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Abstract

We show that contemporary differences in political attitudes across counties in
theAmerican South trace their origins to slavery’s prevalencemore than 150 years
ago. Whites who currently live in Southern counties that had high shares of slaves
in 1860 aremore likely to identify as a Republican, oppose affirmative action poli-
cies, and express racial resentment toward blacks. These results are not explained
by existing theories, including contemporary shares of black population, antebel-
lum attitudes, and population mobility. To explain our results, we offer evidence
for a new theory involving the historical persistence of political attitudes. We argue
that, following the Civil War, Southern whites faced political and economic in-
centives to reinforce racist norms and institutions. This produced racially hostile
political attitudes, which in turn have been passed down locally across genera-
tions. Our results challenge the interpretation of a vast literature on racial threat
in the South.
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1 Introduction

For the first 250 years of American history, white landowners, predominantly from the
South, enslaved more than four million individuals of African descent. This “pecu-
liar institution,” as it was sometimes called, defined the social, economic, and political
landscape of the American South. Slavery was so crucial to the South that one Georgia
newspaper editor wrote, “negro slavery is the South, and the South is negro slavery”
(cited in Faust, 1988). Yet despite slavery’s prominence in shaping American history,
and despite volumeswritten by historians and sociologists on its consequences, political
scientists have largely overlooked how slavery might continue to affect contemporary
political attitudes. Given recent findings on the long-term consequences of other sim-
ilar institutions (Dell, 2010; Nunn and Wantchekon, 2011; Acemoglu, García-Jimeno
and Robinson, 2012), it would be surprising if such a fundamental aspect of American
history had no persistent impact on politics.

In this paper, we estimate the effect of the local prevalence of slavery—an insti-
tution that was abolished nearly 150 years ago—on present-day political attitudes in
the American South. Drawing on a sample of more than 39,000 Southern whites, we
show that whites who currently live in counties that had high concentrations of slaves
in 1860 are on average more conservative and express colder feelings toward African
Americans than whites living elsewhere in the South. That is, the larger the number
of slaves in his or her county of residence in 1860, the greater the probability that a
white Southerner today will identify as a Republican, express opposition to affirmative
action, and express colder feelings towards African Americans. We show that these
differences are robust to a variety of factors, including geography and mid-19th cen-
tury economic conditions and political attitudes. Our results also strengthen when we
instrument for the prevalence of slavery using measures of agricultural cotton suitabil-
ity. To our knowledge, ours is the first paper to demonstrate quantitatively the lasting
effects of slavery’s prevalence on contemporary political attitudes in the United States.

Existing theories of American political behavior cannot explain our results. For
example, given the correlation between slavery in 1860 and contemporary shares of
black population, we consider the possibility that white racial attitudes vary with con-
temporaneous proportions of black population—the central finding of the literature
on racial threat (Key, 1949; Blalock, 1967; Blumer, 1958). However, we estimate the
direct effect of slavery on contemporary political attitudes and find that contemporary
shares of black population explain very little of slavery’s effects. In fact, our results imply



that a vast literature on racial threat in the South suffers from possibly severe omitted
variable bias due to the exclusion of historical factors such as slavery. In addition, we
also test various other explanations, including the possibility that slavery’s effects are
driven exclusively by pre-Civil War racism or post-Civil War population shifts. Finally,
in our Supplemental Information, we show that our results are robust to controlling
for differences in population density and local Civil War destruction. Though we can-
not fully rule out these possibilities, we provide strong evidence against their ability to
completely explain our results.

If slavery has such persistent effects that are not driven by these factors, then what
explains our findings? To explain our results, we present a new theory of the histori-
cal persistence of political attitudes formed in the decades after the Civil War. Specifi-
cally, we argue that emancipation was a cataclysmic event that undermined Southern
whites’ political and economic power. As suggested by Key (1949) and Du Bois ([1935]
1999), the sudden enfranchisement of blacks was politically threatening to whites, who
for centuries had enjoyed exclusive political power. In addition, emancipation under-
mined whites’ economic power by abruptly increasing black wages, raising labor costs,
and threatening the viability of the Southern economy (Du Bois, [1935] 1999; Alston
and Ferrie, 1993). Taken together, these political and economic changes gave South-
ern white elites an incentive to promote anti-black sentiment by encouraging violence
towards blacks, racist norms and cultural beliefs, and, to the extent legal, the institu-
tionalization of racist policies such as Black Codes and Jim Crow laws. We argue that
this produced racially hostile attitudes that have been passed down locally from parents
to children, one generation to the next.

We provide empirical support for this theory by showing that areas of the South
that were the earliest to eliminate the political and economic incentives for anti-black
violence—for example, by adopting new technologies such as tractors that reduced the
demand for black farm labor—are also the areas in which slavery’s long term effects
have most attenuated. Furthermore, as evidence of parent-to-child transmission being
an important pathway for the transfer of attitudes, we show that a group that recently
settled in the American South—the children of immigrants—do not meaningfully vary
in political attitudes across former slaveholding and non-slaveholding counties the way
other Southern whites do.

This paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2, we motivate our hypothesis that the
historical prevalence of slavery affects modern-day political attitudes. We discuss our
data in Section 3, and present our core results linking the prevalence of slavery in 1860
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and contemporary attitudes in Section 4. In Section 5, we consider, and provide evi-
dence against, three competing theories. (We eliminate two other potential explana-
tions – Civil War destruction and rural versus urban differences – in the Supplemental
Information.) In Section 6, we provide evidence in favor of our theory of historical
persistence, paying attention to post-Reconstruction era political and economic incen-
tives. Section 7 concludes by discussing the broader implications of our research for
scholarship in American political behavior.

2 How Slavery May Affect Attitudes Today

We orient our analysis toward the Southern “Black Belt” (or the “Cotton Belt”), the
hook-shaped swath of land that was the locus of antebellum slavery (Figure 1). Scholars
have noted that the whites of the Black Belt are particularly prominent in Southern
politics and are more conservative than whites elsewhere in the South. As V.O. Key
wrote, it is “the whites of the black belts who have the deepest and most immediate
concern about the maintenance of white supremacy,” and “if the politics of the South
revolves around any single theme, it is that of the role of the black belts” (Key, 1949).
Furthermore, these parts of the South have had an enormous influence on national
politics. Members of Congress from these areas held influential positions, effectively
exercising veto power during the development of the welfare state in the 1920s and 30s
(Katznelson, Geiger and Kryder, 1993).

2.1 Post-bellum Incentives for Oppression and the Historical Persistence
of Attitudes

Our hypothesis is that the Black Belt is today more conservative than other parts of the
South due to the historical persistence of political attitudes. Specifically, after emancipa-
tion in 1865, Southern whites faced two interrelated threats. The first was political. The
abrupt enfranchisement of blacks threatened white control over local politics (Du Bois,
[1935] 1999; Key, 1949; Kousser, 1974). This in turn produced incentives for whites
in former slaveholding counties to promote an environment of violence and intimi-
dation against the new freedmen, with the purpose of disfranchising them (Du Bois,
[1935] 1999; Kousser, 1974). Since black populations were greatest in former slave-
holding counties, it was in these counties that the Southern elite exerted greater efforts
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Figure 1: Estimated proportion slave in 1860 by county.

toward repression and violence (Kousser, 1974).1 Such repression both required and
supported social norms that put blacks in an inferior position to whites (Myrdal, 1944;
Logan, 1954; Du Bois, [1935] 1999). Importantly, whereas institutionalized slavery
only required the support of the white political and economic elite, widespread repres-
sion and political violence required the involvement of entire communities (Du Bois,
[1935] 1999).

