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Did Southerners Favor Slavery?

Slavery’s existence in the U.S. is well-known. Tingt slaves were introduced before 1620, and
chattel slavery did not formally end until the pgs of the 18 Amendment in 1865. But the legacies of
slavery, physical, economic, and psychological daffecult to gauge. What we do know is the effeof
slavery were lasting, casting a shadow into theréut This a shadow that did not fade with the iéibal
of slavery in 1865, or even in 1965, with the atomh of Jim Crow voting restrictions after passaféhe
Voting Rights Act. The legacy of racism, embodiethoth attitudes and vestigial rules and practites
obdurate. This persistence of organized racisymsmaply betoken the universality of ethnic
resentment. But we will argue that there is soimgthinique, and intentional, about American racism.

The core of the explanation for why is simply ttia ideology erected by Southern elites to
explain and preserve slavery had staying powezoldjical artifacts of the South’s pro-slavery ibgy
served as the impetus for Jim Crow laws in theé@eteenth century (Woodward 1974), and constitute
the ideological bulwark the Solid South’s one-paot¥itical system in the early-twentieth centufyace
and political manipulation of issues of race stiatetl the transition to bipartism in the region (®land
Black 1987, 2002; Gerring 1998; Key 1949; Sundgl@g3).

Demogoguery on race catalyzed and justified thesivasnd violent resistance to integration at
mid-century (Bartley 1969; Black 1976); and conéatio shape political behavior today (e.g. Carmines
and Stimson 1980, 1989; Citrin, et al., 1990; Heisl993; Glaser 1996; Kousser 1974; Nye and Bkilloc
1992; Reeves 1997; Sears, et al., 1980; Sigelmah, 4995; Terkildsen 1993). Given the enduring
influence of these ideas, it is important to asletiir the laws, customs, and practices of the Sawuth
were solely tools of social control and economipleitation? Did the creation of slave-owning stgie
change Southerners?

These questions are larger versions of a morefgpeantroversy in the history of the South. It is
clear that at some point there was near-univecsamance of the practice of slavery. But how did

Southerners reconcile the radical language ofsighthe founding documents with the ownership of



slaves? Did they wrestle with the problem, eveyusdlving it by dint of intellectual creations nbtions
of the humanity of slaves and their role in so@edr was the support of the language of libertyagtsv
self-serving and exclusive? Did Southerners atithe of the founding mouth false sentiments, to
preserve comity in the effort to defeat Englandi@v01979; Finkelman 1996; Jenkins 1935; Jordan
1968; Freehling 1972; McColley 1973)?

Historians have approached these questions froaniety of perspectives, using primary
documents and contemporary accounts. Our appreatifierent, because it relies on observable
implications of attitudes, rather than trying toasere the attitudes themselves (King, Keohane, and
Verba 1994). The advantage of our approach iswkato not rely on what people said they thought, or
what later they thought they had said (Benson 1967)

We measure the pattern of continuity and changpidges charged for slaves at auction, for the
period 1805-1860. What we find is trstmethingchanged, and changed profoundly, in the peridtef
middle 1830s. Much of our effort is directed to toyeliminate, or at least account for, other gulssi
causes of this change. The conclusion we offdrasthe best explanation for the transformatiaihas
many Southerners changed their minds, and embsd@eery after 1835. Until that time, if our
interpretation is correct, there were deep and $tattigisions among Southern elites.

By spelling out a reduced form model of slave aurcprices, based primarily on economic
concerns, including risk and time discounts, wesmmthe outlines of the effects of strengthening
proslavery ideology during the 1830s. This chargees on the heels of a period, following the
American Revolution, when slavery was only relutiiaaccepted by many in the South. If our claime ar
borne out, these findings represent a significaetaf empirical time series methods to extend iaxgjst
research on antebellum American political history.

Before we proceed, it is useful to give a wordatfitton about our method. As the historian
Winthrop Jordan (1968) quipped, “If it were possit poll the inhabitants of Jamestown, Virginia,
concerning their reactions to those famous fisgeftity Negars’ who arrived in 1619 | would be among

the first at the foot of the gangplank, questiormai hand.” The absence of direct, individual-leve



survey evidence is a barrier to the kind of redeamw generally conducted about racial attitudes
(Alvarez and Brehm 1997; Gilens 1996; Glaser 18394witz and Peffley 1997; Kinder and Sears 1981;
Kellstedt 2000; Kuklinski, et al., 1997; McConah882; Nelson 1999; Schuman, et al., 1997; Sears, et
al. 1997; Sniderman, et al., 1984; Sniderman aadzRi1993; Virtanen and Huddy 1998). But the
indirectness of the method used here has the immidigature that it looks at the consequences of
attitudes, rather than self-reported expressioratitfides, thereby avoiding the problems assatiaith
misrevealed or disguised preferences (Berinsky 18@@onahay, Hardee, and Batts 1981; Kinder and
Sanders 1996; Krysan 1998; Oliver and Mendelbefi®28niderman, et al., 1991). In short, the
drawback of the indirect method is also its beatuee.

We proceed in four steps. First, we give a briefcdgtion of the background of Southern
conceptions of the slave economy and our empipicatle. Second, a theoretical model is spelled out,
identifying variables that influence the pricestE#ves at auction. Third, empirical proxies of thes
variables are identified, and sources of data saidsed. Finally, we estimate a series of modhels t

give estimates of the coefficients of these vagasalals explanations of slave prices.

[. Introduction

Prior to the Civil War, pro-slavery views were wiglbeld, even among intellectual elites, and
even in the North (Tise 1987). Let there be no akist one key defense of slavery centered on tlim cla
that bondage ennobled the African. Politiciansigyleand social critics applauded slavery for its
important contributions to economic developmerg,ghiritual benefits for Christianized slaves, and
utilitarian terms, contributed to the happinestghefwhole, even at the expense of the few. JohhdDal
declared before Congress in 1837:

But let me not be understood as admitting, eveimipjication, that the existing relations

between the races in the slaveholding states évikn-far otherwise; | hold it to be a good, as it

has thus far been proved itself to be to both,vailiccontinue to prove so if not disturbed by the

fell spirit of abolition.

