
PROFITABILITY OF SLAVERY: A STUDY IN THE 

M-GTHODGLGGY OF HISTORICAL INFERENCE 

by 

STANLEY NEWDING, B.A. 

A THESIS 

IN 

ECONOMICS 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Technological College 

in Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

Approved 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I wish to express my utmost appreciation 

to Dr. Lewis E. Hill for his guidance, criticism, 

and patience in the completion of this thesis. 

ii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ii 

I. INTRODUCTION 1 

II. IDEAS AND METHODS OF HISTORY 5 

History Defined 5 

Facts 7 

Observation 9 

Objectivity 10 

Types of History 14 

Idealists 14 

Positivist 17 

Nev7 Economic Histoiry 19 

III. SURVEY OF THE LITERATURE ON 
SLAVE PROFITABILITY 23 

ontemporary V7riters on Slave 
Profitability 23 

Writers on the Issue After the 

Civil War 31 

Conrad and Meyer and Later Writers 42 

IV. EXAMINING CONRAD AND MEYER 45 

Their Method 45 

The Issues 46 

Slave Longevity 46 

Price of Slaves 50 

Interest Rates 52 

iii 



IV 

Out-of-Pocket Cost 54 

Yields of Slave Labor 57 

Cotton Prices 59 

Slave Population 62 

Items Not Touched Upon by 
Conrad and Meyer 63 

V. CONCLUSIONS 66 

APPENDIX 

A. Tables and Source Tables of Alfred H. 
Conrad and John R. Meyer 77 

B. Chart of Prices of Slaves in Four 
Markets and of Cotton at New York, 
1795-1860 90 

BIBLIOGRAPHy 91 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the area of economic history, the subject of 

the profitability of slavery has occupied a peculiar 

position. It has been approached from a variety of view

points, and it has been debated over a long time period. 

Herein lies the problem and purpose of this thesis. There 

has evolved since the pre-Civil War period a growing amount 

of literature on the question of the profitability of ante

bellum slavery. Essentially there are three time periods 

into which this debate can logically be divided. There 

was a contemporary pre-Civil War debate which occurred in 

ths then current periodicals. These were emotionally 

written and v/ere mainly concerned with a justification of 

the writer*s stand on the issue of slavery in general. 

At the turn of the century the issue changed in 

nature and scope with vTriters such as Ulrich B. Phillips 

and Lewis C. Gray. Phillips developed the so-called 

"Phillips' hypothesis," in which he 'concluded that, had 

the North not interfered, the institution of slavery would 

have dissolved because of its unprofitability, thus making 

the Civil War an unnecessary blood bath. Lewis C. Gray 

did a comprehensive work on slavery, but felt that it was 



profitable. Works such as those by Phillips and Gray 

covered the whole range of issues related to the institu

tion of slavery. Other writers in this period narrowed 

the scope of the debate to a state-by-state analysis. 

However, using the same source material as previous writers, 

their conclusions remained conflicting and inconclusive. 

New hope for a final answer to this question came 

with an article by Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer. 

They are responsible for a nev7 econometric approach to 

the problem of slavery and of economic history. Using a 

sophisticated methodology they hoped to solve the issue 

once and for all by placing emphasis on the use of economic 

theory in conjunction with statistical data. However, 

their source material was the same data which had been 

used by previous writers, and the results were still 

inconclusive. 

The primary purpose of this thesis is to examine 

the methodology of the writers on the profitability of 

ante-bellum slavery. It is felt that there is room for 

improvement in the methodological approaches of the many 

writers in the area of ante-bellum slave profitability. 

The inconclusiveness of the results currently available for 

economists shows the necessity of improvement in the 

methodological approaches used. Particular attention will 

be paid to the sources used by all the writers in this 



area. Detailed analysis v/ill be employed on the work done 

by Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer to observe their 

method and the validity of the results of their method. 

The secondary purpose of this thesis will be to 

answer the cjuestions was slavery profitable in cotton? 

As a result of the incjuiry into methodologies in the area 

of ante-bellum slave profitability, the question of slave 

profitability in cotton presents itself. If a new method

ology is presented, it must be tried. This is a natural 

result of the primary purpose of this thesis, and as a 

consequence will be investigated. 

The primary hypothesis of this thesis is that the 

cjuality of historical inference can be improved by excluding 

data which are questionable or uncertain and by applying 

economic theory to a more limited base of more finnly 

established observations. The secondary hypothesis of 

this thesis is that ante-bellum slavery was profitable. 

This will be limited to concern with the profitability for 

the individual slaveholders in the area of cotton pro

duction in the short run. 

The methodology employed in the pursuit of these 

hypotheses will be a combination of philosophical and 

historical research in judging the value of the primary 

observations used by the reporters on the profitability of 

ante-bellum slavery. By pursuing this methodology we hope 



to gain more insight into the use of qaalitative observations 

rather than continued reliance on quantitative data. 

In the pursuit of these hypotheses, definite steps 

shall be undertaken. First, a brief incjuiry will be made 

into the philosophy of history. This will be done to bring 

a more sympathetic understanding of what the historical 

processes involve. Some ideas on the vray history should be 

handled will be mentioned to give insight into the way 

people have coped with the process of historical inter

pretation. 

Second, we shall shift our attention to the area of 

economic history and, using slavery as a case for examining 

the problem of historical inference, we shall survey the 

profitability of ante-bellum slavery. Here a selection of 

the more noteworthy writers in this area have been chosen 

for methodological comparison. 

Third, a detailed analysis of Alfred H, Conrad 

and John R. Meyer's article, "The Economics of Slavery in 

the Ante-Bellum South," vjill be made. A critical examina

tion of their sources will be followed by an incjuiry into 

the validity of the inferences made by them on the profit

ability of slavery. 

In the final chapter, the conclusions of the thesis 

will be drawn and the validity of the hypotheses v/ill be 

tested. New questions will be raised as a result of the 

incjuiry into the methodology of historical inference. 



CHAPTER II 

IDEAS AND METHODS OF HISTORY 

Intelligent man has constantly wondered about the 

past. The approaches to the past have taken different 

paths, and various approaches have been used to revive the 

past. One of these approaches is history. This chapter 

will discuss the subject of history in general and develop 

into a discussion of economic history. We shall briefly 

discuss some of the problems of historical incjuiry in 

order to bring a better understanding of v/hat the historical 

process involves. 

History Defined 

The proper subject of the historian is the actions 

and experiences of human beings in the past. The historian 

attempts to find intelligibility in history (32:44,63) by 

a process of interaction between the historian and his 

facts, an unending dialogue between the present and the 

past. (3:35) In this process the historian begins with a 

provisional interpretation in the light of which the 

selection of facts has been made. As the historian works, 

change occurs both in the interpretation and the selection 

and ordering of facts. This process also involves different 



time periods. The historian is part of the present, and 

the facts are products of the past. They, the historian 

and the facts, are necessary to one another. (3:35) 

From this it would seem that "history is the 

historian's experience. It is made by nobody save the 

historian; to vzrite history is the only V7ay of making it." 

(21:99) Yet, this does not seem to be the case as there 

appear many definitions and interpretations of history. 

In the past and in the area of history proper, there are 

some limitations on the scope of history. As the idealist 

school has emphasized, history is concerned mainly with 

the actions of human beings. It is also felt that while 

history is concerned always with the activities of humans, 

it is not concerned with people as such. Action is subject 

matter for the historian only if it has "societal 

significance." (8:4) 

However, for the purpose of economics, the scope 

is narrowed a little more, and it is usually agreed that 

the descriptions and explanations of economic development 

are the objectives of research in economic history. (38:284) 

Economic history, in turn, is the study of major economic 

changes and their analysis in terms of technological and 

institutional factors. (40:533) 



Facts 

The obvious thing about history is that the facts 

it describes are past facts which are no longer accessible 

to direct inspection. They, therefore, cannot be tested 

for accuracy by a reality which is independently known, 

but are tested by referring to historical evidence. (32:18) 

Some of this historical evidence or traces of the 

past left for us in the present include such items as 

documents, census material, manuscripts, journals, and 

diaries. At face value, these items have little value 

for the historian. The historian must decide in a critical 

attitude whether to believe or not to believe and how much 

to believe of this material. Historical facts in each case 

are not simply given, but must be established. Thus, the 

duty of the historian is not only to base all his statements 

on available evidence but to further decide what evidence 

is available. (32:18-19) Because the facts of history 

never come in a pure form, since they do not and cannot 

exist in this state, they are always interpreted through 

the mind of the recorder. This should shift our emphasis 

from the facts of a work in history to the historian who 

vnrote the history. (3:24) 

The problem now arises as to the criteria \7hich 

distinguish facts for historical purposes from other 

facts which are from the past, but are not treated as 

file:///7hich
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historical facts by the historian. Because there are 

facts which are not historical facts, the historian is 

entitled to rely on "auxiliary sciences" of history— 

archaeology, epigraphy, numismatics, chronology, etc.— 

which are necessary to the determination of historical 

facts. (3:7-8) 

The determination of historical facts includes the 

related problem of the validity of the source or the data 

v/hich are to be regarded as a fact. The-three most signi

ficant points of inquiry in the process of critical exami

nation of sources are genuineness (date, composition, and 

authorship), integrity (original form), and credibility 

(evidential value of contents). If a document can fulfill 

all three of these conditions, then its contents must be 

accepted as generally true. (12:168-169) A historian must 

be careful as to the genuineness, integrity, and credi

bility of his authorities. The notion of authorities has 

an important part in historical thinking. The historian 

must submit all his evidence to the same scrutiny, building 

facts out of it rather than taking it for fact without 

further investigation. (32:82) 

The historian must not only establish facts, but 

he must understand the facts. This consequently places 

him in a position of giving explanation. Historians, in 

their explanations of the past, do not attempt to illuminate 



particular situations by referring to other similar situa

tions. On the contrary, they try to explain a particular 

event in relation to events with which it has an inner 

relation, with the feeling that different events constitute 

parts of a whole. In this way history differs from natural 

science in that its aim is not to establish general laws. 

(32:23-24) 

Observation 

In the field of economics, there is a difference 

between data and observation. Observations are data, but 

they are selected data. They are supposed to come from 

planned observation, but observation guided by theory. 

Observations are deliberately designed, while other data 

are simply obtained. Together, data and observation 

constitute economic information that is related to the 

entire body of information, partly deriving from it, partly 

illuminating that section of problems that is not yet 

understood. (19:88) 

It has been mentioned that the historian is part 

of the present, and the facts are products of the past. 

This is of importance to the historian because by the 

nature of his inquiry and his sources, he must deal with 

the problem of memory. Historical thinking depends on 

memory in a special way. Without memory the notion of the 
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past would naturally make little sense. For the historian, 

memory gives direct contact with the past which allows the 

historian to make his statements about the past. The 

problem is the impossibility of separating the pure 

deliverances of memory from the constructions which we 

put upon memory. 

When we reflect that v/e are forced to look at 
the past through the eyes of the present and 
accommodate what we see to the conceptual scheme 
we use now, our confidence is shaken, and we 
begin to realize that what may be called pure 
memory, in which we deal only v/ith what is 
given in experience; and memory judgement, in 
v/hich v/e seek to interpret the given, are stages 
distinguishable in principle but not in practice. 
Once we recognize this we find the claim that 
some memory statements are pure transcriptions 
of fact very difficult to sustain. (32:84-85) 

In this vein, Douglas C. North implies that the 

historian has a special problem in the social sciences 

when he says, "What actually happened to people, and v/hat 

people thought happened v/ere frecjuently not the same thing." 

