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Preface to the Updated Edition

WHEN I PUBLISHED the first edition of this book four years ago, I believed that the scholarly discussion about the New York Times’s 1619 Project had largely run its course. I intended the book to serve as a resource for readers seeking a critical but measured analysis of the controversies stemming from the newspaper’s August 2019 magazine edition of the original project.

A number of other rebuttals of the 1619 Project appeared in print around the same time, offering additional insights to the discussion. My contribution differed in two ways, owing largely to my own background as an economic historian. First, I was the only critic who focused primarily on the 1619 Project’s economic arguments, and particularly its attempts to link modern American capitalism to slavery. Other historians similarly noted the shortcomings of Matthew Desmond’s chapter on this subject in the original series, while concentrating the bulk of their analysis on the faulty historical claims of Nikole Hannah-Jones’s lead essay. As I noted at the time, Desmond’s argument formed the crucial link between Hannah-Jones’s faulty claims about the American founding and her prescriptive policy goals in the present day, specifically large-scale income redistribution and slavery reparations.

Second, while I was largely critical of the 1619 Project’s aims, I also offered narrow defenses of areas where it had been unfairly attacked. For example, a number of historians were too quick to dismiss the original project’s discussion of Abraham Lincoln’s colonization initiatives during the Civil War by portraying them as a minor component of his presidency. I also noted that many of the original project’s essays on literature, music, and culture contained reasonable synopses of their authors’ scholarly contributions and did not suffer the defects of the essays by Hannah-Jones and Desmond.

Politics breathed a new life into the 1619 Project debate in the months before the 2020 presidential election, leaving the discussion about its scholarly merits and faults significantly worse for the wear. While the project’s politician-critics on the right, including President Donald Trump, injected it into the circus of political campaigning, Hannah-Jones stooped to this challenge and joined the ensuing clown act. Facing backlash over her previous assertion that 1619 should replace 1776 as America’s founding date, Hannah-Jones went on national television and told a lie by insisting that she never made this claim.

In this new edition, I include additional essays that I wrote in response to Hannah-Jones’s lie, which also led to the discovery of journalistic misconduct by the New York Times. At some point between the initial controversies and Hannah-Jones’s September 2020 media appearance, the newspaper quietly edited the text of the original 1619 Project on its website to remove a controversial passage designating 1619, rather than 1776, as the date of America’s true founding. This deception marked a turning point in the trajectory of the larger project. It began as a flawed and one-sided look at American history that nonetheless spawned fruitful debate and discussion about slavery. After the edits and Hannah-Jones’s public misrepresentation of them, the 1619 Project became almost exclusively political in nature. Its purpose shifted from initiating a historical discussion about slavery to covering up its own defects in a desperate bid to keep Hannah-Jones’s political narrative intact.

The years that followed saw successive revisions of the original 1619 Project, first as an expanded book-length edition and then a documentary miniseries for the Hulu streaming service. If properly done, both products could have offered an opportunity to correct the factual and interpretive defects in the original series and invite a constructive discussion about the role of slavery in American history and culture. Instead, Hannah-Jones pressed ahead with additional cover-ups, exacerbating the shortcomings in the process.

A particular sore spot for Hannah-Jones emerged from criticism over the lack of expert oversight before the original 1619 Project went to print. Hannah-Jones’s lead essay came under fire when one of its fact-checkers, historian Leslie M. Harris, revealed that the newspaper ignored her caution against portraying the American Revolution as a pro-slavery revolt against Britain. Desmond’s essay had even more egregious problems, including a sloppy misreading of a key cited source and the author’s general unfamiliarity with the complex and voluminous scholarly literature on the economics of slavery.

In response to these criticisms, Hannah-Jones sought cover behind the academic résumés of other writers for the project, including two academic historians who wrote essays about topics in 20th-century race relations. Neither historian wrote about the period when slavery actually existed or the crucial decades between the American founding in 1776 and the end of the Civil War in 1865. Instead, Hannah-Jones claimed this period for herself or shopped it out to journalists and nonexperts in other fields such as Desmond. When actual experts in this period scrutinized the original project’s claims, they easily identified basic factual and interpretive errors that should have been noticed in the editing process. Most of the 1619 Project’s difficulties originated with Hannah-Jones’s failure to conduct basic peer review in the areas of the project’s most controversial claims.

