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Debates about the relationship between slavery and capitalism in the nineteenth 
century are among the oldest in the field of Southern history, and scholars 
show no signs of ending them any time soon. Yet we seem to be in a capitalist 
moment. Scholarship stressing how slavery constrained the vibrancy of free 
labor, created structural imperatives that limited regional economic develop-
ment, and encouraged ideological hostility among white Southerners toward 
bourgeois values has faded somewhat in recent years in the face of efforts by 
historians who emphasize instead the significance of Southern cotton produc-
tion for global markets, of slaves themselves as negotiable commodities and 
capital forms, and of white Southerners immersed in the worlds of credit and 
debt who subsumed everything to the relentless pursuit of profit. 

For those accentuating the imbrications of slavery and capitalism, no place 
better demonstrates the point than the antebellum Deep South, which grew 
more cotton for export than anywhere else on the planet, provided the most 
active market for enslaved people in the United States, and sat at the forefront 
of American imperial ambitions. The Deep South in the age of slavery was a 
powerhouse inseparable from the era’s most important international economic 
and trade networks. And if that powerhouse had a center, it was surely the 
city of New Orleans, whose location just above the mouth of the Mississippi 
River made it both the logical export site for a massive agricultural hinterland 
and the regional financial and business hub. Scott Marler, associate profes-
sor of history at the University of Memphis, never questions New Orleans’s 
salience. But he does question its modernity. Indeed, in The Merchants’ Capital, 
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Marler pushes back against the capitalist vogue currently evident in many 
studies of the nineteenth-century South, arguing that we neglect the distinc-
tive characteristics of the Southern economic model at our interpretive peril.

Marler’s work focuses on the business community of New Orleans—the 
bankers, factors, commission agents, and merchants who facilitated the fi-
nancing of the cotton economy and connected the crop’s producers on slave 
plantations to the markets of the Atlantic world. In Marler’s account, this 
was a community with internal ethnocultural divisions and hierarchies that 
impeded its ability to act in a concerted or innovative fashion, but ultimately 
he maintains that its key limitations were interconnected matters of structure 
and mindset. The interests of the businessmen of New Orleans were rooted 
fundamentally in extracting profit by exchanging debt and by acting as inter-
mediaries between commodity producers, which made them on the whole a 
conservative lot. They might engage in wildly speculative ventures when it 
came to cotton, but they were also deeply skeptical of committing resources 
to infrastructure improvements that might only pay off in the long term or to 
unfamiliar productive enterprises like industry and manufacturing. Though 
undoubtedly capitalists, they remained locked into an archaic merchant 
capitalist model where money came from exploiting differences in commod-
ity values among various markets, and they persistently refused to entertain 
the development of industrial capitalism taking place outside the South that 
Marler argues would in time pass them by. Smug, atomized, and almost will-
fully isolated from the winds of broad economic change, the businessmen of 
New Orleans felt confident that their natural geographic advantages would 
last forever and that their wealth would accrue indefinitely. In truth, their 
own backwardness and rigidity left them so exposed that they and their city 
would never recover from the Civil War and its aftermath.

Marler’s story begins in earnest in the wake of the Panic of 1837, from the 
devastation of which New Orleans impressively bounced back with a reformed 
banking system and with even greater control over the regional cotton trade 
than it had had before that depression. At the same time, however, the city was 
beginning to lose its grip on the upriver grain trade, thanks to the canals, lakes, 
and railroads linking the Midwest to the cities of the Atlantic coast. Such trends 
only made New Orleans more dependent on slave-produced commodities; 
yet rather than worry about these sorts of economic currents or demonstrate 
concern for the future of their core businesses, the city’s commercial leaders 
remained complacent. They refused to invest in basic improvements to the 
docks, warehouses, and levees in and around the port that might have made 
the city more attractive to shippers, and they failed to open a central cotton 
exchange. They neglected even to extend or expand local shipping lines that 
might have connected the city to broader commercial networks, and the few 
leaders in the city who warned about the consequences of these decisions 
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and who chided their fellows for their social irresponsibility were largely ig-
nored. Given the escalating inefficiencies with which New Orleans merchants 
handled outbound commodities and the high prices they charged countryside 
customers for consumer goods, it was hard to blame planters for increasingly 
seeing the members of the city’s commercial community as untrustworthy, 
arrogant, and lazy.