We now believe it has been a great blessing tio bibthe races—the European and

African, which, by a mysterious Providence, haverberought together in the Southern section
of this Union. The one has greatly improved, areddtiher has not deteriorated; while in our



political point of view, it has been the great stéiyhe Union and our free institutions, and one of
the mains sources of the unbounded prosperityeoivtiole (quoted in Jenkins 1935, p. 80).

Defenders of this perspective might admit thatetawere sometimes mistreated, but laid the blame fo
such abuses on the intemperate master, not thensydtslavery itself. Robert Walsh (1819) argued in
terms of material benefits:

The physical condition of the American negro istloawhole, not comparatively alone, but

positively goodand he is exempt from those racking anxietieetaeerbations of despair, to

which the English manufacturer and peasant aresuty in their pursuit of their pittance....

Where the institution of slavery does not existréhareother institutionggenerating an hundred

fold more vice, misery, and debasement, than we baer witnessed in the same compass in

America (emphasis in original; quoted in Tise 1987.,98).

It is possible to believe that this view of slavemhich held abuses to be exceptional and argued
that Africans actually benefited from serving wahite civilized society, was simply settled among
Southerners, so often is it now attributed to slewmers. But there is an important element of
anachronism in such an attribution before the neid@30s. By no means was it settled, at leasitm el
discourse, that slavery was acceptable morallyjaiie politically and economically. (Dienstag, 839

Despite the continued existence of the slave reg¢fmuigh the Civil War, there is considerable
evidence from primary source materials that manyti8oners regretted the continuation of slavery.
Because of slavery’s harmful effects on the charaaft slave-owners and the Southern economy, not to
mention the institution’s incompatibility with thieral ideals of the period, some members of the
Southern elites condemned slavery. Thomas Jeffgfapane, lamented the impact of slavery on plante
character. IlNotes on Virginighe wrote: “There must doubtless be an unhappyentte on the manners
of our people produced by the existence of slasemgng us. The whole commerce between master and
slave is a perpetual exercise of the most boissgpassions, the most unremitting despotism onttlee o
part, and degrading submissions on the other p.2George Washington condemned the slave
economy for the agricultural depression of the hatwnary war period caused by soil exhaustion and
overproduction of cash crops: “I never ride to ngnpations without seeing something which makes me

regret having continued so long in the ruinous mafdarming, which we are in.” (The George

Washington Papers at the Library of Congress, L&tmorge Washington to George William Fairfax,



November 10, 1785). James Madison (1787) notetetison between slavery and revolutionary ideals
in Vices of the Political System of the United Stetéhere slavery exists the republican Theory
becomes still more fallacious.”

By the late-1830s, however, expressions of antsiaattitudes had all but vanished. Numerous
explanations have been offered. Jenkins (1935prer contends that the abandonment of antislavery
arguments was the result of almost two decadesodf,\8parked by sectional controversy over Missouri
in 1820. Similarly, Tise (1987) suggests that tbevmlominant proslavery arguments were simply an
elaboration of the ideals of conservative repubii&a developed by nullificationists, emphasizing th
hierarchical social and political structure necesfar adequate civil society and opposition to\srisive
influences, such as abolitionism. Elkins (1959) Ruothert (1941) suggest that the proslavery consensu
was brought about by the end of a thirteen-yeay bmricultural depression started by the Panic8ab1
Other scholars (e.g. Cooper 1983; Freehling 198&drkckson 1971) argue that the rise of radical
abolitionism around 1830 caused the change. FoymRanthern abolitionists, slavery was inherently
sinful, and they placed moral responsibility sqiyaom the individual slave-holder, rather than the
“system” of slavery inherited from previous genemas. This claim proved honest but unstrategic,
because it destroyed the middle ground occupietddgerate Southerners for whom slavery could be
justified, for now, by circumstance and necessity.

Although the above explanations seem plausible emogolitical science suggests that they are
incomplete because they ignore the role of eliteshaping public opinion. First, there is a growing
consensus that public awareness about policy qusss a function of elite discourse about thedssu
V.0. Key’'s powerful metaphor of public opinion as‘@cho chamber” captures the intuition nicely,hwit
citizens able to give reasonable opinions only aixswes that are communicated to them by theitelesa
(see also Carmines and Stimson 1989; Hetherindi®t;Hinich and Munger 1994; Page 1978; Zaller
1992). Second, elites are able to profoundly infaeepublic opinion by framing issues in terms of
particular values or beliefs. Of particular impseems to be frames concerning race and core America

values like freedom and equality, both of which evextremely salient in the antebellum South (e.g.



Kinder and Sanders 1996; McClosky and Zaller 18¥derman, et al., 1991; Zaller 1992; Zaller and
Feldman 1992).

We conjecture, but cannot directly test, thatancfe in the way that slavery was framed by elites
during the mid-1830s fundamentally altered pubpi;m@n in the region. Following Andrew Jackson and
the Democratic Party’s annihilation of the NatioR&publicans in 1828, a new opposition party was
slow to form. However, as the end of Jackson’s t@pproached, factions interested in toppling Jatkso
began to organize under the moniker of Whig, irgngly, with different regions in the U.S. aliggin
under the same party but with different issue pmsit In the South, the key issue was initially @gipon
to “King Andrew,” whose “appointment” of the unpdpuMartin van Buren to be the next president and
whose “illegal” presidential decree that distriltifederal moneys to local banks created concermgtab
the growing power of the national executive. Altgbuhis platform was sufficient to drum up some
support, it was not a sufficient building block tbe new pro-tariff party in the predominantly
agricultural South (Cooper 1983). The Whigs wergpdeate for an issue that would carry the presigdenc

Freehling (1965, 1990) argues that the abolitidPastal Campaign of 1835 created an
environment where slavery could provide an issaé¢buld be exploited by the fledgling Whig Party.
Funded by the Tappan brothers’ dry-goods busirteesAmerican Antislavery Society (ASA) began a
campaign to spread its ideas nationwide, beginwitiythe South. Hoping to tap into the region’sgen
standing antislavery sentiments, the ASA mailedémdiary” pro-abolition pamphlets in bulk.
Apparently the ASA miscalculated the region’s saetits. Southerners, believing the pamphlets atouse
stir-up black revolts, descended in mobs onto thest offices, and destroyed the letters.

