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The Economics of Slavery

Peter A. Coclanis

Writing on the economics of slavery is in some ways an impossibly difficult task, for the
subject’s limits and bounds are viewed by many as virtually coterminous with those of slavery
itself. Indeed, such an assignment has become increasingly difficult over time, as economists
incorporate more and more areas of human experience into their interpretive clutches.
Whereas at one time almost everyone conceded the material realm to economics, but
cordoned off spiritual concerns, economists now make claims on such concerns as well,
bringing the emotions, the psyche, and even the soul under the discipline’s dominion. It is thus
a long way from the ancient Greeks, whose original sense of economics concerned the rules,
customs, and laws (nomos) of the house or household (oikos), to Nobelist Gary Becker, for
whom the decision to bear children is interpretively akin to the decision to purchase a
refrigerator or car, to more recent writers who have written on the economics of attention,
interpreted the rise of religion and the origin of fear in economic terms, and linked behavioral
expressions ranging from sexual orientation to laughter to cruelty to economic variables.
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This said, here we shall focus on issues of traditional concern to economic historians of
slavery, to wit: the origins of and motivations/rationales for slavery; pattern and variation in the
institution both across space and over time; questions relating to slavery’s profitability; the
developmental effects of slavery; and the reasons for its demise. One other delimiting
qualification, relating to purview, should also be kept in mind. Slavery in some form and in
some place has been with us from antiquity to the present day.1 This essay will focus on slavery
in the Western Hemisphere, and, only then, on slavery in societies established therein by
European colonizers beginning in the late fifteenth century. Even so, our remit is huge, for the
system(s) of slavery in the Western Hemisphere during that period drew not only Europe and
Africa, but also Asia into their powerful embrace.
Although there are several plausible and by no means mutually exclusive explanations for
the origins of slavery in the areas being treated here, all of them from today’s perspective are
explicable through recourse to standard bourgeois economic logic. That is to say, we can safely
proceed under the assumption that both slaveholders and those authorizing and legitimizing
slavery acted, wittingly or unwittingly, self‐consciously or un‐self‐consciously, in ways
consistent with what we would today call economic rationality, most notably, utility‐maximizing
decision‐making criteria. Before we go any further, let me wave a few cautionary flags
regarding the interpretive thicket we are about to enter. Scholars can and in fact have
disagreed, sometimes sharply, over how to classify in economic terms slavery in the societies
organized by Europeans in the Western Hemisphere. To simplify a number of complex, often
arcane academic debates, the key issues revolve around the relationship between slavery and
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the system (s) of slavery in such areas, on the one hand, and capitalism, on the other. 2
Complicating this inherently difficult question is a host of considerations: There are various
ways to approach, let alone attempt to define capitalism. The criteria employed to ascertain its
existence vary enormously from interpretive tradition to interpretive tradition, indeed, from
scholar to scholar. Numerous European nation‐states organized societies in the Western
Hemisphere wherein slaves played important roles, and these European nation‐states and their
geopolitical offspring in the Western Hemisphere all followed their own trajectories at least to
some degree, leading to considerable variation‐‐temporal and spatial‐‐in slavery both across
colonial/national regimes and within the same (within English/British areas, within Spanish or
French or Dutch areas, etc.).
Regardless of epistemological predilections, preferred evaluative criteria, or position on
slavery and capitalism, the most convincing scholarly explanations of slavery’s origins all
associate it in one way or another with available resources or factor endowments in the “New
World” during the period of initial colonization and settlement. 3 More specifically, they focus
on considerations such as the human‐land ratio, “open resources,” or free land, and the
problem these considerations posed to those interested in, if not fixed on profitable economic
exploitation. Simply put, it appeared difficult, even impossible in certain places at certain
points in time for economically rational Europeans to operate efficiently enough at sufficient
scale to accrue impressive profits in the absence of institutional mechanisms that functioned to
hold down wages and keep an adequate number of laborers from taking advantage of such
“open resources”, particularly land , by either moving away or setting up for themselves. In
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other words, slavery in a sense represented the sanctioning and legitimization by the state of a
categorical form of property rights in human beings in order to render profitable exploitation
possible, thereby facilitating the accumulation process in otherwise unfavorable labor‐market
conditions. 4
Of course, slavery‐‐a labor system wherein workers are “unfree” in legal terms, owned by
others, and have little or no enforceable claims to either their progeny or to the principal
means of production‐‐was not the only way to solve the labor problems mentioned above.
Other “unfree” forms of labor organization were possible, and some were in fact tried‐‐
indentured servitude, temporary slavery, tribute or corvée labor, convict labor, etc.‐‐with
varying degrees of success. Europeans obviously had had long experience as well with another
form of labor organization, serfdom, whereby the labor force is tied to a specific piece of land,
which form shared some features with slavery. Of such options , however, chattel slavery
(whereby slaves were defined legally as personalty and thus as movable property) soon came
to be seen as the most effective means of solving the labor problems outlined above, and was
to prove the most pervasive and enduring option in areas where some form of “unfree labor”
made economic sense.
What constituted economic sense in slavery times? Then, as now, the chance for profits,
more than anything else. Generally speaking, slavery became deeply entrenched in those parts
of the Western Hemisphere where profit possibilities were sufficiently large as to justify the
time, cost, and trouble of recruiting, retaining, and defending‐‐whether in a constabulatory or
an ideological sense‐‐a bound labor force. A few mining areas could justify such assessments,
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but the vast majority of places dominated by slavery and slave labor were regions whose
economies were based largely on the production, mostly for export, of a limited range of highly
profitable agricultural staples.
