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Abstract

Wealthy elites may end up retarding economic development for their own interests.
This paper examines how the historical planter elite of the Southern US affected
economic development at the county level between 1840 and 1960. To capture the
planter elite’s potential to exercise de facto power, I construct a new dataset on the
personal wealth of the richest Southern planters before the American Civil War. I find
that counties with a relatively wealthier planter elite before the Civil War performed
significantly worse in the post-war decades and even after World War II. I argue that
this is the likely consequence of the planter elite’s lack of support for mass schooling.
My results suggest that when during Reconstruction the US government abolished
slavery and enfranchised the freedmen, the planter elite used their de facto power to
maintain their influence over the political system and preserve a plantation economy
based on low-skilled labor. In fact, I find that the planter elite was better able to
sustain land prices and the production of plantation crops during Reconstruction in
counties where they had more de facto power.
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1 Introduction

Wealth inequality may slow down economic growth (e.g. Galor and Zeira, 1993; Alesina
and Rodrik, 1994; Deininger and Squire, 1998; Aghion et al., 1999). The historical planta-
tion economies in the New World often serve as an extreme example. Although relatively
rich in the past, these economies have fallen behind since. One explanation is that the
great concentration of wealth in the hands of a small elite promoted the establishment of
oppressive institutions which were harmful for modern economic growth (Engerman and
Sokoloff, 1997, 2002; Acemoglu et al., 2005; Acemoglu, 2008). Recent research has started
to analyze whether historical wealth inequality might have been affecting economic devel-
opment within the United States (Nunn, 2008; Galor et al., 2009; Ramcharan, 2010). I
contribute to this literature by using county-level variation within the US South to examine
how the relative wealth of the historical planter elite affected local economic development
after the American Civil War and during the 20th century.

Before the American Civil War, a large fraction of Southern wealth belonged to a small
number of large plantation owners (Wright, 1970, 1978; Soltow, 1971, 1975). Historians
have documented that their great wealth helped the planter elite to retain de facto power
over economic institutions and politics after the Civil War, despite legal and political chal-
lenges like the abolition of slavery and black enfranchisement for example (Wiener, 1976,
1978; Wright, 1986; Alston and Ferrie, 1999; Ransom and Sutch, 2001). I construct a new
dataset on the personal wealth of the richest Southern planters before the Civil War (in
1860) to evaluate the long-run effects of the planter elite’s de facto power on local economic
development. A key feature of my analysis is a measure of the planter elite’s relative wealth
at the county level – which I regard as a proxy of their de facto power – based on these
personal wealth data.1

My empirical analysis points to a significant negative association between the pre-Civil
War wealth of the planter elite and levels of labor productivity across Southern counties
in the post-war decades and even after World War II. Since my focus is on evaluating the
long-run effects of the planter elite’s pre-Civil War wealth on local economic development
rather than the economic consequences of slavery per se, my empirical specifications al-
ways control for the extent to which local economies relied on slave labor before the Civil
War.2 The negative association between the relative wealth of the pre-Civil War planter
elite and long-run labor productivity proves to be robust to a wide range of controls for
geography and specialization in (certain types of) agriculture. My estimates imply that a
two-standard-deviation increase in the relative wealth of the planter elite translates into
productivity levels that are about 7 percent lower at the turn of the 19th century and 23
percent lower in 1950.

It is well understood that geography may have long-term effects on economic devel-
opment (e.g. Diamond, 1997; Gallup et al., 1998; Rappaport and Sachs, 2003; Nunn and
Puga, 2012). For example, climate and the types of available soils determine the agri-
cultural production possibilities of an economy (e.g. Engerman and Sokoloff, 1997, 2002).
I therefore examine whether the negative association between the relative wealth of the

1To my best knowledge, this is the first comprehensive dataset on the personal wealth of the Southern
planter elite. Below I argue that the planter elite’s relative personal wealth reflects the elite’s de facto
power better than existing measures of wealth inequality based on the farm size distribution.

2For evidence on the long-run effects of slavery within the US see, for example, Mitchener and McLean
(2003), Lagerlöf (2005), Nunn (2008), and Bertocchi and Dimico (2012).
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planter elite before the Civil War and long-run productivity levels in the US South is robust
to a detailed set of controls for the geography, climate, and soil types of counties. I find
that controlling for geography does not affect my results. The economic development of
counties in the US South may also have been determined by their historical specialization
in agriculture, especially in producing large-scale plantation crops like cotton, tobacco,
rice, and sugar. For example, high agricultural productivity may have led to high pro-
ductivity in the past but low productivity in the 20th century as agriculture crowded out
manufacturing production and the learning externalities that might come with it (e.g. Mat-
suyama, 1992). I therefore reexamine the effect of the pre-Civil War planter elite’s relative
wealth on economic development after controlling for the direct effect of specialization in
(large-plantation) agriculture as well as a range of plantation crops. I continue to find a
significant negative association between the relative wealth of the planter elite before the
Civil War and long-run labor productivity, with a quantitative effect that is similar to my
baseline specifications.

The empirical literature on the determinants of long-run economic growth has docu-
mented that underinvestment in human capital is detrimental for economic development
(e.g. Barro, 1991; Hanushek and Kimko, 2000; Castelló and Doménech, 2002; Ciccone and
Papaioannou, 2009; Becker et al., 2011). And the theoretical literature on inequality and
growth has argued that wealth inequality may delay economic development because of the
elite’s reluctance to establish human capital promoting institutions (e.g. Galor and Moav,
2006; Galor et al., 2009). I therefore examine whether counties with a relatively wealthier
planter elite before the Civil War accumulated less human capital following the Civil War
and in the 20th century, controlling for the pre-Civil War illiteracy rate and the extent to
which local economies relied on slave labor. My results indicate that illiteracy rates after
the Civil War fell more slowly in counties with a relatively wealthier pre-Civil War planter
elite. Moreover, I find that in 1940 and 1950 there was a significantly smaller fraction
of high-school as well as college educated adults in counties with a wealthier planter elite
before the Civil War. I also show that counties with a richer pre-Civil War planter elite
were less likely to build so-called Rosenwald schools for black children.3 Taken together,
these results suggest that counties with a richer planter elite before the Civil War remained
relative less productive well into the 20th century because of their low levels of human cap-
ital investment.

For the planter elite to be able to block reforms against their interests (such as mass ed-
ucation) they needed to maintain their political influence after the Civil War. While legal
reforms like the abolition of slavery and black enfranchisement threatened the planter elite’s
capacity to control Southern institutions, historians have documented that rich planters
used their wealth to maintain economic and political influence (Shugg, 1937; Wiener, 1976;
Ransom and Sutch, 2001). That is, planters were able to use the de facto power that came
with their wealth to substitute for a loss of de jure power (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2006,
2008a,b).4 One way in which the planter elite could maintain their political influence after

3The Rosenwald Rural Schools Initiative (1914-1931) supported the construction of schools for black
children in rural counties in the US South (Aaronson and Mazumder, 2011).

4Acemoglu and Robinson argue that the underlying distribution of political power in captured economies
might persist even if there are frequent changes in political institutions. Legal reforms as in the US South
after the Civil War often failed to dismantle the dominant role of the elites, since these elites invested in
de facto political power (e.g. by using bribes or violence) to offset their de jure political losses brought by
such reforms.
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the Civil War was by supporting violent actions against black political representation. For
example, more than 10 percent of the black officeholders were victims of violence during
the Reconstruction period (1865-1877), see Foner (1996, p. xxviii). To investigate whether
black officeholders were more likely to be victims of violence in counties where the planter
elite was relatively wealthy before the Civil War, I combine my measure of the relative
wealth of the planter elite with data from Foner’s directory of black officeholders during
Reconstruction. My results indicate a positive and statistically significant association be-
tween the relative wealth of the pre-Civil War planter elite and violence against black
officeholders following the Civil War. This suggests that the planter elite may have used
their de facto power to support violent actions against black officeholders.

Moreover, I show that the political influence of the planter elite persisted in the postwar
period despite the legal and political reforms accompanying Northern intervention during
Reconstruction.5 I find that 48 percent of the counties in Alabama and Mississippi – two
representative states of the so-called Deep South – had county delegates in their constitu-
tional conventions at the beginning and towards the end or following the Reconstruction
period with direct family connections to the pre-Civil War planter elite.6 I also show that
family connections between the planter elite and county delegates in the constitutional
conventions were more likely when the planter elite was wealthier. This suggests that – in
line with Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2008a,b) – the planter elite used their de facto
power to maintain their influence over the political system and preserve a planter-friendly
regime.

One way to examine whether the greater de facto power of wealthier planters allowed
them to better defend their interests when legal and political reforms during Reconstruc-
tion brought losses to the elite’s de jure power is by studying the evolution of land prices
during and following the Reconstruction period. Since land prices can be taken to capital-
ize agricultural profits (e.g. Plantinga et al., 2002; Deschênes and Greenstone, 2007), the
planter elite’s capacity to defend their (agricultural) interests should show in land prices.
I use a difference-in-difference approach to examine the cross-county association between
the planter elite’s pre-Civil War wealth and land prices during Reconstruction and follow-
ing the adoption of the new constitutions, when planters managed to partly restore some
of their de jure power. I find that during the Reconstruction period, land prices were
relatively higher in counties with a wealthier planter elite. This suggests that the planter
elite’s de facto power allowed them to capture local institutions for their own interest until
the new constitutions restored some of their de jure power.7

5So far there is little comprehensive data on the connections of the pre-Civil War planter elite to local
politicians (delegates) after the Civil War. For anecdotal evidence on the political connections of planters
after the Civil War see, for example, Moore (1978), Wynee (1986), Billings (1979), Foner and Mahoney
(1995), and Cobb (1988).

6Both states had their first constitutional convention after the Civil War in 1865. With these consti-
tutions came the so-called "Black Codes" – mainly vagrancy and anti-enticement laws – which intended
to restrict black mobility and civil rights of Afro-American citizens. These laws were suspended during
Reconstruction by the Reconstructions Acts in 1867. For more details see e.g. Wilson (1965), Cohen
(1976), and Foner and Mahoney (1995). The first constitutional conventions after Reconstruction were in
Alabama in 1875 and in Mississippi in 1890.

