South that existed among Northerners at the beginning 
of the 1850s, but it laid the basis for much of what followed. 

Ironically, a set of bills known as the Compromise of 1850, intended 
to defuse the constitutional crisis brought on by the acquisition of Mexi
can lands, became the vehicle for raising northern fears of a Slave Power 
conspiracy to a pitch never previously attained. Clay, Webster, and 
Senator Stephen A. Douglas, the principal architects of the Compromise, 
were preoccupied with settling the territorial issues in a manner that 
preserved the prevailing political balance between the sections. The crux 
of the compromise was the admission of California with an antislavery 
constitution and the establishments of territorial governments in the rest 
of the Mexican cession "without any condition regarding slavery." The 
establishment or exclusion of slavery in the territories was thus to be left 
to the people that inhabitated them-a doctrine called "popular sover
eignty." To complete the Compromise, the slave trade (but not slavery) 
was abolished in the District of Columbia and a stringent fugitive slave 
law was enacted.59 

Although the Compromise of 1850 effectively removed the slavery 
question from the 1852 elections (the vote for the Free Soil party fell 
to barely half its total in 1848), the fugitive slave law turned out to be 
" a  firebrand vastly more inflammatory than the Wilmot Proviso." Unlike 
the Proviso, which sought to bar "hypothetical" slaves from a "hypothet
ical" migration, the attempt to implement the fugitive slave act focused 
northern attenton on "hundreds of flesh-and-blood people who had 
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risked their lives to gain their liberty, and who might now be tracked 
down by slave-catchers." One could clearly see the disregard of the Slave 
Power for the rudiments of personal liberty in this act which denied not 
only �ugitiv�s, but als?

, 
free Ne?roes accused

. 
of being runaways the right 

?f � �ury trIal. ��ey were seIzed and carned off forcibly without any 
JudICIal process, condemned to a life of slavery merely on the word of 
a slave catcher.6o 

One could clearly see the designs of the Slave Power on the personal 
liberties of free whites in the North when those who sought to rescue 
blacks from slave catchers were threatened with incarceration or actually 
prosecuted under the law. Even those who merely sat idly by ran the risk 
of prosecution since the act empowered "federal marshals to summon all 
citizens to aid in enforcement of the Act." So the Slave Power had not 
only put the federal government "into the business of man-hunting " 
bringing to bear the power of federal marshals and of the army but 

'
it 

" I 
' 

a so �equi�ed erery �reeborn American to bec
.
ome a manhunter." A new 

and wIder cIrcle of VOIces from the press, pulpIt, and rostrum now joined 
in the denunci�tion of this evil, but the most devastating critique of 
slavery and slave catching was Uncle Tom 's Cabin by Harriet Beecher 
Stowe. It was published first in 1851 as a series of weekly installments in 
t�e National Era, an antislavery newspaper. In March 1852 it was repub
hsh�d as a �ook and became an instant best seller with over 300,000 
copI

.
e� sold m the first year (about one copy for every eight northern 

famIhes). The U.S. sales eventually reached 3 million and 3.5 million 
books were sold abroad. A few months after the book was published, the 
story of Uncle Tom began its long career as America's most popular 
play.61 

The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 (which repealed the Missouri �ompromise �or those territories), the drive of the proslavery minority 
m Kansas to Impose a state constitution that legalized slavery (the Le
compton constitution), and the Supreme Court's ruling on the Dred Scott 
cas� (w?ich gratuitously declared that all attempts to bar slavery in the 
terrItOrIes were unconstitutional) provided irrefutable evidence that a 
drive to subvert northern freedom was under way and would not end 
until the Slave Power achieved complete domination over the North. The 
note for the new phase of ideological struggle against the Slave Power 
wa� sounded �n the "Appeal of the Independent Democrats in Congress," 
whICh was WrItten largely by Chase, but in which Giddings, Gerrit Smith, 
and Charles Su�ner had a hand. The Kansas-Nebraska Act, they 
charged, brought mto the open the "monstrous plot" of the Slave Power 
to "permanently subjugate the whole country to the yoke of a slavehold-
ing despotism."62 . 

By 1858 the antislavery forces, now coalesced in the Republican 
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party, could assert that the objectives of the Slave Power and the manner 
of their conspiracy were fully visible.63 The conspiracy was centered in 
the Democratic party and had as its objective nothing less than national
ization of slavery. The leading conspirators, according to Lincoln, were 
Senator Stephen A. Douglas, Presidents Franklin Pierce and James 
Buchanan, and Chief Justice of the Supreme Court Roger B. Taney. 
Although the elements that formed the plot were produced at different 
times and places, they fitted together so perfectly that there could be no 
doubt about it. Douglas rammed the Kansas-Nebraska Act through Con
gress, Pierce signed it, Buchanan implemented it as the slaveholders 
desired, and Taney reinforced the whole edifice by declaring that neither 
Congress nor a territorial legislature could exclude slavery from any 
territory. All but one piece was missing from this conspiracy to national
ize slavery, said Lincoln. That was a Supreme Court decision "declaring 
that the Constitution of the United States does not permit a state to 
exclude slavery from its limits." And such a decision "will soon be upon 
us," he warned, "unless the power of the present political dynasty shall 
be met and overthrown." Otherwise "We shall lie down pleasantly 
dreaming that the people of Missouri are on the verge of making their 
state free; and we shall awake to the reality, instead, that the Supreme 
Court has made Illinois a slave state. "64 

In such an atmosphere, it was easy to go a step further and charge 
that what the Slave Power wanted was not just political domination of 
the North, not just the restriction of some cherished liberties, but out
right enslavement of all white labor-a slavery for the free whites of the 
North that was as real and as complete as the black slavery of the South. 
It was not difficult to defend this charge since by the mid-18sos southern 
writers, newspapers, and politicians were widely proclaiming the superi
ority of slave labor and commending it to the elite of the North. They 
announced that slavery was "the natural and normal condition of the 
laboring man, white or black"65; that free society was a disastrous "little 
experiment," originally designed "in a corner of Western Europe," 
which had "failed dismally" both there and in the North; that the free 
society of the North was a "self-destroying"66 and unstable form of social 
organization which alternated between famine and insurrection; that the 
North was an insufferable "conglomeration of greasy mechanics, filthy 
operatives, and small-fisted farmers"67; that if the "laboring man" of the 
North became "the slave of one man instead of the slave" of the eco
nomic system, "he would be far better off" ; that northern employers 
"should become the owners of their laborers and as such be compelled 
to clothe and feed them decently"; and that "in the West the public lands 
should be parcelled out in great estates and tilled by the landless poor 
bound in perpetuity to the soil. "68 The struggle against the Slave Power 
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conspiracy was thus nothing less than the struggle to prevent the free 
workers of the North from becoming white slaves. 

RESISTING THE ECONOMIC CONSPIRACIES OF THE 
··SLAVE POWER" 

Eco�omic issues were not entirely absent from the antislavery appeal 
durmg the 1830S and 1840s, but prior to the emergence of the Republi
can party they were little more than afterthoughts.69 During the panic 
of 1�?7 

.
and again during the more severe depression of 1840-1843, 

abohtlOlllst leaders sought to connect their moral critique of slavery with 
burning economic issues, but these attempts were haphazard and un
ima�inativ�. In 1837 the AASS put the blame for the devastating eco
nOI�ll�, p��lC on the SO

,
�th, charg�ng slaveo�ners with attempting to save 

theIr falhng fortunes by resortmg to the necromancy of banking" and 
with reneging on their debts to northern merchants. Since southern 
banks were few in number and generally much smaller than the banks 
of the �drt�east, and since 1837 was an average year for cotton produc
ers, neIther charge carried conviction. They made no contact whatsoever 
with the economic issues that agitated most merchants, laborers, and 
farmers, and which were at the center of the struggle for power between 
the Democrats and the Whigs. To the extent that banks were held 
responsible for the panic, as the Jacksonians said they were, the blame 
was placed not on the minor banks of the South but on the Bank of the 
United

. 
States, which was located in Philadelphia, and on the other great 

banks m New York and Boston. To the Whigs, both North and South 
it was Jackson's destruction of the Second Bank of the United States, hi� 
pandering to his own "pet" banks, and his Specie Circular that triggered 
the orgy of wildcat banking and then brought on the panic.70 

Leader� of
.
the 

.
Liberty part! also sought to enhance their antislavery 

appeal by hnkmg It to economIc issues. During the worst months of the 
dep��s�ion �f 1840-1843 Joshu�

,
Leavitt produced a pamphlet attacking 

the Fmanclal Power of Slavery. Once again the attack centered on the 
claim that the crisis in the North was due to the drain of its capital which 
"fl h ' 

.
ows to t e South as water runs down hill." Leavitt never provided 

eVIdence to substantiate the contention that the South actually was a net 
debtor to the North and, although cliometricians have yet to address this 
issue squarely, some of the work on southern probate records suggests 
that northern securities (especially railroad bonds) held by Southerners 
�ay have exceeded their debts to Northerners. Even less convincing, in 
hght of the eagerness of northern merchants to continue lending to the 
South, was Leavitt's claim that Southerners had reneged on over $100 
million in notes to the North" between 1836 and 1841.71 

Even if Northerners were sympathetic to the abolitionist charge that 
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the South was "a bottomless gulf of extravagance and thriftlessness" (in 
contrast to the "economical, self-denying, heaven-blessed industry"72 of 
the North), nothing in these denunciations mitigated the specific eco
nomic grievances raised in the complaints of specific northern constitu
encies during the 1840s. The native-born mechanics generally com
plained about the downward pressure on wages caused by the glutted 
labor markets and the competition for jobs from the foreign born. The 
foreign-born workers complained about the labor monopolies of the 
native workers and the high price of housing. Northeastern farmers 
complained about the falling prices of agricultural commodities caused 
by western competition and by the low shipping rates that both railroads 
and water carriers gave to western merchants. Workers and capitalists 
in iron and cotton textiles complained about the competition from British 
imports. Western farmers complained about the high price of land sold 
from the public domain and the inadequacies of the transportation sys
tem. Virtually everyone complained about the shocking growth of urban 
slums; the riots, crimes, and vices that rocked the cities of the North' 
the terrible increase in urban morbidity and mortality rates; and th; 
epidemics that spread from the slum districts of the foreign born to the 
better urban communities and then to the surrounding rural areas.73 

Abolitionist Whigs, such as Giddings, were far more skillful than the 
leaders of the Liberty party in developing economic positions that ap
pealed to northern voters. In a series of articles published late in 1842 
he argued that "protective tariffs, national roads, and homestead bills 
were as much antislavery measures as the abolition of servitude in the 
District of Columbia." But the men in the Liberty party reacted suspi
ciously to what they viewed as Gidding's attempt to divert antislavery 
votes from them to the Whigs. Even when they cautiously took up such 
measures as protective tariffs the Liberty leaders were inept in their 
development of the theme, coupling their condemnation of slaveholders 
for having failed to protect northern manufacturers from foreign compe
tition with the bizarre claim that slaveholders had used the tariff to 
exclude cheap foreign-grown cotton from American markets. Since 
American cotton had vanquished West Indian cotton in European mar
kets, despite the heavy British and French tariffs levied against the 
American product, it was hardly likely that foreigners could undersell 
American planters in markets where they had numerous natural advan
tages. It was especially bizarre to float this claim in a year that U.S. 
cotton prices were close to an all-time low and after five years of a general 
depression in cotton prices, during which southern Democrats continued 
to demand the lowering of tariffs.74 

Abolitionists also neglected the economic arguments developed by 
such southern foes of slavery as Cassius Marcellus Clay. A Whig from 



, 
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Kentucky, Clay's arguments were designed to appeal to the self-interests 
of free farmers and small slaveholders in tobacco farms who, during the 
early 1840s, were suffering the most severe economic depression of their 
history. Slavery was inefficient, he argued, because "it impoverishes the 
soil"; because, in comparison with whites, slaves were "not so skilful, 
so energetic, and above all, have not the stimulus of self-interest"; 
because 3 million slaves performed "only about one-half of the effective 
work of the same number of whites in the North"; because slaves not 
only "produce less than freemen" but also "consume more"; because 
slavery was "the source of indolence, and destructive of all industry"; 
and because slavery caused the "poor" to "despise labor" by "degrad
ing" it, while simultaneously turning the "mass of slaveholders" into 
"idlers." Slavery induced national poverty and thwarted economic devel
opment, he continued, by restricting education, by diverting capital into 
the purchase of slaves where it became "a dead loss," by discouraging 
the development of "mechanical" skills, and by retarding the growth of 
manufacturing. Clay also introduced an argument that would become one 
of the bulwarks of the Republican appeal in the late 185os. He declared 
that slavery was "an evil to the free laborer" because "by the laws of 
competition, supply, and demand," he was forced "to work for the wages 
of the slave-food and shelter. The poor in the slave states are the most 
destitute native population in the United States." Despite the publicity 
that Horace Greeley gave them, Clay's arguments did not catch on in 
1843 and 1844-perhaps because of the improvement in the northern 
economy in 1844 and in the southern economy a year later; perhaps 
because in 1843 and 1844 most labor leaders attributed the falling wages 
and devastating unemployment of the North to competition from Irish 
immigrants rather than from slaves.75 

Some progress toward integrating economic issues into the antislav
ery appeal was made after the Liberty party merged with "Conscience" 
Whigs and "Barnburner" Democrats in 1848 to form the Free Soil party. 
More secular in its orientation, and led by more sophisticated politicians 
than the party it supplanted, the emphasis of the Free Soil party was 
more on the political than on the economic threat of slaveholders to 
northern interests. The principal plank of the new party was the barring 
of slavery from all territories. Unlike the Liberty party, the principal 
rationale for the plank was not concern for the blacks but defense of 
northern political interests against the political aggrandizement of the 
Slave Power_ A new party was needed, said the Free Soilers, because 
both of the old parties had been captured by the South and had nomi
nated candidates for president who, "under Slaveholding dictation," 
were committed to using the federal government to advance the interests 
of the Slave Power over that of "Free Labor."76 
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By making the contest one between free labor and the Slave Power, 
the program of the new party suggested a deeper �nd �ore fund�mental 
economic conflict than had hitherto been embodIed m the antIslavery 
appeal. Horace Greeley, who toyed with the possibility of supporting the 
new party, sought to accentuate the economic content of its program by 
committing the party to free (or very cheap) land for act�al set�lers. 
However, in 1848 the free land or homestead issue remamed hIghly 
controversial in antislavery circles. Since the "Barnburner" faction of 
the Democratic party had sided with New York landlords during the 
anti-rent rebellion of tenent farmers in 1844-1845, Van Buren (the 
leader of the Barnburners and the presidential candidate of the Free Soil 
party) was ambivalent on the homestead issu�. Northeastern Cons

.
cience 

Whigs were also ambivalent because many stIll embrace� �he WhIg doc
trine that all cheap land schemes were aimed at undermmmg northeast
ern manufactllring, �ommercial, and landholding interests. M�reover, 
despite Giddings's contention that a homestead act was an antislavery 
measure, his claim was far from obvious in 1848 when such southern 
Democrats and slaveholders as Andrew Johnson of Tennessee, S�m 
Houston of Texas, W.R.W. Cobb of Alabama, Robert J. Walker of MIS
sissippi and Felix G. McConnell of Alabama had been in the vanguard of 
the ho�estead movement. Consequently, the Free Soil party "hedged on 
the issue of free land," alienating Greeley. Its plank on homesteads was 
not only equivocal but subordinate to its plank� on c�e�p po�tage a�d 
federal improvement of rivers and harbors. Gerntt SmIth s sphnte� LIb
erty League was the only party that fully committed itself to a polIcy of 
free land in 1848.77 . 

It was not until Douglas introduced the Kansas-Nebraska
. 
Act m 

1854 that economic issues assumed a central position in the a
.
ntlslavery 

appeal. The backlash from that bill led to a su?�en exp�nslOn of the 

antislavery movement and precipitated the polItICal realIgnment th�t 

became embodied in the Republican party. Many factors led the Repubh

can party to place far greater emphasis on economic issues than 
.
had 

either the Liberty or Free Soil party, not least of which was the bItter 

struggle between political abolitionists and nativists for
. 
control of the 

realignment. The nativist upsurge of the early 1850s, hke that of the 

early 1840s, was led by native mechanics and shopkeeper
.
s w�o were 

suffering economic distress as a result of competition from ImmIgrants. 

Although the emergence of the Know-Nothing
. �oveme�t forced t:e 

antislavery men to come to grips with economIC Iss
.
ues m a new a d 

urgent way, it was Horace Greeley who provided the I�tellectual leader

ship needed to convert these issues into a compelhng aspect of the 

antislavery appeaJ.78 
11 f Greeley's whole life prepared him for this task. Born on a sma arm 
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in Amherst, New Hampshire, he was apprenticed to a printer and news
paper editor in upstate New York at age 15. His "religious faith devel
oped early" and he imbibed the piety and moral convictions of New 
Englanders. From his parents and neighbors he learned that slavery was 
wrong and he was drawn into the temperance movement at an early age. 
A few weeks before his 1 3th birthday, he pledged "never to drink 
distilled liquors" and shortly afterward, he helped form a local temper
ance society. Since his parents and most of his neighbors were Federal
ists, it is not surprising that Greeley became a "juvenile Federalist," a 
supporter of John Quincy Adams, an opponent of the Masonic order, an 
advocate of tariffs, and a critic of Jacksonian Democracy. Protection was 
more than an abstract issue to him. His parents lost the family farm 
during the panic of 1819, as young Horace saw it, partly because British 
dumping of cotton goods ruined the market for the "cloth that his mother 
wove."79 

In 1831 ,  at age 20, Greeley moved to New York City to pursue his 
career as a printer. By 1833 he had accumulated enough money to start 
a printing firm in partnership with a fellow workman. A year later he 
began to publish and edit the New Yorker, "a family weekly devoted to 
current literature and politics, one designed to reach the masses, inform 
them, and elevate their taste." Greeley's success as an editor made him 
p�omin�nt, and his forceful exposition of Whig economic policies made 
hIm an Important asset to the new party. In 1838 Greeley began editing 
the Jeffersonian, the principal Whig paper for the gubernatorial cam
paign in New York, and in 1840 he became the editor of the Log Cabin, 
an enormously successful campaign paper for the presidential election of 
that year. The experience gained in these ventures enabled him to launch 
the �ew York Tribune in 1841 .  The Tribune was a "political paper," a 
"f 1 " d  "b ·1 amI y paper, an a paper Ul t with an eye to profit" but "dedicated 
to r

.
eform." Its causes included: "Anti-Slavery, Anti-War, Anti-Rum, 

AntI-To�acco, Anti-Seduction, Anti-Grogshops, Brothels, Gambling. "80 
But It was relief for the conditions of northern urban laborers that 

Greeley saw as the most urgent of all the social reforms. The economic 
devastation caused by the panic of 1837 had a traumatic effect on him. 
He was appalled by the thousands of persons living "in damp, narrow 
cellars, or rickety, wretched tenements, unfit for cleanly brutes." The 
"fil�h and disease," the "children wasting away from hunger," the "able
bodIed and ambitious pleading in vain for work"-all this convinced 
Greeley that the nation had succumbed to a "terrible sickness" and he 
"began to �ook about for remedies." An "exodus from city to country" 
attracted hIm as a possible solution during the early 1840s, but since the 
very poor lacked the money to transport themselves to the West, he did 
not take up that remedy until later in the decade.81 
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Greeley's search for solutions led him to embrace the socialist doc
trines of the French writer Charles Fourier, which were brought to 
America by Albert Brisbane. Brisbane preached a socialism of class 
harmony which was to be realized through the establishment of commu
nities in which both laborers and capitalists bought shares. These com
munities would raise productivity far above the level of ordinary shops 
or factories because they would be organized on principles of cooperation 
rather than on competition and because laborers would be spared the 
indignities associated with the wage system. Greeley gave considerable 
publicity to Brisbane's movement, but few workers or capitalists were 
attracted to it. He continued to lend his name to Brisbane's "Associa
tions" but after 1 846 land reform became his central preoccupation. 

Despite his opposition to slavery, Greeley kept his distance from the 
abolitionist movement during the 1840s. Although the Tribune pub
lished articles on the iniquities of slavery and criticized the political 
aggrandizement of southern slaveholders, Greeley was opposed to mak
ing slavery a "political question." He attacked the Liberty party as "a 
sectionalizing influence, disruptive of the Whig party" and of "our great 
national interests, "82 and he held the abolitionists responsible for Polk's 
victory over Clay in the election of 1844. In the following year he told an 
antislavery convention in Cincinnati that he could not join with them 
because his first responsibility was to alleviate the suffering of labor in 
New York. He agreed that southern slavery was "hideous," but he saw 
many similarities between the condition of urban laborers in the North 
and that of southern slaves. "How can I devote myself to a crusade 
against distant servitude," he asked, "when I discern its essence pervad
ing my immediate community and neighborhood?"83 

The Mexican War and the Wilmot Proviso aroused Greeley's natural 
antipathy to slavery and to the menace of an emerging southern national
ism, but he continued to work within the Whig party, opposing appeals 
for a purely sectional approach to the struggle for power. He also con
tinued to back the efforts of Democrats to promote a homestead bill. 
Indeed, given the congressional alignment on cheap land, as late as 1851 
it was impossible to form a coalition that would allow Greeley to satisfy 
both his economic goals and his antipathy to slavery. His hope for a 
political realignment that would encompass both issues gained some 
strength when a few antislavery Whigs in the Northeast began to shift 
their position on the land issue. By 1852 Seward and Weed were commit
ted to vigorous promotion of a cheap-land policy, but Greeley could not 
induce the majority of northeastern Whigs to take a similar position. The 
barriers to integrating the free land and antislavery (free soil) movements 
were revealed by the vote in March 1854 on the Homestead Act, which 
passed the House by 107 to 72 . About 30 percent of the affirmative votes 
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came from the slave states, while more than a third of the opposition 
came �rom New England, New York, and Pennsylvania. "With very few 
exceptIOns, the New England" and other northeastern "representatives 
who voted against homestead also opposed the Kansas-Nebraska bill." 
Two of the four Free Soilers also voted against the homestead bill. 84 

Nevertheless, the Kansas-Nebraska Act marked a turning point in 
the

. 
str�ggle to mak� economic issues central to the antislavery appeal. 

ThIs bIll was a turnmg point partly because of the outspoken way that 
some s�uthern Democrats linked the change in their position on a home
stead bIll to 

.
the struggle to shore up the pros lavery vote in Congress. As 

RepresentatIve John Letcher of Virginia put it, he would oppose a home
stea? act as long as the consequence was "the propagation of northern 
sentIment and the multiplication of northern representatives here and in 
the Senate_ "85 It was a turning point also because it drew into direct 
conflict with the Slave Power the northern working-class leaders who had 
previously remained aloof from the antislavery movement. 

. 
U�tiI 1854 1�bor leaders believed that the antislavery movement was 

dIVertmg attentIOn from the issues most pressing to workers such as 
higher wages, a 10-hour day, free grants of land to actual settlers free 
public education, housing, and mechanics' lien laws. George Henry 
E:�n�, the intellectual father of the land reform movement, for example, 
cnticized the abolitionists for neglecting "the slavery of poverty." It was 
"most proper," he said, for the abolitionists to deal with "that form of 
sl

.
avery that is nearest home"86 before seeking to deal with the more 

dI�tant slave�y: Similar views were expressed by Hermann Kriege and 
WIlhelm WeIthng, early Communists and leaders of German-American �abor organiza�io��. They �rg�ed that "under the conditions prevailing 
m modern SOCIety emanCIpatIOn of slaves would intensify the competi�ion of " 'free workingmen' beyond all measure" and "depress labor 
Itself to the last extremity." Consequently, without solving the prior issue 
of w��e s

,
�avery "we 

,
�ould not improve the lot of our 'black brothers' by 

abohtIOn but only make infinitely worse the lot of our 'white broth-, "87 D . G 1 ' ers: espIt� 
. 

re� �y s effort to win such men to the Whigs, both 
Knege and WeIthng Jomed the Democratic party through which they 
fought for land reform and free soil. 

Between 1845 and early 1852 land reformers, such as Evans and 
Kriege, went a lo�g �ay toward making land reform the chief political 
demand of the revItahzed labor movement and toward tying many urban 
workers, both native and foreign born, to the Democrats. Land reform 
was endorsed at the annual meetings of the National Industrial Congress 
from 1845 to 1853 as well as by state and city industrial congresses 
throughout the North. These meetings initiated numerous mass petitions 
to local governments calling for relief on rents and to Congress calling 
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for land reform. They also sought to control elections by supporting 
candidates of either major party who endorsed land reform and by 
opposing those who did not. Tammany Hall responded in 1851 by 
adopting the entire land reform program and endorsing Senator Isaac A. 
Walker, Democrat of Wisconsin and a leading advocate of a homestead 
act, as its favorite for the presidential race in 1852_88 

Disillusionment with the Democrats among the land reformers be
came evident in the presidential elections of 1852 . Holding Democrats 
in the Senate responsible for the failure to pass a land reform bill, some 
leaders of the movement called on their supporters to vote for Winfield 
Scott, the Whig candidate (because he had declared in favor of the 
distribution of the public domain only to actual occupants), and to punish 
Pierce (because he was "the candidate of a party responsible for the 
defeat of the homestead bill"). By linking the fate of the homestead bill 
with the struggle to make Kansas a slave state, as many southern con
gressmen did i.l 1854, virtually the whole of the northern labor move
ment was brought into a head-on clash with the Slave Power_ Men who 
had been passive or hostile to the antislavery appeal suddenly became 
convinced that there really was a conspiracy by the Slave Power to seize 
control of northern land. They also became convinced that the party on 
which they counted to promote their interests against rich capitalists and 
land monopolists had become the vehicle for a slaveholders' plot to seize 
the public domain.89 

Leading land reformers, disillusioned with the corruption of both 
parties, moved to the forefront of the "anti-Nebraska" struggle. In Wis
consin, for example, Alvan E. Bovay, long one of Evans's chief lieuten
ants in the land reform movement, became a leader in that state's 
anti-Nebraska movement and a founder of the Republican party_ The 
Cincinnati Daily Unionist, the paper of journeymen printers, averring 
that they were "no abolitionists," felt compelled to "oppose slavery's 
extension over new lands." That was in March of 1854, before the pas
sage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, before proslavery men from Missouri 
started pouring over the border to preempt the best Kansas lands, and 
before the New England Emigrant Aid Company pushed its campaign to 
bring settlers from the Northeast to Kansas_ The form of the struggle for 
political control of Kansas could hardly have been better designed to turn 
the anger of northern labor against the Slave Power, to prove that the 
Slave Power was the main obstacle to realizing labor's demand for free 
land. No one recognized the opportunity more clearly than Greeley. 
Through the pages of the Tribune he promoted the emerging Republican 
party and he utilized every opportunity to expose the treacherous cam
paign of the Slave Power to seize the best Kansas lands, thus denying 
them to free labor.90 



352 WITH'OUT CONSENT OR CONTRACT 

Greeley and his allies were not the only politicians struggling to use 
the anti-Nebraska movement as the basis for a political realignment. The 
most serious challenge came from the Know-Nothings who had launched 
a struggle for a political realignment on a nativist program more than 
a year before the emergence of the anti-Nebraska movement and hence 
were quick to capitalize on it. Their victories in the state and local 
elections of 1853, 1854, and 1855 were so large that Greeley feared that 
they might emerge as the dominant party in 1856. Working class in their 
origins, the northern Know-Nothings raised political demands that coin
cided closely with those of the labor movement. They supported univer
sal free education, they favored free homesteads but only for native 
Americans, and they favored a voter registry law that would reduce the 
"alien influence" in state elections.91 

To deflect the votes of native workers from the Know-Nothings, and 
to win over the Protestant German workers, Greeley pressed fellow 
Republicans to emphasize the homestead principle. That point was not 
easily won because of the opposition to homesteads by the more conser
vative Whigs who had joined the Republican party. Greeley also pro
moted the campaign to settle northeastern mechanics and farmers in 
Kansas, not merely because it dramatized that it was the Slave Power 
rather than immigrants who threatened the living standards of northern 
workers, but because it increased the chances of getting an antislavery 
constitution in that state. It was slavery, Greeley told his readers over 
and over again, that thwarted the economic development of the West and 
also of the South.92 

After the election of 1856 Greeley increasingly emphasized the in
herent economic backwardness of a South based on slave labor. To 
develop this line of argument he turned to the writings of southern 
abolitionists who had, for decades, based their antislavery appeal on the 
self-interest of slaveholders. An anti-southern strategy could hardly have 
been effective below the Mason-Dixon line where the great slaveholders 
were widely regarded as honorable men and admired for their culture 
and refinement. Antislavery men in the South, therefore, hinged their 
appeal on the backwardness and inefficiency of slaves as workers, on 
their tendency to butcher the soil, on the inflexibility of slaves (and hence 
the inability to shift them from one occupation to another as changing 
market conditions demanded), and on the diversion of southern capital 
from factories and land improvement to the purchase of labor. Of the 
antislavery Southerners whose writings Greeley promoted in the Tribune, 
none had a greater impact on northern sentiment than Hilton Rowan 
Helper. 

The son of a poor whit� farmer from the Yadkin Valley of western 
North Carolina, Helper was a minor author before 1857 when he wrote 
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the volume that brought him fame, The Impending Crisis of the South. 
An eight-column review of the book in Greeley's New York Tribune 
contributed to a first-year sale of 13,000 copies. In 1859 the Republican 
party converted Helper's book into a major ideological weapon of its 
presidential campaign. Condensed editions were published and 100,000 
copies were distributed by the Republican party. The Impending Crisis 
became the center of a series of bitter political battles, including a con
gressional debate that delayed the election of the Speaker of the House 
for two months. 

Helper portrayed the South as a stagnant society in which not only 
free farmers but even slaveowners were reduced to shocking levels of 
poverty and economic distress. The "causes which have impeded the 
progress and prosperity of the South," he wrote, "may all be traced to 
one common source . . .  Slavery!" Slavery had failed as an economic 
system because it was based on the labor of an inferior race, a race bereft 
of the qualities required for efficient production. Moreover, because of 
the competition from slaves, free laborers in the South were degraded 
and impoverished. Helper found evidence of the inefficiency of slavery 
in the low rates of return which planters earned on their capital, citing 
a South Carolinian who reported that many cotton planters were earning 
less than 1 percent on their investment. Further proof was to be found 
in the low value of southern land relative to northern land. Helper put 
the average value of an acre of northern land in 1850 at $28.07, while 
the average value of a southern acre was $5.34. What explained the 
difference of $2 2 .73? Since southern land was equal to, or better than, 
northern land in "greater mildness of climate, richness of soil, deposits 
of precious metals, abundance and spaciousness of harbors, and super 
excellence of waterpower," he contended that "had it not been for 
slavery, the average value of land in all the Southern and Southwestern 
states would have been at least equal to the average value of the same 
in the Northern states." If slaves were emancipated "on Wednesday 
morning," predicted Helper, then "on Thursday following" southern 
lands "will have increased to an average of at least $28.07 per acre."93 
From this point Helper drew the further conclusion that even uncompen
sated emancipation of slaves would improve the economic position of 
slaveholders, for the capital gain on their lands would be twice as great 
as the loss on the capital value of slaves.94 

By publicizing the testimony of Southerners on the economic back
wardness of the South, Greeley was able to advance the political objec
tives of the Republicans in three ways. First, he diverted attention from 
the immigrants to the Slave Power, making it the principal threat to the 
living standards of all northern working men-not just urban mechanics 
but farmers as well. If planters were able to send their slaves en masse 
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into Kansas and other territories of the North, not only would free 
homesteads for the northeastern mechanics be foreclosed but, through 
the competitive forces of the market, the income of northern farmers 
would be driven down to the level of slaves and the value of northern 
farm land would decline sharply, as had already happened for the free 
farmers of the South. Second, by featuring the antislavery tracts of 
Southerners, Greeley hoped to demonstrate that the mission of the 
Republican party was national, not sectional. Thousands of whites in the 
South already "prayed for Republican success," he wrote, and as the rest 
became enlightened to "the precise objects of the Republican party, they 
would rise en masse, wrest control of those states out of the hands of the 
Negro Aristocracy, and give their electoral votes to our candidate." 
Third, the economic arguments enabled Republicans to present a peace
ful, long-run solution to the problem of slavery: Since it was economic 
forces that impelled the South into its expansionist policies, if slavehold
ers were bottled up in their own region, slavery would gradually die.95 

THE HHIDDEN" DEPRESS10N AND THE POLITICAL 
REVOLT OF THE NORTHERN WORKERS 

What were the conditions that permitted the economic arguments against 
slavery to become so much more effective in the mid- 1850s than they 
had been in the 1830S or 1840s?96 The question is puzzling since the 
period 1843-1857, during which the economic critique of slavery rose 
to preeminence, is often portrayed as one of vigorous economic expan
sion and general prosperity. There were, of course, economic slowdowns 
during 1847-1848 and 1853-1855 but they were apparently so mild or 
so localized that many economic and social historians of the antebellum 
era have had little to say about them, and some recent economic histories 
do not even mention them. The emphasis is instead on the 14 years of 
phenomenal economic growth which began in 1843 and during which 
the economy rode a tremendous wave of expansion. These were the years 
of the rapid settlement of the Mississippi Valley, of the gold rush in 
California, of the accelerated expansion of the merchant marine and 
foreign trade, of the emergence of the factory system as a major sector 
of the economy, of the spread of the banking system, and of the era of 
tremendous construction in railroads.97 

Indeed, it was railroad construction that became the symbol of the 
era. The railroad network expanded from a mere 4, 200 miles in 1843 
to nearly 25,000 in 1857, and most of this increase was concentrated 
in the North, especially in the North Central states. With fully half of 
the world's mileage of track located in the United States, railroads were 
the most spectacular but by no means the only aspect of the great 
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construction boom of 1843-1857. Between 1843 and 1855 the annual 
gross tonnage of merchant vessels built and documented rose by more 
than ninefold, with shipyards in New England accounting for about 
two-thirds of the increase and with most of the rest of the increase 
handled by northern yards along the North Atlantic coast, the Great 
Lakes, or the midwestern rivers. Although not as impressive as either 
railroads or vessel construction, the building of houses, factories, stores 
and offices, and urban public works also boomed, with annual production 
increasing by about threefold between 1844 and 1854.98 

There can be little doubt that 1843-1857 was an era during which 
nearly all of the major economic interests of the nation prospered. It was 
a particularly good period for the agricultural interests. For northern 
farmers, especially those in the North Central states, it came close to a 
golden age. Not only were the harvests of the major crops generally 
increasing rapidly, but despite the vast expansion in supply, agricultural 
prices generally bounded upward so rapidly that the rise in the prices 
of most agricultural products exceeded the rise in the general price level 
by wide margins. With such a large share of the nation's capital and labor 
force in agriculture, it is little wonder that the recession of 1853-1855 
did not attract a great deal of attention from either the nation's commer
cial press or its established political leaders. Nor was it only farmers who 
shared in this economic golden age. The vast increase in foreign trade 
triggered by short harvests in Europe and the Crimean War made 1853-
1855 a boom period for merchants. Landholders, both speculators in the 
rural lands of the interior states and the urban landlords, petty and great, 
prospered as rural land values and urban rents shot upward.99 

THE TRIPLE CRISIS FOR NATIVE, NON-FARM 

WORKERS IN THE NORTH, 1848-1855 
One part of the free U.S. population failed to share in this prosperity. 
These were the non-farm manual workers, especially those in the North, 
and especially the native-born skilled males. Petty merchants who served 
this class in the cities probably also suffered. Together the native-born 
craftsmen, tradesmen, and petty merchants probably made up less than 
a sixth of the free U.S. labor force, although in the North they probably 
represented about a quarter of the region's electorate. Their repeated 
cries of distress were carried into one city council after another all across 
the land. In southern cities they aimed their pleas against slave crafts
men who were their chief competitors. In northern cities they sought 
protection against the foreign-born Irish and German workers. Every
where their pleas were repelled, or at best paid lip service, by the 
prosperous classes that controlled local governments: by the slaveholders 
in such cities as Charleston and Savannah; by a combination of rich 
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merchants, landlords, manufacturers, and well-to-do professionals in 
Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and other large northern 
cities_ Both individual and collective efforts to improve their lot were of 
little avail. Amidst the phenomenal economic growth, amidst the tremen
dous wave of expansion, this relatively small but important sector of the 
northern population suffered one of the most severe and protracted 
economic and social catastrophes of American history. Largely, but never 
entirely, los! from sight by scholars of the period, the full scope of this 
"hidden" economic depression and social catastrophe, as well as its 
political significance, has only recently been analyzed and its various 
aspects are still under investigation. Nevertheless, the main outline of 
what occurred now seems to be fairly well established.loo 

The root cause of the depression that engulfed native workers during 
1848-1855, as during 184°-1844, was the high level of immigration, 
which once again surged upward after 1846, fed by the refugees of the 
Irish famine and of Continental revolutions. Immigration rose sharply 
from 1846 to 1854, reaching five times the level of the first half of the 
1840s. Once again the migration was heavily concentrated in northern 
cities. As a consequence, the growth of the labor force in many cities was 
double or triple the natural rate of labor force growth. So large a rate 
of increase not only put heavy downward pressure on wages and upward 
pressure on rents, but greatly outstripped the capacity of local politicians 
to deal with the mounting problems of public health and crime.IOI 

Indeed, the whole period from 1840 to 1858 was one of hard times 
for native-born manual workers, broken only by three interludes. The 
longest of these extended from 1844 to 1846 or 1847; the other two 
(185 1-1852 and 1856) were much weaker and briefer. During 1844-
1846, the downward pressure on the earnings of native workers eased 
partly because of a brief interruption in the rapid climb of immigration, 
but mainly because of the strong recovery from the depression that 
bottomed out in most industries in 1843. During the recovery phase of 
the cycle, which lasted through 1846 or 1847, the northern economy 
expanded so rapidly that the rise in the demand for labor exceeded the 
rate of growth of the labor supply, despite levels of immigration that 
began exceeding earlier peaks in 1845. Consequently, the squeeze on 
urban workers that occurred during the early 1840S gave way to several 
years of improved conditions. It is not entirely clear whether the rise in 
money (nominal) earnings during these years exceeded the rise in the 
prices of the goods and services purchased by workers since the available 
price indexes for the antebellum era inadequately measure the urban cost 
of living, but it appears likely that the real earnings (money earnings 
divided by an index of the. cost of living) rose moderately in most 
northern cities for both skilled and unskilled workers. 102 
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The brief mid-decade interlude in the squeeze on native craftsmen 
came to a halt during 1847 or 1848. Not only did the immigration rate 
leap upward in these years, but food prices shot upward in 1847-1848 
and the mild recession of 1848 had some locally severe pockets of 
declining labor demand. Iron workers probably suffered more than any 
other industrial group. The drop in the tariff on iron, combined with a 
brief slackening of the construction boom, had disastrous consequences 
in most phases of the iron industry. In Pennsylvania, half of all the 
furnaces that were in production in 1847 closed during the next three 
years, when many firms plunged into bankruptcy. Nationally, pig iron 
production declined by nearly 50 percent between 1847 and 1851 and 
did not again return to the 1847 peak until 1856. The widespread 
unemployment in the industry put heavy downward pressure on the 
wages of those still working. Strikes by foundry workers in Cincinnati, 
Pittsburgh, and other cities against wage cuts failed as employers im
ported immigrants to take the places of their former employees. loa . 

Since the depression in the iron industry was more severe than 10 

other industries, the decline in the wages of iron workers was probably 
greater than among those of other crafts. However, even workers in the 
booming construction industries suffered from the excess supply of labor 
created by the successive waves of Irish and German immigration. The 
combined effects of immigration and the business cycle on the wages of 
building craftsmen are illustrated by the experiences of carpenters in 
upstate New York. Between 1842 and 1844 when the labor supply 
surged and the demand for labor declined, the daily wage rates of 
carpenters fell by a third, a decline that was only partially offset by the 
decline in the cost of living. During the strong recovery of 1845-1846, 
however, the pattern reversed and wages rose toward earlier highs, only 
to decline again after 1849.104 

Declining daily wage rates, however, were not the only reason for the 
plight of the native workers. They were also afflicted by reductions in the 
number of days worked per year, by the reclassification of their jobs from 
higher to lower skill categories, by various charges imposed on them by 
their employers (which were an indirect method of cutting wages), and 
by the permanent loss of jobs that occurred when foreign workers were 
hired in their place, a process that appears to have greatly accelerated 
during the early 1850s. This process of displacement has been most fully 
documented for weavers in one of the leading textile mills of Lowell. 
There the proportion of native-born workers declined from about 90 
percent in 1849 to about 35 percent in 1855. Lowell weavers were 
mainly women but similar displacements occurred in such predominantly 
male occupations as carpentry, iron casting, shoemaking, tailoring, and 
cabinetmaking. lOS 
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Not only was the decline in the real income of native workers large, 
but it persisted for nearly a decade. The worst phase of their depression 
came during 1853-1855. These were years of substantial decline in the 
nonagricultural demand for labor, with sagging wages and widespread 
layoffs in construction, iron, and lumber. Distress was particularly acute 
in the Midwest because of the large number of immigrants who migrated 
to the region during the early years of the 1850s, many of them respond
ing to the heavy demand for labor in the construction of railroads. 
Railroad construction surged to unprecedented levels in Michigan, Ohio, 
Indiana, and Illinois during 1850-1854, requiring about 180,000 work
ers at the peak of the boom, which was about a third of the nonagricul
tural male labor force in these states. When railroad construction de
clined sharply, first in Michigan in 1850, then Indiana in 1853, and then 
Ohio and Illinois in 1854, the railroad workers, overwhelmingly foreign 
born, were thrown onto the general labor market where they competed 
with previously established native workers in urban labor markets, espe
cially in the building trades. The flood of labor released from railroads 
created downward pressure on the wages of the established workers and 
led to heavy unemployment throughout the Midwest. lo6 

Although established workers sought to protect their jobs by forming 
labor organizations and striking, either to prevent wage cuts or to obtain 
wage raises to offset the sharply escalating prices of food and housing, 
these efforts usually came to naught. In the face of the excess supply of 
labor, employers had little difficulty in finding unemployed men, usually 
foreign born, who were eager to take their places at lower wages. 107 

Indeed, a characteristic of the period was the general degradation of 
skill premiums by the downgrading of once highly skilled operations. 
Typical of the process was the so-called "Berkshire system," which was 
widely introduced in iron foundries during the 1850s. Prior to the 
introduction of this system, iron casting was performed by highly skilled 
journeymen. Afterward, journeymen were required to hire unskilled 
helpers (called bucks), each journeyman working in teams with from one 
to five bucks. Although the bucks were supposed to be purely helpers, 
the high-priced journeymen were often replaced by low-priced bucks 
who, if given the opportunity, soon learned enough of the trade to be 
given a rammer (the tool used to pack sand around a mold pattern). 
Under these circumstances, employers were also able to find new ways 
of reducing the wages of those journeymen who were retained, such as 
compelling them to buy rammers, shovels, sieves, dustbags, bellows, and 
other tools, as well as requiring them to pay rent for their floor room. 
To hold journeymen to these unfavorable contracts, one-third of their 
wages were withheld until the end of the year (in a period of rapidly 
rising prices such a delay was the equivalent of a real pay cut of several 
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percent) and they were also compelled to accept their wages in store pay 
(usable only at the company stores) rather than in cash. loa 

At the very time that the demand for native craftsmen was at its 
lowest, the price of wheat, corn, and meats soared, due partly to short 
crops in Europe, which greatly increased the foreign demand for Ameri
can food products, and partly to short wheat crops at home caused by 
poor weather or infestations of insects. In general, the upward surge in 
food prices was sharpest in the Midwest, rising nearly twice as much 
between 1848 and 1855 in the Ohio Valley as in New York City. The 
distress suffered by workers who were squeezed between the excess 
supply of labor and sharply rising prices found reflection in the rash of 
strikes during 1 853 and 1 854 which broke out in nearly every craft in 
at least 20 cities of the northeastern and midwestern states. The distress 
of urban workers did not spill over to northern farmers, however, since 
the downward pressures on the aggregate demand for food in urban 
markets of the North were slight even in 1853-1854 and were more than 
offset by the surge in the foreign demand.109 

Although precise measurement of the combined effects of the various 
infringements on the real income of native-born craftsmen must await the 
completion of research still in progress, the average decline between 
1 848 and 1855 was probably in the range of 25 to 50 percent. In other 
words, native-born mechanics and tradesmen suffered one of the most 
severe economic disasters in American history, rivaling, if not exceeding, 
the economic blow suffered by urban labor during the Great Depression 
of the 193os.110 In one respect the "hidden" depression of the antebel
lum era was far worse than the visible depression of the 193os. The 
economic disaster of the antebellum era coincided with a wave of devas
tating epidemics, which were particularly severe in the North. These 
epidemics are the third facet in the triple crisis that beset northern native 
workers. Epidemics are usually treated as natural disasters, but these 
antebellum epidemics had a substantial economic component, related in 
part to the same circumstances that led to a glut in the markets for 
manual labor in the North. 