Of these staples, sugar constituted the bellwether for most of the period treated in this
essay, in so doing, making the market for slave labor, as it were.5 Whether or not other parts
of the Western Hemisphere came to depend on slave labor was largely determined, that is to
say, by the chance that the area in question early on could utilize such labor at least as
profitably as it‐‐or, more formally, each marginal unit of which‐‐ could be used in the principal
sugar‐producing regions in Brazil or the Caribbean. The power of sugar in informing the
market for slaves/slavery in the Western Hemisphere was especially great before a second
market maker, cotton, began its rapid ascent in the nineteenth century.
Not surprisingly, such stringent conditions‐‐the imputed opportunity costs of deploying
slaves in activities other than sugar or cotton‐‐ set sharp limits on the appeal and distribution of
slave labor in the hemisphere, limits that were always subject as well to additional conditioning
factors, most notably, the availability and price of alternative forms of labor, certain “lock‐in”
mechanisms associated with early path‐dependent/path‐influenced decisions regarding labor
organization, and, in a much more limited way relatively late in the game, to moral qualms
about (or “psychic costs” associated with) holding slaves. As a result, although we find slaves
(sometimes in sizable numbers) in most societies organized originally by Europeans in the
Western Hemisphere, slave labor came to structure entire societies only in parts of the
hemisphere: In the circum‐Caribbean especially, but also in parts of Brazil and in the southern
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region of what came to be known after the American Revolution as the United States. This
broader area has usefully been labeled the “extended Caribbean” by one influential scholar‐‐
Immanuel Wallerstein‐‐and in forcing us, when thinking about slavery in the Western
Hemisphere, to recalibrate our metageographies so as better to reflect the position of the
Caribbean (and Brazil) the formulation makes a good deal of sense. 6
Explaining the composition, particularly the racial composition of the slave labor forces in
various part of the Western Hemisphere is another thorny issue, one that has pricked many
that have deigned to touch it. We can not do complete justice to an issue of such complexity
here, so it must suffice to say that, although a world of possibilities was possible‐‐scholars of
race such as Theodore Allen and Noel Ignatiev have usefully reminded us that some whites
plausibly could have been enslaved, especially in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth
centuries—slavery in the Western Hemisphere in the period between the early sixteenth
century and the late nineteenth century was confined for all practical purposes to peoples
classified either as Native Americans or African/African American Blacks. Of these two groups,
Blacks came to constitute the vast majority, except in certain mining areas in Spanish America.
But why? A number of reasons have been offered: European racism and notions regarding
racial/ethnic/religious hierarchies; the greater experience of African Blacks with sedentary
agriculture, experience made manifest (and attractive) at times in potentially appropriable
knowledge systems and technology; Europeans’ prior experience with African slaves in the
Atlantic islands off of Africa (the Canaries and Madeiras especially) and in Europe itself from
the mid‐fifteenth century on; the greater difficulty of recruiting/retaining sufficient numbers of
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Native Americans; the greater elasticity of supply of Black Africans; the greater relative
resistance of Black Africans to various Old World diseases (particularly mosquito‐borne
diseases) that became major epidemiological threats in many parts of the Americas. 7
All of these reasons have merit, but, for my money, the first—European
racism/ethnocentrism—and the latter two weighed most heavily. First of all, if and when the
decision to utilize slave labor was made, it is difficult to believe that during the so‐called early
modern period the Europeans making such decisions would not have preferred ceteris paribus
to enslave non‐Europeans, non‐Christians, etc. And all other things were not equal, of course.
Indeed, if we approach supply elasticity elastically, so to speak, so as to incorporate not only
relative supply responses to changing prices, but also total capacity and “spare” capacity, it is
readily apparent that in general the supply response was more robust and more predictable in
the African/African‐American slave trade than in the Native American slave trade, which was at
once less organized , more erratic, and more subject to disruption. Coupled with the partial
immunities many Africans/African Americans had to both malaria and yellow fever—deadly
killers and debilitators during slavery times‐‐it made greater economic sense for those involved
in slave markets as either buyers or sellers to organize said markets around the purchase and
sale of Africans/African Americans rather than around Native Americans, whose numbers in the
Americas dropped drastically after and in larger part because of the so‐called Columbian
exchange.8
If slave markets were organized by and large around the buying and selling of
Africans/African Americans, it seems both reasonable and, in fact, necessary next to consider
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where the human chattel being bought and sold lived (and died), and in what numbers. With
this in mind, let us move on to what might be labeled geo‐historical/demographic concerns,
more specifically, the spatial and temporal patterns informing the history of slavery in the
Americas.
Such concerns present something of a conundrum, if not “a riddle wrapped in a mystery
inside an enigma,” as Churchill famously said of Russia. Why? To cut to the chase: As stated
above, sugar and slaves were inextricably linked in the Western Hemisphere. The vast
majority of the 10.5‐12.5 million slaves brought to the Western Hemisphere between c. 1500
and the late nineteenth century worked either in the cane fields themselves or in sugar‐
producing areas.9 Relatively speaking, much smaller numbers of slaves were brought to non‐
sugar‐producing areas. Nonetheless, by the middle of the nineteenth century, non‐sugar‐
producing areas were home to the largest number of slaves, and, long after slavery’s demise,
and even today very large populations of descendants of slaves live in such areas. How and
why did this situation come about?