7Once the planter elite largely regained their de jure political power, there were less needs to use de
facto power to achieve their main objective: keeping the plantation system going (Wiener, 1976; Ransom
and Sutch, 2001; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2008a). The restoration of de jure power should have benefited
especially less wealthy planters who did not have the de facto power to sustain a planter-friendly system
during the Reconstruction period.
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My findings on higher land prices are consistent with the so-called paternalistic view
of the planters’ behavior after the Civil War discussed in Alston and Ferrie (1993, 1999).
According to this view, plantation owners offered blacks a set of amenities – such as pro-
tection from violence, improved housing, or medical care – in exchange of contractual
arrangements that were favorable for plantation production. Alston and Ferrie argue that
these paternalistic arrangements were easier to establish by wealthier planters because they
required political influence. In line with the paternalistic view, my difference-in-difference
analysis also yields that during Reconstruction, counties with a wealthier pre-Civil War
planter elite saw an increase in the production of plantation crops relative to all other main
field crops grown in the US South (corn, wheat, barley, rye, oats, and sweet potatoes). I
also show that there were significantly less lynchings and a higher share of black tenants
in counties with a wealthier planter elite.

My work relates to the recent literature on economic inequality and development in
the US. Galor et al. (2009) find a negative association between inequality in the farm size
distribution and public spending on education at the county level in the beginning of the
20th century. Ramcharan (2010) documents that a more unequal farm size distribution
at the county level leads to less redistribution between 1890 and 1930. Looking at the
early 20th century, Rajan and Ramcharan (2011) show that counties with a more unequal
farm size distribution had fewer banks per capita. On the other hand, Nunn (2008) does
not find that a more unequal farm size distribution was detrimental for long-run economic
development at the county level. One main difference between these contributions to the
literature on the effects of wealth inequality on economic development and my work is that
my measure of wealth inequality is based on personal wealth data rather than on data
on farm size distributions. The two measures of wealth inequality can differ for two main
reasons. First the data on farm sizes do not refer to ownership but to the farm as a unit of
production. This is important as farms might have been operated by different tenants but
owned by the same person. Farm tenancy was a feature of the US South even before the
Civil War (Reid Jr., 1976; Winters, 1987; Bolton, 1994). For example, Bode and Ginter
(2008) estimate tenancy rates from 3 to 40 percent for several counties in Georgia before
the Civil War.8 Another reason why my measure of wealth inequality differs from mea-
sures based on farm sizes is that my wealth measure also reflects the value of land. This
is important if the planter elite tended to own the most valuable land. For my purposes it
is therefore preferable to measure wealth inequality using personal wealth data.

Another difference between my work and the existing literature on the effects of wealth
inequality in the US South is that my measure of wealth inequality is meant to proxy for
the pre-Civil War planter elite’s capacity to defend their interests vis-à-vis the rest of the
society. See Engerman and Sokoloff (1997, 2002), Acemoglu et al. (2005), and Acemoglu
(2008) for work emphasizing the conflicts of interests between the elite and the masses and
the elite’s capacity to repress others when it is in their interest. Since I am particularly
interested in the ability of the planter elite to use their de facto power in order to repress
the rest of the population, it seems sensible to measure wealth inequality by wealth of the
planter elite relative to the total wealth in the county. Measures of wealth inequality based
on the farm size distribution as used by Nunn (2008), Ramcharan (2010), and Rajan and

8Since wealthy planters – the group of interest in this paper – often owned more than a single plantation
(see e.g. Oakes, 1982; Rowland et al., 1996; Scarborough, 2006) an inequality measure based on farm sizes
would underestimate their landholdings.
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Ramcharan (2011), seem better suited as a proxy of the distribution of de facto power
among landowners.9 Using the relative wealth of the planter elite as a measure of wealth
inequality turns out to be key for my empirical findings. When I rerun the specification
after replacing my measure of inequality with the Gini coefficients implied by the farm size
distributions in each county, I do not find any statistically significant association between
inequality and levels of economic development after the Civil War.

There is also a literature on the long-run effects of slavery on economic development
in the US. Using variation across US states for the years 1880 to 1980, Mitchener and
McLean (2003) find that the legacy of slavery adversely affects productivity. Nunn (2008)
documents a negative link between slavery and current income per capita by examining
US state and county level data. Within the US South, Lagerlöf (2005) finds that counties
with a larger population share of slaves in 1850 are overall poorer today. However, more
recently, Bertocchi and Dimico (2012) do not find any robust link between slavery and
current income per capita at the county level (but document an effect on current income
inequality). Since my focus is on evaluating the long-run effects of the planter elite’s pre-
Civil War wealth on local economic development rather than the economic consequences
of slavery per se, my empirical specifications always control for the extent to which local
economies relied on slave labor.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a brief overview
and discussion of the planter elite in the US South. Section 3 describes the data used in my
empirical analysis. Section 4 analyzes the planter elite’s impact on the post-war Southern
economy. The last section concludes.

2 The Planter Elite in the US South

How seven per cent of a section within a nation ruled five million white people and owned
four million black people and sought to make agriculture equal to industry through the rule
of property without yielding political power or education to labor (Du Bois, 1999, Chapter
III, p. 32)

According to the 1860 Census, there were 393,967 slaveholders out of 8.25 million free
citizens that owned 3.95 million slaves in the South (Wahl, 2008, Tables 2 and 4). Slaves
were a valuable asset during the antebellum period. The price for a prime field hand in his-
torical dollars increased from approximately $600 around 1800 to $1,500 at the eve of the
secession (Engerman et al., 2006).10 Slave ownership was very concentrated; owning slaves
in the South was the exception (Soltow, 1975, Table 5.3).11 And the largest slaveowners
held a disproportionate fraction of slaves within the slaveholder class. For example, in the

9This becomes clear by considering an extreme example where all the land is distributed equally among
a few land owners. Looking at the distribution of landholdings would yield to a complete equal distribution.
On the other hand, the relative wealth of the farmer elite would depend on the (landless) population in
the county, and could indicate great wealth inequality.

10The value of a slave just before the Civil War was about $130,000 in 2009 dollars (see Williamson and
Cain, 2011).

11For example Wright (1978) documents that only 25 percent of the Southern families owned slaves in
1860. And according to Soltow (1971) only about 45,000 slaveowners owned more than 20 slaves in 1860.
In fact, during the late antebellum period the annual income of most families was way below the average
value of a single slave illustrating the extreme inequality in the South (Ransom, 1989, p. 62).
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Cotton South of 1860, large slaveowners with 50 or more slaves occupied one third of the
total slave workforce (Wright, 1978, p. 31). A large fraction of wealth was consequently
in the hands of large slaveowners, resulting in a high degree of inequality in the wealth
distribution of the pre-Civil War South (Wright, 1970, 2006; Soltow, 1971, 1975; Niemi Jr.,
1977).12

The unequal distribution of wealth was a particularly salient feature of the Southern
agricultural sector before the Civil War. The reported average wealth of farmers owning
slaves was $33,906 in 1860, about fourteen times larger than the wealth reported by farmers
without slaves (see Ransom, 1989, Table 3.1, p. 63). Around 60 percent of the agricultural
wealth was in the hand of the 10 percent richest Southern farmers and, even more strik-
ingly, 24 percent of all wealth belonged to the 2 percent richest farmers (Ransom, 1989, p.
63). The great disparity of agricultural wealth points to the economic power of the richest
farmers (planters) before the Civil War.13 Ownership of slaves accounts for a large part
of this large disparity. Slave farms had an average personal estate of $19,828 compared to
the $1,188 reported by free farms, and slave farms also had the better land (see Ransom,
1989, Table 3.1, p. 63). For example, in the Cotton South14, the value of improved land of
slave farms was $46.74 per acre in 1860, about 3.5 times higher than the per acre value of
improved farmland of farms without slaves (see Ransom, 1989, Table 3.2, p. 66).15 Since
wealthy planters tended to own also the better land, it is important that my measure of
wealth inequality accounts for the value and not the size of the planter’s real estate.

With the adoption of the thirteenth amendment (in 1865), slavery and involuntary
servitude became outlawed. The ratification of the fourteenth amendment (in 1868) and
the fifteenth amendment (in 1870) granted blacks citizenship and the right to vote.16 De-
spite such major institutional changes, the existing planter elite was able to sustain a
plantation-based agricultural system after the Civil War. Economic historians have ar-
gued that the reason why the planter elite could maintain economic and political influence
after the Civil War was their control over landholdings (Wiener, 1976; Ransom, 1989; Ran-
som and Sutch, 2001). It had been one of the early purposes of the Freedmen’s Bureau to

12See, for example, Soltow (1971, 1975) for further discussions on the implications of wealth inequality
in the 19th century United States. On slavery in the US South in general, see also Fogel and Engerman
(1974), Genovese (1988), Ransom and Sutch (2001), Wright (2006), or Wahl (2008) and the references
therein.

13The definition of the Southern planter class varies in the economic history literature. Fogel and
Engerman (1974) or Campbell (1982) define large planters by ownership of slaves for example. Fogel
and Engerman define a large planter as slaveholder with at least 50 slaves. Campbell uses a less narrow
classification defining large planters as owners of 20 or more slaves. Wiener (1976) defines the planter class
by landownership. According to Wiener, a planter needs to own at least $10,000 in real estate in 1850,
$32,000 in 1860 and $10,000 in 1870 to be considered in the planter class.

14Ransom (1989) refers to the states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina and
Texas as Cotton South

15Wright (1970) examines the agricultural wealth concentration in the Cotton South for the years 1850
and 1860 with similar findings.