(20:14) In history, and particularly in economic history, 

the historian tries to arrive at an accurate judgement 

of what really happened. (20:14) 

Oblectivity 

Objectivity is one of the characteristics which 

must be present in any knowledge which can claim scientific 

status. Historians are cognizant of the need for impartiality 
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and objectivity in the historical process. Because 

histories are rev/ritten and historians' interpretations 

are repudiated by other historians, there seems to function 

in historical thinking a subjective element different from 

that which is found in scientific thinking. This seems to 

be the preconceptions of the historians. It is obviously 

impossible to free themselves of all preconceptions or 

to approach their facts in a v/holly impersonal way. Hov/-

ever hard it may seem, the v/riters attempt to distinguish 

history from propaganda, and condemn their fellow historians 

who allow their personal feelings to affect their recon

struction of the past. However, it is a fact that historians 

disagree as to the conclusion which can be drawn from the 

facts or evidence at hand. Obviously, this has resulted 

in a number of different histories of various events, and 

has led some observers to cjuestion the claim to scientific 

status historians desire or believe they possess. (23:19-20,98) 

Should historical inquiry be considered as non-

objective because it involves ethical and aesthetic consider

ations, or because it involves value judgements on the 

part of the historian? This is a disputed question, but 

it is almost universally agreed that regardless of what 

the historian may do, he remains a human, a creature of 

time, place, circumstance, interest, and culture. (27:323-325) 
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In dealing with the preconceptions and values of 

the historian, E. H. Carr provides some promise that the 

historians can attempt to rise above their problem: 

The historian who is most conscious of his own 
situation is also more capable of transcending 
it, and more capable of appreciating the essential 
nature of the differences between his own society 
and outlook and those of other periods and other 
countries, than the historian vfho loudly protests 
that he is an individual and not a social 
phenomenon. (3:53-54) 

The cguestion of historical objectivity seems to be 

whether the historian's value system is influential casually 

or logically in his fact finding and interpreting process. 

If his values are logically relevant, it makes little sense 

for historians to even aspire to be objective. (8:22-23) 

Objectivity in history is difficult to achieve 

because the subject matter of history is itself value 

charged, and the historian's selection and interpretation 

of facts is value guided. The historian, v/hether he likes 

it or not, must speak of his subject matter in evaluative 

terms (such as treason and statesmanship) and not in purely 

descriptive terms. The historian must know the nature of 

his subject matter; but how can he know this v/ithout placing 

a value on it? (8:23-25) This would seem to be especially 

true of an emotionally charged subject such as slavery. 

Also involved in this problem of objectivity is 

the problem of selection, which stems around the argument 

that the actions which the historian studies are evaluated 
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by the historian in the process of selecting them for 

historical account. (8:27) Selection is important in 

history because historical -writing is departmental, in

volving only the aspect of the past on which a particular 

historian can concentrate his attention. The historian 

cannot tell everything that happened in the past within his 

field of study, but must select some facts and ignore others. 

This selection of material tells us v:hat the historian feels 

important, but it also poses the problem of what is his

torically important. The interests, beliefs, and values 

of the historian will have some influence on his selection 

of facts. Historians guard against bias and condemn other 

historians who allow bias to influence their histories. 

(32:99) 

From the preceding information it appears that 

historical objectivity is not an objectivity of fact, but 

of relation; a relation between fact and interpretation, 

and among past, present, and future. The historian needs 

a standard of significance, which can also be a standard 

of objectivity, to distinguish betv/een the significant and 

the accidental. This standard must be found in the future; 

it can never be found in the past. (3:159-160) 

Only the future can provide the key to the 
interpretation of the past; and it is only in 
this sense that v/e can speak of an ultimate 
objectivity in history. It is at once the 
justification and the explanation of history 



14 

that the past throws light on the future, and 
the future throws light on the past. (3:163) 

Because economics necessarily depends on cjuantita-

tive data to a large extent, the objectivity problem takes 

on a different aspect. The quantitative information is, 

in many cases/ particulary poor because "the earlier the 

period under study, the poorer are the available economic 

data"; (38:292) therefore the economic historian often 

finds the needed numerical information to be missing. 

Economic historians sometimes solve this problem by sub

stituting one set of data for another. For example, he 

may substitute miles of main line for the investment in, 

or output of, railroads, or the movement of prices, for 

the gro7/th in industrial output. He is involved in the 

relationship between two or more sets of numbers. The 

important thing is that many of the important revisions of 

the new economic history have come about from the discovery 

that the functions assumed in the past are not good 

descriptions of the relationships on which arguments were 

based. (38:292-295) 

Types of History 

Idealists 

Up to this point we have looked at the historical 

conduct of incjuiry. We shall now shift our attention to 
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some attempts to deal with history. The idealist's 

concept of history is that history can rank alongside, 

if not above, the natural sciences. It is an autonomous 

branch of learning, v/ith a subject matter and methods of 

its own, which results in a type of knov/ledge which is not 

reducible to any other. The idealists, in contrast to 

most of the positivists, have had first hand experience 

in historical work. (32:94-95) 

Robin G. Collingv/ood, an outstanding idealist 

historian, felt that history was concerned, not v/ith the 

past by itself, nor v/ith the historian's thought about it, 

but with these two things in their mutual relation. 

Collingv/ood felt that the past which the historian studied 

v/as not a dead past. Instead it was a past which was in 

some sense still living in the present. From this a 

past act was seen as meaningless to-the historian, unless 

he could understand the thought that lay behind the act. 

This led to a conclusion that all history v/as the history 

of thought. History became the re-enactment in the 

historian's mind of the thought whose history he was 

studying. 

The re-enac-tment of the historical act in the mind 

of the historian was dependent on empirical evidence. This 

was not a copying of facts, but a reconstitution governing 

the selection and interpretation of the facts. This vras 
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the process that made certain things historical facts. 

(3:23-24) 

Thus, the idealist theory of history consisted of 

two propositions. First, that history was concerned with 

human thoughts and actions, and second, because of the 

first, historical understanding was of a unicjue character. 

The historian could grasp the "inner nature" of the events 

he was studying. (5:214) 

For Collingwood, natural events could be explained 

only from the "outside." However, for Collingwood, 

historical actions were more than "mere events." They 

also had an "inside" or thought side. The explanation of 

a historical event required the discovery of the thought 

of the agent which the event as a whole expressed. 

Collingv/ood felt that to explain an event by reference 

to the thought of the agent did not recjuire subsumption 

under a general law. (5:214) Indeed, Collingwood felt 

history to be a science of a peculiar kind, a concrete 

science which terminated in knowledge of individual truths, 

not in general knowledge. This was a strength because the 

ultimate aim of all judgment v/as to characterize reality 

in its individual detail, and abstract sciences fail to 

achieve this aim. This seemed consistent with the fact 

that the historian's thought was different from the natural 

scientist's. The historian was mainly concerned with v/hat 
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individually happened in the past, while the scientist 

intended to formulate universal laws. (32:42-43) 

Collingwood felt that the concept of action 

(thought expressing itself in external behavior) was the 

central concept̂ " of history. The basic idea of Collingwood 

was to start with an action (X crossed Y), and go inside 

to the thought of X when he crossed Y. After this was 

done, the action was intelligible. (5:214) By this he 

claimed that there was a relationship between the thought 

and the action of an historical agent which rendered the 

action understandable. Thus to understand an event, the 

historian must rethink the historical agent's thought in 

his own mind. (8:11) 

Positivist 

Opposed to the idealist's concept of history v/as 

the positivist's method. The positivist's task v/as to 

establish facts and explain them. The goal of explanation 

was to show the sufficient conditions of that which was 

being explained, and the proof of these conditions was 

certified by the fact that the explanation was deducible 

from them in accordance v/ith empirically validated laws. 

Here there is no room for the historian's value judgment. 

Positivist philosophers of history felt that the 

concept of explanation was subject neutral, that it v/as 
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necessarily the same wherever explanation was successfully 

given. For the clearest exemplification they said to 

look where thought itself was clearest—at physical science. 

Therefore, for historical explanation to be good, we must 

assume that in concept and structure it will resemble 

scientific explanations. In science, the required lav/s 

for explanation would be objects of discovery in the parti

cular discipline concerned. Because in history the estab

lishment of laws was not the purpose of incfuiry, those 

laws needed for explanation have to be derived elsev/here. 

The question of origin was actually not relevant to the 

positivist claim, for that claim v/as mainly a conceptual 

claim which asserted a conceptual connection between having 

knowledge and being able to give defensible explanations. 

It was argued that what was generally true of explanation 

must also be true of historical explanation. (8:11) 

To understand a historical situation some general 

knowledge must be brought to bear on it. Positivists 

felt there was no special set of generalizations for 

historians to appeal, because from one historical situation 

to another the knowledge needed v/ould vary. Thus each 

historian having particular interest must have the appropriate 

general knowledge. This being so, the positivists felt 

that it v/as misleading to speak of history as a specific 

study. There was no history in the abstract, only different 

types of history- (3 2:64) 
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Positivism followed two roads. August Comte felt 

that history was not in the form to be considered science, 

but he felt that if historians would turn their attention 

from the particulars to the principles which they illus

trated, then "history would be raised to the scientific level. 

More recently the positivists have taken a different view. 

History was not felt to be something less than science, 

and was felt to be a practical undertaking. The historian 

was allowed to remain with particulars and not encouraged 

to work for higher things. (32:46) 

Thus positivism saw nothing peculiar in the fact 

that the historian concentrated on particulars. It argued 

that historical understanding involved the same reference 

to general truths v/hich v/ere involved in any deductive 

argument. This led to the view that historical thinking 

possessed no peculiarities of its own, but was in principle 

one with scientific thinking. (32:46-47) 

Nev/ Economic Histors^ 

In economics and history, it can be seen that in 

the past the \̂ r̂iters of economic history have relied on 

general historical methods and have been concerned with the 

same problems with which historians as a group have been 

concerned. The fact that economic history deals with 

quantitative data has caused its presentation to be somev/hat 
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different than is the case with histories of people, or 

histories of countries. Recently there has come to the 

field a new type of economic history v/hich has tried to 

deal with the problems of economic history more in line 

with the nature of economics itself. This begins with a 

feeling that economic history centers on tv/o issues. First, 

the examination of economic growth, stagnation or decline 

of a society, and secondly, what happens to people in a 

society during this gro\Nrth, stagnation or decline. (20:1) 

This new economic history has much in common with 

the positivist's ideas. Douglas C. North shows this in 

his book Growth and Welfare In The American Past: A New 

Economic History. 

It is impossible to analyze and explain the 
issues dealt v/ith in economic history v/ithout 
developing initial hypotheses and testing them 
in the light of available evidence. The initial 
hypotheses came from the body of economic theory 
that has evolved in the past two hundred years 
and is being continually tested and refined by 
empirical incfuiry. The statistics provide the 
precise measurement and empirical evidence by 
which to test the theory. The limits of incruiry 
are dictated by the existence of appropriate 
theory and evidence. , . . Testing these 
hypotheses leads to their rejection or modifi
cation in the light of the evidence, but the 
first essential step is drawn from the body 
of economic theory. (20:1-2) 

Ideally the evidence is statistical data that allows 

precision in defining and measuring the issues to be tested. 

The fact that in the past decade or so there has been much 

development of statistical data has allowed a revolution 
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in economic history. However, it is still somev/hat of 

a dream for the economic historian to have all the precise 

cjuantitative data needed to test his theories. (42:129) 

The traditional sources of the historian found in the 

imprecise records of diaries, journals, records, and 

memos must be carefully examined for any historical evi

dence they may yield. The new economic historian empha

sizes that these are crude proxies for precise measurement, 

and that economic historians must be cautious about the 

weights they use in employing this information. (20:2) 

Indeed, the greatest obstacle in the path of the 

new economic history is the scarcity of data. The statis

tical data bearing on many issues in American economic 

history are sparse. Therefore, the crucial determinant 

of success in the quest for the empirical confirmation of 

theories is the ability to specify models that are very 

efficient in the utilization of data. This requires the 

discovery of a model capable of giving the measures desired 

from the limited available data. This has caused economic 

historians to search for simple models with few parameters 

which are efficient v/ith the data available to them. (38:298) 

All this is a far cry from the previous economic 

historians. Gustav Schmoller was the last notable 
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representative of the German historical economists.* He 

felt that the aim of historical economics v/as to reform 

science and to displace the deductive theorists. He 

thought that the social sciences presented no suitable 

field for mathematical treatment, except of the simplest 

kind and in the narrowest applications, because man's 

impulses and social reactions normally produced too many 

behavioral variables for any calculus. Statistics, when

ever economic activities were measurable, were allowed in 

their v/idening scope as an invaluable auxiliary to his

torical research. Yet Schmoller always considered the 

question on scanning a statistical tabulation—"What does 

this all mean?"—v/hich was concerned with source, suffi

ciency and manipulation of the figures, as v/ell as their 

interpretation and relation to other facts and theories. 