The second threat towhite elites was economic. The emancipation of slaves after the
Civil War was a sudden shock to the Southern economy: unlike in the slavery period,
blacks now had to be paid (closer to) market wages (Higgs, 1977). This raised labor
costs sharply, threatening a vulnerable Southern economy (Du Bois, [1935] 1999; Al-
ston and Ferrie, 1993). Whites therefore had an incentive to suppress blacks’ wages and
to establish new forms of labor coercion that could replace slavery. Many whites en-

1Although they set up local formal and informal institutions such as Jim Crow laws, it was through
violence that white Southerners initially repressed blacks. This violence was often organized, and perpe-
trated by groups like the Ku Klux Klan, and it manifested itself in the many lynchings that took place after
emancipation (Du Bois, [1935] 1999).
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couraged violence against blacks, as well as other social practices that could be used to
suppress black wages and mobility (Alston and Ferrie, 1993; Blackmon, 2008; Lichten-
stein, 1996). In fact, historical evidence suggests that even poor whites were complicit
with the elite, andwould engage in violence towards blacks (for example, abducting and
returning runaway blacks to their employers, in exchange for a bounty) even though
such violence could presumably lower white wages as well (Blackmon, 2008).

These attitudes,2 and incentives for violence and oppression, were passed on by
white elites to other members of the local community in a manner consistent with the-
ories of opinion diffusion (e.g., Zaller, 1992; DeGroot, 1974). Finally, to complete our
theory, we argue that these racially hostile attitudes were passed down from one gen-
eration to the next, as suggested by Campbell et al. (1980), Jennings and Niemi (1968),
and a rich literature showing how children often inherit the political attitudes of their
parents. Consequently, our theory of historical persistence is that the political and eco-
nomic incentives following emancipation led to anti-black attitudes that became local,
strong, and persistent. Note that our argument is not that racismwas nonexistent before
the Civil War, but that the differences in postbellum incentives were the primary cause
of the large political divergence between former slaveholding and non-slaveholding ar-
eas of the South. Slavery did not create racism, but rather its aftermath shaped how
local communities reformed their racial attitudes.

This argument is consistent with a growing literature demonstrating historical per-
sistence in other contexts (see Nunn, 2012, for an overview). For example, Dell (2010)
shows that a colonial forced labor system in South America has led to lower levels
of modern-day household consumption and childhood growth. Acemoglu, García-
Jimeno and Robinson (2012) find that slavery in colonial gold mines in Colombia is
associated with modern-day poverty and reduced school enrollment and vaccination
rates. Looking at Africa, Nunn and Wantchekon (2011) show that Africans whose an-
cestors were targeted by slave traders have higher levels of mistrust today than other
Africans. Within the United States, O’Connell (2012) demonstrates that areas of the
American South that had high numbers of slaves have greater economic inequality be-
tween blacks and whites today. Similarly, Nunn (2008) finds a negative relationship

2The political and economic incentives for racial violence and oppression produced hostile attitudes
among whites, in part because whites developed increasingly hostile attitudes to minimize the cognitive
dissonance associated with engaging in racially-targeted violence towards blacks. Social psychologists be-
ginning with Festinger (1962) would suggest that engaging in violence could produce hostile attitudes
toward the victim group if individuals from the perpetrating group seek to minimize “cognitive disso-
nance.”
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between the prevalence of slavery and contemporary income in the American South,
and Mitchener and McLean (2003) find a negative relationship between slavery and
modern-day labor productivity. These papers are part of a growing literature showing
that historical institutions such as slavery can affect social outcomes even long after the
institutions themselves disappear (Nunn, 2009).

2.2 Other Hypotheses

Other theories could explain why slavery may be predictive of current-day political at-
titudes. As Key (1949) suggested, one possibility is that the prevalence of slavery has
led to high concentrations of African Americans still living in parts of the South. These
high concentrations of African Americans today could in turn threaten white domi-
nance, resulting in whites contemporaneously adoptingmore conservative political be-
liefs. The literature supporting this idea of “racial threat” is voluminous.3 For example,
Glaser (1994) finds evidence linking high concentrations of blacks and negative white
attitudes toward civil rights or African American politicians. Giles and Buckner (1993)
find a strong relationship between black concentrations and whites’ support for racially
conservative candidates such as David Duke (these findings are, however, challenged
by Voss, 1996). However, none of this literature makes the quantitative link between
modern-day concentrations of African Americans and slavery. More importantly, the
literature has not considered the possibility that slavery could be an independent pre-
dictor of modern-day attitudes and, thus, a major omitted variable in studies of racial
threat in the South.

We also consider several other hypotheses. For example, a substantial literature
addresses the fact that whites’ attitudes are driven by education, income, urban-rural
differences, and other contextual factors, and not simply high concentrations of mi-
norities (e.g., Oliver and Mendelberg, 2000; Baybeck, 2006; Hopkins, 2010). In light of
this, we consider the possibility that the link between slavery and contemporary white
attitudes could in fact be driven by such contextual factors as the fact that former slave-
holding areas aremore rural or that they weremore likely to have incurred greater costs
associatedwith theCivilWar,making themmore anti-federal government. (Wepresent
evidence on this point in the Supplemental Information.) We also consider the possi-

3Early studies showed, for example, that modern-day black concentrations predict white support for
segregationist candidates such as George Wallace (e.g., Wright Jr, 1977; Black and Black, 1973; Birdsall,
1969), racially hostile white attitudes (Giles, 1977; Blalock, 1967; Pettigrew, 1957), negative attitudes on
school desegregation (Ogburn and Grigg, 1956), and higher incidence of lynchings (Reed, 1972).
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bility that geographic sorting might explain our results. For example, it could be that
more racially conservative people have migrated into former slaveholding areas, while
racial liberals have left. Finally, we consider the possibility that Southern counties var-
ied according to pre-Civil War wealth, geography, and social and political beliefs, and
that these—not slavery—are the sources of modern-day variation in white attitudes.

We find very limited empirical support for these other hypotheses. Thus, although
much of the public opinion literature focuses on contemporary or individual-level fac-
tors in explaining political beliefs, our research highlights the importance of historical,
rather than contemporary, forces. We now turn to exploring these historical links.

3 Data

Our main explanatory variable and proxy for slavery’s prevalence is the proportion of
each county’s 1860 population that was enslaved, as measured by the 1860 U.S. Census.
Although slave counts were taken before 1860, we use measures from 1860 because
they represent the last record of slave counts before chattel slavery was abolished in
1865. Overall, we have in our data approximately four million slaves, constituting 32%
of the Southern population. Since county boundaries have shifted since 1860, we rely
on the work of O’Connell (2012), who has mapped the 1860 Census boundaries onto
modern-day boundaries and provides slave proportion by modern county. Figure 1
provides a graphical depiction of these data.4

We analyze three county-level outcome measures, all of which come from the Co-
operative Congressional Election Study (CCES), a large survey of American adults (An-
solabehere, 2010). We pool CCES data from the 2006, 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011 sur-
veys to create a combined data set of over 157,000 respondents. We subset these data to
the former Confederate States,5 and to self-identified whites, leaving us with more than
36,000 respondents across 1,224 of the 1,317 Southern counties. Our three outcome
measures of interest are as follows.