16In general, the freedmen were now able to accumulate wealth and savings, acquire higher skills, start
their own businesses (e.g. farming), and engage in politics (see e.g. Ransom and Sutch, 2001). The US
Congress founded the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865 to assist the freedmen in daily life. With the help of the
Union Army and the Freedmen’s Bureau established the Republican administration some new institutions
like a financial saving institution for African-Americans (the Freedman’s Saving and Trust Company) and
school facilities for black children. Moreover, black candidates were allowed to be elected as delegates
for national and state governments and many served as public officeholders in local governments bringing
political representation to the Afro-American community (Foner, 1988; Du Bois, 1999).
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distribute land confiscated from former slaveowners to freedmen and finance the construc-
tion of black schools and emergency relief by selling the other confiscated property from
former slaveowners (Ransom and Sutch, 2001, p. 82). A main setback for the Congress’
redistribution plans was the Amnesty Proclamation of May 1865, which restored all rights
to property except as to slaves, and returned confiscated land to their original owners
(Ransom, 1989, p. 234).17 A bill proposing to grant 40 acres and $50 to every former
slave who was head of a household was defeated by the Congress in 1867, eliminating the
hopes of the freedmen to receive any confiscated land (Ransom and Sutch, 2001, p. 82).
As Wright (1986, p. 84) noted:

[...] The key to the survival of the plantation was the ability of the former slave owners
to hold onto their land in the midst of intense legal and political struggles after 1865. In
national politics, the planters successfully blocked proposals for land confiscation and redis-
tribution to the freedmen.

In addition to the political resistance against the redistribution of land, many Southern
whites were also reluctant to sell land to Afro-Americans. As Whitelaw Reid observed:

In many portions of the Mississippi Valley the feeling against any ownership of the soil by
negroes is so strong, that the man who should sell small tracts to them would be in actual
personal danger. Every effort will be made to prevent negroes from acquiring lands, even
the renting of small tracts to them is held to be unpatriotic and unworthy of a good citizen.18

Often the threat of violence against white sellers and prospective black purchasers increased
the cost and risk of land sales, preventing black landownership (Ransom and Sutch, 2001,
p. 87).19 A contemporaneous observer noted:

As a general rule a man is very unpopular with his neighbors who will sell land to colored
people; and then a colored man is in danger if he buys land. In Winston County [Mis-
sissippi] a dozen men were whipped, and the only charge against them was that they had
bought land.20

That landownership remained extremely concentrated following the Civil War is quite
well documented. For example, see the evidence in Shugg (1937) based on Louisiana tax
records, and in Wiener (1976) as well as in Ransom and Sutch (2001) based on the real
estate holdings reported by the Census enumerators for counties in Alabama.21 Moreover,
there was not only a high degree of persistence in the concentration of landownership, but
also persistence in the planter elite’s identity. For five black belt counties in Alabama,
Wiener (1978, p. 9) finds that 18 of the 25 planters with the largest landholdings in 1870

17The only exemption was made on the Sea Islands (a small stripe along the costs of Georgia and South
Carolina), where blacks could keep the confiscated land (Ransom and Sutch, 2001, p. 82).

18Quoted in Ransom and Sutch (2001, p. 86).
19Mississippi even enacted a law to prohibit Negro landownership after the Civil War. This law was

however quickly overturned by the Freedmen’s Bureau (Ransom and Sutch, 2001, p. 87).
20Quoted in Ransom and Sutch (2001, p. 87)
21Further studies with similar findings on the persistence of landownership are Huffman (1974) and

Billings (1979) for example.
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were in the group of the largest landholders in 1860 and 16 were in the group of the largest
landholders in 1850. Overall, the planter elite succeeded in keeping control over land in
the postbellum South.22

Although the planter elite continued to own most of the Southern soil, they lost direct
control over the black workforce after the Civil War and it became a main challenge for the
planter elite to secure black labor (Alston and Kauffman, 2001; Ransom and Sutch, 2001;
Naidu, 2010). Planters did not succeed in reintroducing the gang labor system on their
plantations (Fogel and Engerman, 1974)23, they had turned to other labor arrangements
such as tenancy and sharecropping (Reid Jr., 1973; Shlomowitz, 1984; Ransom and Sutch,
2001).24 Southern states responded directly after the Civil War to planters’ demands and
introduced the so-called Black Codes – mainly vagrancy and anti-enticement laws – which
intended to keep black labor immobile (Wilson, 1965; Cohen, 1976).25 The planter elite
also used violent de facto power to keep black labor working on their fields. For example
Wiener (1978, p. 62) writes that "Planters used Klan terror to keep blacks from leaving
the plantation regions, to get them to work, and keep them at work, in the cotton field",
see also (Trelease, 1971; Wiener, 1979). Facing the potential threat of violence, freedmen
often agreed to keep working on plantations in exchange for protection from Klan terror
and other threats (Alston and Ferrie, 1985, 1993, 1999). Alston and Ferrie argue that
planters with political influence protected the freedmen and also provided amenities such
housing or medical care with the aim of reducing monitoring costs and labor turnover.26

Since establishing such so-called paternalistic arrangements was cheaper at larger scale and
required political influence they were mostly used by wealthier planters.27

22DeCanio (1979), for example, highlights the race related economic inequality in the postbellum South
23Engerman and Fogel demonstrate that during the antebellum period large-scale plantations employed

slave labor in producing stable crops (rice, tobacco, sugarcane and cotton) more efficiently by using a
gang work system. The gang work system allowed slaveholder to allocate the slaves efficiently among jobs.
According to Fogel and Engerman (1977) gang work started to yield efficiency gains on plantations with 16
slaves or more. Fogel and Engelman’s efficiency view of large-scale plantations trigged a new intense debate
among other Southern history scholars that questioned the profitability of the Southern slavery economy
such as David and Temin (1979), Wright (1979), and more recently Acemoglu and Wolitzky (2011).

24The efficiency of these new labor arrangements such as sharecropping is discussed, for example, in
Reid Jr. (1973), DeCanio (1974), Higgs (1977), and Ransom and Sutch (2001).

25Despite the Black Codes were repealed during Reconstruction by the 14th amendment, they were
largely reenacted by the Southern Democratic party (Redeemers) after Reconstruction. For example Naidu
(2010) shows that between 1875 and 1930 the enforcement of anti-enticement laws effectively mitigate
recruitment difficulties of the planter aristocracy by depressing labor mobility and wages.

26With the rise of tenancy and sharecropping many (black) farmers were also often bound to their
landlords and local merchants by the way they had to finance their business (Ransom and Sutch, 1972,
2001). Local merchants – frequently with strong social ties to the planter class and in many cases the same
person as the landlord – supplied credit to small farmers which were in general secured by crop liens. The
credit conditions imposed by the merchants forced many of the tenants and sharecroppers into a from of
debt peonage, see, for example, Ransom and Sutch (1972, 1975, 2001) and Wiener (1975).

27According to Alston and Ferrie (1985, 1993, 1999) emerged paternalistic arrangements as a response
to the planter’s problem to secure a stable labor supply after the Civil War. It was in the interest of the
planters to use their political influence to create "two worlds" making paternalistic arrangements more
valuable. One world was the plantation, where planters used their local political power (e.g. by influencing
county courts and police) to ensure security for their black workforce. The other world was outside the
plantation, where the planter elite created a hostile legal environment (e.g. black disenfranchisement, low
public spending for education, or anti-enticement laws) to generate external threats to black workers with
the aim to impede their mobility. This interplay increased the value of paternalistic arrangements, since
imposing an external thread likely decreased the outside options of black workers, but increased their
demand for security.
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On the political side, the planter class primarily found its representation in the Southern
Democratic Party, which had the objective to restore the "old Southern system" (Key,
1949; Foner, 1988; Stampp, 1965). When the Democratic party – the so-called Redeemers
– gradually regained control over Southern politics in the late 1870s, they started to cut
taxes and introduced labor and tenancy laws in favor of the landowners (Woodman, 1995;
Foner, 1988). Most of the Southern states also reintroduced some of the former Black codes
and imposed voting restrictions such as literacy tests and poll taxes, which restricted the
political participation of blacks (Key, 1949; Kousser, 1974; Woodward, 1951).28

Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2008a,b) argue that the Southern elite’s exercise of
de facto power after the Civil War explains why economic or policy outcomes in the US
South were invariant to changes in de jure institutions.29 It required a series of adverse
economic shocks – for example, the boll weevil infestation starting around 1890 (Lange et
al., 2009), the Great Mississippi Flood in 1927 (Hornbeck and Naidu, 2012), the extension
of the railroad system to the Deep South (Wright, 1986) and the demand for labor during
wartime (Henri, 1975; Grossman, 1991) – combined with the introduction of immigration
restrictions at the end of World War I to trigger black migration to the North at a large
scale30 and a gradual decline of the planter elite’s economic and political power (Alston and
Ferrie, 1985, 1993, 1999).31 Still it took until the 1940s for the Southern states to start to
escape the post-emancipation equilibrium and begin to converge towards the productivity
levels of other US regions (Wright, 1986, 1999).

3 Data

My measure of the planter elite’s ability to exercise de facto power in a county is their
relative personal wealth. To calculate the pre-Civil War planter elite’s relative personal
wealth across counties, I use the US Census to compile an individual-level database on
the personal wealth of members of the planter elite – defined as planters who owned at
least 100 slaves – just before the American Civil War (1860).32 The US Census of 1860

28Feldman (2004) documents a drop from 79,311 to just 1,081 registered voters between 1900 and 1903
in fourteen Black Belt counties of Alabama. More recent studies are Chay and Munshi (2012), who analyze
the link between political participation and black mobilization around the Reconstruction Era and Naidu
(2012), who examines the political and economic effects of black disenfranchisement in the US South during
the 19th century.

29More evidence on planters’ activities after the Civil War can be found, for example, in Alston and
Ferrie (1985), Billings (1979), Shifflett (1982), Wiener (1976, 1978), and Wayne (1983). Moreover, a
huge literature studies the economic consequences of emancipation and the subsequent development of
the Southern economy after the Civil War (e.g Engerman, 1971; Higgs, 1971; Goldin, 1973; Ransom and
Sutch, 1975, 1979; Irwin, 1994). At the beginning of the 20th century the South was considered as poor
and representative of this consensus view like Ransom and Sutch (2001, pp. 174-176) describe the Southern
economy as: [...] underdeveloped. It remained an agrarian society with a backward technology that still
employed hand labor and mule power virtually unassisted by mechanical implements. [...] Progress was
nowhere in evidence.

30Before World War I, the Kansas Exodus of 1879 is the only known larger scale migration response of
Afro-Americans – estimates range between 15,000 to 60,000 migrants (Van Deusen, 1936) – to violence,
bad labor conditions, and the loss of civil rights and political representation brought by the Redeemers in
the US South (Painter, 1976).

31For example Alston and Ferrie argue that the mechanization of the cotton harvest led to a decline of
paternalistic arrangements in the US South.