The deterioration in the health and longevity of native-born North
erners was closely related to the surge in immigration and the accelerated 
pace of urbanization that began in the 1820S. These factors brought to 
an end a century-long improvement in health that made the northern 
states of the new nation the healthiest place in the world. Diseases that 
had plagued the North at the beginning of the eighteenth century, such 
as diphtheria, malaria, smallpox, and yellow fever, were greatly dimin
ished or had disappeared from the North altogether by the end of that 
century. Such other diseases as cholera, tuberculosis, dysentery, and 
typhoid-among the greatest killers of the second and third quarters of 
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the nineteenth century-were still unknown in America or had not yet 
reached alarming proportions. I I I  

The exceptional health of native-born Northerners during the late 
eighteenth century is revealed by new time series on stature and life 
expectation recently constructed by cliometricians (see Figure 28) . 112 
They show that by the end of Washington's administration, native-born 
American white males were more than 68 inches tall (which was 2 to 4 
inches taller than the typical Englishman) and had average life expecta
tions at age 10 of close to 57 years (about 10 years longer than the 
English). However, both life expectations and stature began to decline 
early in the nineteenth century. The most rapid period of deterioration 
was between 1830 and 1860. By the eve of the Civil War life expectation 
was 10 years less than it had been just before the turn of the century 
and males born in 1860 reached final heights that were about 1 .5 inches 
less than those born in the early 183os. 

Northerners were aware that rapid urbanization and heavy immigra
tion were undermining the health and the moral fiber of their society. 
Many of those who sounded the alarm reaffirmed their fidelity to the 
Revolutionary vision of America as a refuge for the oppressed of Europe, 
but declared that "the founding fathers could never have foreseen that 
the deserving poor" of their age would "become the degraded and 
criminal refuse that polluted American shores" in the 1840S and 1850s. 
Whatever doubts there might have been that cities were the incubators 
of killer epidemics and that it was immigrants who spread them from one 
community to another were dispelled by the experiences of the cholera 
epidemic of 1848-1850.113 

This epidemic was brought to American shores in December 1848 
by two ships carrying German immigrants, one bound for New York, the 
other for New Orleans. Although New York-bound passengers who were 
sick with cholera when the ship arrived were kept in quarantine, others 
were allowed to enter the city. Within a few days cholera broke out in 
the immigrant districts of New York; later it spread to the predominantly 
native-born, lower-class districts nearby and eventually to upper-class 
districts. In the case of the ship bound for New Orleans, public health 
officials were able not only to tie the spread of disease to New Orleans 
with the disembarkation of the immigrants there, but to follow the 
movement of cholera up the Mississippi and its tributaries. As immi
grants from the infected ship boarded river steamers, cholera broke out 
aboard these ships and then in the cities at which the steamers called, 
including Memphis, Nashville, Louisville, Cincinnati, Wheeling (now 
West Virginia), Pittsburgh, and St. Louis. Soon after it reached these 
cities, cholera broke out in the surrounding countryside. 
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Figure 28. A comparison between the trend in mean final height of native-born 
white males and the trend in their life expectation at age 10 (e 10 j. The 
top part of this diagram shows the height of native-born white males at 
maturity by the year of their birth, from 1 7 1 0  to 1930. The bottom part 
shows life expectation (the expected number of additional years of life) 
at age 1 0, the symbol for which is e 10 D. Both parts of the diagram reveal 
that during the eighteenth century the northern United States was an 
extraordinarily healthy region compared with other parts of the world. 
At the time of the American Revolution native-born white males were 
68.1 inches tall, about 3 inches taller than the British men they were 
fighting. The rising waves of immigration and the overrapid urbaniza
tion of the nineteenth century, especially in the North, set off waves of 
infectious diseases that led to a deterioration in physical development 
and a sharp increase in mortality rates. By the eve of the Civil War 
health and life expectation in the North had declined to their lowest 
levels since the seventeenth century. The cities had become reservoirs 
of disease that spread into the countryside. It was not until W orId War 
II that public health officials were able to raise conditions of health in 
cities to a level that matched the countryside, and it was not until then 
that stature or life expectations returned to the levels that had been 
achieved at the time of Washington's presidency. 

Cholera was the most dramatic disease of the antebellum era because 
it struck the nation suddenly, spread quickly, had a high fatality rate, 
and its victims often succumbed within 24 hours after they became sick. 
But such other killer diseases as typhoid, typhus, tuberculosis, and 
dysentery were also thought to be incubated in urban slums and immi
grants were often singled out as their principal carriers. Cholera re-
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mained endemic in most northern cities during the first half of the 1850S 
and the crisis in public health associated with immigration and rapid 
urbanization went unabated.ll4 

THE POLITICAL REVOLT OF NORTHERN 
NATIVE WORKERS 

Native workers fought back against their immiseration in a variety of 
ways. One response was to organize strikes to protect their wages and 
to stave off the de-skilling maneuvers of their employers. Strikes broke 
out in different cities at different times. Puddlers and boilers in Pitts
burgh struck in early 1850 after iron manufacturers cut their wages. 
With the iron industry in the midst of a depression and with foreign-born 
workers clamoring to replace the strikers, the outcome of the contest was 
foredoomed. As despair turned to anger, infuriated wives of the puddlers 
rioted on two successive days, beat up the strikebreakers, and destroyed 
some of the furnaces-but to no avail. The mills were soon filled with 
imported help working at reduced pay.llS 

Between 1850 and 1855 a wave of strikes, sometimes combined with 
violence, swept across trade after trade in city after city. The new mili
tancy of labor was both cause and consequence of an upsurge in trade 
union organization. Rising prices and glutted labor markets during the 
early years of the 1850S renewed efforts to establish citywide, regional, 
and nationwide trade unions. The result was a far larger and more 
aggressive northern trade union offensive than had ever been mounted 
in the past. Instead of conducting strikes on a shop-by-shop basis at the 
initiative of employees of individual firms, organizations came into being 
aimed at coordinating the efforts of all the men in the trade of a particular 
city. Beginning in 1850 new unions were formed among such trades as 
the bootmakers, bricklayers and plasterers, carpenters, cordwainers, 
printers, jewelers, and cigarmakers in New York, Philadelphia, and most 
other large cities. The new unions not only led strikes for higher wages, 
they also established labor exchanges to get new jobs for strikers fired 
by their employers, regulated the length of service of apprentices, tried 
to set the ratio of apprentices to journeymen (in order to prevent employ. 
ers from using apprentices to undermine the bargaining power of the 
unions), and tried to establish union shops.1l6 

The peak of strike activity came during 1853-1854 when about 400 
strikes were initiated, covering most of the major trades in the major 
cities of the North. The heightened militancy was promoted not only by 
rising prices and unemployment but also by the more aggressive strike· 
breaking tactics of employers. These tactics included advertising for 
strikebreakers in other cities, using police and troops against strikes 
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under anticonspiracy statutes, more aggressive hiring of immigrants to 
replace native workers, and forming employers' associations to coordi
nate resistance to unions. l17 

Trade union militancy spilled over into the political arena. One form 
of political action was the formation of single-issue organizations that 
pressed for relief from city councils and state legislatures. In New En· 
gland the campaign to limit the working day to 10 hours became very 
influential. The first New England convention on this issue was held in 
1 844 and the campaign it launched gathered considerable force. New 
Hampshire passed a 10-hour law in 1847 after a successful mass petition 
campaign, and a similar law was passed in Pennsylvania in 1848. How
ever, the movement declined temporarily at the end of the decade after 
legislative defeats in New York and Massachusetts. It was revived in 
1851 ,  led not by humanitarians as it had been earlier, but by trade 
unionists who wanted a more effective law than that passed by New 
Hampshire. The thrust of the new movement was also quite different 
from the older one. Pointing out that nonpartisan petitions to legislatures 
had failed, the new leaders set out upon a course of organized political 
action aimed at electing the friends of the lO-hour day and defeating its 
enemies. In the mill towns of Massachusetts the 1852 elections pivoted 
on the l o-hour issue and 10-hour men claimed control of a tenth of the 
lower house. l ls 

An even more influential political movement of workers took shape 
around the land reform issue. Since the demands of the land reformers 
required the action of Congress and the president, this movement devel
oped a strong political orientation from its outset. Under the aegis of the 
National Reform Association, which was established in 1844, land re
formers organized to defeat any candidate "for any legislative office, who 
will not pledge himself, in writing, to use all the influence of his station, 
if elected, to prevent all further traffic in the Public Lands of the states 
and of the United States, and to cause them to be laid out in Farms and 
Lots for the free and exclusive use of actual settlers." The influence of 
the movement rose steadily and by 1850, according to one estimate, 
more than a quarter of all the newspapers supported free land to actual 
settlers. During the early 1850S free homesteads emerged as one of the 
most popular cries of northern labor. It was adopted by the 10-hour 
organizations, and it became the central demand of the organizations and 
newspapers of German workers which were strong not only in New York 
and Philadelphia, but also in such midwestern cities as Cincinnati, Chi
cago, Milwaukee, and St. Louis. Land reform was as naturally supported 
by the new trade union movement of the 1850S as it was opposed by their 
foes-the manufacturers, capitalists, and landowners of the East. The 
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completeness with which Tammany Hall embraced land reform in 1851  
and again in 1853 testifies to its popularity among northern urban 
workers.1l9 

Free primary education was another issue that mobilized workers. 
Although tax-supported schools in Massachusetts antedated the rise of 
the labor movement, labor was a driving force behind the establishment 
of public schools in the Middle Atlantic states and Rhode I sland during 
the 1830S and early 1840s, and somewhat later in the 1840S and in the 
1850S in the Midwest. To many of the Protestant workers who cam
paigned for public education, the Catholic Church was the arch foe. The 
strong Protestant religious orientation in the public schools, especially 
their use of the King James version of the Bible, led New York bishop 
John Hughes in 1840 to demand "their just proportion" of public funds 
for church-controlled schools so that Catholic children could be educated 
in their own religion. During the 1840S and early 18S0S the split be
tween Protestants and Catholics on the school issue smoldered, igniting 
from time to time in one city or another, and became inextricably inter
twined with labor's demand for the expansion of free primary educa
tion.l2o 

The benevolent and fraternal organizations of workers were instru
mental in bringing the labor movement of the early 18sos into being. 
They were the principal organizations behind both the upsurge in trade 
unions and the mobilization of workers for political action. While some 
of these organizations traced back to the Revolutionary era, most of them 
were established during the years of the second-party system. Some 
included both masters and journeymen, but "on the whole the journey
men established separate mutual aid societies_" Their principal function, 
aside from fellowship, was to provide for workers in time of need by 
paying benefits to mechanics who became disabled due to sickness or 
accident and to their widows and orphans when a mechanic died. They 
also paid funeral expenses and sometimes established schools for ap
prentices in their trades. Many of these benevolent and fraternal organi
zations were organized along craft lines, and some crafts had more than 
one.l21 

Some of the benevolent and fraternal organizations cut across trade 
lines, and these often had an ethnic and religious orientation. This was 
true of the Order of United Americans, formed in New York in 1 844, 

and the Order of United American Mechanics, formed in Philadelphia 
in 1845. Both, reflecting the nativist upsurge of the mid-1840s, limited 
membership to "American-born laborers." Although nonpolitical in the 
sense that they disavowed "all association with party politics," they 
nevertheless reserved the right to use "all lawful means to counteract" 
those "foreign interests, political or religious," that operated "in any 
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manner injurious to our country." Foreign-born workers also established 
fraternal and benevolent organizations that cut across  craft lines and 
some embraced radical political philosophies. Whether formed on craft 
or more general lines, the benevolent organizations of labor were often 

h . d '  d 122 secret orders avmg passwor s, gnps, an so on. 
Secrecy was not purely a matter of ritual but also of necessity in an 

era of anticonspiracy statutes which made it a crime (dr workers to 
combine for the purpose of compelling employers to 'raise wages or 
institute any other reform. To circumvent the possibility that they might 
spawn illegal activities, some societies were even required by their char
ters "to file annually with the county clerk" a "sworn affi4avit" that the. 
society had undertaken no activities other than "extending the right 
hand of fellowship to each other when in distress, sickness, or in the hour 
of death." Despite such restraints it was the benevolent societies that 
gave organizPfj form to the upsurge of labor militancy in the early 1850s. 
Some of the benevolent sucieties reorganized themselves into trade un
ions, while others retained their separate identity but sponsored parallel 
independent organizations for the purpose of conducting strikes.l23 

The benevolent organizations were also the principal vehicles 
through which labor sought to rally workers into action on political 
issues. These benevolent organizations provided the bulk of the dele
gates to the first industrial congress in New York City in June 1850, 
which launched a campaign to commit candidates to land refonn during 
the elections of the following October. The delegates believed that by 
eschewing "partyism of every description" they could command "the 
balance of power through reliable men of either or both of the old 
parties."124 Evans believed that the tactic of supporting labor's friends 
and punishing its enemies in the old parties was more likely to succeed 
than an attempt to gain power through a workers' party, which had been 
tried in the 1 830S and 1840S and had failed. Widely embraced by the 
labor movement during the early years of the 1850s, the new tactic had 
the effect of weakening the grip of the Democrats over the vote of labor. 
For Evans and other radicals in the Democratic fold, the rhetoric of class 
struggle embraced by the left wing of the party, and often reflected in 
the language of its national leaders, was no longer enough. 

The rapidly growing, increasingly aggressive, and increasingly politi
cized movement of skilled workers gradually produced a grass-roots 
political movement for control of local and state governments. At the 
beginning, the movement was basically uncoordinated, propelled not so 
much by the unions or the single-issue labor organizations as by the 
benevolent societies, although each movement helped to reinforce the 
other. The skilled native workers, aided by allies both above and below 
them in the social order, were in rebellion against incumbent local 
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politicians who were seen as indifferen't or even hostile to the interests 
of their class. They were no longer willing to trust the fate of their 
communities to mayors and councilmen who came overwhelmingly from 
the ranks of the wealthy merchants, the bankers, the manufacturers, and 
their lawyers. They were tired of cities that "were governed largely by 
the propertied for the propertied" and in which "social inequities and 
pervasive misery were not simply" ignored but were "treated as the 
wages of sin and of individual fault." They had lost faith in the an
timonopoly rhetoric of the Democrats since it was increasingly evident 
that "class attachments counted for more than party differences in deter
mining the political . . .  behavior of rich men."125 

Although the role of the benevolent societies in this rebellion has not 
yet received as much study as it deserves, certain important points seem 
to be fairly clear. One is that during 1844-1851,  when many of these 
societies were established, they were genuinely nonpolitical. This is true 
even of the Order of United American.s, which later became the principal 
organizational foundation for the American (Know-Nothing) party. Like 
other benevolent societies, their main business during the 1840S was 
health insurance and other forms of aid to members in distress.12o 

Initially, the O.U.A.'s nativist propaganda was designed to promote 
solidarity among American-born workers in cities such as New York and 
Boston where immigrants had already become the majority of the labor 
force and were also threatening to become the majority of the voters.127 
The O.U.A. praised the Revolutionary heritage of America, denounced 
the international Catholic conspiracy to subvert American values, and 
organized patriotic celebrations on Washington's birthday and on July 
4th. It also sought to promote a spirit of economic solidarity, urging those 
who were employers to hire native Americans and urging everyone to 
buy from native Americans. This combination of benevolent services, 
patriotism, and appeals for solidarity turned out to be so popular that 
the O. U .A. grew from a score of members in a single lodge in N ew York 
City in 1844 to thousands of members in numerous lodges in at least six 
states (New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachu
setts, and California) by the beginning of the 1850s.128 

The scruples of their members and leaders against becoming organi
zationally involved in politics kept the O. U .A. on the political sidelines 
during these years. Its first tentative move toward political action came 
in February 1850 when it called upon its members to participate in a 
"nonpartisan" meeting in New York City in support of Henry Clay's plan 
for a compromise on the territorial issue. However, it was a local issue
Bishop John Hughes's campaign to repeal the New York law providing 
support to public schools�that led the O.U.A. to plunge into politics. 
During 1851 the Order set up a new machinery for effective political 
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intervention in defense of the public schools. The machinery was not 
designed to transform the Order into a political party or to abandon its 
functions as a beneficial organization for workers, but to give it an added 
dimension: the capacity to mobilize its members secretly for the defeat 
of politicians who catered to the "Romanists" and for the victory of 
candidates who would defend the interests of native Americans.129 

The issues taken up by nativists varied from city to city and so did 
the organizational apparatus that they utilized. However, it was the 
perceived indifference or hostility of local and state politicians to their 
material interests that initially galvanized them to action. Although some 
of the nativist organizations endorsed a presidential candidate in 1852, 
such actions were perfunctory. Their efforts were overwhelmingly cen
tered on local issues, including the defense of public schools; establish
ment of police systems capable of controlling prostitution, drunkenness, 
and rioting; passage of mechanics' lien laws (laws that put pressure on 
employers to pay wages before settling other debts); abolition of impris
onment for debt; and the curbing of corruption in the distribution of 
licenses for businesses and of patronage appointments. If any single idea 
united these disparate issues it was that the politicians of both major 
parties were corrupt, concerned primarily with lining their own pockets 
and with maintaining their grip on offices. To many workers the most 
blatant aspect of this corruption was the way that both Democrats and 
Whigs toadied to immigrants to obtain their votes, often by illegal 
means. l30 

The nativist presence in New York City politics became evident 
during the 1853 elections. Various nativist organizations mobilized to 
defeat the reelection bid of the Whig district attorney because of "his 
lack of zeal" in prosecuting immigrants engaged in riots. Greeley soon 
discovered that there was a plot by a "mysterious society," which he 
called the "Know-Nothing organization," and he exposed its O.U.A. 
auspices. It was, he said, "a new dodge of protean nativism," "especially 
anti-Irish and anti-Catholic," and its objective was to "control the elec
tions of our city for the benefit of its leaders." Although Greeley's attack, 
and the last-minute defection of one of the nativist organizations, nar
rowly saved the Whig incumbent from defeat, the 1853 elections publi
cized the emergence of a powerful new force in the politics of New 
York.l31 

Nativist campaigns reaped greater success elsewhere. In the Detroit 
election of 1853, the central issue was the defense of the schools. The 
year before this election the bishop of Detroit, Peter Paul Lefevre, 
launched a campaign to divert part of the state's school funds to Catholic 
schools or else to prohibit the reading of Protestant Bibles in public 
schools. His intense lobbying before the state legislature, and the mass 
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petition campaign organized to bring pressure on the legislators, pro
voked a Protestant backlash that split the Democratic party_ The breaka
way Democrats formed an "Independent" slate, with considerable Whig 
support, that ran against the Catholic "plot" to subvert the government. 
Raising aloft the banner of "Protestantism against Popery," the Inde
pendents "won a sweeping victory," carrying all but one of the eight 
wards. News of the outcome of the Detroit election promoted nativist 
tickets in other towns of Michigan and loosened attachments to both the 
Whig and Democratic parties.l32 

Between 1850 and 1854 nativists also won victories in other major 
cities or came close to doing so. In Pittsburgh nativist victories began 
in 1850 when Joe Barker, "a jobless street-corner orator renowned only 
for his venomous anti-Catholicism," became an independent candidate 
for mayor. Although he was in jail at the time of the election (for inciting 
a riot in a working-class area packed with Germans, Irishmen, and bars), 
Barker won, trouncing both the Democratic and Whig candidates. His 
antics in office, particularly his unwillingness to enforce the liquor laws, 
cost Barker reelection in 1851 ,  but he received enough votes from 
Protestant workers to erode the usual Whig majority and give the elec
tion to the Democrats. In Philadelphia a nativist-backed slate of candi
dates for the state legislature won in 1853, and in December of the same 
year a nativist slate nearly won the city elections in Boston. In 1854 
Cincinnati nativists, backed by anti-Catholic Germans, crushed the usu
ally dominant Democratic party in the local elections. The nativist up
surge also produced a new epidemic of anti-Catholic violence and co un
terviolence in northern cities-much of it centered in working-class 
communities-that contributed to the growing cry for governments that 
could enforce law and order.133 

By 1854 the basis had been laid for a nationwide campaign for the 
reform of local and state governments. The victories or near-victories in 
a score of cities demonstrated that the sentiment for reform was there 
that the majority of voters were repelled by the corruption of Democrati� 
and Whig officeholders, and that they were prepared to elect new men, 
ordinary men, who were dedicated to the type of "people's government" 
envisioned by the founding fathers. Much of the machinery for such a 
campaign was set in place when the O.V.A. and other benevolent socie
ties began to mobilize their members for political action. In order to 
extend their organizational capacity beyond the journeymen, who were 
the primary constituency of the benevolent societies, the O.V.A. pro
moted a new, more directly political society that would appeal to all 
patriotic, reform-minded voters, regardless of class.134 

The new vehicle was the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner. Al
though founded in 1849, it had only 43 members when it was taken over 
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by the O .U .A. in 1 8 5 2  and transformed into a powerful political ma
chine . Because it was purely a political organization it did not require 
the heavy fees and dues of a beneficial society. Anyone could join if he 
pledged to advance the goals of the organization, at no cost whatsoe�er, 
provided that he also agreed to �bi�e by the pledges 

.
of �ecrecy entailed 

in membership. Financial contnbutIOns to the orgamzatIOn were p�rely 
voluntary. Initially, the Know-Nothings worked through the estab�lshed 
parties since their objective was "the control rather than the makln? ?f 
nominations." Meanwhile, they built up organizations on a ward baSIS m 

b . . h I 135 the cities and on a county aSls m t e rura areas. 
When they began to sponsor independent tickets, the names varied 

from place to place, but during 1855 they increasingly called themselves 
the "American party." The congressional elections of 1854 brought 70 
or more Know-Nothings into the House. They also swept all the state 
offices in M::t'lsachusetts and took all but two of the seats in the state 
legislature. In 1855 they won victories in nine other states and 

.
made 

strong showings in another eight. And so a year before the
. 
electl�n of 

1 856 "the Know-Nothings confidently expected to place theIr candidate 
in the White House" and that expectation "was reluctantly shared by 

h ' d . "136 many impartial observers and even by t e party s avowe enemies. 

THE STRUGGLE FOR CONTROL OF THE 
POLITICAL BREAKAWAY 

The antislavery forces were not especially well positioned to take con
trol of the political breakaway at the end of 1853. The vote for the 
antislavery ticket in races of that year was at its lowest point sin�e t�e 
1 848 elections. In New Hampshire, John P. Hale was defeated I� �IS 
bid for reelection to the V.S. Senate, and in Massachusetts the coahtIOn 
ticket of Free Soilers and Free Democrats was trounced by the "Cot
ton" Whigs. In state after state in which they had shown such stren

.
gth 

in 1 848, their votes were down sharply. They were reduced to Just 
three seats in the House, and they were practically without representa
tion in state legislatures, unable to exert pressure on either major 
party. However, the Free Soilers drew heart from th� .

gub�rnator�al 
campaign in Wisconsin where they were able to form a Jomt ticket With 
the antislavery Whigs, even though their candidate was defeated by the 
Democrats. 137 

Another handicap of the Free Soil party was its weak relationship 
with the mushrooming labor movement. Although the party's platfor� 
in the 1 8 5 2  election contained a stronger land reform plank than m 
1 848, Greeley again spurned them, choosing to stay with the �hi�s .  The 
party program did not contain planks on other issues of burnmg Impor-



, 
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tance to the labor movement such as the
' 10-hour day, the right to strike, 

and rent gouging. It was not so much that the Free Soilers were opposed 
to labor's position on these issues. As individuals many of them were also 
active in the temperance movement, in the free schools movement, and 
in various anti-Catholic campaigns. However, with a few exceptions, 
prior to 1854 the state organizations of the Free Soil party showed little 
skill in linking their antislavery demands, which centered on the ques
tion of who would control the federal government, with the class issues 
that raged at the local level.138 

The introduction of the Kansas-Nebraska bill and the congressional 
debate on it, which dragged on for five months, transformed the struggle 
for power in the North. The potential of this act for promoting major 
political realignments, North and South, was signaled by the vote in 
Congress. Southern Whigs broke with the northern members of their 
party and voted almost unanimously with the southern Democrats for the 
bill. However, nearly half of the northern Democrats voted against the 
bill, despite President Pierce's insistence that support for the bill was an 
issue of party discipline. The heavy congressional defections of northern 
Democrats reflected the serious difficulties that beset many leaders of the 
party. Some of their safest constituencies were crumbling because work. 
ing-class supporters of the Democrats were repelled by the corruption of 
the party in toadying to Catholic immigrants. The outcome of the struggle 
over the Kansas-Nebraska bill merely reinforced the image of northern 
Democrats as pusillanimous and corrupt. Now they were giving way on 
one of labor's most passionate demands-free land for the poor. This 
time they were prostrating themselves before the Slave Power rather 
than before Catholic power, but it was all part of the same pattern of 
corruption. 139 

Opposition to the Kansas-Nebraska Act did, of course, revive the 
abolitionist-led antislavery movement. The outcries against the Act, 
which Pierce signed in late May of 1854, spread far beyond the usual 
antislavery circles. One of the most notable events was the fierce attack 
on the Slave Power suddenly launched by the land reformers. 140 Al
though they had long criticized the antislavery movement because of its 
disdain for the suffering of free labor, radical labor leaders now found 
that the struggle against wage slavery and chattel slavery was fused in 
a way that they had not anticipated. No longer were the Democrats the 
champions of free land for free labor. They were now seen increasingly 
as champions of northern lands for slaveholders. As early as February, 
New York land reformers called a mass rally protesting the Kansas
Nebraska Act. The more than 4,000 workers who attended this meeting 
bitterly denounced the attempt to repeal "the Missouri Compromise, in 
order to introduce Slavery into our free territory of Nebraska and Kan-
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sas." They called the bill "a crime, a breach of plighted faith," and "a 
violation not only of our just rights but of the rights of man. " 141 

Huge rallies of workers were also held in the cities of nine other 
states. Although the land reformers and other labor leaders were careful 
to put distance between themselves and "fanatic abolitionism," they 
nevertheless began to adopt the language and imagery of the abolition
ists. The workers' rally at Newark, for example, did not call for emanci
pation but it admitted to jealousy and suspicion of the bold attempts that 
the Slave Power was now making to degrade northern workers by intro
ducing chattel labor in the free territories of the West. They pledged to 
repel all efforts to introduce the black slaves into their workshops or to 
substitute slave labor for free and independent labor. At the Ninth 
National Industrial Congress, which met in August 1854, delegates voted 
down a minority that objected to a departure from its focus on land 
reform and pure labor issues, and they passed resolutions demanding 
repeal of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the fugitive slave law. They also 
called for the ouster of those politicians who had "sold the priceless 
principle of freedom to the slave power" and urged both native "workers 
and foreign immigrants to . . . thwart the machinations of the slave 
power"142 by moving to Nebraska. Organizations of German workers 
also moved into conflict with the Slave Power for the first time. The 
Arbeiterbund, for example, condemned the Nebraska bill because it fa
vored "capitalism and land speculation" at "the expense of the mass of 
the people" by authorizing "the further extension of slavery." Anyone 
who lent support to the bill was "a traitor against the people and their 
welfare." 143 

The defections from the Democratic party, together with the crum
bling of the Whig party, created opportunities for a northern realignment 
on an antislavery program. However, the obstacles to realizing such 
opportunities in mid- 1854 were enormous. To be successful, the Free 
Soilers would have to attract not only the bulk of the northern Whigs 
but some northern Democrats. Since the Democratic defections were 
mainly among workers, the antislavery coalition would have to win a 
sizable number of either native workers or anti-Catholic Germans. Radi
cals alienated from the Democrats were not, however, the natural allies 
of Whigs who preached class harmony and opposed a homestead act. Nor 
were the Free Soilers the ideal brokers for such a marriage. Because of 
the prominence of abolitionists in their leadership Free Soilers were 
often seen as allies of fanatics who were more concerned with the emanci
pation of slaves than with the improvement of the conditions of northern 
workers. 144 

During most of 1854 and 1855 it was the Know-Nothings rather than 
the Free Soilers who were generally in command of the political realign-
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ment. The anti-Nebraska issue did not give the Free Soilers an immedi
ate edge since the Know-Nothings were also vigorous in condemning 
attempts by slaveholders to seize northern territories, and they pledged 
to protect northern labor markets from competition by slaves. Moreover, 
the Free Soilers were far less effective than the Know-Nothings in deal
ing with the array of local and state issues that so agitated northern 
wo�k�rs. T�e Know-Nothings responded unambiguously to the strong 
natiVIst sentiments harbored by Whigs and by many Democrats, and they 
initiated numerous campaigns for the defense of public schools, for the 
enforcement of law and order, and for the prevention of election fraud. 
They were also able to form coalitions on the anti-corruption issues with 
the anti-Catholic Germans, as they did in Cincinnati during the munici
pal elections of 1854, by emphasizing the anti-Romanist rather than the 
anti-immigrant aspect of the nativist appeal. 145 

The most striking victory of the Know-Nothings over the Free Soilers 
took place in the Massachusetts elections for local and state offices in 
1854. There the Free Soilers, seeking a clear victory over the Know
Nothings, established a ticket under the Republican name on a program 
focused exclusively on the restriction of slavery. The Know-Nothings 
also took an anti-Nebraska stand, but they ran primarily on a program 
of local reform that emphasized the removal and punishment of city and 
town officials found guilty of embezzlement, the withdrawal of state funds 
for sectarian schools coupled with increased funds for public schools, the 
establishment of a mechanic's lien law, the abolition of imprisonment for 
debt, and enforcement of the state's anti-liquor law. The contest resulted 
in a thumping defeat for the Republicans, who were unable to win a 
single seat, and virtually a clean sweep for the Know-Nothings. 146 

In most other northern states the Free Soilers joined forces with 
ex-Whigs, Know-Nothings, anti-Catholic Germans, land reformers, other 
anti-Nebraska Democrats, and temperance men to form anti-Democratic 
fusion tickets that were generally called "Independent," "Fusion," 
"People's �icket," or "Republican." The Know-Nothings were by far the 
best orgamzed of these various factions. Invigorated by the young voters 
who �esponded to their "powerful reform appeal,"147 drawing on fresh 
candIdates from the ranks of artisans, clerks, and rural clergymen rather 
than from the wealthy businessmen and professionals, it was the Know
Nothings who dominated these coalitions in the elections of 1854 and 
1855. Although some Free Soilers were aghast at the crude nativism of 
the Know-Nothings, others saw the campaign against the Catholic 
Church as a legitimate part of the antislavery struggle since the church 
was everywhere allied with the pros lavery Democrats. Free Soilers who 
were anti-liquor men also found much in common with the Know-Noth
ings, since they believed that the Catholic Church always used its politi-
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cal influence "directly in favor of drunkenness."148 
Despite these points of commonality, many Free Soilers were deeply 

suspicious of the antislavery credentials of Know-Nothing leaders, and 
they deplored the tendency of the antislavery issue to be subordinated 
to anti-Romanism in coalitions led by Know-Nothings.I49 "But for this 
ill-timed and distracting crusade against the Pope and the foreigners," 
said George Julian, son-in-law of Giddings, it would be possible for a 
coalition led by Free Soilers to win control of the federal government at 
the close of the "execrable administration" of Pierce. Many of the 
abolitionists within the Free Soil party condemned nativism not merely 
because it was inexpedient but as a matter of principle. Nativism was 
inconsistent with "the fundamental principles of civil and religious lib
erty,"150 and it impeded the struggle for a purified society, which re
quired the reform and conversion of Catholic immigrants rather than 
their exclusion. 

During 1855 Free Soilers tried to end Know-Nothing hegemony over 
the fusion movement. In Vermont, Massachusetts, and New York they 
established separate tickets, which they called Republican, aimed at 
defeating the Know-Nothings' ticket in head-on contests. Despite the 
more militant, more highly focused antislavery stand of the Republicans, 
and despite their condemnation of the "absurdity" and "bigotry" of 
crude nativist attacks on Catholics and immigrants, the Know-Nothings 
won decisive victories in Massachusetts and New York. Much of the 
appeal of the Know-Nothings was due to their capacity to deal with both 
the nativist and the antislavery issues in the context of local reform. They 
opposed the Catholic Church, not for theological reasons, but because it 
had become a political machine, a party, determined to undermine public 
education and to repeal the anti-liquor laws. They opposed the Irish, not 
because they were Irish, but because they were the political pawns of the 
hierarchy of the Catholic Church, the instruments of Democratic election 
frauds, and the reservoir of support for the pro-southern policies of the 
Cotton Whigs and the Democrats-and, under the protection of corrupt 
Democrats and Whigs, the Irish accounted for most of the drunkenness, 
crime, and pauperism in the cities. I51 

Free Soilers also sought to establish separate tickets under a Repub
lican or People's party label in other key states, but were overwhelmed 
by the nativists who participated in the organizing conventions. In Penn
sylvania, for example, Free Soilers were involved in organizing the 
founding convention of a Republican party in that state, but could not 
gain control of the party apparatus. The state chairman and most of the 
members of both the state central committee and the state ticket were 
Know-Nothings. The would-be antislavery coalition went down to defeat 
before the Democrats in 1855 because of the divisive infighting between 



; 
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the Know-Nothings and the committed antislavery men. "The long and 
short of the matter," said one of the antislavery leaders in a letter to 
Chase after the election, "is that, as things are now, I have no hope" for 
Pennsylvania, since "I cannot see how all parties can cooperate here 
without a sacrifice of principle or loss of votes sufficient to insure de
feat."152 

Pennsylvania was by no means the most difficult state in the struggle 
to gain control of the political breakaway. Know-Nothings continued to 
control the Republican party in Indiana down through the 1856 election 
and beyond. Although it supported the Fremont ticket, the state conven
tion continued to refer to itself as the People's party, carefully avoiding 
the name Republican for fear of alienating some of the factions within 
the coalition. During the campaign for state offices, which ended in 
October, the managers of the People's party resisted accepting the ser
vices of George W. Julian, the most successful Free Soiler in the coali
tion, on the ground that he was an abolitionist. Such maneuvers did not 
prevent the coalition from a disastrous loss to the Democrats in the 
October contest. Afterward, Julian said they lost because "Know-Noth
ingism was petted," because "we were willing to sell our principles for 
office," and because "neither the moral or economic bearing of slavery 
was discussed." 153 

Despite such difficulties the Free Soilers did gain predominance in 
the fusion movement, and they did so with a suddenness that was 
dazzling. The turnabout came in fewer than six months. At the end of 
1855 the Know-Nothings seemed to have the upper hand in the struggle 
for the control of the breakaway in all of the key northern states, with 
the Free Soilers dominant only in Vermont, Iowa, Wisconsin, and Michi
gan. Six months later, the Republican party had jelled as a national 
political party under the influence of the Free Soilers. The Know-Noth
ings, on the other hand, were split. The antislavery faction, representing 
the bulk of the northern Know-Nothings, was absorbed by the Republi
cans, while the rest joined with southern Know-Nothings to form the 
American party that nominated Millard Fillmore (conservative Whig and 
ex-president) to oppose the Republican candidate, John C. Fremont. 
Although Republican leaders had to maneuver adroitly to placate their 
Know-Nothing constituency, the control of the party remained with the 
men who were committed to antislavery policy as the overriding principle 
of the Republican coalition.154 

Ironically, this sudden turn in events was due to the spectacular 
successes of the Know-Nothings during 1853, 1854, and early 1855. 
Their startling electoral victories transformed the coalition from a grass
roots movement led by amateurs, mainly journeymen, artisans, petty 
shopkeepers, and some second-rank professionals, to a powerful political 
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machine that threatened to take command not only of local and state 
governments but of the national government. Professional politicians of 
all the parties ran for cover by joining the Order. Typical of these was 
Nathaniel P. Banks, an antislavery Democrat from Massachusetts. 
Elected to Congress in 1 852 on a joint Democratic and Free Soil ticket, 
he had played for the support of foreign voters and, as late as May 1854, 
had denounced religious tests for voting. When news reached him in 
Washington about the smashing Know-Nothing victory in his home 
district of Waltham, Banks hastily joined a Know-Nothing lodge in the 
District of Columbia and then returned home to seek the endorsement 
of the Know-Nothings in his bid for reelection. So Banks returned to 
Congress in 1855 as a full-fledged Know-Nothing, portraying the party 
as a labor uprising that would put opposition to the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
at the center of its platform.155 

Professionill politi�ians in the South, particularly Whigs, also rushed 
into the Know-Nothing party. As their constituents, outraged by the 
stand of northern Whigs on Kansas-Nebraska, deserted the party in 
droves, southern Whigs seized on the Know-Nothings as a vehicle for 
regrouping in a new national party. The nativism of the Know-Nothings 
fitted with the widely held view of Southerners that the bulk of the 
immigrants arriving in this country during the mid- 18sos were antislav
ery inclined. "Their aversion to our institutions," said a Whig paper in 
Alabama, "is manifested by their choice of homes, in the nonslavehold
ing states."156 Limitations on immigration also made good political sense 
since they would slow down northern growth and "preserve southern 
political power in the national government."157 By the mid-18S0S virtu
ally the entire southern Whig party was regrouped into Know-Nothing 
organizations and was prepared to join with their northern allies to 
contest for the presidency in 1856. 

In June 1855, the National Council of the Know-Nothings met in 
Philadelphia to draw up a platform on which the Order could mount a 
presidential campaign. After a long struggle between northern and south
ern delegates, the council adopted a plank that placated the Southerners. 
The 1 2th section of the platform "accepted as final the existing legisla
tion on slavery (i.e. ,  the Fugitive Slave and Kansas-Nebraska Acts), 
recommended against congressional interference in the territories, and 
condemned further agitation of the slavery question." Many northern 
delegates were outraged and bolted. Some reconvened at a conference 
in Cleveland where they formed a Know-Something party on a program 
that endorsed both antislavery and anti-Catholicism. Most northern state 
councils deplored the pro-southern action of the National Council but 
waited to see what action would be taken at the national convention 
called for Philadelphia in February 1856. When that convention reaf-
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firmed the 1 2th section of the platform and nominated Millard Fillmore 
a Cotton Whig, as its candidate for president, most of the remainin� 
northern leaders bolt�d and, together with the Know-Somethings, 
formed the North Amencan party, determined to field a northern nativist 
candidate committed to antislavery.l58 

Althou�h the split of the Know-Nothings provided the opportunity 
for �ree S

.
Ol�ers to take command of the political breakaway, it was the 

tactIcal bnlhance of such dedicated foes of slavery as Henry Wilson and 
Salmon P- Chase that realized the opportunity_ Wilson correctly assessed 
the �ower of th� nati;ist appeal in Massachusetts and led many of the 
state s Fre� SOllers mto the Know-Nothing party. Once there, they 

�orked 
.
asslduo�sly to elevate the antislavery militancy of Know-Noth

mgs. WIls�n umted th� Mas�achusetts delegation to the 1855 meeting 
of the

. 
NatI?nal CounCIl behmd the proposition that unless the party 

commItted Itself to a moderate antislavery stand, it would be better to 
split the party_ When the Council refused to call for the restoration of 
the Missouri Compromise, Wilson organized a meeting of the antislavery 
delegates who agreed "that the time had arrived . . .  for the formation 
of a new p�rty, not

. 
only in Massachusetts, but throughout the country," 

on the baSIS of antIslavery principles. Most of these delegates were not 
yet re�dy to fO

.
llow Wilson into the Republican party, but his tactical skill 

at PhIladelphIa ,,:as a maj?r fact�r in promoting the Know-Something 
and North Amencan partIes, whIch became stepping stones into the 
Republican party.159 

Chase 
.
was the most brilliant of the Free Soil tacticians. By late 1854 

he recogmze� that 
.
the Know-Nothings had developed a powerful hold 

on th� . 
constItuenCIes 

.
that the Free Soilers had to win. Despite the 

�ppOSltIon of close antIslavery colleagues in Ohio, he urged the forma
tIon of a Republican party for the 1855 state election that "would 
combine the Free Soilers, Whigs, anti-Nebraska Democrats, Protestant 
Germans, and those he termed 'liberal Americans.' " Chase managed to 

?er�uade reluctant Free Soilers that "without significant nativist back
Ing t�e Republican party would be defeated by the Democrats. At the 
same tIme he resisted the Know-Nothing demand that he join one of their 
lodges an� accept a minor place on the Republican ticket. His patient 
maneuvermg finally p�oduced a coalition based on a firm antislavery 
program that was devo�d of explicit nativist planks. The Know-Nothings 
also agreed to make

. 
h
.
lm the gubernatorial candidate of the party, but 

he had to accept natIvIsts in the other eight slots of the state ticket,16o 

Th� Re
.
publican �ictory in Ohio was the only bright spot in the 

?therwlse dIsmal �lectlOn results for Free Soilers in 1855, since they lost 
In every other ma�or northe'rn state.161 Capitalizing on the Ohio victory, 
Chase, together WIth leaders of four other states in which the Free Soilers 
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had won or made credible showings, issued a cilll for a preliminary 
national Republican convention on February 2 2, 1856, in Pittsburgh. 
The timing could hardly have been better since the convention came just 
after Republicans and Know-Nothings had combined to elect Nathaniel 
Banks (by then a covert Republican) as Speaker of the House and it 
coincided with the second split of the Know-Nothings in less than a year 
(at the American national convention in Philadelphia). 

