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Book Review 

o single institution dominates the long expanse of American economic and 

social history like ante-bellum slavery, the US Civil War, and subsequent 
legislation to rectify the injustices associated with 19

th
 century slavery.  

Given its importance, each generation of scholars, therefore, returns to this period 

and re-interprets the economic and social consequences of the institution against 
the backdrop of that generation‟s academic theory. Kenneth Stamp (1956) recast 

slavery‟s economic, demographic, and social consequences and maintained the 

controversial position that Southern slave owners were benevolent to their slaves.  

Conrad and Meyer (1964) relied on economic theory and evidence to show that 
slavery was “efficient.” Fogel and Engerman (1974) push the argument forward 

and combine the demographic and social aspects raised by Stampp with the 

economic issues addressed by Conrad and Meyer to recast slavery as a benign and 
efficient institution. David et al. (1976)and Ransom and Sutch (1977) counter 

Fogel and Engerman‟s interpretation and propose their own interpretations for 

sharecropping and the post-bellum South. It is against this backdrop that Howard 
Bodenhorn enters the slavery debate with The Color Factor: The Economics of 

African-American Well-Being in the Nineteenth Century South and promotes a new 

dimension to the economics of American slavery, that skin complexion was related 

to economic outcomes under slavery. 
Bodenhorn is an accomplished and well-respected economic historian, so 

context and institutions matter in his evaluation of economics and history.  

Different states had different definitions for what legally defined a person of color.  
The definition of complexion came down to physical characteristics: hair, nose, 

lips, foreheads, and especially complexion. As one may expect, clarification of the 

race question turned to 19
th
 century science. On the one hand, mixed race 

individuals were distinct persons between blacks and whites. On the other, mixed 
race persons were not fundamentally different from blacks, therefore, had no 

claims on any form of whiteness. If the former is true, it justified commonly held 

beliefs among many whites that mulattos deserved additional rights, were valued 
more in slave sales, and had greater intelligence than their darker complexioned 

counterparts. If the latter is true, mixed race individuals were the same as darker 

complexioned blacks, and harsh treatment was justified. 
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Sexual relations necessary for mixed-race off-spring between African and 

European descendants in North America began early in the colonial period, and 

rather than colonial white masters forcing themselves on slave women, the earliest 
mixed race relationships were between white indentured servant women and slave 

men. This does not imply that such liaisons between slave owners and their 

slaves—either forced or consensual—did not occur and with some frequency on 

18
th
 and 19

th
 century plantations. When such encounters occurred, it was the 

women who bore the cost of the liaison, and men were at lower risk of future 

stigmatization.   

The Color Factor presents solid evidence that mixed-race slaves received 
greater training on plantations. Light-complexioned Africans were over represented 

among the semi-skilled, skilled, and domestic services. Among domestic services, 

fair complexioned females were over represented. Moreover, among a large 

collection of 19
th
 century US prisons, mixed-race men were less likely than darker 

complexioned men to be unskilled workers (Carson, 2012a). No attempt at 

identification is made to show why workers with fairer complexions were able to 

gain access to occupational opportunities, but it is reasonable to infer that fairer 
complexioned men gained access to opportunity because of social preference. 

However, claims that mixed race slaves received light workloads, were treated less 

harshly, and had greater relative bargaining power than darker complexioned 
blacks are not well supported. 

A novel contribution of The Color Factor is the economics of colorization and 

freedom under slavery. Both from the slave and master‟s perspective, the unique 

microeconomic approach to any subject are the relative costs and benefits. 
Manumission is the process by which a slave is voluntarily set free by their owner 

or is able to purchase their freedom from an accommodative master. The act itself 

appears to be against the best interest of the owner; however, manumission served 
to motivate slaves as an incentive and to increase their productivity, sending a 

signal to slaves who remained on plantations that a master was willing to negotiate 

with their ambitious slaves who sought freedom. Manumission also served an 
economic purpose if a planter‟s output price declined without the prospect of 

recovery, the costs of caring for slaves increased, or irreversible soil depletion set 

in. Not surprisingly, complexion was related to manumission and possibly running 

away.    
The prospect of manumission required a willing master, and not all slaves had 

the patience or circumstance to wait for a master to become benevolent. Only about 

one percent of the slave population risked escape in any given year. Using a Roy-
type model regarding the decision to migrate and a Beckerian rational crime model, 

Bodenhorn frames the decision to escape as a reasoned decision. The decision to 

run away was made when the likelihood of successful escape and a life of freedom 

were greater the probability of being caught and how it affected their life on the 
planation after being returned. Slave masters, on the other hand, had to make the 

reasoned decision to pursue an escaped slave against the costs incurred on their 

slave labor force when slave owners had to divert their attention and resources to 
look for an escaped slave. Complexion played into a slave-owners calculation 

because owners also may have been more likely to manumit their own off-spring or 

former concubines who were themselves mixed race. 
The fundamental contributions of the book are chapters on occupations, access 

to occupations, and wealth acquired by mixed race individuals. While blacks and 

mixed race individuals never came close to the occupational attainment of whites, 

blacks did experience some occupational opportunity. Before emancipation, there 
was limited access into skilled occupations and merchants for individuals of mixed 

race, but less for their darker complexioned counter-parts. For the most part, 
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African-Americans were over represented as operatives, service trades, and 

common laborers; nonetheless, some carved out positions in skilled trades, and 

fairer complexioned blacks found easier access into skilled trades than darker 
complexioned blacks. This pattern is not unique to professor Bodenhorn‟s results.  