By the 1850s, even as cotton markets boomed like never before, the city’s 
hold on its plantation hinterlands had already begun to crack, thanks to the 
emergence of hundreds of countryside stores that took advantage of the hostil-
ity toward New Orleans and emerged to compete for its factors’ trade. Pushing 
back in time well-known arguments about the significance of country stores 
in the New South and demonstrating that they were far more important and 
widespread in the antebellum era than is usually accounted for by scholars, 
Marler shows that small-town merchants before the Civil War did much more 
than serve as retail outlets. Rather, they made direct headway into the essential 
operations of New Orleans businessmen: selling goods on credit, acting as 
bankers, and marketing the crops of small farmers.

The secession crisis put the merchants and bankers of New Orleans in 
a still tighter spot. Torn between their dread at the prospect of commercial 
and financial disruption that a war would surely provoke and their wariness 
about alienating their slaveholding planter clientele, the New Orleans busi-
ness community never found an entirely stable or comfortable position from 
which to operate as their society crumbled. After opposing secession, they 
rallied to the Confederacy but proceeded mostly to infuriate its governing 
officials. Bankers contracted their operations and shrank the money supply 
only to reverse course after being berated by the Secretary of the Treasury, 
and businessmen tried to spearhead a regional cotton embargo to pressure the 
European powers for help in breaking the Union blockade, even though this 
independent diplomacy put them at direct odds with the Davis administra-
tion that dictated against such economic coerciveness as counterproductive. 
By the time New Orleans fell to Union forces in 1862, chaos had already taken 
hold among the city’s businessmen. The Confederate government largely 
abandoned them, they began fighting amongst themselves, and hundreds of 
them simply fled the city. 

Matters hardly improved during the wartime occupation. Union General 
Benjamin Butler implemented spiteful, shortsighted, and occasionally corrupt 
policies that simultaneously delegitimized the leadership of what was left 
of the local business community, furthered the erosion of commerce in the 
city, and drove businessmen who might have promoted Unionism toward 
reactionary positions. Butler’s successor, Nathaniel Banks, may have been 
less odious to city residents, but the decline of the city and its business com-
munity actually accelerated under his watch. Profits from the limited renewal 
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of the legal cotton trade mostly flowed out of the city and into the pockets 
of Northern speculators and commodity traders. Much of the illegal trade, 
meanwhile, flowed to interior markets such as Memphis and St. Louis, where 
individuals did not have to deal with the array of new taxes and regulations 
required by the Union government in New Orleans and which could be 
avoided only by paying sizeable bribes. As the Civil War wound down, New 
Orleans merchants who remained from the prewar era had little access to 
capital, found it impossible to collect their antebellum debts, and disengaged 
from political affairs over which they no longer had any influence. Politically 
moderate but embittered and ineffectual, they resorted to grousing about the 
need for “good government” and complaining about “carpetbaggers” and the 
free black population as their city descended into a period of violent political 
factionalism and ever-steeper economic decline.

After detailing the daunting calamities of the Civil War and its immediate 
aftermath, Marler returns to the matters of structure and mindset with which 
his analysis began. By his reckoning, the antebellum business habits dictated 
by the logic of merchant capitalism persisted among commercial elites in the 
city for at least a generation after the factorage system that underpinned it 
had disintegrated, making these elites pitifully ill-equipped to adjust to their 
reduced circumstances or to the larger economic shifts taking place around 
them. Undeniably, during and after Reconstruction, those who hoped New 
Orleans might return to some of its former glory confronted a stunning set of 
obstacles. The wartime loss of specie, along with emancipation and plummeting 
land values, yielded a dramatic shortage of regional capital and an extremely 
weak banking sector, while the scattering of plantation production among 
sharecroppers and tenant farmers made recreating the old factorage system 
impossible. Instead, country storekeepers both stepped up their marketing 
activities and took advantage of expanding overland transportation routes to 
flourishing interior cities, enabling them to boost their own profits and bypass 
New Orleans altogether. Perhaps worst of all, cotton prices generally trended 
downward for years, and foreign suppliers created growing competition for 
Southern producers. 

