
the Cross has survived all this firepower. Its conclusions are not all intact, but neither have they been 

completely dismantled. Despite all the criticisms of the calculation of the relative efficiency of 

southern agriculture, for example, the leading cliometrics textbook says "The bottom line of the debate 

is that Fogel and Engerman's measure of relative efficiency seems to be robust, although many 

scholars remain troubled by quite how to interpret the estimates. [And] The sources of productivity 

differences remain a mystery" (Atack and Passell, 1994, p. 316). And although slaves are not seen as 

having been imbued with the Protestant work ethic, there is little question that they were motivated in 

part by positive incentives and not just by force and cruelty. 

The material conditions of slaves were not as good as Fogel and Engerman made them out to be, but 

they were better than many had imagined. Fogel and Engerman in effect forced others to confront the 

issue and look more carefully at the variation in treatment across space, time and size of slave holding. 

Much research was produced as a result of this, and much of it was produced by students of, and under 

the direction of, Fogel and Engerman. Thomas Haskell thought that Time on the Cross would probably 

survive in part because "there were dozens of graduate research assistants who are now fiercely loyal 

to their company and its product" (1975, p. 39). He envisioned that these assistants would work to 

shore up the various parts of the structure laid out in the book, and it is unlikely he imagined the sort 

of work on the stature and nutrition of slaves that was carried out by Richard Steckel, Robert Margo 

and others. That evidence, the quantitative sort that Fogel and Engerman desired and paid attention to, 

ran heavily against Time on the Cross, and has clearly influenced Fogel and Engerman's views. 

According to Time on the Cross, "Slave health care was at its best for pregnant women. 'Pregnant 

women,' wrote one planter, ' must be treated with great tenderness, worked near home and lightly" 

(p.122). In the "Afterword" of the re-issued Norton edition of the book they put it this way: "It now 

appears that children rather than adults were the principal victims of malnutrition. [and] Much of the 

new story turns on the overwork of pregnant women" (1989, p. 285). In Without Consent or Contract, 

Fogel puts it this way "Masters were not generally guilty of working field hands to death, but they 

were guilty of so overworking pregnant women that infant death rates were pushed to extraordinary 

levels" (p. 153). 

And despite the pronouncements by some historians that the book was a "flash in the pan, a bold but 

now discredited work" (Kolchin, 1992, p. 492), it remains in publication and on the reading lists in 

economics as well as history courses. Of course one cannot tell from the reading list what use is made 

of the book in each course, and it may be that historians use it as an example of methodology that 

should not be tried. Nevertheless, it is still in use and still being paid attention to. Moreover, many 

economic historians, in both economics and history departments, agree with the major conclusions put 

forth by Fogel and Engerman. Robert Whaples (1995) surveyed members of the Economic History 

Association in order to find out where there is consensus on a broad range of issues, and included four 

hypotheses taken straight out of Time on the Cross. As one might expect, two of the propositions that 

were not very controversial in 1974 -- those having to do with the profitability and viability of slavery 

-- were still uncontroversial and agreed to by nearly 100 percent of both economists and historians. 

More surprising is that most economists and historians accept Fogel and Engerman's proposition that 

slave agriculture was efficient compared with free labor. Some of those who agreed did so with 

unspecified provisos, but only 28 percent of economists and 35 percent of historians disagreed. Their 

proposition about the material standard of living has not fared as well, 58 percent of historians and 42 

percent of economists disagreed with the proposition that the material condition of slaves compared 

favorably with those of free industrial workers. This, I would think should not be too surprising in 



light of the work cited above on the treatment of slave children and pregnant women. Many of Fogel 

and Engerman's students might have disagreed with this claim, and even Fogel and Engerman have 

backed off somewhat on this claim (1989, p. 285). 

Clearly the book had an impact. At the time it seemed that the attention of the field was devoted 

entirely to this subject; Fogel and Engerman must have been consumed by it. Its impact, however, 

even if not all of its conclusions, was longer lasting. It led to a large volume of subsequent research, 

the compilation of data sets, and helped as well to foster new areas of work, such as that on stature and 

the standard of living. Whether its conclusions are right or wrong, it is a book that has not been 

ignored. 
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