The Postal Campaign linked Southern concerns aa@alscontrol with antislavery agitation. In a
speech before the Senate the following winter Jo&lhoun argued: “It was agitation here [in Congress
that they feared, because it would compel the Sonthress to discuss the question in the very poese
of slaves, who were induced to believe that theas avpowerful party at the North ready to assestth
(The Congressional GlokE836, pg. 75; see also Freehling 1965).” And latéhe session: “While this

[antislavery] agitation continued, it was impossiblt the ignorant slave population must belieat th



one half of the people of this Union were theieffds, and that all they had to do was to organize a
successful insurrection for those friends to coonthéir aid The Congressional GloE836, pg. 81; see
also Freehling 1965).” Any subsequent domesticragnis for gradual emancipation were suppressed by
the mob. Freehling (1965) writes: “Carolinians wdgpoused the old necessary-evil argument were
frowned on in 1835 and silenced by 1836. To gdr—to hint at colonization, to criticize the Negro
seamen law, to urge that slaves be allowed totresidBibles—was cause for mob justice (pg. 33).”

These attitudes were reinforced by the ensuinggeesal election of 1836 in which both the
Democratic and Whig parties campaigned on a pregjgmatform in the region. The panic following the
abolitionist Postal Campaign presented an issudlieaNhigs attempted to use against Martin van
Buren, the Northern presidential candidate. In agbent debates before Congress on abolitionist
petitions and the “gag rule,” Vice President vaméBuwas forced to take a position on the persistefic
slavery in Washington, D.C. In an attempt to appeahoderates in both the North and South, he argue
that congressional action was constitutional bubfygosed any action on the issue. This stanceq@dvi
Whigs with leverage to charge the Democratic caatdids a threat to the South because he had refused
to take a hardline stance against Northern aboigte. This was effective because, as noted above,
Southern conservatives were in the process offoanieg the symbolic terms of debate by rhetoricall
linking antislavery sentiments with support forddansurrection. Importantly, the nature of thekbige
would have been persuasive even to members ofttesgary-evil argument, since these actors had
managed to justify delay, largely because of tbeircerns about the police control of the slave lg¥lil
1977). The fate of Southern antislavery was seatesh the Democratic strategy to fend off the attack
was to try to prove that they were even more puesiathan the Whigs (Cooper 1978, 1983; Freehling
1965, 1990).

From that point forward, the dimensions of paditiconflict as defined by the regions elites and
the policy agendas of the two parties in the regxeluded questions about the future of slaveryadh,
given the arguments made by Southern elites aheuwtdnstitutional prerogatives of the states to

determine the legality of slavery within their owarders, together with the purported right to sedéd



the national government acted against slaveryptiidic argument was pretty well settled in the &out
While debates continued about how to handle relatimith the North, from this point forward the
overwhelming sentiment among elites was that sjamis a positive good and would continue to exist
indefinitely. This discourse persisted at leastltine first shots were fired on Fort Sumter. Basadur
current models of elite influence on public opinitme way the debate was framed together with the
absence of conflict on the issue, would have caredrthe mass public in the South that slavery waiset

to stay.

The Empirical Puzzle

Did Southern planters believe their own anti-stgvéetoric following the American Revolution?
This simple question has flummoxed historians feratles and has important implications for our
understanding of political and social history dgrthe antebellum period. Many have argued thattif a
slavery sentiments were sincere among the regaitéss, then their beliefs should have spurred tteem
actively pursue pro-abolition policies in the ragi€onsidering that the presumed opponents of glave
included the titans of the age-political leadeke NVashington and Jefferson-it is difficult to inmag that
serious consideration would not have been givehdin proposals. At a minimum, if they genuinely
opposed slavery, the Southern elites should haveimited their own slaves, and many critics of
slavery, notably Jefferson, did not. This lack afi@n has led many scholars (e.g. McColley 1964 &0
1969; Jordan 1968) to conclude that the anti-siaviws of the region’s political elites were ashe
shall we say, theoretical, and certainly not widgtgred. At worst, the expressions of anti-slavery
attitudes by Southern elites may have just beenogbar cynical effort to build political bonds with
politicians from the North.

Others have taken a somewhat more favorable viésoothern leaders, and argued that the
guilty feelings of Southern planters were soothga background belief, and even a hope, that tdeoén
slavery was near. This view was largely groundetthénsuccesses of antislavery in the aftermatheof t

Revolution in the North. Freehling (1972) noted the Southern Founders took advantage of every



realistic opportunity to hamstring the advancenwérsiavery during the first years of the repubdind he
thought it reasonable that they believed thatried would continue into the century. Thomas Jséer
(1944) expresses the hope that the next genem@itiginginians will continue the antislavery traditi
and set the precedent for peaceful abolition thnougthe South. He writes to a friend discouragethb
pace of reform in the region:

These [young Virginians] have sucked in the pritespof liberty, as it were, with their mother’'s

milk; and it is to them | look with anxiety to tuthe fate of this question. Be not therefore

discouraged (Letter Thomas Jefferson to Dr. Riclrarde, August 7, 1785 [1944]).

A generation later, Auguste Levasseur who was Mardgl Lafayette’s private secretary records: “It
seems to me that slavery cannot subsist much longérginia: for the principle is condemned by all
enlightened men; and when public opinion condemmsreiple, its consequences cannot long continue
(1829).”

George Fitzhugh, the prominent pro-slavery theoolered further support for this view,
suggesting that it was only in the quarter cenpuigr to the Civil War that the South began tocattéte
an argument in favor of slavery: “Twenty years #g® South had no thought—no opinions of her own.
Then she stood behind all Christendom, admittedsbeial structure, her habits, her economy, and her
industrial pursuits to be wrong, deplored them as@essity, and begged pardon for their existel@e7(
pg. 274-275).” James Henry Hammond provided a ampierspective:

And what then was the state of opinion in the SeMtashington had emancipated his

slaves. Jefferson had bitterly denounced the systachhad done all he could to destroy

it... The inevitable effect in the South was, thag believed slavery to be an evil—

weakness—disgrace—nay a sin. She shrank from soeighion of it... and in fear and

trembling awaited a doom she deemed inevitableng¢daHenry Hammond 1858, quoted

in Freehling 1965)

Confirming that there was some substance to thslavery sentiments observed by contemporary
observers and today, as late as 1831, the Virtggialature considered plans for gradual emandapati
and colonization (Freehling 1982, 1990; Robert J9A2least one prominent historian dates the

emergence of proslavery thought to Dew’s (1832)dasrcritique of Virginia's colonization plan

(Genovese 1969, 1992).