Yet the members of the city’s commercial community persistently dem-
onstrated a sorry inability to make systematic transitions away from their 
speculative, fragmented, and commodity-based business culture, or really 
even to act together in any sustained way for their own self-interest within 
that culture. New Orleans finally created a cotton exchange in 1871, but 
merchants refused to give it the power it needed to do things that would be 
useful to them. The city’s customhouse had no central administration until 
1896, remained notoriously corrupt, and did nothing to improve port opera-
tions. The levee and railroad systems too were caught up in corruption and 
political squabbling, and they remained either incomplete or underdeveloped. 
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None of this was exactly enticing for outside sources of capital that might have 
reinvigorated the financial and agricultural sectors, which failed to materialize. 
And even as the elites of New Orleans did so little to retrieve the dwindling 
river commerce on which they stubbornly relied, they also neglected to di-
versify the city’s economic base. Between 1890 and 1900, in fact, the number 
of manufacturing concerns in the city and the number of people working in 
manufacturing actually declined.

As Marler concludes, New Orleans in the late nineteenth century “was 
punished by the economic equivalent of a ‘perfect storm’: a deadly combination 
of shortsighted commercial hubris, corrupt and reactionary government, and 
overarching changes to both the internal structure of southern agriculture and 
the broad, external trade flows that constituted the American urban system” 
(p. 208). Such unsparing judgments make for dispiriting reading, and it is hard 
not to see some of the roots of New Orleans’ ongoing contemporary struggles 
in the stunning and swift collapse of its position in America’s urban pantheon. 
Marler’s concern, however, is less for how we understand the origins of the 
modern urban crisis in New Orleans and more for how we understand the 
historical development of the South in the nineteenth century. Running counter 
to scholarship that stresses the convergent interests of merchant and industrial 
elites in the antebellum United States and the more thorough absorption of the 
South into national and international economic mainstreams after the Civil War, 
Marler insists that the entrenchment of merchant capitalism in the South both 
led directly to the war itself and contributed to the chronic underdevelopment 
of the regional economy for generations afterwards. Hearkening back to what 
he concedes are unfashionable historiographical ideas about the Civil War as 
the product of an irreconcilable economic conflict and about the nineteenth-
century South as a persistently premodern, antibourgeois, and nearly neofeudal 
economy, Marler posits a historical trajectory dictated fundamentally by the 
imperatives and choices of a merchant class that brought about the desola-
tion of its own original base of operations, only to be dispersed across a rural 
landscape where its practices and habits perpetuated the economic immaturity 
of the South well into the twentieth century.

That the regional economies of the United States were not entirely congru-
ent seems undeniable, and the theoretical rigor of Marler’s analysis has the 
advantage of helping clarify some significant distinctions between merchant 
and industrial forms of capitalism as they appeared in nineteenth-century 
America. At the same time, however, such rigor leads Marler on occasion to 
deal in categorical abstractions and assumptions that preclude other legitimate 
readings of the evidence. Even as he tends to shy away from explicitly char-
acterizing the nineteenth-century South as “noncapitalist” or “precapitalist,” 
his sympathies clearly lie with the idea that the mercantile Southern economy 
was an anachronism in the world of genuine modern capitalism and that it 
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only became more so with time. And yet, the interdependency of economic 
elites within such supposedly incompatible systems was both profound and 
quite sturdy. One might insist that Southern merchants and Northern in-
dustrialists had fundamentally divergent and diverging interests, but they 
themselves understood full well the extent to which they were embedded in 
the same global systems and enabled each other to thrive. The reasons the 
businessmen of New Orleans considered secession a disaster in the making 
were nothing, after all, if not matters of interest. Similarly, the Civil War need 
not be seen as the overdetermined consequence of a nation failing to contain 
inherently antagonistic economies but rather as the contingent product of 
a politics that proved unable to contain conflicts that were grounded only 
partly in economics. Finally, though the often-bleak contours of the postwar 
Southern rural economy may have been born in some degree out of old habits 
and deep-rooted practices, they arguably resulted just as much from a lack 
of alternatives, given the utter ruin wrought by the war itself. For it seems 
clear that Southerners could and did seek alternatives. The South may not 
have been swept entirely into the whirlwind of industrial capitalism in the 
decades after the Civil War, but neither were Southerners the strangers that 
Marler sometimes makes them appear to so-called modern forms of produc-
tion and material relations. 