32My definition of the planter elite intends to capture the most powerful and wealthiest pre-Civil War
planters in the US South and is more narrow than the definitions used in the existing literature, see for
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reports personal data such as name, address, place of birth, value of real and personal
estate and profession of each free person and, in a separate slave schedule, slaveholders are
listed together with the slaves they own. This allows me to identify members of the planter
elite and their personal wealth. According to the aggregated county statistics of the 1860
Census there are approximately 2,350 slaveholder in the planter elite as I define it. My
database contains individual-level information on about 85 percent of these slaveholders.33

To compile the individual-level dataset on large planters from the US Census files, I
work with the genealogical website Ancestry.com. This website provides digitized images
from all Census records before 1940 (including the slave schedules), and offers a search
engine to locate the slaveholders by first, middle and last name, birthplace and year as
well their place of residence. To identify the slaveholders with more than 100 slaves I
counted the number of slaves owned by each slaveholder listed in the 1860 slave schedules.
I then matched the names of the slaveholders in the slave schedule to the corresponding
names reported in the schedule of free inhabitants. For some cases the search engine does
not provide correct matches, because of the difficulty to decipher the handwriting of the
enumerators. I then tried to match the slaveholders manually. Finally, I collected and
entered the value of real and personal estate of each identified slaveholder in my database.

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of the members of the planter elite identified
in my dataset. In the 1860 Census, the average member of the planter elite was 50 years
old, male, worked in the agricultural sector (about 90 percent listed as occupation planter
or farmer) and reported on average $101,384 in real estate and $148,598 in personal estate.
The average slaveholding was 154 slaves. With $248,320 of total wealth, the average
member of the planter elite was 359 times wealthier than an average free person in the
US South in 1860 (the mean wealth is $692; the median wealth is zero).34 My descriptive
statistics of the planter elite highlight that a small number of large plantation owners held
a disproportionate fraction of wealth in the US South before the Civil War and resonate
with the earlier findings of Wright (1970), Wright (1978), Soltow (1971), and Soltow (1975).
The planter elite in my sample – 2006 individuals who made up only 0.02 percent of the
population of the US South – owned about 6 percent of the Southern wealth in 1860.

To obtain a measure of relative wealth of the planter elite at the county level, I aggregate
the personal wealth of the planter elite in each county and divide it by total county wealth
as reported in the aggregated county statistics of the US Census in 1860 (Figure 1 shows
the spatial distribution of the relative wealth of the planter elite at the county level).
Planters are assigned to their counties of residence in 1860. Hence, my measure of relative
wealth of the planter elite can be expressed as

WealthPEc,1860 =

(∑P
p=1WealthPEpc,1860

Wealthc,1860

)
. (1)

Summary statistics are reported in Appendix Table (pp. 55-56). The Data Appendix (pp.

example, Fogel and Engerman (1974), Wiener (1976), or Campbell (1982).
33I use a less restrictive definition when I could not identify a slaveholder in the Census of 1860. This is

the case if there are mistakes by the enumerators like miscounting the number of slaves or if the surname
of a slaveholder is impossible to decipher. In this case I include the next largest slaveholder listed in the
Census who owns close to 100 slaves (the slaveowner with the smallest holding in my sample lists 81 slaves).

34I retrieved the one percent random sample of the free population for the 1860 Census from the IPUMS
(http://www.ipums.org/) to calculate the mean and median wealth of the free Southern population.
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31-36) provides a detailed description of all other variables and data sources used in my
empirical analysis.

4 The Planter Elite and the Southern Economy

I use the following baseline estimating equation to empirically investigate the link between
the relative wealth of the pre-Civil War planter elite and local economic development across
Southern US counties,

ln(ycs) = α+ λs + βWealthPEcs,1860 + ΓXcs,1860 + ucs. (2)

The dependent variable, ln(ycs), stands for the ln total value added per worker which is
my measure of labor productivity at the county level. I include state fixed effects, λs,
to capture unobservable time-invariant state characteristics. The main right-hand side
variable of interest is the fraction of 1860 wealth owned by the planter elite in county c,
WealthPEcs,1860, defined in (1). I also include a set of pre-Civil War county characteristics,
Xcs,1860, such as ln slaves, ln population, and ln area, to control for the extent to which
local economies relied on slave labor and the county size.

4.1 Direct Effect

Table 2 presents my estimates of the link between the relative wealth of the pre-Civil War
planter elite and levels of labor productivity looking at ten-year intervals between 1840 and
1960. The estimating equation is (2) and the method of estimation least squares. Columns
(1)-(3) contain the estimates for the years before the Civil War. The estimates show a
positive and statistically significant association between the relative wealth of the planter
elite and total value added per worker between 1840 and 1860. In columns (4)-(12), I
present the results for 1870 to 1960. The link between the relative wealth of the historical
planter elite and total value added per worker remains positive in the immediate post-war
decades 1870 and 1880, but is statistically insignificant. In 1890 there is a flip in the sign
of the estimated coefficient on the relative wealth of the planter elite. Starting in 1900
and until 1950, I obtain a negative and statistically significant link between the relative
wealth of the historical planter elite and total value added per worker. The point estimate
on the relative wealth of the planter elite in 1900 is statistically significant with a p-value
of 0.068.35 And for the period 1920 to 1950 the link between the relative wealth of the
planter elite and total value added per worker is at least statistically significant at the 5
percent level. My estimates imply that a two-standard-deviation increase in the relative
wealth of the planter elite translates into productivity levels that are about 4 percent lower
at the turn of the 19th century and 14 percent lower in 1950. In 1960 the link between the
relative wealth of the planter elite and total value added per worker is no longer statisti-
cally significant.

Researchers have pointed out that geographic factors affect long-run economic devel-
opment (e.g. Diamond, 1997; Gallup et al., 1998; Rappaport and Sachs, 2003; Nunn and
Puga, 2012). And Engerman and Sokoloff (1997, 2002) argue that climate and soils suitable

35I have no results for the year 1910, since there are no manufacturing data available from the 1910
Census at the county level.
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for the production of plantation crops may have also fostered economic inequality.36 To
address this issue, I add county-specific controls for geography to the baseline estimating
equation (2). The set of geographical controls includes mean elevation, standard deviation
in elevation, average yearly temperature, average yearly rainfall, 53 different soil types,
growing degree days, cotton suitability as well the county’s latitude and longitude.37 Ta-
ble 3 reports the results on the association between the relative wealth of the planter elite
and levels of labor productivity after controlling for geography. Columns (1)-(3) present
the results for the decades before the Civil War. The estimated coefficient on the relative
wealth of the planter elite between 1840 and 1860 remains positive and statistically signif-
icant. In columns (4)-(12) I show the results on the link between the relative wealth of the
planter elite and total value added per worker for the 1870-1960 period. The results are
similar to Table 2, but quantitatively somewhat stronger. As in the baseline specification
the link between the relative wealth of the planter elite and total value added per worker
is positive but statistically insignificant in 1870 and 1880. The relationship between the
relative wealth of the planter elite and total value added turns negative and statistically
significant in 1890, and remains negative and statistically significant for the whole period
until 1960. Between 1890 and 1950 the negative association between the relative wealth
of the planter and total value added is statistically significant at the 1 percent level. In
1960 the negative association is statistically significant at the 5 percent level. The point
estimates imply that a two-standard-deviation increase in the relative wealth of the planter
elite translates into productivity levels that are about 7 percent lower at the turn of the
19th century and 27 percent lower in 1950.

To ensure that my results are not driven by the historical specialization in agriculture,
and especially in producing large-scale plantation crops, I add a range of controls that are
meant to capture differences in the extent of (large-plantation) agriculture across counties
in the US South. These controls are the number of slaves working on large plantations, the
fraction of land cultivated by large farms and the shares of Southern plantation crops (i.e.
the shares of sugar, cotton, rice and tobacco production).38 Table 4 contains the results
on the link between the relative wealth of the planter elite and levels of labor productivity
after controlling for geography as well as the historical specialization in large-plantation
agriculture. Although the reported coefficient on the relative wealth of the planter elite for
the pre-Civil War years remains positive, see columns (1)-(3), the effect is now only statisti-
cally significant in 1840. Columns (4)-(12) show the results on the link between the relative
wealth of the planter elite and total value added per worker between 1870 and 1960. As in
Table 3, there is a positive, but statistically insignificant, association between the relative
wealth of the planter elite and total value added per worker in the immediate post-war
decades 1870 and 1880. The relationship between the relative wealth of the planter elite
and total value added turns negative and statistically significant in 1890. Between 1890
and 1950 the estimated coefficient on the relative wealth of the planter remains negative
and at least statistically significant at the 5 percent level. In 1960 the link between the
relative wealth of the planter elite and total value added per worker becomes somewhat
weaker and is only statistically significant with a p-value of 0.09. My estimates imply that

36For the relation between geography and economic inequality see, for example, Easterly (2007), Galor
et al. (2009), Ramcharan (2010), and Vollrath (2010).

37I provide a detailed description of each geographic variable and its source in the Data Appendix (pp.
31-36).

