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Was slavery the engine of American 
economic growth? 
...Slavery was indispensable to European development of the New World. It is inconceivable that European 
colonists could have settled and developed North and South America and the Caribbean without slave labor. 
Moreover, slave labor did produce the major consumer goods that were the basis of world trade during the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: coffee, cotton, rum, sugar, and tobacco. 
 
In the pre-Civil War United States, a stronger case can be made that slavery played a critical role in economic 
development. One crop, slave-grown cotton, provided over half of all US export earnings. By 1840, the South grew 
60 percent of the world's cotton and provided some 70 percent of the cotton consumed by the British textile industry. 
Thus slavery paid for a substantial share of the capital, iron, and manufactured goods that laid the basis for 
American economic growth. In addition, precisely because the South specialized in cotton production, the North 
developed a variety of businesses that provided services for the slave South, including textile factories, a meat 
processing industry, insurance companies, shippers, and cotton brokers. 

Twenty Star American "Abolitionist Flag", ca. 1859 (Gilder Lehrman Institute) 

WAS THE ABOLITIONIST CRUSADE AGAINST SLAVERY THE PRODUCT OF 
A BELIEF THAT SLAVERY WAS AN IMPEDIMENT TO ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT? 

Not in any simple sense. Williams was wrong to think that by the mid-nineteenth century slavery was a declining 
institution. Slavery was an economically efficient system of production, adaptable to tasks ranging from agriculture 
to mining, construction, and factory work. Furthermore, slavery was capable of producing enormous amounts of 
wealth. On the eve of the Civil War, the slave South had achieved a level of per capita wealth not matched by Spain 
or Italy until the eve of World War II or by Mexico or India until 1960. As late as the 1850s, the slave system in the 
United States was expanding and slave owners were confident about the future. 
 
And yet, there can be no doubt that opponents of slavery had come to view the South's "peculiar institution," as an 
obstacle to economic growth. Despite clear evidence that slavery was profitable, abolitionists--and many people who 
were not abolitionists--felt strongly that slavery degraded labor, inhibited urbanization and mechanization, thwarted 
industrialization, and stifled progress, and associated slavery with economic backwardness, inefficiency, 
indebtedness, and economic and social stagnation. When the North waged war on slavery, it was not because it 
had overcome racism; rather, it was because Northerners in increasing numbers identified their society with 
progress and viewed slavery as an intolerable obstacle to innovation, moral improvement, free labor, and 
commercial and economic growth. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Why Was Cotton ‘King’? 
by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. | Originally posted on The Root 

Its beautiful bolls, 
And bales of rich value, the Master controls. 
Of “mud-stills” he prates, and would haughtily bring 
The world to acknowledge that “Cotton is King.” 

–The Gospel of Slavery, by “Iron Gray,” [Abel C. Thomas] 1864. 

The most commonly used phrase describing the growth of the American economy in the 
1830s and 1840s was “Cotton Is King.” We think of this slogan today as describing the 
plantation economy of the slavery states in the Deep South, which led to the creation of “the 
second Middle Passage.” But it is important to understand that this was not simply a 
Southern phenomenon. Cotton was one of the world’s first luxury commodities, after sugar 
and tobacco, and was also the commodity whose production most dramatically turned 
millions of black human beings in the United States themselves into commodities. Cotton 
became the first mass consumer commodity. 

Understanding both how extraordinarily profitable cotton was and how interconnected and 
overlapping were the economies of the cotton plantation, the Northern banking industry, 
New England textile factories and a huge proportion of the economy of Great Britain helps us 
to understand why it was something of a miracle that slavery was finally abolished in this 
country at all. 

Let me try to break this down quickly, since it is so fascinating: 

Let’s start with the value of the slave population. Steven Deyle shows that in 1860, the value 
of the slaves was “roughly three times greater than the total amount invested in banks,” and 
it was “equal to about seven times the total value of all currency in circulation in the country, 
three times the value of the entire livestock population, twelve times the value of the entire 
U.S. cotton crop and forty-eight times the total expenditure of the federal government that 
year.” As mentioned here in a previous column, the invention of the cotton gin greatly 
increased the productivity of cotton harvesting by slaves. This resulted in dramatically higher 
profits for planters, which in turn led to a seemingly insatiable increase in the demand for 
more slaves, in a savage, brutal and vicious cycle. 

Now, the value of cotton: Slave-produced cotton “brought commercial ascendancy to New 
York City, was the driving force for territorial expansion in the Old Southwest and fostered 
trade between Europe and the United States,” according to Gene Dattel. In fact, cotton 
productivity, no doubt due to the sharecropping system that replaced slavery, remained 



central to the American economy for a very long time: “Cotton was the leading American 
export from 1803 to 1937.” 