There are short and long answers to these questions. Here, the short answer must suffice:
For a variety of reasons (some simple, some complex), slave mortality rates were higher and
slave fertility rates lower in most sugar‐producing areas most of the time than was the case in
(most) non‐sugar‐producing regions most of the time. Any list of factors responsible would
include the following: the grueling work regimen in sugar; the highly morbid and mortal
disease environment in most sugar‐producing areas during slavery times; the age and sex ratios
typical of slave imports into sugar‐producing areas and the preferred age and sex ratios on
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sugar production units in these areas; the lactation practices amongst slaves in many sugar‐
producing regions,; and the natalist preferences and policies of slave owners in sugar regions.
10

The upshot of these factors, in toto or in some combination, was that natural increase
among slave populations generally did not occur in sugar regions or, when it did, it occurred at
low rates. In contrast, African/African American slave populations in non‐sugar areas (where
the above considerations affecting slave fertility and mortality were quite different) generally
increased at relatively impressive rates by natural means relatively soon after arrival. As a
result, slave populations in sugar areas generally grew only‐‐or at least mainly‐‐ through the
importation of slaves, while slave populations in other areas grew via both the influx of
imported slaves and natural increase. Once the trans‐Atlantic and intra‐hemispheric slave
trades were shut down at various points in the nineteenth century, sugar ‐producing regions,
particularly those in which sugar production was still climbing rapidly, had a hard time
maintaining, much less increasing their slave populations.
In contrast, the closing of the foreign slave trades, by and large, mattered little to regions
devoted to other cultivations, where slave populations (and, hence, slave labor forces) had long
been growing via natural means. For African Americans, there were profound long‐term
consequences to the demographic differences between sugar‐producing and non‐sugar‐
producing areas in slavery times. We find, for example, that as late as 1950 the Caribbean, the
sugar region par excellence, was home to only about 20 percent of the African American
population in the Western Hemisphere, despite having accounted for about 40 percent of the
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total number of African slave imports into the Western Hemisphere.

In the same year the

United States, a minor player in the sugar industry under slavery, was home to about a third of
the African American population in the hemisphere, despite accounting for no more than 5
percent of the total number of slaves imported via the external slave trade. Brazil, where large
numbers of slaves worked sugar, but large numbers of slaves were employed in other economic
activities as well, we find a kind of equilibrium, to wit: 38 percent of slave imports and 37
percent of the Western Hemisphere’s African American population in 1950. To be sure,
establishing “race” is fraught with difficulties, and differential population flows and rates of
natural increase during the post‐slavery period (among other factors) play some part in
explaining the hemispheric figures for 1950, but experts are unanimous that the broad
contours were set by and because of the differential demographic experience for slave
populations in sugar/non‐sugar areas under slavery.11
In the section above we have emphasized the place of sugar (and to a lesser extent cotton) in
the workings of the slave systems in the Americas between 1500 and the late nineteenth
century. In so doing we perforce emphasized the principal sugar‐producing regions in the
Western Hemisphere, which is to say, the Caribbean and Brazil. We have proceeded at a very
high level of generalization, obviously: Not every part of the Caribbean or Brazil produced a lot
of sugar. Slaves in both the Caribbean and Brazil were involved in many other economic
activities. Many slaves lived in other areas, especially in the southern part of what eventually
became the United States, and relatively few of those slaves produced sugar. Clearly, we need
to drill deeper into the economic workings of the slave systems of the Western Hemisphere,
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and, just as clearly, we need to employ the historian’s most important stock‐in‐trade: change
over time.
To say that sugar and, later, cotton made the market for slaves in the Western Hemisphere is
not to imply that slaves could not be profitably employed in other activities, merely that
employing slaves in such activities always had to be gauged against the relative costs/returns of
employing other forms of labor in said activities and/or against the returns possible of
employing slaves in sugar or, late in the history of slavery, in cotton. In the real world, of
course, calculations of this sort were often implicit rather than explicit, and numerous non‐
economic factors‐‐historical, familial, emotional, psychological, and the like‐‐might also enter
into any individual or even societal decision regarding the deployment of a slave or slaves. But,
generally speaking, slaves were employed systematically in activities and in geographic areas
where their labor earned or at least was expected to earn rates of return comparable to those
possible in sugar or cotton.
What types of activities? Our argument thus far‐‐quite properly‐‐has stressed the role of
slave labor in agricultural activities, particularly the production/manufacture of sugar, but
slaves were central to the production of many other crops as well. Other major export staples
grown mainly in tropical and subtropical regions of the Western Hemisphere—tobacco, rice,
indigo, coffee, and cotton—come immediately to mind in this regard, but a variety of other
export crops ranging from wheat to cacao and a vast range of food crops for household
consumption were also cultivated by slaves. Moreover, although many view slave labor in
agriculture and slave labor on plantations almost as a mathematical equality, it should be
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pointed out that slaves worked on agricultural units of varying sizes, and as part of labor forces
ranging from one into the thousands. Similarly, although slave labor in agriculture is typically
associated with field crops, slaves were commonly employed in various ways in animal
husbandry, particularly cattle herding, as well. Indeed, some scholars view African/African
American slaves as among the Western Hemisphere’s first “cowboys.”12
As suggested earlier, slave labor‐‐both Native American and African/African American‐‐ was
also vital to mining operations in the Americas. Slaves were employed in significant numbers
not only in the famous silver mines in the highlands of New Spain/Mexico and Peru (particularly
in the latter) in the sixteenth century, but, later on, also in the placer mines of New
Grenada/Colombia and Brazil. Indeed, according to some authorities—Philip Curtin, for
example‐‐there were in fact as many or African/African American slaves working in the gold
mines of southwestern Brazil in the late seventeenth century and eighteenth century as there
were in the more celebrated cane fields in the northeastern part of the colony. And in the
latter century diamond mining—also the work of slaves—became important in southwestern
Brazil as well.13
One could go on and on regarding the manifold uses of slave labor in the Western
Hemisphere: They found extensive employment as sailors and in the fishing industry, in the
transport sector, in commerce, as soldiers and military auxiliaries, and, of course, in
domestic/personal service. Whereas it was once thought (even by scholars) that slaves could
not successfully be employed in manufacturing, the historical record demonstrates otherwise,
showing conclusively that slaves were prominently represented in all types of trades and
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manufactories, from ironworks in Virginia to flour mills in Tennessee, from engine shops in
Charleston to sugar ingenios in Cuba, from textile works in antebellum Georgia and North
Carolina to obrajes in the Viceroyalty of New Spain and fazendas in Brazil.