(18:410-411) 

*There is a difference between the historical 
economist and the economic historian. The former v:ere con
cerned with the development of economic theory from history 
The latter apply economic theory to the interpretation of 
history. 



CHAPTER III 

SURVEY OF THE LITERATURE ON SLAVE PROFITABILITY 

The purpose of this chapter is to survey the 

literature on the profitability of ante-bellum slavery. 

Contemporary Writers on Slave Profitability 

The argument on the profitability of slavery was 

taken up by Kinton Rov/an Helper, a southerner from North 

Carolina. Helper was concerned with -the slavery problem 

on a larger scope than merely the profitability of slaver̂ T-. 

He was concerned with its effects on the whole of humanity 

and society. He proposed to discuss slavery not on its 

moral and religious aspects, but on its social and political 

character. (16:31) He is quoted as saying that: 

Within its pestilential atmosphere, nothing 
succeeds; progress and prosperity are unknô m̂ 
. . . everything becomes dull, dismal and 
unprofitable . . . everywhere and in everything 
. ". . are the multitudinous evils of slavery 
apparent. (16:56) 

Helper felt that v/hile the South had superiority in the 

realm of agriculture, the South (slave states) v/as slov/ly 

falling behind the northern free states. The reason for 

this occurance of increasing southern economic backvzardness 

was clearly the system of slavery. 

23 
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In our opinion . . . the causes which have 
impeded the progress and prosperity of the 
South, which have dwindled our commerce, and 
other similar pursuits, into the most con
temptible insignificance; sunk a large majority 
of our people in galling poverty and ignorance, 
rendered a small minority conceited and tyran
nical, and driven the rest away from their homes; 
entailed- upon us a humiliating dependence on 
the Free States; disgraced us in the recesses 
of our own souls, and brought us under reproach 
in the eyes of all civilized and enlightened 
nations—may be traced to one comiion source, 
and there find solution in the most hateful and 
horrible v/ord, that was ever incorporated into 
the vocabulary of human economy-Slavery1 (16:25) 

Helper based his convictions on analysis of the 

census material of 1850. In the areas of agriculture, 

manufacturing, value of goods farmed, value of farms and 

animals, wealth, revenue and expenditure, tonage of exports 

and imports, and numerous other tables from the census of 

1850 (he felt that because it v/as official it was correct) , 

Helper shov/ed that the free .states were superior to the 

slave states and concluded that the institution of slavery 

was the cause of the growing inequalities between the free 

states and the slave states. (16:11-123) 

Helper tackled the topic v/ith missionary zeal and 

spoke often of the unprofitability of the institution of 

slavery. (16:32,40,55-57,81-82) Helper also referred to 

various articles of newspapers, speeches and testimonials 

on the many evils of slavery. Concerning capital, he made 

reference to South Carolina and Virginia farmers who felt 
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that they v/ere not realizing more than 1 per cent 'on the 

amount of capital they had invested. (16:55) It should 

also be added that because of the results of the slave 

system, he was confident that the slave system had a short 

life left. (16:27) 

Attacks on slavery came from other people also. 

Cassius M. Clay, a Kentucky newspaper editor, considered 

the consequences of the slave system, and concluded that 

slavery was economically destructive. Slavery degraded 

labor. The white people refused to do physical work, and 

those that did were paid a subsistence level because of 

the competition from the slave labor. This consequently 

fostered idleness. The slaves were kept ignorant and labor 

had been debased. Clay felt that skill or excellence could 

not develop. Because capital v/as tied up or frozen in 

the form of labor. Clay thought that slave labor was 

economically expensive for the South. Slavery also hindered 

the development of a home market for local industry, and 

thereby retarded economic development. (54:305-306) 

Daniel R. Goodloe argued along the same lines as 

Clay. He also felt that because labor was degraded, 

immigrants would keep away from the South. This would 

ultimately deprive the South and give the North many of 

the skills and capital which these people brought with 

them. (54:306) 
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Expressing similar thoughts was George Tucker, who 

in his book The Laws of Wages, Profits and Rents 

Inyestigated felt there were many things which caused 

slavery to be unproductive and unprofitable. Because the 

slave was impelled by fear he must be supervised and this 

supervision was a cost v/hich was absent in free labor. 

Slavery was conducive to wastefulness, partly because 

slaves had not been trained to be frugal. It undermined 

inventiveness, because slaves were not allowed to carry out 

their schemes as were free men. Mainly though, slavery 

made manual labor degrading and thus promoted idleness. 

This was the main reason that slavery lessened the pro

ductive industry of a country-

Tucker felt, because of all this, slavery could 

not exist in the most advanced stages of society, which 

required industry and economy. The-labor of the slave 

would not repay the cost of rearing him. (31:46-60) 

J. D. Cairnes, a British economist, held views 

similar to George Tucker. Cairnes felt that because slave 

labor was given reluctantly, was unskillful, and v/as 

lacking versatility that it was a poor form of labor and 

capital. (2:206-207) The reason slavery was found in the 

South v/as because of the high fertility and abundance of 

soil, and the intensiveness of staple cultivation. (25:354) 

However, the use of slave labor would ultimately result 
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in soil exhaustion. Because slaves could not learn and 

apply new techniques, lands would lose their fertility and 

would be abandoned. 

Cairnes felt the danger of educating slaves v/as 

the danger of' insurrection; but uneducated, they could not 

work with machinery. This stood in the v/ay of industrial 

development. Slavery also involved a greater capital out

lay than free labor. Capital which v/as tied up in slaves 

was not available for commerce or manufacturing, thereby 

preventing capital accumulation v/hich hurt the South. 

Slavery also caused the slaveholding society to be and 

to remain heavily in debt. (2:44,54-56,70-72,74-75,81) 

Another personality who was antagonistic tov/ard 

slavery was Frederick Law Olmsted. Olmsted kept a journal 

or diary of his travels in the South when he was commissioned 

by the New York Times in 1852. (22,23) While opposing 

slavery, Olmsted was felt to have made accurate and objec

tive observations. (33:22) 

An equally vociferous group of people came to the 

defense of slavery during this contemporary period. In 

response to Helper's book. The Impending Crisis of The South, 

Samuel Wolfe retorted that "the book is a tissue of false

hoods worthy of the bad cause for which it is written, and 

its endorsement is a disgrace to all who have given it the 

sanction of their names." (34:41) Samuel Wolfe, in a very 
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direct manner, felt that Helper in his statistics and his 

arguments against the South did a poor job. V7olfe felt 

Helper's figures shov/ed a misrepresentation of facts. (34:41) 

In Wolfe's ov/n v/ords, they were a " . . . cunningly devised 

compilation of spirited extracts from sundry speeches, 

messages, etc., of prominent men and forced statistics, 

gotten up designedly to inflame and mislead the Northern 

masses." (34:43) Wolfe felt Helper misrepresented the 

census of 1850 in many areas, and that Helper's reasoning 

was fallacious. (34:49,61) 

Many essays v/ere written in "defense of slavery. 

Thomas R. Dew defended slavery because it changed the 

character of the A.frican, removing habits of sloth and 

carelessness. (7) Albert T. Bledsoe in an emotionally 

v/ritten article described the baseness of the African 

having " . . . no moral sense, , . . feels no wrong . . . 

suffers only what he would inflict"; and he felt that they 

had been "elevated and improved by their servitude in this 

country." The institution of slavery softened the blacks' 

disposition, sharpened his intellect and inspired a new 

life by society and Christianity. (10:415-417) The same 

sentiment expressed by Dew and Bledsoe v/as expressed by 

William J. Grayson in verse, part of v/hich said: 

, . . No better mode can human wits discern 
No happier system v/ealth or virtue find. 
To tame and elevate the Negro mind. (54:308) 
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Passing over the fact that slavery was harmful 

to the economy of the South, David Christy felt that the 

institution of slavery was highly remunerative in the 

production of cotton, and was of importance to the aggregate 

economy because cotton was of such importance to our 

national economy. Slavery paid for our imports and it 

provided exports due to the increasing demand for raw 

cotton by foreigners. (10:64,67,219) Because of the export 

of cotton, "our exports are increased; our foreign commerce 

advanced; the home markets of the mechanic and farmer are 

extended, and the wealth of the nation promoted." (10:59) 

Christy also pointed out that nine-tenths of the cotton 

consumed in the Christian World v/as the product of the 

slave labor of the United States. (10:56) It v/as this 

monopoly which had given slavery its commercial value. 

While this situation could be retained, the institution 

of slavery would continue to extend itself wherever it could 

find room to spread. 

The institution of slavery, at this moment, 
gives indications of a vitality that was never 
anticipated by its friends or foes. Its 
enemies often supposed it about ready to expire, 
from the wounds they had inflicted, when in 
truth it had taken two steps in advance, while 
they had taken tv/ice the number in an opposite 
direction. In each successive conflict, its 
assailants have v/eakened, while its dominion 
has been extended. (10:55) 
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There was a time v/hen American slave labor sustained 

few of the relations with manufacturing and commerce of 

the world that it then held, yet Christy felt that the 

institution of slavery v/as sustained by numerous pillars 

too massive for human pov/er and v/isdom to overthrov/. 

Slavery was not a self-sustaining system, but depended on 

the northern manufactured goods, and provided a vast amount 

of groceries for the United States. In view of this, 

Christy felt that the interest of both sections of the 

country were so closely connected that a dissolution of 

the Union would be destructive to the economic interest of 

both the North and the South. (10:65,221) 

Much of the writing on slavery was published in 

DeBow' s Review. DeBov/ felt that the main advantages of 

slavery came to non-slaveholders. Merchants, because they 

dealt with goods produced by slave labor, and white men, 

because they were not required to work in unhealthy shops 

in the North, had the opportunity of becoming slave owners. 

They thus avoided field work and benefited from slavery. 

(54:310) 

Somewhat similar to Christy was Thomas Kettell 

who felt that the country as a whole depended on slave 

labor. Using much statistical data from government census 

and business reports, he concluded that the industrial 

and material well being of the North depended largely on the 
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production of raw materials in the South which, in turn, 

depended on slave labor. Of utmost importance, and in 

agreement with Christy's contention, v/as cotton. This 

product increased almost steadily in total bales as did 

the number of slaves. (17:21,48,54-55,159) 

Thomas Kettell held that the South produced the 

greater part of the national wealth of the Union but that 

the North gained a majority of the wealth. Kettell wanted 

to prevent a dissolution of the Union and opposed govern

mental policies which v/ould disturb the connections between 

the North and the South. He felt that the expansion of 

slavery to new states would not occur, because it v/as not 

profitable to do so; but that in the present slave states, 

slavery was profitable. (17:146-147,156-157,160-161) 

Kettell also spoke of the advantages of slavery for Negroes 

and of the nature of Negroes which caused slavery to be 

most beneficial for them. (17:108-125) 

Writers on the Issue After the Civil War 

Moving out of the contemporary debate on the slavery 

issue and turning our attention to the debate on the issue 

after the Civil War, we come to a personality who is likely 

to be considered one of the most comprehensive investigators 

on the issue of slavery, Ulrich Bonnell Phillips. In his 

works, Phillips accepted some of the conclusions of 
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slavery's defenders, yet he held that the system of slavery 

was detrimental to southern economic development. Phillips 

considered slavery in relation to the plantation system, 

and as a business enterprise. (54:310-311) Slavery, and 

the maintenance of the institution of slavery, was a clog 

to material progress. (24:395) Here the economic dis

advantage v/as a fixation of capital. Added to this was the 

fact that it required the life of the slave's labor to be 

capitalized. (24:360,395-397;43:272) Indeed, the planters, 

with the proceeds from the sale of their crops, usually 

bought more slaves and land to enlarge their scale of pro

duction. They could not raise capital for factories, 

because capital was invested in Negro slaves. (24:395-397; 

25:184-186) This resulted in a dependence on the North and 

a lack of diversification of the economy. Phillips summed 

up his position briefly: 

The slaveholding regime kept money scarce, 
population sparse, and land value accordingly 
low; it restricted the opportunities of many 
men of both races, and it kept many of the 
natural resources of the Southern country 
neglected. But it kept the main body of labor 
controlled, provisioned and mobile. Above all 
it maintained order and a notable degree of 
harmony in a community where confusion worse 
confounded would not have been far to seek. (24:401) 

Phillips explained the existence of slavery, in view 

of the fact it was usually not profitable, on noneconomic 

grounds. Waile slavery was at first a way to control labor 
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and v/as profitable, it became a method of race control as 

the number of slaves increased. (24:401) In conclusion, 

Phillips felt slavery to be unprofitable, or profitable 

only under ideal conditions. 