4Admittedly, our measure takes slave institutions as homogeneous when they were hardly so. Slaves
in the Black Belt mostly worked on cotton farms, while coastal plantations focused on tobacco and other
crops. These differences could be important, but we do not investigate them here.

5This includes Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Car-
olina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. Kentucky was officially neutral
during the Civil War, but contained significant pro-Confederacy factions and was claimed by the Confed-
eracy.
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Partisanship. This is the proportion ofwhites in each countywho identified asDemocrats.
Such partisan identification could reflect not only explicit racial attitudes (including
attitudes toward Barack Obama in the later surveys), but may also reflect race-related
beliefs on a variety of policy issues, including redistribution, education, crime, etc. We
construct this measure from a standard seven-point party identification question on
the CCES.6 We operationalize the party variable as whether an individual identified at
all with the Democratic party (1 if Democrat; 0 otherwise).

Support for affirmative action. This is the proportion of whites who say that they
support affirmative action, a policy seen by many as helping minorities, possibly at
whites’ expense. All of the CCES surveys ask respondents whether they support or
oppose affirmative action policies, which are described as “programs [that] give pref-
erence to racial minorities and to women in employment and college admissions in
order to correct for discrimination” (2008 CCES). Although the question wording dif-
fers across years, we have no reason to believe that these slight variations in wording
affect our analysis. We construct the outcome variable by using the four-point scale,
from “strongly support” to “strongly oppose” affirmative action. The final variable is
an indicator representing whether the respondent demonstrated any level of support
for affirmative action (1 for support; 0 otherwise).

Racial resentment. This is the proportion of whites who express “racial resentment”
(or symbolic racism). As defined by Kinder and Sears (1981), racial resentment “rep-
resents a form of resistance to change in the racial status quo based on moral feelings
that blacks violate such traditional American values as individualism and self-reliance,
the work ethic, obedience, and discipline.” Kinder and Sanders (1996), among oth-
ers, have shown that racial resentment is predictive of whites’ attitudes on a variety of
race-related issues, including crime, education, busing, and welfare. We measure racial
resentment using a CCES question directly related to slavery that asks respondents, on
a five-point scale, whether they agree that “Generations of slavery and discrimination
have created conditions that make it difficult for Blacks to work their way out of the

6We use survey data as opposed to voter registration data because primaries in many Southern states
are open. Coupledwith the dramatic changes in partisanship in the South over the last 40 years, thismeans
voter registration data are unreliable measures of current partisan leanings. Finally, survey data allows us
to focus on the partisanship of whites voters only.
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Figure 2: Bivariate relationships between proportion slave in 1860 and the three out-
come measures with a loess smooth in red.

lower class.” Stronger disagreement indicates greater racial resentment. 7

Figure 2 depicts the bivariate relationships between proportion slave in 1860 and
the three outcome measures. It shows clear negative relationships between slave preva-
lence and proportion Democrat and support for affirmative action, and a clear positive
relationship with racial resentment. These relationships are suggestive; we now turn to
estimating the causal effects of slave prevalence on these measures.

4 Slavery’s Effects on Contemporary Outcomes

We begin by reporting the baseline estimates of slavery’s effect on each outcome mea-
sure conditional on various controls (see Table 1). All regressions are weighted least
squares (WLS) with the within-county sample size as weights, unless otherwise indi-
cated. We analyze these data at the county level because our explanatory variable (pro-
portion slave in 1860) is a county-level measure; however, models at the respondent
level with standard errors clustered at the county level and additional respondent-level
controls point to the same conclusions (Appendix A).

7This question only appeared on the 2010 CCES. Using this measure in tandem with other racial
resentment-type questions yields similar results.
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In all but our first model, we include state-level fixed effects to address the possi-
bility that states adopted different policies that could have influenced slave shares in
1860 and could affect our outcome variables in ways unrelated to slavery. In addition,
we control for factors that may have been predictive of proportion slave in 1860. These
“1860 Covariates,” unless otherwise noted, come from the 1860 U.S. Census, and ad-
dress possible differences between slaveholding and non-slaveholding counties. First,
because wealthier counties could have had more or fewer slaves, we control for eco-
nomic indicators from 1860. These include (i) the log of the total county population,
(ii) the percent of farms in the county smaller than 50 acres, and (iii) the log of total
farm value per capita in the county. Second, because counties may have had different
norms about slavery, we include controls for (iv) the proportion of church seats in the
county that are in Methodist churches,8 and (v) the proportion of total population in
1860 that is mixed-race. We also include a proxy for pro-slavery sentiment just before
1860, (vi) the proportion of the county voting Democrat in the 1856 election.9 We also
control for characteristics related to trade and commerce, including an indicator for
whether the county had access (vii) to rails or (viii) to waterways. Finally, to account
for any remaining spatial variation, we control for (ix) the log of the county acreage and
(x) the latitude and longitude of the county, as well as their squared terms.

Column (1) of Table 1 presents the simple WLS relationship between slavery and
white partisan identification. Columns (2) - (4) further include state-level fixed ef-
fects as well as the 1860 covariates described above. The conditional effects of slav-
ery are meaningful and significant for all three outcome variables.10 To illustrate, a 20
percentage-point increase in the slave proportion (roughly a one standard-deviation
change) is associated with a 3.1 percentage-point decrease in the share of whites who
currently identify as Democrats, a 2.7 percentage-point decrease among those who
currently support affirmative action, and a 0.11 point increase on the racial resent-
ment scale, which represents 0.12 standard deviations. Furthermore, in individual
respondent-level analyses (Appendix Table A.3), these effects are robust to the inclu-

8Though SouthernMethodistswere fairly accommodating toward slave holders around the time of the
Civil War, earlier Methodists tended to oppose slavery and Northern Methodists were ardent abolitionists
(Posey, 1931).

9TheDemocratic party was the pro-slavery party during this time period. Replacing the 1856 election
with other antebellum elections does not change the results.

10Results from a permutation-based Mantel test on the residuals of these models gives no indication
of spatial autocorrelation after conditioning on our geographic covariates (Barrios et al., 2012). The one-
sided p-values for positive spatial autocorrelation in models (2), (3), and (4) are 0.91, 0.58, and 0.49,
respectively.
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Prop. Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resent.
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.187∗∗ −0.159∗∗ −0.137∗∗ 0.554∗∗
(0.024) (0.044) (0.038) (0.196)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓

N 1, 214 748 748 643
R2 0.046 0.188 0.134 0.114
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table 1: Effects of slavery on white partisan identification, support for affirmative ac-
tion, and racial resentment. All models are WLS, with within-county sample size as
weights. Standard errors in parentheses.

sion of respondent attributes commonly used in the public opinion literature. While
these results may be contaminated by post-treatment bias, they are consistent with the
county-level analyses. Taken together, the results are clear: slave prevalence in 1860
has an effect on the political attitudes of Southern whites today.11

4.1 Instrumental Variables Analysis

There are two potential concerns with the above analysis. First, the 1860 slave data
are historical and may be measured with error. Second, we may have inadequately
controlled for all of the pre-treatment covariates that simultaneously affect slave pro-
portion in 1860 and political attitudes today, which would result in omitted variable
bias. To allays these concerns, we therefore present results from an alternative spec-
ification that instruments for slave proportion in 1860 with county-level measures of
the environmental suitability for growing cotton. We constructed thesemeasures using
data from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).These measures represent the
maximum potential cotton yield based on soil, climate, and growing conditions.12

11In the Supplemental Information, we show that these results are robust to only analyzing neighboring
counties. Furthermore, results in the SI show that when we match Southern counties with few slaves to
non-Southern counties where slavery was outlawed, there are no difference in political attitudes across
these counties.