The book-length expansion of the 1619 Project published in early 2022 sought to paper over this problem by revising the existing essays to incorporate footnotes and by adding new chapters on adjacent themes from additional writers. The book edition expanded the series from 12 to 18 chapters and added several smaller vignettes on related topics. Although nonexperts still make up the majority of the authors, Hannah-Jones appears to have selected the new contributors with an eye toward bolstering the scholarly credibility of the original essays. At the same time, Hannah-Jones and Desmond made only minimal efforts to address the problems with their original essays. Both added footnote citations to their contributions, albeit almost entirely consisting of cherry-picked works from heterodox elements of the secondary historical literature that narrowly align with the two authors’ political arguments. Neither endeavored to survey the broader scholarly landscape or answer the challenges published in response to the original 1619 Project. Instead, both doubled down on their original errors and augmented them with new mistakes from the fringes of academic writing, including adding an overt Marxist spin to their economic interpretations of slavery.

The more recent Hulu docuseries continues this descent into political advocacy, augmented by the tools of visual media and a high-dollar production budget. Again, Hannah-Jones leans into the same errors as the original series by augmenting them with anachronistic details and misleading filming locales. The final episode concludes with a tendentiously argued case for slavery reparations. Once Hannah-Jones finally arrives at the question of how to pay for such a program, her answer relies on the economic crankery of Modern Monetary Theory and a wishful insistence that payment of reparations would neither break the federal budget nor trigger an inflationary spiral.

The curious feature, then, of the 1619 Project’s subsequent reinventions and expansions is an accompanying decline in quality and scholarly rigor. Each new permutation of Hannah-Jones’s work has veered more heavily into political advocacy, taking greater liberties with evidence in the process. By implication, the original 1619 Project from the August 2019 New York Times magazine is also its least defective iteration. Its editor and creator could benefit from retrospection on her own role in this sad state of affairs, including the lost opportunities to host a productive discussion of slavery’s historical legacy and its implications for the present. But doing so would also require abandoning the partisan activism that has guided most of her decisions since the original 1619 Project’s release.

Phillip W. Magness

September 2024





Preface

WHEN I FIRST weighed in upon the New York Times’s 1619 Project, I was struck by its conflicted messaging. Comprising an entire magazine feature and a sizable advertising budget, the newspaper’s initiative conveyed a serious attempt to engage the public in an intellectual exchange about the history of slavery in the United States and its lingering harms to our social fabric. It also seemed to avoid the superficiality of many public history initiatives, which all too often reduce over 400 complex years of slavery’s history and legacy to sweeping generalizations. Instead, the Times promised detailed thematic explorations of topics ranging from the first slave ship’s arrival in Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619 to the politics of race in the present day.

At the same time, however, certain 1619 Project essayists infused this worthy line of inquiry with a heavy stream of ideological advocacy. Times reporter Nikole Hannah-Jones announced this political intention openly, pairing progressive activism with the initiative’s stated educational purposes.

Signs of the blurred lines between scholarship and activism appeared in several, though not all, of its essays. A historical discussion about the Constitution’s notoriously strained handling of slavery quickly drifted into a list of partisan grievances against the tax and health care policy views of congressional Republicans in the twenty-first century. Another potentially interesting inquiry into the history of how city planning historically intertwined with racial segregation ended with a harangue against suburban Atlanta voters for declining to fund an expensive and ineffectual light-rail transit project at the ballot box. Hannah-Jones’s own introductory essay presented a provocative conceptual reframing of American history around slavery, hence 1619 rather than 1776 as its titular origin date, albeit with an almost-singular mind toward advocating for a slavery-reparations program in the present.

Enlisting history for political editorializing is a time-honored habit of commentators across the political spectrum, so in a sense the 1619 Project’s indulgences in the same were unexceptional. The Times’s branding, however, exhibited a schizophrenia of purposes.