If the labor market in the Western Hemisphere for slaves was broad, it was also well
developed and articulated, increasingly so over time. Slaves were bought and sold in
sophisticated markets, marked by relatively good information, shrewd bargaining strategies and
tactics (employed not just by buyers, but by slaves being sold, as Daina Ramey Berry has
recently pointed out), well‐calibrated standards, and vigilant state regulation.14 Moreover, as
time passed, risk‐reduction instruments such as warranties and insurance were often available
in such markets. Slaves could be hired by the day, week, month, or year in various areas—
sometimes in ways

analogous to “spot markets” today‐‐and slaves sometimes entered into

informal contracts with their owners to “hire out” their time in exchange for fixed payments at
designated intervals. In some cases, we even find groups of slaves themselves hiring out as
teams, almost as business partnerships. And, as we shall see later, slaves throughout the
hemisphere often “contracted” with their masters to “sell” their “free” time (or the output
produced during their free time) to them in exchange for varying forms of compensation. In no
way, then, can slave markets in the Western Hemisphere be considered lacking in organization,
much less as being rudimentary in nature.
The manner in which slave sales were financed adds further support for the view that slave‐
labor markets were well developed and relatively sophisticated. This general proposition is
true whether we look at the financing of the African slave trade or the buying and selling of
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individual slaves in rural outposts and way stations in the Western Hemisphere. The myriad
ways in which multiple layers of European, African, American‐‐and Asian‐‐merchant capital
combined to finance the African slave trade has been well documented in recent decades. The
fact that banions, dubashes, and shroffs from South Asia, Arab traders from the Mahgreb,
African generals, Afro‐European middlemen at coastal trade factories, drapers from northern
England, and merchants in Liverpool, Sevilla, and Nantes all played roles in the financing of the
African side of things only hints at the complexity of what might be called, faute de mieux, slave
financing. 15
On the other side of the Atlantic, we find some of these same figures—European merchants
and drapers, as it were—involved, but also factors in the major ports of the Americas, back
country storekeepers, and the final purchasers themselves (planters, famers, manufacturers,
and the like) through retained earnings, and from the profits derived from land and slave
appreciation. Government helped, too, by establishing and/or supporting institutions needed
for efficient capital mobilization: the provision of clear titles to land (and thus the facilitation of
mortgage markets); support for debt instruments such as bonds and promissory notes; the
establishment of state banks and agricultural banks; and the licensing of private banks and
insurance companies. And then there was the financial help of what we would now call NGOs‐‐
fraternal groups and religious orders and sodalities—which sometimes made money available
for the acquisition of haciendas, plantations, ingenios, fazendas, and slaves (and sometimes
even bought slaves themselves). The money‐lending nuns in the convents of Santa Clara and
Santa Catalina in seventeenth‐century Cuzco, the South Carolina Society and the Vestry of St.
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Thomas and St. Dennis in eighteenth ‐century South Carolina, and the brotherhood of the
Misericórdia in eighteenth‐century Bahia come to mind in this regard.16
In light of the fact that slave‐labor markets and slave financing were both well organized and
smoothly functioning, it is not surprising that slave labor itself, generally speaking, was
reasonably well organized and smoothly functioning in situ. This is not to suggest that
production platforms whereon slaves labored in the Western hemisphere during slavery times ‐
‐plantations, small farms, fishing boats, mines, shops, factories, etc.‐‐were marked by
“efficiency” in the modern sense, only that possibilities for profitable production, the great
desideratum of most slave owners, were not foreclosed by opting for slave labor, which, as we
have seen, was often viewed as the best, if not the only viable economic choice by those that
chose to buy them.
Making universal or normative statements about slave productivity in the Western
Hemisphere over a period stretching almost four hundred years is in many ways a fool’s errand,
but, given no honorable alternative, try we must. Keep in mind, though, that occupational
variation among slaves was great, and that work routines and rhythms differed century by
century, region by region, unit to unit‐‐ even for slaves doing the same job or involved in the
same cultivation. And then there are the profound data gaps, lacunae, and limitations, not to
mention the pregnant silences in the sources impeding exegesis and interpretation.
This said, what can we say about slave productivity, that is, about the relationship between
the output of goods and services produced by slaves and the factor inputs necessary to produce
the same? This question has generated a considerable scholarly literature over the years,
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particularly among economic historians of the American South. Although students of slavery—
including first‐hand observers of slavery in the Americas such as Frederick law Olmstead and
Alexander von Humboldt‐‐had often weighed in on the question (using anecdotal or, at best,
non‐systematic evidence), it was the publication of Robert William Fogel and Stanley L.