The contest for the Speaker of the House, which extended from 
December 3, 1855, to February 2, 1856, was a critical aspect of the 
campaign to organize a national, or at least a North-wide, Republican 
party. It was apparent at the beginning of the 34th Congress that pro
administration Democrats could be denied the Speakership because of 
the defection of perhaps nine Democrats on the Kansas-Nebraska issue 
and because of the large number of Know-Nothings in the House. 162 The 
problem for Republican strategists was twofold: to organize the diverse 
anti-admini�tration men behind a single candidate and to keep control 
of that coalition in the hands of the Republicans. To accomplish the 
second objective it was necessary to split the Know-Nothings into pro
and anti-southern factions, for otherwise the anti-administration forces 
in the House would be united around a national nativist party. By 
adroitly playing the antislavery issue and by putting forth Banks, a 
former Democrat and a popular Know-Nothing, the Republicans were 
able to rally enough anti-administration Democrats and northern Know
Nothings to beat the candidate of the Pierce Democrats and southern 
Know-Nothings by three votes. 163 

It was in the course of that protracted battle for the Speakership that 
a potential coalition for an antislavery party was initially formed at the 
congressional level. At the outset the group committed to the formation 
of the Republican party and without allegiance to the Know-Nothings 
represented just 30 to 35 members in a House of 234. However, congres
sional promoters of the Republican party were able to win support of 
about 75 northern Know-Nothings, nearly half of whom were persuaded 
to join in the formation of a new national party on an anti-Nebraska 
program. The protracted contest over the Speakers hip called public 
attention to the sectional struggle for power and pushed the conflict 
between the North and South to the center of congressional politics. 
Moreover, the split in the ranks of the Know-Nothings prevented the 
American party from organizing the House, putting control instead in the 
hands of the Republican party which, through Banks, occupied key 
committee posts. So the Republicans, rather than the Know-Nothings, 
were able to set the political agenda for the 34th Congress. l64 

It was on the foundation of the newly forged congressional coalition 
that the preliminary Republican convention in Pittsburgh established a 
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national party machinery and issued a party platform that focused on the 
principle that the territories were to be forever free. Making their politi
cal objective the overthrow of the Democrats, the delegates set June as 
the date for the main national convention (which nominated John C. 
Fremont to head their ticket), and they appealed for the support of all 
those of antislavery sentiment, including Whigs, Democrats, and Know
Nothings. By the end of the June convention, it was clear that the 
Republican party had jelled. The great antislavery coalition, long sought 
by the political abolitionists, was finally a reality. l65 

The split in the Know-Nothing movement and the tactical brilliance 
of key Free Soil leaders were two of the four elements that permitted the 
Republican party to emerge triumphant in the struggle for control of the 
political breakaway. The third was a set of favorable developments that 
greatly improved labor market conditions in the North and thus reduced 
the conflicts over jobs between natives and immigrants, reduced the 
pressure on urban housing, and reduced the heavy burden of foreign 
pauperism. The most critical of these developments was the sharp drop 
in annual immigration, from a peak of 427,000 in 1854 to less than half 
that figure in 1856 (by 1858 the number was down to less than a third 
of the peak). The sharpest drop was among the Irish, who were the 
principal nemesis of the nativists. By 1858 Irish immigration had de
clined to levels below those of the early 1840S. At the same time the 
northern economy recovered from the long recession of 1853-1855. The 
recovery was especially strong in northern manufacturing. The iron 
industry, for example, rebounded from the devastating bankruptcies of 
the early 1850S and reached an all-time peak production in 1856. Still 
another fortunate turn took place in consumer prices, especially food, 
which declined sharply in 1856, ending a decade-long inflation. The 
economic relief provided by this combination of events permitted north
eastern and midwestern workers to focus their minds on the significance 
of the bloody civil war in Kansas provoked by the efforts of slaveowners 
to seize lands that rightfully belonged to free labor.l66 

Acts of southern violence against Northerners, especially those in 
May 1856, were the fourth element in the compound that gave the 
Republicans control over the political breakaway. One of the acts took 
place in Kansas where the pro- and antislavery forces had been engaged 
in a bitter struggle for control of the state since the middle of 1854. That 
struggle, which involved electoral frauds on both sides, intermittent 
violence, and the parading of arms, began to tilt sharply in favor of the 
antislavery forces as the stream of migrants from the North exceeded the 
trickle from Missouri and other slave states. By early 1856 two rival 
governments had been established, each passing its own laws and claim
ing to be the legitimate authority in the territory. Since only the proslav-
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ery government had federal sanction, a U.S .  grand jury issued indict
m�nts charging "high treason" against members of the antislavery gov
ernment. A U.S. marshal with a large body of men marched on Lawrence, 
the political and military stronghold of the antislavery forces, to arrest 
those named in the indictments. On May 2 1  the marshal made his 
arrests, without any resistance, and disbanded his posse. However, a 
sheriff who had proprietary interests in a rival town not far from Law
rence, and who was an impulsive extremist, took unauthorized command 
of the posse. The mob that he led burned the hotel that served as the 
headquarters for the New England Emigrant Aid Society, as well as the 
house of its head, destroyed the presses of two antislavery newspapers, 
and pillaged several shops and houses. The one death during the course 
of the raid occurred when a wall of the burning hotel collapsed on one 
of the members of the proslavery mob. Two days later, in retaliation for 
the "sack of Lawrence," John Brown and his sons killed "five helpless 
and unprepared pro-slavery settlers."167 

As the posse moved toward Lawrence, Senator Charles Sumner (R, 
MA) delivered a searing indictment of Democratic policies in Kansas. 
Called "The Crime against Kansas," this speech, which stretched over 
two days, was filled with personal invectives against leading Democratic 
members of the Senate, including Stephan A .  Douglas (D, IL) and An
drew P. Butler (D, SC). Butler was absent from the chamber during 
Sumner's speech but Preston S. Brooks, a relative and a member of the 
House from South Carolina, brooded over the insults to his aged kinsman 
and to his state. Determined to teach Sumner a lesson, Brooks entered 
the Senate chamber after it adjourned on May 2 2  and delivered a series 
of blows to Sumner's head and shoulders with his cane. The assault, 
which lasted for nearly a minute, left the Massachusetts Republican 
"unconscious and bleeding profusely."168 

These two events traumatized the nation. The southern Democrats 
and their northern allies, however, interpreted the events in a much 
different way than the Free Soilers, the antislavery Whigs, the

. 
anti

Nebraska Democrats, and the North Americans. To the Democrats It was 
the Emigrant Aid Society and other abolitionists who were the aggres
sors. These radicals sought to thwart "the natural laws of increase and 
immigration" by sending antislavery forces armed with Beecher's Bibles 
(Sharp rifles donated by Henry Ward Beecher) into Kansas in order to 
deprive Southerners of their right to settle in the territory and to esta�
lish institutions of their choice. As for Sumner, although Democratic 
papers regretted "the mode and measure of redress" used by Brooks, 
they thought that Sumner's speech was so provocative that he had only 
himself to blame and they deplored the hysterical exaggerations of the 
superficial wounds inflicted on him, exaggerations aimed at inflaming 
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northern OpInIOn against the South. The northern opponents of the 
Pierce administration were certainly inflamed. To them the outrages in 
Kansas and the caning of Sumner were proof beyond doubt of the 
South's determination to use violence in order to suppress free speech 
and to impose its will on the North. Whatever the uncertainty about the 
facts in Kansas, the facts about the caning of Sumner were beyond 
dispute and they showed that not even a U.S. senator was safe from 
southern aggression.169 

Although the May violence cost the Democrats some of their north
ern support, its most important political effect was on the struggle be
tween the Know-Nothings and the Republicans for control of the political 
breakaway. As late as February 1856 that control still seemed to rest 
with the Know-Nothings. But the May violence decisively shifted the 
balance to the Republicans by turning the attention of Northerners from 
the key Know-Nothing issue (the papal conspiracy to subvert American 
institutions) to the key Republican issue (the Slave Power conspiracy to 
subvert northern liberties and economic welfare)--from a foreign men
ace to a southern menace. By mid-June it seemed that the Republicans 
had gained the upper hand. Writing to Lincoln, Senator Lyman Trumbull 
(R, IL) expressed a new confidence over Republican chances of taking 
such complete command of the breakaway that they could beat the 
Democrats. "The outrage upon Sumner & the occurrences in Kansas 
have helped us vastly," he reported.170 Greeley, even more exuberant, 
appealed to the farmers and working men who were the main supporters 
of the Know-Nothings in a language they could understand: Those who 
wished their children to be free and economically independent had to 
join the Republican crusade against the conspiracy by the "great capital
ists" of the North and the planters of the South "to exclude white 
laborers from the Territories and hand them over to the sole occupancy 
of slaves and slave-breeders."l71 

Despite the enormous inroads of the Republicans into the Know
Nothing constituency, Fremont lost in 1856. Nevertheless, his vote was 
so large that the Republican party had emerged as the leading party in 
the North, although its northern margin was not yet large enough to 
offset the Democratic majority in the South. The Republicans also were 
in a strong position in the House, despite the fact the Democrats elected 
l I8 members to the Republicans' 92 .  By forming a coalition with the 
American party, they could block Democratic legislation. The election 
also devastated the Know-Nothing party in the North, with Fremont 
drawing three vote

.
s for every one received by Fillmore. The Republican 

party was clearly In control of the northern political breakaway. 
�. , 
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THE PRECARIOUS VICTORY OF THE 
ANTISLAVERY COALITION 

The outcome of the 1 856 election was both encouraging and disappoint
ing to the Republicans. It was disappointing because they had lost the 
campaign for the presidency; it was encouraging because the Democrats 
were now a minority party in the North. Thus, by winning over the 
remaining Know-Nothing voters in key northern states, the Republicans 
could in 1860 obtain an electoral majority in the North alone, and it 
could win a clear majority of the House as early as 1858. Moreover, with 
the admission of some new northern states and sufficient inroads in one 
or two border states, they could also control the Senate. The victory was 
particularly sweet to the Free Soilers. The outcome of the 1856 elections 
completely vindicated their strategy. There was now a party poised to 
take power that was alert to the threat of southern ideology and deter
mined to restrict slavery's political and economic domination and to 
guarantee that the federal government promoted northern interests and 
principles. The Republican party had jelled within a few months after 
the call for a national convention. It survived the chaos of the fusion era 
and Free Soilers were now an influential force in a powerful party. The 
antislavery coalition was poised to conquer the last defense of the Slave 
Power-the northern Democrats, the "Dough Faces." 

Victory in the next presidential race was a practical goal, but by no 
means an easy one. The Democrats were down in 1856. but far from out. 
Despite their weakness they still controlled the presidency and the Sen
ate, and they had the capacity to form winning coalitions in the House. 
Moreover, the Democrats were a remarkably resilient party, as the elec
tions of 1855 had demonstrated. It was by no means assured that the 
Republicans would beat the Democrats in the contest for the remaining 
Know-Nothing votes, or that they would prove more popular among new 
voters. 

Consolidating Republican ranks also posed considerable problems. 
It would be difficult to hold both the North American Know-Nothings 
(who deserted the Fillmore Know-Nothings because they wanted to fight 
both the pope and the Slave Power) and the Germans (who were willing 
to belong to an anti-papist party and an anti-Irish party but not to an 
anti-German party or a temperance party). There was also the problem 
of how to hold prosperous ex-Whigs (who believed in the harmony of 
interests of all classes and opposed free land to settlers) within their 
ranks without alienating the land reformers and other class-conscious 
labor leaders (some of whom still had strong Locofoco proclivities). 
Finally, there were the divisive internal struggles for control of the 
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Republican party, in which the Free Soilers frequently found themselves 
in battle with the more conservative ex-Whigs, the ex-Know-Nothings, 
and the ex-Locofocos-all of whom sought to increase their hold in the 
party and its patronage, as well as to push the party in different directions 
than those desired by the Free Soilers, especially by the closet abolition
ists in their faction. 

That the Republicans managed to surmount all of these difficulties 
is evident by their victory in 1860. The antislavery coalition had finally 
gained control of the presidency, but its grasp on power was precarious. 
Although Lincoln's 180 electoral votes exceeded the 152 needed for 
election, he received less than 40 percent of the popular vote. A shift 
of just 25,069 New York votes from Lincoln to Douglas would have 
reduced Lincoln's electoral count to 145. An even smaller shift of popu
lar votes (18,239) in four other states (California, Illinois, Indiana, and 
New Jersey) would also have wiped out his electoral majority. In such 
an event, the election of the president would have been thrown into the 
House where each state has one vote. Republicans controlled only 15 of 
the 34 state delegations in the House (with 18  needed for election). Of 
the remaining 19 delegations the Democrats controlled 14 and needed 
1 Know-Nothing vote in four others to control those delegations. In the 
remaining delegation (Tennessee), the Know-Nothings were a majority, 
but were unlikely to have voted for Lincoln. If the House had failed to 
elect a president, the decision would have passed to the Senate, where 
each senator had one vote and where there were 38 Democrats, 26 
Republicans, and 2 Know-Nothings. So the Republican victory in 1860 
and the consequent abolition of slavery turned on less than 1 / 2 of 1 
percent of the northern ballots cast in the popular contest.172 

. 
Further insights into the nature of the Republican victory are pro

VIded by Table 7, which relates the Republican vote in 1860 to the 
principal northern political constituencies in the election of 1852, the 
last national election preceding the political breakaway. It shows that the 
Republican victory turned on the party's capacity to draw both the Free 
Soil and Whig constituencies into its fold. Together they accounted for 
89 pe�cent of Lincoln's northern vote. About 9 percent of northern 
ex-WhIgs voted for Lincoln's opponents, nearly all of them for Bell the 
presidential candidate of the Constitutional Unionists. In place of these 
conservative Whigs, the Republicans gained about 1 2 percent of the 
northern constituency of the Democrats (about 2 10,000 voters).173 The 
net effect of the Whig defections and the Democratic additions was to 
raise the Republican �hare of the northern presidential vote by about 1 .7 
percent: from a c?mbmed Free Soil plus Whig share of 50.2 percent in 
1852 to a Repubhcan share .of 5 1 .9 percent in 1860. Given the closeness 
of Lincoln's victory, even this small numerical gain was important. 
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Table 7. The Northern Vote for Lincoln" in 1860 Distributed with Respect to 
the Probable Political Allegiances of These Voters in 1852 

Regionb 

New England 
Middle Atlantic 
Midwest 
Far West 

The North 

New England 
Middle Atlantic 
Midw!'st 
Far West 
The North 

Free Soil Whigs Democrats Total Vote' 

Part A 
Lincoln's Vote (in Thousands) by Political Allegiance in 18S2d 

68 1 71 58 297 
44 568 77 689 

1 18 634 75 827 

� � 
230 1,418 2 1 0  1,858 

Part B 
Percentage Distribution of the Vote in Each Region and 

for the North by Political Allegiance in 1852< 

23 58 20 100 
6 82 1 1  100 

14 77 9 100 
100 100 

1 2  76 1 1  100 

"Does not include Lincoln's vote in DE, MD, KY, and VA. 
bRegions are defined as follows: New England: ME, NH, VT, MA, RI, Cf; Middle Atlantic: NY, 
NJ, PA; Midwest: OH, MI, IN, IL, WI, lA, MO, MN; Far West: CA, OR. 
'Components may not sum to line and column totals because of rounding. 
dNew voters are distributed among the 1852 constituencies. See EM, #6cj. 

However, the main aspect of the Republican realignment of northern 
voters, most of whom were already opposed to the Slave Power in 1852, 
is that they were radicalized in the process. Two events prepared the way 
and were probably necessary conditions for the radicalization. First, the 
Whigs had to be destroyed as a national party. That condition was largely 
fulfilled between 1853 and 1855 when, under the pressure of growing 
southern nationalism, the majority of southern Whigs left the party, 
seeking a more viable vehicle in which to continue the struggle for power 
within their home states. Second, the Whig party machinery in the 
North, still largely in the hands of a minority of conservatives (who had 
placed the accommodation of their southern allies above antislavery 
principles), had to be disrupted. That condition was satisfied by the 
political successes of the Know-Nothings during 1 853, 1 854, and 1855, 
which reduced the Whig party to a shambles in nearly all of the northern 
states. l74 

Whether it was under the Know-Nothing label (as in Massachusetts), 
under the Republican label (as in Michigan), or under the fusionist label 
(as in Ohio and Indiana), disgruntled Whigs and Democrats were sepa
rated from the "protective" shields of the old party machines. Whatever 
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the intention of the natIvIsts, this dissolution, or at least temporary 
attenuation, of traditional political ties made large numbers of Whigs and 
Democrats far more accessible to the arguments of Free Soilers. The 
Know-Nothing party thus created a pool of detached voters in which Free 
Soilers could fish for support in the struggle to build a militant antislav
ery coalition that was far broader than any previously achieved. 

Analysis of election data suggests that they were much more success
ful in catching ex-Whigs than ex-Democrats. In the Massachusetts and 
New York elections of 1854, for example, the Know-Nothings drew their 
support from Whigs and Democrats in roughly equal numbers. However, 
by 1860 ex-Whig supporters within the Republican party outnumbered 
the ex-Democrats by roughly 7 to 1 .  It thus appears that the Republicans 
were able to capture about half of the Democrats but virtually all of the 
Whigs who strayed into the Know-Nothing party. Indeed, since many 
Whigs remained loyal to their party in 1854 and 1855, the eventual 
Whig "catch" of the Republicans considerably exceeded the number who 
passed through the Know-Nothing movement. The bulk of the Whig 
voters were farmers, and it was farmers who constituted the bulk of the 
Republican vote. Moreover, the richer the farmers, the more likely they 
were to vote Republican.l75 

We do not yet know which of the Democrats returned to their original 
political home. It may have been those who were more attracted by the 
class rhetoric of the Know-Nothings and their militancy on labor issues 
than by their anti-Catholic rhetoric. To such voters Republican hostility 
to strikes and their emphasis on the "harmony of interests" between 
labor and capital may have been too reminiscent of the Whig party. Some 
of the Germans who cautiously backed the Know-Nothings and also 
joined the attack on the Slave Power in 1854 may not have found the 
Republican appeal as beguiling later on. In this connection it is worth 
noting that when the Arbeiterbund issued a new platform in 1857 slavery 
was not even mentioned in it. 176 

Since a large proportion (about two-fifths) of Republican voters were 
former Know-Nothings, it is no surprise that Republican appeals often 
linked Catholicism and slavery as twin despotisms. During the 1858 
campaign for the Senate, for example, the organ of the Republican party 
in Illinois maintained that "the Catholic church was in league with the 
pros lavery Democratic party to destroy the principles of free govern
ment." Other Republican journals pointed out that "Douglas's wife and 
children were Catholics," and charged that he "was a secret convert to 
Catholicism and the candidate of Catholic bishops." Despite such rheto
ric, the Republican party did not embrace nativism or anti-Catholicism 
in their official platforms sir.ce to do so would have alienated not only 
some of their Democratic supporters but also ex-Whigs within the party 
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who had remained aloof from the Know-Nothings and who shunned 
crude appeals to bigotry. 1 77 

Party leaders were divided on the policies needed to placate both 
constituencies. In 1858 Greeley pushed hard in New York for fusion 
with those Know-Nothings still outside of the party, fearful that without 
their support the Republicans might lose the state election to the Demo
crats, as they had in 1857. To appease the Know-Nothings, he sought 
to commit the New York Republican party to "a rigid registry law [a list 
of eligible voters, which was widely considered a measure to harass 
foreign-born voters] and an interval of one year between naturalization 
and the right to vote." Thurlow Weed condemned fusion as an act that 
would "lower the Republican standard" and he blocked such a move, 
but the planks proposed by Greeley were added to the state platform.178 

Party leaders were also divided on how to deal with the divergent 
economic beliefs of Republican constituencies. Old-line Whigs within the 
party firmly tavored protective tariffs and firmly opposed a homestead 
bill. The ex-Democrats, however, were land reformers who believed that 
free trade was "beneficial to the consumer." There was also a rift be
tween the mill hands, who demanded enactment of a 1o-hour day, and 
the farmers, who derisively opposed such a law because it would prevent 
them from milking cows in the mornings. Differences on economic issues 
became acute under the impact of the devastating panic of 1857. For a 
time leaders of the Republican party became almost as badly divided on 
the causes and cures of the panic as the Whigs and Democrats had been 
on the same issues during the 1830S and 1840s. Fearful that the party 
was not strong enough to withstand internal dissensions on these issues, 
Greeley, who had advocated a return to traditional Whig economic poli
cies, apologized for his provocative statements on protection and bank
ing.179 

The Republican party was not wrecked by the panic of 1857 and by 
1860 it had lured most of the former Know-Nothings into its ranks. 
However, neither outcome was inevitable. The party was able to maintain 
its hold on its diverse constituencies partly because of fortunate events 
over which it had no control. One of the most critical of these was the 
sharp drop in immigration after the middle of 1854 which remained at 
low levels throughout the balance of the decade. Another was the swift, 
powerful recovery from the panic. If 400,000 extra immigrants had piled 
into the North during 1857-1858, urban unemployment rates would 
have gone up by about 10  percentage points, on top of the unemployment 
that the panic had already precipitated. It is doubtful that party leaders 
could have continued to suppress the nativist impulses of so many of its 
members if immigration had returned to the 1854 rate, or if the panic 
of 1 857 had produced an extended depression. If, under such circum-
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stances, the party would have resisted pressures for a more militant stand 
on nativist issues, some of the former Know-Nothings would surely have 
bolted. If the party would have conceded these demands, some of the 
Germans and the more conservative Whigs would have been alienated. 
Only relatively small defections were needed to deny power to the anti
slavery coalition in 1860. Even under the favorable conditions that 
preceded the 1860 election, the Republicans were barely able to eke out 
a victory.180 

Whether or not the antislavery coalition could have maintained its 
weak grip on the federal government in the absence of the Civil War, 
secession made the issue academic. When the Confederates fired on Fort 
Sumter they sent a surge of patriotic sentiment through the North that 
temporarily made the coalition invincible. Of course, that surge dis
sipated as the burdens of the war increased and victory began to seem 
illusive. Had the chances of war gone the other way (better southern 
management at Antietam, for example), England might have intervened 
on the side of the Confederacy and the northern peace movement might 
have gained the upper hand. But they did not. The North won the war 
and abolished slavery.181 

That victory, and its exploitation by the Republicans after the war, 
obscured the weakness of the antislavery coalition. Despite being the 
party that won the war and saved the Union, the Republicans found that 
the Democrats retained considerable strength in the North. With control 
over Congress almost evenly divided between the two parties throughout 
the postwar years, "Republicans relied in part on waving the 'bloody 
shirt,' appealing to the large army of Union veterans as the party which 
kept the country united, while denouncing the Democrats as the party 
of secession. "182 The myth of an invincible antislavery coalition was not 
a prewar product. It was cast in the flames of the postwar struggle for 
power. 

Although the antislavery coalition was fragile in 1860, it might have 
grown stronger even in the absence of the Civil War. The evangelicals 
who were at the heart of the movement would not have abandoned their 
struggle for moral purification merely because of political setbacks that 
might have occurred in the early 1860s. Their dedication to the aboli
tionist cause allowed them to overcome the discouraging setbacks of the 
late 1830s, of the first half of the 1840s, and of the early 185os. 
However, in attempting to assess the opportunities for a peaceful victory 
over slavery one must consider the stamina not only of the abolitionists 
but of the proslavery forces and of the accommodationists. Nor should 
one ignore the deeply racist prejudices of the majority of Republican 
voters and of many of the party's leaders. Prior to the 1860 election and 
well into the war years neither Lincoln nor the Republican party was 
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committed to freeing the slaves or to granting political and social equality 
to the free blacks of the North. Quite the contrary, when the Democrats 
sought to portray them as the advocates of black rights, many Republican 
leaders, including Lincoln, emphasized their commitment to maintaining 
"the superior position assigned to the white race."183 I will return to 
these matters in the Afterword since they need to be addressed within 
the context of a broader set of issues that I call "the moral problem of 
slavery." 



A F T E RWO R D  

TBE MOBIL PROBLEM 
or SLIVERY 

A lexander Pope, in his Essg,y on Criticism, said that a little 
knowledge is dangerous.1 Perhaps he should have added that it is also 
often comforting. Intellectual comfort has been one of the main casual
ties of the past quarter century of slavery research. The new knowledge 
about the nature of the slave system and the struggle to destroy it has 
revealed agonizing dilemmas and paradoxes that did not arise in the 
historical glosses that most of us learned in school. The heroes of the 
antislavery struggle are generally still heroes, but they are somehow less 
perfect than one would like heroes to be. The alternative to slavery 
generally embraced by the abolitionists, while morally better than slav
ery, is to the modern mind still brutal and exploitative. That the abolition 
of slavery often led to extended periods of economic decline is an unset
tling discovery to scholars living in an age when technological advance 
and rising incomes have been viewed by so many as moral imperatives, 
and even more widely viewed as political imperatives. It is distressing to 
learn of the central role of the British antislavery movement in the rise of 
imperialism, an experience that still hangs heavy on hundreds of millions 
of people in the less developed nations of the world and still contributes 
to the suspicions these nations have of the industrialized world. Equally 
distressing is the discovery that the leaders of the struggle to improve the 
conditions of free labor were often aligned with the slaveholders, while 
the abolitionists were often aligned with the foes of the free labor move
ment. 

It is easy to invent an antislavery policy that would be far more 
congenial to the predominant moral standards of our own age than the 
policies actually put forward by any of the major historical players. To 
censure the abolitionists for not fully anticipating our values, however, 
would be foolish. A policy congenial to us could not have built the 
political coalition needed to destroy slavery. Even policies that now seem 
conservative were too radical to succeed in 1860. Here then is a dilemma 
posed not only by the antislavery struggle but by most other moral 
movements: It is difficult in � democracy, if not impossible, to transform 
a moral movement into a winning political coalition without deeply 
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compromising its moral integrity; it is also difficult to pursue one moral 
goal without compromising or even sacrificing other important moral 
goals. 

. .  This chapter does not attempt to descnbe an emergmg sch?larly 
consensus on the moral paradoxes and dilemmas posed by the hIstory 
of slavery and of the movement that destroyed that system. No such 
consensus has arisen, nor does one appear to be imminent. I could pick 
and choose among current scholarly views but that would merely be 
another way of presenting my personal assessment of the problem. 
Under the circumstances, I believe that the best way to illuminate the 
issue is to describe how the slavery research of the past three decades 
has changed my own views. An autobiographical approach not only 
emphasizes the personal nature of the statement, but provides a relevant 
historical context. 

It was in 1958, while a graduate student in economics at lohns 
Hopkins University, that I first became seriously interested in the history 
of slavery. The views that I held on the subject at that time had been 
formed by two experiences. One was my conventional education in the 
schools of New York City during the 1930S and early 1940S and at 
Cornell University during the middle and late 1940s. During these years, 
especially after the outbreak of World War II, formal education in New 
York began to incorporate the anti-racist propositions of modern

.
anthr�

pology as popularized by Ruth Benedict and Gene Wel�fis� m theIr 
famous pamphlet, The Races of Mankind. In my teens theIr VIews were 
taught not only in the classroom but even in the New York 

.
s�bways. 

Slogans from The Races of Mankind were repeated on advertIsmg pla
cards that rimmed the ceilings of the trains. As an undergraduate at 
Cornell, I was introduced to Gunnar Myrdal's penetrating critique of the 
history of race relations in the United States, An American Dilemma. 
Equally impressive was the experience of participating in the popular 
student protest movements of the 1940S and early 1 950s, �hic� in Ne� 
York were generally anti-capitalistic, anti-fascist, and anti-raCist. AntI
racist meant opposition both to the racial policies of Nazi Gennany and to 
discrimination against minorities, especially blacks, at home.2 

My youthful experiences did not give me a very clear picture
. 
�f the 

slave system or how it operated but I had read about the barbanties of 
the international slave trade and accepted the proposition that slavery 
was a primitive form of the accumulation of capital. I also believed that 
slaves who grew cotton and sugar on large plantations were cruelly 
treated; that slavery kept the South economically and socially backward; 
that the Civil War was fought to free slaves; that after the Union Army 
withdrew from the South a combination of carpetbaggers and ex-slave
holders seized control of state and local governments; that this coalition 
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deprived blacks of the right to vote and developed systems of segregation 
in education, jobs, housing, and public facilities; that segregation and 
slavery had been justified by false racist theories; and that these same 
theories were promoted in the North by businessmen who wanted a 
cheap source of labor and who sought to keep workers from uniting to 
defend their interests. 

These were the views I held when the publication of the paper by 
Conrad and Meyer in 1958 drew me into the debate on the profitability 
of slavery. Although an old and recurrent issue, it had been reopened 
by Stampp two years earlier with the publication of The Pee/tliar Institu· 
tion. Conrad and Meyer argued that the� could resolve this hoary ques· 
tion scientifically by applying the analytical and quantitative methods of 
economists to the evidence that Phillips, Stampp, and other traditional 
historians had uncovered. It was the methodological challenge, rather 
than the substance of the issue, that initially caught the attention of most 
of the cliometricians. The central problem posed by Conrad and Meyer 
was one of logic, not ethics: It concerned the inferences about profitabil. 
ity that could be validly drawn from the data needed to compute a rate of 
return. When the debate pushed beyond the bounds of economic logic, it 
initially went no further than questioning the empirical validity of the 
estimates of the economic and demographic variables employed by Con· 
rad and Meyer. During the early 1960s the investigation of the econom· 
ics of slavery was extended to include two additional issues: the economic 
viability of slavery and the rate of economic growth in the antebellum 
South.3 

Some scholars found the cliometric analysis of the economics of 
slavery morally offensive. Yet far from distracting attention from the 
immorality of slavery the cliometric debate had underscored it, although 
sometimes indirectly.4 By itself the size of the profit reaped by masters 
was irrelevant to the moral indictment of slavery. Whether the profit was 
large or small, it was extracted by cruel exploitation. Conrad and Meyer 
had, however, added to the moral indictment when their computations 
revealed that fully a third of the profits of planters in the older regions of 
the South were derived from breeding slaves for sale in the interstate 
trade.s Moreover, the demonstration that the slave system was economi· 
cally viable, and that the excess profit or the economic "rent" was in· 
creasing during the 1850s, punctured the claim that the Civil War was a 
tragic blunder because slavery was about to expire from economic causes. 
The discovery that the South had a high rate of economic growth between 
1840 and 1860 was surprising. It seemed to contradict the proposition 
that slavery retarded the economic development of the South. Yet no 
essential moral belief was undermined by this finding. The propositions 
that planters as a class squandered their income on high living and were 
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irrationally attached to agriculture now seemed dubious, but the view 
that planters were profit·oriented, premeditated, and coldly rational ex
ploiters of their laborers was reinforced. "The case for abolition of slav
ery," I wrote in 1966, "thus appears to turn on issues of morality and 
equity rather than on the inability of a slave system to yield a high rate of 
economic growth."6 

Despite these words, I had not thought very deeply about the sub
stance of the moral issues because they seemed so obvious. The brutali
ties of the slave trade, slave breeding, and the extremely hard conditions 
of labor spoke for themselves. In 1966 I no longer believed that masters 
deliberately worked slaves to death in seven years (Conrad and Meyer 
estimated a life expectation of 30 years at age 20),7 but I still believed 
that competitive pressures led masters to work slaves until they reached 
the outer limits of their endurance and to stint on their food, clothing, 
and shelter. The root of the evil was the unconstrained power over the 
lives of slaves exercised hy the masters. "Absolute power corrupts abso-, 
lutely",8 and the master class was the most corrupt of all the ruling 
classes in modern history. 

Between 1968 and 1972 my view of the moral problem of slavery 
changed considerably. The discovery that slave plantations were more 
efficient than free farms challenged my beliefs about the moral problem 
of slavery in a way that previous cliometric discoveries had not. The 
notion of efficient plantations created a dilemma because it was difficult 
to see how individuals so deeply oppressed, without incentive, many 
demoralized, others determined rebels, could nevertheless produce more 
output per worker than free farmers. It was not only inconsistent with 
my vision of slaves as semi-starved, listless workers who barely had the 
energy to pull themselves through the day, but it seemed to imply a far 
greater level of labor discipline and a far greater degree of, if not 
cooperation, at least acquiescence to the objectives of the planters than 
I was prepared to entertain. I realized that the dilemma might be more 
apparent than real-the artifact of errors in our conceptualization of 
efficiency, of errors in our measurement procedures, or of the poor 
quality of the data employed in the computations. Engerman and I 
delayed publication of our preliminary findings for nearly two years as 
we investigated these possibilities and searched for new data that might 
reverse the computation. 

The results of these searches did not relieve me of the dilemma. 
Quite the contrary, the new evidence further eroded my confidence in 
conventional views of the moral problems of slavery. The food, clothing, 
and shelter provided to slaves were far better than I had imagined-not 
good by twentieth-century standards but better than what was typically 
available to free urban laborers at the time.9 I was also startled to 
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discover the numerous ways in which masters relied on rewards to elicit 
labor-a device I had assumed was almost entirely absent since David 
Hume, Adam Smith, John E. Cairnes, and most of the other classical 
writers had identified this lack as the fatal flaw in slavery as an economic 
system. Whipping, which I had assumed was so common that demoraliza
tion among slaves was widespread ("they stood in fear" was not a 
metaphor but a literal description), was certainly there and was indis
pensable to the operation of the gang system. But its use was more 
premeditated and selective than I had imagined. Planters did not aban
don rewards because they had the power to use the whip but as a general 
policy sought to utilize both weapons to fashion a highly disciplined labor 
force.10 The most jarring discovery was that slave breeding, as Weld had 
originally used the term, was neither a general policy nor a major source 
of profit.H To my mind nothing had symbolized the inhumanity of 
American slaveholders more completely than their attempt to reduce 
people to the level of animals. The collapse of this charge was unsettling 
for another reason: It contradicted a finding that I had welcomed as one 
of the main contributions of the first decade of cliometric research on 
slavery. The research by social, political, and cultural historians also 
eroded my confidence in the conventional view of the moral problem of 
slavery. Cultural historians, for example, found more scope for the 
development of slave family life, occupational skills, and a more distinct 
culture than convention dictated. Mistreatment was not excluded from 
the new histories of slave culture, but its role was considerably dimin
ished. 

By the middle of 1973 the view of the moral problem of slavery that 
gained ascendancy after World War II  no longer seemed adequate. It was 
increasingly difficult to defend it, and this was not merely because the 
new evidence contradicted, or at least severely qualified, many of the 
factual assumptions on which that view was based. The weakness in an 
indictment resting primarily on mistreatment is easier to recognize after 
some of its main props have crumbled than it was beforehand. Suppose 
that they had all crumbled; suppose every claim of planters regarding 
the benevolent treatment of their slaves was confirmed; suppose slaves 
were better clothed, fed, and housed than proletarians. Would that be 
enough to quash the moral indictment, to relieve masters from the charge 
of profound injustice? The question begs the answer. Obviously the 
indictment would stand even if slaves were treated as well as the favorite 
Arabian steed of a very rich man, because people are not horses. 12 While 
physical abuse compounded the immorality of slaveholders, good treat
ment is insufficient to free them from condemnation. 

What then is the fundamental basis for the moral indictment of 
slavery? Engerman and I grappled with that problem as we wrote Time 
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on the Cross. 13 Observations were scattered through both volumes, but 
they did not add up to an adequate statement of the problem. 14 An 
additional decade of research into the economics, politics, and ideology 
of both the slaveholders and the abolitionists encourages me to make a 
new assault, not only on the nature of the moral indictment, but on a 
somewhat broader range of issues that collectively represent what might 
be called "the moral problem of slavery." 

TOWARD A MODERN INDICTMENT 

I believe that we should no longer interpret the moral problem of slavery 
within the framework of the indictment fashioned by the winners of the 
antislavery struggle. The contention that we need a new indictment does 
not mean that all continuity with past views need be broken. Quite the 
contrary, a new indictment could restore continuity with the earlier and 
more frankly ethical aspects of the attack, which leaders of the popular 
movement abandoned, or at lea!?t attenuated, because it was politically 
expedient to do so. Such an indictment, then, would be more closely 
bound to the radical position on slavery than to the later and more 
politically successful one. The successful position was carried into our 
time by virtue of processes that make winning ideologies valuable politi
cal capital, and by historians of the antebellum era who, until recent 
years, did more to popularize the winning attack on slavery than the 
more radical and more frankly ethical position. Yet ethical propositions 
that were highly factious in the antebellum era are now so deeply embed
ded in the modern democratic thought that virtually every organized 
political force in American life accepts them, often without realizing their 
origin. 

I believe that the new indictment should turn on four counts. Each 
of these counts has to some degree been set forth previously by one or 
another scholar. My goal is not novelty per se but the construction of a 
concise, coherent statement of the main counts against slavery that is free 
from the factual errors that have misdirected the moral debate and 
weakened the case against slavery. It is the indictment as a whole-the 
way in which the particular points are developed, what is included and 
what is left out, and how the individual points are related to each 
other-that imparts whatever novelty may reside in it. I offer the indict
ment not only as a highly personal view of the fundamental basis for 
condemning slavery, but also as a tentative view. My beliefs about 
slavery have been changing continually for more than a quarter of a 
century and I have no reason to assume that the process has come to an 
end. I anticipate that new evidence and further reflection will lead me 
to modify some of the beliefs set forth here, although I shall be surprised 
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if the future changes are as marked as those of the past. 
The first, and overarching, count in the new indictment is that slavery 

permitted one group of people to exercise unrestrained personal domi
nation over another group of people. The proposition that such power 
was by itself profoundly evil and corrupting was the original basis for 
the condemnation of slavery by the religious radicals who initiated the 
campaign and (no matter how overlaid by political expediency it became) 
that proposition continued to impel the antislavery crusade throughout 
its history. The proposition was the logical outcome of the theologies of 
both Quakers and evangelicals. Believing that "all men were equal 
before God," associating "moral evil with institutions of the external 
world,"IS holding that it was within the <::apacity of men to achieve 
salvation by unselfish acts and unremitting struggle against inward and 
outward evil, slavery loomed not only as a corrupter of the masters but 
as a barrier to the exercise of the free will through which slaves could 
obtain salvation. Personal domination was condemned as a sin and those 
who sought it were denounced as usurpers of powers that belonged only 
to God. 

Despite the religious origins of this view and the religious zeal that 
animated the antislavery crusaders who brought it into political life, the 
expediency of politics secularized the attack on personal domination and 
made freedom from such domination a central feature of the modern 
democratic creed. Personal freedom became a necessary condition not 
only for heavenly salvation but for the earthly perpetuation of popular 
democracy. The process of secularizing the demand for personal freedom 
has been intensified in recent decades by psychological theories that have 
made freedom from personal domination an essential condition for the 
development of a normal, healthy personality. As Elkins put it, the 
culture of any group forced to submit completely to the power of others 
and forced perpetually into fawning dependency "is bound to contain 
more than the normal residue of pathology."16 

Slavery thus became a capital offense on both religious and secular 
grounds because, regardless of the benevolence or cruelty of particular 
owners, the system transformed each slave into "the mere extension of 
his master's physical nature"17 and will. The extreme degree of domi
nation required by the system, and not percentages of masters who were 
cruel or benevolent in their operation of the system, was and is the 
essential crime.IS Cruelty was bound to be one of the consequences of 
unlimited domination because sooner or later it was necessary to sustain 
domination. The tendency to generate physical cruelty condemns the 
system, even if many masters struggled against that tendency. Neverthe
less, physical cruelty is but one of many necessary consequences of 
unlimited personal domination, some of which are more profoundly evil, 
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although perhaps more subtle, than physical abuses. 
Denial of economic opportunity is the second count of the new 

�ndictment of sla�ery. In some slave societies and among some masters 
m every slave SOCIety, the material conditions of slaves were worse than 
those of free laborers. Nevertheless, preoccupation with the relative 
standard of living of slaves and free laborers during the antebellum era 
had served as a diversion from the basic moral issue inherent in the 
denial of economic opportunity. A quarter century of intensive research 
�nto the stan

.
da:d of living both of urban industrial workers (especially 

m Great Bntam) and of American and West Indian slaves has not 
demonstrated a clear-cut moral advantage for the performance of either 
system on these purely material matters, at least not for the first six 
decades of the nineteenth century. Evidence recently collected on the 
hei?hts of British and other European workers confirms the opinion of 
radlCal leaders such as William Cobbett that British "wage slaves" of the 
early part of the century were generally more poorly nourished than 
chattel slaves in the New World. The comparison between the nutrition 
of urban wage earners in the United States with that of American slaves 
is closer, yet here

. 
too the slaves appear to have had an advantage, 

although only a shght one. The same studies clearly reveal that the 
nutrition of native-born American farmers surpassed that of slaves in 
every �eriod and region for which evidence is available. Heartening as 
that dIscovery may be, it is too special to the American case to be 
conve

.
rted into a general �oral advantage for free labor systems during 

the ll1�eteenth �entury, smce such a general nutritional advantage did 
not eXIst, even If we confine ourselves to farmers. It is now clear that 
during most of the nineteenth century typical European peasants were 
as poorly nourished as the typical native-born slaves in the West In
dies.19 

The decisive economic advantage of free labor systems was not what 
had been achieved but what was unfolding: the opportunity for laboring 
classes to improve their lot as a consequence of rapid technological 
progress.20 Free labor systems provided two routes to such improvement. ?n� :vas indiv�dual economic and social mobility, the opportunity of 
mdividuals to nse on the economic ladder by acquiring land, labor skills, 
and other forms of capital. A critical aspect of the upward movement was 
geographic mobility, the freedom of individuals to migrate to those 
places where their opportunities were greatest. Millions of impoverished 
Euro�eans were able to escape from the rigid class structures and poverty 
of theIr homelands to find opportunity in the New World. Recent cliomet
ric studies have demonstrated that both international and interstate 
migrants generally improved their economic positions rapidly after enter
ing new communities. There was also upward economic mobility among 
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those who stayed put. Over their lifetimes persons from lower classes 
tended to rise in the occupational hierarchy and to improve their stand
ing in the distribution of wealth. Moreover, whether their parents were 
native born or foreign born, sons from lower-class families were gener
ally better off than their fathers, having not only more wealth but gener
ally standing higher in the hierarchy of occupations than their fathers 
had stood.21 

Opportunity for individual advancement was much more restricted 
among slaves. Although the incentive systems developed by masters 
created more economic differentiation among slaves than I once thought, 
and although the proportion of slaves in the skilled crafts appears to have 
increased over time, slaves could not seek to improve their lot by chang
ing masters or by moving from one region to another in pursuit of 
economic opportunity. Even though a master might increase his wealth 
by moving his slaves from the East to the West, it does not appear that 
the slaves shared in the master's windfall. Opportunities for acquiring 
land, becoming independent entrepreneurs, or rising into the professions 
were exceedingly rare. Small items of movable property, clothing, some 
garden crops, limited quantities of staple crops, small livestock, and 
occasionally horses and cattle were generally the only assets that slaves 
could trade and these only by the leave of their masters. 

Nor were slaves permitted to improve their lot by collective action. 
The whole range of organizations and activities through which free 
laborers successfully combined to advance their economic interests was 
forbidden among slaves. Collective action by slaves was insurrection, 
talk of it was conspiracy, and both brought swift, ruthless suppression. 
Slaves were prohibited from I;lny explicit role in designing the rules of 
the economic game. 

Consequently, there was no mechanism through which slaves could 
link their incomes to the prosperity of the industries in which they 
labored. Indeed, although American slave prices and hire rates rose quite 
sharply during the 1840S and 185os, there is no evidence that this led 
to an improvement in the standard of living of slaves. Quite the contrary, 
the available evidence indicates that, at least with respect to nutrition, 
the average condition of slaves was declining during these years. The 
long-term economic opportunities of slaves as a class were ni1.22 

Denial of citizenship to slaves is the third count of the new indict
ment. Even the word "alien" is too weak to describe the utter exclusion 
of slaves from civil and political rights. Free persons, even if aliens, were 
entitled to the protection of the state against attacks on their person, 
against violations of their family, and for security of their property. In 
this respect it is necessary t6 emphasize a curious anomaly in the treat
ment of slaves in different nations. Although the American and British 
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systems of slavery often provided better material conditions of life than 
slaves experienced in the French and Spanish colonies, the civil control 
that masters exercised over their slaves was often more complete in the 
Protestant nations than in the Catholic ones. The Catholic Church, as the 
guardian of the souls of Christian slaves, proclaimed that it had the 
authority to review the practices of masters, and so it established ec
clesiastical courts which in a number of countries recognized that slaves 
had certain civil rights. These courts sought to protect slave families and 
they made it possible for large numbers of slaves to buy their freedom 
and thus enter the realm of free labor in Spanish and French colonies. 
However, the effectiveness of the Catholic Church varied from country 
to country and from one time to another, according to the strength of the 
slaveholding class and the will of local church leaders. In the United 
States the Catholic churches of the North generally refused to speak out 
on the slavery issue, while those of the South openly accepted slavery 
as it was practiced. In Cuba the church was unable to prevent slavehold
ers from greatly intensifying the oppressiveness of the system which, 
during 1841-1886, produced mortality rates among slaves far in excess 
of those prevailing in the United States toward the end of the antebellum 
era. In some periods and places, as in nineteenth-century Cuba, slave
owners could easily ignore the injunctions of the church.23 

Whatever the problems of the Catholic Church in its role as protector 
of slaves, the Protestant churches initially lagged behind them. It was 
not until the last two decades before emancipation that the missionary 
work in the West Indies became extensive or that amelioration of the lot 
of slaves became a principal objective. In the South, the Protestant clergy 
made some efforts to ameliorate the worst abuses of slavery, especially 
after 1830. But since their churches were generally dominated by slave
owners, such intervention was exceedingly cautious and not always ef
fective. The Quakers, long in the vanguard of the antislavery struggle, 
were severely circumscribed in their ability to improve the lot of south
ern slaves. Even when they directed their appeal to the consciences of 
the slaveholders, they could not interpose themselves between the mas
ters and the slaves, although they were able to establish schools and 
contribute to the spread of literacy among slaves. After 1830, when they 
joined in the campaign to rouse the moral conscience of the North, they 
lost whatever previous ability they had had to minister directly to 
slaves.24 

After 1830 the forces in the South that stood for total abrogation of 
even the most elementary civil rights of slaves were in the ascendancy. 
They pressed the view that slaves were a special form of property to its 
fullest extent and developed novel attacks on the humanity of blacks. 
They also pressed for the vigorous enforcement of the slave codes, which 
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entailed a rollback of whatever loosening in the civil isolation of slaves 
had occurred: Schools were closed; teaching of literacy even by masters 
was made a crime; white overseers were imposed over slave drivers on 
plantations where none had operated previously; and uncontrolled move
ments of slaves in both rural and urban areas were curtailed. As the civil 
rights of slaves diminished some southern courts intervened to protect 
slaves from the worst excesses of unbridled power. But given the context, 
such intervention did more to support the increased assault on the civil 
rights of slaves than to restore them. 

Although slaves were deprived of the vote, that is not the main point 
in this count. Virtually all laboring classes of Europe were similarly 
denied and so were most free blacks in the North. Even after the "Great 
Reform" of 1832 ,  all but the most prosperous tenth of the British 
laboring classes were still denied the righno vote. Only in America were 
masses of free workers allowed to join in the electoral processes. To the 
political leaders of Europe, including the abolitionists, such extreme 
republicanism was considered revolutionary and destabilizing. N everthe
less, from the mid-eighteenth century on, laboring classes in Europe 
were gradually permitted to enter the civility, to influence the course of 
government. Even though disfranchised, they were permitted to form 
organizations that advanced their interests, to agitate for change, and to 
demonstrate. Despite their official proscription between 1795 and 1815, 
British urban and rural laborers engaged in food strikes and other illegal 
forms of action. Although never officially sanctioned, these protests were 
nevertheless accepted, especially at the local level, as forms of expression 
to which governments had to respond. The slave South, however, never 
closed its eyes to any form of collective action by slaves but treated even 
rumors of impending protests as occasions for brutal repression. South
ern ruling circles never had any intention of allowing slaves to have the 
slightest role in the civility. Quite the contrary, after 1830 changes in 
state and local laws as well as new judicial decisions were directed toward 
buttressing the principle that slaves were utterly and permanently de
barred in every manner possible from a role in law and government. 
American slaves had none of the common-law rights of the disfranchised 
free workers in Europe, or even rights of the type enjoyed by slaves in 
the ecclesiastical courts of the Spanish colonies. As far as citizenship was 
concerned, they had not even a shadow of it. They were merely a peculiar 
form of property.25 

Denial of cultural self-identification is the fourth count in the new 
indictment. It might seem odd to include this point as a major count when 
some slavery historians are currently emphasizing the cultural autonomy 
of slaves. Yet it would be unfortunate and misleading if current research 
aimed at defining slave culture and at revealing the role of slaves in 
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shaping that culture served to mitigate the condemnation of southern and 
West Indian masters for their ceaseless attempts to achieve cultural 
domination. The demonstration that slaves were able to retain certain 
African customs, to modify the content of the European religions that 
they embraced, to exercise some independence in the use of their leisure 
time, and to produce songs and folktales that embodied their views and 
aspirations should not be interpreted to mean that masters conceded 
cultural independence to their slaves. Nor does it mean that masters 
failed in their cultural objectives. 

