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Slaves Had A Better Life Than Northern Wage Earners.


Throughout our entire school career’s we were fed a view that slavery was a terrible thing.  We have heard about the terrible whipping of slaves, sexual abuse against slave women, and many other horror stories about harsh slave treatment.  While all these things did occur, they are often portrayed as routine procedures.  This is simply not the case.  In fact, poor immigrants and other northerners had to work under much harsher conditions than those of the slaves.  This can be shown, statistically through the works of cliometrician Robert Fogel.  Fogel examined many things, such as the price of slaves, the length of work days, and the excess of cheap northern labor.  The effects of these things relate directly to the harsh work day of the northern laborer. While neither position, slave or wage earner, was desirable, one was clearly easier than the other.

Slave owners saw their slaves as an investment.  Some slaves were better suited for labor than others, and these slaves would come at a higher price.  Regardless of the moral incorrectness of seeing these people as property, these slave owners were businessmen, and as such would want to see to it that their investments were protected and taken care of.  If you spent $500 dollars on a cow to pull a plow in your field, would you beat and starve the cow and still expect it to do its job adequately?  This is how slave owners viewed their slaves.  They wanted to make sure that the slaves were healthy so that they could get as much return on their investment as possible.  Conversely, a northern wage earner was not something that was bought.  You wanted to do the work, and if you didn’t like your conditions, you would be fired, left with no money to ensure health for you and your family.  The slave owners clearly had more incentive to treat their “property” with care than northern factory owners.

The slave work day was also much shorter than that of the northern laborer.  Slave work was done on farms, meaning it could only be done in daylight hours.  However, factory work could be done for a longer period of time as it did not require the sunlight.  Also, salves in the South often received their Sundays off all together.  Northern labor did not stop any day during the week.  In fact, most northerners would receive only Christmas day off throughout the entire year.  The difference is evident.  Slaves would work less hours in a day and get one day off a week while northerners would work longer days and only receive on day off in an entire year.

Finally, slaves had it better because of their excess of northern labor that was available.  As previously mentioned slaves were bought by the owners and were not on plantations by choice in most cases.  Therefore the owner would want to make sure they were healthy and got the job done.  However, northerners were fortunate just to find work.  Should they become upset with their job conditions and speak up, they would be immediately removed and replaced with one of the thousands of others looking for work.  After being fired from one job they would be blacklisted, making it near impossible to find work at any other factory.  Also, should they get hurt on the job, there was no use for them.  They certainly did not receive any medical care, either.  They were simply gotten rid of and replaced.  It was not economical for the factory owners to provide medical care when they could simply hire another person to do the same job.  The same would be true of a worker who became too old to do their job, and at that point they would be left without a job or means of survival. A slave however, would be found other work on the plantation should they become unable to perform field work.  It was all about the slave owners getting the biggest return on their investment.

Despite the horror stories we hear about slavery in the South, we can see after a closer look that northern laborers at the time actually had it worse than slaves.  Yes, what slave owners did, treating the slaves as property, was morally wrong.  However, this is not a question of morality, but instead a question of economics.  These were businessmen, and as such, they took care of their expensive “investments”.  Northern laborers worked longer hours and more days, and were easily replaced by a surplus of workers.  Both groups of people did not live desirable lives; however one was clearly easier than the other.