What did cotton production and slavery have to do with Great Britain? The figures are 
astonishing. As Dattel explains: “Britain, the most powerful nation in the world, relied on 
slave-produced American cotton for over 80 per cent of its essential industrial raw material. 
English textile mills accounted for 40 percent of Britain’s exports. One-fifth of Britain’s 
twenty-two million people were directly or indirectly involved with cotton textiles.” 

 

“First cotton gin” from Harpers Weekly. 1869 illustration depicting event of some 70 years earlier by William L. 
Sheppard. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs division) 

And, finally, New England? As Ronald Bailey shows, cotton fed the textile revolution in the 
United States. “In 1860, for example, New England had 52 percent of the manufacturing 
establishments and 75 percent of the 5.14 million spindles in operation,” he explains. The 
same goes for looms. In fact, Massachusetts “alone had 30 percent of all spindles, and Rhode 
Island another 18 percent.” Most impressively of all, “New England mills consumed 283.7 
million pounds of cotton, or 67 percent of the 422.6 million pounds of cotton used by U.S. 
mills in 1860.” In other words, on the eve of the Civil War, New England’s economy, so 
fundamentally dependent upon the textile industry, was inextricably intertwined, as Bailey 
puts it, “to the labor of black people working as slaves in the U.S. South.” 

If there was one ultimate cause of the Civil War, it was King Cotton — black-slave-grown 
cotton — “the most important determinant of American history in the nineteenth century,” 
Dattel concludes. “Cotton prolonged America’s most serious social tragedy, slavery, and 
slave-produced cotton caused the American Civil War.” And that is why it was something of a 
miracle that even the New England states joined the war to end slavery. 



Once we understand the paramount economic importance of cotton to the economies of the 
United States and Great Britain, we can begin to appreciate the enormity of the achievements 
of the black and white abolitionists who managed to marshal moral support for the abolition 
of slavery, as well as those half a million slaves who “marched with their feet” and fled to 
Union lines as soon as they could following the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation. 

 

 

Selected Statistics on Slavery in the United States 
(unless otherwise noted, all data is as of the 1860 census) 

Total number of slaves in the Lower South : 2,312,352 (47% of total population). 

Total number of slaves in the Upper South: 1,208758 (29% of total population). 

Total number of slaves in the Border States: 432,586 (13% of total population). 

Almost one-third of all Southern families owned slaves. In Mississippi and South Carolina it 
approached one half. The total number of slave owners was 385,000 (including, in Louisiana, 
some free Negroes). As for the number of slaves owned by each master, 88% held fewer than 
twenty, and nearly 50% held fewer than five. (A complete table on slave-owning percentages 
is given at the bottom of this page.) 

For comparison's sake, let it be noted that in the 1950's, only 2% of American families owned 
corporation stocks equal in value to the 1860 value of a single slave. Thus, slave ownership 
was much more widespread in the South than corporate investment was in 1950's America. 

On a typical plantation (more than 20 slaves) the capital value of the slaves was greater than 
the capital value of the land and implements. 

Slavery was profitable, although a large part of the profit was in the increased value of the 
slaves themselves. With only 30% of the nation's (free) population, the South had 60% of the 
"wealthiest men." The 1860 per capita wealth in the South was $3,978; in the North it was 
$2,040. 

Selected Bibliography 

1. Battle Cry of Freedom, by James McPherson 
2. Ordeal by Fire, by James McPherson 
3. The Confederate Nation, by Emory Thomas 
4. Civil War Day by Day, by E.B. Long 
5. Ordeal of the Union (8 vols.) by Allan Nevins 



6. Reader's Companion to American History, by Eric Foner and John Garrity 

Census data can be appealed to in order to determine the extent of slave ownership in each of 
the states that allowed it in 1860. The figures given here are the percentage of slave-owning 
families as a fraction of total free households in the state. The data was taken from a census 
archive site at the University of Virginia. 

Mississippi: 49% 

South Carolina: 46% 

Georgia: 37% 

Alabama: 35% 

Florida: 34% 
 

Louisiana: 29% 

Texas: 28% 

North Carolina: 28% 

Virginia: 26% 

Tennessee: 25% 
 

Kentucky: 23% 

Arkansas: 20% 

Missouri: 13% 

Maryland: 12% 

Delaware: 3% 
 

In the Lower South (SC, GA, AL, MS, LA, TX, FL -- those states that seceded first), about 
36.7% of the white families owned slaves. In the Middle South (VA, NC, TN, AR -- those 
states that seceded only after Fort Sumter was fired on) the percentage is around 25.3%, and 
the total for the two combined regions -- which is what most folks think of as the Confederacy 
-- is 30.8%. In the Border States (DE, MD, KY, MO -- those slave states that did not secede) 
the percentage of slave-ownership was 15.9%, and the total throughout the slave states was 
almost exactly 26%. 

 