Engerman’s extremely important and controversial two‐volume 1974 study Time on the Cross:
The Economics of American Negro Slavery that led the scholarly world to focus its attention on
the question and for the first time to look at slave productivity in formal terms and to attempt
to measure it quantitatively.17 The details of the firestorm that broke out after the publication
of Time on the Cross, however interesting, cannot be treated here. To simplify matters rather
dramatically, let me just say that whereas Fogel and Engerman (and those in their camp)
argued that slave labor‐ productivity in the American South was relatively high—higher in fact
that that of free farmers in the northern part of the United States in the mid‐nineteenth
century—their many opponents argued not only that slave productivity was decidedly not high
but also that Fogel and Engerman et al. had misspecified this question and mis‐measured the
productivity of both slave labor and free labor in any case. 18
If this scholarly brouhaha got nasty and overly personal at times‐‐particularly in the 1970s
and 1980s‐‐it nonetheless forced students of slavery to analyze slave labor much more
rigorously. As a result, new sources were discovered, new ways to employ older sources were
developed, and new ways to conceptualize and measure slave productivity were devised.
Despite considerable sound and fury, however, neither side in the debate over slave
productivity ever won a clear‐cut victory, and defenders of each camp occasionally lob another
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non‐decisive scholarly grenade. 19 A word or two regarding the difficulties associated with this
question may help us to understand why it still remains more or less open.
As any economist will admit straight away, productivity estimation is an extremely inexact
science even today. Attempting to measure labor productivity, the relationship between labor
hours worked and a given output, is tough enough, and broader productivity measures‐‐
particularly total factor productivity, which entails knowing the land, labor, and capital inputs
used in the production of a given output, and the relative weight of each factor in said
production‐‐ is more difficult still. Again, even today. Now try to imagine how difficult it is to
estimate, much less measure slave‐labor productivity (let alone total factor productivity) when
the labor input is comprised of enslaved workers in a variety of settings all over the Western
Hemisphere over the course of four (largely pre‐statistical) centuries.
Take agriculture, for example. We have different cultivations to consider. In different macro
and micro climates. Under different production systems and routines. With work forces of
varied characteristics, different age structures and gender profiles, and diverse capabilities.
And, of course, all working under management schemes that ranged from proto‐scientific to
inept, and from barbaric to humane. And that’s just to get the labor input. What about
output? Here, our information is often quite incomplete, based, as it is, on extrapolation from
sketchy data on yields and acreage in use, output figures for one isolated year, interpolation
between output estimates for years widely separated in time, on murky export data and
assumptions about export/output ratios, etc. And all of the above concerns become more
problematic still if we want to estimate total factor productivity rather than labor productivity
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alone. In that case, we need to know about the quantity and quality of land and capital inputs,
their relative intensity (factor proportions) in the production process, and whether or not said
intensity was stable over time.
Despite all of these obstacles, intrepid (one can think of other adjectives) economic
historians have forged ahead, and, as a result, we have a number of estimates of slave‐labor
productivity and a few of total factor productivity in agricultural regimes employing slave labor.
Most of these estimates are of slave‐labor productivity in cotton in the southern part of the
United States just before the American Civil War or of slave‐labor productivity in the Caribbean
sugar industry at various points in time.20 However, we also have a few studies on the other
major agricultural staples in which slave labor was utilized in the Americas, tobacco and rice
respectively. Some of the studies referred to above focus on the productivity of slave labor,
while a few are comparative in nature, analyzing in various ways the productivity of slaves vis
à vis agricultural workers in other settings ranging from free farmers in the northern part of the
United Sates in the mid‐nineteenth century to peasant rice cultivators in Burma in the period
1850‐1880.21
What we can take away from this work? Nothing definitive certainly, but it seems fair to
suggest that the extant scholarship on questions relating to slave productivity has
demonstrated that slave labor could be relatively productive in some agricultural settings and
that slave‐labor productivity sometimes rose over sustained periods of time. The reasons for
the levels and growth of slave‐labor productivity varied and remain debatable. Some see the
shift to slavery from less coercive forms of labor organization as providing a “one‐time” boost
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to labor productivity. Others argue that slavery allowed for economies of scale in some
cultivations and for more efficient forms of labor mobilization and direction than were possible
under other forms of labor organization. The implications of some exciting recent work by Alan
Olmstead and Paul Rhode opens up the possibility that slave‐labor productivity on larger
cotton‐producing units in the southern part of the United States in the period c. 1811‐1860
may have had biological origins, relating to the fact that slaveholders who employed large
numbers of slaves tended to be wealthier, more interested in agricultural improvement, more
immersed in agricultural technology networks, and more willing to invest in and mandate the
cultivation of superior, higher‐yielding cotton varieties.22 To be sure, biology or at least the
move to “better” land has long been seen as one of the reasons for rising output‐‐and perhaps
for some part of measured labor productivity‐‐in the so‐called Cotton South (and in Cuba and
Brazil as well, for that matter), but Olmstead and Rhode offer a much richer, empirically‐based
argument for forces biological. Whether or not the findings these scholars made for cotton also
hold for other cultivations is still unknown.23
What about the productivity of slave labor in comparative terms? As alluded to above, a
longstanding debate—or, to be more precise, set of debates –has existed over the relative
productivity of slave labor vs. free labor in agriculture in the United States in the mid‐
nineteenth century. As yet, no consensus has emerged regarding these debates, and because
of the huge differences between the agricultural regions (and cultivations) in the regions
characterized by slave labor and free labor in the U.S., none may be possible. On the other
hand, a 1987 analysis of total factor productivity—in standard Cobb‐Douglass form‐‐
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demonstrated that rice production with slave labor in South Carolina and Georgia in the mid‐
nineteenth century was somewhat more efficient than rice production by peasant cultivators in
Lower Burma between about 1850 and 1880, the period in which Lower Burma became the
greatest rice exporter in the world. 24 Regarding slave productivity in comparative terms, then,
there is still much to learn. At the end of the day, however, it may just be—as Gavin Wright has
recently suggested—that productivity is less important in explaining the origins and persistence
of slavery than was another consideration: property rights.25 For, as we have already seen, the
rather absolute property rights associated with slaveholding enabled slaveholders to solve
various kinds of labor‐supply bottlenecks which in many cases (and many parts of the
Americas) could have nipped profitable economic activity in the bud.