The central cultural objective of the masters was the creation of a new 
kind of worker, well suited to serve as a cog in the large-scale systems 
of production (the agribusinesses) that they were building. This objective 
required neither the extinction of every African carryover nor the extinc
tion of every cultural expression that sprang from the experiences of 
native-born slaves. It was not prudent for masters to repress every aspect 
of slave culture but only those aspects that masters viewed as inimical 
to their grand designs. In this r�spect masters were similar to the men 
who developed the factory system; manufacturers also sought to trans
form the individualistic culture of rural laborers into a new culture of 
collective discipline. However, the cultural domination of the masters 
went far beyond that of the factory owners. Factory owners focused 
primarily on the workplace, leaving considerable latitude for WOI"kers-io 
develop their own religious organizations, fraternal organizations, educa
tional institutions, publications, and eventually unions and their own 
political organizations. Opportunities for the development of an indepen
dent group culture were far greater for free laborers than for slaves. Even 
the free blacks of the antebellum era, so deeply victimized by racism, 
were able to establish their own churches and benevolent organizations, 
to initiate a literature, to establish a press, and to become independent 
factors in the struggle against slavery and discrimination.26 

The work of cultural historians in delineating the areas in which 
slaves were able to influence their culture has indirectly emphasized the 
extent to which the masters were successful in their incessant campaigns 
for cultural domination, especially in the United States. Thus, although 
it has been shown that southern slaves were able to influence the style 
of their religious rituals and to infuse them with greater elements of 
magic than their masters probably preferred, the degree of cultural 
autonomy implied by these findings should not be exaggerated. Espe
cially after 1830 many masters supervised the religious activities of 
slaves, hiring preachers to instruct them or bringing their slaves to the 
churches to which they were affiliated. Such slaves were not free to 
abandon Christianity in favor of infidel religions or even to subscribe to 
Christian churches of a denomination different from that of the master. 
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Similarly, the emergence of an Afro-American sexual and family ethic 
does not imply that slaves fully controlled their family structure or their 
sexual lives. Not only were some slaves prevented from forming families 
altogether, but some forms of family organization that slaves sought to 
carry over from their native cultures were condemned by masters and 
missionaries alike.27 

Perhaps the most important point that has emerged from the work 
of cultural historians is the intimate connection between political power 
and culture. As long as slaves were subjected to virtually unrestrained 
personal domination, were denied citizenship, and were highly con
strained in economic opportunity, they were unlikely to achieve a large 
degree of cultural self-identification. The relative speed with which inde
pendent class cultures emerged among free urban workers, and the more 
or less rapid politicization of these cultures, is a measure of the moral 
advantage of free labor systems over slavery. The explosive growth of 
black churches, businesses, political clubs, and fraternal organizations 
after the Civil War mirrored working-class experiences in Europe and 
underscores the immense importance of freedom (even the "half" free
dom of a thwarted Reconstruction) for the development of black cultural 
self-identification. 

How does the new indictment compare with the one fashioned by the 
leaders of the antislavery movement? In the introduction I suggested one 
difference: The new indictment is more consistent with the known facts 
about slavery than is the abolitionist indictment. Another difference is 
the consistency of the four counts in the new indictment with each other; 
in the abolitionist indictment many of the counts were mutually incon
sistent because they were the product of competing factions. Consider, 
for example, the moral assessment of the profitability of slavery. Some 
abolitionists condemned the system because the men who ran it earned 
large profits through the cruel exploitation of its laborers. Others con
demned the system because the men who ran it were willing to sacrifice 
profits in order to feed their passion for domination. Similarly, some 
antislavery leaders condemned the system because the cost of slave labor 
(in maintenance, etc.) was far greater than that of free labor; but others 
condemned slavery because the food, clothing, and shelter provided to 
slaves were greatly inferior to those free laborers enjoyed.28 

These inconsistencies imply that the new indictment would not have 
been universally hailed by antislavery leaders. Nevertheless, I believe 
that the first count, unlimited personal domination, would have been 
embraced by virtually every leader of the antislavery struggle: by evan
gelical abolitionists and by the political ones; by British abolitionists and 
by the Americans; by the radical abolitionists who believed that free 
blacks should have all the civil rights of free whites and by those racist 
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abolitionists who believed that every black should be exported to Africa. 
It is on the other three counts that deep divisions would have arisen 
among antislavery leaders. 

The second count of the new indictment, denial of economic opportu
nity for slaves, would have been rejected by most of the British antislav
ery leaders and would have divided the Americans. To the generality of 
British abolitionists, economic opportunity for the lower classes, slave or 
free, had no real meaning. They believed that the inability of the poor 
to curb their sexual passions caused population growth to outrun the food 
supply so that wages always sank toward the level of subsistence. Poverty 
was the inevitable fate of the lower classes, their misery caused by their 
own improvidence. To most British abolitionists, therefore, economic 
opportunity for the laboring classes, free or slave, was a demagogic cry 
raised only by radicals who sought to overthrow the established order.29 

The majority of American antislavery leaders would also have re
jected the second count, but their reason for doing so would have been 
quite different. Americans did not accept the pessimistic theory that an 
iron law of wages foreclosed economic opportunity to the common man. 
Quite the contrary, they celebrated the free labor system as one that 
richly rewarded "honest industry and toil"30 and that gave the working 
man a wide range of opportunities for economic and social advancement. 
Every northern working man had it within his power to become a person 
of property and standing, to become, in the words of James G. Birney, 
a member of an "honest yeomanry."31 The bright future was guaranteed 
by the rich virgin lands of the West which constituted "a mighty theater 
for enterprise" and a "vast empire in the process of rapid develop
ment."32 

The main threat to the economic independence and comfort of north
ern free labor did not come from uncontrolled sexual passions, although 
abolitionists worried about that too, but from southern masters and their 
slaves. Southern masters coveted western lands and, if they had their 
way, it would be slaves rather than free men who occupied them. Anti
slavery candidates promised to thwart the designs of the Slave Power. 
They promised their white electorate that they would preserve the public 
domain for whites alone. This position was not purely expedient. Many 
Republican candidates, including some of the most radical leaders of the . / 
party, detested blacks. They were quite sincere when they assured votefS 
that as "true Republicans" they "cared nothing for the nigger" an5i-1hat 
the aim of the Republican party was to "make 'white labor respectable 
and honorable' by keeping Negroes, free and slave, out of the West."33 
Since the Republican party was a coalition it also had leaders who 
resisted popular prejudices and who sought to align the party with the 
struggle to widen the civil rights of free blacks. They campaigned against 



. 
402 AFfERWORD: THE MORAL PROBLEM OF SLAVERY 

northern laws that excluded out-of-state blacks and for the right of blacks 
to education in public schools. But only a minority of antislavery leaders, 
some of whom refused to join the Republican party, such as William 
Garrison and Gerrit Smith, stood for full racial equality and vigorously 
advocated full economic opportunity for blacks, including equal voting 
rights and equal access to jobs and lands.34 

The third count, denial of citizenship, would also have divided anti
slavery leaders. Certainly the pro-colonization men in the Republican 
party would have had no truck with it. As late as March 1862 the 
majority of Republicans in the Senate voted to subsidize the colonization 
of freedmen. Five months later Lincoln called a group of black leaders 
to the White House to enlist their support for colonization. Arguing that 
racial differences created insuperable barriers to citizenship for blacks, 
and noting the terrible injustices that blacks had suffered at white hands 
and the white blood being shed in the Civil War on their behalf, Lincoln 
called on the black leaders "to make clear to their people that removal 
was the only solution." Those who refused to leave the country, he 
continued, were taking "an extremely selfish view of the case." This 
speech led Frederick Douglass to criticize the president for "his inconsis
tencies, his pride of race and blood, his contempt for negroes and his 
canting hypocrisy."35 Even Republicans who deemphasized colonization 
argued vigorously for the sharp restriction of the civil rights of free 
blacks. During the election campaign of 1858 David Davis, friend of 
Lincoln and one of his advisers, urged Republican candidates to "em
phatically disavow negro suffrage, negroes holding office, serving on ju
ries and the like."36 

It was only the more radical antislavery leaders such as the followers 
of Garrison, Birney, and Gerrit Smith who staunchly demanded full 
citizenship for free blacks. "If the professed friends of the colored people 
avoid social intercourse" with blacks, said Birney in the early 1840S, 
"only because they are colored disregarding their individual intelligence 
and moral worth-their professions will be suspected-their sincerity 
will not be trusted in, and all hold on their confidence for good will be 
lost." Such views led Birney to join with Garrison in denouncing the 
program of the American Colonization Society. But the poor showing of 
the Liberty party and the need to forge a broader antislavery coalition 
eventually led some, but not all, of the more radical abolitionists of the 
1840S to retreat in the 1850s. While continuing to reject the racist 
principles of the Colonization Society, Birney reluctantly concluded in 
1850 that the white electorate harbored such deep and violent prejudices 
"that exodus to Liberia might prove after all the wisest course for Ameri
can Negroes."37 Only such radicals as Garrison, Smith, and Lydia Maria 
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Child remained adamant defenders of the civil rights of free blacks. As 
Smith put it, the continued repression of the rights of free blacks in the 
North gave "the greatest efficiency to the main argument for justifying 
slavery." Consequently, the struggle for the civil rights of northern 
blacks had to be "an integral part of the antislavery movement."38 Such 
views found reflection within the Republican party, and had an influence 
on party policies in those constituencies in which abolitionist theology 
was most influential, but the negrophobic position remained predomi
nant. 

The position of British abolitionists on the civil rights of freedmen 
was more liberal than that of the pro-colonization wing of the Republican 
party but less liberal than the position of the Garrisonians. They could 
not subscribe to the Garrisonian view because it implied a degree of 
republicanism that nearly the entire British gentry viewed as an invita
tion to chaos. Indeed, many British liberals believed that America was 
courting disaster by giving suffrage to the laboring masses. "The time 
will come," said Thomas Babington Macaulay in the mid-1850s, when 
"New England will be as thickly peopled as Old England," when "wages 
will be as low, and will fluctuate as much with you as with us," and 
"hundreds of thousands of artisans" will be "out of work." Then, he 
warned, Americans would finally realize that they needed agencies that 
could "suppress the rancorous, unemployed mechanics" and they would 
regret their decision to extend "the ballot" and "political power" to "the 
unwashed multitude." When that day came, "the American nation would 
fall into anarchy or into despotism, but freedom would not survive." 
With such fearful visions of the consequences that would flow from an 
extension of full citizenship to free laborers, British abolitionists could 
hardly have endorsed full citizenship for ex-slaves. On the other hand, 
they were insistent that ex-slaves should have the same common-law 
rights that free laborers had long enjoyed in England. So they carefully 
monitored the conditions of freedmen in the colonies, demanding justice 
for them in the courts and campaigning against novel efforts by planters 
to use vagrancy laws and other devices that whittled away at their 
citizenship.39 

The fourth count, denial of cultural self-identification, would have 
found few supporters even among the radical abolitionists. Despite their 
revulsion over personal domination, which was at the heart of their 
hatred of slavery, they were not pure libertarians. As we have seen, both 
British and American abolitionists could countenance, and in the British 
case could collaborate in, repressing the freedom of those who attacked 
institutions and principles they valued. They were cultural elitists and 
religious crusaders who believed that they had not only the right but the 
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duty to bring their culture and their religion to the "backward" masses 
in order to save them from damnation. 

Although the leaders of the American abolitionist societies wanted 
people to be free and to act as their own moral agents, their concepts 
of freedom had anti-individualistic strains and often countenanced com
pulsion to achieve moral ends. Many drew a distinction between "lib
erty" and "license," supporting liberty but crusading against license. To 
them freedom meant the opportunity to "exercise the virtuous part of 
their nature: it allowed no latitude for evil conduct-it was not freedom 
to sin." In this view liberty required the "suppression of ungodly pas
sions." The suppression of sin "was a precondition to genuine social 
order, to a state in which humans could come together out of love and 
sympathy rather than out of force and base motives. "40 Although they 
we�e "�ealous advocate[s] of moral suasion," they also believed in using 
legIslatIOn to compel rectitude from "incorrigible transgressors. "41 

These generalizations, of course, need to be modified to take account 
of the differences that existed among even the most pious abolitionists. 
The pacifism of the British Quakers led them to break with the majority 
of British abolitionists who supported the use of force to suppress the 
slave trade. The Quakers also objected to the lifting of tariffs on sugar 
because it would stimulate slavery in Cuba and Brazil. Garrison es
tranged himself from many fellow abolitionists by embracing a "Chris
tian anarchism" that led him to denounce both formal church organiza
tions and civil government on the grounds that human beings should be 
ruled only "by God's law and not by earthly legislators." Yet Garrisoni
ans compromised their pacifism in the 1850s, supporting lohn Brown's 
raid and justifying slave insurrections "against their tyrant masters" as 
� �e?itimate means of achieving "complete enfranchisement." Although 
mItIally appalled by the carnage that would be unleashed by a civil war, 
the Garrisonians eventually rallied to "the Union cause, especially after �he Emancipation �roclamation turned the war (however begrudgingly) 
mto a struggle agamst slavery."42 

Despite their denunciation of institutional power, and even war, 
Garrison and his followers were prepared to use both when the end was 
just. Ultimately, it was an inner sense of justice that governed abolition
ist behavior and fired their zeal. No individual who violated their inner 
sense of righteousness was immune from their wrath, no institution that 
stood in the way of the deliverance from their definition of evil was 
sacrosanct. It was that deep conviction that they alone knew the true road 
to righteousness that led Garrisonians to excoriate abolitionists who 
differed from them in either tactics or ultimate objectives. Garrison's 
bitter denunciation of his erstwhile protege and ally, Frederick Douglass, 
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led Harriet Beecher Stowe to despair. "Is there but one true anti-slavery 
church," she asked Garrison, "and all others infidels?"43 

British and American abolitionists were not only zealous evangeli
cals; they were also enthnocentrics who viewed Anglo-Saxon culture (in 
their British and northern versions) as the pinnacle of civilization. Wil
berforce and his fellow "saints" took it as a duty to bring their civiliza
tion to the "backward" peoples of the world. They criticized West Indian 
planters, not because they were cultural imperialists who sought to 
impose English values on Africans, but because of their failure to do so. 
They did not want to preserve African languages and religions, but 
wanted to replace them with the English language and with the Protes
tant religions. They believed that cultures that differed significantly from 
theirs were backward and in need of reform. In this respect the "saints" 
were as intolerant of ancient Hindu society as of the slave societies in 
the New World, and they used their influence in high government circles 
to press for anglicization of the Indian subcontinent. They promoted the 
English missionary movement worldwide, not merely to save souls, but 
to carry English values to "less Civilized" peoples everywhere.44 Ameri
can abolitionists did not canvass the entire world but they, too, felt the 
obligation of bringing Anglo-Saxon culture to "the unenlightened 
blacks." Even as keen an advocate of racial toleration as Gerrit Smith, 
who gloried in the charge that he was "a colored man," felt called upon 
"to fund missionary ventures to supervise 'dwarfed' blacks so that their 
'undisciplined' qualities might be eradicated."45 

Some antislavery leaders would have objected to the new indictment 
as much for what it excludes as for what it includes. Some would have 
deplored the lack of emphasis on the physical mistreatment of slaves and 
would have been aghast at my contention that with respect to food, 
clothing, and shelter free labor systems had no clear-cut moral advantage 
prior to 1860, and perhaps for the whole nineteenth century. They would 
have decried my failure to emphasize the sexual abuses of slaves and the 
destructive effects of the slave trade on the integrity of slave families.46 

I recognize that there is a case for stressing such charges, but in light 
of the recent scholarship on servile and free laborers during the eigh
teenth and nineteenth centuries, I doubt that a factual account of these 
matters would lead to a stronger moral indictment of slavery than has 
already been set forth. The indictment is not advanced by insisting that 
the food, clothing, and shelter of slaves must have been worse than those 
of free laborers when so much recent scholarship indicates that northern 
economic growth during the 1840S and 1850S was purchased at a shock
ing cost to the health and welfare of urban labor. To become engaged 
in a debate over the degree of exaggeration in abolitionist charges of 
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abuse, to dwell on whether more blacks starved under slavery than 
during their first several decades of freedom, to become engaged in a 
debate over whether illegitimacy rates were higher on southern planta
tions than in European cities, or to search for measures that can reveal 
whether more marriages were thwarted and broken by the personal 
decisions of masters or by the impersonal operation of glutted labor 
markets is to diminish rather than to emphasize the special horrors of 
slavery. Even worse, exaggerations of the severity of slavery divert 
attention from the novel forms of exploitation that replaced it, from the 
long period during which the occupational opportunities, the real in
come, and the life expectations of freed blacks deteriorated, and from 
injustices of our own time which are often more a product of recent 
policies than a legacy of slavery.47 

A DILEMMA AND A PARADOX 

The antislavery struggle was marked by numerous dilemmas and para
doxes that strained the unity of the movement and frequently led to 
conflicts between highly moral men and women who chose different 
solutions. I want to describe briefly two of these problems: one a di
lemma, the other a paradox. The dilemma arose out of the exigencies of 
politics that led leaders of a just cause to compromise principles, join 
arms with opportunists, accept immoral propositions, misrepresent their 
ideals, disguise their real goals, and deliberately mislead, not for career
ist advancement or financial gain-although some fell victim to these 
temptations-but to strike down an exceedingly evil foe. Time and again 
moral crusaders found that they could vanquish sin only by sinning and 
thus were repeatedly faced with anguished choices. Some could cope with 
this moral stress; others were broken by it. 

Impatience was the root of many dilemmas. Moral purity could have 
been maintained if the crusaders had been willing to remain a movement 
of moral suasion, never compromising principle but doggedly affirming 
and broadcasting views they knew to be wholly moral. Yet such a course 
was painfully slow. Converts could be won in this way but not rapidly 
enough or in sufficient numbers to threaten the continued political sway 
of the proslavery coalition. For most antislavery crusaders the impulse 
to accelerate the pace of their movement was irresistible. To speed 
persuasion they sought to dramatize the evils of slavery and to win 
converts on grounds requiring less than full commitment to the abolition
ist creed. Although dramatization led not only to exaggeration but also 
to deception, the cause was moral and the intention was virtuous. It was 
deception that harmed only the slaveholders.48 

To build coalitions that were wider than their ideological base leaders 
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of the crusade were sometimes forced to disguise their ultimate aims and 
misrepresent their true beliefs. In 1805 Wilberforce, for example, repu
diated the claim that the abolition of the slave trade would harm the 
economic interests of West Indian planters. Quite the contrary, he ar
gued, it would actually enhance planter profits by forcing them to make 
timely economic reforms. Yet he later acknowledged that he had hoped 
and believed that the closing of the trade would serve to destroy slavery. 
It is ironic that a deceptive claim intended to disarm the proslavery 
opposition turned out to be true, while the suppressed belief actually 
held by Wilberforce turned out to be false. Wilberforce voted against a 
bill to outlaw slavery itself in order to demonstrate that he was not 
opposed to slavery per se, although he later acknowledged that the total 
abolition of slavery had been his goal all along.49 

Deception was usually forced upon abolitionists by turns of events 
that threatened to undermine support for the antislavery movement. 
Investigations of economic conditions in the West Indies during the 
1840S and 185os, for example, revealed a withdrawal of labor and sharp 
declines in the production of �ugar following emancipation. This unfortu
nate news was seized upon by southern propagandists. The West Indian 
experience, they claimed, showed that emancipation in the United States 
would have disastrous economic repercussions. Both Northerners and 
Southerners would suffer when the output of cotton declined, factory 
hands would be thrown out of work, and consumers would be forced to 
pay higher prices for clothes. How could this proslavery offensive be 
met? In Great Britain abolitionists acknowledged that sugar production 
had declined to just two-thirds of the pre- 1833 level (the figures that 
came from official inquiries could hardly have been denied by abolitionist 
MPs) but they argued that it was the inability of the planters to cope with 
free labor markets rather than emancipation that was to blame. Although 
neither the planters nor the officials of the Colonial Office found this 
argument persuasive, the abolitionists remained adamant. They were 
unwilling to concede that a properly run free labor system could be less 
productive than a slave system. 

In America the abolitionists avoided the issues of causes by flatly 
denying that there had been declines in productivity. Such claims, ac
cording to Lewis Tappan, were based on "fabricated and false informa
tion" concocted by the United States Consul in Jamaica in order to 
misrepresent the progress of emancipation in the British West Indies. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson simply ignored the statistics and managed to see 
an "unparalleled increase in prosperity that had come to the West Indies 
since emancipation," so much so that in his mind the West Indies had 
begun to resemble the North. He could almost hear "the throb of the 
factory" and "the whistle of the railroad." Even Garrison succumbed to 
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the deception, citing figures on just one West Indian island in which 
sugar production was greater in 1854 than it had been in 1833 (there 
were a total of two such islands), in order to claim that "emancipation 
had universally proven a great success."50 

Few issues were more troublesome or more deeply divisive in aboli
tionist circles than the decision to build an antislavery coalition solely 
on opposition to the extension of slavery into the territories. This was 
the one issue that appeared capable of corralling enough northern votes 
to wrest control of the federal government from the proslavery coalition. 
The strategy had the great advantage of shifting the onus of aggression 
from the abolitionists to the slaveholders. It was not abolitionists who 
sought to destroy slavery in the South, but slaveholders coveting north
ern land who sought to destroy the freedom of northern farmers by 
reducing them to levels of poverty worse than slavery, just as they had 
done to southern whites. To radical abolitionists such as Gerrit Smith 
this strategy represented a betrayal of principle. It made the main issue 
not the emancipation of slaves, but the protection of the rights of whites. 
Not only did it explicitly concede the constitutional right of slaveholders 
to maintain their system where it already existed, but it fed the negro
phobic passions of the great majority of northern whites.51 

Few radical abolitionists took seriously the contention that the North 
was on the brink of invasion by slaveholders. Nor did they accept the 
view that slavery could be destroyed merely by banning it from the 
territories, that it would wither and die unless it could expand beyond 
its existing borders. None of the principal leaders of the South had 
advocated the extension of slavery into the northwestern territories; such 
leaders as Jefferson Davis rejected the claim as "absurd"; and the failure 
of many slaveowners to move beyond the 40th parallel in Missouri, even 
though it had been legal since 1820 to do so, clearly indicated that slaves 
were too valuable in the South to be sent in any significant numbers into 
regions unsuited for the gang system. During the 1850S the large-scale 
migration into Missouri was purely a white phenomenon. Far from 
moving into the border states, slaves were leaving them for the deep 
South.52 

To some radical abolitionists, then, the Republican call to resistance 
of the Slave Power in the territories smacked of sheer opportunism. It 
was a cry to oppose slavery "where it is not" instead of "where it is."53 
They suspected that those who called only for resistance in the territories 
were more interested in preventing free blacks from competing with 
whites for western lands than in striking a death blow at slavery. The 
nonextension rhetoric seemed far more likely to feed the popular preju
dices against blacks than to promote their civil rights. Critics like Lydia 
Maria Child believed that without a concurrent campaign for the civil 
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rights of blacks in the North, emancipation would be a sham: "Every
thing must go wrong, if there is no heart or conscience on the subject. "54 
She was right, of course. Yet without pandering to northern negrophobia, 
the antislavery coalition would surely have lost the 1860 election. As it 
was, Lincoln just barely squeezed through. The antislavery forces were 
caught on the horns of a genuine dilemma. Although the negrophobic 
strategy undoubtedly contributed to patterns of discrimination that still 
plague the nation, the alternative-an indefinite continuation of slav
ery-was far more evi1.55 The radical program was unattainable. Under 
the conditions of 1860, rigid adherence to the purest abolitionist princi
ples, unwillingness to join hands with opportunists, and squeamishness 
over deceptive tactics would have led the antislavery forces to certain 
defeat. 

The paradox turns on the relationship between economic or techno
logical progress and ethical goals. It came to light shortly after the 
emancipation of British slaves but was studiously avoided by antislavery 
leaders and has not yet been adequately confronted. It plagued the 
movement for moral reform in antebellum times and it still haunts moral 
movements today. Abolitionist leaders in both the United States and 
Great Britain, as we have seen, refused to admit that the gang system 
could be technically more efficient than a free labor system, or that 
emancipation led to a decline in labor productivity. Their refusal to 
acknowledge the abundant evidence on this decline, their evasive re
sponses to the charge, and their sometimes transparent deceptions un
dermined their claims to moral integrity and provided their foes with 
powerful propaganda against the antislavery cause.56 

Why were abolitionists so reluctant to admit that productivity had 
deteriorated after emancipation? Several considerations were undoubt
edly involved. The free market principles to which they subscribed led 
them to expect emancipation to improve economic conditions. Since this 
expectation had been raised to the level of a certainty during the public 
and parliamentary campaigns for emancipation, an admission of error 
could have undermined their political credibility and interfered with 
efforts to promote emancipation in other slave societies. Many abolition
ists no doubt believed that matters would eventually turn around. Yet 
as year after year passed without a return to prosperity, some reassess
ment was surely in order. The attempt to place the blame on planter 
incompetence also wore thin with time. Convincing as that argument 
might originally have been, it could not have remained convincing to 
those who studied the findings of the parliamentary investigation, the 
reports of the Colonial Office, or the speeches of abolitionists who visited 
the colonies and criticized the freedmen for their idleness. If it were 
merely the ineptness of the planters, more experienced capitalists should 
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have rushed in to take over plantations that could have been purchased 
for a fraction of their former price. Yet British capitalists were unwilling 
to pour their money into either plantations or the various railroad 
schemes that colonial legislatures tried to promote. Political cynicism? 
Deception as the lesser evil? Perhaps for a time, perhaps by some. Yet 
the belief that emancipation was bringing, or bound to bring, prosperity 
was held with too much conviction by too many righteous people to make 
cynicism or expediency a sufficient explanation. 

The tenacity with which abolitionists clung to the contention that 
emancipation was bringing prosperity, despite all the contrary evidence, 
strongly suggests that they were swayed by a theory which told them that 
their expectation of prosperity had to be correct, a theory to which they 
were so deeply committed that their theoretical knowledge swept aside 
all empirical evidence to the contrary. There was, of course, such a 
theory, or more appropriately, a theological proposition, in the evangeli
cal creed. That was the proposition that divine Providence rewarded 
virtue and punished evil. The proposition continues to be widely ac
cepted today not only among Protestant evangelicals, but also among 
individuals with highly secular philosophies. The secular version is 
embodied in a nontheistic optimism that "events" reward virtue and 
punish evil. Whether theological or secular in origin this optimistic 
theory implies that immoral economic systems cannot be productive, for 
that would reward evil, and moral systems cannot be unproductive, for 
that would punish virtue. The theory operates in two directions. If 
something is known to be evil, it cannot work well (slavery must have 
been inefficient; capitalism is bound to die of its internal economic 
contradictions; totalitarian societies must be less productive than demo
cratic societies). Alternatively, systems that fail must be evil (the French 
Revolution proves that the ancien regime was economically corrupt; the 
overthrow of slave systems proves their economic backwardness; the 
incidents at Three Mile Island and at Chernobyl prove not only the 
danger but the immorality of nuclear energy programs). 

The time has come to resolve the paradox, to cut the tie between 
economic success (or failure) and moral virtue (or evil). A quarter century 
of research on the economics of slavery has demonstrated that no such 
connection exists. Slavery was profitable, efficient, and economically 
viable in both the United States and the West Indies when it was 
destroyed, but it was never morally good. Slavery did not die because 
either divine Providence or "events" ensure that evil systems cannot 
work_ Its death was an act of "econocide," a political execution of an 
immoral system at its peak of economic success, incited by men ablaze 
with moral fervor. Slavery deserved to die despite its profitability and 
efficiency because it served an immoral end. Efficiency is not a synonym 
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for good and it is a disservice to the struggle for a moral society to make 
it a synonym. During the early years of World War II there was no more 
perfect example of human efficiency, or a more perfect symbol of evil, 
than the Nazi Wehrmacht that swept across Europe like a flawless 
machine. 

In and of itself, economic or technological efficiency is neither moral 
nor immoral. The virtue of an efficient technique depends exclusively on 
its moral nature or the moral purposes that it serves. One need not be 
an evangelical Protestant or a pious believer of any other formal religion 
to agree that moral values, rather than economic, political, or scientific 
achievements, are the supreme guides for human behavior. When we 
celebrate such technological advances as the blast furnace, electricity, 
and medical surgery it is not because they are intrinsically good but 
because they have usually served well the great ethical goals of human
kind. Nevertheless, each of these innovations has been used at various 
times for demonic ends. Slavery was a somewhat different case. It was 
intrinsically evil because its productive efficiency arose directly out of the 
oppression of its laborers. The efficiency of slavery seemed paradoxical 
not because an intrinsically good or a morally neutral technology was 
made to serve an evil purpose, but because an intrinsically evil technol
ogy was so productive. Discarding the assumption that productivity is 
necessarily virtuous resolves the paradox. 

THE MORAL PROBLEM OF THE CIVIL WAR 

For more than a century historians have been engaged in an intense 
debate about the causes of the Civil War. Although some scholars have 
held that slavery was the cause, others have developed complex analyses 
that draw distinctions between immediate and ultimate causes and that 
explore a variety of ways other than war that could have settled or at least 
contained the issue of slavery. They have also analyzed a wide range of 
economic, political, and cultural issues between the sections other than 
slavery that promoted antagonisms and that rival slavery (some believe 
they dominate it) as an explanation for the war. Among the most nagging 
of the moral questions to emerge from these debates is the one posed by 
David M. Potter, who, until his death in 197 1 ,  was one of the most 
respected historians of his generation. 

In totaling up the balance sheet of the Civil War, Potter concluded: 
"Slavery was dead; secession was dead; and six hundred thousand men 
were dead."57 So one soldier died for six slaves who were freed and for 
ten white Southerners who were kept in the Union. In the face of so 
bloody a war, a "person is entitled to wonder," said Potter, "whether the 
Southerners could have been held and the slaves could not have been 
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freed at a smaller per-capita cost."58 When he posed this problem it was 
still widely believed that slavery was an economically moribund system 
and the proposition that economic forces would eventually have solved 
the problem of slavery was tenable. Even so, there was a question of how 
soon. And if not, there was a question of when, if ever, southern slave
holders would have peacefully acceded to any scheme for emancipation, 
no matter how gradual, no matter how full the proffered compensation. 

Whatever the opportunity for a peaceful abolition of slavery along 
British lines before 1845, it surely was nonexistent after that date. To 
southern slaveholders, West Indian emancipation was a complete failure. 
It provided undeniable proof, if any was needed, of the malevolent 
designs that the abolitionists and their allies harbored for their class. 
They could plainly see that the economy of the West Indies was in 
shambles, that the personal fortunes of the West Indian planters had 
collapsed, and that the assurances made to these planters in 1833 to 
obtain their acquiescence to compensated emancipation were violated as 
soon as the planters were reduced to political impotency. Given such an 
assessment of the consequences of compensated emancipation, a peace
ful end to slavery could only have been achieved if economic forces made 
slaves worthless or, more compelling, an absolute drain on the income 
of their owners. 59 

From the mid-1840S on, however, the slave economy of the South 
was vigorous and growing rapidly. Whatever the pessimism of masters 
during the economic crises of 1826-1831 and 184°-1845, during the 
last half of the 1840S and most of the 1850S they foresaw a continuation 
of their prosperity and, save for the political threat from the North, 
numerous opportunities for its expansion. The main thrust of clio metric 
research has demonstrated that this economic optimism was well
founded; it has also undermined the competing thesis that slavery was 
gradually expiring of its own internal economic contradictions. Although 
he presented it in a political rather than an economic context, Stampp's 
rejoinder to Potter is equally germane here. A "person is also entitled 
to ask," he said, "how many more generations of black men should have 
been forced to endure life in bondage in order to avoid its costly and 
violent end. "60 

After the election of Lincoln the choices open to northern foes of 
slavery no longer included the moderate strategy-which was to restrict 
and gradually undermine the slave economy as the British abolitionists 
had done between 181 2 and 1833, and as the Brazilian abolitionists were 
able to do in the 1880s. Once the cotton states of the South moved on 
to the secessionist path, peaceful restoration of the Union was no longer 
possible merely by returning ·to the status quo of c. 1850, even if the 
rights of slaveholders everywhere below 36°30' and of their property 

AFTERWORD: THE MORAL PROBLEM OF SLAVERY 413 

rights in fugitives were embodied in new, irrevocable amendments to the 
Constitution, as was proposed in the Crittenden Resolutions. The major
ity of the Senate and House members from these states rejected all such 
compromises. They were convinced that northern hostility to slavery 
precluded a union that would promote the economic, political, and inter
national objectives that had become predominant among politicians of 
the cotton South. As the votes for the delegates to the state convention 
indicated, by early 1861 majority opinion in the deep South held that 
a future in the Union "promised nothing but increasingly galling eco
nomic exploitation by the dominant section and the rapid reduction of 
the South to political impotence."61 

So the central moral problem of the Civil War is not the one posed 
by Potter but the one posed in Stampp's response to him. By early 1861 
maintenance of peace required not merely northern acquiescence to the 
status quo of c. 1 850, but acquiescence to the existence of an independent 
cOllfpderaf'v dedicated to the promotion of slavery. It follows that assess
ment of the dilemma posed by Stampp requires more than weighing the 
sin of slavery against the sin of war. It requires also a consideration of 
the likely chain of events that would have unfolded if the South had been 
unshackled from northern restraint and allowed to become a worldwide 
champion of slavery and of aristocratic republicanism. 

Consideration of what might have happened if the Confederate states 
had been allowed to secede peacefully is an excursion into beliefs about 
a world that never existed. Even if these beliefs are based on patterns 
of behavior during the years leading up to the war, patterns of behavior 
that provide a reasonable basis for prediction, the best predictions are 
necessarily shrouded in uncertainty and open to debate. Yet there is no 
way of dealing with the moral issues of the Civil War that avoids these 
"counterfactual propositions" (as philosophers call them). Every histo
rian who has set out to deal with the causes of the Civil War (certainly 
all those who have debated its necessity or avoidability) has implicitly 
or explicitly presumed what would have happened to slavery if some 
events had unfolded in a way that was different from the actual course. 
Indeed, much of the voluminous literature on the causes of the Civil War 
is nothing more or less than a marshaling of evidence on the events 
leading up to the Civil War that is dictated by different visions of this 
counterfactual world. 

Peaceful secession, I believe, would not only have indefinitely 
delayed the freeing of U.S. slaves but would have thwarted the antislav
ery movement everywhere else in the world. It would also very likely 
have slowed down the struggle to extend suffrage and other democratic 
rights to the lower classes in Europe, and it might have eroded whatever 
rights had already been granted to them in both Europe and North 
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America. Since the forces of reaction everywhere would have been 
greatly encouraged, and those of democracy and reform demoralized, it 
is likely that the momentum for liberal reform would have been replaced 
by a drive for aristocratic privilege under the flags of paternalism and 
the preservation of order. 

Such a vision of events may seem fantastic to those accustomed to 
the rhetoric and conventions of modern (plebeian) democracy. We live 
in a world in which the underprivileged regularly contend for power: 
abroad, through labor and socialist parties; at home, through such influ· 
ential organizations as the AFt-CIO, NOW, and the Rainbow Coalition. 
However, during the 1850S and 1860s democracy as we now know it, 
and lower-class rights generally, hung in the balance throughout the 
Western world. In Great Britain the great majority of workers were 
disfranchised, trade unions were illegal, strikes were criminal acts, and 
quitting a job without an employer's permission was a breach of contract 
punishable by stiff fines and years of imprisonment. The legacy of serf
dom was heavy in Portugal, Spain, Italy, eastern Prussia, Russia, Hun
gary, the Balkans, Turkey, and much of South America, while slavery 
flourished in Cuba, Brazil, Surinam, Africa, the Middle East, and numer
ous other places. Even in the North, strikes were proscribed, property 
qualifications for voting were widespread until the 1820S (and were still 
enforced against free blacks in New York and other states in the 1860s), 
and vagrancy laws were a powerful club against workers. The movement 
for the disfranchisement of the foreign born was partially successful in 
some northern states during the 185os, and in Virginia a referendum to 
reinstitute a property qualification for voters was approved on the eve 
of the Civil War.62 

The fact that the liberals who dominated politics in the North and 
in Britain rejected slavery as a solution to the menace posed by an 
unconstrained lower-class "rabble" does not mean that they were oblivi
ous to the menace. Reformers such as Lord Macaulay remained adamant 
in the opinion that the franchise had to be restricted to men of property 
and that a large police force and army were needed to keep the lo�er 
classes in check. Even such a celebrated champion of the propertyless 
masses as Horace Greeley supported the use of military force to put down 
strikes.63 

If the Confederacy had been allowed to establish itself peacefully, to 
work out economic and diplomatic policies, and to develop international 
alliances, it would have emerged as a major international power. AI· 
though its population was relatively small, its great wealth would have 
made it a force to be reckoned with. The Confederacy would probably 
have used its wealth and military power to establish itself as the domi· 
nant nation in Latin America, perhaps annexing Cuba and Puerto Rico, 
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Yucatan, and Nicaragua as well as countering Britain's antislavery pres
sures on Brazil.64 Whether the Confederacy would have sought to 
counter British antislavery policies in Africa or to form alliances with the 
principal slave-trading nations of the Middle East is more uncertain, but 
these would have been options. 

The Confederacy could have financed its expansionist, proslavery 
policies by exploiting the southern monopoly of cotton production. A 5¢ 
sales tax on cotton not only would have put most of the burden of such 
policies on foreign consumers, but would have yielded about $ 1 00 mil
lion annually during the 1 860s-50 percent more than the entire federal 
budget on the eve of the Civil War. With such a revenue the Confederacy 
could have emerged as one of the world's strongest military powers, 
maintaining a standing army several times as large as the North's, 
rapidly developing a major navy, and conducting an aggressive foreign 
policy. Such revenues would also have permitted it to covertly or overtly 
finance ari;,toLratic forces in Europe who were vying with democratic 
ones for power across the Continent. 

Shrewd manipulation of its monopoly of raw cotton would have 
permitted the Confederacy to reward its international friends and p unish 
its enemies. Embargoes or other restrictions on the sale of raw cotton 
could have delivered punishing blows to the economies of England and 
the Northeast, where close to 20 percent of the nonagricultural labor 
force was directly or indirectly engaged in the manufacture and sale of 
cotton textiles. The resulting unemployment and losses of wealth would 
have disrupted both the labor and capital markets in these regions, and 
probably speeded up the emergence of a large textile industry in the 
South. The West would also have been destabilized economically, since 
the decline of the Northeast would have severely contracted the market 
for western agricultural products. As the Confederacy shifted more of its 
labor into manufacturing, trade, and the military, it would probably have 
developed an increasing deficit in food, making it again a major market 
for the grain, dairy, and meat surpluses of the Northwest. 

Such economic developments would have generated strong political 
pressures in the North for a modus vivendi with the Confederacy. North
ern politics would have been further complicated by any border states, 
such as Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri, that might have remained 
inside the Union. Attempts to appropriate their slave property would 
have run a high risk of further secessions. The Republicans not only 
would have borne the responsibility for the economic crisis created by 
the rise of the Confederacy, but would have lost the plank on which the 
party had risen to power. With the bulk of slaveowners prohibited from 
entry into northern territories because of secession, the claim that the 
victory by the Republican party was the only way of saving these lands 
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for free labor would have been an empty slogan to farmers and nonagri
cultural workers who were suffering from the effects of a severe and 
extended depression. Moreover, the failure of the North to act against 
the slaveholders who remained within the Union would have undermined 
its credibility with democratic forces abroad. Such developments would 
probably have delivered both a lasting blow to antislavery politics and 
an enormous fillip to nativist politics. 65 

I do not maintain that the preceding sketch of what might have 
happened in the absence of a civil war is the only plausible one. How
ever, it is a credible sketch of the likely train of events, one that is 
consistent with what we now know about the capacity of the slave 
economy of the South as well as with current knowledge of the political 
crosscurrents in the South, the North, and the rest of the world. At the 
very least, it points to reasons for doubting that there was a happy, 
relatively costless solution to the moral dilemma posed by Stampp. 

I have not, it should be emphasized, put forward the gloomiest view 
of the alternative to the Civil War. The preceding sketch suggests an 
indefinite but more or less peaceful continuation of slavery. It would not 
be difficult to make a case for the proposition that peaceful secession 
would merely have postponed the Civil War and that the delay would 
have created circumstances far more favorable to a southern victory. In 
that case aristocratic proslavery forces would have gained unchallenged 
control of the richest and potentially the most powerful nation in the 
world. Such an outcome not only would have greatly increased the 
likelihood of rolling back the movement for working-class rights every
where, but might have led to a loss of human lives far greater than the 
toll of the Civil War. 

As pacifists, Garrison and his followers had to confront the dilemma 
posed by a violent confrontation with the Confederacy. They reluctantly 
came to the conclusion that bloody as it might be, the Civil War was the 
only realistic way of ridding the world of slavery. William E. Channing, 
who had hoped against hope that slavery could be ended by moral 
suasion alone, explained why the destruction of slavery was the moral 
imperative of his age. "Slavery must fall," he said, "because it stands 
in direct hostility to all the grand movements, principles, and reforms 
of our age, because it stands in the way of an advancing world."66 

What the Civil War achieved, then, was more than just inflated 
wealth for northern capitalists and "half" freedom for blacks ("the 
shoddy aristocracy of the North and the ragged children of the South"). 
It preserved and reinforced conditions favorable to a continued struggle 
for the democratic rights of the lower classes, black and white alike, and 
for the improvement of their economic condition, not only in America 
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but everywhere else in the world. The fall of slavery did not usher in 
the millennium, it produced no heaven on earth, but it vitalized all the 
grand movements, principles, and reforms of Channing's age and of our 
own. 
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NOTES 

ABBREVIATIONS AND CONVENTIONS FOLLOWED IN NOTES 
In cross reference to companion volumes of Without Consent or Contract, titles are 
abbreviated to EM (Evidence and Methods) and TP (Technical Papers ), and are immedi
ately followed by the number of the EM entry or TP paper cited. Thus, 

On the iSSllP of slave occupations see EM, #7. 
Or, 
See Crawford, TP, #"6, on ex-slave testimony. 

Entry and paper numbers appear in the tables of contents to EM and TP. There are 
two volumes of Technical Papers . The volume titled Markets and Production contains 
papers # 1-#16.  The volume titled Conditions of Slave Life and the Transition to Freedom 
contains papers #1 7-#34. 

Material reprinted or appearing for the first time in EM and TP is not listed in the 
references. Other reprinted sources are listed in notes by reprint date, but the original 
publication date will be found bracketed in the reference list entry. Sources for quotes in 
a paragraph will be found at the top of a note, except in rare cases where this would be 
misleading. Authors with identical last names are cited with initials if they have pub
lished in the same year. 

FOREWORD: DISCOVERIES AND DILEMMAS 
1 .  See EM, # 1 ,  on the struggle of American historians to break away from the long 

reach of the ideological issues produced by the Civil War and the political conflicts 
that preceded it. 

2. Some aspects of the recent literature on slavery are discussed in Chapter 6 of this 
volume and in EM, # 1 ,  # 1 4, # 1 5, # 1 6, #23, #32,  #36, #7°, #73, and #74. 

3. Moral tension became acute during the antebellum era not because slavery failed 
as an economic system, but because it worked extremely well. If, in fact, slavery 
had not worked economically and if abolition would have increased the income and 
wealth not only of the slaves but of the slaveowners as well, the edge of the moral 
choice would have been dull. It was razor sharp precisely because the abolition of 
slavery involved great issues of equity, great changes in longstanding property 
rights in human capital, and a considerable threat to institutional arrangements 
based on private property, as well as to class relationships generally. Moral issues 
are discussed more fully in the Afterword to this volume and in EM, Part 1 0. 

4. Cliometrics may be briefly defined as the application of the behavioral models and 
statistical methods of the social sciences to the study of history. For a more 
complete description see Fogel and Elton ( 1983) and Fogel ( 1982). The slavery 
research of cliometricians was originally focused on the United States and confined 
to a limited number of economic issues. Over the years the geographic scope of their 
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investigations has widened to include not only all of the New World but the entire 
Atlantic community. In recent years they have contributed to the analysis of such 
issues as the profitability, productivity, and economic viability of slavery in the 
British West Indies, Surinam, and Brazil; the economics of the Atlantic slave trade' 
and the internal and external factors inBuencing economic life in parts of W es� 
Africa. Cliometricians have also expanded the range of issues on which they are 
working. Indeed, the main thrust of cliometric research on slavery has shifted from 
purely economic issues to issues of demography and culture. Some of the most 
novel contributions of cliometricians in recent years have been on such topics as 
the inBuence of household structure on slave fertility rates; the effects of overwork 
and malnutrition on fetal, infant, and early childhood mortality rates; and the gap 
between the average age of slave women at menarche and at their first birth, which 
bears on the sexual mores of slaves. 

CHAPTER 1. SLAVERY IN THE NEW WORLD 

1 .  Encyclopaedia Britannica (1961), 20:776. For an alternative and lower estimate, 
see Hopkins (1978), 10I- Estimates of the number of Romans that were slaves rest 
on shaky ground. But the point made by both Hopkins and Finley (1968b) that 
Roman Italy was one of the "five societies in which slaves played a considerable 
role in production" (Hopkins, 1978, 100) is well-founded. Compare Patterson 
(1982). 