By the close of the 'fifties it is fairly 
certain that no slaveholders but those fev/ 
whose plantations lay in the most advantageous 
parts of the cotton and sugar districts and 
whose managerial ability v/as exceptionally 
great were earning anything beyond v/hat would 
cover their maintenance and carrying charges. 
(24:391-392) 

Phillips, like most of the other writers before him, 

relied on information written in current periodicals of 

his period and on the works of previous writers on the 

issue of slavery. He also used census materials and news

papers for information. This seems to have been the most 

frequently used approach by writers in the ante-bellum 

period, except those who were more interested in defending 

their position on slavery instead of finding what the case 

really was. 

, Further support for Phillips' point of view came 

from Charles W. Ramsdell who felt that slavery had about 

reached its conclusion by 1860 and would soon afterward 

have declined. Relying on work by Olmsted, Phillips, 

newspapers, and speeches, Ramsdell set forth his ideas in 

an essay in the Mississippi Valley Historical Review. 

He proposed that slavery was profitable only on the better 

lands, and that slavery had gone as far V7est as it could 
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with Texas as the v/esternmost slave state. The limited 

supply of good land would thus stifle slavery. Ramsdell 

pointed out that in the 1850's slave prices were rising 

because cotton prices were rising and cheap land suitable 

for cotton v/as available in Louisiana, Arkansas, and 

Texas. Planters had moved West to the better lands and 

there was concern that the southeastern states would lose 

their slave status. By the end of the 1850's cotton prices 

were down, but there was an increase in cotton production 

due in part to the railroads. Ramsdell felt if there had 

been no war, overproduction and low prices would have pre

vailed in the 1860's and 1870's. This would cause profits 

to go down, prices of slaves would have decreased, and 

the southerner would have relieved himself of the burden 

of slavery. (45:166-171) 

A somewhat different approach was used by Alfred H. 

Stone. Stone, a Mississippi planter, stated that the cause 

for southern backwardness was not due to the slave system 

so much as to slave labor. Using statistics of southern 

production and population ratios of VThites, Negroes and 

immigrants in the South as compared to other parts of the 

country. Stone felt the real problem v/as the factor of 

race. The problem to be considered was not one of "systems," 

but of "classes" of labor. Stone felt there was no economic 

argument against Negro slave labor which had been true in 
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the past, which was not then true against free Negro labor. 

Stone also felt a broader view of Southern history was 

necessary to understand the economic forces at v/ork in the 

area of Southern history. (50:779-797) 

Admitting that slavery had certain retarding effects, 

Robert R. Russel argued that the South's economic develop

ment lagged for reasons quite apart from slavery. Relying 

on literary style and a general absence of statistical 

information (except in regard to population shifts which 

he regarded as caused by population migration to the North, 

by a general westv/ard movement to the new free states for 

land, and by immigration primarily into Northern ports), 

Russel felt that "the importance of Negro slavery as a 

factor determining the character and extent of the economic 

development of the South has been greatly overestimated." 

(46:193) He thought that the main reasons for Southern 

backv/ardness came from the continued anticipated profits of 

staple agriculture, the lack of transportation facilities, 

climate, sparse population, and a lack of a market or demand 

for manufactured goods by much of the population. The fact 

that the South v/as an agricultural area was the main cause 

of the South's backwardness, because, as he put it, "If the 

section had offered exceptional opportunities, capital 

and labor v/ould have been diverted from agriculture, or 

would have flov/ed in from the outside, but such was not 

the case." (46:191,155-187,189-190) 
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Lev/is C. Gray studied slavery and agriculture very 

carefully and comprehensively. He felt slavery had been a 

profitable business. He contended that the white farmers 

were unable to compete with the slaveov/ning planters and 

were driven off the best lands, thereby creating the con

dition v/here slavery caused capital to be tied up in 

agriculture which hurt the economy of the South. In spite 

of this. Gray felt slavery was a profitable business. 

Taking issue v/ith some other writers (Phillips) , Gray 

drew his conclusions which led him to feel there v/as a 

competitive superiority of slave labor compared to free 

labor. Given the abundance of land, labor, and a reason

able degree of efficiency, there could be produced a surplus 

above subsistence. While land, equipment, and supervision 

were necessary to use labor productively, they are neces

sary in both slave and free labor. There were cycles of 

surpluses and " . . . normally there was both a physical 

and a value surplus for the full lifetime of the slave, 

which was appropriable by reason of the institution of 

slavery." (14:940-942) 

Slave labor had advantages of a stable labor supply 

(no unemployment, lockouts, blacklist, or strikes), children 

and women could be used as labor, and the labor could be 

used in the most productive areas. The nature of the staple 

crops, the nature of the cultivation process (it v/as simple 
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with economies of scale), and the fact that no complex 

machinery was needed all helped further the use of slaves 

as labor. (14:470-471) 

Gray also felt that " . . . the economic motives 

for the continuation of slavery from the standpoint of the 

employer were never so strong as in the years just preceding 

the Civil War." Relying on Phillips, Watkins, census 

material and numerous periodicals. Gray took the relation 

of slave and cotton prices up to 1860 and concluded that 

from 1794 to 1860 there v/as a considerable reduction in 

the cost of producing cotton. The demand for slaves, which 

enhanced their prices, resulted from planters who were 

making large profits and sought to expand their slave-

holdings. (14:476-478) 

About this time the scope of the slavery issue 

changed. Writers began to concentrate on the slave pro

fitability question, limiting the scope of the debate to states 

and to slavery as a business enterprise. In North Carolina, 

Rosser Howard Taylor felt slavery to be unprofitable. He 

based his conclusions on travelers' testimony and on planta

tion records. In Georgia, Ralph B. Flanders also felt 

slavery to be unprofitable. He explained its continued 

existence on non-economic factors. (54:314) 

The profitableness of slavery in Mississippi was 

investigated by Charles S. Sydnor. Despite the fact that 
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he felt there were three periods when Mississippi planters 

prospered (before 1820 when little cotton was produced, 

but those who raised it received high profit; in the middle 

1830's when profit was not as much, but more cotton was 

sold; and in the late 1850's when slaves were more valuable) 

and that larger plantations probably yielded a larger return 

in proportion to investment than small farms, Sydnor 

minimized the profitableness of slave labor. (28:199-201) 

Setting up a hypothetical, but typical, Mississippi 

cotton plantation in the 1850's, based on information 

obtained from plantation records, Sydnor figures the typical 

yearly income at $6,320, and the expenses at $5,440. 

Interest and depreciation on the value of land and slaves 

v/as an expense totaling $4,140. The remaining $1,300 went 

to supplies and hiring an overseer. Thus, Sydnor's planter 

made a profit of $880, or less than 2.5 per cent of the 

invested capital. Sydnor contended this might be considered 

wages to the planter for management. (28:196-197) Sydnor 

felt that " . . . many Mississippi planters prospered in 

spite of slavery, because cotton was profitable and land 

was cheap." (28:199) He concurred with other writers that 

"slave labor greatly increased the capital investment and 

therefore, the interest charges. On the venture was imposed 

the necessity of supporting an investment which added 

nothing to the productivity of the soil or to the betterment 

of the farm equipment." (28:200) 
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In examining slave profitability, Charles S. Davis 

concentrated on Alabama but, considering slavery as a 

whole, felt that while some planters made large profits, 

for the majority only a living v/as reaped for their labor. 

(6:180) Davis felt the evidence was ample that the planters 

planting one crop only were ruining the soil, thence moving 

to better lands v/estward. (6:169-179) Davis mentioned that 

virtually everything connected with plantation life v/as 

purchased on credit. Because inflation and depression 

were rapidly recurring in the cotton area ("planters 

suffered more in the latter period -than they gained in the 

former"), the profits which were used to purchase more 

slaves in good times caused the planters in poor times to 

be unable to realize an adequate return on their invest

ments due to cost of supplies and high interest rates. 

(6:183-185) 

In contrast to many of the studies on slave profit

ability concentrating on states, Orville W. Taylor felt 

that slavery was profitable in Arkansas. Feeling that 

most authorities, Phillips included, agreeded that slavery 

was profitable under favorable conditions, Taylor pointed 

out that this was the case in southern and eastern Arkansas. 

Taylor showed that the average value per acre of farm land 

and buildings increased from 1850-1860. (29:122) Also 

during this period, relying on census data of 1850 and 1860, 

Taylor felt that 
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. . . in every respect the agricultural wealth 
of Arkansas increased during the decade; the 
number of farms more than doubled, the average 
size of farms increased more than 60 per cent, 
the cash value of farras multiplied more than 
fivefold, and the average value of farms in
creased more than two and one half times. The 
number of slaveholders more than doubled, as 
did the number of slaves, and with the gain 
in slaves greater percentage-wise than the 
gain in owners, the number of slaves per owner 
increased substantially. (29:129) 

A final indication that slavery was profitable in 

Arkansas v/as seen in the fact that the prices of slaves 

in the state v/ere consistently among the highest in the 

South. For this,, as in other areas of his vsrork, Taylor 

relied on the census of 1850 and 1860 (agriculture and 

population). Taylor contended the planters would not have 

continued to buy slaves at these high prices unless they 

already had money, or expected to make money with slave 

labor in the future. (29:130) 

A confusion of terroinology caused Thomas P. Govan 

to feel that the concept of profitability of slavery, as 

approached by Phillips, Sydnor and others, was wrong 

because of a confusion over the concept of profit. Govan 

devoted most of his attention to Sydnor, because he felt 

Phillips did not present any direct evidence but had simply 

stated his belief that slavery probably v/as not profitable 

in the late 1850's. Govan felt Sydnor was much in error 

because in his method of computing profit, Sydnor classed 
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the large items of interest on land and slaves as an 

expense. Govan pointed out that "according to many 

economists . . . profit is a combination of interest on 

investment and wages for management." (41:521) Govan 

took issue v/ith Sydnor's expense figure of depreciation 

of land and Sydnor's estimate of the value of the planter's 

investment in land and slaves. Govan pointed out that 

slaves commonly more than reproduced themselves, and that 

improvements to the land more than compensated for the loss 

in fertility. Govan also pointed out the steady increase 

in the price of land and slaves up to the Civil War. 

(41:521-524) For this information he used census materials. 

Taking Sydnor's model, Govan refigured the profit 

at $5,020 or a return of 13 per cent on investment. Feeling 

Sydnor had not made adequate deductions for plantation 

expenses, Govan still concluded that " . . . the students 

who have stated that slavery was profitable are more nearly 

correct than those who deny its profitableness." (41:535) 

Robert W. Smith agreed with Govan. He held that 

it was legitimate to charge interest as an expense of 

operation when the planter borro-wed money to purchase the 

plantation or slaves and was still in the process of repaying 

the loan. Smith also felt it to be an error to consider 

capital investment on the basis of current prices of slaves. 

If profit was based on the capital actually invested in 
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ives, and not on the then current prices of slaves, a 

i'̂ ir return seems to have been made. (49:62-64) 

An interesting and complete v/ork on the slavery 

issue was done by Kenneth M. Stampp. Relying heavily on 

the works of Gray, Govan, Olmsted, Russel and others as 

sources, Stampp felt slavery to be profitable. " . . . On 

both large and small estates, none but the most hopelessly 

inefficient masters failed to profit from the ownership 

of slaves." (26:414) Stampp relied on the above v/riter's 
• 

materials but differed v/ith some of their conclusions. 

He felt slavery did allov/ the slave "holder to earn a pro

fitable return on his investment and, in addition, pointed 

out that slavery was not the sole cause of soil exhaustion, 

that it did not retard industrialization of the South, 

and that slave labor had advantages over free white labor. 