38I provide a detailed description of these controls in the Data Appendix (pp. 31-36).
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after controlling for geography and historical specialization in large-plantation agriculture,
a two-standard-deviation increase in the relative wealth of the planter elite translates into
productivity levels that are about 7 percent lower at the turn of the 19th century and 23
percent lower in 1950.39

4.2 The Planter Elite’s Lack of Support for Mass Education

The literature on inequality and growth argues that an unequal distribution of wealth
may be a hurdle for economic development because of the elite’s reluctance to establish
human capital promoting institutions (e.g. Deininger and Squire, 1998; Galor and Moav,
2006; Easterly, 2007; Galor et al., 2009). To examine whether counties with a relatively
wealthier planter elite before the Civil War saw a slower drop in illiteracy following the
Civil War and in the beginning of the 20th century, I estimate

∆IlliteracyRatecs,t−1860 = α+ λs + βWealthPEcs,1860 + γIlliteracyRatecs,1860

+ µIlliteracyRatecs,1860 ×WealthPEcs,1860 + ΓXcs + ucs
(3)

where ∆IlliteracyRatecs,t−1860 denotes the changes in the illiteracy rate between year t
and 1860. I use the changes in the illiteracy rate for 1860-1870, 1860-1880, 1860-1900,
1860-1910, 1860-1920 and 1860-1930 as dependent variable.40 Besides the fraction of
wealth owned by the planter elite, WealthPEcs,1860, and the pre-Civil War illiteracy rate,
IlliteracyRatecs,1860, I use the same set of control variables, Xcs, as previously in Table 4.
The main variable of interest is IlliteracyRatecs,1860 ×WealthPEcs,1860, the interaction
term between the relative wealth of the planter elite and the pre-Civil War illiteracy rate.
The interaction term indicates whether counties with a wealthier planter elite before the
Civil War experienced a faster or slower convergence of illiteracy rates. If controlling for
pre-Civil War illiteracy rates, illiteracy after the Civil War fell more slowly in counties
with a relatively wealthier planter elite, the estimated coefficient on the interaction term
should be positive. The results are reported in Table 5. Starting with the 1860-1880
period, there is a positive and statistically significant association between the interaction
term, IlliteracyRatecs,1860 ×WealthPEcs,1860, and the change in the illiteracy rate, see
columns (2)-(6). Hence, illiteracy rates after the Civil War fell more slowly in counties with
a relatively wealthier planter elite. This suggests that planters delayed the convergence of
illiteracy rates in counties where they had more de facto power (wealth) before the Civil
War.

Table 6 contains the link between the relative wealth of the planter elite and the fraction
of high-school as well as college educated adults in 1940 and 1950. The estimates are based
on estimating equation (2) using the same set of control variables as in Table 5. Columns
(1)-(2) of Table 6 show that there is a negative and statistically significant association
between the relative wealth of the planter elite and the fraction of adults with high-school
as well as college education in 1940. Columns (3)-(4) report the estimates for 1950. The

39As further robustness check I include the agricultural employment share and ln acres of farmland in
1860 as additional controls to account for the general historical specialization in agriculture of US Southern
counties. The estimates are qualitatively similar to Table 4, but the link between the relative wealth of
the planter elite and levels of labor productivity remains positive and statistically significant throughout
all the pre-Civil War decades. The results are available upon request.

40No literacy data are available from the Census for the year 1890 at the county level.
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link between the relative wealth of the planter elite and the fraction of high-school as well
as college educated adults remains negative and statistically significant.

Table 7 presents additional evidence indicating that the planter elite may have used
their de facto power to block educational improvements after the Civil War. The Rosen-
wald Rural Schools Initiative supported the construction of schools for black children in
rural areas between 1914 and 1931 to improve their educational attainment. The principle
of the Rosenwald Fund was to provide help for communities where they received local
support by local blacks, state, and county governments (Aaronson and Mazumder, 2011).
One might therefore expect to have fewer Rosenwald schools built in counties were the
planter elite had more de facto power to coordinate their resistance against black educa-
tion. Columns (1)-(2) contain the estimates of the link between the relative wealth of the
planter elite and the total number of Rosenwald schools built in the county between 1914
and 1931. The estimates are based again on estimating equation (2) using the same set
of control variables as in Table 5. The method of estimation is least squares. Column (1)
shows that there is a negative and statistically significant association between the relative
wealth of the planter elite and the total number of Rosenwald schools built. Since the
Rosenwald Rural Schools Initiative intended to improve black education in rural areas, I
also control for the pre-Civil War urban share in column (2). The estimated coefficient on
the relative wealth of the planter elite remains negative and statistically significant at the
5 percent level. Hence, counties with a relatively wealthier planter elite before the Civil
War were less likely to establish Rosenwald schools for black children. Taken together the
results in Table 5-7 suggest that counties with a wealthier planter elite before the Civil
War saw less human capital investment after the Civil War and during the first part of
the 20th century. This could be a main reason why these counties remained relatively less
productive well into the 20th century.

Moreover, the aggregated county statistics of the US Census provide information on
the illiteracy of black adult men of voting age (age 21 and over) for 1900 to 1920, around
the time when Southern states had introduced voting restrictions based on literacy tests
and poll taxes (Key, 1949; Kousser, 1974; Naidu, 2012). In Table 8, I find that there is a
positive and statistically significant association between the relative wealth of the planter
elite and the fraction of illiterate black men of voting age between 1900 and 1920 using the
same set of control variables as in Table 5. This again suggests that the planter elite may
have used their de facto power to impede mass education. As an important by-product the
planter elite’s lack of support of mass education may have also facilitated the exclusion of
blacks from political participation. Since many of the planters’ political opponents were
illiterate they could not interfere with the political goals of the planter elite once voting
restrictions based on literacy tests were implemented.

4.3 The Planter Elite and the Use of de Facto Power

4.3.1 Violence against Black Officeholders

Intimidation to prevent blacks from participating in the political life after the Civil War
was one of the tools used by the planter elite to maintain control over Southern politics
and the economy. Foner (1996, p. xxviii) writes regarding black officeholders: "Numerous
Mississippi officials were threatened or driven from their homes during the 1875 campaign
[...] Abram Colby, a member of Georgia’s legislature was beaten "in the most cruel manner"
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by Klansmen in 1869. [...] Richard Burke, a minister and teacher in Sumter County,
Alabama, who served in the state House of Representatives, was murdered in 1870. [...]
In Edgefield County, South Carolina, violence was pervasive throughout Reconstruction."
Overall more than ten percent of the black officeholders were victims of violence during
Reconstruction (Foner, 1996, p. xxviii).

Inspired by the anecdotal evidence I use Foner’s directory of Black Officeholders during
Reconstruction to examine whether the use of violence against black officeholder was higher
in counties with a wealthier planter elite before the Civil War. This directory recorded over
1,500 black officeholders who served either at the national, state or local level. Foner (1996)
also lists the names, county of residence and office positions of black officeholders who were
victims of violence during their political career. I use this information to construct two
measures of violence against black officeholders. The first measure is a binary variable
which is unity if at least one black officeholder was a victim of violence in a county during
Reconstruction. My second measure is the total number of black officeholders in a county
who were victims of violence during Reconstruction.41 Column (1) of Table 9 shows the link
between the relative wealth of the planter elite and the probability that a black officeholder
was a victim of violence using estimating equation (2). The estimated coefficient on the
relative wealth of the pre-Civil War planter elite is positive and statistically significant at
the 5 percent level. Column (2) reports estimates for the total number of black officeholders
in a county who were victims of violence during Reconstruction. The estimated coefficient
on the relative wealth of the pre-Civil War planter elite is again positive and statistically
significant at the 5 percent level. These results suggest that the planter elite may have
used their de facto power to support violent actions against black officeholders.

4.3.2 Political Connections

The journals of the constitutional conventions of several Southern states list the names of
all participating delegates together with the counties (districts) they represented. With
this information it is possible to evaluate whether the political influence of the planter elite
at the county level persisted over time. For Alabama and Mississippi – two Deep South
states with cotton-based economies – this information on the delegates can be found in the
Journals of the Proceedings and Debates of the Constitutional Convention of the states of
Alabama (1865, 1875) and Mississippi (1865, 1890).42 This allows me to investigate the
delegates’ family connections to the pre-Civil War planter elite. I do this for the delegates
that participated in the first constitutional convention after the Civil War as well as for
delegates of the first constitutional convention after Reconstruction.

Both states held their first constitutional conventions after the Civil War in 1865. In
these conventions the participating delegates introduced the Black Codes and planned the
reestablishment of the "old" Southern system. The Black Codes together with the consti-
tutional conventions were suspended by the Reconstruction Acts in 1867 which placed ten
former Confederate states under military control and required them to draft a new state

41Foner’s directory has no information on black officeholders for the states of Maryland, Missouri,
Delaware and Kentucky.

42The journals of the proceedings and debates of the constitutional convention of the state of Mississippi
(1865, 1890) report in addition the delegates’ age, postoffice, nativity, occupation and political preference.
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constitution.43 Towards the end or following the Reconstruction period, Alabama held a
constitutional convention in 1875 and Mississippi in 1890. These conventions were marked
by the Democratic Party’s re-establishment of their political control.44 I use three different
selection criteria for the delegates’ connections to the pre-Civil War planter elite. First, if
the delegate or a direct family member of the same household is listed in the slave schedule
as slaveholder (Alternative 1). Second, if the total wealth of the delegate or a direct family
member exceeds $10,000 in 1860 (Alternative 2). The third criteria is a combination of
the first two alternatives and requires delegates or a direct family member to have at least
$10,000 of wealth and being listed as slaveholder in 1860 (Alternative 3).45 I provide a
detailed description of the data and how I linked the delegates to the pre-Civil War planter
elite in the Data Appendix (pp. 31-36).

Table 10 contains the descriptive statistics for the constitutional conventions for Al-
abama and Mississippi. In the constitutional convention of 1865, I find that 78 percent of
Alabama’s delegates (or direct family members) and 69 percent of the delegates in Mis-
sissippi were listed as slaveowners in the slave schedules of the Census in 1860. The later
constitutional conventions reveal a similar pattern. In Alabama, 73 percent of the delegates
of the constitutional convention of 1875 had direct connections to slaveholders in 1860; in
Mississippi, 60 percent of the delegates of the constitutional convention in 1890 had direct
connections to slaveholders in 1860. Looking directly at whether the reported wealth of a
delegate exceeds $10,000 in the 1860 Census yields similar results. If I use the selection
criteria that requires delegates or a direct family member to have at least $10,000 of wealth
and being listed as slaveholder in 1860, I obtain that 63 percent of the county delegates of
the constitutional convention of Alabama in 1865 had a family connection to the pre-Civil
War planter elite; for Mississippi, the corresponding number is 59 percent. In the 1875
constitutional convention in Alabama, 66 percent of the delegates had a family connection
to the pre-Civil War planter elite; in the 1890 constitutional convention in Mississippi, 52
percent of the delegates had a family connection to the historical planter elite.