Hannah-Jones’s own public comments pivoted between touting her work as the culmination of rigorous historical scholarship and an exercise in advocacy journalism—seemingly as the occasion demanded. The 1619 Project, it seemed, could serve as both an enduring long-term curriculum for high school and college classrooms and an activist manual for the 2020 campaign season. Unfortunately the blending of these two competing aims usually results in the sacrifice of scholarly standards in the service of the ideological objective—not by design, but by necessary implication of needing to reconcile the irreducible complexities of the past to a more simplistic political narrative.

This tendency finds its most visible display in the 1619 Project contribution that first caught my attention, Matthew Desmond’s essay on the relationship between slavery and modern American capitalism. Having explored this topic extensively in my own scholarly work on economic and intellectual history, I was immediately struck by the shallow one-sidedness of Desmond’s argument.

Among economic historians, few subjects are more heavily scrutinized than the operations of the antebellum slave economy. The existent literature dates back half a century and encompasses hundreds of works from across the ideological spectrum, each employing empirical data to better understand the profitability, efficiency, and state sanction of the plantation system. Curiously, Desmond’s article evinced no awareness of the scholarly study of slavery beyond a narrow coterie of post-2010 historical works going by the moniker of the “New History of Capitalism” (NHC).

Although it has yielded modestly interesting archival insights about plantation operations, the NHC school of slavery scholarship also suffers from a notorious ideological and methodological insularity—the subject of a 2017 historiographical essay that I wrote for another book and that is adapted for the present volume. As that chapter documents, two defining characteristics of the NHC literature are (1) its recurring, and at times even inept, misuse of economic data to make unsupported empirical claims, and (2) its heavily anticapitalist political perspective. While both attributes have earned the NHC severe criticism among historians and economic historians of slavery from outside its ranks, the group has thus far taken few steps to reconcile its shortcomings with a broader scholarly literature that often belies the main NHC contentions. It therefore came as a surprise to find that Desmond had relied almost exclusively on contested claims from the NHC literature to build his argument, albeit without any hint of the associated contestation.

To this end, he casually repeated an erroneous NHC claim about the cause of cotton productivity growth in the early 19th century and further misrepresented its historical evidence to suggest an unsupported origin story for modern business practices in the accounting books of 19th-century plantations. The resulting argument advanced a specious link between slavery in the 19th century and capitalism today. Lurking beneath it all was a long list of Desmond’s own modern progressive political causes—economic inequality, financial reforms after the 2007–8 financial crisis, and a general disdain for deregulation and free market thought. In short, Desmond was weaponizing the history of slavery to attack modern capitalism.

I entered the fray of the 1619 Project debate in its first week, with a series of articles scrutinizing Desmond’s narrative and contextualizing them within what Friedrich A. Hayek dubbed the “anti-capitalist” tradition in intellectual life. From there I joined a broader discussion involving dozens of historians, economists, and other scholars that began to scrutinize other historical claims in the project, particularly Hannah-Jones’s attempts to recast the American Revolution as being primarily motivated by the preservation of slavery.

Not all 1619 Project criticisms hit their mark though, and in the course of the ensuing months I broke from several of the other historian critics over the Times’s depiction of Abraham Lincoln. Hannah-Jones pointed out the sixteenth president’s recurring interest in colonizing freed slaves abroad after emancipating them, mainly to call attention to Lincoln’s complex and sometimes neglected beliefs about race in a post-slavery society. This earned her the animosity of a group of historian critics on both the political left and right, including accusations of unfairly disparaging Lincoln. Having devoted a significant amount of my own scholarly work to Lincoln’s presidency, I weighed in on the arguments as presented, showing that the 1619 Project’s assessment was in closer line with historical evidence that these critics neglected to consider. The essays are presented herein, and they place me in the curious position of being one of the only 1619 Project critics to also come to its defense on one of the major points of contention.

