NOTES FOR FOGEL & ENGERMAN (pp. 223-275)

I guess I’m walking away from Time on the Cross with some mixed feelings.  In my opinion, the first 2/3 of the book was captivating.  As I said in class, their arguments and rhetorical flare made for “sexy” reading.  Unfortunately, the last 1/3 of the book was anticlimactic, poorly written, and to some extent unconnected to the earlier arguments.  Here are a few specific comments on the final section of Time on the Cross:

1. Fogel & Engerman’s discussion of nonpecuniary advantages and disadvantages is an important one.  I think this goes a long way in explaining why free laborers didn’t organize into gang labor.  The nonpecuniary disadvantages to them just couldn’t be made up for with higher wages; for slaves, the application of force made it easy to obtain gang labor without having to pay the full market wage.  Another way of explaining nonpecuniary advantages/disadvantages is to call them  “compensating differentials.”  A compensating differential is the difference in wages that result from people having different work preferences.  Why does a garbage man make so much more than a poet?  A large part of it is the result of working conditions, etc.  Fogel and Engerman’s explanation of slavery’s efficiency must rest on negative incentives, because free labor and slavery both had positive incentives in common.  

2. I think the best section in today’s reading was Fogel & Engerman’s discussion of Southern economic growth between 1840-1860.  It really turns some of our conventional wisdoms about American economic growth on their head.  A puzzle still remains, however: Why has Southern economic growth stagnated since 1860?  I would bet that Fogel & Engerman would say that various post-Civil War policies were to blame for the South’s slow growth, but maybe they’d attribute it to something else.  Moreover, if we continue to break the South up into different regions, there’s still a lot of economic growth going on in parts of the South.

3. In their chapter on “Implications for Our Time,” Fogel & Engerman seem to introduce new arguments in their conclusion (something every author is discouraged from doing).  On p. 263, they say that the antislavery critics who worked so hard to break the chains of slavery probably did as much as any other group…to fasten the spikes that have kept blacks in the agony of racial discrimination during their century of freedom.”  I’m assuming they’re talking  about some of the early abolitionists, though I don’t really see tight connections between their arguments against slavery and the perpetuation of the “black incompetence” myth.  If they’re talking about the post-Civil War reformers stopping their push with the abolition of slavery (and ignoring Jim Crow laws, etc.), that too is a new argument.

4. I found Fogel & Engerman’s Afterword quite interesting.  In particular, their discussion of the “most serious deficiency” (p. 273) of Time on the Cross is largely a response to the early criticisms. Fogel attempts to provide a moral indictment of slavery in his Without Consent or Contract, but many critics find this to be unsatisfying.  Jeffrey Rogers Hummel, for example, argues that Fogel is “ill-equipped” to make a moral case against slavery (p. 70 of Emancipating Slaves, Enslaving Free Men).  According to Hummel, the best Fogel can do is say that slavery was bad because it rested on “unrestrained personal domination” and it denied blacks economic opportunity, citizenship, and cultural autonomy.  As Hummel concludes, “if these are the worst things that Fogel can say against slavery, no wonder he has trouble finding a qualitative difference between it and free labor.  

So, at the end of the day, we have a much deeper understanding of slavery’s persistence, but are we any closer to taking slavery off the table as a viable form of economic organization?  If slavery cannot be ruled out on economic grounds, then what about the many similar forms of hierarchical economic organization (i.e., elitist rule, monarchy, serfdom, etc., etc.).  We want increased efficiency in less developed countries, but can we have our cake and eat it too?  Can we have efficiency without impositions?

5. Finally, what are some other reasons for reading Time on the Cross?  Think about how it fits in with some of the themes discussed earlier in the class.  What do Fogel & Engerman tell us about development, reform, and human nature?