For the remainder of this paper, we propose andeimgnt a method for adjudicating between
the two general schools of thought regarding thergof anti-slavery attitudes in the South. Thelhod
also allows us to identify the approximate timiigaa@hange in Southern attitudes, if a change oedur
at all, which provides evidence in favor of our jgmture that the transformation of Southern atétud

was dated to the rise of the Whig Party in theqeearound 1835 and 1836.

I1. Deriving Observable Implications

In this section, we derive the observable implaagifrom a reduced form time series model of
slave auction prices. The foundation for our test political-economic model of asset pricing inakh
we assume that the value of slave labor is detemny traditional economic factors and public
expectations about the long-run viability of slguérhe key intuition is that slave-owners as raion
economic agents should react to changes in thiejestive assessments of the probability abolitibthe
probability of abolition declined, then the expett@lue of slaves as assets should increase, angite
of slaves should also rise. We believe that théhdelaSouthern apologism for slavery—an event et
date to the mid-1830s—created precisely this dathange in beliefs. Counter-intuitively, Southern
beliefs in the possibility of abolition vanishedntemporaneously with the rise of radical abolitiorthe

North.

A Political-Economic Model of Slave Prices
The standard model of asset pricing is basedmesent value calculation. According to the
classic “value of marginal product” theory of thage of a worker, slave or free, wages are detedrase

follows:

_aft P

W =— 1
L=l (1)

In words, wages at time t are equal to the “valuda® marginal product,” or the result of multipig the

number of units of output produced at the margiheyprice at time t of a unit of that output.
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Of course, “wages” aren't really an issue in aslgystem. Instead, the “shadow wage” is a
measure of the exploitation of the slave’s laboth®/owner. But since the value of the slave is the
present value of the wages expropriated (net oéepland monitoring costs), we can write an expoassi

for the value of the slave:

of
t=L |:a|_tpt _Ut}

2
2 o) @)

Net PresenValue,_, =

The U term is defined as upkeep costs in time t, andlibmount ternd defines the rate of time
preference, where current investment and borrovgitigaded off against future consumption. Very
similar representations have been posited by pusvémalysts including Fogel and Engerman (1974) and
Passel and Wright (1972).

Of course, the approach we have taken so far é&m@tistic, and misses much of the interesting
action in the asset pricing problem. There arersgévgpes of uncertainty, which take the form of
transaction cost discounts, to the value of a slake first, easily incorporated into equation 2\ is
uncertainty about commaodity pricegs 8econd, owners were concerned about the possitifilslave
revolts in groups, or escapes, either of which Vikedy to make the slave unavailable for service.
Consequently, this form of uncertainty takes threnfof a probability distribution defined over adfiste
outcome set: either a slave continues in services, lost forever due to escape or participatioann
insurrection. Finally, there is uncertainty oves ffrospect of abolition of slavery, due to actigrtte
state legislature or the federal Congress. Aghmfarm of the outcome is discrete, with a high
probability that abolition will not occur, and sosmmall probability that it will occur in any giverear.

Like escape, however, abolition is forever: ifécars, the value of the slave is lost.

To capture this logic in terms of a discount fog tikelihoods of escape or emancipation,
consider the following equation:

[1-Es] * [1-Em] = [1-Em-Es+(Em*ES)] 3)

where Es and Em are Boolean operators, takingahe Vtrue” (1) if the slave escapes or is emariegha

11



respectively.

It is difficult to analyze such an equation proiiatically, since each separate occurrence of
escape or emancipation, if it comes to pass, wonhdtitute a separate event (“escape in year 7”7 is
different from “escape in year 13", and so on).\Be will make two simplifying assumptions: (1) wdlw
only consider the case where the slave neithepesaar is emancipated over his entire useful dife)

(2) the likelihood function can be described asprauct of a sequence of independent probabilies.

With these assumptions, the risk discount facdoescape/emancipation can be written as a

likelihood function:

L
|_| (pestpemt) =(10eskpemk) x (pesk+lpemk+l) . 'x(pestemL) (4)
t=k

A simple example reveals just how sensitive thiedint factor is to even small changes in the stitsge
assessment of the “safety” of an investment inesaimagine that a potential slave buyer beliekas t
the chances of a successful escape are zero, arehthncipation is impossible. Then there is rlo ris
discount at all, and equation 2 describes the vailtlee slave. But then suppose that the prospectiv
buyer learns new information. Now he decides thatgrobability of escape is actually .001 (1 in a
thousand) in any given year, and that likewisepitudability of emancipation is .001. What is the
discount? From equation 4 we know the answepd{)"*. Imagine that the slave is expected to have a
useful life (L-k) of 10 years; then the discoun.B99*.999§°=.98. What this means is that prospective
buyer who believes that the chances of either eipation or escape are low will pay very nearly fine
value of the expected marginal product of the ladddhe slave. What if the slave has a 30 year exge
useful life? The discount then would be (.999*.98994. A 5% discount for the total risk of either
emancipation or escape would influence the pricasmeably, but is not substantively significant.

Now we face the main question: how sensitive isdiseount to small changes in the probability
of either emancipation or escape? The answer mauipeising. If the prospective buyer learns new
information, about a revolt in a neighboring countyere a dozen slaves escaped, or a rumor about

abolitionist activity in the state legislature, méght adjust his assessment of the probabilithoge

12



events. Suppose he thinks that the probabilitysofpe (for example) is still .001, but that thebyataility
of emancipation has increased from .001 to .03r @ year useful life, this means that the distou
factor is .73; over a 30 year useful life the digaodrops to .39. What this means is that a prdmec
buyer would pay only 40% of the labor value of slagven if he is 97% certain that there will be no
emancipation in any given year. The case for al3®ice of escape gives exactly the same figure, of
course, since the arithmetic is identical.

