
Announcements

Midterm 2 is Thursday

The midterm will cover everything since the first
midterm up to and including today’s lecture

In terms of the syllabus: sections V, VI and the
indentured servitude part of VII

In terms of readings: Chapters 2, 4, 6, 16, 18 and the
Temin, Fogel and Galenson articles

Expect a similar format to the first midterm and the
past midterms on Blackboard

Remaining office hours this week: today 4pm to 5pm,
tomorrow 10am to noon and 2pm to 4pm
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Slavery and the American Economy
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A Brief History of Slavery

Slaves came to the New World beginning in the early
1500s on French and Spanish expeditions

Slaves first arrived in British North America in Virginia
in 1619

The trans-Atlantic slave trade continued until 1808
when it was banned by both the United States and
England

The internal slave trade continued until the Civil War

Individual states abolish slavery at different times
during the 18th and 19th centuries

Slavery is officially abolished by the Thirteenth
Amendment in 1865
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The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade
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Slavery Within the United States
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Slave Populations in the South, 1790-1860
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Slavery Within the United States
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Some Legal Aspects of Slavery

Slaves were considered property and the laws governing
them were developed from laws regarding personal
property, animals, servants and employees

Laws existed to protect slaves from excessive abuse but
still allowed greater punishment than for other
employees

Initially manumission was legal as it was seen as an
inherent right of property ownership but by the 1830s,
many southern states limited manumission

Laws regarding slave sales differed from many other
types of contracts

In particular, slave sellers were often required to disclose
known defects and were liable for unknown defects

Laws were often harsh for injuring someone else’s slave
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Slavery and the Intersection of Law and Economics

The laws governing slavery were informed by the economic
analysis. These laws would provide the foundations for
several aspects of consumer protection and contract law that
we consider standard today. A few examples:

Manumission - over time states limited manumission,
recognizing that owners had an incentive to free slaves
once they were no longer productive

Laws requiring sellers to disclose defects - some of the
first laws recognizing problems of asymmetric
information in markets

Punishment - slaves could be punished more severely
than free laborers, part of the justification for this was a
difference in available incentive schemes

Safety - laws made employers of hired slaves and
common carriers liable for physical injury to slaves
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Studying Slavery

Because slaves were bought and sold and worked on
plantations that kept detailed records, quite a bit of
data is available to economic historians

Data is available both for the market for slaves and for
the work slaves did on plantations

Among the data sources economic historians have used
to study slavery:

Census slave schedules
Slave ship manifests
Records of slave sales
Probate records
Plantation ledgers
Slave narratives
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Census Slave Schedules
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Ship Manifests
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Probate Records

Anderson, Joseph
Charles County, Maryland
Charles County Inventories 1791-1797 pp. 44-47
Taken: 10 February 1791
Recorded: 22 September 1791

2

George Mason's Gunston Hall Plantation - Mason Neck, Virginia 22079 http://GunstonHall.org

1 Glass Tea Bottle 4d 1 Ditto Tumbler 2d . 0. 6
1 Wine Glass 4d 4 Q Wr Saucers 4d . 0. 8
1 Cream Pott 4d 1 Sugar Dish 6d . 0.10
2 Queens Ware Pitchers 2/. 2 Ditto Salts 4d . 2. 4
1 Glass Salt 6d 1 Tin pepper Box 2d . 0. 8
1 Earthen Coffee Pott 1/6. . 1. 6
1 large Q Wr Tureen 2/. 2 Qt. Bottles 6d . 2. 6