In assembling these essays, I make no claim of resolving what continues to be a vibrant and ongoing discussion. Neither should my work be viewed as the final arbiter of historical accuracy, though I do evaluate a number of factual and interpretive claims made by the project’s authors. Rather, the aim is to provide an accessible resource for readers wishing to navigate the scholarly disputes, offering my own interpretive take on claims pertaining to areas of history in which I have worked.

Phillip W. Magness

March 2020





1 How the 1619 Project Rehabilitates the “King Cotton” Thesis


This essay, originally written for National Review, examines the 1619 Project’s heavy reliance on the New History of Capitalism (NHC) literature. A recurring theme of this literature is the unwitting rehabilitation of the “King Cotton” thesis—the notion that cotton occupied a commanding place in the 19th-century global economy, and as such the economic engines of the world were claimed to depend on plantation slavery. Confederate secessionists invented “King Cotton” as part of a pro-slavery propaganda campaign around the eve of the Civil War as an attempt to lure foreign allies to their cause.

The war itself disproved the “King Cotton” premise, as foreign powers simply turned elsewhere for their cotton supply and the Confederacy collapsed in economic isolation from the world. While most economic historians since that time have recognized the error of logic behind the “King Cotton” theory, the recent NHC literature has revived it—minus the Confederates’ slavery defenses—in an attempt to restore cotton to a historically untenable place as the centerpiece of 19th-century capitalism.



“I SAY THAT cotton is king, and that he waves his scepter not only over these 33 states, but over the island of Great Britain and over continental Europe!” So thundered Senator Louis T. Wigfall of Texas in December 1860, as an intended warning to those who doubted the economic viability of secessionism. Like many Southerners, Wigfall subscribed to the “King Cotton” thesis: the belief that slave-produced cotton commanded a controlling position over the American economy and indeed the world’s commercial engines. Developed in the 1850s by political economist David Christy and championed by the radical pro-slavery politician James Henry Hammond, that argument was to be the nascent Confederacy’s trump card—an engine of global wealth in which all other economic activities were intertwined. Indeed, no nation would dare make war upon plantation slavery, for if the South suspended its production, in the words of Hammond, “we could bring the whole world to our feet.”

The strategy failed. The secessionists effectively self-embargoed what remained of their export crop in the wake of the war’s physical destruction and the Union’s blockade, and attempts to draw the European powers into the war on the Confederacy’s behalf were unsuccessful. King Cotton, in practice, proved nothing more than part self-delusion and part racist propaganda to rationalize the supposed economic necessity of chattel slavery. Modern empirical analysis has similarly debunked its claims: As Harvard economist Nathan Nunn has demonstrated, a strong negative relationship exists between the historical existence of slavery in a county or state and its level of income, persisting to the present day.1

Yet despite its historical untenability, the economic reasoning behind “King Cotton” has undergone a surprising—perhaps unwitting—rehabilitation through a modern genre of scholarly works known as the New History of Capitalism (NHC). While NHC historians reject the pro-slavery thrust of Wigfall and Hammond’s bluster, they recast slave-produced cotton as “not just as an integral part of American capitalism, but… its very essence,” to quote Harvard’s Sven Beckert. Cornell historian Ed Baptist goes even further, describing slavery as the indispensable causal driver behind America’s wealth today. Cotton production, he contends, was “absolutely necessary” for the Western world to break the “10,000-year Malthusian cycle of agriculture.”

And this same NHC literature provides the scholarly foundation of the ballyhooed New York Times’s 1619 Project—specifically, its foray into the economics of slavery. Guided by this rehabilitated version of King Cotton, Princeton sociologist Matthew Desmond enlists the horrors of the plantation system to launch a blistering attack on modern American capitalism.

Desmond projects slavery’s legacy onto a litany of tropes about rising inequality, the decline of labor-union power, environmental destruction, and the 2008 financial crisis. The intended message is clear: modern capitalism carries with it the stain of slavery, and its putative excesses are proof of its continued brutality. It follows that only by abandoning the free market and embracing political redistribution will we ever atone for this tainted inheritance.

It’s not just the New York Times that uses NHC scholarship to distort the economic history of the U.S. At a congressional hearing earlier this summer, journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates enlisted another of Baptist’s claims to argue for reparations. “By 1836 more than $600 million, almost half of the economic activity in the United States, derived directly or indirectly from the cotton produced by the million-odd slaves,” Coates said.