12These estimates are based on climate averages from 1961 to 1990 and a “high” level of inputs, which
refers to the effort required to extract the resource. Choosing a “high” level of inputs, as opposed to low
or intermediate levels, provides the strongest first-stage relationship with proportion slave in 1860.
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Prop Slave Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Cotton Suitability 0.381∗∗
(0.027)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.198∗∗ −0.168∗∗ 0.512
(0.075) (0.063) (0.360)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Latitude/Longitude ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

N 1, 206 1, 206 1, 206 1, 016
R2 0.447 0.174 0.077 0.045

Model 2SLS 2SLS 2SLS 2SLS
1st Stage 2nd Stage 2nd Stage 2nd Stage

∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table 2: Instrumental variables estimates of the effects of slavery using suitability for
growing cotton as an instrument for percent slave in 1860. Column (1) reports the
first stage relationship, while columns (2)-(4) report second stage estimates for each
outcome measure.

Prop. Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

South North South North South North
Cotton Suitability −0.076∗∗ −0.004 −0.064∗∗ 0.022 0.053 −0.033

(0.028) (0.016) (0.024) (0.014) (0.095) (0.050)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

N 1, 206 1, 701 1, 206 1, 701 1, 061 1, 511
R2 0.188 0.138 0.086 0.113 0.073 0.137
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table 3: Reduced form relationships between cotton suitability white attitudes in the
South (columns (1), (3), and (5)) and in the North (columns (2), (4), and (6)).

Table 2 presents our instrumental variable (IV) estimates of the effects of proportion
slave on the three outcome measures using a two-stage least squares (2SLS) model with
state-fixed effects, latitude and longitude, and their squared terms included as controls
in both stages. Column (1) presents the strong first-stage relationship between cotton
suitability and proportion slave. Columns (2) - (4) present the second stage estimates of
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the effect of proportion slave on the outcome measures. The results show second-stage
estimates that are nearly identical to our baseline estimates, reported in Table 1. The
main difference is the slightly lower estimated effect of slavery on racial resentment,
which falls just short of statistical significance.13 The IV approach and the selection-
on-the-observables approach of Table 1 nonetheless yield strikingly similar results.

For our IV approach to serve as a plausible identification strategy, cotton suitability
must have an effect on contemporary attitudes exclusively through slavery, an assump-
tion that may not be satisfied. For example, cotton suitability could determine how ru-
ral a county is today, which in turn could affect political attitudes. While the exclusion
restriction is an untestable assumption, we assess its plausibility using a falsification
test motivated by Nunn and Wantchekon (2011). We first estimate the reduced-form
relationship between cotton suitability and contemporary beliefs both within and out-
side of the South—that is, in the North. The ban on slavery in the North means that
cotton suitability cannot affect political attitudes through slavery. Any relationship be-
tween cotton suitability and political attitudes in the North would be evidence against
the exclusion restriction.

We present the results of this falsification test in Table 3. Columns (1), (3), and
(5) present the reduced-form relationship between cotton suitability and the three out-
come measures in the South, showing that the estimated effects are significant. On the
other hand, columns (2), (4), and (6) show that there is no relationship between cotton
suitability and political attitudes in the North: the effects are both small in size and sta-
tistically insignificant. Thus, the exclusion restriction appears reasonable in this case,
lending credibility to our causal estimates.

5 Possible Explanations of Slavery’s Effect

We now examine several theories that could explain our findings. Motivated by litera-
ture within American politics, we consider three likely explanations: racial threat, ante-
bellum racism, and geographic sorting. We examine two other possible explanations –
Civil War destruction and rural/urban differences – in the Supplemental Information.
We find mostly limited support for these theories. We therefore present evidence in
Section 6 for what we believe is the more likely explanation concerning post-Civil War
political and economic incentives.

13Thedifferences between these results and the baseline resultsmay be due to the lower power of the IV
approach, unmeasured confounding in the baseline specification, or differences between the populations
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Prop. Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Prop. Slave, Direct Effect −0.175∗∗ −0.159∗∗ −0.143∗∗ −0.129∗∗ 0.571∗∗ 0.541∗
(0.044) (0.056) (0.038) (0.046) (0.196) (0.225)

Prop. Black, 2000 0.167∗∗ 0.054 −0.241
(0.049) (0.043) (0.214)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Bootstrapped SEs ✓ ✓ ✓

N 748 748 748 748 643 643
R2 0.200 0.187 0.136 0.118 0.116 0.111

Model WLS Seq. g-est. WLS Seq. g-est. WLS Seq. g-est.
∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01

Table 4: Effects of slavery on white attitudes net the effect of the contemporary pro-
portions of African Americans. Columns (1), (3), and (5) simply include proportion
black in the year 2000 as an additional control to the baseline specification from Table
1. Columns (2), (4), and (6) use sequential g-estimation of Vansteelandt (2009).

5.1 Racial Threat (Contemporary Black Concentrations)

A seemingly plausible explanation for our results is that slave prevalence affects con-
temporary political attitudes through contemporary black concentrations. In particu-
lar, the local prevalence of slavery has produced high concentrations of blacks in the
modern-day Black Belt, which, according to the theory of racial threat, would cause
whites’ views to become more racially hostile. This is an observation that was made by
Key (1949) and then developed by the expansive literature on racial threat (e.g., Orey
et al., 2011; Giles and Buckner, 1993). At first glance, the racial threat mechanism does
provide a possible competing explanation: the correlation of percent slave in 1860 with
percent black in 2000 is 0.77.

To address this issue, we check how much of our baseline results can be explained
by contemporary black concentrations. We do so in two ways. First, as is common
in much of the literature, we include in the baseline specification the mediator (here,
proportion black in 2000 asmeasured by the 2000U.S.Census) alongwith the treatment
of interest (percent slave in 1860). This analysis is shown in Table 4, columns (1), (3),
and (5). The coefficient on proportion slave in 1860 remains significant and actually

of interest in the baseline and IV approaches.
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strengthens, suggesting that its direct effect does not operate through proportion black
in 2000.

These estimates, however, could suffer frompost-treatment bias (Rosenbaum, 1984);
after all, the modern geographic distribution of blacks is a direct consequence of the
prevalence of slavery (Key, 1949). Including a mediator in a model biases the estimates
unless there are no unmeasured confounders for the effect of the intermediate variable
on the outcome. Furthermore, if some of those confounders are affected by proportion
slave, then including them will bias the estimation of the direct effect of proportion
slave (Petersen, Sinisi and van der Laan, 2006). We address these concerns by using
a method developed in biostatistics by Vansteelandt (2009). This method enables us
to calculate the controlled direct effect of slavery, which is the effect of slavery on our
outcomes if we were to fix the modern-day concentration of African Americans at a
particular level. To implement the method, we use a two-stage estimator, called the
sequential g-estimator, that estimates controlled direct effects when we have a set of
covariates that satisfy selection on the observables (or no unmeasured confounders)
for the intermediate variable (Vansteelandt, 2009).14 The exact procedure is as follows.
We first estimate the effect of contemporary black concentration on white views today,
controlling for all of our covariates including the additional covariates in footnote 14.
We then transform the dependent variable by subtracting this effect. Finally, we es-
timate the effect of proportion slave on this transformed variable, which gives us the
controlled direct effect of proportion slave in 1860.