(26:396-418) 

Conrad and Meyer and Later Writers 

In 1958 an article came out by Alfred H. Conrad 

and John R. Meyer entitled "The Economics of Slavery In The 

Ante-Bellum South." (35:95-130) Assuming two production 

functions (one of Negro slaves on the poorer land and the 

other of staple crops, mainly cotton), Conrad and Meyer 

concluded that the returns on capital invested in this 

area were as good as the returns realized elsewhere. 
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There has been criticism of Conrad and Meyer's 

article and method. Douglas Dowd found himself "at odds" 

with Conrad and Meyer on the profitability of slavery, 

the viability of the slave system, the importance of slavery 

to the southern, economic system and the relationship of 

slavery to the economic development of the South. His 

main difference v/ith them v/as on the relationship of slavery 

and economic development. Dowd felt the "social" and the 

"economic" could not be separated in an institution such 

as slavery and he felt Conrad and Meyer did not recognize 

this. (37:440-442) 

Eugene D. Genovese thought there was virtually no 

figure in the article by Conrad and Meyer v/hich could not 

be challenged. (13:276) Like Genovese, Edward Saraydar 

challenged Conrad and Meyer on a technical level. Saraydar 

presented alternative calculations based on different data. 

He also corrected some errors in Conrad and Meyer's article 

and thereby concluded that slavery v/as not very profitable. 

(48:325-332) 

In this survey of the literature we have seen that 

throughout the debate on the profitability of ante-bellum 

slavery no positive conclusion has been achieved. Regardless 

of the methodologies employed, the results are still in

conclusive and conflicting. It is apparent that a nev/ 

methodology consistent v/ith economic theory is needed and 
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that the approach of Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer 

is likely correct. We nov/ turn our attention to the 

article by them. 



CHAPTER IV 

EXAMINING COr̂ fRAD Al̂ D MEYER 

Their Method 

In April, 1958, the field of economic history v/as 

aroused by a provocative article on the profitability of 

ante-bellum slavery. This article by Alfred H. Conrad 

and John R. Meyer established an interesting point and a 

new methodology. Discussing the debate on the profit

ability of ante-bellum slavery, Conrad and Meyer pointed 

out " . . . despite the fact that the problem is ostensibly 

one in economic history, no attempt has ever been made to 

measure the profitability of slavery according to the 

economic (as opposed to accounting) concept of profit

ability. This paper is an attempt to fill this void." (35:96) 

Conrad and Meyer measured the profitability of 

slave operations in terms of modern capital theory. They 

illustrated v/ays in which economic theory may be used in 

organizing historical facts, and used the statistical con

cepts of range and central tendency as applied to freq[uency 

distributions of data to interpret historical facts. They 

also establish tv/o production functions (inputs of Negro 

slaves to cotton production and production of slave labor) 

(1:382-406) as part of the definition of slavery. They 

felt this approach was novel. (35:96-97) 

45 
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Conrad and Meyer test their hypothesis "by putting 

appropriate values on the variables in the production 

functions and computing the rate of return over cost, the 

stream of income over the lifetime of the slave." (35:97) 

For this to be .done they felt they needed data on the life 

expectancy of Negroes born in slavery, the prices of slaves 

and cotton, the average output of male field hands and 

field wenches, the cost of maintaining slaves in non

productive periods, and the net reproduction rate and 

demographic composition of slaves in breeding and using 

areas. (35:97) By using the capital value formula 

t Y=X^/(l+r) , the criterion of a profitable investment 

would be that the marginal efficiency exceed the interest 

rate. It v/as necessary to have data on longevity of slaves, 

cost of slaves and accompanying capital investments, 

interest rate and the returns from slave productive activi

ties. They then consider each of these variables, and 

so shall we. 

The Issues 

Slave Longevity 

Conrad and Meyer admit there v/as a scarcity of good 

longevity data for the ante-bellum period, but they point 

out that in 1850 Negroes lived almost as long as v/hites 
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in the "two states" for v/hich data were acceptable. They 

also point out that the q-aality of these estimates was 

in doubt. (35:98) Conrad and Meyer present a table on the 

"Expectation of Life at Birth in Years for V/hite and Colored 

Males, United States, 1850" in three states (Massachusetts, 

Maryland, and Louisiana) (see Appendix, Table 1). The 

source of their information was cited as Louis I. Dublin, 

Alfred J. Lotka and Mortimer Spiegelman's Length of Life. 

The table presented by Conrad and Meyer was taken from a 

table in the book Length of Life (9:52) (see Appendix, 

Table 2) . This information v/as said to be taken from 

L. W. Meech which was based on the records of the 1850 

Census. (56:13;55:475-477) 

While Conrad and Meyer admit a lack of good data, 

investigation proves this may be an understatement. Only 

fragments of information v/ere available and it was pointed 

out by Dublin, Lotka, and Spiegelman that systematic records 

of mortality for any considerable area of the United States 

are a recent phenomena. (9:39) Further, the "annual com

pilation and publication of mortality statistics by the 

federal government dates practically from the census of 

1900; previously such data were available only at the time 

of actual census taking . . . the facts regarding mortality 

have not been currently available until the beginning of 

the present centuiy." (9:39-40) It v/as also pointed out 
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that- the life table for Massachusetts, done by Meech, was 

based on "very imperfect data for the year 1850." (9:41) 

The information in the Senate Documents pointed 

out that these returns on mortality v/ere the first of 

their kind, and that the returns for Maryland were compiled 

by one person, (55:474-475) Further, there are fallacies 

in measuring length of life from death records alone, 

v/hich was done. (9:29) 

Eugene Genovese pointed out that Conrad and Meyer, 

and other economic studies, depend greatly on estimates of 

slave longevity, and here the data problem was especially 

grave. He pointed out that " . . . those v/ho think they 

can use census statistics on slave ages for close quanti

tative work ought to consider the testimony of innumerable 

planters." (13:277) That slave ages in plantation records 

were often recorded as "about," without pretense of accuracy, 

v/as mentioned by Genovese, as was the fact that Ernst 

Hayv/ood of North Carolina had lists of slaves with "supposed 

ages." (13:277) 

Conrad and Meyer also used and mentioned that 

Sydnor made some "imperfect" estimates on the life span 

of Mississippi slaves, and these are the only data on 

Negro life expectancy at different age levels in the prewar 

period. (35:99) Sydnor, using the average reported age 

at death of slaves who died in 1850 over the age of tv/enty. 
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estimated that a twenty-year-old Mississippi slave had 

another tv/enty-two years of life expectancy. (35:99) 

Using the census of 1850 and 1860 as sources, 

Sydnor admitted, because of an insufficiency of data, it 

v/as not possible to state with much precision the expecta

tion of life of twenty-year-old slaves and v/hites in 

Mississippi in 1850. He also admitted that due to the 

nature of the data, the expectation of life information 

he derived v/as not based directly on the age for which this 

information was desired. "No account could be taken of 

the number of negroes within a given age who die and are 

replaced by imported negroes of the same age." (52:570-571) 

Interestingly, Kenneth Stampp also mentions Sydnor, 

but reported the life expectancy of twenty-year-old 

slaves as 17.5 years. Stampp also mentioned the census 

of 1850 as reporting average ages of 21.4 for Negroes 

and 25.5 for whites, at the time of death. He goes on to 

point out that ante-bellum mortality statistics were not 

very reliable and that slave deaths went unreported more 

often than white, "If anything, the disparity betv/een 

slave and white death rates was greater and not less than 

recorded in the census returns." (26:318-319) 

In view of all this, the fact that Conrad and 

Meyer use a thirty year life expectancy for a twenty-year-

old Negro seems a little meaningless because of the problems 

associated with the data. 

TEXAS TtCHNOLOGrCAL COLLEGE 
LUBBOCK. TLXAS 
LIBRARY 
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Price of Slave.g 

In the plantation operations, the capital investment 

included investment in slaves and in the land and equipment 

on v/hich the slaves worked. (35:99) Conrad and Meyer 

conceded that slave prices fluctuated widely and that the 

prices depended on age, sex, disposition, degree of training, 

and condition of the slave. To obtain some consistency 

they confined their data to eighteen to twenty-year-old 

prime field hands and wenches. (35:99) Conrad and Meyer 

used a partial table of slave prices (see Appendix, Table 3) 

which was compiled by Ulrich B. Phillips (44:267) (see 

Appendix, Table 3) " . . . on the basis of available market 

quota-tions, bills of transactions and reports of slaves in 

most of the important slave markets in Georgia." (35:99) 

In Phillips' original table (see Appendix, Table 4), 

Phillips reported that the sources he used were obtained 

from documents in the Georgia State Archives and from the 

records of Baldv/in, Oglethorpe, Clarke and Troup counties. 

All of these counties were in the Georgia cotton belt. Also 

used as sources were bills of sale in private hands, 

traveler's accounts, and newspaper ariiicles. Phillips 

pointed out, "There is no printed collection of any large 

number of slave-price quotations." (44:267-268) 

Elsewhere, Phillips presented data on the price 

of slaves (24:365-377;25:173-187) and derived a chart 
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(see Appendix, Chart 1) (24:opposite 370;25:177) on the 

relation of the price of cotton "of middling grade in the 

chief American market—New York" to the average prices of 

prime field hands in Virginia, in middle Georgia, at 

Charleston, and New Orleans. Phillips pointed out that 

bills of sale which reported actual market transactions 

were the main source of his information on prices 

(24:368-369), but other sources were "occasional traveler's 

notes, fairly numerous newspaper items, and quite voluminous 

manuscript collections of appraisals and bills of sale, 

all of which require cautious discrimination in their 

analysis." (24:368) 

Newspapers and bills of sale appear to have been 

the more popular method of obtaining data on the prices 

of slaves. Charles S, Davis, in studying Alabama, relied 

on these sources for his prices-of-slaves data. (6:73-74) 

Douglas C. North was in agreement v/ith Phillips on the 

movement of slave prices saying that during the period 

1802 through 1860, "the prices of a prime field hand rose 

from about $600 at the earlier date, to $1,800 by the time 

of the Civil V7ar." (20:90) 

Probably the most extensive v/ork on slave trading 

was done by Frederic Bancroft. Bancroft relied heavily 

on nev/spapers of the south for information about sales of 

slaves and the prices brought through these sales. His 
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figures of particular sales were at times at variance with 

those given by Phillips, but they were also for different 

parts of the country. (1:117,205,299,309,341,351) For 

Georgia, Bancroft cited instances in 1860 where 566 slaves 

were sold for-an average price of $1,025.00, and another 

where an "unspecified" number of slaves sold for an average 

of $1,566.37. (1:354-355) Bancroft quoted Chief Justice 

Ruffin of North Carolina, "There can be no positive correct

ness in setting a value on a slave, one man will give or 

take fifty or one hundred dollars more or less in the 

purchase of one than another man will." (1:341) If this 

was the case, v/hich seems likely, the figures of Conrad 

and Meyer must be taken as reasonably correct for the 

period under study. However, as Phillips reported con

cerning information such as age, sex, nativity, mixture or 

purity of blood, and special skills, statistical information 

was usually lacking, v/as not recorded in record books, 

and lacked the original receipts to verify it. (44:264-265) 

As such, much information must be viev/ed v/ith caution. 

Interest Rates 

Of necessity, because of the nature of Conrad and 

Meyer's hypothesis, they establish a rate of interest with 

which the cotton slave returns must be compared. They 

point out that the closest substitute would be on earnings 
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in investments which were less dependent on cotton and 

southern agriculture. Pointing out that it v/as difficult 

to find any conceptually correct figures (35:101), they 

use the "Average Annual Interest Rates on Prime Commercial 

Paper From 1831 to 1860," in New York and Boston (see 

Appendix, Table 5), and for longer .term investments the 

yields on New England Municipal Bonds, call money rates 

at the New York Stock Exchange and railroad bond yields 

(see Appendix, Table 6). Relying on sources such as those 

done by the National Bureau of Economic Research and the 

Federal Reserve Bank of Nev/ York, they felt that an interest 

return of 6 per cent seemed probable and this was the 

figure they used. (35:103) These figures will not be 

challenged here, because it was recognized by Conrad and 

Meyer that conceptually correct figures were hard to find, 

and these figures v/ere probably as good as was available. 