If many questions remain regarding the productivity of slave labor, most have now been
answered regarding a related scholarly perennial : The profitability of the so‐called peculiar
institution to individual slaveowners. Whereas it was once common for scholars to argue
either that slavery was unprofitable to slaveowners or that profitability was an incidental
consideration to slaveowners, who were said to be motivated primarily by other concerns, now
virtually all scholars of slavery believe that slavery, broadly speaking, was profitable to
slaveowners and that the behavior and values of slaveowners, by and large, were either
animated by‐‐or at least consistent with and explicable via‐‐ market logic, considerations
relating to the so‐called cash nexus, and bare‐faced, even blunt profit and loss concerns. The
most interesting questions related to “profitability” now revolve not around profits to
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individual slaveholders, but on broader questions, including, most notably, who else
profited/benefited from slavery and who lost?
Long‐term series on the rising prices of slaves in the Western Hemisphere over time and on
the overall growth in the stock of wealth held in the form of human beings make it well‐nigh
impossible to argue that slaveholding was not profitable.26

In the case of the U.S. , for

example, in 1859 slaves comprised about 44 percent of total wealth in the “Cotton South,” and
about 18.75 percent of the total wealth in the entire country (more than the total comprised
by railroads and manufacturing combined). 27
To be sure, prices for export staples produced by slaves rose and fell, and industries wherein
slaves were utilized sometimes collapsed, but the uses of slave labor were sufficiently varied,
and slave‐labor markets sufficiently flexible that slaves , by and large, were reallocated to
efficient (and profitable) uses most of the time in most of the hemisphere. In the case of the
United States, for example, Joshua Rosenbloom has found that during the antebellum period
slave‐labor markets in the South were quite efficient in reallocating workers to their “best”
usages and location, which is to say, away from the older agricultural zones along the eastern
seaboard and onto cotton and sugar lands in the West South Central census region (“the Old
Southwest”). This finding is not particularly surprising, of course: For the most part, the
internal slave trade in the region was conducted by highly specialized commercial middlemen—
aka slave traders—who established and maintained marketing channels characterized by good
information and organization, considerable standardization, and well developed financing
mechanisms.28
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Moreover, while it is still possible to argue that slavery, for a complex variety of reasons,
held back the U.S. South’s urbanization and industrialization, it is difficult to maintain that, in
utilizing slaves on cotton plantations and in cane fields in the Old Southwest , planters were
somehow misguided, let alone economically irrational.29 Indeed, speaking more broadly:
Given the production possibilities available, supply and demand considerations (particularly
relating to agricultural export staples, gold, and silver in extra‐regional and international
markets), and the mentalités of most of those who owned slaves and most of those otherwise
implicated in the slave economies, it is not especially surprising where and how slaves were
deployed in the Western Hemisphere or that, generally speaking, such deployments were
profitable to many individuals and groups. Many, but not all, I hasten to add.
Who (or what) besides individual slaveowners stood to profit—or to lose—from the
institution of slavery? The slaves themselves clearly lost –of that there can be no doubt‐‐and it
is likely that Africa lost both in social and economic terms. In a recent econometric study ,
Harvard economist Nathan Nunn has estimated just how much the slave trades cost Africa in
terms of economic (and political) development.30 One thing lacking in Nunn’s analysis,
however, is a consideration of how much Africa was aided in a material sense by the so‐called
Columbian exchange of biota—particularly by the introduction of American foodstuffs such as
maize and manioc—and how much (if at all) said introduction was sped up by the slave trade.31
Whether or not the European governmental entities that sanctioned slavery and fostered
the development of slave societies in the Western Hemisphere profited qua governmental
entities from the slave trade and slavery is still debatable, but, certainly, both individuals and
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certain groups, classes, and constituencies in the metropolises did. Slave traders, merchants,
and commercial middlemen come immediately to mind, and, in some cases and in some ways,
European manufacturers and industrial interests may have profited as well, though not
necessarily in the straightforward way suggested by Eric Williams in the 1940s.32 In a material
sense the biggest winners in Europe and elsewhere were arguably those that consumed
commodities, goods, and services produced by American slaves, particularly those that
consumed slave‐produced sugar, rice, tobacco, and coffee, those that purchased articles
fashioned out of gold and silver mined by slaves, and those that bought machine‐made textiles
produced from slave‐grown cotton. Clearly, some part of the surplus extracted from slave
labor in the Western hemisphere was passed along to consumers in the form of cheap
carbohydrates, cheap plate, and cheap cloth and clothing.
There were other winners, too, most notably, mercantile, financial, and industrial groups
throughout the Western Hemisphere that were implicated in some way in slavery’s plot. A
number of scholars have argued, moreover, that in slave societies some non‐slaveholding
farmers benefited, too, by embedding themselves in one way or another in the slave economy.