. 
2. Curtin (19�) remains the foundation for current estimates of the Atlantic slave 

trade. New evidence uncovered since 19� has led to the revision of various 
components of Curtin's estimates. Lovejoy's ( 1982) synthesis of Curtin and of the 
revisions raised Curtin's total for the number of black slaves imported into both 
the Old and the New World from 9,735,000 to 9,778,500. I have added 94,000 
to Lovejoy's figure [based on EM #4 for the U.S. and Eltis (1987, 249) outside of 
the U_S. between 181 1 and 1870], which brings the estimate of the total Atlantic 
slave trade to about 9,873,000. From this figure, 148,900 needs to be subtracted 
for imports into the Old World (Curtin, 1969, 1 16), which makes the figure for 
imports into the New World about 9,724,000. 

The slave import figures for the individual countries shown in Figure 1 were 
developed from the-following sources. Sao Thome: Curtin ( 19�), 1 16, 1 19. United 
States: EM, #4. Jamaica: 1 660-1 780, Galenson (1981), 2 18; 1781-1810, E!tis 
( 1 987), 247. Barbados: 1626-1650, Curtin ( 1969), 1 19; 1650-1780, Galenson 
( 1 981 ), 2 13; 1 781-1810, Eltis ( 1987), 247. Haiti: 1651-1 780, Curtin (1969), 1 19, 
2 16; 1 781-1800, Ehis ( 1987), 249. Brazil: 1 551-1780, Curtin ( 1969), 1 16, 2 17, 
235, 268; 1 78 1-1860, Eltis ( 1987), 249. Cuba: before 181 1 ,  Curtin (1969), 40, 
46; 181 1-187°, Ehis ( 1987), 249. All figures for other countries are from Curtin 
( 1969), 46, 268. 

3. Estimates of the annual rate of increase in U.S. tobacco production during the 
eighteenth century, and the average production per hand, are based on the esti
mates of Jacob M. Price in a letter to RWF dated December 14, 1971 ;  cf. EM, #8. 
See Gray ( 1 958, 9 1 2 ,  1 035) and U.S. Bureau of the Census (1960, 765-767). The 
assumption that the increase of slaves required for the increase in tobacco produc
tion could only be met out of imports biases the import requirement upward very 
considerably. As pointed out in Chapter 5 of this volume and in EM, #4, the 
estimated average annual rate of natural increase in the slave population in the 
United States between 1 700 and 1800 was about 1 . 2  percent per annum, which is 
slighter greater than the average rate of increase in tobacco production during the 
same period. This suggests that even in the absence of increases in labor productiv
ity and even if there had been no external slave trade, the share of U.S. slaves in 
tobacco production would have been lower in 1800 than it was in 1700. 
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4· C
8
onee

8
rning the previous two paragraphs, see McCusker (1989); Drescher ( 1977), 

4 , 7  . 
5· Estimate from S

.
heridan (letters to RWF dated October 14, 1979, and September 

5, 1988). Cf. Hlgman ( 1984), 67, 7 1 ,  and Sheridan (1985), B-9. 
6. Boxer (1966), 1 1 3, 1 79, 2 20, 304; Klein ( 1986), esp. Ch. 6; Steckel ( 1971). See 

also EM, #9, # 1 1 .  
7 .  Although there have been major advances in the quantification of economic and 

demographic aspects of slavery before 1800, the data for the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries are still sparse in comparison with those for the nineteenth 
century. The available d�ta on the growth of the slave population throughout the 
New World from the earhest years are conveniently collated in Steckel ( 1971 ). See 
also McCusker ( 1 989). For slavery in the Chesapeake during the seventeenth 
century, see. Menard ( 1975a); for the eighteenth century see Kulikoff ( 1986). For 
South Carolma se� �ood ( 1974). For Virginia see Rutman and Rutman ( 1984). 
For the West Indles m the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, see 
Galenson ( 1986). For the shift from blacks to whites in immigration patterns 
between 1500 and 1900, see Galenson (1983); Eltis ( 1983). 

8. In 1774 the value of total imports was £13,347,000, while the value of the imports 
of the five slave-produced commodities was £3,962,000. Mitchell and Deane 
( 1 962\ 280, 286: Schumpeter ( 1960); Menard and McCusker (1985), Table 7.3. 

9· Landes (1977), 13· 
10. For the sugar pla�tation statistics, see Higman ( 1976), 13-14; on the exports of 

the thlrteen colomes see U.S. Bureau of the Census (1 960), 761. 
1 1.  The median plantation is defined as a plantation of such size that half of all the 

slaves in the region lived on plantations with fewer slaves than the median one 
while the other half lived on plantations with more slaves than the median one. O� 
the Chesapeake Bay plantations, see Kulikoff (1976), (1986). 

1 2 .  Dunn (197 2), Ch. 2, 3, esp. p. 96; Higman ( 1976), 2 75. 
13. Knight ( 1 970), 2 2 , 60. 
14· The value of the slaves on a Jamaican plantation of median size c . 1770 was £7,641 

(Shendan, 1965, 301). Colquhoun ( 1815, 382) indicates that slaves represented 
33. 1 2  percent of all property in Jamaica. This figure implies that the capital value of 
the median sugar estate C.l 770 was about £23,100 (7,641 -;- 0.33 1 2  ;:::: 23, 1 00). 
Flttmg a log-normal curve .to �he distribution of inventories of personal property 
(SherIdan, 1965, Table 5) mdlcates that the average was approximately 14.5 per
cent greater than the median, so that the average value of a Jamaican sugar estate 
C· 1770 was ab�ut £26,4°0 (23,°7 1 X 1 . 1445 ;:::: 26,4°0). The pound of C. l 770 
was converted mt� the pound of 1860 by splicing the Schumpeter-Gilboy index of 
consumer goods wlth the Rousseaux index, using the years 1816-1820 to make the 
splice (Mitchell and Deane, 1962 , 468-469, 47 1-472). The resulting ratio of the 
186o pound to the 1 770 pound was 1 . 2001 ( 1 .8180 X 0.8185 X 0.8065 ;:::: 
1 . 2001 ), so that 26,4°0 in 1 770 pounds was worth about 3 1 ,700 in 1860 pounds. 
Smce the pound was worth $4.86 in 1 860 (Friedman and Schwartz, 1963, 59), the 
value of a 1 770 sugar estate in 1860 dollars was about $154,000 (31 ,700 X 4.86 
;:::: 154,000). Since per capita income in 1860 was $1 28, a sugar estate was worth 

�bout 1 ,
.
203 times per capi�a income. The last figure multiplied by 1986 per capita 

mcome m current dollars Yields a figure of about $2 1 million ( 1 ,2°3 X 1 7,526 ;:::: 
2 1 ,000,000) (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1987, 410). 

15· The Boston Manufacturing Company was capitalized at $300,000 in 1813. Kirk
land (1951 ), 300. Using Higman's ( 1976, 375) distribution of Jamaican slavehold
ings and total capital investment per slave indicated in the previous note, there were 
about 34 Jamaican slave holdings in 1832 worth more than $300,000. See U.S. 
Bureau of the Census ( 1862, 181 )  on the size of American cotton textile factories 
in 1860. 
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1 6. Craton ( 1974), 1 33. On pp. 1 32-139 Craton argues that the profits of sugar 
plantations have been underestimated, that profits were about 7.5 percent in 1 790, 
10 percent between 1 750 and 1 775, and as much as 20 percent before 1 700; cf. 
EM, # 17. The relative wealth of U.S. planters and northern merchants in 1860 is 
discussed on pp. 81-84 of the text. The relative wealth of West Indian planters and 
English noblemen is discussed in EM, # 2 .  

17 ·  Schmitz ( 1974), 24-31 ;  Parry and Sherlock ( 1956), 1 45-147, 2 24· 
18.  Knight (1970), 32-33; see also 35, 37· 
19. Schmitz (1974), 2 5-26; Fenichel ( 1967), 458. On the role of steam power see 

Knight ( 1970), 39. U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1 862), 1 80. 
20. Various studies have focused new attention on the role of the factories as instru· 

ments for the transformation of the mode of labor, pointing out that the new labor 
discipline may have been a more crucial feature of the initial phases of the 
Industrial Revolution than changes in industrial hardware. See Thompson ( 1967); 
Landes ( 1969), ( 1986); Marglin ( 1976). 

2 1 .  Ure (1835), 1 5-16. 
2 2 .  Hammond and Hammond ( 1975), 1 6-17 .  Resistance was provoked partly by the 

extraordinary monotony of factory labor, for the efficiency of the system was 
related to the minute division of labor that required each worker to repeat over 
and over again the operation that he or she was instructed to perform. The inces
sant "joining of broken threads," said Friedrich Engels, or the "constant atten· 
tion to the tireless machine is felt as the keenest torture by the operatives, and 
its action upon mind and body is in the long run stunting in the highest degree." 
Engels (1973), 2 13-2 14. Resistance was also provoked by the extraordinarily 
long hours of labor, 14 to 1 6  hours per day, and the intense rhythm of labor set 
by the machines. 

23.  A certain amount of force was also employed to compel the labor of factory 
operatives. The beating of children and adolescents, who constituted about a third 
of the hands, remained legal well into the nineteenth century and was used to 
discipline both operatives and apprentices. Factory owners called upon the courts 
for the imprisonment of hands who sought to quit (on the grounds of breach of 
contract), and the courts sanctioned the use of this instrument against older work
ers. Factory owners also instituted an elaborate system of fines covering the most 
minute infractions of labor discipline, with the heaviest penalties "reserved for 
absence (the cardinal sin, often worth several days' pay)." Landes ( 1969), 1 14. See 
Engels ( 1973), 1 80, on the employment and treatment of children; Deane and Cole 
(1969), Ch. 4, on the distribution of the labor force; Pollard ( 1965). 

24. Large slave tobacco plantations had more of a division of labor than free farms, 
beginning in the 1 750S or 1 760s. Kulikoff ( 1986); Walsh ( 1977). The distinction 
between gang-system and other types of slavery is discussed in Patterson ( 1982), 
455-456 n. 4. Finley (1968a) was one of the first scholars to draw a distinction 
between systems in which slavery was central to the economy and those in which 
slavery was marginal. Cf. Hopkins (1978), 1 00-101 -

25.  Metzer, TP, # 1 0; Craton ( 1974), 1 23-1 25, 208-209; Kulikoff (1986), 396-408. 
See Ch. 2 of this volume for further discussion of the occupational distributions of 
slaves. 

2 6. Bennet H. Barrow, as quoted by Metzer, TP, # 1 0. 
27.  Russell (1857), 180. 
28. Olmsted ( 1953), 452 .  
29 .  DeBow's Review VI, as  quoted by  Metzer, TP, # 1 0. 
30. Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 1 : 204. 
3 1 .  Metzer, TP, # 1 0; Olson, TP, #8. Compare Phillips ( 1966), 370; Gray (1958), 

547-550. 
32 .  Metzer, TP, # 1 0. Metzer's analysis of the cotton-picking rates of mothers in the 
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months immediately before and after childbirth is taken from the records of the 
Leak plantation in North Carolina for the period 1 841-1860. 

33· Genovese (1974), 60-61 ;  Bonner ( 1964), 201 -
34· See Olson, TP, # 1 1: In  addi�ion to  �hose mentioned in  the text, a further parallel 

between the plantatIOn and mdustnal systems of labor is drawn by Aufhauser 
(197.1 ,  3�-3�). Aufha�ser.compares comments made by Frederick Winslow Taylor 
m hIS Pnnctples of Sctentific Management (New York, 1967) on the necessity of 
careful instruction to replace a worker's own judgment to the attitude of slaveown. 
ers. t?'."ard slaves. In both cases, workers were characterized as lazy and incapable 
of mltJatJv�. For plantations using the gang system, calculation of the average slave 
workweek mcludes some work done by slaves on their own time. For those using 
the task system, our figure may overestimate total time worked. See pp. 192-194 
on the task system. 

35· On U.S. sugar production see Sitterson (1953) and Deerr ( 1949). 
36. On the growth of the slave population in the West Indies see McCusker ( 1989), 

548-767; Steckel ( 197 1 ). The figures for the thirteen colonies are from the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census ( 1960), 756. 

37· See EM, #5, for the development of these estimates of the distribution of slaves 
among crops. See also Fogel and Engerman, TP, #13. 

38. E!tis (1<)8-' ), 369 n. 1 2 ; U .S. House of Reple�",ntatives ( 1836), Table C; DeBow 
(1854), Table 71 and p. 94; see also n.37 above, Ch. 2 below, and EM, # 2 1 .  

39· The source for Figure 2 is Watkins ( 1895); compare Watkins ( 1969). Bales have 
been converted to uniform weights of 400 pounds. The estimates of the white and 
black population of the United States during the colonial era have been compiled 
by Sutherland in U.S. Bureau of the Census (1960). The estimates for the Carib. 
bean are those developed by McCusker (1989), 548-767. 

40• On the Chesapeake, see Kulikoff ( 1986), 340, and the sources he cites 340 n. 50; 
cf. Fogel and Engerman (1 974), 1 : 2 l .  

41. Menard (1975b), 5 1 .  Assuming the average size of a slave family in 1 750 wa� 5 
persons, there would be 4 families on a plantation of 20 slaves. The plantation 
could instead consist of 3 complete families, 2 incomplete families, and a few 
unrelated individuals. 

42. The median in cotton was computed from the Parker Gallman sample. See Schmitz 
(1974) on sugar and Swan (1972) on rice. Compare the discussion in the text on 
pp. 185-188. It should be kept in mind that although sugar and rice plantations 
were large there were relatively few of them in the U.S., so they accounted for only 
a relatively small share of the slave population of the U.S. 

43· See EM, #4, #6, for the estimates in this paragraph and the next three paragraphs, 
as well as for Figures 3 and 4· See Kulikoff (1986, 7 1 -74) for an alternative 
procedure for estimating the proportion of slaves who were American born. This 
procedure produces similar results. 

44· See EM. #3, for a discussion of the importance of the smuggling of African slaves 
into the U.S. before 1807, and its negligible dimensions thereafter except as a 
political issue. 

45· DeBow (1 954), 63 and 82 :  See Ch. 5 below. Cf. EM, #4, #42. 
46. The distribution of the slave and black populations in 1825 is based on an exhaus. 

tive survey of population statistics carried out by Steckel (197 1 ). Among Steckel's 
principal sources were Curtin (1969), Deerr (1950), McCusker ( 1989), Rosenblat 
(1954), and Zelinsky ( 1949). 

47· There has been an impressive expansion of research into the factors influencing 
the division of Atlantic migrants among slaves, indentured servants, and free labor. 
Excellent summaries of this literature as well as insightful extensions of it include 
Eltis ( 1 983); Dunn (1984); Galenson (1984), (1986); McCusker and Menard ( 1985), 
Ch. 5; Engerman (1986a, b). 
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48. Although the physical force permitted against indentured servants in America 
might not have been greater than that commonly used against workers in Europe, 
the legal constraints binding them to masters were probably stronger. The evidence 
on the latter isslle is mixed. Standard sources on the treatment and legal status of 
indentured servants include, for Eagland, Kussmaul ( 1981); Hartwell (1971); Pol· 
lard (1965); �pl!OD (1971). For the UrQted States. primarily but not exclusively in 
the Chesapeake. Ijee F.mam (1938); Smith (1971), Ch. 1 1  and 1 2; Morris (1965), 
390-5 1 2; Semmes (1938), CIt. 5. More recent works which reflect conflicti�g 
opinion on the serv.nt'. I�are Morgan (1975), 123-130; Menard (1973), 48; Mam 
(1982). 1 13-1 18• .. . • .  

The legal position of inclentured servants was not much different from that of 
freedmen under the apflrenticeahip system of gradual emancipation in the British 
West Indies. In both �. masterS might have responded to the limited time period 
of constrained service by forcing elttreme amounts of work from their workers. 
They were within their Jegal limits to do so. On apprenticeship, see the sources cited 
below at p. 453 1l. 108, a8 well &1\ those in Fogel and Engerman, TP, #29· 

49. See Chapter 2, II. 2, below; EM, #1), #11 .  
. 

50. The gang system was ooeuionaUy · used in grain farming, but even on mlXe
.
d 

grain/tobacco plantations, the gang system was uncommon. See Olmsted (1970). It IS 
importanttonotethattherewereareasevenin the U.S. South where the gang system was 
not used and slavery was marginal. primarily in areas of North Carolina and Tidewater 
Virginia. It is estimated that a8 many as 30 percent of American slaves in 1790 were in 
areas without a staple crop base. This percentage decreased later. 

Sarah Hughes (1978) found for Elizabeth City County, Virginia, that when the 
changeover from a tobacco monoculture to a variety of crops took place the owner· 
ship of slaves did not change significantly. although the distribution of them did. 
The units of farming became smaller, more akin to family farming, and having a 
few slaves was closer to having a few extra farmhands, resembling a system of 
hiring. Under these conditions. most natural increase of slaves would have been 
sold off. The explanation for why slavery did not die out entirely see�s to lie in 
cultural expectations persisting despite economic disadvantages. I am mdebted to 
Allan Kulikoff for bringing these issues to my attention. 

51 .  Goldin ( 1976), 89-1 22 .  It is sometimes said that slaves were poorly represented 
in manufacturing, but that would not be correct if sugar mills, ginning mills, and 
artisan crafts are included in manufacturing. This complex issue is discussed more 
fully on pp. 103-104 of the text and in EM, #39. 

\ 5 2 .  Menard ( 1973b). . 53. These characteristics limited the possibilities for the division of the productIOn 
process into 8 series of routine operations. The problem is illustrated by �h� 
replanting procedure which took place about six weeks after the seeds were ongl' 
nally planted. The withdrawal of the plants from their beds could not be done gang 
style but required the judgment and skill of 8 highly trained hand. The replanting, 
however, was done by gangs; one gathered the plants into baskets and dropped 
them in the waiting hills; another closed the soil around the plants; a third was 
responsible for the setting operation. Topping (the removal of the upper part of the 
plant) is another operation that did not lend itself to the gang system, since not all 
the plants were topped in the same way. "Every tobacco plant must be treated 
differently in order to yield the maximum in quality" (Aufhauser, 1971 ,  1 13)' 
While tobacco production thus involved some operations that could be performed 
on an assembly line basis, other operations remained on a handicraft basis. On the 
Chesapeake examples, see Kulikoff (1976), 7.14-7. 1 5. On tobacco, see Schaefer 
(1978); Gray (1958), 775. 

54. For this paragraph and the next one see Mintz (1969), 32; Dunn (1973); Sheridan 
( 1974); E. Morgan (1975)· 
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55· Deerr (1949); Palmer ( 1 976); Bowser ( 1974); Parry (1979). 
56. Klein (1966), 296, 297, 298, 306. 
57· Mellafe ( 1975), 1 06. 
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58. Palmer ( 1976), 178. See also his Chapter 4 for the role of the Spanish Church in 
defending rights of slaves in Mexico. For a review of the debate over treatment of 
slaves in Protestant and Catholic countries, see Klein ( 1986). On the failure of the 
Catholic Church in Brazil to intervene on behalf of slave families, see Degler 
(1970). On the role of the Catholic Church in the U.S. see p. 397 in this volume 
and the sources cited there. See also p. 438, n. 3 1 .  The issue originated with 
Tannenbaum (1 946). Compare North (1986); Parry (1979). 

59· On the role of the British in this change, see Knight ( 1970), 6-24, esp. 7; Parry 
and Sherlock (1 956), 2 2 2-23°; Klein ( 1 986), 86-88. The British promoted slavery 
when they occupied Cuba during the Seven Years' War. 

CHAPTER 2. OCCUPATIONAL PATTERNS 

1. For Jamaica, Surinam, and Trinidad, s'Qme of the comparisons are based on occupa· 
tional censuses that covered the entire! slave populations of the colonies. In Brazil 
the desired information is currently available only for a few large plantations 
'pecidlizing mainly in coffee and located mainly in the Campinas district (Slenes, 
1975). In the United States, the information is most detailed in a sample of 60 
intermediate and large plantations specializing in the production of either cotton, 
rice, sugar, or tobacco, which will be called the "Olson sample." Useful information 
is also contained in the larger sample of 570 slave holdings drawn from the probate 
records of eight states, which will be called the "probate sample," as well as in the 
New Orleans slave invoices and in Union Army records. Since the information 
pools differ for the various economies, and because of the opportunities that exist 
for improving the data base, the discussion of occupational patterns presented in 
this chapter should be considered provisional. See EM, #7, for a discussion of the 
sources of data on slave occupations in the United States and the Caribbean. 

2. Higman (1984, 93) estimated that c. 1 830, some 9 percent of the slave popula. 
tion of the British West Indies lived in towns. Goldin ( 1976, 1 2) estimated that 
4.0 percent of southern slaves lived in cities of 2,500 or more persons in 1850 
and 3.6 percent did so in 1860. DeBow ( 1854, 94) put the town share at 1 2 .5 
percent, but his definition of towns apparently included nonagricultural communi
ties ranging below 1 ,000 persons. In Cuba the urban share of slaves varied be
tween 1 7.5 and 20.9 percent during 1855-187 1 (Knight, 1970, 63). Higman's 
( 1984) data for six British colonies with a combined population of 70,820  slaves 
indicates that 15 .2  percent were domestics (computed from his Table 6. 1 ). See 
also Bowser (1974), 100-101 ;  Palmer ( 1976), 45-46; Klein ( 1967), 145; EM, 
#9. For another discussion and analysis of the probate records, see MacMillan 
(1988); cf. Olson, TP, #8. 

3. See EM, #8. 
4· Klein ( 1967), 144. See Goldin ( 1976), 30-3 1 .  See also EM, #9; for a discussion 

of slave· hiring practices, see EM, #8. 
5· Higman (1976), 276-277; Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 :39-42;  Craton (1978), 

161 .  See EM, #9. 
6. Mellafe ( 1975), 25-47; Bowser ( 1974), 5-10.  During the Spanish conquest of 

South and Central America, the conquistadors often trusted their African slaves 
more than they did the native Americans. Black Cuban slaves took part in Cortes's 
conquest of Mexico in 1519  (Klein, 1967, 141 ), and Bowser reports that the 
Africans involved in the Spanish conquest of the Incas "identified with everything 
Spanish more rapidly than did the Indian-to the point, in fact, where many blacks, 
in imitation of their masters, terrorized native villages and even accumulated staffs 
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of cowed Indian servants . . . .  Prized by the master for his fidelity, the black man 
rapidly came to occupy an intermediate position between Spaniard and Indian 
rather than the place beneath the Indian to which the law had consigned him" 
(Bowser, 19740 7; see also Mellafe, 1975, 25-26). Slaves continued to serve the 
government and in the armed services in Peru and Cuba into the seventeenth 
century (Bowser, 19740 105-1°7; Klein, 1967, 145-146). Between 1795 and 1815 
the British organized 12  West India regiments composed of  slaves, which in  1807 
had an effective strength of just under 8,000 men. These regiments, over the 
objections of West India planters, formed a major part of the British Army in the 
West Indies during the Napoleanic Wars, and were acknowledged by the British 
high command as essential to the achievement of their objectives in the Caribbean 
(Buckley, 1979, esp. Ch. 5). 

7. Dunn (1973), 242. The time frame ofthe shift to the dominance of slaves in crafts 
is drawn from evidence gathered by Galenson (1981), 1 28-134, 138-139, 177; 
Kulikoff (1976); Mullin (1972), 86-88, 94-<)8; Sheridan (1974); and other sources 
discussed in EM, Part 2 .  

8 .  Roughley (1823), 85. Menard (1975b, 5 1 )  points out that a tax list for Prince 
George's County, Maryland, in 1733 lists 37 of 79 quarters as having no taxable· 
age white population, suggesting a good proportion of black· filled supervisory 
positions. Cf. his comment on independent quarters ( 1975b, 36). See also Kulikoff 
(1986), 384-386; EM, #9. 

9. It has been argued (Woodson, 1919b) that another factor that might have in· 
fluenced the rise and fall in the proportion of overseers who were slaves is the rate 
of formation of new plantations. Newly settled plantations might have had to 
employ slaves as overseers out of necessity, for lack of available whites. If that were 
the case, however, there should have been a higher proportion of black overseers 
on the large plantations of the New South than on those of the Old South. But no 
such pattern has been detected. Moreover, in the West Indies the situation was 
exactly reversed. Originally, most of the higher ranking jobs were held by whites, 
then gradually transferred to blacks. In the West Indies there were very few whites 
at all on the plantations. See EM, #9, # 1 0, # 1 1 ,  # 1 2; Olson, TP, #8. 

1 0. For data underlying this paragraph, see EM, # 1 1 ,  # 1 2 .  
1 1 . Higman ( 1976), 16. See also EM, # 1 2 ,  #27; Higman (1984). 
1 2 .  Fogel and Engerman, TP, # 13; Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 :37, 42. See also 

EM, # 1 2, #27, #51 .  Allan Kulikoff has calculated occupational distributions for 
eighteenth-century tobacco plantations in the Chesapeake Bay region. For 1}33, 
his estimate of the percentage of slaves engaged in field labor ranges from 74 to 90 
percent. For the same region the estimates are 50 to 82 percent in the time period 
1774-179 1 .  See Kulikoff ( 1986). 

13.  See EM, # 1 2 ,  #27; Olson, TP, #8. For data underlying Figure 5, see EM, # 1 2 .  
14. Olson, TP, #8; Metzer, TP, #10; Craton (1974), 208-209. See EM, # 1 2 .  
1 5 .  "Elite occupations" not only involved release from gang labor, but were also 

considered by either the planters or the slaves, usually by both, to be preferable 
to gang labor. Such occupations carried a degree of status as well as material and 
other advantages not generally available to ordinary gang laborers. Van den Boo
gaart and Emmer (1977), 2 15; Carmichael ( 1834), 1 23. 

16. Miller (1979), 42 .  Miller's studies on slave occupations are based on ex-slave 
narratives. Although the commentary quoted here refers to the South, it is equally 
applicable to the West Indies. 

17.  See EM, # 1 2 .  
18. G .  Friedman (1982), 488-493. I t  has been suggested that shorter males were 

chosen as domestics because o",:,ners preferred not to have large or imposing black 
men in the house. 

19. EM, # 1 2 ;  cf. EM, #51;  TP, #3, #8; Crawford (1980). 
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20. See EM, # 1 2 ; Littlefield (1981), Ch. 2 and 4. 
2 1 .  Olson, TP, #8; Kotlikoff, TP, #3; cf. EM, # 1 2 . 
2 2 .  See EM, #7. 
23. See EM, #9, # 1 2; data for Figure 6 are in EM, # 1 2 .  
24· Household servants were often children whose work would not be considered 

important in the field. In other cases, servants' work was also often physically 
taxing, and utilizing an adult worker in the house would be a necessity. Even given 
these factors, a domestic staff can still be seen as owner self-indulgence, since the 
labor does not produce income: It is a consumption good rather than a market good. 
In households with only one slave, according to the Parker-Gallman sample (of 
5,200 farms in the cotton South in 1 860), females were heavily overrepresented 
(see Foust, 1975, for a description of the Parker-Gallman sample). Some scholars 
have inferred it is because of this sexual imbalance that small slaveholdings had 
a disproportionate share of domestics. An alternative explanation is that the desire 
to have a domestic servant led these slave owners to purchase a female rather than 
a male slave. 

25.  For the data underlying the percentages in thjPreCeding five paragraphs see EM, 
#1 2 ;  Olson, TP, #8. 

26. See EM, # 1 2; TP, #8. 
27. Thc lowpr ratio of field hands to drivers may reflect the desire and capacity of U.S. 

slaveowners to work their slaves far more intensely than was possible in the 
Caribbean. The stature and body mass of slaves in the United States permitted a 
level of work output far in excess of either Caribbean slaves or European workers. 
See EM, #47; Fogel (1987). 

28. Olson, TP, #8; EM, # 1 0, # 1 2 . 
29. A cohort is a group of persons born during the same period and hence reaching 

a given age span at the same time. Cohorts are sometimes defined by their year 
of birth and sometimes by longer intervals. For example, slaves who were between 
ages 25 and 29 in 1839 belonged to the cohort born between 1810 and 1814. 

30. Price-by-age profiles have been calculated for slaves listed with an age and price 
in probate samples following the procedure used by Fogel and Engerman in Time 
on the Cross (Fogel and Engerman, 1974, 1 : 2 1-26, 2 :80-82). Age-earnings profiles 
can be calculated from the price-by-age profiles since the current price equals the 
present value of the future price plus current net earnings. In estimating labor force 
participation in the free economy, only production of goods for sale is considered. 
The labor of white farm women, since it was mostly non-field work and produced 
goods primarily for the family's consumption, is, therefore, seriously underesti
mated. Cf. EM, # 1 2 .  

3 1 .  See pp. 27-28 of Chapter 1 .  
3 2 .  I t  is unlikely that children as young a s  that made significant contributions to output. 

Training, rather than current productivity, may have been the objective of such an 
early entry into jobs. 

33· Roughley (1823), 103-109. 
34· The early age of children beginning work is from Carmichael ( 1834). The data on 

the rate of entry into the labor force are from Crawford (1980); cf. Olson, TP, #8; 
EM, # 1 2 .  Crawford's work is founded on the quantification of the information 
resulting from interviews of ex-slaves conducted by Fisk University and the Federal 
Writers Project of the WPA. Since patterns of answering questions might exist, 
information may be skewed along certain demographic lines. On the variables 
involved in the statistical evaluation of groups within the interviews, see EM, #51;  
Crawford (1980), 1 1-2 2 .  For discussion of  other features of  the samples and con
siderations in interpreting them, see Crawford (1980), 2 2-43; Escott (1979), 3-17.  
Johnson (1986) notes a similar pattern of entry into the work force in the mortality 
data from Mississippi, Georgia, and South Carolina. He finds that there was, statis-
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tically, little sexual division of labor, although women dominated in the house staff 
and men in the skilled crafts. 

35. See EM, # 1 2, #13; TP, #8, #10. For the method of calculating the average net 
and gross "earnings" of children. see Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 :7<}-81.  

36. Slenes (1975), 535: Kulikotf (1976), 7-31. See EM, #13, for a more detailed 
discussion of the life cycle in'slave'occupations. 

37. The pattern of promotion of older slaves into elite positions reduces the "pay·back" 
period during which slaveowners can recoup their investment in training the slave 
to perform their crafL Promotion by seniority, however, may resemble the pattern 
of "job ladders" in twentieth-century American industry and corporate manage· 
ment. See Stone (1974>; Dooringer and Piore (1971); Medoff and Abraham (1981). 
In many cases, sons appear to learb crafts from fathers. It is possible that later entry 
into crafts training reflects cases in which fathers were not artisans. In these cases, 
a young man might have been apprenticed to a craftsman who had no son of his 
own to train. See Johnson (1()86), 343; Kulikoff (1<)86), Ch. 8 and 10. 

38. Gutman (1975), 7<)--81. 
39. Olson, TP, #8; Kotlikoff, TP, #3. See Ch. 3, n .  24, in this volume. 
40. See Olson, TP, #8; Higman (1976); EM, #1 2 ,  #13. which also deal with the issue 

of differential mortality rates. 
41. See EM, #1 2 .  
42 .  Roughley (1823. 1 13-1 18) describes occupations thought fit  for the aged. 
43. Higman (1976. 144) estimated the number of whites per plantation by applying 

the 1844 Jamaican census regional di!ltribution of the white population to the 
distribution of plantations in 1832 .  The distribution of whites across plantations 
in the United States South is based on the Parker-Gallman sample of plantations 
in the cotton states in 1859. 

44. For examples of studies based on autobiographies and on ex-slave narratives see 
Blassingame ( 1977). (1975); Genovese (1974); Rawick (1972); Owens (1976). See 
Woodward (1974) for a review of Rawick's work. See EM, #51, Escott (1979), and 
Crawford (1980) for statistical analyses of the ex-slave narratives. 

CHAPTER 3. UNRAVELING SOME ECONOMIC RIDDLES 
1. See Drescher (1977); Drescher (1986), 241-244 n. 84, 328-330; cf. Sheridan 

( 1981 ). 
2 .  Garrison, as quoted by Thomas (1963), 326. 
3. There were attempts to connect antislavery to economic issues before 1854, but 

these were desultory except in the South. See Chapter 10 in this volume for support 
for the assertion that the crucial switch took place between 1854 and 1856. 

4. See EM, #14. #15· On the emergence of economic arguments as central aspects of 
northern antislavery politics, see pp. 344-348 of Chapter 10. Cf. EM, #16, #1f3. 

5. Ward ( 1978); EM, #17, # 18. On British restrictions see Ehis (1972), (1987Y 
6. For the econometric analysis underlying this paragraph, see EM, #19. 
7. It might be argued that such constructs as real prices are the inventions of twen

tieth-century economists and have no applicability to the eighteenth or the early 
nineteenth century because planters, legislators, and others merely looked at 
money prices in making economic decisions. But workers who rioted in the nine
teenth century because bread prices rose faster than their wages showed that they 
understood such concepts as real prices and real wages, and so did the government 
officials who pegged the amount of poor relief to the price of bread. See Rose 
( 1961); Marshall (1968). 

8. By 1812  these new lands accoun.ted for a third of the sugar exports from Britain's 
Caribbean possessions; by 1833 the figure was up to 48 percent. To some extent 
the downward shift in the London price was due to the rise of sugar production 
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in Mauritius, Britain's slave colony in the Indian Ocean. For the sources supporting 
Figure 9 see EM, #19. 

9. Great Britain (1837-1838, 369) contains prices of slaves in the British West Indies 
by island. These figures were assembled with a view toward estimating the compen
sation to slaveholders under a plan of emancipation. Eltis ( 1972); Ward ( 1978), 
204, 207. 

10. See EM, #20. U.S. rice production suffered from Oriental competition. Gray 
( 1958), 610, 7 2 1-730, Ch. 26. 

1 1 . See EM, #2 1 ,  # 2 2; Berry ( 1943), 580-581 ;  Gray ( 1958), 589, 605-606, Ch. 32 ;  
on  765 and 1038 Gray gives price trends over 1800-1861 for tobacco. Cf. Kotlik
off, TP, #3. 

1 2 .  See EM, # 2 2, for regional and southwide time series on the demand for slaves. See 
TP, #3, for an analysis of the course of slave prices in New Orleans. 

13· Gray ( 1958), 610-61 1 ,  757· 
14. Watkins (1908), 29-3 1 .  Excluding the French settlement around New Orleans, 

there was no count of whites or blacks in the Gulf states west of eastern Georgia 
in 1790. The estimated Indian population of all the Gulf states, including Florida, 
was about 1 14,000. Encyclopaedia Britannica ( 1961), V. 1 2, 203; U.S. Bureau of 
the Census ( 1960), 13; Rossiter (1909), 40, 69, 1 33· 

15. The soil, and climates of the various states were not equally advantageous to all 
southern crops. The Atlantic Coastal Plain just below the Mason-Dixon line and 
the Central Piedmont Plateau were favorable for raising tobacco and general 
farming, but could not support a cotton culture. Rice had its greatest advantage in 
the swamplands along the southeastern coastal flatwoods of Georgia and South 
Carolina and in the lower Gulf Coastal Plain. Sugar production was confined largely 
to a handful of parishes in the Mississippi Delta. On regional specialization, see 
EM, #2 1 .  Cf. Gray ( 1953), 684, 891 ,  652, 655· 

16. Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 1 :46. This discussion of the interregional slave trade 
is based on the estimates of Claudia Goldin, which are presented in Fogel and 
Engerman (1974), 2 : 183-184. 

17 .  Hunter (1949), Ch. 1 and 2; Haites, Mak, and Walton ( 1975), 60-69, 183-184. 
18. Ratner, Soltow, and Sylla ( 1979), 1 18-1 19; Healy ( 1951), 1 27; U.S. Bureau of the 

Census ( 1862), 23 1 .  The mileage of track in Continental Europe is from Mulhall 
( 1892), 495; in Britain, from Mitchell and Dean (1962), 2 25· 

19. U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1853), 106-1 18. 
20. See, for example, Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 2 :53-54; Sutch ( 1975); Carstensen 

and Goodman ( 1977). For discussion of these estimates and the debate on these 
questions, see EM, #22 ,  #23. 

2 1 .  Davis (1975), 1 7 1 ;  Miller ( 1977), 107. Cf. Richards ( 1979), 102-105. 
2 2 .  Kotlikoff, TP, #3. 
23. Figure 1 1  is taken from Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 1 :72 .  The curve was devel

oped from data in probate records. For a discussion of Sutch's conjecture on the 
intercept of the price-by-age profile, see Fogel and Engerman, TP, #21 ,  n. 9; EM, 
#23· 

24. The premia and discounts shown in Figure 12 were estimated from data in the 
probate sample of slave prices by fitting sixth-order polynomials on age and using 
dummy variables for specific skills and defects. Separate regressions were run on 
each gender. That blacksmiths and carpenters brought such a large premium does 
not necessarily imply that more profit could be made by slaveowners if they sold 
such craftsmen than if they sold ordinary field hands, even leaving aside the incen
tive system described in Chapter 2 .  There was a cost to training craftsmen, which 
was the foregone product in other occupations during training. If markets were in 
equilibrium, then the profit rate on craftsmen would have been no greater than that 
on ordinary field hands. 
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25. Kotlikoff, TP, #3· 
26. For an elaboration of this point, see Kotlikoff and Pinera, TP, #6. 
27.  The price planters received for tobacco depended on total output. Production of 

western tobacco lowered the price of tobacco on the world market. Slaves were 
valued by the output they could produce, but the increase in tobacco production, 
and decrease in price, could lower the price of slaves overall. If increases in 
quantity greatly re<luced the price of tobacco, then the expansion of tobacco produc. 
tion into the West reduced the price of slaves. See Kotlikoff and Pinera, TP, #6. 
cr. Passell and Wright ( 1972); Lee (1978); Schmitz and Schaefer (1981). 

28. Phillips ( 1966), chart foJ,lowing 370. See EM, #22,  #23, #35· 
29. See EM, # 2 1 ,  # 2 2 ,  #35-#37· 
30. Between 1840 and 1 860 the productivity of agricultural labor increased nearly as 

rapidly in these states as in the Northeast, although productivity growth in both 
of dIe eastern regions lagged somewhat behind the pace of the North and the South 
Central states. Far from declining, the average value of farm lands in the three 
chief slave-exporting states (Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina) in
creased by 60 percent over the decade of the 185os, nearly as much as the increase 
(79 percent) experienced by the three chief slave-importing states (Alabama, Missis
sippi, and Louisiana). See EM, #23, #40, #68; U.S. Bureau oCthe Census (1895), 
84-100. 

3 1 .  Fogel and Eng!lrman, TP, # 1 3; Anderson (1974), 53-70. Cf. EM, #23· 
32. See Goldin, TP, #7, for a fuller discussion of the paradoxical effect of the combined 

rural and urban increases in the demand for slaves on the share of the slave labor 
force demanded by cotton planters. See also Fogel and Engerman, TP, # 1 2 .  

33 .  Kotlikoff and Pinera, TP, #6. The main discussion of  the critical political role of 
territorial issues is in Chapter 10, particularly pp. 3 25, 331 ,  335, 341-344, 349-
354, 371-373, 378-383. 

34. Smith ( 1937), 81 .  See Larabee and Bell (1961), 2 25-226; Davis ( 1966), 427, 431 .  
35. For further discussion, see Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 2 : 1 26--130; TP, # 1 2 ,  

# 14, # 15· 
36. Olmsted (1953), 9 1 .  
37. O n  "hand" rating, see Ch. 1 ,  pp. 27-28. O n  the procedure for computing Figure 

1 3  from the Parker-Gallman sample see EM, #24· Cf. EM, #27· 
38. For the procedures underlying this discussion see EM, #24-#31 .  
39. See EM, #24-#31 .  
40. I t  should b e  remembered that it was the greater intensity of slave labor per hour 

rather than longer hours that was the source of the greater productivity of the 
slaves. 

41 .  Those who migrated to the West were also generally younger and a larger propor· 
tion of them were men. However, these demographic differences are controlled in 
the construction of the indexes and so do not affect the comparison. 

42 .  Evans (1962), 197, 2 1 6. Since the hire rate reflects labor productivity, about 
two-thirds of total factor productivity was due to factors which made labor produc
tivity higher in the New South than in the Old South. 

43. For discussion of the elements contributing to the efficiency of slave farms, see 
Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 : 191-2°9; TP, # 1 2, #13. See also Fogel and 
Engerman ( 1974), 2 :1 32-139. 

44. For a discussion of the issues involved in the North-South comparison see David 
et al. ( 1976); David and Temin (1979); Wright (1979b); Schaefer and Schmitz 
( 1979); Fogel and Engerman, TP, # 1 2 ,  #13; Yang, TP, # 14· 

45. For a discussion of some of these issues see TP, # 1 2, # 13· 
46. Olson, TP, # 1 1 . It is important to note that these estimates of labor time refer 

mainly to the work of slaves on the master's account and probably exclude most 
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work on their own account, whether on or off the plantation. cr. p. 28 and n .  34 of 
Chapter 1 above. 

47. Olson, TP, # 1 1 .  
48. U.S. Department of Agriculture ( 1 91 2a), 35, 36, 43, 44. The relationships between 

the growing period, the growing season, and the period between seedtime and 
harvest are discussed on 14 of this source. 

49. See Olson, TP, # 1 1 ,  for further discussion of the estimates of gross farm income 
originating in livestock and dairying in the North and the South. 

50. Slaves' "pay" is the value of their maintenance plus some cash given to slaves as 
rewards. For the method of estimating the implicit income of slaves, see EM, #52;  
cf. Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 : 1 16--1 17, 1 59-160. The term "equal-efficiency 
hour" refers to the adjustment for the higher intensity of labor by slaves than by 
free agricultural workers. See Olson, TP, # 1 1 , for a fuller treatment of this issue. 

5 1 .  For a discussion of how caloric intake can be used to measure the intensity of labor, 
see Fogel (1987). The high body mass of slaves, which indicates that they consumed 
enough calories to sustain very intense labor, is discussed in EM, #47. Compare 
with Margo and Steckel ( 1982) and TP, # 24. 

\.HAPTER 1 .  TIlE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SOUTHERN ECONOMY 

1 .  Beyond the purely pconomic motives for the commitment of masters to the slave 
system, there were political and cultural motivations. On the political motivations, 
see Chapters 9 and 10 of this volume and the sources cited there. On the cultural 
motivations, see Genovese (1965), ( 1971 ), ( 1974); Fox-Genovese and Genovese 
( 1 983); Roark (1977). For skeptical views of this cultural thesis, see Burton and 
McMath ( 1 982); Thornton (1978); Hahn (1983). 

2. Olmsted ( 1 970), 16. 
3. Wright (1 978), 35. Wright based his statement on Soltow (1975, 65, 138-139), 

who reported that the average wealth of a northern adult male in 1860 was $2,040 
and that the average value of a slave was $9 1 1 .  See EM, #32 ,  #63, [or the average 
wealth per household by various social groups cited in the text and graphed in 
Figure 15.  

4. Cairnes ( 1 969), 8 1 .  
5 .  I t  was the small· scale farmers of the South (both slaveowners and non-slaveowners), 

rather than the large-scale planters, who led the migration to the West. Foust 
(1975); Schaefer (1985). 

6. Foust ( 1 975), Ch. 7; Schaefer (1978); Soltow (19718), 825. I have followed Soltow 
on the proportions of southern households that owned slaves in 1830 and 1860. 
Soltow's estimate for 1830 is based on a random sample of the 1830 census in 1 4  
states and the District of Columbia. His figure for 1860 i s  from the distribution 
of slaveowning households in the eighth census, which covered 15 slave states and 
the District of Columbia. Olsen ( 1972 ), who limited himself to only the Confederate 
states, found that 3 1  percent of the households owned slaves (I l l). See also EM, 
#33· 

7. Russell ( 1857). 284. Mere capitalization of the labor force did not add to the real 
wealth of the South, since the capitalized portion was merely a transfer of the 
property right from the slave to the master. Nevertheless, it was as much a part 
of the wealth of the masters as their securities, buildings, real estate, livestock, 
machinery, or other assets. Each master could have sold some or all of his slaves, 
converting that form of his wealth into another kind, and many did so. Cf. Wright 
( 1986), eh. 2; Ransom and Sutch ( 1 983). 

8. For discussion of the concept of yeoman in the antebellum context, see EM, #32 ,  
#33· 
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9. Wright ( 1978), 25· 
10. See EM, #32, #33, #62. 
1 1 . See Soltow ( 1975, 99-101)  and EM, #32, #33, #62, #63, for the sources of the 

calculations cited in the preceding three paragraphs. For example, in 1860 there 
"were 7,000 Americans (richest 0. 1 percent of population) with wealth of $I l l  ,000 
or more, 4,5°0 of whom lived in the South." Of the richest percentile in 1860, 59 
percent were in the South; in 1870, 18 percent (Soltow, 1975, 101). 

1 2 .  On this point, see Sollow (1975); EM, #33, #40; TP, #16, #31 .  
1 3 .  Economists generally prefer per capita income t o  total income i n  measuring the 

economic growth of nations, since per capita income is a better index of the ability 
of an economy to satisfy economic welfare. For example, the real national income 
of the United States rose during the Great Depression of the 1930S even though 
per capita income declined. This was because the population rose. Thus, it is 
possible for a nation's total income to increase even though each person in the 
nation is worse off economically. Per capita income is preferred also because it 
permits comparisons between the economic performance of large and small coun· 
tries. The total income of India, for example, was 50 percent larger than that of 
Denmark in 1979. But economists obviously consider the economic performance 
of Denmark to be better than that of India, since Denmark produced $1 2, 200 of 
income per capita while the per capita income of India was just $140. The discus· 
sion in the text, pp. 83-88, is an updated and revised version of Fogel and 
Engerman (1974), 1 :247-257. For sources see Fogel and Engerman (1974), 
2 : 162-167. GNP and per capita income of India and Denmark are from U.S. 
Central Intelligence Agency (lgBO), 48, 89. 