Figure 1 presents a graph of the decline in tteevaf a slave, over a 10 year life and a 30 year
life, under the assumption that one probability agma at .999 and the other (either escape or
emancipation) is slightly less. The graph illustsatwo things: the price buyers are willing to ayery
sensitive to even tiny changes in subjective proitiab of escape or emancipation, and the level of
discount for a 30 year effective life is going ®dpite high, even for levels of risk that are fglle.

We are now in a position to present the fully efalbed model of slave price.

of
t=L k|:aLtP[_U[:| (5)
E tedNPV,_, = L= -
XpeC e t=k [Z=|; [pes,tpem,t] (1+ a—)t—k

Although it is quite simplistic, the model reasolyadaptures the potential sources of variatiorhiz t
present value of slave-ownership that one wouleeixip observe. The easiest, in economic terms, are
the “price of output” and “marginal product of labgariables. If the price of cotton, or the protiuity
of slaves working on cotton, rises then the pricglaves is expected to rise also. The time rate of
discount represents the opportunity cost of therdled up in labor assets.

The interesting feature of the model, for pregemposes, is the impact on asset prices of the
probability that slavery will be abolished. Confted with this possibility, even a small risk of &ton
had to be taken extremely seriously, becausedtedtl the value of the entire future income strédore
specifically, this implies that if an individual weeto change their expectations, even slightly uaboe
persistence of the slave regime, the amount theydyeay for their slave would also shift. A ratibna

individual would then buy a slave if the expectegsent value of slave-labor exceeds the price athwh
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slaves can be purchased at auction.

With this model in mind, it is possible to spedilfi{e impact of changes in public opinion about
the durability of slavery on the expected preseatier of slave labor. According to our historicadearch,
it may have been the case that prior to the mitii&0s that it was widely believed that slavery wioul
eventually come to an end. After the mid-1830suif interpretation of the history is correct, thesas
little doubt in the mind of Southern planters ttied slave regime would persist indefinitely. Imterof
the model, subjectively given values fr, would have been greater after the decline of Swuath
antislavery than before. This, in turn, would imfihat,ceteris paribusEPV also increased. On the other
hand, if abolition seemed unlikely to Southernamsrdhe long-run so that there was no change ieflsel

thenpen would have remained essentially constant over tintie, ceteris paribusno change in EPV.

I11. Data and M ethodology

The microeconomic model of slave prices generatesyasimple test to determine whether or
not there was a change in Southern attitudes altenery, especially regarding the emancipation of
slaves. Specifically, the expected present valudaingenerates two key hypotheses that we can test
given the available data. First, if there was angleain expectations among planters about the lang-r
viability about slavery, then that would lead t&egime shift” during the middle 1830s in the prese
that determined slave prices. This regime shiénefo a significant change in the pattern of regjon
coefficients after the purported transformatiosouthern attitudes about abolition. Second, if e f
that such a regime shift had occurred, then theetnqu@dicts that after the change that slave prighks
have increased and that they should have beensansiive to changes in the value of the goods (i.e
cotton) that they produced. This occurred becalaseswners expected to be able to expropriate the
earnings from their slaves’ labor for a longer pérof time.

In this section, we develop a simple econometridehto test these hypotheses. The technology

that we use is a very simple technique known agitalsing regression based on a linear model with
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dummy variables and interaction terms. All the shiitg regression does is add a second set of edeari
whose values are equivalent to those includederotiginal functional form if the year is greatbah the
switch and they equal zero otherwise. By an iteggbrocedure, it is possible to identify the maximu
likelihood estimate for the year a switch was nlisy. Under the assumption of constant error
variance, this is equivalent to maximizing thie(Rindyck and Rubinfeld 1991). F-tests can then be
performed to determine whether the inclusion ofdtnectural break in the model yields a statishycal
significant improvement in fit. Thus, this technégallows researchers to determine the point irohyist
when a structural shift was most likely to havewoed and, given the estimate for when that shéft w
hypothesized to have occurred, whether the straicshift had a statistically significant influence
slave prices. We can then examine the regressigificdents for the “most likely” model to see if
changes in behavior are consistent with our hymsathe

The dependent value in the analysis is the aveyage of a field hand sold on the New Orleans
slave market from 1805 until 1860. Data for thisialale are taken from Fogel and Engerman’s random
sample of approximately 5,000 slave transactionaioéd from notarized bills of sale. Of these aradi
5,000 cases, we dropped those in which multipkeeslavere sold on one list preventing us from
obtaining information about the value of individgtdves, and because it seems that intact famikes
less valuable than the sum of their individual paBecause our covariates are limited to prices for
agricultural data, we only included those slavdd ae field hands or for whom no occupation waggiv
and who presumably were bought to work the fidkdsther excluded were slaves thought too young or
too old to be of much immediate value leading udrap slaves not between the ages of 15 and thirty-
five. Finally, we dropped non-cash transactionsthnde in which slaves were warrantied and who
therefore were acknowledged to have some physaalibap or undesirable character trait (e.g. they
often ran away). In general, we feel we leaned tdvweclusion over exclusion in order to preventragke
slave with unusually high or low value from oveitjluencing the sample. Of the cases that remained,
we computed the average annual price of a slakisohe New Orleans market.

The covariates in the model are suggested by thected present value model of slave labor. We
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include measures of cotton prices for the yeahefauction as well as the two years prior to measur
planters’ estimates about the value of the prodietisthe region’s slaves produced. The sourcéhior
cotton price data is Gray's (188d)story of Agriculture in the Southern United State 1860which is
the standard source for information about commaaityes during this period in history. Becausehef t
absence of accurate measures of inflation andlisereation that there was not a steady declinledn t
value of money that we have come to expect in tbdem era, nominal prices were used.

