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They push in different directions, these two great debates. The first, on the rela
tionship between capitalism and slavery, invites us to consider how closely the 
two systems were connected, to the point where more and more scholars 
argue that slavery itself was a form of capitalism. The second, on the origins 
of the American Civil War, highlights the fundamental difference and 
growing divergence between the free labor system of the North and the slave 
society of the South, to the point where some scholars see an irreconcilable con
flict between the two. Can these competing tendencies be reconciled? Is it pos
sible to define southern slavery as essentially "capitalist" without losing sight of 
the crucial distinctions between free and enslaved labor? A number of recent 
books suggest that scholars have begun to recognize the problem but have 
not quite figured out how to solve it. 

There are actually two distinct debates about capitalism and slavery, one 
over whether the slave trade and the profits of plantation slavery played a sig
nificant role in the Industrial Revolution, and the other about whether planta
tion slavery itself was or was not capitalist. 

Most scholars agree that slavery played at least some role in spurring the 
Industrial Revolution, especially in Great Britain, particularly in the critical 
early decades of its development. The slave trade was a massive, highly sophis
ticated commercial enterprise that required, among other things, a secure finan
cial system that could extend credit and insurance to shippers and a physical 
infrastructure of docks, port facilities, a shipbuilding industry, and a transporta
tion network within Britain-all of which contributed to the Industrial 
Revolution. Nor is there much dispute that at crucial points in their early devel
opment the textile factories of England benefitted both directly and indirectly 
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