New Orleans, for all its dominance, was not everyplace, and the burgeon-
ing of industry and manufacturing in the New South that Marler recognizes 
but largely dismisses as half-measures had a history that went back to the era 
of slavery as well. In Transition to an Industrial South, for example, Michael 
Gagnon, associate professor of history at Georgia Gwinnett College, profiles 
one Southern town whose antebellum residents would have been surprised 
to know that the modern world was leaving them behind.

Though best known as the home of the University of Georgia, the town 
of Athens also became a model for the development of Southern industry 
and manufacturing in the nineteenth century. In the late 1820s, falling cotton 
prices and a political desire to reduce dependence on factory production from 
outside the region led a small cluster of industrial entrepreneurs to begin 
experimenting with local textile mills. By the middle of the 1830s, those men 
had invested more than $100,000 in three factories, primarily making coarse 
yarn and cloth, and they thrived despite their location in a relatively isolated 
market with a poorly developed transportation infrastructure. Moreover, 
by contrast to the businessmen of Marler’s New Orleans, factory owners in 
Athens showed an ability to work together and think ahead as they pursued 
their individual and collective self-interest as well as the interest of the town 
as a whole. They sometimes acted to limit destructive competition between 
firms, pumped profits back into their operations to expand and diversify their 
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businesses, and endeavored to create a network of support for the building of 
an up-country railroad to alleviate distribution problems and reduce freight 
costs. By 1840, Athens led the state of Georgia in industrial production, had 
become a center for much of the commercial activity of the surrounding area, 
and helped spur a boomlet in building cotton factories elsewhere in the state. 

Gagnon makes clear that textile production in Athens was not on the same 
scale and did not operate on precisely the same model as similar kinds of 
industry outside the South, and that it did not yield entirely the same kinds 
of institutional and class formation. For one thing, concerns about the scope 
of capital investment and the social implications of having a large industrial 
labor force in and around the town kept the mills of antebellum Athens rela-
tively small compared to their New England counterparts. In addition, factory 
owners in Athens used a mixed and ever-changing laboring population of 
male and female free whites and hired slaves; and for many years they had 
difficulties finding suitable local workers, so they tended to fill skilled operative 
and management positions with more experienced hires from Northern states 
or from Europe. Athenians never really developed subsidiary manufacturing 
like machine building that might have supplied their factories with new and 
different kinds of equipment, and the culture of bourgeois respectability that 
industrial elites encouraged and to which upwardly mobile clerks and me-
chanics contributed and aspired in many antebellum towns and cities seems 
to have been weaker in Athens than even in some other similarly constituted 
Southern places. To be sure, Athens had its share of schools, churches, lyceums, 
temperance societies, and charitable organizations, but they often had shal-
low roots. As Gagnon concludes about the local state of reform activities and 
organized religion, “Athenians desired moral uplift of their fellow southerners, 
but they never seemed willing or able to assemble the permanent institutions 
necessary to carry forward the work in the long run” (p. 129).