(35:101) 

Richard Sutch also shared this feeling. "Though 

this is not the ideal technique, the paucity of data makes 

it about as good as we can do. The six per cent ra-te 

seems reasonable enough, agrees with contemporary sources, 

and is accepted by Saraydar." (51:375) 
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Out-of-Pocket Cost 

Relying on J. L. "Watkins', The Cost of Cotton 

Production; Lewis C. Gray's, History of Agriculture In The 

United States to 1860; and Kenneth Stampp's. The Peculiar 

Institution, Conrad and Meyer construct information on 

the "Typical Annual Out-of-Pocket Costs of Maintaining 

and Working Prime Field Hands on Southern Plantations in 

the Period, 1840-1860" (see Appendix, Table 7). In 

gathering this information, Conrad and Meyer report "a 

reasonably thorough check of these secondary sources 

against some primary sources and against one another for 

consistency indicates that these surveys have been reliably 

and accurately made." (35:104) This information consisted 

of food and clothing, medical care, taxes, and supervision. 

The information and the figure they arrive at ($20 to $21) 

has been challenged. 

Edv/ard Saraydar felt that Conrad and Meyer confused 

out-of-pocket expenses per slave with out-of-pocket expenses 

per hand. Saraydar pointed out that Gray differentiated 

in plantations purchasing part of their ready-made clothing 

and some food as averaging about $7 to $10 a slave, or 

$14 to $20 per hand. Saraydar contended that medical care 

and taxes should have been doubled. (48:327-328) Saraydar 

also pointed out that the cost of supervision was not 
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"clear-cut." (48:328) Kenneth Stampp ranged the salaries 

of overseers from $100 to $1,200 per year, in addition 

the planter "furnished a house, allov̂ /ance for corn and 

pork, and a slave servant." (26:38) Phillips, Saraydar 

pointed out, mentioned "an instance" of an overseer being 

paid $10 a hand. (48:328) Saraydar also pointed out that 

Lewis C. Gray felt typical salaries were from $400 to $600, 

and that Olmsted was informed by "one" plantation manager 

of supervisory cost of $8 to $12 a hand. (48:328) Ralph 

Flanders, relying on plantation records in Georgia, had 

much information on items of supervisory cost (11:104-105, 

135,210) and of medical cost (11:104,116,165,169,210) v/hich 

were for plantations on the whole and not broken down to 

cost per hand. 

Eugene Genovese had much criticism of Conrad and 

Meyer's data. Genovese fel-t that in their capital cost 

of food and clothing Conrad and Meyer were much too low. 

Food cost varied according to estate size, but was higher 

than Conrad and Meyer conceded. In this area, Genovese 

felt that v/ork with the census returns to remove certain 

technical difficulties was required for estimates to be 

of use in computing cost of items such as food and clothing 

(13:277) 

Based on previous guesses of historians, Conrad 

and Meyer figure a cost for medical care of $1.50 to $2.00. 
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Genovese felt an inspection of plantation manuscripts, 

medical journals, and physicians' accounts suggest that 

Conrad and Meyer's figures are half v/hat they should have 

been. While admitting there was much guesswork, Genovese 

felt a study of the sources suggest a cost of about $3 

per slave. (13:276) While Genovese had a set of compiled 

figures for medical cost, he pointed out, because the 

sources were from planters' records and manuscripts, that 

few planters kept books properly; thus much relevant data 

was probably missing, and a planter might have spent little 

for years and then been hit by an epidemic. (39:153-155) 

This was evident because one of their sources, Kenneth 

Stampp, v/ent to considerable detail in describing the many 

diseases and the illness which seemed to have caused much 

absence from productive employment of slaves. (26:295-314) 

That "the frequency of epidemics and the prevalence of 

disease produced impressive bills for medical services" 

was the case was also mentioned by Genovese. (39:147) Also, 

Stampp reported that "slaveholders, both large and small, 

sometimes spent generous sums for skilled medical treatment 

for their people. (26:312) Sydnor also had information 

on medical expenses and reported two cases where medical 

bills of $75 and $100 v/ere reported for the care of two 

slaves. (23:52) 
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Finally in the area of supervision, concentrating 

on Mississippi, it was felt a planter could not get an 

overseer for $15 per hand. Genovese felt even at $15 per 

slave, the figure was about 50 per cent too lov/. Changing 

the type of figures for the period 1830 to 1860, John H. 

Moore gave an estimated supervision cost for an average 

plantation of $350 to $500. (53:32) V7illiam K. Scarborough, 

who Genovese believed to be the best authority on the 

subject of overseers, independently arrived at a range of 

$200 to $1,000 with an average of $450 for the cotton belt. 

Scarborough provided these figures -v/ith the qualifying 

remark that "there are so many variables - size of planta

tion, length of tenure with current employer, age and 

experience of overseer . . . " (13:276) In viev/ of all 

this, Genovese contended that the cost should have been 

$22.50 per slave, exclusive of an entrepreneural salary 

for the planter, (13:276) 

Taking all of this information into consideration, 

it appears that here, as in other previously mentioned 

material, the data of Conrad and Meyer are subject to 

some doubt, because of the sources of this data and the 

methods of compiling the data. 

Yields of Slave Labor 

Conrad and Meyer, in determining the returns of 

slave labor for a male field hand on his field labor, used 
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the price of cotton and the quantity of his annual output. 

To determine these, Conrad and Meyer again relied on 

J. L. Watkins, Lewis C. Gray, and Kenneth Stampp's works 

as sources. Conrad and Meyer presented their data in a 

table (see Appendix, Table 8) giving location by state, 

year, bales per hand, and the source. (35:105) In the 

table by Conrad and Meyer, some interesting observations 

occur in analyzing their sources. The information by 

Watkins, such as the Vicksburg, Mississippi, area and the 

Desoto County Mississippi area, appear to come from tv/o 

separate plantation records. (48:328) The information 

from Lewis C. Gray came from sources such as Farmers Register, 

Southern Planter, American Farmer, and census materials. 

The informa-tion given by Kenneth Stampp could, along with 

the other sources, conceivably suffer from a fallacy of 

composition, for it was also based on fev/ samples. Stampp's 

information stems from reports by Frederic Law Olmsted's 

diary-like account of his travels. (28:13-14) In the 

literature from which Gray cites statistical information, 

it is often from the census or nev/spaper articles. Stampp's 

information also came from tv/o diary sources in DeBow' s 

Review. (36:581) 

Saraydar questioned whether the outputs were for 

hands working only in cotton, or v/ere based on the assump

tion that the slave also made provisions. (48:328) An 
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important variable here v/as the grade of land, and 

Saraydar pointed out that relevant historical data for 

different grades of land was not available. Using data 

from Lewis C. Gray (census of 1860) and from the census 

of 1850, Saraydar arrived at a lower figure than Conrad 

and Meyer. (48:328-330) 

This shows that v/hat information Conrad and Meyer 

have is not established on a very broad base, and positive 

conclusions drawn from such information may not be very 

representative or reliable. 

In regard to cotton prices, "Conrad and Meyer felt 

the relevant price was the net price realized at the farm. 

As such they adjusted the export prices of cotton dov/nward 

by the charges for freight, insurance, storage, drayage, 

and factors commission charges that were properly charge

able to the planter. (35:105) Conrad and Meyer's sources 

for this information were Gray and Watkins. They reported 

that "the Gray and V7atkins' findings are fully compatible." 

(35:105) 

Cotton Prices 

For their cotton price information Conrad and Meyer 

used a table (see Appendix, Table 9) of the "Weighted 

Yearly Average Prices of Short-Staple Cotton At New Orleans 

For The Crop Years 1830 - 1860," obtained from Gray. (14: 

1027-1029) Sources for his table were obtained from prices 
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as published in newspapers such as the New Orleans-

LoiLisiana Courier, New Orleans Courier, and the Louisiana 

Herald. Using the weighted average price of Gray, Conrad 

and Meyer show the fluctuations which occured in cotton 

prices. Deducting the cost, they arrived at 7 to 8 cents 

as a "realistic and conservative estimate of the average 

realized farm price for the whole period." (35:105) This 

data seemed reasonable enough for some (48:331) v/hile 

another used 9 to 10 cents a pound for his calculations 

based on the same data. (51:372) 

Ulrich B. Phillips in the previously mentioned 

chart relating cotton prices to slave prices took the 

prices of cotton at New York. Phillips also had the average 

New York price of upland cotton in a table of slave and 

cotton prices in Georgia in his article "The Economic 

Cost of Slaveholding In the Cotton Belt." (44:267) This 

information was used by Flanders in his work on slavery in 

Georgia. (11:191) Phillips cites tables by E, J, Donnell in 

his Chronological And Statistical History of Cotton, v/ith 

the aid of summaries published by G, L. Watkins, Production 

a.nd Price Of Cotton For One Hundred Years, as the sources 

of the cotton price averages for the latter table. This 

information is reproduced in the Appendix, Table 4. 

Sydnor also had information of cotton prices in 

which he gave the highest and lov/est prices of middling 
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cotton in New Orleans, as well as the average export price, 

for the United.States. (28:183-184) Sydnor cited the Atlas 

of American Agriculture as the source of the average export 

prices. The prices at New Orleans were obtained from 

Mr. Henry G. Hester, Secretary of the New Orleans Cotton 

Exchange. (28:184) 

Douglas C. North also had information on the prices 

of cotton at New York (see Appendix, Table 10) . North 

pointed out that around 1845 cotton fell to 5 cents per 

pound (20:93) which differed by 1.8 cents from the data 

used by Conrad and Meyer and Gray's data, but was somev/hat 

similar to the information (5.5 cents) given by Phillips. 

(44:267) Interestingly, Phillips' other material lists 

the price of cotton in 1845 at both 8 cents per pound 

(25:177) and 5.5 cents per pound (24:opposite 370) in the 

same market—Nev/ York. As can be observed, there was some 

difference of information depending on v/hich source you 

cared to use. 

The problems of the productivity of field wenches, 

of the productivity of their children, and of the returns 

on the sale of their children will not be covered in this 

thesis because Conrad and Meyer make so many assumptions 

in solving these problems. (35:106-110) 
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Slave Population 

Conrad and Meyer mention the fact that in the past 

there have been cases (Rome and the Caribbeans) where 

slavery could not reproduce itself. They show a table 

(see Appendix, Table 11) of the "Percentage Decennial 

Increase in White and Negro Population, 1790 - 1860," 

in which they shov/ that the slave population produced a 

steady supply of labor for the plantation economy. (35:112) 

The source they cite for this information was the Bureau 

of Census, "Negro Population In The United States, 17 90-

1915." Conrad and Meyer also present a table shov/ing the 

"Percentage Rate of Population Increase by Race, in the 

Cotton and Border States, 1790-1860," (see Appendix, Table 12) 

They cite as a source for this table Ernst Von Halle's 

book, Baumwollproduktion und Pflanzunqsv/irtschaft in den 

Nordamerikanischen Sudstaaten. Halle's sources were George 

Tucker, Progress Of The United States To 1860, Census of 

Population (1850 and after), and H. Gannett, Statistics 

Of The Negroes In The United States. 

In the source for the "Percentage Decennial Increase 

In White and Negro Population," the Bureau of the Census 

reported that the statistics used in regard to the Negro 

population were compiled from publications, schedules, and 

unpublished manuscript tables of the Census Bureau, from 

1790 to 1915. "In part, therefore, the tabulations of the 



63 

report are compilations v/hich assemble and reorganize 

material previously published, and in part they are entirely 

original from records, manuscripts, and schedules." (58:17) 

The use of George Tucker's tables on the "Percentage Rate 

of Population Increase by Race, in the Cotton and Border 

States," was likely for convenience as his work was a 

reproduction of census materials and some statistical 

calculations of his own on the issue of colored and slave 

persons. (30) 

Conrad and Meyer also have tables on the "Slave 

Population By Age," and the "Annual'Hiring Rates For Male 

And Female Slaves By States." Their sources here are 

government records, and enough has been said of this so 

as to not warrant going into it again. Indeed in the hiring 

rates Conrad and Meyer once again report that there is a 

possible "overestimate" in the hiring ratios of men and 

women. 

Items Not Touched Upon by Conrad and Meyer 

While it is not the primary purpose of this paper 

to deal with the profitability of slavery per se, some 

comments seem necessary as a result of the survey of the 

literature and the article by Conrad and Meyer. It cannot 

be denied that Conrad and Meyer cover the important 

variables in their consideration of slave profitability, 



64 

but it seems that some issues which would be relevant 

variables had been excluded. 