Figure 2 reports a line plot of the time-seriesdiave-prices and cotton for the period under
investigation. Notice initially that slave pricefiwh are represented by the heavier line genesaliyn to
track with around a one period lag in cotton priddsually, it seems that the relationship betwtderse
two variables seems to become stronger in the mit@BO0s, which is consistent with our expectations.
But, both of these intuitions can be captured nnig@rously through regression analysis. It is also
interesting to note that after trending upwarddiaund 20 years, slave prices spiked right befoze t
onset of the Civil War. The interesting thing abthis is that if it were the case that slaveowiaigeved
that they were on the threshold of federally erddremancipation, then the bottom should have falign
of the market rather than see prices spike. Basgalyson inferences from slave prices, it seems tina
South believed that succession (and possibly @#t) or the threat thereof was sufficient to endeon
and for all questions about the persistence okesiav

In addition to agricultural prices, we also inclddm annual measure of the number of slave
revolts collected from Herbert Aptheker’s (1970)hamitative work in which he identifies 250
conspiracies or insurrections. The purpose ofiaiigable is to provide an estimate of public concer
about slaves escaping from their owners. To baidted in Aptheker’s study, an event had to involve a
minimum of ten slaves; the aim of those slavestbappear to be freedom; the event generally did no
involve slave traders; and contemporary referehaeso refer to the event as a plot, insurrecton,
equivalent term (pg. 162). How reliable is thisaafptheker himself acknowledges that reportsafes|
insubordination were often distorted during thesbetlum period. On one hand, because of the

widespread fear of slave rebelliousness, reportsadst were frequently exaggerated. However,
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Aptheker contends that his examination of the atél evidence, requiring multiple sources to dogume
whether an event occurred, effectively distingusshets of insubordination or panics from the rhetof
the period. On the other hand, Aptheker arguesSbathern elites appear to have engaged in a
systematic effort to keep news of reported consjgaand insurrections secret. However, this sitids
not particularly damaging for our study since asemsurrection would probably not have had much o
an effect on slave prices. Figure 3 plots the nurobslave revolts during the antebellum periodhwi
evidence of a greater volatility in the incidenoesiave insurrections over time. Consistent with ou
historical intuitions, the periods of greatest whi@ccurred during the 1830s—the era of Nat Tusner’
rebellion, the Postal Campaign, and their derieasigtivities—and in the decade leading to the Civil
War, with John Brown’s raid the most infamous exkmp

A final variable included in the model is a teroncapture any linear trends in the data. We
consider this to be a sort of catch-all variableasueing any upward increase in the value of slduesto
factors such as changes in inflation or technoletyanges i@ f; / d L) that we were not able to measure
more directly. The final linear model that we estted was therefore:
Slave Price= bymain+ BimainT rend + bomain Cotton + bymainCotton.; + bymainCotton.; + bsmainRevolts

+ Doreg* O + DureglrENG* O + DyrefCoOttON* & + baredCoOttON1* & + byredCoOttON2* Ot + byeREVOILS* &
o is an indicator variable that equals zero if theayvation occurred prior to the structural breadt ane
otherwise. The switching regression proceeds byinarthe cutoff for the indicator variable over ém
Also, note that a more strictly accurate represemtaf the ENPV calculation in the statistical nebd
would use the natural logarithms of the variabtethe model, but such a transformation does naigda
the timing of the regime shift or the basic intuits provided by the coefficients. Since variabhe®g
form are more difficult to interpret, we stick withe simpler linear model. To control for the tiseries

properties, we included two auto-regressive terms.
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IV. Empirical Findings

If there was a change in Southern beliefs aboutitiility of abolition, then we would expect to
find a structural break in the econometric timdesemodel of slave prices. If our theory aboutdhaeses
of the change in slave pricing is correct, thengbtimate of the timing of the regime change should
correspond to the emergence of the Whig Party em#tional political stage around 1835. The impetus
for this change would be a shift in the responsgsrof slave prices to changes in the value of
agricultural prices, reflected in larger coeffidefor cotton after the regime change due to alsmask
discount from a decline in the probability of aliolh. Our presentation of the results of the switgh
regression proceeds in two parts. Initially, wespré the results of the iterative search for thee yeost
likely to be associated with a regime shift. Wentlpeovide substantive interpretation of the paransein
the model to see if the shift is consistent with loypotheses.

The results of the switching regression provide/vece evidence in favor of our argument that
there was a significant change in the way thattplarevaluated slaves as commodities contemporaneou
with the emergence of the Whig Party in the middsS3 graphical depiction of the iterative search
procedure for the most likely period year for aistural break is provided in Figure 4. Looking foe
peak of the curve which corresponds to the maxiriketihood estimate of a switch, the Figure clearly
shows that 1835 was the most likely cutoff dateafehange in the model of the econometric mod&lef
auction prices of slaves. F-tests strongly rejeat the regime shift between 1835 and 1836 dichddt
any explanatory power to the model. The timinghif tutoff is not particularly sensitive to changes
the number of lags of the commaodity prices noh®ihclusion of tobacco prices as an additionatrobn
variable. Tobacco was excluded in the final anaysesave degrees of freedom, especially in lifthe
fact that significance tests were not able to destrate that the effect of tobacco prices was dfier
from zero. We also truncated the data at 1855dafghe spike in slave prices at the latter pathe
time series was responsible for the shift or infleed the timing. It did not.

Thus far, it seems that the evidence is in favaswftheory about the timing of a change in

public beliefs due to a change in expectations atheudurability of the slave regime. Indeed, te th
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extent that we take seriously our ability to estigrthe precise timing of a switch in slave price
evaluation, we find that it occurs exactly whenhypothesized, in the year of the first presidential
election contested by the Whig Party in the South.

Based on our formal model of slave valuation, @rthwas a change in beliefs about the
probability of abolition, then the effect of cottprices on slave prices should be stronger afeeréhime
shift. Table 1 reports the regression coefficidotghe econometric model with a regime shift irB%8
that allows us to examine this hypothesis. Consigdirst the main effects, which refer to the udghce
of the independent variables prior to 1835, we fimat the effect of cotton prices in the year & shave
auction as well as its first two lags is positivetyated to slave prices. It makes sense that tst m
substantial and significant of the main effectsdotton is the variable’s first lag, since that swwa
would be the commodity price that was immediatelgito the auction and, therefore, most clearly
responsible for the set of conditions that governthedsupply and demand of slaves on the open market
Turning now to the regime effects, which allow agest our hypothesis about the changes in the
coefficients over time, we find that after 1835 e@mn reject that there was not an increase in the
responsiveness of slave prices to the price obnofthe coefficients for both the first and thesetlags
for the price of cotton were large and statisticalgnificant. Even the contemporaneous cottorneprias
almost significant, with a p-value < .11 despite thlatively small number of degrees of freedone Th
effect was really quite large. Assuming a fixed@otprice of 10 cents per pound over time, priathe
regime shift, cotton’s contribution to the pricean$lave was (1.98 + 13.44 + 2.54)*10 = $179.6eAthe
regime shift, cotton’s contribution to the pricean§lave was $179.6 + (14.22 + 27.45 + 15.66)*10 =
$752.90, more than a four-fold increase. Impresgithis was observed even after controlling fa th
upward trend in slave prices.