To examine the delegates’ connection to the pre-Civil War planter elite at the county
level in Alabama and Mississippi, I construct a binary variable, PCcs, for each county
in Alabama and Mississippi that takes the value of unity if at least one delegate in both
constitutional conventions had a family connection to the planter elite using the most strin-
gent selection criteria (Alternative 3). This indicator variable should reflect the political
influence of the pre-Civl War planter elite in the constitutional conventions. I then inves-
tigate whether rich delegates with family connections to the planter elite were more likely
in counties with a relatively wealthier planter elite using the following estimation equation

PCcs = α+ λs + βWealthPEcs,1860 + γDelegatecs + ΓXcs,1860 + ucs. (4)

The parameters λs are state fixed effects, and the variable of interest, WealthPEcs,1860, is
defined in (1). As controls I include the average number of county delegates, Delegatecs,

43Alabama and Mississippi introduced new constitutions in 1868. I do not consider the constitutional
conventions in 1868, because delegates in both states were selected under military supervision.

44Foner (1996, Table 1) dates the end of Reconstruction in Alabama in 1874 and Mississippi in 1875.
45If it was not possible to identify the delegate or a direct family member in the 1860 Census, but in the

1870 Census instead, I use the wealth reported by the enumerators of the Census for the delegate in 1870.
Note, that using the reported wealth in 1870 might result in a under selection of delegates since many of
them lost a significant fraction of their personal estate due to the abolition of slavery.
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as well as the ln population and ln area, denoted by Xcs,1860, to control for the county size.
The method of estimation is probit.

In column (1) of Table 11, I show that there is a positive and statistically significant
association between the probability that a county is politically captured by the planter
elite and the relative wealth of the planter elite.46 The estimated coefficient on the relative
wealth of the planter elite is statistically significant at the 1 percent level. In addition, I
re-estimate equation (4) using a county panel specification

PCcs,t = α+ λs,t + βWealthPEcs,1860 + γDelegatecs,t + ΓXcs,1860 + ucs,t. (5)

The dependent variable, PCcs,t, is again a binary variable that is equal to unity in year t
if at least one delegate in the county was listed as a slaveholder and reported more than
$10,000 of wealth in the 1860 Census (Alternative 3). I replace the state fixed effects, λs,
by time varying state fixed effects, λs,t, which capture observable and unobservable time
varying characteristics at the state level.47

Column (2) of Table 11 reports the link between the relative wealth of the planter elite
and the probability of having at least one county delegate with family connections to the
planter elite using estimating equation (5). The estimated coefficient on the relative wealth
of the planter elite is positive and statistically significant at the 5 percent level. Since some
counties were allowed to send more than one delegate to the constitutional conventions, I
also examine the link between the number of rich delegates with family connections to the
pre-Civil War planter elite and the relative wealth of the planter elite before the Civil War.
Column (3) reports the least squares results using the same right-hand-side controls as in
column (2). The estimated coefficient on the planter elite’s relative wealth is positive and
statistically significant at the 1 percent level. Hence, there is a positive and statistically
significant association between the relative wealth of the pre-Civil War planter elite and
the number of delegates sent to the constitutional conventions that had family connections
to planter elite. In line with Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2008a,b), my findings suggest
that the planter elite used their de facto power to capture local politics in order to preserve
a planter-friendly political system in the post-Civil War South.

4.3.3 Land Prices

The planter elite’s ability to exercise de facto power should have allowed them to better
defend their interests during the Reconstruction period when they had less de jure power.
Since historians have documented that planters maintained land ownership after the Civil
War (e.g. Shugg, 1937; Wiener, 1976; Ransom and Sutch, 2001), a main objective of the
planter elite should have been to preserve their rents from land. As land prices can be taken
to capitalize agricultural profits (e.g. Plantinga et al., 2002; Deschênes and Greenstone,
2007), the planter elite’s capacity to defend their (agricultural) interests should show in
land prices. To explore whether wealthier planters were better able to defend their interests
in times with less de jure power, I therefore compare the evolution of land prices at the
county level during Reconstruction, when legal reforms like the abolition of slavery or the

46I obtain qualitatively similar results when using Alternative 1 and Alternative 2 for the construction
of the indicator variable, instead. These results are available upon request.

47The constitutional conventions after the Civil War in 1865 are coded as t = 1 and the constitutional
conventions in 1875 (AL) and in 1890 (MS) are coded as t = 2.
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enfranchisement of freemen for example brought losses in the elite’s de jure power, with
the period when Southern states overrode the Reconstruction conventions and planters
recouped de jure power. My estimating equation is

ln(LPcs,t) = λc + λs,t + βTEs,t ×WealthPEcs,1860 + ucs,t. (6)

The dependent variable, ln(LPcs,t), stands for the ln value of farmland per acre in county
c of state s in year t. I also include county fixed effects, λc, and time varying state fixed
effects, λs,t, to capture time-varying state characteristics. TEs,t is a binary variable that
takes the value one for all years after the Civil War and before the state overrode its Re-
construction convention (the direct effect of the treatment effect, TEs,t, is captured by the
time-varying state fixed effects).48 The main variable of interest, TEs,t×WealthPEcs,1860,
denotes the interaction of the treatment effect and the relative wealth of the planter elite.
If the planter elite was better able to sustain land prices during Reconstruction in counties
where they had more de facto power, the estimated coefficient on the interaction term
should be positive.

Panel A of Table 12 contains my results on the link between land prices and the planter
elite’s wealth during Reconstruction and following the adoption of the new constitutions
for the decades 1870 to 1930. The method of estimation is least squares. Column (1)
shows that during Reconstruction land prices were relatively higher in counties where the
planter elite had more de facto power. The estimated coefficient on the interaction term
is statistically significant at the 1 percent level. Columns (2)-(3) report the results when I
also interact the treatment effect with other pre-Civil War county characteristics, like the
reliance on slave labor and county size in column (2) and variables capturing the historical
specialization in plantation agriculture in column (3). The estimated coefficient on the
relative wealth of the planter elite remains statistically significant at the 1 percent level in
both cases.

I also estimate a version of equation (6) that focuses on the sample of contiguous
counties that lie on the opposite sides of state borders. The advantage of comparing only
contiguous border counties is their similarity, which mitigates the concerns related to the
heterogeneity between treatment and control group. To implement this so-called border
county approach I need to modify estimating equation (6) by including additional time
varying border segment fixed effects. These border segment controls account for common
observable and unobservable factors that vary across state border segments over time. The
new estimation equation is

ln(LPbcs,t) = λc + λb,t + λs,t + βTEs,t ×WealthPEcs,1860 + ubcs,t (7)

where the main difference to estimation equation (6) is the inclusion of time varying bor-
der segment fixed effects λb,t and restricting the sample to border counties.49 Figure 2
highlights the border counties used in my empirical analysis.50

48For estimating equation (6), I consider a state in the Reconstruction period until the state overrode its
Reconstruction convention. A list of the timing of the first constitutional conventions after Reconstruction
of each Southern State is available from the author upon request.

49The border county approach follows closely the regression discontinuity design of Black (1999), Dube
et al. (2010), Fack and Grenet (2010), and Naidu (2012) for example.

50Note that a border county can be in multiple border segments.
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Panel B of Table 12 shows the estimates for the border county approach for 1870 to
1930. The method of estimation is least squares.51 The results reported in column (1)-(3)
are qualitatively similar to Panel A. The estimated coefficient on the interaction term is
at least statistically significant at the 5 percent level. The estimates continue to indicate
that during Reconstruction, land prices were relatively higher in counties with a wealthier
planter elite. This suggests that the planter elite’s de facto power allowed them to capture
local institutions for their own interest until the new constitutions restored some of their
de jure power.

4.3.4 Paternalism

My findings on land prices are consistent with the so-called paternalistic view of the be-
havior of the planter elite after the Civil War discussed in Alston and Ferrie (1985, 1993,
1999). According to this view, plantation owners offered blacks a set of amenities – such
as protection from violence, improved housing or medical care – in exchange of contractual
arrangements that were favorable for plantation production. Alston and Ferrie argue that
these paternalistic arrangements were easier to establish by wealthier planters because they
required political influence. In Panel A of Table 13, I examine whether counties with a
wealthier planter elite saw an increase in the production of plantation crops relative to all
other main field crops grown in the US South (corn, wheat, barley, rye, oats and sweet pota-
toes) during Reconstruction using the difference-difference approach of subsection 4.3.3.
The estimating equation is (6) and the method of estimation is least squares. Column (1)
shows that counties where the planter elite had more de facto power before the Civil War
experienced a relative increase in the production of plantation crops compared to other
main field crops during Reconstruction. The estimated coefficient on the interaction term
is statistically significant at the 1 percent level. This positive association remains statisti-
cally significant in columns (2)-(3) where I control for interactions between the treatment
effect and pre-Civil War county characteristics like the reliance on slave labor, size and
historical specialization in plantation agriculture. Panel B of Table 13 contains the qual-
itatively similar results using the border county approach based on estimating equation
(7).

An important amenity included among the planters’ paternalistic arrangements was
security from violence and lynching. I calculate the total number of lynchings between
1882 and 1930 for each county in the US South using the dataset of the Historical Ameri-
can Lynching Data Collection Project (HAL) to examine whether there was more security
from violence and lynching in counties with a wealthier planter elite. The HAL contains
historical data on individual lynchings in ten Southern states between 1882 and 1930.52

Table 14 contains the results for the link between the planter elite’s relative wealth and the
number of lynchings at the county level. The estimation equation is (2) and the method
of estimation is least squares. I include the same set of control variables as previously in
Table 4. Column (1) shows that the estimated coefficient on the relative wealth of the

51To account for within-state over time and within border segment over time correlations I use a two-
dimensional clustering at the state and border segment level, see Cameron et al. (2011) for more information
on multiway clustering. Hence, my estimates are robust to arbitrary correlation across counties in each
US state and across counties in each border segment. The two-dimensional clustering accounts also for
the mechanical correlation induced by the presence of a single county in multiple border segments (see e.g.
Dube et al., 2010 and Naidu, 2012).

52The data are available at http://people.uncw.edu/hinese/HAL/HAL%20Web%20Page.htm.
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pre-Civil War planter elite is negative and statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
In column (2), I restrict the sample to the 1882-1900 period before most of the Southern
states introduced barriers to voting. As before, there is a strong negative and statistically
significant association between the relative wealth of the pre-Civil War planter elite and
the number of lynchings. This suggest that – consistent with the so-called paternalistic
view – a relatively wealthier planter elite may have used their de facto power to offer black
workers protection from violence.