Estimates from this analysis are reported in columns (2), (4), and (6) of Table 4.15

Compared to the baseline estimates of Table 1 and the potentially biased estimates in
columns (1), (3), and (5), these results demonstrate that contemporary percent black
has little influence on slavery’s effect on any of the outcomes. Indeed, the direct effects of
slave proportion are similar to those in Table 1 and are still highly significant. Moreover,
once we account for slavery in 1860, contemporary black concentrations appear to have
the opposite effect that racial threat theory would predict for Southern white attitudes.
Finally, with the full controls from the first stage of the sequential g-estimator, the effect

14Drawing on the usual controls in the racial threat literature, the additional variables we include to
satisfy the the selection on observables assumption are log population in 2000, unemployment in 2000,
percent of individuals with high school degrees in 1990, and log median income in 2000. These results
assume no interaction between proportion slave and contemporary proportion black, but weakening this
assumption does not change the findings.

15To account for the added uncertainty of the two-step nature of sequential g-estimation, we report
bootstrapped standard errors.
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of proportion black today is no longer significant (Appendix Table A.4). Thus, we see
no evidence that slavery’s effects operate via contemporary black concentrations.

5.2 Antebellum Social and Political Attitudes

We argued that the demise of slavery led to political differences between former slave-
holding and non-slaveholding counties, but it could be that these political cleavages
existed prior to the Civil War. Jordan (1968), for example, argues that the origins of
racial attitudes actually predate 1860 and may even go as far back as the start of the
African slave trade in the 16th century. It is possible that slavery began to affect whites’
feelings towards blacks beginning in the antebellum period, or even before.16

We consider two possibilities. The first is the possibility that racist beliefsmotivated
Europeans to seek out Africans for the slave trade; that is, racism predated or developed
jointly with the origins of race-based slavery. Slave prevalence in the cotton-suitable ar-
eas of the American South would therefore be indicative of pre-existing racially hostile
attitudes. The second possibility is that the act of having slaves caused whites to become
more racist, and that this happened well before 1860. This could be due to the set of
complementary social practices and cultural norms needed to justify slavery as an in-
stitution. For our purposes, either of these two channels could explain our findings if
such antebellum attitudes were passed down through successive generations. However,
we do note that our results are robust to the inclusion of social and political covariates
from 1860 (discussed above). In results not presented, our effects are also robust to
controlling for the presence of freed blacks in the county, which we consider to be a
strong indicator of antebellum racial attitudes. In addition, as we discuss in Section 6,
the effects of slavery on another outcome, Presidential vote share, appear only after the
conclusion of the Civil War.

We also conduct two further analyses. First, to test whether racial differences pre-
date 1860, we add the proportions of slaves in 1840 and 1850 as controls. The logic is
as follows. If negative racial attitudes led whites to acquire slaves, then percent slave
in 1840 and 1850 serve as good proxies for areas where negative racial attitudes were
most intense. That is, counties with more slaves in 1840 and 1850 would have been
those counties that had more racially hostile whites. Under the assumption that racial
attitudes only affect slavery in 1860 through their effects on previous levels of slavery,

16We note an extensive socio-historical literature on these points (e.g., Foner, 2011; Jordan, 1968;
Du Bois, [1935] 1999). We do not engage the nuances of this longstanding scholarly discussion; rather,
our purpose is to highlight that any of these antebellum theories could be explaining our results.
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Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.198† −0.186∗∗ −0.096 −0.152∗∗ 1.916∗∗ 0.753∗∗
(0.116) (0.052) (0.102) (0.045) (0.481) (0.229)

Prop. Slave, 1850 0.024 −0.163 −0.118
(0.115) (0.101) (0.452)

Prop Slave 1840 0.048 0.100 −0.985∗
(0.113) (0.099) (0.455)

Prop Slaveholder, 1860 0.557 0.307 −4.253†

(0.576) (0.495) (2.545)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

N 566 748 566 748 489 643
R2 0.213 0.189 0.148 0.135 0.162 0.118

†p < .1; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table 5: Effect of slavery when adjusting for proxies of antebellum attitudes. All models
are WLS with within-county sample size as weights.

this analysis effectively controls for differences in antebellum racism. These results, re-
ported in in columns (1), (3), and (5) of Table 5, are largely consistent with our baseline
models, albeit with greater uncertainty. The larger standard errors are consistent with
the fact that the proportions of slaves in 1840, in 1850, and in 1860 are highly corre-
lated.17 The estimated effects for proportion Democrat and racial resentment increase,
while the effect for affirmative action is no longer significant. By and large, though,
these results are similar to the baseline results.

The second possibility involving antebellum attitudes is that slave-ownership itself
caused whites to be more racially hostile. If so, then the fraction of the population
that was slave-owning, not the fraction enslaved, should drive our results. Thus, coun-
ties with more slaveowners in 1860 should be more racially hostile today than other
counties, holding constant the proportion of slaves in 1860. To check this, we include
in columns (2), (4), and (6) in Table 5 controls for the proportion of the county that
owned slaves in 1860 as measured by the 1860 Census.18 The estimated effect of pro-
portion slave hardly changes. While these tests cannot rule out all possible antebellum

17Thehigh correlation of slavery across time leads tomulticollinearity, themain consequence of which
is larger standard errors.

18The results are similar if slave-owning is measured either as a (1) share of the total population, (2)
share of the total white population, (3) share of the total white male population, or (4) as the number of
slave owners per family.
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explanations, they do cast doubt on antebellum factors being the main drivers behind
our results.

5.3 Geographic Sorting

Thethird possibility is that population sorting explains our results. For example, racially
hostile whites from other parts of the South (or elsewhere) may have historically mi-
grated to former slave counties. In addition, it is possible that whites who hold more
racially tolerant beliefs have been more likely to leave former slaveholding areas.

If this sorting is an important determinant of why and where people move, our in-
terpretation of the results as reflecting the importance of the historical events following
the Civil War might be overstated.While data availability make it impossible to rule out
a geographic sorting explanation in its entirety, we present some suggestive evidence
here and in the Appendix using data on between-county migration from 1995 to 2000
from the 2000 U.S. Census (Bureau, 2001). These data help us investigate the extent
to which contemporary, as opposed to historical migration, explains our findings (see
Dell, 2010, for a similar analysis). In order for geographic sorting to explain our results,
two conditions must hold. The first is that there must be migration from low-slave ar-
eas to high-slave areas (or vice-versa); otherwise, there is no meaningful sorting of any
kind. To test this condition, we use county-to-county migration data to calculate dyads
of where people move to and from, measuring the absolute difference in the proportion
1860 slave between the departing and receiving county; this enables us to assess how
much migration exists between low-slave and high-slave areas. Appendix Figure A.2
shows the relationship between these flows and the difference in proportion slave, and
it demonstrates that, as the slavery differential grows, the migrations between counties
drops considerably. (The drop is statistically significant at the usual levels.) Thus, the
vast majority of contemporary migration is within low-slave areas or within high-slave
areas, not between.

