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THE ECONOMIC COST OF SLAVEHOLDING IN THE
COTTON BELT*

PART from mere surface politics, the ante-bellum South
is largely an unknown country to American historians.
The conditions, the life, the spirit of its people were so
different from those which prevailed and still prevail in the
North that it is difficult for northern investigators to interpret
correctly the facts which they are able to find. From the
South itself they have received little assistance; for before the
war southerners were content, as a rule, to transmit traditions
without writing books and since the war they have been too
seriously engrossed in adapting themselves to new conditions
to feel any strong impulse towards a scientific reconstruction of
the former environment. When the South shall have been
interpreted to the world by its own writers, it will be highly
useful for students of other sections and other countries to
criticise and correct, utilize and supplement the southern
historical literature.” Atithenpresentitime; however; thengreat
need seems to be that of interpretation of developments in the
South by men who have inherited southern traditions. This
consideration will perhaps justify the following incomplete
study.

Whether negro slavery was an advantage in the early colo-
nies and whether it became a burden in the later period, and,
if so, how the change occurred, and why the people did not
relieve themselves of the incubus—these are a few of the funda-
mental problems to which the student must address himself.
The present essay, based on a study of slave prices, deals with
the general economic conditions of slaveholding, and shows the
great transformation caused by the opening of the cotton belt
and the closing of the African slave trade.

1The grant of a fund by the Carnegie Institution of Washington has been of ma-
terial aid in prosecuting the research of which this article is a product.

2 In the study of the economic history of American slavery the writer has enjoyed
the collaboration of Dr. Charles McCarthy, of Wisconsin, a keen thinker with a point
of view which supplements that of a southerner.
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Ross Bassett


When after the peace in 1815 the system of industry and
finance of the ante-bellum South had fully developed itself, the
South and its leaders were seized in the grip of social and
economic forces which were rendered irresistible by the imper-
ious laws of monopoly. Thencotton=plantersicontrollednthe
South, and for some decades they dominated the policy of the
federal government; but the cotton-planters themselves were
hurried hither and thither by their two inanimate but arbitrary
masters, cotton and slavery.

Cotton and slavery were peculiar to the South, and their re-
quirements were often in conflict with the interests and ideas
prevailing in the other parts of the United States. As that
conflict of interests and sentiments was accentuated, it became
apparent that the South was in a congressional minority, likely
to be overridden at any time by a northern majority. Ruin
was threatening the vested interests and the social order in the
South; and the force of circumstances drove the southern pol-
iticians into the policy of resistance. To the leaders in the
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South, with their ever-present view of the possibility of negro
uprisings, the regulations of slavery seemed essential for safety
and prosperity. And when they found themselves about to
become powerless to check any legislation hostile to the estab-
lished order in the South, they adopted the policy of seces-
sion, seeking, as they saw it, the lesser of the evils confronting
them.

Because they were blinded by the abolition agitation in the
North and other historical developments which we cannot here
discuss, most of the later generation of ante-bellum planters
could not see that slaveholding was essentially burdensome.
But that which was partly hidden from their vision is clear to
us to-day. In the great system of southern industry and com-
merce, working with seeming smoothness, thennegronlaborers
were inefficient in spite of discipline, and slavery was an
obstacle to all progress. The system may be likened to an
engine, with slavery as its great fly-wheel—a fly-wheel indis-
pensable for safe running at first, perhaps, but later rendered
less useful by improvements in the machinery, and finally
becoming a burden instead of a benefit. Yet it was retained,
because it was still considered essential in securing the adjust-
ment and regular working of the complex mechanism. This
great rigid wheel of slavery was so awkward and burdensome
that it absorbed the momentum and retarded the movement of
the whole machine without rendering any service of great
value. The capitalization of labor and the export of earnings in
exchange for more workmen, always of a low degree of effi-
ciency, together with the extreme lack of versatility, deprived
the South of the natural advantage which the cotton monopoly
should have given. To be rid of the capitalization of labor as
a part of the slaveholding system was a great requisite for
the material progress of the South.

ULRICH B. PHILLIPS.
THE UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN.
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