(Page 46)
2 lb Tin Canisters 1/. 1 - ½ lb ditto 3d . 1. 3
2 Tin Candle Boxes old @ 9d . 1. 6
1 Iron Tea kettle 2/. . 2. 0
1 pr Copper Scales wt some weights .15. 0
1 pr Brass Ditto no weights . 5. 0
4 Knives & 6 Forks 2/6, 5 small ditto & 6 forks 2/. . 4. 6
5 old Knives . 0. 6
2 Quart Pewter Basons . 2. 0
1 Old painted Sugar Box 1/. 1 wooden Ditto 6d . 1. 6
2 Snuff Bottles 3d 2 Silver Tea Spoons 6/. . 6. 3
1 Pewter Soop Spoon 9d 1 Tin funnell 9d . 1. 6
1 Cheese Toster 1/. 1 Japand Server 6d . 1. 6
2 Mahogany Servers 1/. 1 pr. Tongs 1/. . 2. 0
1 pair Tongs & Shovel 3/9, 2 Old augers 6d . 4. 3
1 pair And Irons 5/. 1 Cast Do 1/. . 6. 0
1 Wood Saw 3/9. 1 Hackle 5/. . 8. 9
3 Plain Stocks 6d 1-10 Gallon Kegg 2/6. . 3. 0
6 Old Flour Barrels 2/6. 1 Pickle Tub 9/6. . 5. 0
part of a Side Leather 3/9, 1 Old Safe 1/6. . 5. 3
1 Old Beadstead 1/. Spits 6/. . 7. 0
a parcel old tubs 6d Parcel Wooden Ware 6/. . 6. 6
1 Half Bushel . 3. 9
1 Loping ax 5/. 1 old Ditto 1/6. . 6. 6
1 Iron Pott 7/6. 1 Small Do 4/. 2 Do broke 1/. .12. 6
4 pr Pott hooks 4/ 1 Frying Pan 4/ . 8. 0
1 old Frying pan 6d 1 pair Flesh forks 6d . 1. 0
1 Iron spoon & Skimmer . 0. 4
1 old Grid Iron 9d 1 pr Tongs 1/6. . 1. 8
1 Box Iron Heaters & Holder . 2. 8
1 old Dutch Oven 1/. 1 Iron Pestle 2/6. . 3. 6
4 Iron Pott Racks 30/. 1 weeding hoe 3/9. 1.13. 9
1 spade 1/. 1 Hilling hoe 6d 1 Hair Sifter 1/. . 2. 6
1 Old Copper Coffee Pott . 0. 6
3 Old Pewter Dishes & 4 Plates 4/. . 4. 0
3 Pewter Spoons 3d 1 Iron Bread Toster 2d . 0. 5
1 Negro Woman Named Nel Aged 64 Years 1. 0. 0
1 Negro Woman Named Amery do 54 Do 10. 0. 0
1 Old Black Horse aged 22 Years .15. 0
1 Mans Saddle & Bridle .15. 0
1 Cow 2. 5. 0
1 Small Leather Trunk 2/. 1 Japaned Tea Board 2/6. . 4. 6
2 Bark Bottles 6d 1 Snuff Bottle 1½d . 0. 7½

(Page 47)
300 lb Pickled Pork @ 4d 5. 0. 0
1 Book Large 12/6. 1 Dictionary 6/3. .18. 9
1 Universal Gazetteer . 5. 0
7 Volumes of Popes Works @ 1/6 .10. 6
14 Small Books @ 1/6 1. 1. 0
1 Gauging Rodd Broke . 1. 0
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Plantation Records

  

 51

 

Figure 2: Record from Eustatia Cotton Book 
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The Federal Writers’ Project Slave Narratives
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Slaveholders by State and Number of Slaves
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Slaves by Skill
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Slave Value by Skill
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Slave Value by Gender and Age
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The Geography of Slavery

Slavery is typically thought of as a Southern
phenomenon and the patterns of slaveholding seem to
confirm this

This doesn’t mean that slavery wouldn’t work in the
Northern economy

The Northern farms faced the same labor constraints as
Southern farms and in fact slaves were occasionally
used in wheat production

The growth of Southern slavery had a lot to do with the
productivity of slaves in growing the southern staple
crops of cotton and tobacco (and sugar in Louisiana)

It was this high productivity in cotton and tobacco that
allowed southern farmers to compete for slave labor
with Caribbean sugar plantations
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The Geography of Slavery
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The Geography of Slavery
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The Geography of Slavery
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The Productivity and Profitability of Slaves

The patterns of slaveholding suggest that slaves were
most productive in the South on cotton and tobacco
plantations

However, this doesn’t tell us whether slavery was more
profitable than accomplishing the same tasks with free
labor

One of the big debates in economic history was whether
or not slavery was profitable and efficient as an
institution

An answer to this question would help to determine
whether slavery was an economically viable institution
(whether it would have continued if the Civil War didn’t
happen) and how important slavery was to American
economic development
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The Traditional Economic View of Slavery

“[I]t was widely believed that the slave plantations
were unprofitable and inefficient enterprises that
were kept in operation by a class prepared to
sacrifice its private economic interest, enduring
economic stagnation for the South, in order to
maintain its political and cultural hegemony.”

–Fogel and Engerman, 1980
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The Traditional Economic View of Slavery

Up until the 1970s, the traditional view of the economics of
slavery could be summarized as follows:

Slavery was an unprofitable investment

Slavery was a dying institution

Slave labor was economically inefficient

Slavery retarded the growth of the southern economy

Slavery provided extremely poor living conditions for the
typical slave (in terms of consumption, health and
physical abuse)
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Coerced Labor and Efficiency

Why did people think slave labor was inefficient?

The general belief was that coerced labor would put in
less effort than paid labor and would be more likely to
engage in forms of resistance

People thought that even with the threat of punishment
to get slaves to work, the productivity of a slave simply
wouldn’t be as high as that of a paid worker

Under this view, using slave labor requires potentially
costly supervision and lower levels of output per worker

Slavery would be an inefficient institution that would
have held back the southern economy
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Igniting the Modern Debate over Slavery
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Fogel and Engerman’s ’Principal Corrections’

Fogel and Engerman argued for ten ’corrections’ to the
traditional view of slavery:

(1) Slave owners were not irrational, slaves were
generally a highly profitable investment