The second condition for mobility to explain our findings is that racially conserva-
tive whites are moving into high-slave areas, racially liberal whites are moving out of
high-slave areas, or some combination. Even if there is very little migration between
low- and high-slave counties (as shown in Appendix Figure A.2), the distribution of
political beliefs among these migrants could be so highly skewed so as to produce our
results. (For example, perhaps all of the out-migrants from high-slave counties are
racially liberal and all of the in-migrants to high-slave counties are racially conserva-
tive.) With regard to the first possibility, this seems unlikely to be the primary mecha-
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nism as it relies on racially hostile whites moving to areas with extremely large propor-
tions of African Americans. For example, Farley et al. (1994), show that anti-black atti-
tudes are correlated with stronger preferences for geographic segregation. More plausi-
ble is the exodus of racial liberals from former slave counties. To check this, again using
contemporary data, we examine the relationship between the proportion slave in 1860
and out-migration in 1995-2000 census records. We find that the proportion slave actu-
ally has a negative effect on contemporary out-migration (Appendix Table A.8). Thus,
we have no evidence drawn from contemporary data for any of the necessary condi-
tions behind a geographic sorting explanation. Given this evidence, we conjecture that
the movement of Americans has been for reasons mostly orthogonal to slavery in 1860,
which would actually make our estimates of slavery’s effect on contemporary attitudes
conservative.

As further evidence, we investigate the effect of slavery on the current-day attitudes
of two groups that did experiencemassmigration: African Americans and immigrants.
During the Northern Migration of the 1920s and 1940s thousands of African Ameri-
cans left the rural South. If geographic sorting based on political/racial views were
at work, we would expect to see blacks in former slave counties differ with regard to
political attitudes compared to those living non-slave areas. Likewise, with regard to
immigrants, heavy in-countrymigrationmeant thatmillions of immigrants entered the
U.S. between 1910 and 1940. If geographic sorting has played a role, we would expect
to see children of immigrants having different views depending on whether they cur-
rently live in slave versus non-slave areas. In Table 6, we show that this is not the case
for both groups. There are no systematic differences between black residents of former
slave counties and former non-slave counties in terms of their partisan identification or
their views on racial issues; likewise, there are no systematic differences among those
with one or more immigrant parents.

Taken together, this evidence suggests that geographic sorting is unlikely to be
the exclusive explanation behind our results. We acknowledge that these tests are not
definitive: whites may havemoved for different reasons than did either blacks or immi-
grants. However, even if this is true, it presents an interesting consequence of slavery
and a likely channel of persistence (Dell, 2010).
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Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
logistic logistic OLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Prop. Slave, 1860 0.619 −0.714 −0.630 −0.646 −0.092 0.694

(0.396) (0.533) (0.462) (0.502) (0.411) (0.581)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Cluster-Robust SEs ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Sample Blacks 2nd Gen. Blacks 2nd Gen. Blacks 2nd Gen.
Immigrants Immigrants Immigrants

N 5, 030 1, 886 5, 025 1, 881 1, 634 580
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05

Table 6: Effect of slavery on outcome measures for African-Americans and children of
immigrants in the South.

6 Empirical Evidence for Incentivized Oppression and
Historical Persistence

If slavery’s effects do not operate through the pathways we have excluded, then what
explains our results? Our theory is that slave and non-slave areas began to diverge
politically after the Civil War. Specifically, the prevalence of slavery, coupled with its
removal, created strong incentives for Southern whites to preserve both their political
and economic power by promoting racially targeted violence, anti-black norms, and, to
the extent legally possible, racist institutions. We further argue that this created racially
hostile political attitudes that were passed on by elites to other members of the com-
munity, and then from parents to children, leading to a historical persistence of political
attitudes.

This section presents empirical evidence for our argument. This includes evidence
for (1) post-bellum racial violence, forwhichwepresent evidence onpost-Reconstruction
era lynchings, (2) the weakening of economic incentives for racial hostile attitudes that
took place as a result of the movement toward agricultural mechanization in the 1930s,
(3) the continued effect of slavery on partisanship over the last 150 years, and (4) indi-
rect evidence for parent-to-child transmission of racial attitudes.
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Lynchings Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Prop. Slave, 1860 16.618∗∗ −0.235∗∗ −0.213∗∗ 0.829∗∗
(4.537) (0.053) (0.045) (0.235)

Tractors Change, 1930-1940 −0.483† −0.616† 2.198†

(0.289) (0.248) (1.264)
Tractors, 1930 −0.197 −0.112 0.191

(0.179) (0.154) (0.777)
Prop Slave × Tractors Change 2.303∗ 2.179∗∗ −9.094∗

(0.942) (0.809) (4.229)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

N 748 748 748 643
R2 0.371 0.197 0.145 0.121

Specification WLS-county area WLS-sample size WLS-sample size WLS-sample size
†p < .1;∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table 7: Intermediate effect of slavery on number of black lynchings per 100,000 blacks be-
tween 1882 and 1930 and how the effect of slavery varies by degree of mechanization, as mea-
sured by the number of tractors per 100,000 acres of land in 1940. The first column is WLS
with the log of total county area as weights (and where county area is omitted from the 1860
covariates, though this has no effect on our analysis). The remaining columns are WLS with
within-county sample size as weights.

Lynchings and the Status of Black Farmers. A key component of our incentives-
based explanation is that violence was used not only to disenfranchise blacks, but also
to suppress their mobility and wages. Given this explanation, we would expect to see
greater racist violence in former slaveholding counties. While we do not havemeasures
of all forms of violent racism in the post-Reconstruction era, we do have county-level
measures of one extreme form of racial violence: lynchings (Beck and Tolnay, 2004).19

In column (1) of Table 7, we confirm the hypothesis that the number of black lynch-
ings per 100,000 blacks between 1882 and 1930 is greater in counties that had slave
proportions in 1860, conditional on state-level fixed effects and our 1860 covariates.
The relationship between slavery in 1860 and lynchings is strong and significant: a
10 percentage-point increase in slave proportion is associated with a 1.66 increase in
lynchings per 100,000 blacks. This result is in line with our incentive-based theory:
there is more racial violence in areas previously more reliant on slave labor. Further-

19These data include all states in our analysis except Texas and Virginia.

21



more, under our theory, black farmers should be worse off in former slave areas due
to this greater local violence. Appendix Table A.7, drawing on data from the the 1925
Agricultural Census (Haines, 2010), shows that black farmers in former slave areas were
indeed economically worse off than black farmers in other areas of the South.

Mechanization of Agriculture. Our incentives-based explanation relies on the fact
that cotton was a labor-intensive crop, and that large plantations were economically
viable because slaves provided cheap labor. Once the shock of emancipation ended the
supply of inexpensive labor, however, Southern white elites had to find quick access to
low-cost labor, which in turn gave them an incentive to expand racial violence and anti-
black attitudes. A clear implication of this theory is that once the demand for farm labor
drops due to exogenous technological development, the effects of slavery on attitudes
should also diminish.

We test this hypothesis by showing that counties that mechanized earlier are those
where the effects of slavery wane quicker. Following Hornbeck and Naidu (2014), we
use the number of farming tractors as a proxy for mechanization. We interact the pro-
portion of slaves in 1860 with the change in the number of tractors per 100,000 acres
of agricultural land in the county between 1930 and 1940, which we collect from the
1930 and 1940 Agricultural Censuses (Haines, 2010). We then estimate the effect of
this interaction on our three outcome measures. To help identify the effects of this in-
teraction, we additionally control for tractors in 1930. As Table 7 shows, the effects
of slavery are weaker for counties where mechanization grew between 1930 and 1940.
Though we cannot read the controlled direct effect of slavery off the regression coef-
ficients in Table 7 due to post-treatment bias, we can use the sequential g-estimator
described above to estimate the effect of slavery at various levels of mechanization. For
example, where mechanization did not grow between 1930 and 1940, a 10 percentage-
point increase in proportion slave leads to a 2.2 percentage-point drop in the percent
of whites who identify as Democrat today. Where mechanization grew rapidly, with
0.07 more tractors per 100,000 acres (95th percentile), the same change in proportion
slave leads to only a 0.59 percentage-point decrease in the percent Democrat, though
this decrease is not statistically significant at the typical levels.