Runaway slaves are mentioned throughout the 

literature. Orville Taylor in his study of Arkansas felt 

that runaways were a fairly common occurance. (29:232) 

Phillips noted that the "advertising columns of the news

papers bristled with notices of runaways; and no detailed 

plantation record which has come to my hand is without 

mention of them." (25:203) Because of the sources of so 

much of the data used by Conrad and Meyer, and by their 

predecessors, it seems this should have been considered, 

especially because of the capital involved. Gehevose 

mentioned that Christmas presents were sometimes given at 

a cost of several dollars per slave. (13:278) This for 

obvious reasons would not be really important. A more 

likely expense v̂ /ould have been insurance on the slaves. 

This was mentioned in the literature, as well as subjects 

such as slave crime, stolen eqfuipment, and slave uprisings. 

All of these things went on at various plantations at one 

time or another, and would surely have made a difference 

betv/een profit and loss to some of the plantations. 

This chapter has examined Alfred H. Conrad and 

John R. Meyer's article on the profitability of ante-bellum 

slavery concentrating on their methodology and their 

variables. They used the right approach to an economic 
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consideration of the slave profitability problem. The 

investigation of the sources for their quantitative data 

has shox'/n that the quality and reliability of these sources 

is in doubt. While their approach is on the proper level, 

a better and more positive approach is possible. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Having nov/ discussed methods and ideas of the 

historian, surveyed most of the prominent literature on 

the profitability of slavery, and indulged in a detailed 

analysis of one particular article on the profitability 

of slavery as related to its source material, it is time 

to take stock of what has been done, and see what is to be 

profited from this experience. 

"It is to the table of the statistician that the 

economist must look for his facts." (16:29) While he may 

not have realized it, Hinton R. Helper has set before us 

the real problem. Throughout the literature on the slavery 

issue the use of statistical information has been con

tinuously relied upon as having been a source of facts. 

The use of statistical collection, tabulation and finally 

analysis of numerical "facts" has been done and from this, 

averages and other information has been derived. It is 

now time to look behind the scenes and see what may be 

involved here. 

There is obviously a relation between psychology 

and observation. Since Sigmund Freud, the historian may 

no longer think of himself as a detached individual 

.6 
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standing outside society or history. "Freud . . . has 

encouraged the historian to examine himself and his own 

position in history: the motives—perhaps hidden motives— 

which have guided his choice of theme or period, and his 

selection and.interpretation of the facts; the national 

and social background which has determined his angle of 

vision; and the conception of the future which shapes his 

conception of the past. (3:186) This would seem to be 

especially relevant to the slavery issue. The early 

writings of the slavery issue had a strong emotional tone 

as was seen in the review of the literature. It appeared 

that often on both sides of the issue the writers were 

more concerned with their stand on the issue, than what 

certain "facts" may have proved to be the case. Much of 

the early writings, and most importantly the sources for 

nearly all of the literature, were from articles of current 

periodicals. Because of the way people v/rite, an important 

psychological fact takes prominence. People remember in

stances of the past. The renev/ed image is often much like 

the original event, but it is often the case that the 

renewed image differs from the original in important respects, 

some elements of the original event having fallen out, and 

other elements having been added. 

The latter writers of the slavery issue v/ere, and 

are no doubt aware of this obvious psychological phenomenon. 
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Thus the use of census material and infomiation of a more 

statistical and accounting nature and method enters the 

picture. Here the hope is for more variable control. 

Thomas P. Govan, after pointing to a set of selected 

figures for thirteen slave states based on census material, 

said: 

Many objections to these figures can be raised. 
They were collected by the Marshals of the 
various districts and many of them may be in
accurate. Some of these figures lump slave
holders and non-slaveholders together, while 
others combine rural and urban wealth without 
distinction. (41:54) 

Govan felt that estimates of the cost of growing cotton and 

the profits of plantations in the late 1840's and 1850's 

should be approached v/ith caution. Because the merchants 

of Liverpool and the manufacturers of Manchester v/ere 

against the American cotton monopoly, and tried to encourage 

the growth in the colonies of the empire. Southern cotton 

growers and merchants attempted to prove that the price of 

cotton was too lov/ and that the profits from cotton had been 

grossly overstated. (41:59) 

Referring again to a previous writer, Eugene 

Genovese pointed out that in review of census manuscript 

returns there was a strong suggestion that slave ages v/ere 

recorded haphazardly and " . . . that great variations in 

the ages of the same slaves appeared from one census to 

another." He also felt the census statistics on mortality 
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were almost useless. The underreporting of deaths by one-

third made all calculations guesswork. (13:278) 

Economic statistics are often based on evasive 

answers and outright misrepresentations of the truth. This 

can occur from misunderstanding, from a fear of authorities, 

or possibly, as implied above, from disapproval of govern

ment plans. Also as implied above, the statistical infor

mation may be carelessly gathered and prepared at the source 

It may also be advantageous to hide information. In our 

budget, for example, the expenditures of the Central 

Intelligence Agency are hidden in other Federal accounts. 

If government agencies falsify information, how can one 

alv/ays expect individual citizens to hold the line when an 

issue of the social magnitude of slavery v/as at hand? 

In view of this, I believe that to accept the sources of 

prices, agricultural output and personal accounts, from 

which much of the data of the debate on the profitability 

of slavery rest, is naive. This is especially true v/hen 

much of the literature speaks so,often of the socio-

psychological reasons for holding slaves. 

Here, too, a reliance on documents, official 

correspondence, private letters, and diaries presents a 

problem. No document can tell us more than what the author 

of the document thought had happened, what he thought ought 

to happen or would happen, what he v/anted others to think 
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he thought, or possibly only v/hat he thought he thought. 

(3:15-16) 

Another problem associated with gathering the needed 

data for economic statistics is that the data gathering 

is usually done by workers who are removed from the data 

users. The economic data is often made up from large masses, 

and is obtained by hundreds or thousands of obser-vers. It 

is most probable that these observers in the early census 

periods had little or no training in observing or taking 

counts. 

An additional problem, suggested in Chapter III, 

was that in the area of agriculture there was a lack of 

record keeping, or understanding of the process. Many 

farmers did not know the financial status of their operation. 

Much of the data for the profitability of slavery 

was from newspapers. The use of newspapers for historians 

is a particular problem. They suffer from misstatement 

of fact, mainly because of the haste with v/hich they are 

turned out. Advertisements in nev/spapers furnish reliable 

data for the economic historian. They record current prices 

of commodities and give details about articles of the day. 

The caution in the use of newspaper advertising as a source 

is the discretion in taking at face value descriptions of 

articles announced for sale. (12:254-255) 
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It is the conclusion of this writer that because 

of all that has been indicated above relating to the source 

material and its collection and tabulation v/ith respect 

to the new economic history, the results so obtained may 

be only slightly more valid than some of the earlier 

studies. Certainly the new history is not as comprehensive 

as the thorough works done by Phillips and Gray. While 

more controls are hoped for by a narrow scope, the con

clusion is still deduced from the same source material as 

the broader studies, and many "assumptions" must fill the 

areas of data shortage. Thus the new history leaves the 

reader (a sophisticated reader at tha-t) v/ith an all or 

none conclusion, and in many areas no real knov/ledge is 

gained about the problem under study. 

Having nov/ discussed some of the problems related 

to the source material used in the question on the pro

fitability of slavery, we come to a problem of definition. 

Was slavery profitable? This naturally depends on for 

whom. Was slavery profitable for the slaveov/ner, the slave, 

the non-slaveholder, the South, or the whole country? 

Throughout the literature it is seen that different per

sonalities debated the problem along different lines. 

Another problem is also at hand. Should economists continue 

to calculate problems of economic history v/ith the use of 

sources of questionable validity, or can a more valid 
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approach be made? It seems Conrad and Meyer v/ere on the 

relevant plane for economists, but did not pursue the pro

blem to a simplier and more valid conclusion. It would 

seem that the question of the profitability of slavery 

"for the slaveholder" could reliably be answered by the 

principles of economic theory and the use of broad, but 

reliable statistical data. 

All of the data indicate that the prices of slaves 

rose during the period 1830 through 1860. Surely slave 

owners would not have continued to purchase slaves at 

continuously higher prices unless they were realizing a 

return either from resale or from productive employment 

in agriculture. It is reliably obvious that the slave 

population increased tremendously during the period 1830 

through 1850. It is also granted that slavery continuously 

expanded v/estv/ard in search of more and better land on 

which to grov/ the staple crops. 

According to economic theory, profits, especially 

large profits, attract capital into the area where the 

profits are being made. This would lead to the economic 

conclusion that slavery was profitable for the individual 

slaveholder. This would seem to have to be the case, 

because it v/ould not be economically rational to hold 

unprofitable slaves in a rising market. Because of the 

strong demand for slaves, as evidenced by the rising prices 
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of slaves, it would have been easy to liquidate the slaves, 

if they really were unprofitable, and to employ capital 

in some other investment. The facts show that southern 

individuals did not do this, but remained in agriculture 

as the most profitable investment for their capital. 

For the non-slaveholder it v/ould seem that the 

institution of slavery was irrelevant. For some it probably 

hurt the labor market for their services; for others the 

effects v/ere to better their condition. 

It would appear that slavery was harmful to the 

South. Here we viev/ slavery not as a business, but as an 

economic system. The fact that capital went into agriculture 

in the South obviously hurt the South because capital did 

not go into other areas such as manufacturing. The South 

became dependent on the North. This naturally retarded 

development. Related to this was the fact that slavery 

inhibited and prevented technological advance. This seems 

to be in line with economic theory also. If labor is cheap, 

there is little need for technological change. 

An additional factor related to slavery and the 

Southern economy v/hich is also related to economic theory 

is the secular-deterioration hypothesis. This hypothesis 

states that the productivity growth in primary products 

results in lower product prices, and the gains from this go 

primarily to the buyers of these products rather than to 
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the factors of production. The data on cotton indicate 

this was the case in the South. Related to this are cycles 

of prosperity and depression of the agricultural crops. 

The industrial sector does not fall as much during the 

contraction period which results in a worsening condition 

for the primary region. There develops an increasing gap 

between the prices of primary and manufactured products 

over successive cycles. Another part of the secular-

deterioration hypothesis is that in the long run there is a 

relative increase in demand for manufactured goods and a 

relative decrease in demand for primary products. 

On the basis of the material presented in this 

thesis, we can come to a conclusion. From the survey of 

the most important literature in the area of the profit

ability of slavery, the only positive result is that the 

results themselves are conflicting and inconclusive. The 

new economic history, using Alfred H, Conrad and John R. 

Meyer as the outstanding representative of this approach, 

has furthered the debate over the subject of slavery but 

has left the results inconclusive. 

The primary hypothesis of this thesis—that the 

quality of historical inference can be improved by excluding 

data which is questionable or uncertain, and by applying 

economic theory to a more limited base of more firmly 

established observations—is accepted. This thesis has 



.75 

shown that information relied upon by researchers in this 

area of slave profitability cannot be regarded as being 

the most reliable. Excluding uncertain data and relying 

on more firmly established observations would give a 

stronger base to the inquiry. The application of accepted 

economic theories to these established observations would 

yield more positive results than the present intensive work 

based on broad but uncertain data. 

The secondary hypothesis—that slavery was profitable 

in the short run from the viewpoint of the individual slave 

owner—is accepted. No other conclusion seems possible in 

view of the undeniable trends for slave prices to rise 

v/hile the slave population increased. A simple applica-tion 

of economic theory indicates clearly and undeniably that 

the demand for slaves must have been increasing. If we 

make the single assumption that the demand for slaves was 

an economic demand, then the profitability of slavery is 

demonstrated. Economically rational slave owners simply 

would not have continued to hold unprofitable slaves on 

a rising market, in v/hich they could have not only recovered 

their investment, but they could have also made a specula

tive capital gain from the sale of their slaves. It is 

even more certain that economically rational slave buyers 

would not have continued to buy slaves at ever higher prices 

had not the profits from slavery justified the investment 

in slaves. 
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The conclusion that slavery was profitable in 

the short run from the viewpoint of the individual slave 

ov/ner does not, however, imply either that it was profit

able in the long run or that slavery was a socially 

advantageous "arrangement. The use of slavery in the pro

duction of a single staple crop depleted the soil rapidly. 