14. Table 1 is from Fogel and Engerman (1971 ), Table 8, 335; cf. Table 4 of Fogel 
and Engerman ( 1 974), 1 : 248, 2 : 162-164. 

15· Cf. Fogel and Engerman ( 1971 ), 334 n. 35; Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 2 : 1 17 .  
See n .  50 of  Chapter 3 on  the estimation of  slave income. 

16. Genovese ( 1986). 
17.  Helper ( 1968), 25, 34. How to measure per capita income always involves inescap

able ethical consideration. See Kuznets (1953); Studenski ( 1958). 
18. For a discussion of the role of southern politicians in shaping the image of the poor 

South, see, among others, Wender ( 1930); Craven (1953), esp. 278. Both scholars 
note that control of the southern commercial conventions, originally lead by com
mercial circles who wanted to frame a political program to advance southern 
economic interests, gradually passed under the control of southern nationalists who 
maintained that only secession would free the South from the rule of northern 
politicians and permit the southern nation to realize its full economic potential. Cf. 
the discussion of southern economic grievances in Chapter 9, pp. 296-3°0. 

19· Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 : 25 1 ,  2 : 162-164; cf. Kuznets ( 197 1), Table 1 ,  
1 1-19· 

20. And, it might be added, by most whites in the North as well. 
2 1 .  For a further discussion of these issues, see Goldin ( 1976), Ch. 5; TP, #7. See also 

EM, #35, #66, #67. 
22. Why the cause of the Confederacy enjoyed a strong support among non-slavehold

ing Southerners is still in dispute. Traditional interpretation of the loyalty of the 
southern "yeoman" to the regime stressed the commitment of the white South to 
racial supremacy (Eaton, 1967; Frederickson, 197 1 ). Genovese ( 1975, 336) has 
argued that their loyalty stemmed from the desire to defend local rights against the 
pressures of centralization: "provincial rejection of an outside world which threat
ened to impinge on the culture as well as the material interests of the local 
community." More recent arguments stress that middle-class populism and Jack
sonian democracy were the dominant political forces in most southern states and 
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the driving force toward southern nationalism. The attempt to restrict slavery was 
Viewed by these classes as an effort to give the North a monopoly on new lands, 
thus striking at the rights of southern yeomen (Thornton, 1978; Cooper, 1 978; 
Holt, 1978). Further studies of the regional differences in labor markets and voting 
behavior, with more precisely formulated hypotheses and quantitative tests, would 
be helpful in discriminating among these hypotheses. 

23· Table 3 is compiled from Easterlin ( 1960, 1961,  1 975); Engerman ( 1967). Cf. 
Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 2 : 162-164; EM, #38. 

24. Farm laborers' monthly wages (with board) increased by 43 percent, from $9. 1 2  
to $ 13.00, in the South between 1850 and 1860 and by 26 percent, from $ 10.85 
to $13.66, in the nation as a whole. The wage data are from Lebergott ( 1964, 539), 
The national and southern averages were computed by weighting the figures for 
each state by its share of the agricultural labor force estimated by Easterlin ( 1 975, 
1 1 0). The southern income gap was obtained by taking the population-weighted 
average of the regional (South Atlantic, East South Central, West South Central) 
per capita income relative to the national per capita income. For 1960-1980, 
regional and national per capita income data are from U.S. Bureau of the Census 
(198 1 , 429); the regional population data are U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1 98 1 ,  
9). For 1840-1940, population data are from U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1 975, 
24-37, SeL A I9S). Income data for 1 840-1R60 are from Easterlin ( 1 975, 528; 
1960, 137), modified according to Fogel and Engerman (1974, 2 : 162- 1 64) and 
Gallman (1966, Table A-I) .  Income relatives for 1880-1940 are from U.S. Bureau 
of the Census ( 1975, 242,  ser. F292-294). See also EM, #38, #40. On the general 
tendency of per capita income to decline after emancipations, see Engerman ( 1982). 
For a discussion of the issue of labor withdrawal, see Moen, TP, # 1 5. 

25.  For a further discussion of the issues in this paragraph and the next one, see EM, 
#38, #4°· 

26. See EM, #68, on northern growth in per capita income. 
27.  Cf. EM, #15, #35. For a modern version of the assertion that slavery retarded the 

growth of the southern free labor force, see Wright ( 1979a). He argued that in the 
North, breakthroughs in transportation and the opening of western lands to com
mercial agriculture undermined eastern farms, thereby creating a supply of "effec
tively cheap labor" for the factories. At the same time the South approached a 
"unified market in slave labor," making it difficult to find a local supply of cheap 
industrial labor (Wright, 1979a, 665). The long-run implication of this regional 
difference in the labor market for the timing of industrialization is discussed more 
fully in later sections of this chapter. More recently Wright has extended this point 
to argue that it was the effectiveness with which slaveowners responded to incen· 
tives to migrate to the West that was the barrier to southern industrialization. 
However, the findings of Foust ( 1975) and Schaefer ( 1985) indicate lower migration 
rates than those assumed by Wright, and that slave owners were less likely to 
migrate than non-slaveowners (cf. EM, #35). For somewhat different interpreta. 
tions of the relationship between labor supplies and industrialization see Goldin 
and Sokoloff ( 1982, 1984), who stress the difference in the ratio of the wages of 
women and children relative to those of men as the critical factor in industrializa
tion. The role of the foreign born is discussed in Chapter 9, pp. 309-3 1 2 .  

28. For further discussion of these issues see EM, #23, #35, #36; TP, #6, #7. 
29. As will be more fully discussed in Chapter 10, the glut of labor markets during 

1851-1855 in the North Central states was a major factor in the rise of the 
Republican party. Native·born workers throughout the Midwest, who suffered 
unemployment and sharp declines in real wages as a consequence of the massive 
influx of Irish and German immigrants, bolted the two main parties (the Whigs and 
the Democrats) in droves as they sought a political solution to their economic 
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distress. For a further discussion of regional migration rates, see EM, #35, Table 
35. 1 ,  which was computed from the data supplied by Lang (1971), Tables 3·7, 3.10, 
3. 1 1, 3.17, 3.18, C.8, C'9, 0. 1 .  

30. Evans ( 1961 )  estimated the costs of  relocating slaves, which include brokerage fees, 
maintenance, the cost of runaways, and the unproductive period during the trades. 
Brokerage fees and costs of runaways, which do not exist in the case of free labor, 
may have made the cost of migration greater for slaves than for free men. Cf. EM, 
#35· 

31 .  See Steckel (1983); Burnham ( 1955); Chapters 9 and 10 of this volume. Ironically, 
the charge that immigrants went overwhelmingly to the North because they were 
hostile to slavery was raised not by the antislavery leaders but by southern politi. 
cians who wanted to choke off continued immigration into the North (Bean, 1924, 
325-329). Antislavery men in the North considered immigrants hostile to their 
cause and one of the main props to the Democratic party. As one Republican leader 
in Massachusetts put it in 1857, "the foreign vote at the present time constitutes 
the cornerstone of American slavery, and could we knock that from under it, the 
whole structure would come toppling to the ground" (Bean, 1924, 323-324). There 
was "not in all America," said Theodore Parker, one of Garrison's supporters, "a 
single Catholic newspaper hostile to slavery" (Bean, 1924, 32 2). 

3 2 .  Cairnes ( 1969), 55. For a fuller discussion of Cairnes's view see E1W, #15. Cf. 
Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 1 : 181-19°. On Ramsdell and the "Phillips school," 
see Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 2 : 185-186. 

33. DeCanio (1974), 108. Traditional discussion of the crop mix or cotton "overproduc· 
tion" of the postbellum South is summarized by DeCanio on pp. 99-1 18. Other 
discussions of the issue include Wright (1978) and Ransom and Sutch (1975; 
1977). Cf. Wright (1986). 

34. See EM, #36. 
35· See EM, #37· 
36. The patterns of price and quantity movements that prevailed during the late 1850S 

are typical of every boom expansion, regardless of crop, and by themselves offer 
no basis for a prediction of a longrun tendency toward overproduction. 

37. Figure 16 is reproduced from Figure 27 of Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 1 :91--92. 
38. Figure 17  is reproduced from Figure 28 of Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 :92.  For 

discussion, see Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 :85-87. 
39. Wright ( 1978), esp. 90--97· 
40. Wright (1978), 96; Hanson (1979). See EM, #36, #37, on this paragraph and the 

previous one. 
41 .  See EM, #37. The data on cotton inventories in Britain are from Ellison (1968), 

Appendix Tables 1 and 2. Cf. Hughes ( 1960), Ch. 4. 
42.  As to the role of the cotton boom in the increase in southern per capita income 

between 1840 and 1860, the same approach that was used in Fogel and Engerman 
( 197 1 ,  335n. 37) has been generalized and applied to decompose southern eco· 
nomic growth by sectors. The procedure indicates that less than one· fifth of the rise 
in southern per capita income between 1840 and 1860 is attributable to the direct 
effects of the cotton boom. However, this finding is provisional, pending improved 
estimates of the aggregate variables on which it is based. For details of the computa· 
tion and related discussion, see Fogel and Engerman, EM, #40. Cf. p. 101  in this 
volume. 

43. Much of the work has involved the screening of the data to eliminate incomplete 
or erroneous information introduced either by the individuals who originally sup' 
plied the information or as a result of recording errors by the census takers or by 
the cliometricians who have been processing the data. The samples drawn from the 
1850 census are smaller than diose for 1860, and little has as yet been done with 
the 1870 census. A large sample has been drawn from the 1880 census but various 
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aspects of the sample design limit its applicability to the issues discussed here. 
Since both the 1 850 and 1880 samples have deficiencies that impair their useful
ness in productivity analysis, comparisons with the 1860 results are provisional and 
subject to change. Nevertheless, some findings have already emerged that seem 
likely to hold up since they are present in several different categories of data. See 
EM, #24-#31 ;  Moen, TP, # 1 5; Virts ( 1984). 

44. See EM, #38, for a discussion of the computations. Cf. Moen, TP, # 15. 
45. See EM, #38; TP, # 15.  For further discussion of the squad system, see Shlomo

witz, TP, #34; Holt ( 1982). 
46. Had there been a withdrawal of one-third of the black labor force on top of the 

25 percent decline in labor productivity, per capita income would have had to have 
been much lower than it actually was in 1 880. A labor withdrawal of that magnitude 
is, however, consistent with the estimates of per capita income for 1870. 

47. Cf. DeCanio (1974), 2°9-2 1 9; EM, #38; TP, #15· 
48. Computed from EM, Table 38.3, using the weights from EM, Table 55.3. 
49. According to the calculations of Moen, TP, #15, total factor productivity fell by 1 3  

percent between 1860 and 1880 i f  measured b y  quantities, and b y  3 5  percent if 
measured by the price dual. Cf. EM, #38; Jaynes ( 1986). 

50. See Shlomowitz ( 1979); TP, #34· 
5 1 .  For an f'xplanation of the growth of southern per capita income between 1840 and 

1860, and the allocation of that growth between various sectors of the economy, 
see Fogel and Engerman, EM, #40. 

52 .  Ratner, Soltow, and Sylla (1979), 1 84. 
53. The U.K.·U.S. urbanization comparison is from U.S. Bureau of the Census (1975), 

8, 1 1-1 2 .  Cotton statistics are from Mulhall ( 1899), 1 56; Ellison ( 1968). Pig iron 
statistics are from Mulhall ( 1899), 332 ;  Mitchell and Deane ( 1962), 1 31-132 .  See 
also Allen ( 1975). In addition, see sources cited in Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 
2 : 1 66-167. Lags in manufacturing are calculated on total production and consump
tion figures. 

54. See Pitkin ( 1835, 492) for 1 8 1 0  textile production, U.S. Bureau of the Census 
(1 854, 180) for 1860 cotton mills in the Northeast, and U.S. Bureau of the Census 
(1854, 181 )  for the pig iron in Pennsylvania. See also Temin ( 1963). 

55. See EM, #39, on Figure 18. Cf. Bateman and Weiss ( 1981 ). 
56. For the purpose of this discussion, countries are defined by twentieth-century 

borders. For details of the estimating procedure, see Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 
2 : 1 66-167. 

57· See EM, #39· 
58. Fitzhugh ( 1857), 587. 
59. See, for example, Lander (1 969), esp. Ch. 4 and 5· 
60. Whether the South bore a heavier burden than the North as a result of the iron 

and cotton tariffs depends not merely on its per capita consumption of the products 
but also on the degree to which it promoted import substitution. See pp. 297-298 
of this volume and the sources cited there, which indicate that the burden of these 
tariffs fell largely on the slaveholders, and that wages and profits were raised in 
northern manufacturing. 

6 1 .  Montgomery Daily Confederation, May 19, 1 858, as quoted by Russel ( 1960). 
62 .  Christy ( 1856), 164. 
63. Hammond, as reprinted in McKitrick ( 1965), 1 2 1 .  
64. Cairnes ( 1969), 70; Starobin (1970); Dew ( 1974). See the discussion of Cairnes in 

EM, #15, which is adapted from Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 1 :97-102 .  See also 
Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 : 234-238, 2 : 152-1 55. 

65. As noted on p. 1 03 of this chapter, much of antebellum manufacturing was located 
in rural areas. Nevertheless, there has been a tendency to treat the industrialization 
and urbanization of the era as if each were a necessary condition, or at least a proxy, 
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for the other. See Russel ( 1938); Fischbaum and Rubin (1968); Genovese (1965), 
24-25. 

66. The discussion here and in the next four paragraphs is based on Goldin (1976), 
esp. Ch. 5, which is reprinted with revisions as #7 in TP, In the case of the top ten 
southern cities, demand for slaves declined in only four instances: in St. Louis 
during the decade of the 183os, in New Orleans during the decade of the 1840s, 
and in Baltimore and Charleston during the 185os. In all other decades these four 
cities experienced an increasing demand for slaves throughout the decades between 
1820 and 1860. 

67. It is often assumed that because slaves were withdrawn from the cities the nonagri. 
cultural sector was declining. Between 1840 and 1860, however, the nonagricul. 
tural sector of the South grew more than twice as rapidly as the agricultural sector 
and was the principal source of growth in per capita income. See pp. 101-102 of 
this chapter, and EM, #40. 

68. It is sometimes assumed that because small plantations were less efficient than 
intermediate or large ones they should have disappeared. In fact, the share of slaves 
owned by small plantations and in cities was declining. Many factors, however, 
affected the rate of decline. For a further discussion of this issue, see Goldin, TP, 
#7; Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 : 143-149, 167, and 1 : 255-257. 

69, The gang system could only be made operational if planters were granted the power 
needed to compel labor. The authority to use force was granted, of course, but could 
be applied only to slaves. So force was not an incidental feature of slavery. Without 
force, the right to own slaves would have been worthless, at least insofar as it 
affected the plantation's capacity to produce. Since the right to use force did not 
significantly enhance the efficiency of urban firms or of farms too small to employ 
a gang system, such enterprises substituted free labor for slave labor whenever the 
prices of slaves rose more rapidly than the wages of free laborers. But variations 
in the ratio of slave prices to free wages had virtually no effect on the labor 
preferences of large plantations. Even when slave prices rose quite sharply relative 
to free wages, the labor force of the large plantations remained overwhelmingly 
slave, because free laborers would not work in gangs at any level of wages that 
plantations could afford to pay. See Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 : 237, 255, 257.  

Recent diometric research tried to explain the early start of industrialization 
in the Northeast and the lag in the South from many directions. Different scholars 
have emphasized different factors but they are by no means in conflict. For a brief 
survey of the hypotheses explaining the "backwardness" of southern manufactur· 
ing, see Bateman and Weiss ( 1981 ), Ch. 2 .  

70. Wright ( 1978), 1 14· 
7 1 .  Ibid. 
7 2 .  Fischbaum and Rubin (1968), esp. 1 24. 
73, Cf. Parker (1970a); Wade (1964). Efforts to subject these and other theories about 

the lag in southern industrialization to rigorous quantitative tests are just getting 
under way. Large samples of manufacturing firms for both the North and the South 
have been drawn from the manufacturing censuses for the years 1820, 1832 ,  1840, 
1850, and 1860 and are now on computer tapes. Bateman and Weiss ( 1981); 
Sokoloff (1982). Cf. EM, #68. 

74· See EM, #40. Cf. EM, #36; TP, #16. Estimation of profit rates is a potentially 
effective but indirect way of testing the proposition that the ethos of planters pre· 
vented them from shifting their capital from agriculture to manufacturing. Some 
scholars consider a direct approach more promising. A procedure has been devel· 
oped for estimating the degree of planter involvement in manufacturing that de· 
pends on searching for person� identified as heads of manufacturing firms in the 
manuscript schedules of the census of agriculture. The initial results of this work 
indicate that the share of manufacturing capital owned by planters ranged from 5 
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percent in F�orida to �6 percent in South Carolina, and that planters were much more deeply Involved In the manufacturing sector than were other types of farmers (Bateman, Foust, and Weiss, 1974). Although very useful, the census schedules ar� not the best,source �f information on the degree of interpretation of agricultural and manufactur�ng capital. These schedules do not identify all those who invested in manufact�nng firms �ut only the heads of the firms. They do not reveal the full degree of Investment In 
,
plantations from the commercial or manufacturing circles of southern states and �ISS nearly all

, such investments from the North. Nor do they reve�l the exte�t to which planters Invested in northern manufacturing and comme�clal �nterpnses. � more complete picture of the interpenetration of planter capital With, co�merclal ,and manufa�turing capital can be obtained from probate 
�ecord�, whlc� �Ive conslder,able detail on the composition of the assets of planters, mcludmg their Investments In northern enterprises. 

75· The factthat fema�e wages were much lower relative to male wages in the North than in �he South does notImply that female wages in factories were low relative to female wages In oth,er northern occupations. Quite the contrary-the demand for women in the fac�ones te�ded to raise women's wages elsewhere. In other words, women's wages in agnculture In the North were much lower before the factory created a new demandforthe labor of women. See Goldin and Solokoff ( 1982). 
76. This discussio� of the �ole of wo�en in the labor force has been cast purely in terms of th� �actors Influencmg the nse of manufacturing. There are also moral issues 

pertamlng ,to the circumstances under which women, slave and free, were drawn mto work In both the agricultural and the industrial sectors. Cf. Chapters 9 and 10 of this volume. See also EM, #73. 
Regression analysis on the Parker-Gallman sample indicates that white women on the farms in the cotton belt had about one-half the labor participation rate of 

#
slave women. See Fogel and Engerman (1974) and TP, # 1 2; Moen, TP, #15; EM, 24· 

77· The lite,ra�ure on this and related issues is growing rapidly. Among others see Sabel and ZeIthn ,(1985); Greenberg (1982); Laurie and Schmitz ( 1981 ); AJ, Field ( 1985); Tolhday and Zeitlin ( 1986); Wiener (1981); Dellheim (1985); Sokoloff (1984), (1986); McPherson (1982), 20-2 1 .  
78. Barney, a s  quoted b y  Oakes (1984), 309. 
79· Oakes (1984, 307) summarizes Thornton (1978). See further studies cited by Oakes, esp. Thornton (1978), Watson (1981 ), Hahn (1983), Schlotterbeck (1980), and Barney (1974). 
80. Oakes (1984, 307, 310) summarizing Thornton (1978). 
81 .  It may come as a surprise to some that wealthy slaveholders did not continually d�minate. the political process. Ho,"'ever, the fact that they did not, and why they did ?ot, IS at the heart of the pomt that political historians have recently been m.akmg abou� the nature of southern populism. Office seekers who ignored the Wishes of their electorate paid a heavy price. 

CHAPTER 5. THE POPULATION QUESTION 

1 .  On ,the early history of population policies see Glass (1967), 86-<)5. Glass discusses 
vanous measures employed by the French government during the seventeenth 
ce?t�ry to encourage population growth. See also Hutchinson (1967), Ch, 2. On 
Wilham Petty see Bonar (1966), 82-100. For Petty's influence on the American 
colonies, d,uring the seventeenth century see Cassedy (1969), 47-57. Petty called 
the statistical method that he suggested "political arithmetic," to underline the 
practical application of his calculations. Somewhat earlier than Petty was the work 
of John Graunt (1620-1674), considered by many to be the founder of demogra
phy. On John Graunt see Bonar (1966), 68-82, esp. 75-78. 
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2 .  On early American censuses see Cassedy ( 1969), Ch. 4. A detailed account is given 
in Wells ( 1975), esp. his general survey, 3-34. Most American colonies conducted 
4 to 1 2  censuses between 1675 and 1775. In some cases only the total number 
of inhabitants in a given colony was reported. In other cases the population was 
broken down 'hy age, gender, occupation, religion, servants, slaves, and convicts. 
Though first published in 1755, Franklin's essay was written in 1751 in response 
to the British Iron Act of 1750, which he saw as a deterrent to colonial growth. 
Larabee and Bell (1961), 225-2 26. For discussions of Franklin's statistics of 
population growth see Cassedy ( 1969), 158-172; Potter (1965), 633-663. 

3. cr. Potter (1965)· 
4. Cassedy (1969), 179. 181, 182. For a discussion of the economic costs and benefits 

to the American colonies of participation in the British imperial system see Hughes 
( 1969); Reid ( 1970); McClelland (1969)· 

5. On the establishment of U.S. censuses, see Cassedy (1969), 2 13-2 16. 
6. For Hume's analyses of demographic issues see his essay "Of the Populousness 

of Ancient Nations" (1764). 
7. Smith ( 1937), 81 .  
8. Smith (1937), 3640 8<)1-892. For a general survey of slavery and demographic 

theory see Higman, iJl Walvin ( 1982), Ch. 7. For a further discussion of Smith's 
views on sl�very and the context in which they arose. see Drescher (1986), 133-
1 34, 241 n. 84; Davis (1966), 422-438; Temperley (1977), (1980); Finley (1980). 

9. Sheridan (19�h), 265, 262-263. 
10. The abolitionist pressure for the registration of slaves represents. in effect, a change 

of strategy on their part. Rather than emphasize the conditions of the African slave 
trade and the situation on slave ships. they turned their attention to the treatment 
of slaves after they reached the British colonies. See Walvin ( 1981), 67-7 1 .  
Registration was a tactic invented by  James Stephan as the opening wedge of a 
campaign for emancipation, although it was publicly advanced merely as a means 
of preventing smuggling. See pp. 2 18-2 20 of Chapter 7 of this volume and the 
sources in n. 46 there. 

1 1 . Anti.Slavery Reporter, as quoted by Mathieson (1967), 106. 
1 2 . Craton (1978), 97-99· 
13. See pp. 324-329 of Chapter 10 of this volume. American Slavery as It Is operated 

in different ways among different antislavery audiences. It was a powerful weapon 
in encouraging potential allies within the northern evangelical churches toward a 
more militant position. See n. 133 of Chapter 8 below. At another level, Weld's 
population arguments provided an economic rationale for the alleged southern 
drive for territorial expansion. See the discussion on pp. 353-354 of Chapter 10 of 
this volume. 

14. Quotes in the preceding three paragraphs are from Weld (1839), 39, 85, 182-183, 
27, 40-44, 142, 183. 

15. See DeBow (1966), 2 :292-303. 
16. On the treatment of slaves by slaveholders see Stampp ( 1956), 15&-162, 2 28-231 ,  

279-330; Fogel and Engerman ( 1974>, 1 : 109-1 17, 239-242. 
17 .  For a description of the debate over Malthusian theory among slaveholders see 

Spengler (1936), who quotes Tucker and DeBow. On the early opinions of Tucker 
and his supporters see Spengler ( 1936), 362-364. In 1847, DeBow's Review, a 
leading southern journal, published a prediction that by 1900 the U.S. population 
would reach 300 million, two· thirds of whom would live in cities. 

18. Tucker, as quoted by Spengler ( 1936), 370. 
19. DeBow ( 1966), 2:3 13. 
20. The consequent advances in de'mographic knowledge rest partly on a more thor· 

ough analysis of the same published data in the registrations and censuses that 
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entered into the debates of the slave era. But many of the new findings are due 
to the availability of high. speed computers and modern statistical procedures which 
have made it possible to analyze large samples of data obtained from the original 
manuscript records of the enumerators. These s�mples (in one case the entire 
census has been put in machine-readable form) contain information on demo
graphic behavior at the plantation level, including information on variations in the 
household structures of the slaves and in vital rates from plantation to plantation. 
Further information at the plantation and household level has been obtained from 
large samples of probate records and from the vital registers maintained by individ
ual plantation owners, some of which make it possible to trace slave families over 
several generations. See EM, #42, and the sources cited there. 

2 1 .  See Higman (1984), Ch. 4. 
2 2 .  Figure 19 is based on data from the following sources. Jamaica: C.l 700--C. l 756 are 

from Crayton (197 1 ), 24; c. 1818  is from EM, Table 42 .4. Bahamas: Higman 
(1984), 310. French West Indies: average for the period 1739-1788 was computed 
from data in Steckel ( 1971)  and Curtin ( 1969), Table 65. Brazil: average for the 
period 1798-1825 was computed from data in Steckel ( 1971 ); Curtin (1969), Ta
bles 62,  63, and 65; Eltis ( 1987), Tables I and V. Europe: Carr-Saunders ( 1964), 
42 ;  Glass and GreLenik (1965), 58; I have ignored emigration from Europe which 
averages less than 1 per 1 ,000 per annum during any of the 4 periods covered by 
this figure. U.S .  whites: c. 1685-c.1805 are computed from EM, Table 60. 1 ;  
c. 1825-c. 1855 are from EM, Table 60.3; for c. 1870-c. 1900, the cbr's were com
puted from the equation in EM, #60, n. 4, using the child-woman ratios for white 
women in U.s. Bureau of the Census (1975), 54, while the cdr's were computed 
from the life tables in the unpublished appendix to Haines ( 1979), using the proce
dure outlined in EM, Table 4. 1 ,  with population shares taken from U.S. Bureau of 
the Census (1 975), 16 U.S. blacks: c.1685-c. 1855 are from EM, Table 4. 1 ;  
c. 1885-1895 are computed from Coale and Rives (1973), 2 1 ,  on the assumption 
that the black population was virtually closed during this period. The 1860 census 
figure for blacks (U .S. Bureau of the Census, 1909, 80) was increased by a factor of 
1 . 1 003, which is the same factor as that obtained by Coale and Rives for the 1880 
census. This revised figure for 1860 was then used in conjunction with the Coale 
and Rives figure for 1880 to compute the average rate of natural increase during 
those two decades. 

23 .  See Menard ( 1975b); Kiple ( 1 984), Ch. 7; Fogel and Engerman (1979); Sheridan 
(1985); John (1984); Higman ( 1984), Ch. 9. 

24. For a discussion of the factors affecting the fertility of U.S. slaves see Steckel, TP, 
#17; Trussell and Steckel, TP, #20; Fogel and Engerman, TP, #2 1 .  

25. See Higman (1984), 26-34; John ( 1984). The comparisons in this section are 
limited mainly to the United States, Jamaica, and Trinidad, where the corrections 
of the records seem most reliable. 

26. See the papers listed in n. 24 above for an explanation of the high birth rates of U .S. 
slaves. See EM, #42, for a discussion of the methods of correcting birth rates that 
did not include the births of children who subsequently died. Cf. Higman ( 1984); 
John ( 1984). 

27. On the section just finished, "Population Trends," see Craton (197 1 ,  l l ) for data 
on slave population and mortality in Jamaica before 1800; after 1800, see Higman 
(1976). Higman (1984, Ch. 4) provides revised estimates for Jamaica and other 
Caribbean islands, 1807-1834. Why the onset of positive natural increase came 
later for the slaves than it did for the whites in the South is still an unsolved 
problem. One possible factor is that slave imports into the South did not become 
substantial until several decades after the onset of substantial white immigration 
into the region. Such a lag in imports would have delayed the rise of a native-born 
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black population with lower death rates than Africans, but it would be premature 
to accept this as the main factor or even an important one. See EM, #4, #6, for 
estimates of the native share of the U.S. black population. 

28. Percentages are from EM, #42. Cf. Higman (1976), 48, Table 5. See Higman 
(1984. 3 14-347) for a general survey of slave mortality in the Caribbean colonies. 

29. On Jamaican mortality rates see Higman (1976), 1 2 1-1 24; the high mortality rate 
on sugar plantations can be obtained by comparing Higman's maps of natural 
increase (1976. 1040 Figure 20) and of sugar and coffee production (1976, 19, 22 ,  
Figures 2. 3). On Trinidad. see Friedman (198o, 1 1-13) and John (1984). On the 
United States. see Steckel, TP, #18, #23; cf. EM, #4, #6, #41. 

30. Higman (1976). 16-17. 1 23-1 24. 251-252. See also Craton (1978), 1 19-133. 
Caloric consumption above basal metabolism would be a better measure of the 
intensity of work than the value of output per worker, but such information is not 
available (cf. EM, #47). Variations in output per worker reflect not only variations 
in labor intensity but also factor proportions and the technological augmentation of 
other inputs. 

3 1 .  Friedman (1<)80), 1 1  and Table 10; cf. John (1984) and TP, #19. On the use of 
fertilizers see Roughly (1823). On the relative importance of various diseases 
among adult slaves in the West Indies and the United States see Savitt (1978), 
135-147; Tulloch (1838). (1841); Higman (1976), 109-1 15, and (1984), Table 
9.8; Sheridan (1985); Kiple (1<)84), Ch. 8 and 9. 

32 .  Klein (1978), 70-71. 90ff. The death rates of immigrants varied greatly over the 
months of the year and by the colony of destination. Below the Pennsylvania 
border, deaths were highest between the beginning of July and the end of Septem. 
ber. Arrivals, therefore, tended to be concentrated in the fall and early winter. 
Annual death rates were correlated with latitude. The lowest migrant death rates 
were experienced in New England. The death rates in the Chesapeake region, just 
300 miles to the south of Boston, were twice as high as in New England, and those 
in the West Indies were double those in the Chesapeake. The exceedingly high 
death rates in tropical climates, and during the hot months of temperate climates, 
appear to have been due in large measure to the prevalence of malaria, which not 
only was a direct cause of death but also weakened the ability of those who 
contracted it to resist other infectious diseases. See Fogel et al. (1978) and the 
sources cited there. On the trends in U.S. death rates over time, see Fogel (1986) 
and Pope (1986) for whites, and TP, #18, for slaves. Cf. Gemery (1980, 1984) and 
McCusker and M.enard (1985), Ch. 10. 

33. For reviews of the literature on slave mortality rates in the Atlantic trade see Eltis 
( 1987), Ch. 8 and App. D. On the mortality rate of the crews of slave ships, see 
Steckel and Jensen (1986); Cohn (1984). Cf. Engerman and Klein, TP, #22.  

34· See Davies ( 1975), esp. Table 3. 
35. Kapp ( 1870). In this case it has been established that typhus epidemics that broke 

out on board the vessels were responsible for the deaths. Epidemics were probably 
caused by immigrants already infected with the deadly microorganisms, or infested 
with the lice that carry them, before they boarded. Cohn (1984); Galenson (1986a), 
37-52, ( 1986b); Grubb (1987); Eltis (1987), Ch. 8. 

36. See Eltis ( 1987), Ch. 8. Cf. Klein (1978); LeVeen (1971 ); Cohn and Jensen (1982); 
Engerman and Klein, TP, # 2 2 .  

37· Tulloch (1838), (1841); Higman (1976), 1 13-1 15; Menard (1975a, b); Fogel and 
Engerman (1979); Higman (1984), 260-302, 314-347; Sheridan (1985), 9-41, 
185-2 2 1 ;  McCusker and Menard (1985), Ch. 10; Kulikoff (1985), 69, 168; Rutman 
and Rutman (l(�BM_�2:37:-6o. Cf. Main (1982), 136-137. 

38. Eltis (1972); Engerman (1976);'Fogel et al. (1978); Fogel and Engerman (1979); 
G. Friedman ( 1980), (1982); Gemery (1980); Higman (1984), 43-45, 79-85; 
Sheridan (1985), 131-134, 187-188. The reduction in life expectancy caused by 
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moving from Jamaica to Trinidad is computed from life tables in EM, #42, and 
John ( 1984). It should be noted that life expectation of slaves in Jamaica at age 20 
was about 7 years greater than at  birth. Cf. Higman (1984), 32,  319. 

39· Several different but generally complementary research strategies have been devel. 
oped to investigate these nutritional issues. Some scholars have attempted to 
estimate the average quantities of the major foods actually consumed by one or 
another slave population and then have measured the nutritional content of these 
average or typical diets. Others have searched plantation records, medical reports, 
and death registers for information that would indicate the prevalence of diseases, 
such as scurvy, pellagra, and beriberi, which are now known to be caused by specific 
nutritional deficiencies. Still another task involves the use of data on the height and 
(when available) the weight of slaves at given ages as indexes of the average level 
of nutrition. Much information has also been derived from systematic studies of the 
narratives of ex-slaves about their conditions of life under slavery and from archae
ological excavations of the grounds of former plantations. The narratives and the 
excavations have shed light on such matters as the range of foods consumed by 
slaves and the extent to which slaves were able, through their own efforts, to 
supplement the diets provided by masters. Although the several sources of informa
tion about n;pts vary in the quality and extent of the information they provide, and 
the findmgs based on alternative sources sometimes conflict, by and large the 
different studies have reinforced each other and collectively they provide a fairly 
detailed picture about the quantity and quality of slave diets, about their variations 
over time and place, and about the bearing of these diets on the mortality rates of 
slaves. See EM, Part 5; TP, Part 5. 

40. The sources for Figure 21 are: U.S. slaves-Fogel and Engerman ( 1974), 2 :97; 
Sutch (1976); Berlin, Antwerp, and Paris-Lis and Soly (1977), 466; U.S. Depart
ment of Agriculture ( 1907), Table 59 (the preparer of this USDA bulletin, George 
Holmes, believes that the figures are in pounds of dressed weight); Massachusetts 
workers-Mass. Report of the Statistics of Labor ( 1873), 1 18; Surinam slaves-Van 
den Boogaart and Emmer (1977), 2 1 2  (their figure for meat mandated by the 1851 
law was divided by 1.28 to put it on a per capita basis); Cuba-Fraginals ( 1977), 
200 (his figure was divided by 1 . 28 to shift it from a consuming unit to a per capita 
basis); see Fogel (J 987) for a discussion of the 1 . 28  adjustment factor; all other data 
are from U.S. Department of Agriculture ( 1907), Table 59. 

41 .  Richard B. Sheridan cites evidence suggesting that the average caloric intake of 
slaves in the Bahamas may have exceeded that of slaves in the sugar colonies by 
75 percent. Sheridan (1985), 169-172 .  There is also evidence suggesting that 
during the decades of the rapid shift into sugar production, which extended from 
1650 to 1750 depending on the colony, imports of meats, fish, and grains were 
insufficient to make up for the reduction of local food supplies. On the other hand, 
the food supplied to slaves in the Bahamas, which specialized in cotton and food 
crops rather than sugar, appears to have been relatively abundant. For reviews of 
these approaches see Kiple and King (1981 ); Reitz, Gibbs, and Rathbun (1985); 
TP, Part 5. 

42. See Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 : 1°9- 1 1 7, 2 :92--99; Sutch (1976), 261-268. 
Both studies followed the "disappearance procedure" developed by the U.S. De
partment of Agriculture that is currently used to estimate the U .S. national diet. 
The procedure employs various coefficients to transform data on heads of live cattle 
or swine into lean meat available for consumption. Similar coefficients are used to 
convert stocks of wheat or com into flour and meal, taking account of the quantities 
of these grains used as animal feed and as seeds, as well as allowing for losses 
in milling and in inventory. Each study applied such coefficients to information on 
crop production and stocks of animals reported for large slave plantations and so 
produced estimates of the slave consumption of 1 1  principal foods enumerated in 
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the 1860 census, after making due allowance for the share of these foods consumed 
by the whites who lived on the test plantations. See Fogel and Engerman, EM, #43, 
for their response to Sutch's criticisms of their seed and feed allowance and their 
conversion ratios, as well as other issues. 

43. Weld ( 1839), 28. For his general discussion of the "privations of slaves" with 
regard to food see Weld (1839), 27-35. 

44. Sutch (1976), 234· 
45. On niacin deficiency, see Sutch (1976), 270-274; on vitamin A deficiency, see 

275-277; on thiamine deficiency, see 27-7-281 .  See EM, #43, for a response by 
Fogel and Engerman to issues raised by Sutch with respect to specific nutrients. Cf. 
Savitt ( 1978); Kiple and King (19lh). 

46. It might be argued that the narratives, by selecting slaves that had lived to an old 
age, also selected plantations that tended to have diets more varied than the 
average. Crawford ( 1980) and EM, #44, indicate a wide range of variation in the 
diets provided slaves by their masters. Although various characteristics of slave 
experience in the sample are correlated with their date of birth (and hence their age 
at the time of the interview), the quality of the diet provided by masters does not 
appear to have been one of them. Cf. EM, #51 .  

47. Crawford (1980), Ch. 4; EM, #43, #44, #51 .  
48. See Crawford ( 1980, Ch. 6) and EM, #51 ,  for discussions of problems involved in 

interpreting the evidence in the ex-slave narratives. The 70 percent figure on other 
meats is obtained by dividing 59 by 84 (for pork). Regular consumption of milk was 
reported mainly by ex-slaves who were still children when slavery ended or by older 
slaves who reported their diet as children. This pattern is consistent with lactose 
intolerance among blacks and helps to explain the relatively low level of milk 
consumption reported by Fogel and Engerman (1974, 1 : 1 1 2). See Cardell and 
Hopkins, EM, #45. 

49. Gibbs et al. ( 1980), 2 1 7; see also 205-2 17, esp. 2 1 2ff. See Reitz, Gibbs, and 
Rathbun (1985) for results from 20 plantations and 3 additional states. Results of 
this larger sample are similar to those from the four sites discussed in the 1980 
paper. 

50. On the nutritional value of slave diets, apart from the studies by Sutch and by 
Fogel and Engerman cited above, see Postell (1970), 85-86; Kiple and Kiple, 
(1977a, b), (1980); Gibbs et al. (1980); Savitt (1978), 86--98; Sheridan (1985), 
200-2 19. 

5 1 .  For an elaboration of the points made in this and the two previous paragraphs, see 
Tanner (1978), (1981 ); Fogel ( 1986); Floud, Wachter, and Gregory (1989). Cf. EM, 
#47· 

52 .  On the Sierra Leone case, see Eltis (1982), 454. Eltis's data are from the records 
of 27,000 of the 57,000 freed blacks who were registered between 1819 and 1845. 

53. The sources for Figure 24 are: France-LeRoy Ladurie (1979); U.S. northern 
whites-Gould (18�), Baxter (1875); U.S. slaves-Margo and Steckel (1982); 
Trinidad slaves-Friedman (1982); British town artisans-British Association for 
the Advancement of Science (1883), 3, 290; British non-sugar colonies-Higman 
(1984), 283; British Royal Marines-Fogel et al. (1978), 85, but cf. Floud, 
Wachter, and Gregory (1989); Cuba-Fraginals (1977), 198; Italy-SVIMEZ 
(1954), 49· The mean height of Africans was determined by weighting the mean 
height of given tribes as reported in Fogel et al. ( 1978, 86) by the distribution of 
U.S. imports by ethnicity given by Curtin (1969� �'7l-]he heights of the Cubans 
may be too low. Africans destined for Cuba in the sample 

lOr-Sierra Leone collected 
by Eltis (1972)  had a mean height of 64.5 inches (letter from David Eltis to RWF 
dated August 23, 1983). On growth between age 20 and age at final height during 
the first half of the nineteenth century see Fogel (1987) and Floud, Wachter, and 
Gregory (1989). On the effect of early death on the distribution of final heights, 
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see G. Friedman (1982), 5°1-504; Robb, EM, #48. However, the 2 . 1 -inch bias 
referred to by Friedman (p. 502) becomes negligible with life tables at Level West 7 
or greater (Coale and Demeny, 1966). Similarly the effect on trends in final height 
over time also became negligible at such levels of life expectation. If slaves bound 
for the transatlantic trade were selected for height, as seems likely (Curtin, 1969, 
156-158), the differential between the mean final heights of Africans and of U.S. 
slaves could have been greater than is indicated in Figure 24. 

54. For a discussion of heights of slaves see G. Friedman (1982); Margo and Steckel 
(1982). A general review of the uses of data on height is Fogel, Engerman, and 
Trussell (1982). The present British standard of height is given in Tanner, White
house, and Takaishi ( 1966); for British heights by socioeconomic class, see Rona, 
Swan, and Altman ( 1978), 149. 

55. The growth pattern reflects the interaction of genetic, environmental, and socioeco
nomic factors during the period of growth. According to Eveleth and Tanner (1976, 
2 2 2): 

Such interaction may be complex. The genotypes which produce the same adult 
heights under optimal environmental circumstances may produce different 
heights under circumstances of privation. Thus, two children who would be the 
same height in a well-off community may not only be smaller under poor eco
nomic umditions, but onp may be significantly smaller than the other . . . .  If a 
particular environmental stimulus is lacking at a time when it is essential for the 
child (times known as "sensitive periods"), then the child's development may be 
shunted, as it were, from one line to another. 

56. The map of centiles is from Tanner, Whitehouse, and Takaishi (1966). See G. 
Friedman (1982) for the Trinidad heights and Steckel, TP, #18, for the heights of 
U .S. slaves. 

57. Crawford (1980), Ch. 2, on occupations. See also Steckel, TP, #23. 
58. See Steckel (1 986b); Steckel, TP, #23. 
59. On intrauterine malnutrition see Tanner (1978), 2 10-2 1 1 ; Beal ( 1980), Ch. 3; 

Frisancho (1979), 184-186; Postell ( 1970), 1 2 2-1 24. 
60. Blassingame (1977), 1 33; cf. Cody (1982), Ch. 4, on the "weaning crisis ." 
61. Kiple and King ( 1981 ), 1 1 2 . See also Postell (197°), 1 23-1 24; Genovese (1974), 

507-508; Kiple and King (1981 ), 1 1 1-1 13. 
62 .  Crawford ( 1980), Ch. 4; EM, #43; Hilliard ( 1972), 55-62. See the discussion on 

body mass indexes in EM, #47. 
63. Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 : 10 1 ;  Fogel and Engerman (1977), 286; Anderson 

( 1974), 48ff.; Savitt (1 978), 147· For data on mortality rates see EM, #41 ,  and 
TP, #18. 

64. See Metzer, TP, # 10; Campbell ( 1984); Steckel ( 1986b); Postell ( 1970), 1 1 1 .  
65. See Naeye and Peters (1982), (1981). See also Beal (1980), 138; Hytten and Leitch 

(197 1 ), 452-454. A study of peasants in Africa revealed that the weight gain of 
pregnant women during the heavy work of the rainy season was just half as much 
as the weight gain during the light work of the dry seasons. See Thomson et al. 
(1 966). The African case suggests that the heavy work regime of pregnant slave 
women combined with insufficient dietary supplementation probably kept their 
weight gain during pregnancy extremely low, thus producing the tiny babies indica
ted by the anthropometric data. During the 1950S and 1960s U.S. obstetricians 
commonly set limits of 1 2  to 18  pounds on the weight gain of pregnant women 
(instead of current targets of 2 2  to 28 pounds) in the belief that a low weight gain 
would control certain ailments commonly associated with pregnancy. The practice 
was discontinued when research revealed that so Iow a weight gain compromised 
the viability of fetuses and infants. Beal ( 1980), 137-138. 

66. Margo and Steckel ( 1982), Table 1; Steckel ( 1986), Table 2. See EM, #49, for a 
discussion of the overwork of pregnant slaves. 
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67. McKeown ( 1976), 1 2 1-1 23, 1 2 5-1 26, 138. On descriptions of childhood diseases, 
see Kiple ( 1984); Kiple and King ( 1981 ); Savitt (1978). Cody's work (1982) on.the 
records of the Ball plantations in St. John's Berkeley Parish, Sout? Caroh�a, 
suggests that children were breast-fed until 18 months, �lthough partial weanmg 
earlier is likely. It may be a mistake to assume that weamng meant a total removal 
of mother's milk. See Wray (1978). 

68. On the Trinidad case, see G. Friedman (1982), 493-494, 506-508. On fetal 
alcohol syndrome see Tanner (1978), 47; Beal ( 1980), 147-148. It is doubtful �hat 
adult slaves in Trinidad could have worked harder than U.S. slaves; the nutnent 
value of their diet would not permit it. But in combination, the claims of work a�d 
disease left Trinidad slaves with a lower net nutrition than U.S. slaves to sustam 
an adolescent growth spurt. On rum consumption see �cCusker (1989); �igman 
(19B4), 205. Pieter Emmer suggests that females and children were more hkely to 
receive molasses than rum (letter to RWF dated August 8, 1983). Cf. Fogel ( 1986), 
480-484. 

�. See n. 38 in this chapter. . 70. See EM, #42, for a discussion of the procedures used to estimate the undercount of 
infant deaths in the slave populations. Cf. Wrigley and Schofield ( 1981), 97-100, 
and Fogel ( 19B6), 518-519 n. 2 1 .  

