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On 8/22/31, a group of slaves in VA, led by Nat Turner, rose in rebellion. Turner killed 60 whites because he and his followers were destroyed. After this, the South became vehemently anti-abolitionist, and passed new laws restricting the rights of slaves to read, write, and assemble. Slavery would have not lasted that long if an influential class of whites had not had a vital interest in this form of human exploitation. Forced labor was essential to the South’s plantation economy. By the time of the Civil War, 90% of slaves worked on plantations. In the lower South, half of the population were slaves. Tobacco was the foremost product of the upper South, but markets were depressed and it was hard to cultivate tobacco in one place for a while, so people experimented with crops and farming methods. Soon, some turned to growing wheat. After a brief boom after the War of 1812, prices fell and pests destroyed wheat crops, so people went back to tobacco. In VA and MD, increased use of fertilizer, rotating crops, and diversified farming led to a revival of agriculture. Because of this, slaves were not needed as much and were sold to the lower South. The slave trade kept the upper South prosperous. The fact that slave labor was declining meant that slavery had a weak hold there. Diversification of agriculture accompanied industrialization. Some southerners were divided between the North and the South. The warm climate of the lower South made it possible to raise rice, good cotton (long staple), and sugar. These crops required plantations and slaves. Short staple cotton had seeds that were difficult to extract, and could be grown almost anywhere. The invention of the cotton gin resolved that problem. Large plantation operators could afford their own gins and had good land. They monopolized rivers and had low transportation costs. Cotton was suited to plantations. It requires constant weeding and then could be picked over an extended period. Cotton was first produced in SC and GA, but then production shifted to AL and MI, then AK, LO, and TX. Most of this cotton went to Britain. Cotton growing constituted the most important economic interest of the U.S. on the eve of the Civil War. However, the method of farming usually exhausted the soil. Planters were also beset by market fluctuations. Still, cotton was regarded as the best crop. Southerners became alarmed by their region’s lack of economic self-sufficiency. Dependence on the North was seen as dangerous. Southern nationalists called for the South to develop its own industries, commerce, and shipping, and said that it could be done with slavery. In the 1840s and 1850s, a debate raged over whether the South should use free whites or slaves for labor. Supporters of free white labor said that factory work would provide new economic opportunities for poor whites, but some believed that a growing free working class would lead to conflict among whites. Factories that used free whites were just as profitable as those that used slaves. However, slavery and cotton impeded industrialization, and left the South dependent on one crop, and on the North for capital. Rural whites refused to work for low wages when they could subsistence farm. When agriculture was booming, slaves tended to be displaced by whites to farming. Was slavery profitable? Probably not. The price of slaves was even higher than that of cotton. Profitability depended on fertile land, most of which had been used up by the Civil War. However, a recent interpretations holds that slavery could return 8-10%. Furthermore, plantation agriculture had not reached its peaks yet. Improvements in transportation and flood control would have enabled the post-bellum South to double its cotton acreage. Some people argue that southern agriculture was more efficient than northern agriculture. This might have been due to market conditions, or to the fact that cotton was in great demand. Other evidence suggests that only