We note two potential concerns with this test. First, the results could be consis-
tent with a racial threat explanation—early mechanization led to decreases in the black
population in these areas (as shown by Hornbeck and Naidu, 2014), thus diminishing
racial threat. In Appendix Table A.6, however, we replicate the analysis using the de-
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Figure 3: Effect of proportion slave on vote for Democratic presidential candidate in the South
over time. Each point is the effect of a 25 percentage-point increase in proportion slave from
separate WLS models of county-level Democratic share of the presidential vote on proportion
slave.

clines in proportion black from 1920 to 1940 and 1970 and find that areas with larger
declines have, if anything, larger effects associated with slavery. Thus, it seems unlikely
that racial threat is driving the attenuating effects we see above. Second, it could be that
more racially tolerant counties chose to mechanize early in order to rid themselves of
the incentives for racial exploitation. However, as Table 7 shows, the number tractors
is itself never independently predictive of political or racial attitudes and the change
in mechanization has an insignificant effect for most values of proportion slave. Fur-
thermore, as shown in Appendix Table A.7, there is no effect of proportion slave on the
change in tractors, nor is there a relationship between the change inmechanization and
the rate of lynchings. This casts doubt that tractors are an indicator of racial attitudes.
Moreover, as Hornbeck and Naidu (2014) argue, many of the counties that mechanized
early were those affected by an exogenous shock, that of the Mississippi floods of 1927,
and are thus ex ante similar to counties that mechanized later.

Historical Effects of Slavery. If our explanation is persuasive, then we should see that
the effects of slavery begin in the post-Reconstruction period and continue through the
20th century, possibly wearing off over time. Such a pattern would help adjudicate be-
tween our theory and an explanation purely rooted in antebellum racism, under which
we would see political cleavages emerge both before and after the Civil War rather than
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primarily after.
To address this, we examine the relationship between proportion slave in 1860 and

a long-standing historical measure of political attitudes, Presidential vote share. Until
realignment in the 1970s and 80s, the Democratic Party was the racially conservative
party, while the Republican Party was the racially progressive party (Key, 1949). Ac-
cordingly, we examine county-level Democratic share of the Presidential vote between
1844 and 1972, conditional on the full set of 1860 controls.20 To analyze the time trend,
we calculate the WLS coefficient on the 1860 slavery variable for each Presidential vote.
Thus, each point in Figure 3 represents a point estimate from a regression of county-
level Democratic vote share on county proportion slave in 1860, conditional on the full
set of covariates.

As the figure shows, there is little difference between slave and non-slave areas be-
fore the CivilWar, conditional on the 1860 covariates. Thus, at least in terms of national
party politics,21 differences in white views emerge after the Civil War, which provides
additional evidence against antebellum attitudes driving all of our findings. Second,
the differences post-Civil War are obvious. The strong anti-Democratic bent of for-
mer slave counties in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War appears due to the high
turnout of newly freed blacks, which was as high as 90% (Kousser, 1974). However,
as blacks were quickly disenfranchised (Kousser, 1974) and as white elites encouraged
violence and racism to suppress black mobility and bargaining, the effect of slavery
quickly swings to pro-Democratic. The effect reaches its peak in the 1920s and 1930s.
By the 1960s, we see some early evidence of the South’s movement toward the Republi-
can party. Throughout, the difference in voting behavior between formerly large slave-
holding counties and other counties is large and statistically significant.

Parent-to-child transmissionof beliefs. Our last empirical analysis concerns themethod
of cultural transmission of racial attitudes over time. Our theory focused primarily on
parent-to-child transmission of beliefs, but attitudes could also be shaped contempora-
neously by local institutions, for example schools and churches, which have themselves
persisted. These mechanisms have different implications. If inter-generational social-
ization (parent-to-child transmission) is in effect, then newcomers to the South should
not meaningfully differ in their political attitudes across former slaveholding and non-

20Since election outcomes are not disaggregated by voter race, these data also include black voters.
Blacks voted in large numbers following emancipation but were quickly disenfranchised between 1870
and 1900. Large scale re-enfranchisement did not occur until the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

21We obtain similar results for Congressional elections. These results are available from the authors.
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slaveholding counties. The reason is because their ancestors did not leave there, and so
could not differ meaningfully across these counties. On the other hand, if local institu-
tions like schools and churches shape racial attitudes continuously through time, then
we should expect those moving to former slaveholding counties to adopt similar atti-
tudes as families living there for generations, because even the newcomers are exposed
to the same institutions and environment as the older families.

To adjudicate between these explanations, we return to our results on the effect
of slavery for the children of immigrants. Second-generation immigrants living in the
South are exposed to current local institutions but are unlikely to have had the legacy
of slavery passed down to them through their parents. The lack of an effect for these re-
spondents (Table 6) provides suggestive evidence that the parent-to-child transmission
mechanism is an important component of how slavery affects attitudes. Local institu-
tions appear to play amoremodest role by comparison. As such, this evidence provides
strong, albeit indirect, support for our theory that political culture, rather than institu-
tions, plays an important role in explaining the persistent effects of American slavery.

7 Conclusion

In this paper, we have shown that an institution that was formally abolished nearly 150
years ago still has effects on contemporary political outcomes. Slavery continues to
affect how Southern whites identify politically, how they feel about affirmative action,
and how they perceive African Americans. To explain these results, we offered a theory
in which slavery affects racial attitudes historically, and these attitudes are passed down
through generations. In addition, we ruled out various other explanations that were
motivated by previous theories in the American politics literature.

Our research has substantial implications for the current study of American po-
litical behavior. After the pioneering work of Campbell et al. (1980), several scholars
provided evidence for the theory that political beliefs are passed down in successive
generations from parents to children. For us, the next natural question arising from
these findings is the following: If political beliefs are transmitted inter-generationally
from parents to children, then what determined the political beliefs of the great-great-
grandparents? In other words, how and when did these beliefs originate? The broadest
interpretation of our contribution here is that answers to such questions can be found
by investigating the impact of historical institutions like slavery. Thus, we can look even
beyondwhite attitudes and explore other effects of these institutions on other aspects of
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contemporary society such as the persistent belief in linked fate among African Amer-
icans (Dawson, 1994) and the racial biases of the U.S. criminal justice system (Alexan-
der, 2012). We may even look to other historical events such as the Great Depression,
the Dust Bowl or World War II, to examine their possible long-term effects on contem-
porary politics.