In a supporting skin complexion study using nearly 130,000 prisoners in the late 

19
th
 and 20

th
 century US prisons, dark complexioned blacks were nearly 80 percent 

less likely to be white-collar workers compared to whites. Mixed race workers 
were nearly twice as likely as blacks to be white collar workers; however, mixed 

race workers were about 60 percent less likely to be white collar workers compared 

to whites. There was some increased likelihood that mixed race persons acquired 
skilled occupations, and even more for farmers, but in neither case were blacks and 

mixed race individuals half as likely as whites to be in either skilled jobs or 

farming. Similar patterns are observed for women. Part of black 

underrepresentation in skilled positions was due to less human capital acquisition, 
and education and apprenticeship positions were the most sensitive to skin-

complexion, therefore, these areas where social preference limited access to 

economic opportunity.   
Although it is strange to study wealth holding patterns for African-Americans 

before the end of slavery, blacks nonetheless owned property, and some African-

Americans became sufficiently prosperous to, themselves, own slaves (Bodenhorn, 
2015, p. 144). Nevertheless, property ownership was along color lines, and mixed-

race individuals were more likely to own property than darker complexioned 

blacks. Of course, the most important form of property ownership was over one‟s 

own time and the rewards from their labor.  For the majority of persons of African 
descent, this was delayed until after the 13

th
 Amendment‟s passage and 100 years 

later with passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act.   

When traditional measures for economic welfare are scarce or unreliable, 
stature, body mass, and weight are now widely used measures to analyze economic 

well-being during development. A homogenous population‟s average stature 

represents its cumulative net nutritional difference between calories consumed and 
calories used for physical activity. The Color Factor includes stature as a measure 

for cumulative net nutrition and reports that mixed race individuals were about half 

an inch taller than darker complexioned blacks. This is not a new finding, and 

various explanations are offered, such as efficiency wages, human capital, and 
biological differences (Carson, 2008; Carson, 2009; Carson, 2012a). There are two 

patterns for black stature over time that has emerged. First, average white statures 

declined during the 19
th
 century‟s 2

nd
 and 3

rd
 quarters, a pattern known as the 

„antebellum paradox.‟ Second, over the same time internal, black statures increased 

just prior to emancipation and decreased thereafter, indicating that black 

cumulative net nutrition improved with the pre-Civil War cotton boom but 

temporarily decreased when the slave economy was disrupted (Rees et al. 2003; 
Carson, 2008).   

The Color Factor concludes “Mixed race people benefitted from advantageous 

treatment relative to that received by blacks (Bodenhorn, 2015, p. 182).” However, 
it is not clear what Bodenhorn means by advantageous selection, nor does he 

address that other biological markers do not support this advantageous treatment 

position. For example, if mixed race individuals received advantageous treatment 
relative to darker complexioned blacks, we would expect that fairer complexioned 

whites and mixed race individuals to have greater BMIs and heavier weights than 

blacks. However, the opposite is true (Carson, 2009; Carson, 2012a; Carson, 

2012b; Carson, 2015a; Carson, 2015b). Consequently, it is not clear that mixed 
race individuals were taller than darker complexioned blacks because of 

advantageous treatment if this is only social preference. This leads to the important 
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extension to The Color Factor‟s thesis. If fairer complexioned mixed race 

individuals had better jobs, greater access to wealth, and better biological 

conditions, what is the limit to the fairer complexion hypothesis? When were 
differences in outcome variables—such as occupations, wealth, and height—

related to social conditions, and when were differences in outcome variables due to 

non-controllable factors, such as genetics or biology? 

The hallmark of any important academic study is how long it influences the 
direction of future research. Like its predecessors, The Color Factor fills an 

important void in the study of slavery and the antebellum period. On all counts, 

The Color Factor will influence future work and the direction on studies of18
th

 and 
19

th
 century slave conditions. Nonetheless, there are a few areas that will receive 

closer scrutiny in future research. Foremost may be the source of the mixed race 

stature and health advantage, and leaving the explanation with the blunt 

interpretation  that mixed race statures were taller because of advantageous 
treatment does not suffice. Is the source social or biological, and under what 

conditions can we say there was an economic or biologic color effect? A color 

effect was more plausible with economic outcomes that had a distinct social 
component, such as labor market outcomes and wealth. However, it is less clear 

there was a color effect related to biological outcomes. Because complexion is 

related to beauty, an important but untestable subject that is not considered in the 
book is beauty economics (Hammermesh, 2011). Other studies may develop for 

mixed-race and black income, wealth, migration, and occupation mobility.  In any 

event, The Color Effect is a scholarly work that will influence the research agenda 

for the coming generations in antebellum economic history. 
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