Certainly, the presence of slavery and the interests of planters in maintaining 
social stability and avoiding class conflict helped account for the particular 
shape of industrialization in Athens, and probably did so to a greater extent 
than Gagnon allows. The reader is told that roughly half the population of 
Athens was enslaved by the start of the 1830s and that there were both in-
dustrialists who purchased plantations and plantation owners who invested 
in industry, but Gagnon never really reveals much about the town’s enslaved 
population, and he spends more time tracing things like the uneven lifecycle 
patterns of industrial entrepreneurs than in actually exploring systematically 
the structural relationship between industry and slavery. More generally, in 
fact, Transition to an Industrial South is too often plagued by flat or underwhelm-
ing conclusions, awkward formulations or terminology, and engagement in 
historiographical asides that are either dated or irrelevant or both. Ten pages 
of biographical sketches, for example, yield the unsurprising conclusion that 
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the first generation of industrialists in Athens “shared much in common, al-
though they varied as well” (p. 85). The suggestion that scholars might think 
of men who owned substantive amounts of property but not necessarily large 
numbers of slaves as “planters” is neither entirely sensible nor likely to gain 
much traction (p. 87), and it is a bit baffling to read five pages debating an 
argument that Eugene Genovese made a half-century ago only then to read 
ultimately that a wide range of scholarship has already superseded that very 
argument (p. 205).

If Gagnon sometimes falters or undersells his own argument, particularly 
in regard to the role of slavery in industrializing Athens, he does effectively 
demonstrate how extensively area planters were willing to invest in industry 
and to otherwise diversify their holdings, how it was entirely possible for men 
to engage in both industrial and agricultural pursuits simultaneously, and how 
slavery proved highly adaptable to a capitalist model of production and orga-
nization beyond that pursued by the merchant class. Which is not to say that 
everything went smoothly for Athenians in their industrial experience. Athens 
was geographically limited by its distance from the heavy cotton-growing re-
gions of the state, which in turn prevented its industrial growth much beyond 
what it had achieved at the end of the 1830s. By the 1850s, places with greater 
financial resources, like Augusta and Columbus, built larger steam-powered 
factories and bypassed Athens as industrial centers, and the city of Atlanta 
had clearly begun to emerge as the focal point for commerce. The attempt to 
bring a railroad to Athens, meanwhile, was a fiasco. Athenian entrepreneurs 
founded the Georgia Railroad and Banking Company in the middle of the 
1830s, and their boosterish efforts got planter, manufacturer, and merchant 
constituencies of some financial clout to buy into the idea that a railroad run-
ning through Athens would benefit them all. When the Panic of 1837 struck, 
however, the Athens group was outmaneuvered by financiers from Augusta 
who took control of the company and shut down the Athens branch of the 
bank. The railroad did get built, but its trunk line skirted Athens, which found 
itself instead at the end of a branch line, charged with discriminatory freight 
rates, and burdened by unfavorable schedules.

Other than the railroad and bank debacle, however, the broad economic 
vision pursued by Athens’ elites meant that the town avoided many of the 
potentially dire consequences of the panic, and by the outbreak of the Civil 
War it was well-positioned economically once again. Athens had built up a 
native workforce after a generation of experience with industrial production. 
A bobbin factory had been opened to support the textile mills, and a foundry, 
a paper mill, and a gas works were among the numerous signs of diversifica-
tion and progress. Wartime itself saw the factories of Athens working at full 
capacity to supply the Confederate effort, and many of the town’s industrial 
manufacturers smartly put some of their profits in foreign currency to shield 
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them from uncertainty. Military conflict generally bypassed the town, and 
once hostilities ended, the elites of Athens reinvested into their businesses the 
monies they had wisely set aside. All told, by the 1870s, Athens had greater 
leverage over its hinterland than before the war, and it sat poised to become 
a paragon of textile-producing New South industrial towns like those envi-
sioned by its native son Henry Grady. As Gagnon demonstrates, Athens was 
one of many Southern places born in slavery whose residents understood the 
protean character of American capitalism and crafted conditions that pointed 
toward the future.
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