7 1 .  The average age at which childbearing ended for U.S. slaves was 38. See Steckel, 
TP, #17.  On Trinidad see Friedman (1980); John ( 1984), esp. Table A2 ·4· 

7 2 .  Cf., for example, TP, #17,  and Steckel ( 1985). Trussell and Stec�el, TP, #20, 
discuss the age of slaves at their first births. On patterns of first birth and other 
determinants of fertility in non· industrial societies today and during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries in Europe and America see Pebley, Casterline, and Trus· 
sell ( 1982); Talwar (1965); Levine (1978); Mokyr and Savin (1978); Mineau, Bean, 
and Skolnick (1979); Wrigley (1966); Wrigley and Schofield ( 1981 ). 

73. Data for the computations underlying Table 4 are from Steckel ( 1985); TP, #17; 
EM, #41 ,  #42; Friedman ( 1980); John ( 1984)' 

74. Craton (1979), esp. 28-29; Higman (1973), ( 1976), ( 1984); Crawford (1980). 
75. Crawford (1980), 149--1 54, 164ff. Crawford grouped together two'parent, con· 

solidated families and two· parent, divided families (i.e., when the father and mother 
did not live in the same plantations, but the father had visitation rights); see his 
pp. 1 50-154. For the Jamaican case see Higman (1973), esp. 535· Sherid�n (1985, 
134-141) points out that planters built houses or barracks for newly I�porte.d 
slaves, but creole slaves in the West Indies were generally expected to bUild their 
own houses, with some small help from their overseers or owners. 

76. Computed by the procedures in United Nations (198�), Ch. 4, using the life tables 
in John (1984). Cf. Higman (1973), 535. See also Higman (1976), 156-173, esp. 
168; Friedman (1980), Tables 9, 9b, 10. 

77. Apart from the sources mentioned in the previous two notes, see Steckel ( 1985), 
esp. Ch. 5 and 6. . " 78. See TP, #21 ;  EM, #50. See also the diSCUSSIOn on whether It was optimal to 
overwork pregnant slave women in EM, #49· 

79. Steckel ( 1985), 203-206, 2 26-232 .  It should be remembered that a plantation 
with 100 slaves typically involved perhaps 1 5  families, some of which were related 
to each other. Since cousin marriages were generally excluded, confining the search 
for partners to persons living on the plantation severely limited choice. 

80. Crawford (1980), 163-167. The last sentence implies that about 15 percent of slave 
marriages were destroyed by the slave trade. 

81 .  Important progress has been made in tracing the fertility changes of U.S. slaves 
from the late seventeenth century on by making use of data in probate records and 
private plantation registers. See Kulikoff (1986); Cody (19B2). 

82. Steckel ( 1985), 185-196, 2 26-232 .  
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CHAPTER 6. CHANGING INTERPRETATIONS OF SLAVE CULTURE 
1. In th�s chapter � shift from presenting my own synthesis of recent scholarship to a review of the hterature on slave culture. As I explained in the Foreword differences of opinion among the experts on slave culture are still so wide tha; it would be premature to offer a synthesis. Readers should not infer that because I have prop�sed syntheses on the economic, demographic, and political aspects of slavery �he dIsputes on these topics are minor. Quite the contrary, much of EM and TP IS devoted to th.e analysis of debates in these fields, which are still vigorous. 2. The concentratIOn camp metaphor was coined by Elkins (1968) and the resistance metaphor, inspired by events in Europe, was suggested by Herskovits ( 1958, 99-102). See als? Bauer .an� Bauer (1942). These two new metaphors jointly replaced the preVIOusly relgnmg metaphor, found in Phillips ( 1966), which compared plantations to schools. 

3· The juxtaposition of cliometrics and culture, which at first seemed odd to some �cholars, �s neither odd nor new. Franz Boas, the founder of cultural anthropology m the Umted States, made extensive use of statistical methods in his work. Culture does not exist in a vacuum; it is defined by the behavior, artifacts, institutions, and beliefs uf a society. What frequently differentiates one culture from another is not so much the presence or absence of particular types of behavior, artifacts or instit�tions but the frequency of their occurrence or their distribution over s;ace and time. And much of what we know, or think we know, about the beliefs of a socie�y is infer.ential, and turns on the study of the frequency of certain types of p�actlce� �r artifacts. In applying quantitative methods to the study of slave culture, chometnclans were merely continuing an established and fruitful approach to cultural issues. 
4· Rhodes (1928), 307, 309, 370. 
5· DuBois ( 1918), 7 2 2 .  
6 .  Woodson (1919a), 102-103. 
7· Woodson (1931 ), IV. See also Woodson (1919), (192 1 ); Greene and Woodson ( 1930). 
8. Woodson (1919b), 2 27-2 28. 
9· Woodson (1919b), 85, 2 27-2 28. 

10. Wesley (1927), 5-6. 
1 1 . Woodson (1927), 177. 
1 2 .  Aptheker (1943), 50, 368. 
13· Herskovits ( 1958), 99-102; Bauer and Bauer (1942), 388-419. 14· Herskovits ( 1958), 1-2, 99. 
15· Stampp (1956), 108; see also his Ch. 2, esp. pp. 97-109, and his Ch. 3 and 9. 16. Stamp� (1956), 334-336, 1 26-1 27; Stampp (1952), 618; Douglass ( 1969), 160; Fredenckson and Lasch (1967), 3 15-329. 1 7· For a response to those who have questioned these findings see Fogel and Enger-man, TP, #12 ,  #13 .  
18. Genovese ( 1974), 65, 307-308; Crawford, EM, #51 .  19· Crawford (1980), Ch. 3 .  
20. Genovese ( 1974), 286, 29 1 ,  3 1 5, 303, 292. 2 1 .  Genovese (1974), 292. 
22.  Genovese (1974), 3 1 1 .  
23· See, for example, Smith and Cole (1935); Berry (1943); American Iron and Steel Ass?ciation (1856-1858), Tables A-K; Kuznets ( 1933), esp. 400, which shows that durmg the years 1925-193 1 the monthly low in the production of passenger cars was 41 percent of the monthly high. 24· U.S. Department of Agriculture (191 2), 14. I use the word heavy to mean that the 
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demand for labor was above average and found reflection in a hire price for labor 
that was above average. See Fogel and Engerman, TP, # 1 2 .  Plantations satisfied 
peak labor demand primarily by more intense labor per hour rather than by more 
hours per day. See Olson, TP, # 1 1 .  

25. Metzer, TP, # 10; Olson, TP, # 1 1 .  

26. Olmsted (1970), 452 .  
27 .  David and Temin (1975), 445-457; Genovese (1974), esp. 3 27-398; Crawford 

(1980); Olson, TP, #8. See EM, #43, for data on the effect of self-supplementatIOn 
on the quality of the slave diet. Jonathan B. Pritchett, who has recently begun a new 
study of the New Orleans invoices, suggests in a letter to RWF ?f May 26,

.
1987, 

that there might have been undercounting of skilled occupatIOns even m thiS 
source. This possibility cannot be ruled out, and Pritchett's stU?y may she� new 
light on the issue. Undercounting of skills is a major problem m most bodies �f 
records, although the undercount in the notarial records appears to be less than. m 
other sources, because failure to insist on a guarantee of a skill would undermme 
the legal claim of a purchaser in the event of a suit. On und�rcounting of skills and 
on approaches to the estimation of the extent of undercountmg see Olson, TP, #8; 

McMillan, ( 1988). Cf. Kotlikoff, TP, #3; Margo, TP, #9· 

28. The discussion in this section focuses on a limited set of issues that have been at 
the center of the controversy about the effect of slavery on the integrity of slave 
families. These issues have been so all·consuming that they have impeded the 
development of a more complete view of the life and mentalite of slave women a�d 
their specific contributions to the development of an independent slave culture. F or 
two studies that have begun to fill the void, see Jones (1 985) and White ( 19R5)' 

29. Rhodes (1928), 3 18, 332, 335; see Phillips (1918), 342-343 and Ch. 2 2. 

30. DuBois (197oa), 47, 49· 

3 1 .  DuBois (1970a), 152 .  
3 2 .  Frazier ( 1939), 483. . . 
33. Frazier ( 1939), 23-25, 29, 3°; see also Frazier (193°), 1 98-259. Wlt.h the possible 

exception of Carter Woodson, Frazier was the first scholar to examme systematI· 
cally and employ the printed autobiographies of ex-slaves as a source of mformatlOn 
on the slave family. Frazier reported the results of his examination in � long article 
published in 1930, generally accepting the autobiographies as authentic �eflectlOns 
of slave family life, although he recognized that at least some had been mfluenced 
by the antislavery critics who edited them. 

34. Stampp (1 956), 340, 343-348. 

35. Gutman's extensive remarks in a symposium held in November 1 97 1  and one of 
his papers from this period have appeared in print; Engerman.et a\. (1972), � 2-41;  

Gutman ( 1 972), 1 197-1 2 18. This paper was republished m EnglIsh, With the 
addition of an introductory footnote; see Gutman ( 1976b). 

36. Blassingame ( 1972), 79· 

37. Genovese ( 1974), 450, 451-452. 

38. Engerman et a\. ( 1 97 2), 25, 26. 

39. Elkins (1975), 47; Gutman ( 1 976), esp: .Ch. 2. 
. . . 

40. Blassingame (1972), 87. In the 1979 edition of hiS book Blassmgame reconSidered 
the dual· model approach, pointing out that much of what had been descnbed as 
the loose morality of the quarters reflected not a destabilization of the slave family, 
but the increasing effort by white churches to exercise moral influence in slave 
quarters. This perceived "increase" in moral laxity reflected an increase in a�are. 
ness of the conflict between family patterns in the slave quarters and ChnstIan 
precepts, due to increased involvement of the white church. Blassingame (1 979), 

1 7°· 
41. Genovese ( 1974), 459, 465-466. 
42.  Genovese (1 974), 415, 45 2,  483, 489. 
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43· Genovese ( u)74), 457. 
44· Blassingame ( 1 97 2), 9 1 .  If the destruction of marriages was as extensive as Blassin

game indicated, surely Stam�p's case for the widespread demoralization of family 
lIfe would gam credence, while the credence of Gutman's and Genovese's conten. 
tion that the black family emerged from slavery with a "remarkably stable base" 
would be diminished (Genovese, 1 974, 45 2). Nor does it seem plausible that with 
such extensive destruction of marriages marital fidelity could have been so strong 
or adultery so rare as Genovese suggested. Certainly the extent to which slave 
fathers were able to affect the fortunes of their families would have heen far less 
than Genovese suggested. 

45· My point here is not necessarily that all these issues can, in fact, be resolved by 
quantificatIOn, but that knowledge of distributions of slave responses (or of some 
of their parameters) has been implicitly assumed by disputants, even on issues as 
difficult to quantify as the expectations and fears of slaves about the threat of family 
dissolution. 

46. Stampp ( 1 956), 54, 8 1 ,  3 2 7, 3 2 9. 
47· Stampp ( 1 956), 78, 8 1 .  
48. Stampp (1 956), 33 1 .  
49· Stampp ( 1 056), .�3 2 ,  335, 374, 378; see also Frazier ( 1 940)' 
50. StaJll�,1' ( 1 956), 367-360. 
5 1 .  Stampp ( 1 956), 36 1 .  
52 .  Stampp ( 1 956), 36 2 ,  364. 
53· Elkins ( 1 968), 86. 
54· Fredrickson and Lasch ( 1 967), 3 2 5-328. 
55· Webber ( 1 978), xii-xiii. 
56. Webber (1 978), 26 .  
,57· Webber ( 1 978), 7 1 .  
58. Stampp ( 1 956), 146.  
59· Webber (1 978), 9 1 ,  1 33 .  
60. Webber ( 1 978), xii. 
6 1 .  Webber ( 1 978), 1 9 1-192 ,  205-206. 
62. Webber ( 1 978), 2 1 5, 2 2 2 , 2 23.  
63· Genovese ( 1 974), 675.  
64· Blassingame ( 1 979), 367. 
65· Genovese ( 1 974), 675. 
66. Blassingame (1 977), Ii . See EM, #5 1 ,  and Escott ( 1 979, 3-1 4) for a brief descrip

tion of the various collections of ex· slave narratives, a comparison of the locations 
of interviewees during slavery and during interviews, and tables of information 
given in relation to the race of the interviewers. 

67· Blassingame ( 1 977), xliii-ivii. It has been argued that since most of the inter
viewees were children when slavery ended, they were less likely to emphasize work 
and more likely to suggest a paternalistic relationship between masters and slaves. 
Crawford reports on his investigation of this issue in EM, #51,  and TP, # 26. See 
also Crawford ( 1 980), 34. 

68. Stuckey ( 1 973), 1 34. 
69· Levine ( ] ()77), xi-xii. 
70. Levine ( 1 977), xiii. 
7 1 .  Genovese ( 1 974), 676. 
7 2 .  Webber ( 1 978), 267. 
73· Genovese ( 1 974), 675-676. 
74· I have relied primarily on Crawford's work on the quantification of the ex-slave 

narratives because he addresses the points at issue here more directly than Escott 
( l <)79)' Where they overlap, however, Crawford's findings are quite similar to 
Escott's. See Crawford ( 1 980), 244. Rawick ( 1 97 2 ,  V. 1) was skeptical of the 
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suitability of the narratives for quantification, but that judgment was made before 
either the Escott or the Crawford studies were completed. 

75. In quantification, an attribute is any characteristic of a slave that can be identified, 
such as the age at which he or she left the parental household. The distributions 
give, for example, the percentage who left the household at each specific age. 

76. Crawford, EM, #51 Although cotton producers began to feel the impact of competi· 
tion from rayon in the 19208, black workers were far better off during this decade 
than during the depression decade, since farm income from cotton and tobacco 
remained relatively high during most of the 1920S. U.S. Bureau of the Census 
(1975), 485. Cf. Soule (1947), Ch. 1 1; Mitchell (1947), Ch. 6. 

77. Crawford (1930), 38. 
78. Crawford (1930), 32. 
79. The statements in this and the next paragraph are based on distributions computed 

from the data set underlying Crawford (1980). 
80. Gutman (1976), xxii. 
81. Plantation growth rates were computed from data in the Steckel ( 1935, Table 2) 

collection of large plantations with demographic data; Gutman ( 1975), 147; Gut· 
man and Sutch (1976), 145-146; Trussell and Steckel, TP, #20. 

82. Gutman (1975), 147, (1976) 58--61ff; cf. Gutman and Sutch ( 1976), 145-146. 
83. The discussion in this and the next three paragraphs is based on Steckel ( 1985); 

Steckel, TP, #17 .  
84. Tanner (1931), 167; see also Trussell and Steckel, TP, #20. From these studies, 

the age of menarche appears to have been 1 .5 to 2 .5 years below the range conjec· 
tured by Gutman (see sources in n .82 of this chapter). 

85. In a letter to RWF of February 5, 1937, J. Morgan Kousser points out that South 
Carolina allowed interracial marriages in the antebellum period. 

86. Crawford (1980); Steckel (1980). 
87. For a discussion of methodology, including the singmate mean, see Trussell and 

Steckel, TP, #20; cf. Fogel (1982), 9<>-94· 
88. Stampp (1956), 333· 
89· Webber (1978), 3· 
90. Webber ( 1978), xii. On p. x, Webber defines the slave quarter community as: 

those slaves throughout the South who related to a slave quarter as the center 
of their social activities and relationships, who shared a common set of values 
and attitudes, were organized in a familiar social structure, and displayed an 
awareness of their uniqueness and separate identity as a group. In general, the 
forming of a quarter community necessitated a plantation population of between 
fifteen and twenty slaves. 

91. The proportion of adult slaves was somewhat lower on small plantations than on 
large ones, because fertility rates were lower, and infant death rates probably 
higher, on the larger plantations than on the smaller ones. For a fuller discussion 
of this question, see TP, #17, #18, #23, #24; cf. Margo and Steckel (1982). 

92. Owens (1976), 137. 
93. Rawick (1972), 1 9: 170, as quoted by Owens (1976), 136. 
94. For the United States, see EM, #55. The Jamaican data are from Higman (1976), 

274-275. 
95. I do not mean to suggest that important elements of a black culture could not have 

arisen in a world of small plantations, especially when slaves had opportunities to 
move freely about the countryside after work and on weekends. In such circum
stances, however, slaves also had much more contact with whites than was typical 
on large plantations and were less likely to develop cultures with a high degree of 
autonomy. Although the separation of blacks from whites on large plantations 
allowed a more autonomous slave culture, it would be wrong to assume that slaves 
in other circumstances did not have a role in shaping their culture. The interaction 
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of master and servant was affected by action and response on both sides. For a 
discussion of this issue, especially as it affects the possibilities of resistance and 
is affected by the American character, see Kolchin ( 1978), 470-479. Cf. Kulikoff 
( 1986) and Kolchin ( 1987). 

96. Gray ( 1958), 538-539, See Phillips ( 1966), 230-231, and Olson, TP, #8. Cf. EM, 
# 1 2 . 

97. One can only conjecture as to why abolitionist editors and the later interviewers 
found the big plantations so compelling. However, it was the wealthy planters, not 
the petty slaveowners, that were the prime targets of the abolitionists. It was easier 
to rouse the support of petty northern farmers and artisans by promoting their 
populism than by seeking to arouse them against southern yeomen farmers with 
whom they could more easily identify. As a result, large plantations became the 
quintessence of slavery, even in the United States where they contained only a 
relatively small percentage of the slaves. That tradition carries down to this day 
and may be sturdy enough to withstand many critiques to the contrary. For a 
discussion of the procedures used to estimate the distribution of slaves, see EM, 
#55. The data on the ex-slaves are from Crawford (1980). 

98. See the reviews by Elkins ( 1975); Davis ( 1977); Engerman ( 1978). 
99. Pattprson ( 1982), 1 1 ;  Genovese (1971), 8<)-90. For a critique of Elkin's thesis of 

slave personality, see Genovese (1971 ), Ch. 4. See also Engerman et al. ( 1972), 
39-41, esp. Genovese's comments on 41 .  For this paragraph and the next one, see 
TP, #4· 

100. For a brief history of concentration camps see Encyclopaedia Britannica (1961), 
6: 191-192. 

10 1 .  Engerman et al. (1972), 41 .  
102 .  Mintz (1979), 2 2 2-2 23· 
103. Mintz and Hall ( 1960), 1 1 .  
104· Mintz (1978), 93, 94-96. 
105. Mintz (1974), 200-201, 2°5-2°7. 
106. The rebellion of 183 1  was also called the "Baptist War" because ofthe involvement 

of preachers, especially its leader, Sam Sharpe, an urban slave and mission-based 
Native Baptist preacher. ["Native Baptist" is a "generic term for a proliferation 
of sects in which the slaves developed religious forms . . .  that reflected their needs 
more closely than the orthodox churches" (Turner, 1932, 58; see also 94).] The 
organization and freedom of activity that the churches allowed slaves made them 
part of the proto-peasant experience that contributed to the atmosphere of revolt. 
The role of the rebellion in encouraging British emancipation is discussed in 
Chapter 7 of this volume, pp. 2 28-23°' See also Drescher ( 1986, 1 l0) and, for 
a more detailed discussion, especially of the role of missionaries, Turner ( 1982). 

1 07. Genovese (1979), 102 .  
108. Apprenticeship was a system of  gradual emancipation instituted in  the British West 

Indies. The system freed slaves on August 1, 1834, but required the freedmen to 
work for their former masters, a period of six years for agricultural workers and 
of four years for craftsmen and domestics. There were many abuses of the system, 
such as masters reclassifying slaves as field workers in order to command their 
labor longer, and much outcry against it, with the result that total abolition was 
decreed in 1838. See Green ( 1976), 1 56ff.; Craton (1978), 275. For a brief descrip
tion of the apprenticeship system, see Mintz ( 1974), 206-207. Cf. Fogel and 
Engerman, TP, #29; EM, #18. 

Serfdom in Russia could be interpreted as a prolonged instance of apprentice
ship, given the endurance of major elements of the system long after the formal 
emancipation of the serfs. Cf. Gerschenkron (1968), Ch. 7. For a comparison of 
the defenses of slavery in the southern United States and of serfdom in Russia, see 
Kolchin (1980), (1987)' 
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109. Davis (1943), 52, 139, 412 ,  414. See Gutman (1975, 17-28, 30-35, �9-42, 
44-46) for criticism of this use of Barrow's records. See EM, #52, for eVidence 
indicating that in c. 1860 the "extra" income of most slave households exceeded 
$20 per year. For a discussion of the underlying moral issues in this debate, see 
EM, #72.  

1 10. For an explanation of the computation of the "basic income," and the comparison 
of top income to basic income for slaves, see EM, #52• 

1 1 1 . See n. 109 and n. 1 10 above; Devereux ( 1839-1864). . . . 
1 1 2 .  Crawford (1980), 104-105. The limitations put on proto-peasant activIties by 

masters are a further example of the extent of the drive to dehumanize slaves in 
the American system. For examples of the rights allowed to slaves in other systems, 
see Hellie (1982), 1-26 and Part 1 ;  Hellie (1989). 

1 13. Morgan (1982), 588; cf. EM, #52• 
1 14. Gray (1958), 556. 
1 15. Morgan (1982), 578. See also Morgan (1983), concerning property usage and 

ownership by slaves and recently freed slaves. 
1 16. Phillips ( 1966), 248. Phillips cites Olmsted (1968), 436. 
1 17 .  I have put the word "concessions" in quotation marks to emphasize that what 

southern slaveholders viewed as concessions were common in other slave systems. 
Under gang-system slavery, the dehumanization of slaves was pushed so far that 
granting rights normally exercised by slaves in other systems was considered, and 
sometimes became, a threat to stability. See Hellie (1982), (1989); Patterson 
(1982); Finley (1968a), (1980). 

1 18. There were, however, fairly high instances of manumission in Virginia between 
1780 and 1805, as well as in Maryland and in New Orleans during the antebellum 
era. Some of these occurred through religion convictions, primarily of Quakers and 
Methodists. Whatever the source, it seems likely that manumission occurred for 
ideological reasons since it cannot have been economically sound, unless free 
blacks were strongly represented among buyers. See Albert (1976); Kotlikoff and 
Rupert, TP, #30; Patterson (1�2), 296. 

1 19. See EM, #54· 
1 20. Plantation and Farm Instruction, Regulation, Record, Inventory, and Account Book 

( 1852), 4-5. 
1 2 1 .  Kahn, TP, # 2 5. Linear programming is the mathematical procedure used to find 

the least expensive diet that will satisfy nutritional standards or any other set of 
constraints. 

1 2 2 .  From the writings of Solon Robinson, a northern agriculturist, in Kellar (1936), 
149· 

1 23. Savitt ( 1978), 95, 93· 
1 24. Elkins (1975), 54, 53, 41 .  That U.S. slaves faced more uncertainty than other 

laborers is open to question, and was in fact questioned by Greeley, Engels, Marx, 
and other critics of the operation of wage labor markets at the time. 

1 25. Degler (1978), 279-280. 
1 26. In all forms of slave systems, it is overwhelmingly the case that elite slaves led any 

rebellions that occurred. See Hellie (1982), (1987); Patterson (1982); Finley 
(1980); Genovese (1979). 

1 27 .  Genovese (1979), 28. 
1 28. Patterson (1982), 97. Although resistance to degradation would seem to be univer

sally the case, the urge for freedom definitely would have been diminished in slave 
societies, such as Russia, where it was common for people to sell themselves into 
slavery in times of difficulty. It was also true, however, that in Russia flight from 
slavery was more common and more easily undertaken than in other slave cultures. 
See Hellie (1982). 
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1 29. For a brief account of the 183 1  slave revolt in Jamaica, see Reckord (1968), 
1 17-1 19; for a fuller account, see Turner ( 1982). 

1 30. In some cases, slave resistance encouraged external intervention. 

CHAPTER 7. THE BRITISH CAMPAIGN 

1. Aristotle, Politics I, 1 254b. For discussions of the nature of slavery in ancient 
Greece and Rome, see Davis ( 1966); Finley ( 1968), ( 1�0); Hopkins (1978); 
Patterson (1982). 

2. Davis (1966), 86, 1 65; slavery in Christian doctrine is discussed on 84ff. 
3. Davis ( 1966), 100-101 .  
4 .  Thomas More's Utopia, as  quoted by  Davis ( 1966), 1 07. 
5. Davis (1966), 106. 
6. Davis ( 1966), 1 19, also 1 18-1 2 1 .  For a somewhat different interpretation of 

Locke's attitude toward slavery, see Drescher ( 1986), 23-24, 1 84 n. �. 
7· Davis (1984), 135-136. See also Hellie ( 1989). 
8. Davis (1984), 26-27. Cf. Drescher ( 1986), 1 2-24; Gay (1977), 2 :407-423. 
9· Davis (1984), 54, 59· 

10. Davis (llj84), 76. On the proportion of households owning slaves in northern 
colonies, and on the proportion of slaves in their population and labor forces, see 
75· 

1 1 . Davis (1966), 291 . Gay (1977), 2 :406-422 .  
1 2 . On Sewall see Davis ( 1966), 342-348; on  the Quakers, see his Ch. 10. See also 

Drake (1965), esp. Ch. 1 and 4; Zilversmit ( 1967), 58-60. Cf. Soderlund (1985). 
13. For sources for Table 6 see Davis ( 1975), 23-36; Drescher (1977), 189-192; 

Drescher (1986), xiii-xv; Lovejoy (1983), 283-287. For general descriptions of the 
course of emancipation see Davis ( 1975), Ch. 1 ;  Fogel and Engerman (1974), 
1 : 29-37; Austen ( 1981 ); Franklin ( 1967). 

14. For a discussion of the economics of gradual emancipation see TP, #29. On Haiti 
see James (1963); Genovese (1979); Geggus (1982). On Cuba, see Knight (1970); 
Scott (1985). On other regions of Latin America, see Klein ( 1986). 

15. Fogel and Engerman, TP, #29. 
1 6. Steckel (197 1). 
1 7. I use the term " civility" to describe not merely those who officially had the right 

to shape the political process but also those who, although officially denied that 
right, sought to have it and de facto wielded great influence on the process. During 
the first three or four decades of the reign of George III, various groups in the 
middle class and in the labor aristocracy began to emerge as major blocs in the 
struggle for power even though they were excluded from the electorate. These 
groups were not merely manipulated by members of the establishment who were 
in the opposition, but they gradually acquired an independent political conscious
ness and influence. The civility of the time thus included not just the electors but 
those members of the middle class and labor aristocracy who counted politically, 
who were on the threshold but not yet within the political nation. 

18. For a brief survey of the history of Britain in the eighteenth century see Plumb 
( 1974); on the rise of party politics see Brewer (1976), Ch. 1 ;  cf. Christie (1982). 

19. Plumb (1974), Part 2,  Ch. 6; Brewer (1 976), Ch. 8-1 2, esp. Ch. 9. 
20. Plumb (1974), 1 55-162;  Christie (1982), Ch. 1 2 ,  esp. 295-305; cf. Hobsbawm 

(1976); Anstey ( 1 980), ( 198 1); Drescher (1986), Ch. 3-6. 
2 1 . Davis (1 966), 300. 
2 2 .  Davis (1966), 303; see also his 299-306 for a discussion of the Quaker dilemmas 

about slavery and their views of authority. 
23. Davis (1966), 330-332 ;  see also Anstey (1975), Ch. 9, esp. 209. Cf. Soderlund 
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( 1985), who emphasizes the complexities of the antislavery movement among 

American Quakers. 
24. Anstey ( 1975), 2 2 2-263; on the 1783 Committee see 

,
2 29; on the �e�bers of the 

1 787 Committee see 249, n. 37; on the Committee s membership III 1 791  see 

261-262. Cf. Drescher ( 1986, Ch. 6), who emphasizes the difference betwee.n t�e 

strong antislavery stance of the Methodists in Britain and their acco�modatlOm
.
st 

position in the West Indies and the South. He suggests that Methodist cl
.
ergy III 

Britain did not lead the abolitionist movement but responded to the antislavery 

militancy of their working-class parishioners. 
25. John Wesley, as quoted by Green ( 1964), 1 56. See also Plumb ( 1974), 94-95·

. 
26. Walvin ( 1981), 64-67; see also Anstey ( 1975), 255ff., esp. 262-26y, 

.
27 2-278, 

Wrigley and Schofield ( 1 � 1), 529; Drescher ( 1986), 67--88; Chnstle ( 1982), 

1 35-138, 2 10. 
27. Walvin ( 198 1), 65. Anstey ( 1975, 180, 276-278) and .�al

.
vin ( 19�1 : 65-67) 

discuss the influence of the French Revolution on the abohtlOmsts. Chnstle (l(�82, 

Ch. 9) discusses the general issue of British politics and the French Revo�utlOn. 

28. Anstey ( 1975), 273, 280, 282-285, 32 1 .  A.nstey �otes that in 1802 t
.
he bill was 

introduced too late in the session for effective actIOn to be taken on It. 
29. Anstey (1975), 344-346; Davis (1975), 443; Howse (1952): 58-60. . . 
30. Howse ( 1952), 60-61 .  See Anstey ( 1975). For the economic factors I�fluenclllg 

these decisions see Drescher (1977), 76--83, 1 70-174, 1 93-2°4; DaVIS (1975), 

437-443' . B "  h r ' ft 3 1 .  See Christie ( 1982,  2 7 1-280), which describes the changes III ntis po ItiCS a er 
Pitt's death. For a somewhat different view, see Drescher ( 1986). See also Anstey 
(1 975), 357-413; EM, #58. 

3 2 .  The Duke of Norfolk, as quoted by Davis ( 1975), 449· 

33. W. E. H. Leckey, as quoted by Anstey ( 1968), 3°7· . 
34. Lord Dartmouth, president of the Board of Trade, as quoted by Mathieson (1967), 

1 5· . d 35. For the problem of sugar production in the West Indies and the slave tra e see 
Davis ( 1975), 441 ;  Drescher (1977), 139, 170-1 74; DuBois ( 1969), Ch. 5, esp. 
41-42;  Mathieson ( 1967), 28; Anstey ( 1975), 340-341, 394�39

.
5· S�e t

.
he esti

mates of the elasticity of demand for West Indian sugar and Its ImphcatlOns for 
profits, EM, # 19; cf. EM, # 1 7, # 1 8. 

. . . . . . 
36. The ban on the inter-island slave trade a�d other Ill!UnctlOns did: however, slgmfi: 

cantly impair the operation of West Indian plantatIOns. See Eltls (197 2), (1987), 

EM, # 1 7-# 19; TP, #29· 
37.  Williams ( 1966), 2 10-2 1 1 ; Drescher (1977), 4-6· See also Anstey (1968), 307, and 

EM, #58. 
38. Davis ( 1984), 1 74- 1 75· 
39. Temperley (1972), 7-9; Eltis ( 1987), 249· . ,  . . . 
40. Walvin ( 1981),  67-68. The number of names contailled III the petitIOns IS from 

Drescher ( 1986), 82 .  
4 1 - Bethell ( 1970)' 1 2 .  
4 2 .  Bethell ( 1970), 16-19; Eltis (1987), Ch. 6 and 7 ;  LeVeen (197 1), Tabl� I I .  
43.  Eltis ( 1987), Table 4, p. 99, states that from 1811  to 1867, 1,588 ships were 

detained by the British Navy; 152 ,600 slaves were liberated from 576 of these 
ships, whil� the remaining 1,0 1 2  ships were detai�ed without slav� cargo on board. 
Not having slaves on board did not exempt a ship from. 

prosecutlO�, howev�r, as 
the possession of slave trading implements was suffiCient to subject a ship to 
confiscation. 

While the British were the most active force in the suppression movement, they 
were not entirely alone. The United States, France, Portugal, Spain, and Brazil each 
participated in relatively small ways, as a group bearing about 10 percent of the 
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total direct cost of the suppression effort. "Between 1808 and 1870 . . . the 
international effort against slave trade resulted in 1 ,635 ships being condemned 
. . .  or [lost by their owners]." This count omits several ships which were detained, 
but for which no records of court decisions survive (Eltis, 1 987, 97; see also 96). 

44· Although the slave trade was abolished in Cuba in 1 862,  smuggling continued until 
1867. Scott ( 1985), 1 0, 38, 93; Eltis ( 1987), 1 4, 2 18-2 2 1 -

45· For data in this paragraph see Eltis ( 1 987), 92 ,  96; LeVeen ( 1971), 61-73 and 
Tables 1 , 7, 1 1 , 1 2; Lloyd ( 1949), App. A and B; Mitchell and Deane ( 1962), 410 
(table reporting relief for the poor in England). For a discussion of the estimates 
of Eltis and LeVeen, see EM, #57. 

46. Davis (1 984), 1 76, 99ff.; Coupland ( 1933), 1 1 5ff.; Mathieson ( 1967), 26-29. 
47· Anstey ( 1981), 43; Mathieson (1967), 1 1 1-1 1 4· 
48. Anstey ( 198 1 ,  44) quotes instructions attributed to Watson, found in The Works of 

the Re�erend Richard Watson ( 1834-1837), 1 : 2 80. 
49. On the composition of the London Antislavery Committee of 1823 see Mathieson 

( 1967), 1 1 5-1 19, esp. 1 18-1 19. 
50. Mathieson (1967), 1 27 .  
5 1 .  Gash (1 979), 1 18, esp. 63-64, 1 35-1 37;  Gash is  referring to influence, not to 

enrollment. For estimates of Methodist enrollment in 1 83 2  as well as their share 
in the f'lectorate see Anstey (1 9th), 51-53. The Methodists alone had close to a 
million adherents and a strong central administration that made them both a 
formidable religious force and "the most powerful vehicle for protest, petition, and 
publicity in British society" (Gash, 1 979, 65). 

52 .  Gash (1 979), 140, 142.  The Catholic Emancipation Act was pushed through Parlia
ment by a coalition of Whig and Tory leaders who recognized the popular hostility 
to the measure but who believed that the alternative was even more threatening 
to the established order. 

53. On the development of trade unions see Cole and Postgate ( 1976), Ch. 20, esp. 
2 3 2-24°. 

54· Cole and Postgate (1976), 240, see 2 39-241.  See also Ward ( 197 2 ), 1 2 2-1 24; 
Gayer, Rostow, and Schwartz (1975), 535; Floud and Wachter ( 1982), 435, Figure 
2 .  For a more general description of class riots and revolts see Hobsbawm and Rude 
(1975), esp. 1 1 2-1 13, 1 1 9-1 20, 153-154, 158-1 59, 262 for examples of specific 
revolts and data about those tried and punished. See Newman ( 1975) on the 
connection between evangelicalism, anti-Gallic propaganda in Britain, and the rise 
of organized working-class protest. See Gash ( 1 956) on the relative importance of 
Catholic emancipation, and the French Revolution of July 1 830, in the movement 
for parliamentary reform during the election of 1 830' In discussing Borougham's 
campaign for Parliament from Yorkshire, Gash ( 1 956, 284) notes that merchants 
and manufacturers were mainly concerned with parliamentary and economic re
form, despite the concern of dissenters and Quakers with the slavery question. 
However, abolition of slavery was included in the reform package and these reforms 
were supported by many electors and candidates "irrespective of party" (Gash, 
1956, 287). 

55. Cole and Postgate (1 975), 250. See 241ff., esp. 249-25°. See also Thompson 
( 1975), 890--899; Gash ( 1979), 15°-152 .  

56. On the Reform Act ( 1832)  see Gash (1971), Ch. 1 ;  Cole and Postgate (1976), 
25°-25 1 ,  255. The proportion of contested elections rose from just over a quarter 
in 1830 to 7 1  percent in 1832, but fell off to 49 percent in 1 84 1 .  See Gash (1 956), 
261;  Gash (197 1), 239; Aydelotte (197 1), 102, which contains a table of contested 
constituencies between 1832 and 1864. When the new House met in 1 833, its 
composition was much like the old one. A third of the seats were held by baronets 
or sons of peers, just about the same proportion as in the old House. Indeed, it 
has been pointed out that down into the 1840s, the House of Commons was 
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"overwhelmingly aristocratic in composition." When a count was made not only 
of the titled members and the children of peers but also of the direct descendants 
of the other families listed in Burke's Landed Gentry, it turned out that at least 80 
percent of MPs belonged to the "aristocratic or landed class" (Aydelotte, 1954, 
2 55, 2 54)· 

57. Gash ( 1 97 1 ), 1 0; see pp. 88--89. The middle class was "offered full partnership" 
(Cole and Postgate, 1976, 2 5 1 ), not in governing society, which remained in the 
hands of the gentry, but in deciding which members of the gentry should represent 
them. Urban and rural laborers as well as the small farmers were still left voteless, 
but this was precisely what Thomas Babington Macaulay, newly elected to Parlia· 
ment, had in mind when he said that the Reform Act had done "all that was 
necessary for the removing of a great practical evil, and no more than was neces
sary" (Gash, 197 1 ,  1 2). 

58. For an interpretation ofthe events leading up to the Emancipation Act of 1833 that 
is somewhat different from that put forward in the next 1 0  paragraphs, see Drescher 
( 1986), esp. Ch. 5-7. 

59. On the composition of West Indian planters and merchants committed to gradual 
amelioration in the condition of slaves see Ragatz ( 1 928), 4 1 1 .  

60. Ragatz (1928), 1 34-1 36. 
61 . Mathieson ( 1 967), 195; Coupland ( 1 933), 1 3 1 ;  Anstey (1981), 45· 
6 2 .  Anstey (198 1), 46. 
63. Watson, as quoted by Anstey ( 1 98 1), 46, 57 n. 26. 
64. Anstey (1�1), 46. 
65· Mathieson ( 1967), 199, 203-204 see 195-207. 
66. On the uprising in Jamaica see Turner ( 1 982); Mathieson (1967), 208- 2 2 0; Ragatz 
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relIgIOus affilIatIOns are known, approximately 49 percent were of the CongregatIOnal-Presb�terian-Unitarian rubric, 20 percent Quaker, 1 2  percent Bap. 

tlst, � percent Methodist, 5 percent Comeouters, 2 percent Episcopalian, and those 
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In the balance of this section. Where experts are in disagreement, I threaded the 
e�e of the needle as best I could. The notes indicate how I combined disparate 
views. For further discussion of the second party system, see pp. 301-3 2 2  of this volume. 

8. Cited by Baker (1983), 143, 144, 146, see 143-148 for a discussion of the prewar 
p�litical ideology of Democrats. See also Holt ( 1973b) and Encyclopaedia Britannlca (1961), 1 2 : 1851-1853. 

9· Van Deusen (1963), 97. Cf. Van Deusen ( 1973). 
10. �owe (1979), . 17 ·

, 
S�e Bensen (1�69, 10-14) for a discussion of Democratic popu

hsm and egahtanamsm, and Smith ( 1965, 231)-242, 333) for a description of a 
gradua� broadening of �he franchise at the state level. See Van Deusen ( 1963, 97) for a dISCUSSIO? of Whlggery in the Jacksonian era; for differences between Whig and Democrat Ideology and constituencies, see Howe ( 1979, 1 7-18); for Whig and Demo�rat voting on "pro-Negro" issues, see Ershkwitz and Shade (191 1 ,  61 1-6 1 2) and Richards (1979). . 

1 1 .  I am indebted to J. David Greenstone for calling this point to �y attention. 1 2. Howe (1979), 2 1 0, 2 1 7, 190, 191 ,  107-108, 2 1 . " 
13· Benson (1969), 2 25. 
14· Baker ( 1983), 319. 
1 S. Howe (1979), 8, 2 1 .  
16. Formisano (1983), 276, see 275-276. 
17· Van Deusen (1963), 66. 



466 

18. Howe (1979), 30; on the influence of moral philosophy, and particularly "faculty 

psychology" on Whig political values, see 28-31 . , . . 
19. Benson ( 1969), 25°, see 2 25-2 26 on the Democratic party s self-portraIt m I�44' 

20. Howe (1979), 18, see also 164. McCarthy (1903), 369-374, 386, 396; Gnffin 

( 1960), 1 16ff.; Van Deusen (1963), 55-57· . . 
2 1 .  The quote is from Howe (1979), 35. See Howe ( 1979), 18, 35, for the relIgIOus 

affiliation of Whigs nation-wide and 20 for Whig attitudes toward the state. On the 

evangelical support of Whiggery in Michigan, see Form.isano (197 1), 160-164; for 

Whig religious affiliation in Massachusetts, see FormIsano (1983), 291-292. In 

Hunterdon County, New Jersey, however, Democrats had no predominant religious 

affiliation, though nationwide Catholics, Episcopalians, and German Lutherans 

tended to be Democrats; see Baker (1983), 47-48. See Benson (1969), 166-2°7, 

for an analysis of voting patterns by ethnic groups and religious affiliations in the 

1844 election in New York, and esp. 185 for a breakdown of estimated party 

percentages by ethnic groups in that election. For a critiq�e of Benson's estim.
a�es, 

see Kousser ( 1986). For a more optimistic review of the hterature on the polItIcal 

tendencies of various denominations, see Swierenga (1988). On Pittsburgh, see 

Holt ( 1969)' For the mid-1850s, see Gienapp (1987), 507-508. For further discus

sion of religious and ethnic voting patterns, see EM, #69· 

2 2 .  For an overview of economic development in the United States see Fite and Reese 

( 1959), 1 18-1 19, 1 23-1 26; for a discussion of the crisis of l819, 1837, 1839, a�d 

1857 see Taylor ( 1958), 334-346. On the Jacksonian boom and bust, see Temm 

( 1969) and Rockoff (197 1). See also Chapter 3 of this volume. See Chapter 10 of 

this volume for a discussion of the crisis of 1853-1855. 

23. The quote is from Silbey (1967), 54; for his analysis of party votes on the issues 

in Congress, see 51-55· 
24. Silbey (1967), 59, 142, see 53-54· 
25. The quotes are from Howe (1979), 63; see 62-68 for Howe's assessment of 

Adams's views on the antislavery issue. See also Adams ( 1877), IV 530-531 ,  VII 

2 29-23°, IX 23, 289, XI 7cr-80, 284, 377-378, XI I  57, 1 7 1-172 ;  Bemis ( 1956). 

See also pp. 335-346 of this volume. 
26. Hofstadter ( 1973), 108. 
27.  Banner (1970); Robinson (1979); Meyers ( 1960); Howe ( 1979); Wiecek ( 1?�7)' 

28. See n. 14 to Chapter 8 of this volume for a fuller discussion of the slavery provIsIOns 

of the Northwest Ordinance. 
29. Robinson (1979), 379-391 ;  the quote is from 391 .  Cf. Fehrenbacher (1978), 

84-89· 
30. Robinson (1979), 392,  394, 393, see 392-396; Fehrenbacher (1978), 97ff. 

3 1 .  Robinson (1979), 379, 395, 396. See Fehrenbacher ( 1978), 89-97· 

32 .  Fehrenbacher ( 1978), 96, 94, 96. 
33. Fehrenbacher (1978), 100-101;  see Wiecek (1977), 1°7-1 10; Berwanger (197 1), 

7-14. . 
34. Wiecek (1977), 1 2 2 ,  see 1 l0-1 23; Fehrenbacher ( 1978), 100-1 10; Robmson 

( 1979), 402-42 1 .  
35. Moore ( 1953), 17 1-174; see 170-186 for the extent of p�blic indifference to the 

Missouri controversy, esp. 173. The resentment expressed m Congress over south

ern domination during the Missouri crisis was not translated into votes during the 

elections of 1820. Monroe was swept back into office, winning all but one electoral 

vote. There was little change in the House, although Federalists lost two seats to 

the Jeffersonian party. Petersen (1963), 16; Encyclopaedia Britannica ( 1962), 23:-

845· 
36. Hofstadter (1973), 89· . 
37. Freehling ( 1966), 109, 1 2 1 , see 89-1 26. 
38. The southern willingness to compromise can be seen by the southern vote on the 
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proviso by Senator Jesse Thomas (IL) to prohibit slavery north of 36°30'. The vote 
of the southern me�bers of th

.
e Senate was 14 for and 8 against the compromise. In 

the House the 
.
margm of pa�smg was smaller, 39 for and 37 against, with Virginia 

strongly affectmg that margm by voting 18 to 4 against. Moore (1953), 109, I l l . 
See also Fehrenbacher (1978); Robinson (1979); Wiecek ( 1977). 

39· Jeffers�n, a� quoted by Fehrenbacher ( 1978), I l l . For a discussion of new party 
formatIO�s m �ew York see McCormick (1966), 1 1 1-1 23; for Jefferson's response 
to the MISSOUrI controversy see Miller ( 1977), 2 2 1 ff. 

40. Jefferson, as quoted by Fehrenbacher (1978), I l l .  For congressional debates and 
action on the Missouri Compromise see Wiecek (1977), 1 1 2-1 2 2 .  

41 .  Wiecek (1977), 1 1 2 . 
42.  Quotes are from Wiecek (1977), 1 2 0-1 2 1 ;  see his 1 19-1 20 for a summary of 

arguments on the illegitimacy of slavery based on the Constitution. 
43· Davis ( 1975), 332. On King's speeches and Vesey see Robinson (1979), 415-416; 

Freehling ( 1966), 54; Craven ( 1953), 1 23. 
44· For southern "Old Republicans" one lesson of the Missouri crisis was that a party 

based firmly on the states' rights principles of the Virginia and Kentucky resolu
tions of 1 798 was essential to the defense of slavery from outside interference. 
Together with Martin Van Buren and others of like mind, southern Old Republi
('ans lih Thomas Ritchie set out to form an alliance between "the planters of the 
South and the plain Republicans of the North," an alliance largely responsible for 
Andrew Jackson's victory in 1828. See Brown (1966), 55-72; the quote is on 69, 
from a letter of Van Buren to Ritchie in January of 1 827 .  I am indebted to Richard 
Sewell for calling this point to my attention. 