(2) There is no evidence that economic forces alone
would have ended slavery

(3) Slave owners anticipated future prosperity

(4) Slave agriculture was more efficient than free
agriculture

(5) The typical slave field hand was more productive
than his white counterpart
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Fogel and Engerman’s ’Principal Corrections’

(6) Slavery was not incompatible with an industrial
system

(7) Slave breeding did not destroy the black family

(8) The material conditions of slaves compared
favorably with those of free industrial workers

(9) Slave income was expropriated by owners but at a
lower rate than previously assumed

(10) The southern economy wasn’t stagnating and was
instead growing rapidly between 1840 and 1860
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The Reaction to Time on the Cross

“[Time on the Cross is] simply shot through with
egregious errors” – Paul David

“[Time on the Cross should be consigned] to the
outermost ring of the scholar’s hell, obscurity” –
Thomas Haskell

“Time on the Cross is a failure” – Richard Sutch
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What was so controversial?

Several of Fogel and Engerman’s points had already
been conceded (the profitability of purchasing slaves,
the role of slaves in industry and cities)

The big controversy centered around the claims of
efficiency and slave welfare

The strongest objections were to the following
assertions:

Slave plantations were more efficient than farms using
free labor
The rate of expropriation was low and the material
living conditions decent for slaves
Punishment was used less often than previously assumed
The family was the basic social unit under slavery
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Slavery and Efficiency

Farm Size (number of slaves) Old South New South
0 98.4 112.7

1 to 15 103.3 127.2
16 to 50 124.9 176.1

51 or more 135.1 154.7
All slave farms 118.9 153.1

All farms 116.2 144.7

Total Factor Productivity on Southern Farms Relative to Northern Farms (Northern 
Farms=100), 1860
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Slavery and Efficiency

Group Hours per year
Southern slaves 2,800
Northern farmers 3,200
Corn belt farmers 3,365
Western dairy farmers 3,365

Work hours per year for slaves and free farmers
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Where was the efficiency gain coming from?

Slaves weren’t more productive because they were
working longer hours

They were actually producing more with a shorter work
year

One part of this increased productivity may have been
scale economies

Another reason might be that large plantations
effectively used a different labor technology

Larger plantations using slave labor could employ the
gang system
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The Task System vs The Gang System

There are two general approaches to using slave labor
on a farm: the task system and the gang system

The task system:

Each slave is assigned an amount of work to get done
by the end of the day (perhaps longer)
The work might require several different actual tasks
Amount of work was proportional to ability (hand
rating)
Example: the day’s work might be to plow, seed and
hoe a certain area of land

The task system could be implemented on any size of
farm
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Hand Ratings

Frederick Law Olmsted, “A Journey in the Seaboard Slave
States” (1856)
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The Task System vs The Gang System

Some typical tasks for slaves (based on a full hand):

Ditcher: 1,000 cubic feet in light meadow, 200 cubic
feet in cypress swamp

Sewing rice: 2 acres per day

Reaping rice: .75 acres per day

Cooper: 18 barrels per week

Wood chopper: cut and split 1 cord per day
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The Task System vs The Gang System

The basic characteristics of the gang system used on
plantations:

Slaves were divided into groups (gangs) with
specialization of tasks

These groups might be based on skill and ability

The division of labor within a gang made a member
responsible for a precise task but also made performance
dependent on the actions of the others in the gang

The gangs were typically composed of 10 to 20
slavehands and headed by a single driver

In many ways the gang system was achieving for
plantations what the assembly line would accomplish for
manufacturing
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The Task System vs The Gang System

There are a few different explanations for why the gang
system could lead to greater efficiency:

Sorting slaves by physical capability led to greater
productivity through exploiting comparative advantages

Direct supervision in gang system produced greater
effort than incentive structure of task system

Steady and intense pace of work under the gang system
(keep up to the people ahead you, don’t get in the way
of people behind you)
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Gang System Efficiency: Comparative Advantage

An example of comparative advantage:

Suppose that a strong slave can plow one acre per day
or pick 50 pounds of cotton per day

Suppose that a weak slave can plow one quarter of an
acre per day or pick 25 pounds of cotton per day

Notice that the strong slave has an absolute advantage
in both tasks and a comparative advantage in plowing
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Gang System Efficiency: Comparative Advantage

Total output with both slaves divided their time evenly
between tasks:

Plowed acres =
1

2
day·1 acre/day+

1

2
day·1

4
acre/day =

5

8
acres

Cotton picked =
1

2
day·50 lbs/day+

1

2
day·25lbs/day = 37.5 lbs
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Gang System Efficiency: Comparative Advantage

Total output having weak slave specialized in picking and
still aiming for 5

8 acres plowed:

Plowed acres =
5

8
day · 1 acre/day + 0 =

5

8
acres

Cotton picked =
3

8
day·50 lbs/day+1 day·25 lbs/day = 43.75 lbs
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Gang System Efficiency: Steady and Intense Pace

Uldrich Phillips,“The Origin and Growth of the Southern
Black Belts” (1905)
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Gang System Efficiency: Steady and Intense Pace
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