Although the coefficients for the price of cottare consistent with a change in beliefs about the
long-term viability of slavery, it is not immedidgeobvious that the regime change actually ledrto a
increase in slave prices, holding constant therothgables. This is because the intercept was also

allowed to change due to the switch, and Tablevéais that the constant for the regime effects was
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substantial, significant, and negatively signeds Itmportant to remember, though, that the eféé¢he
switch enters through all of the terms listed unégime effects, not just the constant. To intdrfire
effect, consider the case where the trend termset 32 corresponding to the year 1836 (they@ar
in the new regime), while the price of cotton (1&ehits per pound) and the number of revolts (3etew
set to their averages over the time series. Subagtthese values into the regime effects compboken
the model, we find:

Regime Effect = §eg+ byeglrend + BedCotton + byedCotton.; + byefCotton., + by Revolts

=-928.18 + 12.36*32 + (14.22 + 27.45 + 15.66)*12.55.11*3.2 = $232.32

This represents more than a 30% jump in the valaestave over the $706 average for the time period
under investigation. So, even holding constanother independent variables in the model, the hehav
of slave prices is consistent with a decline impdas’ subjective probability assessments abouitairo

A surprising finding is the positive and statistigaignificant relationship between slave revolts
and the value of slaves. This is in contrast toexrectations that slave insurrections would ireedhe
planters’ subjective assessments of the probaliiaytheir slaves would successfully escape the
plantation; thereby decreasing the lifetime expbetepropriated wages that determined the price of a
slave in the marketplace. However, we may be nagiméting the consequences of these events for
planters’ beliefs. As Fredrickson (1971) notessUrrection panics were frequent after 1830, anani@n
who supposedly ruled over a docile population, Beut slaveowners were extraordinarily careful to
maintain absolute control over their ‘people’ aodjtiarantine them from any kind of outside influenc
that might inspire dissatisfaction with their camnzh (pg. 53).” Each failed revolt—and every onesvea
failure with frightful consequences for the rebelssgid have increased planter confidence in thefset
institutions in place to maintain police controkeovhe slave. Counter-intuitively, reports of thésted
insurrections may, therefore, have strengthenegslaners’ beliefs that they could maintain long-run

control over their “property.”
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Alternative Explanations for the Switch

Our argument is that the “switch” in the mechanignwhich Southern planters evaluated the
economic value of a slave was caused by changbsiimexpectations about the durability of the slav
regime, both in terms of its ability to control amdnitor slaves, and to stave off abolition. Howeae
reasonable alternative explanation is that there wieanges in the other factors of production tbatd
have also increased the value of slave-ownership.

One possibility is that the “switch” could be expked by the economic revolution sparked by the
invention and dissemination of the cotton gin. Té@nale is that in the period following the Antam
Revolution, the Southern economy was depressedibead low prices for the region’s traditional cash
crops. The cotton gin improved the region’s ecomoimitunes because it made it economically efficien
to separate the seeds from the valuable fibersart-staple cotton during a period when demand for
cotton was rapidly expanding because of the stahteoindustrial revolution, with textile mills gerating
a large demand for the product. Thus, the techiyadogmatically increased the marginal product a¥sl
labor in cotton production, thereby increasinguhakie of slave-ownership.

The drawback of this account, however, is thatcthtéon gin was introduced and widely
disseminated much earlier than the “switch.” Irtféze cotton gin was invented in 1794, and hadrexnt
widespread use prior to 1805, the first year oftoue series. This was because the technology was
stolen, even before the first harvest was plansétuthe new technology. By 1804, the cotton gid ha
become so widespread and legal disputes over teato costly, that its inventor abandoned attertgpt

profit from his invention littp://web.mit.edu/invent/www/inventorsR-Z/whitnbyml).

A second possible change in the factors of prado¢hat complemented slave labor was the
spread of slavery into the virgin soil of the Sawtist. By increasing the amount of productive acteag
available to each field hand, so the argument friotoeconomic theory goes, each laborer would laave
greater number of inputs, thereby increasing thegmal product of slave labor.

Despite the plausibility of this claim, we do nibink the “switch” could be explained by

westward expansion. While it is true that westwaxgansion did occur throughout this period, ita$ n
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the case that land sales in the period after 183% dramatically different than before. In accoithw
this argument, North (1966 Chart 16 pg. 79) shaat there was not a regime shift in land salesén th
South since, despite an occasional short-run gpikkiding during the late-1830s), the value of lpub
lands sold from about 1815 until the Civil War eariaround a more or less constant level. If there w
not a regime change in westward expansion, it doeseem likely that this can explain the “switam”
slave prices, especially given the steady growthénsize of the U.S. slave population during geigod.
Moreover, Passel and Wright (1972) find that if thimyg, western migration of slaves may have
depressed slave prices.

More generally, based on Conrad and Meyer's (18B8)ngs in their pioneering work on slave
productivity, it is difficult to make the argumethiat it was a dramatic change in the marginal pcodti
slave labor during the mid-1830s that explainedctienges in slave prices in the auction markete@as
on Conrad and Meyer’s estimates of the South’s @rtatton crop in pounds and of the number of field
hands engaged in cotton production in the regtaigés appear that there was an increase in pgacap
cotton production. Although we do not want to méde strong of a claim about changes in the
productivity of slave labor over time based on ¢éhestimates, productivity increases seemed realsonab
constant over time. Consequently, we believe thkigion of the linear trend terms captures a giteat
of the influence of changes in the productivitystéve labor, and more importantly, that the “switch
cannot be explained by these forces since theremadsamatic technological innovation in the latter
years.