Planters with more de facto power may have preferred to establish contractual arrange-
ments with black tenants, because the additional paternalistic goods they could offer like
protection from violence or housing were especially attractive to them (Alston and Ferrie,
1985, 1993, 1999).53 In Table 15, I examine whether there was a greater share of black
tenants in counties with a relatively wealthier planter elite. My estimates are based on es-
timation equation (2) and the method of estimation is weighted least squares with weights
equal to the farmland of counties. I include the same set of control variables as previously
in Table 4. Column (1) contains the results on the link between the relative wealth of
the planter elite and the share of black tenants in 1900. The estimated coefficient on the
relative wealth of the planter elite is positive and statistically significant at the 1 percent
level. Column (2) and (3) divide the tenants into cash or share tenants, respectively. I find
that there is a positive and statistically significant association between the relative wealth
of the planter elite and the share of black cash tenants in column (2). There is also a
positive but somewhat weak link between planters’ wealth and the fraction of black share
tenants in column (3). The p-value of the point estimate is 0.08. My empirical evidence
suggests that there existed relatively more contractual arrangements with black tenants in
counties with a relatively wealthier planter elite before the Civil War.

4.4 Further Issues: Measuring Inequality

One important difference between my work and the recent contributions of Nunn (2008),
Galor et al. (2009), Ramcharan (2010), and Rajan and Ramcharan (2011) to the literature
on the effects of wealth inequality on economic development in the US is that my measure
of wealth inequality is based on personal wealth data, whereas these studies use measures
of wealth inequality based on data on farm sizes. There are several reasons why for my
purposes it is preferable to use data on the personal wealth of planters. First, the data
on farm sizes does not refer to farm ownership, but to the farm as a unit of production.
Historians have documented that farm tenancy was not an unusual form of contractual
arrangement in Southern agriculture even before the Civil War (Reid Jr., 1976; Winters,
1987; Bolton, 1994). Tenancy rates for several counties in Georgia before the Civil War
varied between 3 to 40 percent for example (Bode and Ginter, 2008). Hence, farms might
have been operated by different tenants but owned by the same person. Since wealthy
planters often owned more than a single plantation (see e.g. Oakes, 1982; Rowland et al.,
1996; Scarborough, 2006), an inequality measure based on farm sizes would tend to under-
estimate their relative wealth. Second, compared to wealth inequality measures based on

53Alston and Ferrie (1993, footnote 17) argue that paternalistic arrangements may have been cheaper
for planters than using cash. Hence, these arrangements can be regarded as a possibility for planters with
more de facto power to funnel rents away from black tenants. For example, Alston and Ferrie (1999,
p.30) interpret the higher cash rents per acres paid by black compared to white tenants as evidence of a
"paternalism premium" for receiving protection.
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farm sizes, my wealth inequality measure also reflects the value of land. This is important
if the planter elite also tended to own the most valuable land. Third, the data on farm
sizes would not allow me to identify the landholdings of the planter elite – the group of
interest in my paper.

Another important difference between my work and the existing work on the effects
of wealth inequality in the US South is that my measure of wealth inequality is meant to
proxy for the capacity of the elite to repress the rest of the society if it is in their inter-
est, as emphasized by Engerman and Sokoloff (1997, 2002), Acemoglu et al. (2005), and
Acemoglu (2008). Whereas the measures of the unequal distribution of farm sizes used by
Nunn (2008), Ramcharan (2010), and Rajan and Ramcharan (2011) seem better suited as
a proxy of the distribution of de facto power among landowners. Still, in Panel A of Table
16, I replace my measure of the planter elite’s relative wealth in estimating equation (2)
with the Gini coefficient implied by the farm size distributions in each county.54 This spec-
ification does not yield a statistically significant association between inequality and levels
of labor productivity after the Civil War. This continues to be the case when I control
for geography and historical specialization in plantation agriculture, see Panel B of Table
16. Finally, I simultaneously include my measure of the relative wealth of the pre-Civil
War planter elite and the Gini coefficient implied by the farm size distributions in Panel
C of Table 16, controlling also for geography and historical specialization in plantation
agriculture. The estimates on the Gini coefficient remains insignificant, whereas there is
a negative and significant association between the relative wealth of the planter elite and
levels of labor productivity after the Civil War. Overall my results suggest that using the
relative wealth of the planter elite as a measure of wealth inequality is key for my empirical
findings.55

5 Conclusion

I document that the great concentration of wealth in the hands of the planter elite before
the American Civil War appears to have been detrimental for subsequent local economic
development within the US South. To capture the planter’s elite potential to exercise
de facto power, I construct a new dataset on the personal wealth of the richest Southern
planters before the Civil War. My estimates imply that the planter elite’s ability to exercise
de facto power at the local level – proxied by their relative wealth in the county – adversely
affected levels of labor productivity in the post-war decades and even after World War II.
After controlling for geography and historical specialization in large-plantation agricul-
ture, I find that a two-standard-deviation increase in the relative wealth of the planter
elite translates into productivity levels that are about 7 percent lower at the turn of the
19th century and 23 percent lower in 1950.

I argue that the negative association between the relative wealth of the historical planter
elite and the long-run economic development of counties in the US South is the likely con-

54The Gini coefficient implied by the farm size distributions for 1860 is retrieved from Nathan Nunn’s
webpage: http://www.economics.harvard.edu/faculty/nunn/data_nunn.

55My main result using the measure of the relative wealth of the planter elite as proxy for their de facto
power is also robust to including other measures of wealth inequality based on data on farm sizes such as
the share of big farms, the fraction of land cultivated by large farms (already included as control variable
in my analysis) and the number of large farms constituting 20 percent of all land for example. The results
are available upon request.
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sequence of the planter elite’s lack of support for mass schooling. My results indicate that
illiteracy rates after the Civil War fell more slowly in counties with a relatively wealthier
planter elite, and that these counties also saw a smaller share of the population attending
high school or college in the beginning of the 20th century. I also show that counties with
a richer planter elite before the Civil War were less likely to establish so-called Rosenwald
schools for black children. My results suggest that more economically powerful planters
may have undermined blacks and poor whites capacity to accumulate human capital by
delaying the establishment of human-capital promoting institutions.

My results indicate – in line with Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2008a,b) – that the
planter elite’s de facto power allowed them to maintain their economic and political status
after the Civil War. In response to legal changes like the abolition of slavery and black
enfranchisement during the Reconstruction period, the planter elite used their de facto
power to repress black politicians. I also find that the Reconstruction policies failed to
curb the political connections of the planter elite. The US South remained a captured
economy well into the 20th century with the most adversely affected places being counties
where the planter elite was relatively powerful before the Civil War.
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Appendix: Data Appendix

Dependent Variables

Dependent Variables (1)

VARIABLE YEARS DESCRIPTION

Total Value Added per
Worker

1860-1960
Total value added per worker in logarithmic units is con-
structed as the sum of manufacturing value added (i.e. out-
put minus the cost of materials) and agricultural output per
worker (in the agricultural and manufacturing sector) at the
county level. The data for manufacturing value added and
agricultural output come from the US Census and are re-
trieved from the ICPSR file 2896 (Haines, 2010). For 1910,
there are no manufacturing Census data available at the
county level. The data for agricultural workers come from
Craig and Weiss (1998) for the years 1860 to 1900. For
the years 1910 to 1920 data are taken from the IPUMS-US
database by aggregating information from variable ind1950
on agricultural workers (industry classification 105) at the
county level (Ruggles et al., 2010). The Census data on ru-
ral farm population is used as proxy for agricultural workers
for the years 1930 to 1960 (ICPSR 2896). Data on manu-
facturing workers are retrieved form the ICPSR 2896 file.

Illiteracy Rate 1870-1930
Fraction of the population who cannot read and write. For
the years 1870 and 1880, I construct the illiteracy rate using
the Census data provided by the IPUMS-US. In 1890, there
is no information on literacy at the county level. For the
years 1900 to 1930 the illiteracy rate is retrieved from the
ICPSR 2896 file. The US Census 1900-1920 provides also
information on illiterate males of voting age by race at the
county level (ICPSR 2896).

Number of Rosenwald
Schools

1914-1931
Data on Rosenwald Schools are retrieved from the data
archive of Aaronson and Mazumder (2011) provided by
the Journal of Political Economy. The dataset contains all
Rosenwald Schools which opened during the period 1914-
1931 at the county level. For more information see Section
4.2 and Aaronson and Mazumder (2011).
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Dependent Variables (2)

Share of Adults with
Higher Education

1940-1950
Fraction of adults over age 25 with high school or college
degree at the county level (ICPSR 2896).

Violence against Black
Officeholder

1865-1877
I use Foner’s (1996) directory of black officeholder during
Reconstruction to compile data on black officeholders who
became victims of violence during Reconstruction (see also
Section 4.3.1).

Members of the
Constitutional
Convention

1865-1890
The Journals of the Proceedings and Debates of the Consti-
tutional Convention for the states of Alabama (1865, 1875)
and Mississippi (1865, 1890) listed for each constitutional
convention the name of each participant and the corre-
sponding county (district) the delegate represented. I con-
nect the listed delegates to the nearest compiled US Cen-
sus before or after a constitutional convention took place to
obtain additional personal information about the delegates
such as their age, birthplace, occupation and the birthplace
of their parents (for the delegates of the constitutional con-
vention in 1865 I use either the Census of 1860 or 1870, for
the convention in Alabama in 1875 the Census of 1870 or
1880, and for the convention in Mississippi in 1890 I use the
Census of the same year). Afterwards, I link the delegates
to the Census of 1860 in order to verify whether the dele-
gate himself or a direct family member – i.e. the delegate’s
wife, his parents or any other relative listed in the same
household – is connected to the planter class (I do not con-
sider whether the delegate had a connection to the planter
class via siblings or other relatives such as uncles or the fa-
ther in law unless they are listed in the same household as
the delegate in 1860. My genealogical research is therefore
a conservative estimate of the delegates’ family connections
to the planter class.) If it is impossible to identify the dele-
gate or its direct family members in the 1860 Census but in
the 1870 Census instead, I use the wealth reported by the
enumerators of the Census for the delegate in 1870 (note,
that using the reported wealth in 1870 might result in a
under selection of delegates since many of them lost a sig-
nificant fraction of their personal estate due to the abolition
of slavery). See Section 3 for a detailed description of the
1860 Census.
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Dependent Variables (3)

Values of Farmland per
Acres in $

1860-1930
Values of farmland and buildings per acre (ICPSR 2896,
part 106).