45· The development of sectional supremacy was not, of course, Jefferson's principal 
motive for founding a university. See Malone ( 1981), esp. 233-282, 365-380, on 
his dedication to education. 

46. Sydnor (1966), 137, see 135· For the impact of the Missouri issue on the views 
of southern leaders, see Moore (1953), 251-256, and on Jefferson, 253-256. For 
Pinckney's atitude toward the Missouri Compromise see Freehling (1966), 109. 

47· Sydnor ( 1966), 138, 139; on the general survey bill see 138-141 .  
48. Freehling ( 1966), 93.  See Wiltse ( 1944), V. I .  For a classic characterization of 

Calhoun's fundamental political philosophy, see Current ( 1943). 
49· Current ( 1963), 13· For the rejection of nationalist dogma by South Carolina 

planters and by Calhoun, in particular, see Freehling (1966), 1 16-133. 
50. Taussig (1964), 18, 86; U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1975), 888. 
51 . See James (1981 ,  732,  Figure 3) for consumer real income indexes as a function 

of the tariff rate. For the nature of the 1824 congressional tariff debate, see 
Edwards (1970), 804-82 1, 830-838. See McCardell (1979, 15) on Jefferson's 
attitude toward the tariff, and Pope (1975, 4-9, 1 2-16) for an appraisal of Cal
houn's analysis of the adverse effects of the tariff. See also Bils ( 1984). 

52 .  Freehling (1966), 294, see also his discussion of the nullification crisis on 260-263 
and 292-297; Current (1963), 13-19; Bemis (1956), 267-269. 

53· Freehling (1966), 257, see 254-257. South Carolina's position as the leading 
cotton-producing state from 1800 to 1820 made its leaders especially determined 
opponents of the tariff. See Watkins ( 1969), 7 1 ,  75, 77; James (1978), 231-256, 
esp. 249; James ( 1981), 7 26-734. 

54· Robinson ( 1979), 242 .  
55· Wiecek (1977), 72 .  
56. Robinson ( 1979), 2 10, see 2 10-2 1 1 , 242-243; Dodd (191 1), 139; Watkins (1969), 

7 1 . 
57· Dodd (191 1), 139. Such positive defenses of slavery did not become systematic 

un�l! after t�� n�llification crisis, which coincided with the imminent victory of 
Bnhsh abolItIODlsm. See FreehlIng (1 966, 79-82) on the struggle in southern 
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ideology that preceded the general acceptance of the positive good theory. Compare 
with McCardell (1979), 44-7 1 .  

58. Robert J .  Turnbull, a s  quoted by Freehling (1966), 1 23. Sydnor (1949); Freehling 
(1966); McCardell ( 1979), Ch. 1 .  

59. Freehling (1966), 307, 308. 
60. Freehling ( 1966), 1 10-1 1 1 . The quoted arguments are paraphrases or direct 

quotes of arguments put forward by Robert Hayne, Whitemarsh Seabrook, Robert 
Turnbull, and Arthur Hayne in Congress, in published essays, and in private 
correspondence. 

6 1 .  On the ups and downs of economic arguments about slavery within the South, see 
pp. 61-64, 68-71 ,  and 105-107 of this volume. See also EM, #15. On the 
Virginia debate over the merits of the gradual abolition of slavery during 1831-
1832 ,  see Robert ( 1941); Bruce (1982), Ch. 6; Freehling (1982). 

62 .  See TP, #29, and EM, # 18, on the British West Indies. See DeMello, TP, #5, 
#32 ,  on the impact of an antislavery ideology on the decline of slave prices in 
Brazil. Cf. Reis (1977); Schwartz (1985), 439-467; Correa do Lago (1978). On the 
attitudes of Jamaican planters see Green (1976). 

63. See Silbey (1967, 60-62) for an analysis of party and sectional divisions in votes 
on the expansion issue. Also see Bemis (1956), 364-370. For the debate and vote 
on Texas see Bemis ( 1956), 462-473; Wiltse (1949), 291 , 386-388. Eaton (1966), 
324-325. On the economic concerns, see Dorfman (1966), 2 :941 .  

64. Fehrenbacher (1978), 1 27 .  
65. Bemis ( 1956), 416, 478, see also his discussion on 487; see Eaton (1966), 324-

331 .  
66. Current ( 1963), 28. 
67. See Chapter 10 of this volume for a fuller discussion of the effects of the Mexican 

War, the Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas·Nebraska Act on the destabilization 
of the second party system. 

68. Silbey (1967), Ch. 5 and 6; Van Deusen (1963); Temin ( 1969), 172-177; Rockoff 
( 197 2); Rockoff (197 1), 448-458; Nevins ( 1950), 1 : 176-197. 

69. See U.S. Bureau of the Census (1975), 88, for the value of merchandise imports 
and duties for these years, and 1 104. On the iron industry, see Fogel (1964), 
151-166; Fogel and Engerman ( 1969). 

70. Goodrich (1960), Ch. 5; Meyer ( 1948), 523-528; Fogel (1960), 25-39· 
7 1 .  Hunter ( 1949); U.S. Bureau of the Census (1975), 2 2-37; Steckel ( 1983); Chudac· 

off (1975), 56. See also EM, #35, #59· 
72 .  See Bidwell and Falconer ( 1941), 3°6. On migration patterns, see EM, #35, #59, 

#60, and Steckel (1983); cf. Burnham ( 1955), Foner (1970), 107-108, and 
McPherson (1982), 20-2 1 .  On the development of the canal system in the Midwest 
see Cranmer ( 1960); Ransom (1963). See also Taylor ( 1951), 52, 56-67, 79, 156-
1 64, 169-172 ;  Hunter (1949); Fogel (1964). 

73. Nevins (1947), 2 : 2°7-2 14. See Fishlow (1965b, 196) for comparisons by region 
of international merchandise trade flow from 1839 to 1860. See also Bidwell and 
Falconer (1941), 310-3 1 1 .  Before 1825 both the Midwest and the Northeast 
conducted more of their interregional business with the South than with each other. 
By the eve of the Civil War the magnitude of trade between the Midwest and the 
South had fallen to barely a fifth of the trade between the Midwest and the 
Northeast. Most of the shift from a North·South axis in trade to an East·West axis 
had already occurred by 1849. Although the South was no longer a major trading 
partner of the West after the 1830s, it remained an important market for northeast· 
ern commodities down to the eve of the Civil War, which might explain the deep 
concern expressed by many northeastern merchants over the increasing political 
tensions between the North and the South during the 1850s. See Foner (1968). 

74. Meyers ( 1960), 239-240, see 61-64, 239-241;  Pessen ( 1978), 23-25. 
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75· The ��oted phra�,es are Benjamin Franklin's, as cited by Field (1978), 146. The term redundant was used by Alexander Hamilton, cited by Goldin and Sokoloff ( 1984), 461 .  
76. G .  Taylor (1958), � ;  Handlin (1979). 
77· Goldin ( 1976), 13, see 1 1-16, 52-53. On the urban wealth distribution see EM 

#62. ' , 

78. See Howe (1979, 1 16-1 17) for a discussion of Whig distrust of the moral and 
political effects of large cities. See also G. Taylor (1958), �, 388-392; Nye 
(1960), 1 26-1 28; Rothman (197 1 ), 57-59; Chudacoff (1975), 36-45; Pes sen 
(1978), 54-?9; Nye ( 1974), 1 26-1 29, 146-147.  This antipathy to big-city life 
reflected SOCial and moral problems of unprecedented scope and severity. In New 
York City crime rates during the 1820S and 1830S rose more than four times as 
rapidly as the population, overwhelming the capacity of the semiprofessional police 
force to cope with the phenomenon. By the early 1840s, newspapers and govern
mental investigating committees were decrying the uncontrolled and unpunished 
spate of murders and riots, the commercialized vice, and the incessant robberies 
?f both dwellings and businesses. Official estimates put the number of prostitutes 
III New York at 10,000 in 1844, some of them "not even into the teens." Drunken
ness was widespread with one saloon "for every fifty persons in the city over the 
age of fifteen." And there was a mounting problem of "vagrant and criminal 
children" (estimated by police at over 3,000), some organized into rings of thieves 
by professional criminals, others individually engaged in acts "which for vileness 
and deep depravity, would absolutely stagger belief." Richardson (1970), 25-28, 
52-53; the quotes are from 27 and 52 .  

79· Parrington (1930), 347; for quite similar views expressed by  Franklin see 173. For 
statistics on urban and rural mortality rates during the antebellum era, see 1affe 
and Lourie (1942), 352-37 1 ;  Vinovskis ( 197 2), 184-2 13; Fogel ( 1986), 465; 
Fogel et al. (1978), 78; Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 : 1 25; Ware (1924), 14. Life 
expectation at birth for U.S. slaves c. 1830 was about 30 years. See EM, #41 ,  for 
the method of estimating slave life expectancy. 

80. Ernst ( 1949), 48. New York's cellar population tripled in less than a decade, 
reaching about 29,000 persons at the mid-century-a number large enough to 
��ke New York's underground population by itself one of the nation's 20 largest 
cIties. Indeed, the number of people who lived in the cellars of New York at the 
end of the 1840S probably exceeded the entire urban population of that city on the 
eve of the Constitutional Convention. Warner ( 1968), 52-53; Glaab ( 1963), 1 16; 
Chudacoff (1975), 56; U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1909), 15; Ernst ( 1949), 29. 

81 .  Tocqueville ( 1969), 278. See Glaab ( 1 963, 52-54) for the views of Thomas Jeffer
son and Benjamin Rush on cities. On the creation of armed, uniformed police, see 
Monkkonen (1981). 

82 .  Monkkonen (1981), esp. Ch. 1 and the sources cited there; Pes sen (1977), (1978). 
For a discussion of the European sources of America's labor thinkers see Dorfman 
(1966), 2:637-695; Warner (1968), 91-<}8. 

83· Warner (1968), 152 .  
84· Benson (1969), 1 2 1 ; see 1 14-1 2 2  for a discussion of the American Republican 

party. See Warner (1968, 143-144, 1 52-157) for the case of Philadelphia. 
85· Potter (1965), 645; see Fogel et al. ( 1978), 100; Gemery ( 1984); U.S. Bureau of 

the Census ( 1975), 106; U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1854), 61 ,  1 14, 1 16-1 18; 
Galenson (1981 ), 2 16-2 17 .  

86. See Handlin (1979, 54-55) for the case of  Boston. The foreign-born proportion in 
the rural areas was c�mputed from the Bateman-Foust sample. )lre percentage of 
forelgn.born workers III New York is computed from Ernst-{r949), 193, 2 14-2 17. 
For different definitions of urban, the Moen sample of urban households yields the 
following figures for 1860: 
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Urban Definition 

� 3,000 inhabitants 
� 10,000 II 
� 25,000 
> 100,000 
New York City 

% of Population 
Foreign Born 

25.0 
36.8 
40.5 
42.5 
47·5 

NbTES (pp. 3 1 0-31 2) 

Labor Force Participation Rate 
Foreign Born 

0.540 
0.521 
0.518 
0·517 
0.522 

Native Born 

0.277 
0.245 
0.235 
0.2 24 
0. 2 14 

Using published census figures for New York City, which show the percentage 
of foreign born as 47.63, does not change the figure for the fraction of the work 
force that was foreign born indicated in the text_ 

I am indebted to Nathaniel Wilcox for supplying me with these figures. 
For further analysis of the urban occupational and wealth distribution by 

ethnicity in 1860, see EM, #62, #63. See EM #60 on the sources, and #� on the 
political consequences, of population growth in the North. 

87. For occupational structure in Philadelphia see Nash (1979), 387-391 ;  Warner 
( 1968), 1 3, 1 5, 18. The New York figures were computed from Ernst ( 1949), 
2 14-2 17 .  . . 88. The process of displacing native workers is illustrated by the experience m �he 
textile mills of Lowell, Massachusetts, which prior to 1840 employed very few Irish 
women, relying instead on the daughters of New England farmers. As late as 1845 
less than 10 percent of the female operatives were Irish, but by the end of �he h�av!, 
immigration of 1846-1854, "half the Lowell operatives were of that natlOnahty. 
New England girls left the mills both because they refused t� w?rk for 

.
wages as 

low as those accepted by Irish girls and because of Y ankee �reJudlces agamst cl�se 
association with Catholic immigrants. The development of Improved looms which 
could be operated by less skilled hands also serv�d to u

.
nder�ine the wage.s and 

working conditions of native operators, as less skilled Irish I?lrlS were substltuted 
for more skilled Yankees. On the Lowell mills see Dubhn (1979), 160-164; 
Lazonick and Brush (1985). For the defensive creation of trade organizations see 
Ware (1924), 2 29-235. 

89. Dublin (1979), 142-143; Field ( 1978), esp. 160ff. For the development of the 
factory system see G. Taylor ( 1958), Ch. 10 and 1 1 . For the role of women and 
children in the industrial process see Goldin and Sokoloff ( 1982), 741-774, and 
( 1984), 461-487. For the conditions and wages of laborers in the 1840S and 1850S 
see Ware (1924), 67-70; Margo and Villaflor ( 1987); Lazonick a�d Brush ( 1��5)· 

90. Figure 27 is computed from data in Ernst ( 1949), 2 14-2 17 .  The. direct co�petltlon 
of the foreign born for craft jobs substantially lowered the ear�mgs of na�lve-born 
craftsmen. In 1846 native-born cabinetmakers in New York City complamed that 
the competition from immigrants had lowered their wages by a third to a half during 
the preceding decade. The willingness of immigrants to accept such low wages from 
"any one who offers them immediate and permanent employment," they charged, 
had "ruined the Cabinet-Making business." Native-born artisans also complamed 
that these aliens "broke down the apprenticeship system in the skilled trades," 
broke craft monopolies, undermined their social status, and destroyed t�e "me
chanic's reputation." Still another grievance was the willingness of immigrants, 
particularly "newly arrived 'Dutchmen,' " a

. 
der?gatory term.for Germans, "to act 

as strikebreakers," although many German Immigrants were m the forefront of the 
unionization movement. Ernst ( 1949), 103, 107, see 102-107. Cf. Ware ( 1924), 
38-67. See EM, #63, for a discussion of the ethnic distribution of occupations in 
cities in 1860. . 

9 1 .  Taft ( 1964), 8, 20-34. Cf. Wilentz ( 1984); Montgomery (1968). 
92 .  Feldberg (1975), 47, see 47-48. See also Lebergott ( 1971 ), 78-79, 82-83· 

471 
93· Fel�berg (1975), 55-56, 5 1 ,  see 49-58. For other cities, see Holt ( 1973c), 309-331,  Pessen ( 1978), 2 79-283; Ernst (1949), 1 35-136, 27 1  n. 2; for the case of Boston see Handlin ( 1979), 1 80-206, 349 n. 1 1 . 
94· Quotations are from Pessen ( 1978), 270, 273, 272 ,  2 74, 279; see 272  and 275 for election returns. Taft ( 1964), 1 7-18. 
95. Seward's proposal di� not bre�ch established standards regarding the separation o� ch

.urc� and state, smce pubhc funds were already being expended to support the distributIOn of the Protestant version of the Bible. However, Seward's gesture could 
�ot

. 
offs�t Tamman� Hall:s. smoothly worki�g political organization for converting ahens mto naturalIzed cItizens and naturalIzed citizens into steadfast Democrats" (�enson 19�,. 1 18). Tammany cemented its hold over the foreign. born vote by lIberally grantmg them market licenses and petty offices, which nativists con· demne� as payments fo� vo�es and as the most conspicuous signs of the general corruptIOn of both parties m the running of city and state governments. The program of the American Republican party in the New York elections of 1844, therefore, combined the condemnation of toadying to foreigners with a call for the general reform of city government. It also called for a change in the naturalization laws �o that the right to vote would be withheld from immigrants for 2 1  years, a step mtended to debase the coin with which immigrants purchased licenses and offices. Other demands included the restriction of local offices to natives and the continuation of the King James version of the Bible as a schoolbook. See Benson ( 1969), 1 18-1 2 2; Billington ( 1964), 199-2°5; Griffin (1960), 141-142; Pessen (1978), 279-283. 

96. Benson �1969), 1 2 1 , see 1 2 1-1 2 2 .  For more on the growth of nativism, see Chapter 10  of thiS volume. Cf. Pessen (1978), 280-282; Billington (1964), 199-205; EM, #69· 
97. Claiming l I O,OOO votes in the polling places of 14 states, the nativists held a nat�onal convention which met in Philadelphia in July of 1845, proclaimed a new natIOnal party, and sought to implement their program in Washington. In the Senate, which was controlled by the Whigs, the judiciary committee responded to a resolution calling on it to extend the period of naturalization, to eliminate the fraud in both the naturalization process and in elections, "and to prohibit the introduction of foreign convicts into the United States," although its sympathetic report produced no legislation. In the House, which was controlled by the Demo· crats, the judiciary committee produced a report that categorically stated that " no 

�lteration of the naturalization laws is necessary for the preservation of the rights, mterests and morals of the people, or from the guarding of the ballot-box against every improper influence." Although nativists condemned the House report as a "se�vile, truckling, pope's-toe-kissing resolution," efforts to stir popular support for their program came to naught. The American Republican party was turned out of po,,:er in the New York City elections of 1845, and the national movement expired durmg the next three years. Billington ( 1964), 206, 209, see also 205-2 1 1 ; Pessen (1978), 283. 
98. See

. 
Fogel (1964, 159-166) for a discussion of the boom in the pig iron industry; Smith ( 1851 )  on the manufacture of iron in Pennsylvania; Davis and Stettler (1966, 2 2 1) for textile output by region, 1826-1860; Fishlow (1965a, 397-399) for railroad constru�tio�. F�r investment

. 
in construction in 2�llttlieb (1966), 25

.
0' For the distributIOn of gross mvestment see Fishlow (1965a), 397-398; Wicker ( 1960), 5 16; Cranmer (1960), 556. See U.S. Bureau of the Census ( 1975, . 1�4' 2�1 )  for daily wage r

.
ates on the Erie Canal and wholesale price indexes for thiS period. For a fuller reVIew of these wage trends, see Margo and Villaflor ( 1987). 99. Pes sen ( 1978), 282 .  For an example on one senator's land speculation, see Current ( 1955), 92-<)3, on Daniel Webster. Information regarding rents can be found in Ernst ( 1949), 49-50. Daily wage is taken at $0.58 to $ 1 . 25  and weekly rental of 
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a room was in the same range; see Margo and Villaflor (1987). For New York, see 
Ernst (1949), 70-7 1 , 2 1 , 2 2 , 24, 13; Ware (1924), 14-17, 26-37, 5°, 67-7°, esp. 
68-69, which points out that New York laborers worked about 200 days per year, 
often for as little as $0.65 per day. Hence, 

$0.65 X 200 " 6 d 
$1 .25 

= oiPo·35 an 
" 6  = 0·5°· 

365 7 X ",0·35 

For a further discussion of this issue see EM, #61 .  
100. Howe (1979), 16 2 ,  165, see 162-165' Approaches that were acceptable to the 

upper-class Protestant crusaders included the formation of organizations snch as 
the American Protestant Association which was dedicated to "alerting the public 
to the evil teachings of popery through lecture, publication, Sunday schools, reviv
als, and the reinstitution of the Sabbath as a day of piety." Feldberg (1975), 87. 
They also favored programs developed by the Home Missionary Society and the 
American Tract Society that aimed to convert Catholic immigrants by disseminating 
tracts in their native languages "designed to show by Biblical quotations that 
everything about the Roman religion was wrong." Griffin (1960), 2 1 1 . 

101 .  Griffin (1960), 2 13. 
102. Howe (1979), 202. 
103· Bodo (1980), 78, 83. 
104. One of the most ominous features of the nativist movement was its radical overtone. 

On economic issues, "the American party adopted antimonopoly, antielitist, anti
Bank, pro-hard money positions" (Feldberg, 1975, 7 1) that strongly resembled the 
Locofoco wing of the Democratic party. Like the Locofocos, the nativists began to 
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estimate of the proportion of northern voters who were native born see EM #69' 
cf. EM, #60, #65. 

' , , 

1 29. Scisco ( 1 90 1 ), 7 2-73, 77-83; Whitney ( 1856), 277-279. 
1 30. F ormisano ( l g83), 330-334. 
1.1 1 .  Scisco ( l g01 ), 88. go, see 81-83. 
132 .  Frlrm isa i ; ', ( 197 1 ), 2 24.  2 ?5. see 2 2 2-2 29. 
133· H

.
ol� ( 1 969), I l l , see 1 1 0-1 1 6. Holt ( 1973c), 313; Maizlish ( 1983), 191-192;  

Btllmgton ( 1 964), 300-3 14, about anti-Catholic violence; Johnson ( 1972), 147-
1 50. Cf. Senning ( 1 9 1 4) and Schafer (1924). 

134· Whitney ( 1 856). 
1 3 5 ·  Whitney ( 1 856), 280-282. 
1 36. Billington ( 1 964), .389, see 388-389. Gienapp (1985), 530-531 ;  Holt ( 1973a), 

594, 60 1 -603, 606-607, 6 1 2-6 1 3; Congressional Globe ( 1856), 352.  
1 3 7 ·  Sewell ( H)76), 249-2 53. 
1 38. Isely ( 1 947), 39-42 ;  Van Deusen (J 964), 168-172;  Stephenson ( 191 7), 144-148; 

Robbins (l g62), 1 1 0-1 1 1 ; Porter and Johnson ( 1966), 1 8-20. 
l :lg· Fehrenbacher ( 1978), 1 8 1 - 1 87;  Mandel ( 1955), 1 20-1 2 2 .  
140. I n  emphasizing the role of manual workers and petty proprietors in the anti

Nebraska movement I do not mean to slight the role of farmers, especially those 
of Yankee stock, in this movement, which I alluded to in Chapter 8, pp. 257-258, 
and Chapter 9, pp. 304-307 and n. 78, but to call attention to an underestimation 
of the role played by artisans in both the cities and the rural areas. In the pages that 
follow and in EM, #69, evidence which indicates that nativist urban workers 
represented the swing vote that gave the Republicans their margin of victory in 
1860 is set forth. The statistical basis for previous underestimates of the size of the 
nativist defection in  the cities is also discussed. 

141 . Mandel ( 1 955), 1 20-1 2 1 .  
1 4 2 .  Ibid. For the views of labor leaders regarding the antislavery movement in the 

1 840S and early 1 8S0S, see Foner ( lg80b). For the views of abolitionists regarding 
the condition and prospects of free labor in the North see Glickstein ( 1979). 

1 43· Schuelter ( 1 9 1 3), 76. 
144· Mandel ( l gSS), 1 2 0- 1 2 1 ;  Gienapp ( l g87), 240-248, 540-S47. See EM, #69. 
14S· Dannenbaum (1 978). 
146. Handlin ( 1 979), 20 1-202;  Formisano ( lg83), 332-333; Haynes ( 1897), ( 1898); cf. 

Sweeney ( 1 976); Saum ( 1 978). 
147·  Holt (1 973a), 604. 
148. Gienapp ( 1 98S), 5.1.5, see 532-S3S· For Douglas's view of the fusion tickets, see 

Congressional Globe ( 18SS), 2 16. 
1 49· In focusing on the Free Soilers I do not mean to slight the role of suel) antislav

ery Whigs as Greeley, Thaddeus Stevens (PA), and Schuyler Colfax i(lN), and 
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such Democrats as Lyman Trumball (IL), Preston King (NY), and Francis P. 
Blair (MO). However, it was the Free Soilers who had the clearest vision of the 
antislavery coalition that eventually emerged and who led the drive to bring it 
into existence. 

150. Foner (1970), 233· . 15 1 .  Scisco (1901 ), 153-168; Foner (1970), 2 26-241; Glenapp (1985), 536-537· 
152 .  Holt ( 19�), 1 7 1 ,  see 161-162, 1 71-174. Gienapp (1985), 539. 
153. Crandall ( 1930), 269, 270; Foner (1970), 202, 237-248. 
154. Crandall ( 1930), 25, 34; Gienapp (1985), 54<>-547; Brand (192 2), 304· 
155. Harrington (1948), 2 2-24· 
156. Bean (1924), 329, see 328-331 .  Cooper (1978), 363-3�. 
1 57.  Holt ( 1973a), 609. 
158. Holt ( 1973a), 6°7, see 607-61 2. Wilson ( 1874), 2 :431-434; Scisco (1901), 133-

147; Gienapp ( 1987), 261-263. 
159. Wilson ( 1874), 2 :433, see 419-434. Holt ( 1973a), 607· 
160. Gienapp ( 1985), 538. See also Gienapp (1984), 7-28; Foner (1970), 244-245 .

. 161 .  Even in Ohio, Chase's margin of victory was considerably below that of Repubh. 
cans who were also Know.Nothings. Gienapp (1987), 200-202 . 

162.  The Tribune Almanac ( 1855, 5) lists nine anti· Nebraska Democrats at the end of 
1855. They are Fuller (ME); Wheeler, Spinner, Oliver, and Williams (NY); Hick· 
man and Barclay (P A); Trumball (IL); and Wells (WI). 

163. Gienapp (1987), 24<>-248; Nevins ( 1947), 1 : 170; Isley (1947), 142-147. 
164. Gienapp (1987), 24<>-248. Banks also played a critical role in delivering the 

Know.Nothings to the Republican party in June 1856. See Harrington (1939). On 
Know.Nothing strength in the 34th Congress, see Congressional Globe (1856), 352. 

165. Crandall ( 1930), 49-61 ;  Scisco (19°1), 172-173; Holt ( 1973a), 613-615. 
166. U.S. Bureau of the Census (1975), 106, 201 ;  Fogel (1964), 166; Berry (1943), 564, 

572-573. 
167. Nevins (1947), 2 :474, see 472-475. Gienapp (1987), 296-299; Craven (1953), 

209-2 26. The phrase "sack of Lawrence" is used by Gienapp ( 1987) on 298 and 
elsewhere. 

168. Nevins (1947), 2:437-446; Gienapp (1987), 299-303, the quote is from 300; 
Donald (1960), 288-3" ;  Craven (1953), 2 23-2 28. 

169. Craven ( 1953), 2 1 7, 231 ,  see 2 1 7-218, 2 28-236. Thornton ( 1978), 350-352; 
Nevins ( 1947), 2 :43 1 ;  Gienapp ( 1987), 3°<>-3°3. 

1 70. Gienapp (1987), 303, see 30<>-303. 
1 7 1 .  Isley (1947), 188, see 1 75-189. 
172 .  Tribune Almanac ( 1861), 34, 64; Petersen (1963), 35-38; Fite ( 191 1 ), 233. 
1 73. The northern Democratic vote in 1852 (including California in the North) was 

approximately 1 , 196,000. The 2 1 0,000 Democratic bolters include new voters 
(mainly native children of native parents) who in 1852 would have been expected 
to vote largely as their parents had. Work on the estimation and identification of 
bolters is still in progress. The number of Democratic bolters may have been 
somewhat larger than indicated in Table 7, but offset by foreign.born Whigs and 
their children who switched to the Democrats because of Republican concessions 
to the nativists. The interim figure, 2 10,000, is best interpreted as the net Demo· 
cratic defection to the Republicans. The results presented in Table 7 are provisional 
and subject to changes which are not expected to affect significantly the interpreta. 
tion of the table presented in the text. For the latest results and for a more detailed 
analysis, see EM, #69. There have been extensive debates as to the value of using 
regression analysis and other quantitative methods to interpret popular and legisla. 
tive voting patterns as well as o( the problems and advantages of alternative statlstl· 
cal procedures. See Foner (1974); Kousser (1976); Shade ( 1981); Kousser and 
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Lichtman ( 1983); Bogue (1983); Winkle ( 1983); Fehrenbacher (1985); Benson (1984); Kousser (1986). 

174· Cooper (1978), 339-344, 355-362 . 
1 75· See EM, #69. Cf. Tribune Almanac (1855), 4<>-41 .  
176. Schuelter ( 1913), 77, see 77-79· Dawley ( 1982), 99-104; Huston (1982), 20<>-202 .  
177 ·  Gienapp ( 1985); Foner (1970), 245. 
1 78. Isely (1947), 249, 250, see 248-252 .  Silbey ( 1985), 141-147. 179· Isely ( 1947), 292, see 29°-292, 2 1 8-2 2 2 .  Formisano (1983), 331-339. 180. U.S. Bureau of the Census (1975), 106. EM, #65. Lebergott ( 1971), 79. 181 .  Boatner (1973), '7-2 1 .  The Republican party, which controlled the executive and Congress, did not immediately move to abolish slavery after the war broke out and might not ha�� done so if the North had not been forced to use emancipation as a means of ralsmg troops. On the struggles over emancipation in the 37th and 38th Congresses, see Bogue ( 1982), (1989); Silbey ( 1977); McPherson (1982), Ch. 16-20. 
182 . Lipset and Raab (1978), 73. 
183. Litwack ( 1961), 277, see 268-279; McPherson ( 1982), 276-278. 

AFTERWORD: THE MORAL PROBLEM OF SLAVERY 
1. !:ope, .Essay on Critici�m, Pt. II, 1 : 2 15. T.H. Huxley's variant is also to the point: If a lIttle knowledge IS dangerous, where is the man who has so much as to be out 

of danger?" Huxley ( 1894), 300. 
2. Benedict and Weltfish (1943); Myrdal ( 1944). 
3· Conrad and Meyer ( 1958). Cf. Engerman ( 1967). 
4· See EM, #70. 
5· The conclusion that slavery was profitable was not novel. It was precisely the point Stampp had ma�e m 1956 when he rejected the numerous "myths" about the negative economic consequences of slavery (cf. Gray, 1958) and reasserted the moral foundation for the condemnation of slavery. The fact is that down to 1968 few hlstonans dealing with the ideological and political aspects of slavery viewed the work of the cliometricians as particularly relevant to their concerns. Stampp welcomed the eVidence they uncovered, for it supported his interpretation of the n�t�re of southern �lavery. Genovese ( 1965; and in Engerman et aI., 1972) was cntlcal of their fin�mgs, but thought they were irrelevant to the interpretation of the sectIOnal conflict that precipitated the Civil War. The "general crisis" that con

.
fronted A�erican

. 
slaveowners, said Genovese, was not primarily economic, but pohtlcal and IdeologIcal. Elkins ( 1968), like Genovese, argued that the southern commitment to slavery transcended purely economic considerations and was uncer. tain as to what implications cliometric research had for the broader issue. 

6. Fogel ( 1966), 647. 
7· Conrad and Meyer (1958), 99. 
8. The entire qu�te is: "Power t

.
ends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely" (�ord Acton, m a letter to BIshop Mandell Creighton, 1887). 

9· F or an elaboration of this point see Chapter 5 of this volume; EM, Part 5; TP, Parts 4 and 5. 
10. See Crawford, TP, #26; Kahn, TP, #27. 
1 1 .  Weld (1839), 15, 1 1 0, 167, 175. Less than 1 percent of the profits of slaveholders is �t�ributable to t�e interstate slave trade. See TP, #6, #2 1 ;  EM, #23, #49, #50' 1 2 .  WIlham E. Channmg made precisely this point in the late 183os. See EM, #7 1 . 13· See Fogel and Engerman (1974), 1 : 29-35, 105-1°9, 144-147, 153-159, 1 77-181 , 2 1 5-2 19, 2 23-2,32, 236-240, 244-246, 258-264; 2:3-6, 16-19, 87-9°, 
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I H)-1 25, 1 55-161,  17 1-177, 185-187, 2 20-2 2
.
5, 245-246. For examples of 

other discussions between the late 1950S and the mld-1970s of moral and IdeologI

cal issues in the historiography of slavery see Fogel and Engerman (1974), 2 :App. 

C; Davis ( 1974); Fogel ( 1975); Elkins ( 1959), Ch. 1; Degler (1976). 

14. See EM, #74-
15. Davis (1984), 1 14; Davis ( 1966), 306. . . 
16_ Elkins ( 1975), 54; see also Stampp ( 1956), 327. For additIOnal com.ments on 

Elkins's argument, see Degler (1976); Lane (197 1). Others, often followmg Jeffer

son, place emphasis on the "pathological" effects of slavery on th� �as�ers. How-

both characterizations seem overdrawn to me. Whatever the lImitatIOns, I see ever, . I' d h little warrant in medical or social evidence to suggest that the rulIng e Ites an t e 

lower classes of the past were somehow more deficient personalities than tho�e. of 

our day. Certainly there was no shortage of revolutionary spirit among the HaitIan 

slaves, oppressed peasants of France,. or the ,,:orkers of ?ermany durin� the I�te 

eighteenth and the nineteenth centunes. Nor IS there eVidence of espeCially sick 

intellects and personalities among such slaveholders and defenders of �Iavery as 

Aristotle, Plato, Washington, Jefferson, Madison, and Jackson. The pr.omment role 

of slaveholders in American politics during the first five decades of natIOnhoo�, and 

their popularity with voters, even in the North, suggests that they were conSidered 

among the most admirable of personalities. 
1 7- Davis (1975), 561 .  . 
1 8. This point was made by Channing ( 1848, 6:387-390), who not only rejected 

material treatment as an adequate basis for either a moral defense or a moral 

indictment of slavery, but condemned such arguments as moral "insults." For his 

full statement on this question see EM, #7 1 .  
19. Floud and Wachter ( 1982); see also Cunliffe ( 1979), 1<)-25; Hollis (1980), 296; 

Fogel et al. ( 1983); Fogel (1987); Floud, Wachter, and Greg�ry (1989); Ch�p
.
ter 

5 of this volume; EM, Part #5. It might be argued th�t companng
.
the malnu�ntIOn 

of peasants or free urban workers wit� that of slav�s IS compoundmg one eVI� with 

another. The point at issue, however, IS whether, with respect to the consumptIOn of 

food, etc., lower classes under slavery suffered more than other lower clas�e
.
s of the 

age, not whether some theoretical system might ?ave pr�v
.
ided bet�er co

.
ndltIOns for 

all lower classes than actually prevailed. In utopias conditIons are mvanably better, 

and measurement is unnecessary. . . . 
20. Had there been economic decline, competition would have led to the Immlserat�on 

of the laboring classes and slavery would have been more appealing to the starvmg 

multitudes, as it was in India. See n. 2 2  below. 
2 1 .  On the subject of the progress of the laboring classes see Thernstrom ( 1973), esp. 

Ch_ 9; Kearl, Pope, and Wimmer (1980); Kearl and Pope ( 198Ia, b), (1983a, b); 

and the sources cited in these works. 
2 2 .  Margo and Steckel ( 1982). The argument for the second coun� presu?poses the 

technological changes and rapid economic growth act�ally exper�enced m Western 

Europe and America during the nineteenth and twentieth centunes. See E�, #52, 
#72, for a discussion of the income distribution of U.S. slaves c. 1860 and Its moral 
implications. . 

23. On the question of slavery and citizenship and the legal status of slaves m gener�l 

see Genovese ( 197 1), Ch. 7; Klein (1967), esp. Parts 2 and 3; Kleill ( 1�6); DaVIS 
(1966), 54-58; Farnam (1938), Ch. 14 and 15; Morg�n (1975);

. 
Dunn (1973); 

Tushnet ( 1981) .  On the role of the Catholic Church ill the UOlted States see 

Hennesey (1981 ), Ch. 1 2; cf. n. 31 in Ch. 4, above. . 
24. On the Protestant churches and the rights of slaves see Blassmgame (1979), 

269-27 1 ;  Drake (1965), esp. �h. 7 and 8; Woodson (1919), esp. Ch. 2 and 8. 

25. On popular agitation by Europe's lower classes see pp. 208-2 13  and 2 2 2-223 of 

Chapter 7 of this volume and the relevant notes. See also Bohstedt (1983), esp. Ch. 
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1 and 9; Gash (1 979)· On the legal proscription of the rights of free blacks in the 
North and South see Farnam (1938), 2°4-2 24. 

26. Franklin ( 1967), 2 1 7-241 , 249-260. Cf. the descriptions of working-class culture 
in Thompson (1975), passim. 

27. For discussions of slave religion as an expression of cultural autonomy see Geno
vese (1974), 161-284; Blassingame ( 1979), 130-137. Higman ( 1975), who de
scribes slave families of the British West Indies, indicates that their structure was 
more stable and organized than suggested by previous research_ 

28. My intent in this paragraph and in the remainder of this section is not to belittle 
the foes of slavery or to engage in self-flattery but to emphasize why the indictment 
developed to meet the exigencies of the antislavery struggle does not adequately 
serve the moral needs of our own age. While it is easy to criticize the actual 
indictment, I am hard put to suggest one that would have worked better in building 
a winning antislavery coalition. On that criterion, the purchase of consistency at 
the expense of the support needed to defeat the pros lavery forces would have been 
a disaster. See the discussion of the moral problem of the Civil War on pp. 409-416 
below. However, too much of what was expedient in the 1 850S continues to 
contaminate current interpretations of the moral legacy of the antislavery struggle. 
My pointR are directed not at the moralists of the past but at our own deficiencies. 

29. The evangelicals were not against economic opportunity per se, which they believed 
was an individual matter and which could be obtained by individuals who diligently 
sought it. What they opposed were economic doctrines that proposed to elevate the 
poor en masse to a higher social condition. Such change they believed could be 
accomplished only by force and by appropriation from others. I am indebted to 
Norman Gash for calling this distinction to my attention_ 

30. Foner (1970), 16. 
3 1 .  James Birney, as quoted by Walters ( 1 976), 1 1 7. 
32. William Garrison, as quoted by Walters ( 1976), 1 1 6. 
33. Quoted by L. Friedman (1982, 240), who discusses the racial views of Preston 

King, William Seward, Owen Lovejoy, and others. 
34. I am treading on unsettled terrain here-on points that specialists on the antislav

ery movement and antebellum politics generally still do not fully agree on. For 
evidence on the strength of racism within the Republican party see Mandel ( 1955); 
McPherson (1964); Zilversmit (1967); Berwanger (197 1); Voegeli ( 1967); Wood
ward ( 197 1); L. Friedman (1982). Other specialists have argued that this emphasis 
has been overdone. See Fehrenbacher ( 1962,  esp_ 1 56-1 57); Foner (1970); Sewell 
(1976); Maizlish (1986). This point was made forcefully to me by J_ Morgan 
Kousser. In a letter to RWF of February 5, 1987, he argued that if Republicans 
such as Sumner, Wilson, and Chase were added to my list of Republicans who 
supported full equal rights for blacks and closet egalitarians (such as Indiana war 
governer Oliver P. Morton), who were "always ready to endorse as much equality 
for blacks as they could get while still retaining office," then my "minority" of 
Republican leaders might become a "majority." 

It would, however, be misleading to treat even such defenders of black equality 
as Garrison as though they embraced the anti-racist views found in the late twen
tieth century. See Litwack (1961,  Ch. 7) for a cogent and balanced assessment of 
the sometimes uneasy relationship between black and white abolitionists. More
over, as Richard H. Sewell recently pointed out to me, in a letter of March 1 8, 1987, 
even such staunch defenders of equal rights as Garrison sometimes equivocated, 
as in 1864 when he "publicly expressed doubts about the instant enfranchisement 
of freedmen." See Woodward (1968, 89-<)1), who discusses Garrison's equivoca
tion and similar equivocations by Sumner and Greeley. 

35. Lincoln and Douglass are quoted by Handlin and Handlin ( 1980), 156-157- On 
the March 1862 vote see Bogue (1982), 156. 
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36. David Davis's letter to Lincoln, August 3, 1858, quoted by Foner (1970), 265. 
37. Birney, as quoted by Sewell ( 1976), 98-99. Sewell quotes a pamphlet published 

by Birney in 1850 entitled "Examination of the Decision of the Supreme Court 
. . . in the Case of Strader, Gorman (and others) . . .  Concluding with an Address 
to the Free Colored People, Advising Them to Remove to Liberia." 

38. Gerrit Smith, as quoted by Litwack (1961), 2 15. 
39. Macaulay's letter to Henry S. Rendall, May 23, 1857, is quoted by Huston (1983), 

38. 
40. Walters ( 1976), 55-56, see also 1 2-13. Walters discusses the arguments of Theo

dore Dwight Weld, James Birney, Wendell Phillips, and other abolitionists. 
41 .  Lewis Tappan, as quoted by Walters ( 1976), 56. 
42. Walters (1976), 1 2 , 30, 32 .  Walters quotes resolutions made by the Massachusetts 

Anti-Slavery Society in 1 857. 
43. Harriet Beecher Stowe's letter to Garrison is cited by Litwack (1961), 243. 
44· Temperley ( 1980), 346-347· 
45. L. Friedman (1982), 193-194. Of course abolitionists were not unique in their 

desire to bring their civilization to other cultures. That desire has been prominent 
among elitists in numerous countries throughout the ages. 

46. See EM, #7 1-#74, for further discussion of these issues. 
47. At some point exaggeration of the brutality and material deprivations of slavery 

becomes transformed from an antislavery weapon to apologetics for the injustices 
against the underprivileged in free society. Whether or not these exaggerations 
were warranted during the antebellum era in order to promote the antislavery 
coalition, honoring them as fact long after the destruction of slavery and its ruling 
class serves only to make all that came afterward appear as an improvement. 
However, in those post-emancipation societies so far studied, the actual situation 
was far more complex. Although freedom provided the basis for the ultimate 
improvement of the living conditions of slaves and their descendants, the immedi
ate consequence was often deeper impoverishment, new social and political restric
tions, and a reduced life expectation. Some of the questions are discussed in Moohr 
( 1972); Adamson (1972); Engerman (1982), (1984), (1986a); Craton (1978); Green 
(1976). 

48. Cf. Bok (1978). 
49. On this type of deception in the case of Wilberforce, see Mathieson (1967), 20; 

Coupland (1933), 1 1 2 . 
50. Temperley (197 2), I H)-1 20. 
5 1 .  Sewell ( 1976), 92; L. Friedman (1982), 238. 
52. Foner (1970), 100. On migration patterns, see EM, #35, and the sources cited 

there. 
53. Gerrit Smith, as quoted by Foner (1970), 302; see also L. Friedman (1982), 239. 
54. Lydia Maria Child's letter to Smith, January 7, 1862, is cited by L. Friedman 

(1982), 260. 
55. In arguing that only a "negrophobic" strategy could have produced a Republican 

victory, I do not mean to suggest that the Republican party had a hidden agenda 
or that a Republican victory made emancipation a foregone conclusion. In the end, 
emancipation was a product of the exigencies of the war. For a discussion of the 
complexities of the emancipation issue in the 37th and 38th Congresses see Bogue 
(1982), ( 1989); cf. McPherson (1982), 275-279, 293-298. 

56. For a discussion of the connections between free labor and economic changes (in 
relation to the abolitionist claims) in this and the following paragraphs see Green 
(1976); Ch. 7; Temperley (1972), Ch. 6, esp. 1 15-1 2 2 .  

57· Potter (1976), 583. 
58. Potter (1962), xxi. 
59. Wender (1930); Stampp (1970), 136; Eaton (1954), Ch. 1-3; McCardell (1979); 
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Alexander and Beringer (1972)  e Ch I d . ' . ' sp. . 1 2 .  0 not mean to imply that the views summanzed III this paragraph were universal in the South I b I h h . . ' even among p anters, ut on y t at t ey were the pohtIcally reigning views . 60. Stampp (1970), xvii. 
6 1 .  Stampp (197?), 136. Althoug.h �he majority for secession was overwhelming in so�e states, III others the maJonty was small. See Eaton (1954); Alexander and Benn�er (1�7.2). On southern attitudes before the 1 860 election and durin the secessIOn cnsls

. 
see

. 
Degle� (1982), who describes various forms of oppositi�n to slavery by a

. 
mlllonty of dls.senters within the South between 1830 and the Civil War. Frankhn (1 976) descnbes the defense of slavery by prominent Southerners w�� traveled to the North and then returned home to rally southern 0 inion behind mlhtant proslavery pohcies. 

p 

62. Bowden, Karpovich, and Usher (1969), 259-279, 474-493; Porter ( 1918); Baum (1978), 974; Eaton (1954), 53-54. 
63· On Greeley's attitude toward strikes see Ware (1924), 230-231 ;  Commons et al. (1918), 1 :576-577. 
64· For discussions �f the str

.
ong expansionist movements in the South between 1 846 and 

.
1861: especIally durmg the last half of the 1850s, see Wender ( 1930), 207-236, �evlll' (1947), 2 :368-374, 405-408; Fornell ( 1956); Fuller ( 1934); Takaki (1971 ), M�y (1973); Mc

.
Cardeli ( 1979), 263-267, 273-276. There was nearly 2 to 1 support III the Senate m 1859 for the annexation of Cuba (May, 1973, 1 82-183). 65· The strength of the norther� peace movement during the Civil War suggests the pressures that would have ansen for a modus vivendi. Cf. Silby (1977); McPherson (1982); Bogue (1989)' 

66. Channing (1848), 81 .  
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