A final alternative concerns the consequences fgmmaring the effects of supply shocks on slave
prices. However, we believe that this was not & segnificant factor during the period under
investigation. The international slave trade wadliabed by the United States in 1808, right atdtaet of
our series. A brief glance at Figure 2 demonstridiiasthe abolition of the slave trade in 1808 app¢o
have had almost no effect on the price of slavexyably because by the early nineteenth century the
number of slaves that could be imported would Haeen miniscule relative to the size of the United

States’ domestic slave population. The British sieci to abolish slavery in its colonies in 183also
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cited in discussion as a possible influence onestaices. Although the timing is roughly in linetkviour
switch, it is notable the British government comgeged slave-owners for their losses, so one wantld n
expect a flood of slaves into the U.S. market, éf/fene were to allow for the possibility that an
enormous number of British slaves could have bigegaily imported into the U.S. One could consider
all sorts of other historical scenarios that ccade influenced the supply of slaves, but the ifattiat
over the short and the intermediate terms, the atufuslave labor available at any given time wasd,
especially relative to the several million slaviesp in the U.S. during the first half of the nteenth
century.
Discussion

In sum, the statistical evidence supports an asfgyedictions derived from our political-
economic model of slave pricing as a function dfluopinion about slavery and economic
considerations. First, there was a significant glean the way that people evaluated slaves assasset
the mid-1830s, the timing of this shift that clgsebrresponded temporally to the creation of thag/Vh
Party in the South. Second, an important compooietiis shift was an increase in the coefficiemts f
cotton prices, which suggests that there was e#tfsggnificant decrease in the discount factotterrisk
of abolition or a significant increase in the masadiproduct of slave labor. We have argued that the
empirical evidence suggests that changes in thauptwity of slave labor are not by themselves
sufficient to explain the regime shift. Third, wauhd that the regime shift was substantial, inéngethe
price of a slave more than 25% compared to the yéar average. Thus, we feel that the empirical

evidence provides very strong, if only indirectdance, about changes in public opinion.

V. Conclusion

Public opinion has ramifications beyond the paditisphere. Preferences regarding
environmental policy are reflected in consumptiegigions and other daily activities; racial attgad
influence residential choices and hiring pattebsdiefs about the morality of abortion provide wame

guidance in coping with difficult pregnancies. hetstudy of past public opinion, or even in domains
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were truthful revelation of opinions is unlikelfese sorts of consequences provide an opportunity t
study mass opinions in the absence of directly meas individual-level data.

In this paper, we traced the impact of an obseevabplication of public opinion to document
the presence and timing in the transformation aft&ern attitudes about the long-run viability of th
slave regime during the mid-1830s. Based on a simaldel of asset valuation, we predicted thatfa shi
in Southern attitudes toward abolition would haag fo an increase in slave prices. A switching
regression using data from the New Orleans slav&ehfound that there was a change in the way that
people evaluated slaves as assets around 183%) ishionsistent with the argument that Southerners
believed that the emancipation of slaves was plesglrhaps even likely, during the first decadehe
nineteenth century.

We conjecture that the cause of this transformatigrublic opinion was a change in the way that
the issue of slavery was framed by the regionte®liPrior to the middle 1830s, slavery was often
debated in terms of natural rights and the socidIspiritual debasement of master and slave. Becaus
Americans, even slaveowners, more or less endtisedhtural rights philosophy, it was difficult for
them not to feel at least a bit squeamish abouirgpenother person, and this was reflected in publi
opinion. During the middle 1830s, slavery becansatically linked to police control over the slave,
based on the assumption that abolitionist rheforitented slave unrest. As early as 1836, this rivatio
linkage, which had not previously been widespresa adopted by both parties within the South, and
was an important feature of their political campaigAlthough we find this story to be compelling,
especially given its consistency with primary seudata, the observable implications based on slave
prices, and current theories about public opinisange, we must rely on indirect evidence in supgpiort
causal mechanisms.

Future research could productively pursue to roliest, a greater assortment of evidence could
be compiled in support of our conjecture about jpulgbinion change. For example, we are in the final
stages of collecting roll call data from state $agfiures in the South that will allow us to tesetter

there were honest divisions among southern leaderst the future of slavery as reflected in the
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proposals put forward within the states and theiing behavior. Someone could perform similar softs
content analysis of local newspapers to identifgnging patterns of political rhetoric over timec&ed,
future work could focus on the consequences ottiamge in public opinion that we have identifidd. |
our interpretation of the history is correct, thgior to 1836 many Southerners believed that slawers

a problem in need of a solution, leaving groundcmmpromise in the sectional crisis between Nonith a
South prior to 1836. After 1836, compromise wasadsgible, setting the stage for deep sectional
divisions during the second party system, with ingat implications for political conflict and

institutional change during the late antebellumiqak(e.g. Aldrich 1995; Weingast 1998).
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Figure 1. Discounts for Slave Values
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Figure 2.

Prices of Cotton and Slaves, 1802-1860
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Figure 3.

Number of Slave Revolts, 1800-1860

18

16

14 4

124

10 4

Number of Slave Revolts

L e L e o e L L L

P VP> P RO a> AR g A AR D Y o> P D Y > O R GV P RS
I AR S O SN O A L g T A C A N S L 3 L &L LS
FEEFF DD G PG GG F B GG P BTGB AD T F S

30

Price of Cotton. Cents per Pound



Figure 4. Likelihood of a Regime Shift in the AuxtiPrice of Slaves, 1815-1850
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Table 1: Regression Analysis of Slave Prices, 18860

Variable | Coefficient (s.e.)
Main Effects
Constant 239.25 (112.88)**
Trend 5.53 (2.93)*
Price Cotton 1.98 (4.12)
Price Cottop, 13.44 (4.00)**
Price Cottog, 2.54 (4.10)
Revolts 0.88 (4.73)

Regime Effects

Constant

~928.18 (204.89)*

Trend

12.36 (4.33)*

Price Cotton

14.22 (8.61)

Price Cottop,

27.45 (7.69)*

Price Cottop,

15.66 (7.84)*

Revolts 15.11 (6.98)**
Autoregressive Terms

Lag 1 -0.45 (0.15)**
Lag 2 0.22 (0.15)
Diagnostics

N =55 Durbin-Watson =2.02 *R0.90

* denotes statistical significance p < .10 (twded)
** denotes statistical significance p < .05 (twdedl)
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