Furthermore, all plantation owners were constantly and 

heavily in debt, because they had to pay in advance for the 

slave's lifetime of labor. It is probable that plantation 

ov/ners in the Southeast may have found themselves with 

long-run losses when their land v/as depleted long before 

they had paid their debts. 

Furtheinnore, it seems probable that slavery did 

not produce social benefits for the South, The very pro

fitability of staple agriculture prevented the industrial 

development of the South, while the practice of "mining 

the soil" prevented the development of a sound agricultural 

system in the long run. It may be true, also, that the 

cheapness and ready availability of slave labor discouraged 

technological innovation in the South. Further research 

is needed to answer these questions which reach far beyond 

the scope of this thesis. 
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TABLE 1 

EXPEC-TATION OF LIFE AT BIRTH IN YEARS FOR WHITE 

AND COLORED 14ALES, UNITED STATES, 1850 

State White Colored 

Massachusetts 38.3 39.75 

Maryland 41.8 38.47 

Louisiana — 28.89 

Source: Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer, "The 
Economics of Slavery in the Ante-Bellum 
South," Journal of Political Economy. 
LXVI (April, 1958), p. 98. 

78 



79 

TABLE 2 

EXPECTATION OF LIFE AT BIRTH FOR WtllTE AND COLORED 

PERSONS, BY SEX, IN SPECIFIED AREAS OF THE 

UNITED STATES, 1850 

Expectation of Life, Years 

Area Males Females 

Colored 

New England 

Maryland 

Louisiana 

39.75 

38.47 

28.89 

42.20 

39.47 

34.09 

White 

Massachusetts 

Maryland 

38.3 

41.8 

40.5 

44.9 

Source: Louis I. Dublin, Alfred J. Lotka and Mortimer 
Spiegelman. Length of Life. (New York: 
The Ronald Press Co.,.1949), p. 52. 



80 

TABLE 3 

ESTIMATED AVERAGE SLAVE PRICES IN GEORGIA, 

SELECTED YEARS, 1828-60 

Year Average Price of Prime Field 
Hands 

1828 

1835 

1837 

1839 

1840 

1844 

1848 

1851 

1853 

1859 

1860 

$ 700 

900 

1300 

1000 

700 

600 

900 

1050 

1200 

1650 

1800 

Source: Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer. 
"The Economics of Slavery in the 
Ante-Bellum South," Journal of 
Political Economy, LXVI (April, 19D8), 
p. 100. 
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TABLE 4 

SLAVE Mm COTTON PRICES IN GEORGIA* 

Year 

1800 
1808 
1809 
1813 
1818 
1819 
1821 
1826 
1827 
1828 
1835 
1837 
1839 
1840 
1844 
1845 
1848 
1851 
1853 
1859 
1860 

Average Price 
of Prime 
Field Hands 

$ 450 

600 
450 
1000 

700 
800 

•700 
900 
1300 
1000 
700 
600 

900 
1050 
1200 
1650 
1800 

Average N.Y. 
Price of 

Upland Cotton 

30-

19 
12 
29 
16 
14 
15 

10 
17̂ ^ 
l^h 
13h 
9 

ih 
^h 
9h 
12 
11 

cents 

cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 

cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 
cents 

Years 

1795-1805 

1805-1810 
1813 

1816-1818 
1819 
1821 

1824-1827 

1827-1828 
1835 
1837 
1839 
1840 
1844 
1845 

1847-1848 
1851 

1850-1860 

Source: Ulrich B. Phillips. "The Economic -̂ ost of 
Slaveholding in the Cotton Belt,'' 
Pnl-itical Science Quarterly, XX (June, 190D; , 

p. 267. 

* Partial reproduction 
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TABLE 5 

AVERAGE ANNUAL INTEREST RATES ON PRIME COM^IERCIAL 

PAPER FROM 1831 to 1860 

1831 
1832 
1833 
1834 
1835 
1836 
1837 
1838 
1839 
1840 
1841 
1842 
1843 
1844 
1845 
1846 
1847 
1848 

Nev/ York Boston 

5.1 6.5 
5.3 6.5 
6.9 6.0 

14.6 14.5 
7.0 5.0 
18.4 20.3 
14.1 6.0 
9.0 7.0 

13.2 9.0 
7.8 6.0 
6.9 6.0 
8.1 7.8 
4.5 3.0 
4.9 5.0 
6.0 6.0 
8.3 8.0 
9.6 6.0 

15.1 15.0 

1849 
1850 
1851 
1852 
1853 
1854 
1855 
1856 
1857 
1858 
1859 
1860 
1861 
1862 
1863 
1864 
1865 

Source: Alfred H. Conrad and John 
"The Economics 
Bellum South," 
Economy, LXVI 

of Slavery 
Journal of 

New York 

10.0 
8.0 
9.7 
6.6 
10.2 
10.4 
8.9 
8.9 
12.9 
5.0 
6.8 
7.0 
6.5 
5.8 
5.0 
6.0 
7.6 

R. Meyer. 
in the Ante-
Political 

(April, 1958), p. 102. 

Boston 

12.0 
7.5 
7.0 
6.0 

10.7 
12.0 
7.0 
10.0 
9.0 
4.5 
7.0 
6.0 
— 

— 

— 

— 

— 



TABLE 6 

YIELDS ON VARIOUS ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES 

S3 

FROM 1857 TO 1865 

Year 

1857 

1858 

1859 

1860 

1861 

1862 

1863 

1864 

1855 

Source: 

Nev/ England 
Municipal 
Bond Yields 
(January 
Index 

Numbers) 

5.2 

5.3 

4.8 

4.8 

4.9 

5.2 

4.4 

4.7 

5.2 

; Alfred H. 

Call Money 
Rates at The 
New York 
Stock 

Exchange 
(Arithmetic 
Average of 
Months) 

9.3 

4.2 

5.4 

6.0 

5.8 

5.2 

6.2 

6.6 

6.2 

Conrad and John R. 
"The Economics 
Bellum South," 
Economy, LXVI 

Mey 

Railroad 
Bond Yields 
(January 
Average 
For all 

Railroads) 

8.1 

8.7 

7.4 

7.5 

7.4 

7.5 

5.6 

6.0 

6.2 

er. 
of Slavery in tha Ante-
Journal of Political 
(April, 1958), p. 103. 
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TABLE 7 

TYPICAL ANNUAL OUT-OF-POCKET COSTS OF MAINTAININ: 

AND VWRKING PRIME FIELD HAl̂ DS OF SOUTHERN 

PLANTATIONS IN THE PERIOD 1840-60 

rri 

A. Food and Clothing 
1) Out-Of-Pocket cost where most 

food was produced on plantation 
and clothing was hand-sewn $ 2.50 - $ 3.46 

2) Cash cost if purchased 25.00 - 40.00 

3) Out-Of-Pocket cost v/here some 
ready-made clothing and meat, 
fish and other food "delicacies" 
were purchased 7.00 - 10.00 

B. Medical Care 1.50 - 2.00 

C. Taxes 0.39 - 1.20 

D. Supervision 5.00 - 15.00 

Total based on means of the 
estimates above and option (3) 
under A 20.00-21.00 

Source: Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer. 
"The Economics of Slavery in the 
Ante-Bellum South," Journal of 
Political Economy, LXVI (April, 1958), 
p. 104. 



85 

TABLE 

REPORTED YIELDS PER 

Location 

South Carolina Coastal 

Mississippi (De Soto 
County) 

Unidentified 

Alabama (Cherokee 
•County) 

Mississippi (Vicksburg 
area) 

Year 

1849 

1849 

1844 

1855 

1855 

8 

PRIME FIELD ] 

Bales Per 
Hand 

4 1/3 

4 

7 

4 

8 

HAND 

Source 

Watkins 

Watkins 

Watkins 

Watkins 

Watkins area) 

New Southv/est land 

South Carolina upland 

Texas 

Arkansas River 

1855 

18501s 

1852 

1859 

1859 

8 

r-

3 

10 

7 

Gray, p. 912 

Gray, p. 912 

Stampp, p. 403 

Stampp, p. 403 

Source: Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer. 
"The Economics of Slavery in the 
Ante-Bellum South," Journal of 
Political Economy, LXŝ I (April, 1958), 
p. 105. 
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TABLE 9 

WEIGHTED YEARLY AVERAGE PRICES OF SHORT-STAPLE COTTON 

(USUALLY LOUISIANA OR MISSISSIPPI MIDDLING OR 

SECOND GRADE) AT NEW ORLEANS FOR THE 

Year 

CROP YEARS 1830 60 

Price Year Price Year Price 

1830 

1831 

1832 

1833 

1834 

1835 

1836 

1837 

1838 

1839 

Decade 
average 
price 

8.4 

9.0 

10.0 

11.2 

15.5 

15.2 

13.3 

9.0 

12.4 

7.9 

1840 

1841 

1842 

1843 

1844 

1845 

1846 

1847 

1848 

1849 

9.1 

7.8 

5.7 

7.5 

5.5 

6.8 

9.9 

7.0 

5.8 

10.8 

1850 

1851 

1852 

1853 

1854 

1855 

1856 

1857 

1858 

1859 

1860 

11.2 7.6 

11.7 

7.4 

9.1 

8.8 

8.4 

9.1 

12.4 

11.2 

11.5 

.10.8 

11.1 

11.2 

Source: Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Mayer. 
"The Economics of Slavery in the 
Ante-Bellum South," Journal of 
Political Economy, LXVI (April, 1958), 
p. 106. 
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COTTON PRICES* 

Year Price Year Price Year Price 

1820 

1821 

1822 

1823 

1824 

1825 

1826 

1827 

1828 

1829 

1830 

1831 

1832 

1833 

1834 

18 

15 

15 

13 

15 

18 

13 

9 

10 

9.5 

10.5 

9 

— 

12 

13 

1835 

1836 

1837 

1838 

1839 

1840 

1841 

1842 

1843 

1844 

1845 

1846 

1847 

1848 

1849 

17.5 

17 

15 

11.5 

14 

9 

9.5 

8 

7 

7.5 

5.5 

8-

12 

7.5 

7.3 

1850 

1851 

1852 

1853 

1854 

1855 

1856 

1857 

1858 

1859 

1860 

12 

12 

9 

11.5 

11 

10.5 

10 

14 

13.5 

13.5 

12 

*Approximate reproductions from chart page 79 of 
Growth and Welfare XH ̂ he American Past: A New 
Economic History. 

Source: Douglas C. North. Growth and V7elfare in the 
American Past; A New Economic History. 
(Englev/ood Cliffs, Nev/ Jersey: Prentice-
Hall, Inc., 1965), p. 79. 
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TABLE 11 

PERCENTAGE DECEN^^IAL INCREASE IN VJHITE AND NEGRO 

POPULATION, 1790 - 1860 

Census 
Year 

1800 

1810 

1820 

1830 

1840 

1850 

1860 

Source 

Increase 

Total 

35.1 

36.4 

33.1 

33.5 

32.7 

35.9 

35.6 

During Preceding 

White 

35.8 

36.1 

34.2 

33.9 

34.7 

37.7 

37.7 

Total 

32.3 

37.5 

28.6 

31.4 

23.4 

26.6 

22.1 

Ten Years 

Negro 
Slave 

28.1 

33.1 

29.1 

30.6 

23.8 

28.8 

23.4 

i: Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Mayer. 
"The Economics of Slavery in the Ante 
B.^llum South," Journal of Political 
Economy. LXVI (April, 1958), p. 112. 

Free 

82.2 

71.9 

25.3 

36.8 

20.9 

12.5 

12.3 

— 



89 

TABLE 12 

PERCENTAGE RATE OF POPULATION INCREASE, BY RACE, 

IN THE COTTON AND BORDER STATES, 

1790 - 1860 

Cotton States Border States 

Decade 
Ending 

1800 

1810 

1820 

1830 

1840 

1850 

1860 

Source: 

White 

42.9 

37.5 

38.8 

40.0 

31.3 

34.1 

27.6 

Negro 

47.4 

61.3 

48.0 

46.8 

37.6 

35.6 

29.0 

White 

27.9 

23.5 

19.5 

19.0 

21.1 

34.5 

39.2 

Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer. 
"The Economics of Slavery in the 
Ante-Bellum South," Journal of 
Political Economy, LXVI (April, 1958), 

Negro 

24.4 

23.4 

15.5 

14.0 

4.5 

11.0 

7.1 

p. 113. 
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