Just as small businesses today often benefit by selling to or providing services for large
corporations, in slavery times yeomen and others often pursued similar strategies. Here it is
important to remember that large slave plantations and mining operations were among, if not
the largest business entities in the Western Hemisphere for most of the period in which slavery
existed. 33 In the U.S. case it is likely that the populations in the free states were winners as
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well, because their taxes were lower than they would have been without the income from
tariffs collected on imported goods financed by exports of southern cotton, tobacco, and rice. 34
Clearly, then, many profited or at least benefited in broader ways from slavery. Careful
readers will note, however, that we have yet discussed the overall effects of slavery on the
economic growth and development of areas where the institution played an important role. It
is to this hugely important and controversial topic that we now shall turn.
Economic growth and its sometimes companion, development‐‐a broader concept that
incorporates a range of qualitative changes such as a shift toward a more sophisticated
economic structure, the establishment, if not institutionalization of a relatively sustainable
growth path, and evidence of a host of demographic/social/political changes that were once
subsumed under the rubric of “modernization”—have long been the great desiderata of homo
oeconomicus (as well as most everyone else!) and the most common measuring sticks for
evaluating a given economy’s performance. To be sure, it is possible to think of other desirable
economic ends, and there are alternative ways to assess an economy’s performance—in terms
of equality or perhaps even the size of a given economy’s carbon footprint, for example—but
most specialists still believe that evaluating economies in terms of growth and development
can offer us important insights about their overall performance.
Assessing the slave economies of the Western Hemisphere on the basis of growth and
development is tricky for a variety of reasons: matters of definition, Intervening variables, and
truncation problems to name but three of the most obvious. Let us start with definitional
concerns. Most economists define economic growth as a sustained rise in per capita income
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or output. Unlike the case in economies organized on the basis of free labor, it is not clear in
economies wherein slaves are present how to define “per capita.” Put another way, should
slaves be considered part of the population denominator when we’re dividing up income or
output on a per capital basis? The decision we make on this matter matters a lot, increasingly
so as the slave proportion of the population grows. The best solution to this problem,
arguably, is to define and measure “per capita” in a variety of ways when considering questions
relating to economic growth, per capita income, per capita wealth, etc., in slave economies.
Unfortunately, relatively few scholars studying such questions have done so, which makes for
interpretative problems. To further complicate definitional matters: What do we do about the
fact that in slave economies a large, often overwhelming proportion of total wealth consisted of
“slave capital,” which is to say, human beings? This makes comparison with free‐labor
economies quite difficult, as economists going back at least as far as John Stuart Mill have
pointed out, because free laborers do not show up as “wealth” in anyone’s portfolio.35 Here,
again, a solution is to define wealth in slave economies in a variety of ways, including and
excluding wealth held in the form of slaves, but here, too, few scholars have taken this path.
Then there are the problems relating to causation. One can’t necessarily assume that
slavery, however powerful, was the only important variable involved in shaping an economy
even when the institution clearly played a major role. For one thing, since the slave economies
in the Western Hemisphere were concentrated in the “extended Caribbean,” as we have seen,
and, since the human population in much of this broad region was plagued by heavy disease
loads, disease rather than (or, more likely, in addition to) slavery was probably an important
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factor in determining the course of the slave economies located therein. Scholars ranging from
Pierre Gourou, writing a half century ago, to Jeffrey Sachs today have pointed out that in the
tropics especially, people are often poor because they are sick rather than sick because they are
poor, as is sometimes assumed. 36 Those interested in evaluating the performance of the slave
economies and the relationship between slavery and said performance must perforce allow for
the fact that other factors such as disease (not to mention power relations between and among
geopolitical entities with varying degrees of might) helped determine the extent to which
growth and development occurred. Slavery, that is to say, was not the only independent
variable involved.
Let us now turn to the truncation problem mentioned above, which in this case relates not
to the well‐known set of problems subsumed under that rubric in statistics and actuarial
science, but rather one arising from what might be called temporal truncation. Two of the
principal slave societies in the Western Hemisphere, that is to say—Saint‐Domingue and that in
the southern part of the United States—were destroyed in full flower, in the first case as a
result of the Haitian Revolution (1791‐1804) and in the second , between 1861‐1865, as a result
of the American Civil War. In other words, we do not know for sure how these societies
would have evolved economically in the absence of the unforeseen cataclysmic shocks that
ended slavery and fundamentally reshaped not only the regions’ economic positions, but also
their structures of opportunity and, presumably, long‐term economic trajectories. We can, of
course, gain certain insights from the experiences of other slave economies wherein the demise
of slavery came less abruptly‐‐in the British Caribbean, in Cuba, and in Brazil, for example‐‐but
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we must nonetheless admit that our conclusions about these two places at least are based
largely on inference and informed conjecture rather than upon actual historical experience.
Even with the above qualifications in mind, it seems fair to say that most of the slave
economies in the Western Hemisphere experienced periods, sometimes relatively sustained
periods, of economic growth. A number of them were still growing right up until the end of
slavery, which offers some support for Seymour Drescher’s famous argument that in the case of
the British Caribbean, slavery did not die out because it was unprofitable, but through a self‐
conscious, morally‐driven policy of “econocide.” 37 This said, it also seems fair to point out
that none of the slave economies, however robust, showed strong signs over time of
developing economically. The American South probably came closest, but, even in this case, we
find that on the eve of the American Civil War this region lagged far behind the free states in
the North in almost every developmental indicator‐‐quantitative and qualitative‐‐ relating to
urbanization, industrialization, transportation, labor‐force composition, education,
technological innovation, and domestic demand. 38 As a result in large part of the cotton boom
of the 1850s the region was growing relatively rapidly and accumulating considerable wealth,
but the structure and degree of sophistication of the southern economy were not changing in
commensurate ways.