Plantation Crops Ratio 1870-1900
The ratio of plantation crops (cotton, sugarcane, rice and
tobacco) to non-plantation crops (wheat, rye, corn, oats,
sweat potato and barley) is calculated as the sum over
each individual planation crop measured by quantity and
multiplied by its price divided by the sum over each non-
plantation crop measured by quantity and multiplied by its
price (I use the individual crop prices of 1860), see ICPSR
file 2896.

Number of Lynchings 1880-1930
I construct the number of lynchings at the county level
using the information provided by the Historical Ameri-
can Lynching Data Collection Project (HAL). For more
information see also Section 4.3.4 and the HAL website
http://people.uncw.edu/hinese/.

Share of Black Tenants 1900
The share of black tenants in 1900 (ICPSR 2896).
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Control Variables

Control Variables (1)

VARIABLE YEARS DESCRIPTION

Population 1860
Total county population in 1860 (ICPSR 2896).

Slaves 1860
Total number of slaves in a county in 1860 (ICPSR 2896).

Area 1880
County area in square miles (ICPSR 2896).

Slaves on Large
Plantations

1860
Number of slaves living in holdings with 50 and more slaves.
I assume that these slaves work on large plantations. I ob-
tain the number of slaves living in large holdings by taking
the median bin size of slaves in every slaveholder category
above 50 slaves multiplied by the number of slaveholders in
each category. The slaveholder categories with more than
50 slaves listed in the Census are the number of slaveholders
with 50-69, 70-99, 100-199, 200-299, 300-499, 500-999, and
with 1000 and more slaves (see ICPSR 2896). The variable
is taken in logarithmic units as ln (Slaves Large Plantations
+ 1).

Share of Farmland
Large Farms

1860
The fraction of farmland cultivated by large farms is ob-
tained by using the median bin size of farmland multiplied
by the number of farms of the following categories: farms
with 500 to 999 acres and farms with 1000 acres and more
(see ICPSR 2896). For the latter category, I assume that
each farm is exactly 1000 acres.
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Control Variables (2)

VARIABLE YEARS DESCRIPTION

Share Cotton 1860
The share of cotton production in 1860 is calculated as the
value of cotton output in bales over the total sum of the
following crops produced in a county: tobacco, rice, cotton,
sugarcane, wheat, rye, corn, oats, sweat potato and barley.
To obtain the crop output in dollars, I multiply each crop
with its price in 1860 (see ICPSR 2896).

Share Sugar 1860
The share of sugarcane production in 1860 is calculated as
the value of sugarcane output in hogsheads over the total
sum of the following crops produced in a county: tobacco,
rice, cotton, sugarcane, wheat, rye, corn, oats, sweat potato
and barley. To obtain the crop output in dollars, I multiply
each crop with its price in 1860 (see ICPSR 2896).

Share Rice 1860
The share of rice production in 1860 is calculated as the
value of rice output in pounds over the total sum of the
following crops produced in a county: tobacco, rice, cotton,
sugarcane, wheat, rye, corn, oats, sweat potato and barley.
To obtain the crop output in dollars, I multiply each crop
with its price in 1860 (see ICPSR 2896).

Share Tobacco 1860
The share of tobacco production in 1860 is calculated as the
value of tobacco output in pounds over the total sum of the
following crops produced in a county: tobacco, rice, cotton,
sugarcane, wheat, rye, corn, oats, sweat potato and barley.
To obtain the crop output in dollars, I multiply each crop
with its price in 1860 (see ICPSR 2896).
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Control Variables (Continued)

Climate Data: The precipitation and temperature data come from the PRISM climate
group.56 The PRISM provides for each month since 1895 precipitation and temperature
data for the Conterminous United States at a 4x4 km grid size. For each month since 1895
the grid data is mapped into counties which yields to monthly precipitation and tempera-
ture data at the county level using historical county boundaries. For this paper, I use the
average yearly temperature and average yearly precipitation over the period 1895-2000 to
proxy for average climate characteristics at the county level. Since cotton production was
one of the most salient agricultural features in the US South during the 19th century, I
control also for the growing degree days and a measure of cotton suitability at the county
level. Growing degree days are an important information for crop choice and are calculated
as the time span between last frost in spring and first frost in fall measured in days using
the Julian calendar. Cotton suitability measures the suitability of rainfall in a county for
cotton production. For each county, I include also the geographical coordinates (latitude
and longitude) of the county centroids. The measures of the growing degree days, cotton
suitability and the geographical coordinates are downloaded from Dietrich Vollrath’s web-
site.57 A detailed description of the datasource used and the construction of the cotton
suitability measure and the growing degree days can be found in Vollrath (2010, pp. 32-34).

Soil and Elevation Data: The soil data comes from the United States Department of
Agriculture SSURGO database and contains the soil taxonomy at different resolutions for
the Conterminous United States.58 For this paper I use the soil types at the suborder
level. The suborder level classifies the soil types into 53 different categories. The soil
data is mapped into counties using historical county boundaries. With this information at
hand I construct the corresponding share of land of a county which falls into different soil
categories. The Environmental System Research Institute (www.esri.com) is the source of
the elevation data. In the paper I control for average elevation and the standard deviation
of elevation at the county level.59

56www.prism.oregonstate.edu.
57For more details see https://sites.google.com/site/dietrichvollrath/Home/geogwealth.
58For more details see http://soils.usda.gov/surveys/geography/ssurgo/.
59I thank Antonio Ciccone for sharing the climate, soil and elevation data.
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Figures and Tables

TABLE 1
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: MEMBERS OF THE PLANTER ELITE

Members of the Planter Elite Obs Mean
Age 1874 50.77
Real Estate in 1860 Dollars 1970 $101,384.30
Personal Estate in 1860 Dollars 1963 $148,597.90
Slaves Owned 2006 154.21

Gender Freq. Percent
Female 135 7.11
Male 1765 92.89

Birthplace Freq. Percent
South Carolina 494 27.23
Virginia 249 13.73
Georgia 233 12.84
North Carolina 221 12.18
Mississippi 153 8.43
Louisiana 145 7.99
Tennessee 63 3.47
Alabama 57 3.14
Kentucky 40 2.21
Maryland 39 2.15
Other 120 6.62

Occupation Freq. Percent
Farmer 897 47.51
Planter 806 42.69
Estate 42 2.22
Merchant 24 1.27
Lawyer 23 1.22
Physician 21 1.11
Other 75 3.97

Wealth of Planter Elite vs. Average Free Person
Wealth Average Member of the Planter Elite $248,319.80
Wealth Average Free Person $692.00
Ratio 358.84

Comparison to US South Population 
Fraction of Wealth Owned 0.06
Fraction of Total Pop. (in %) 0.02
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Figure 1: Relative Wealth of the Planter Elite in 1860
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Table 10: The Political Connection of the Planter Elite after the Civil War

States Alternative (1) Alternative (2) Alternative (3)

Alabama
1865 99/99 77.78 67.68 62.63

1875 70/92 72.86 72.86 65.71

Mississippi
1865 99/99 68.69 68.69 58.59

1890 83/130 60.24 68.67 51.81

Source: Journals of the Proceedings and Debates of the Constitutional Conventions of Alabama (1865/75) and Mississippi (1865/90)
Alternative (1): % of Delegates listed as Slaveholders in 1860 
Alternative (2): % of Delegates listed with more than $10,000 Wealth in 1860
Alternative (3): Both Criteria (1) & (2)

Constitutional 
Conventions (Years)

# Delegates 
Identified in 1860
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Figure 2: Border Counties in the US South 1860
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APPENDIX TABLE: SUMMARY STATISTICS

Summary Statistics (Section 4)

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.

Relative Wealth of the Planter Elite (1860) 1072 0.04 0.08
Ln Slaves (1860) 1072 7.30 1.64
Ln Population (1860) 1072 9.03 0.78
Ln Area 1072 6.28 0.54

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.

Ln Total Value Added Per Worker  (1840) 733 5.1 0.74
Ln Total Value Added Per Worker  (1860) 1072 5.34 0.47
Ln Total Value Added Per Worker  (1880) 1072 5.15 0.44
Ln Total Value Added Per Worker  (1900) 1072 5.56 0.38
Ln Total Value Added Per Worker  (1920) 1072 6.92 0.46
Ln Total Value Added Per Worker  (1940) 1072 5.29 0.73
Ln Total Value Added Per Worker  (1960) 1072 7.58 0.78

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.

Illiteracy Rate (1860) 1072 0.41 0.21
Illiteracy Rate (1880) 1072 0.39 0.16
Illiteracy Rate (1900) 1072 0.17 0.09
Illiteracy Rate (1920) 1072 0.12 0.08
Illiteracy Rate (1930) 1072 0.09 0.06

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.

Share of Adults with High School Education (1940) 1072 0.20 0.07
Share of Adults with High School Education (1950) 1072 0.25 0.07
Share of Adults with College Education (1940) 1072 0.07 0.03
Share of Adults with College Education (1950) 1072 0.08 0.04
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Summary Statistics (Section 4 continued)

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.

1071 3.52 5.85
Indicator Variable Violence against Black Officeholder 842 0.10 0.31
Indicator Variable of Political Persistence 109 0.48 0.50

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.

Ln Value of Farmland Per Acres in $ (1870) 1055 1.82 0.94
Ln Value of Farmland Per Acres in $ (1880) 1055 1.92 0.76
Ln Value of Farmland Per Acres in $ (1890) 1055 2.24 0.74
Ln Value of Farmland Per Acres in $ (1900) 1055 2.34 0.71
Ln Value of Farmland Per Acres in $ (1910) 1055 3.06 0.64
Ln Value of Farmland Per Acres in $ (1920) 1055 3.80 0.63
Ln Value of Farmland Per Acres in $ (1930) 1055 3.60 0.57

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev.

Number of Lynchings (1882-1932) 682 3.3 4.17
Share of Black Tenants (1900) 1072 0.29 0.29

1070 0.45 0.06

Number of Rosenwald Schools (1914-1931)

Gini Coeffcient (1860)
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