This stunning statistic quickly became one of the most memorable sound bites of the occasion. It is also unambiguously false—the result of Baptist double- and triple-counting intermediate transactions from cotton production to artificially increase its economic share.2 Through an elementary accounting error, Baptist had inflated the actual size of the cotton sector by almost tenfold. At approximately 5 to 6 percent of the antebellum economy, cotton did indeed constitute a major output, roughly comparable in size to the northern-dominated railroad sector. It was not, however, the commercial monarch of either Confederate fantasy or Baptist’s revisionism.

Dubious statistical claims and shoddy research practices are alarmingly common in the broader NHC literature. Those who rely on it repeat these mistakes. In the 1619 Project, Desmond uses another of Baptist’s statistics to attribute a 400 percent increase in the daily yield of cotton-picking between 1800 and 1860 to the systematization of whipping and torture as a means of increasing production. This “calibrated torture” thesis forms the central claim of Baptist’s 2014 book, The Half Has Never Been Told, purporting to show that slave-based production was a capitalistic enterprise at its core. Furthermore, Baptist claims that modern industrial-management techniques (the recording of daily outputs, the comparative tracking of employee productivity, the keeping of double-entry accounting books) take a page from the most evil chapter of American history.

Yet again, Baptist’s thesis is built on misinterpreted evidence—or perhaps intentional deception. He bases his argument on the empirical work of economists Alan Olmstead and Paul Rhode, who assembled decades of plantation records to study the growth in cotton-crop yields before the Civil War. Olmstead and Rhode discovered the same 400 percent increase in cotton-picking rates yet found a completely different cause: yields grew primarily as a result of technological improvements to the crop from cross-breeding different strains of cotton seed.

Olmstead and Rhode published a stinging rebuke of Baptist’s work, showing empirically that cotton-picking yields tended to follow daily variations across the crop season, not Baptist’s posited use of a torture-enforced quota system.3 In addition to his faulty GDP statistics, they showed that Baptist severely overstated the amount of wealth tied up in slavery. “The upshot,” they note, “is that slaves represented an important share of U.S. wealth but not nearly as great as Baptist claimed.”

They also uncovered evidence of Baptist massaging the details of primary-source accounts such as slave narratives to bolster his thesis. This included adding words to slave testimonies and blending passages from disparate sources to change their meaning. These suspicious edits make accounts of the treatment of slaves appear more similar to modern-day managerial tactics.

The economists do not contest or downplay the violent reality of plantation life, acknowledging openly that the widespread “use of violence or the threat of violence increased slave output.” But they document several instances of Baptist playing fast and loose with the evidence, either to exaggerate the resemblance of chattel slavery to modern managerial practices or to inflate the size of the plantation system and treat it as the single dominant economic force in antebellum America.

Curiously, participants of the 1619 Project evince little awareness of the deep historical deficiencies in Baptist’s work or of similar problems among the other NHC scholars on whom they rest their case. When I asked Nikole Hannah-Jones, the project’s editor, about its repetition of erroneous and contested economic claims, she said, “Economists dispute a few of Baptist’s calculations but not the book itself nor its thesis.”4

Really? Contrast that with Olmstead’s concluding assessment: “Edward Baptist’s study of capitalism and slavery is flawed beyond repair.”5 Or Wellesley economist Eric Hilt’s review essay, in which he identifies “specious arguments and failures of analytical reasoning” in the NHC literature and chastises the genre for the way its “neglect of insights from economic history often weakens its analysis and undermines its credibility as social criticism.”6 Or the observation by Stanley Engerman, who in his co-authored work Time on the Cross defined the modern field on the economics of slavery, that Baptist does not meaningfully engage with “the last decades of works concerning economic aspects of the slave economy,” many of which cut directly against his conclusions.7 Indeed, much of the self-asserted novelty of the NHC historians seems to reflect their own unfamiliarity with the economic literature on the same subject. And Baptist, to his discredit, has generally declined to answer the substantive criticisms of his work, even as his errors spread to wider audiences via the press.