Moreover, the American South c. 1860 by and large was considerably more advanced
economically than the other major slave economies in the Western Hemisphere. If recent
work, such as that by Laird W. Bergad, demonstrates that the slave economies of Cuba and
Brazil were also growing in the 1850s and exhibited a number of the same patterns as the
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American South, no one argues that these economies, let alone slave economies in the other
parts of the circum‐Caribbean were at that time on par with the southern part of the United
States.39 In other words, if the American South was not developing as it grew, neither was any
other slave economy in the hemisphere.
Not only did slave economies in the Western Hemisphere fail to develop when labor
markets therein were organized around the peculiar institution, but in many cases the legacy
and long‐term effects of slavery impeded growth long after emancipation. Indeed, the
structural imbalances, distortions , and asymmetries characteristic of most slave economies,
coupled with the deficiencies in capital‐‐financial, human, and cultural—that freedmen and
women had to make up after emancipation often meant that such economies, in the aftermath
of slavery, often suffered (again in a path‐dependent/path‐influenced way) through
generations of stagnation, poverty, and inequality. In a few extreme cases, alas, slavery may
even have led to what some scholars call “the development of underdevelopment.”40
Thus far, all this talk of the relationship between slavery, on the one hand, and growth and
development, on the other, has been cast largely in the framework of standard economic
accounting, as it were, but, in thinking about the economic position of enslaved peoples
themselves, other frames can also be useful. For example, the “basic needs” approach,
popular among development economists in the 1970s and 1980s, assesses performance on the
basis of criteria such as infant mortality, nutritional well‐being and overall health, life
expectancy, housing, and literacy. Judged along these lines, slaves in most parts of the
Western Hemisphere did not fare well overall, but even here, there were some anomalies and
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exceptions. In the American South, a number of anthropometric studies have shown that
slaves’ diets, clothing and housing generally were at least minimally adequate, and that their
net nutrition was sufficient for adult slaves to achieve fairly impressive height levels and normal
BMIs. 41 Even here, though, it is chilling to learn (from data assembled by Richard Steckel) that
the growth of young slaves was often stunted, which suggests that whatever “catch up” in
growth they were able to achieve came about only after they were old enough to contribute
economically to the bottom line of their owners. 42 No such thing, then, as the “priceless”
child under slavery.
Moreover, both the adequacy of slaves’ diets and the fact that adult slaves were relatively
tall often owed much to slaves’ own efforts in improve their material living standards by
working for themselves on their “own” time. Indeed, such efforts, often subsumed under
broad rubrics such as “the slaves’ economy” or the “internal economy” have generated a
significant literature in recent decades, allowing us to understand more clearly than ever before
both the material worlds of slaves and the dynamics of master‐slave relations.43 As a result,
we now know a good deal about slaves’ economic strategies, their bargaining tactics with their
masters, the manner in which the “internal economy” supported, supplemented, and
articulated with the external economy, and about slave property‐holding and wealth
accumulation. The most complete data available thus far are for the Caribbean and for the
American South, but the picture in other regions is beginning to fill out as well. Although some
broad patterns have emerged, a number of important questions relating to the internal
economy remain open: Why and at whose behest did it originate? Whose overall interests did
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it serve: Slaves or masters –or both? Can we use limited quantitative data on slave wealth‐
holding (and sometimes even slave income) via careful extrapolation to estimate wealth or
income levels for entire slave populations? What were the internal economy’s overall effects
both on the material (and spiritual) well‐being of slaves and on the economy as a whole?
Just as recent scholarship on the internal economy of slaves has generated new insights into
the overall economics of slavery, other new sources, new approaches, and new lines of enquiry
have done so as well. In this regard, one can point, for example, to recent work on slavery
employing the IPUMS (Integrated Public Use Micro Sample) of the federal censuses of the U.S.,
developed at the University of Minnesota, and to scholarship utilizing GIS tools and technology
in innovative ways to map both slavery and economic patterns in slave economies. Several
scholars‐‐Stanley Engerman and Kenneth Sokoloff, most notably‐‐ have refined our
understanding of the relationship between factor endowments and institutions (including
slavery) in the Western Hemisphere, in so doing, endogenizing cultural patterns to boot. 44
Provocative demographic and anthropometric work continues to enrich our understanding of
the economics of slavery, as have studies employing insights from the new microeconomics,
particularly the economics of information.45 And feminist scholars and historians of women, in
analyzing sexual divisions of labor and infra‐household economics, have done so as well. 46
This said, there is more work to be done and, by now, more work should have been done on
the economics of slavery. In recent decades, though, many economic historians have tended to
shy away from studying the economics of slavery, fearful that studying this topic would seem
insensitive to post‐modern sensibilities or even that they themselves would be considered
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insufficiently discomfited by one of the history’s great enormities. This tendency was aided,
too, by the cultural turn in the humanities and social sciences, a turn which in a relative sense
devalued quantitative work—the “icy water of egotistical calculation” and all that –if not the
entire material world.47 These developments are unfortunate because the past, as we know, is
full of distasteful, even villainous agents, events, processes, and institutions‐‐slavery among
them—that need to be understood.

In averting our scholarly gaze, we may feel smug and

self‐righteous but, in so doing, at the end of the day we delude only ourselves.
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