Like the original “King Cotton” thesis, the NHC suffers from its own ideological disposition. Though one sought to prop up slavery in its own day and the other condemns it historically, both build their evidence by working backward from the preexisting conclusion of its economic vitality. Both then advance the simply false assertion that this economic vitality was the driving engine of the antebellum economy.

The thrust of these exaggerations is to recast slavery as a distinctly capitalistic enterprise, which, in turn, services the 1619 Project’s political message. The worthy historical task of documenting the horrors of American slavery has been cynically repurposed into an ideological attack on free-market capitalism. But in a curious final twist, the “King Cotton” theorists of old would have likely balked at the decision by their latter-day inheritors to label plantation slavery a capitalistic enterprise. To the original pro-slavery theorists, the very free-market theories that Baptist and the New York Times indict were an existential threat. The philosophical doctrines we now know as capitalism were “tainted with abolition, and at war with our institutions,” to quote an 1857 tract by leading pro-slavery theorist George Fitzhugh. For slavery to survive this attack, he said, the South must “throw Adam Smith, Say, Ricardo & Co., in the fire.”8

Insofar as the 1619 Project seeks to teach American society about the horrific historical legacy of slavery, it is no small irony that a significant part of the project borrows from a historical literature that apparently envisions a similar future for Adam Smith’s heirs.





2 The Anti-Capitalist Ideology of Slavery


In this essay, I examine the first of many oversights in Matthew Desmond’s 1619 Project essay, in which he asserts that American capitalism is infused with the brutality of the slave system. Briefly, his account completely neglects the role of intellectual history in defining and interpreting capitalism. Upon examining this history, two trends emerge.

First, the originators of what we now refer to as “capitalism”—the free market liberal tradition that passed from Adam Smith to the laissez-faire and free trade traditions of Richard Cobden and Frederic Bastiat—had a directly adversarial view of slavery. Economists and political writers in this tradition heavily overlapped with the contemporary abolitionist movement and tended to view slavery as both morally and economically repulsive.

Second, pro-slavery theorists of this same period also held capitalism in contempt—and especially its laissez-faire iteration. I document this pronounced hostility to capitalism in the work of George Fitzhugh, the leading pro-slavery theorist of the late antebellum period. For academics such as Desmond who wish to forge a conceptual alliance between slavery and capitalism, this historical record of capitalism’s proponents and adversaries remains a substantial and unaccounted obstacle.



WHAT IS CAPITALISM’S view toward slavery? It seems like a crazy question, but not so much actually, not in these times. So let us begin with the opening line of the first chapter of George Fitzhugh’s Sociology for the South, first published in 1854:1


Political economy is the science of free society. Its theory and its history alike establish this position. Its fundamental maxim Laissez-faire and “Pas trop gouverner,” are at war with all kinds of slavery, for they in fact assert that individuals and peoples prosper most when governed least.



Fitzhugh’s point was to inveigh against economic freedom and in defense of slavery. His radical tract sought to make out an elaborate ideological case for slave labor and indeed all aspects of social ordering. Such a system, he announced, would resolve the posited state of perpetual conflict between labor and the owners of capital by supplanting it with the paternalistic hierarchy of slavery—a model he advocated not only for the plantations of the South but also for adaptation to the factories of the Northeast.

In total, Fitzhugh presented a horrifying vision of a national society reordered around the principle of chattel slavery. And as his introductory remarks announced, attainment of that society required the defeat of its remaining obstacle, the free market.

Although his theories are rightly rejected today, the Virginia-born Fitzhugh attained national prominence in the late antebellum period as one of the most widely read defenders of a slave-based economy. Charles Sumner called him a “leading writer among Slave-masters,” and his regular contributions to the pro-South magazine De Bow’s Review gained him a national readership in the 1850s.

In 1855 Fitzhugh embarked on a publicity tour of the Northeast, jousting with abolitionist Wendell Phillips in a series of back-to-back lectures on the slavery question. By 1861, he had added his voice to the cause of
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