This leads us to our final point. Within the study of American political behavior, the
modern practice for quantitative researchers is to include only contemporaneous vari-
ables in their analysis. However, our paper reinforces the argument of Pierson (2004)
that institutional and historical legacies are crucial for understanding modern politics.
In light of this, we encourage future research to explore the relationships between his-
torical institutions and contemporary political behavior. As Key (1949) himself ob-
served many years ago, social and historical forces have “an impact on political habit
whose influence has not worn away even yet.” This might be the case not just for racial
relations in the American South, but also in other areas of American politics and else-
where in the United States.
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A Supplemental Information (SI)

A.1 Matching Adjacent Counties

Although our analyses so far control for a number of historical and geographic covari-
ates it remains possible that our results are driven by differences between slaveholding
and non-slaveholding areas not fully captured by these covariates. For instance, it could
be that the “upland” regions of northern Alabama and Georgia differed systematically
from the Black Belt (as suggested by Kousser, 2010). To test the robustness of our re-
sults to these potential confounders, we restrict our sample to the set of neighboring
counties that are on either side of a cutoff of 50% slave in 1860 (Figure A.1 of Appendix
B). This enables us to compare the effects of slavery across counties that are geographi-
cally and perhaps also politically, economically, and culturally similar (as Banerjee and
Iyer, 2005, do with Indian districts). It also drops certain former high slave counties
that are in regions where all of the neighbors are also high slave areas—for example,
the Mississippi Delta (compare Figure A.1 with Figure 1). Columns (1), (3), and (5) of
Table A.1 show that the results for all outcomes are robust to restricting our analysis to
only these neighboring counties, even though this removes more than half of the coun-
ties in our original sample. Thus, even within fairly geographically concentrated areas,
there are strong, statistically significant differences between counties with higher and
lower past concentrations of slaves.22

A.2 Counterfactual Comparisons to the North

If the effects that we estimate are genuinely attributable to the local prevalence of slav-
ery, then we should see no difference in those areas of the South that were free of slaves
and areas in other parts of the country that also did not have slaves, such as the North.
In addition, if no such differences exist, then that would provide evidence against the
alternative theory that it is the institutional legality of slaveholding, rather than the lo-
cal prevalence of slavery, that is driving our results.23 Making these comparisons with

22These results are substantively similar when using different cutoffs below and above 50% (Appendix
TableA.5). The conclusions are also the samewhen, rather than using the 50% cutoff, we take in our sample
only those counties that border a county in which proportion slaves differs by more than 20 percentage
points.

23Someparts of theNorth did not outlaw slavery, but its prevalencewas never as high as in the Southern
Black Belts. Moreover, slavery outside the South was outlawed by the mid-19th century.
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Prop. Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.196∗ −0.188∗∗ 0.572∗
(0.078) (0.068) (0.286)

Slave State 0.074 0.081 −0.035
(0.074) (0.072) (0.324)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
50% Threshold Match ✓ ✓ ✓
North-South Match ✓ ✓ ✓

N 323 123 323 123 286 119
R2 0.307 0.307 0.188 0.162 0.204 0.091
∗p < .05

Table A.1: Columns (1), (3) and (5) show results of regressions with state fixed effects
and 1860 covariates for those counties that border a county in which proportion slave
lies on the other side of the 50% threshold. Columns (2), (4) and (6) show difference be-
tween slave-state counties with few slaves (< 3%of 1860 population) and non-Southern
counties, matched on geography, farm value per capita, and total population. Coeffi-
cients are from a regressions on the matched data, that include a dummy variable for
“slave state” as well as the 1860 covariates. All models are WLS with county sample
sizes as weights.

the North also enables us to address what we consider to be the appropriate counter-
factual, which is what contemporary political attitudes in the South would have been
had slavery been as non-prevalent in the South as it was in the North.

To address these issues, we examine differences between Southern counties with
very few slaves in 1860 and non-Southern counties with no slaves in 1860. To do this,
we restrict the data to counties in slave states where fewer than 3% of the county popu-
lation was enslaved,24 and then match these counties to similar counties in non-slaves
states on geography (latitude/longitude), county size, farm value per capita, mixed-race
population, and total county population.25 Thus, we compare counties from Southern

24This analysis is fairly robust to the choice of cut-off; for example, choosing only counties in slave
states that had up to 5% enslaved resulted in a comparable analysis.

25Weuse coarsened exactmatching (CEM) on these variables, employing the default cut-points (Iacus,
King and Porro, 2012, 2009). To avoid biasing our results, we drop Maryland and Missouri from the
Northern sample since both had non-trivial slavery in 1860.Replicating this analysis with propensity score
matching or genetic matching does not substantively change the results (available upon request).
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Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.196∗∗ −0.165∗∗ −0.157∗∗ −0.143∗∗ 0.487† 0.571∗∗∗
(0.057) (0.044) (0.049) (0.038) (0.251) (0.196)

Civil War Destruction −0.005 −0.005 0.056
(0.008) (0.007) (0.050)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Rural Counties Only ✓ ✓ ✓

N 565 747 565 747 471 642
R2 0.168 0.191 0.156 0.140 0.125 0.121

†p < .1;∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table A.2: The effects of slavery after eliminating large urban centers and controlling for
Civil War destruction. All models are WLS with within-county sample size as weights.

states with very few slaves to counties where slavery was against the law. We regress
each of our three outcome variables on the 1860 covariates as well as on a dummy vari-
able for the county being in a slave state. Columns (2), (4) and (6) of Table A.1 show
these results and confirm that there exists no difference between the Southern counties
and the non-Southern counties beyond the effect of local slave prevalence. This pro-
vides evidence that the local prevalence of slavery, rather than state laws permitting the
ownership of slaves, drives our results.

A.3 Rural versus Urban Counties

Another plausible explanation for our findings is that large slaveholding counties tend
to bemore rural today than counties that smaller slave proportions, maybe because they
had plantations and other large farms. Our results might therefore reflect the fact that
rural counties tend to be more conservative than urban counties (Frank, 2004; Bartels,
2006; Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder, 2006).

To examine this possibility, we remove from our dataset all counties with 1860 pop-
ulations greater than 14,000, which is the fourth quartile for all Southern counties in
1860. Thus, we remove one quarter of counties that have been historically the most
urban (for example, Fulton County, GA, and Shelby County, TN—which are today
among the most urban in the South). Removing these counties hardly changes the es-
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timated effects of slavery, as indicated in columns (1), (3) and (5) of Table A.2. In fact,
the magnitudes of the effects of slavery on each of the three outcome measures actu-
ally increase, and the effects remain significant. Our results are therefore unlikely to be
attributable to the sparse populations of former slaveholding counties.26

A.4 Civil War Destruction

Another possibility is that slaveholding counties were more adversely affected by the
Civil War (1861–1865). The damage to infrastructure and the loss of life resulting from
the War was extensive and affected the South’s agricultural areas disproportionately
(Goldin and Lewis, 1975).27 This could affect our analysis in a variety of ways. For
example, in light of the federal government’s role in the war, whites in war-torn slave
counties perhaps became more resentful of the federal government, which in turn is
expressed through resentment toward blacks. It could also be that the Civil War dis-
rupted the social fabric of these communities, aggravating racial strife in the process
(Collier et al., 2013).

In either case, we would expect the effects of slavery to weaken once we control
for Civil War destruction. Columns (2), (4) and (6) of Table A.2 therefore control for
U.S. Census measurements of the percentage drop in the average value of farms in the
county between 1860 and 1870, which is a proxy for Civil War destruction.28 As Ta-
ble A.2 indicates, slavery’s effects on our three outcome measures are hardly affected
by the inclusion of this variable. Furthermore, in results not presented here, we find
that even when we include an interaction term between proportion slave and Civil War
destruction, the interaction is not significant.

26An alternative strategy is to restrict our attention to counties that are rural today as opposed to rural
counties in 1860. This approach, however, potentially suffers frompost-treatment bias since the prevalence
of slavery in 1860 could affect population density today. Mindful of this possibility, we include such an
analysis in the Appendix, noting that the results are consistent with those of Table A.2. Similar results are
obtained when controlling for modern-day county population as opposed to 1860 county population.

27The correlation between proportion slave in 1860 and our measure of the Civil War’s impact (de-
scribed below) is positive at 0.23.

28We assume that ignorability is satisfied here for both slavery andCivilWar destruction with the same
set of covariates, which would make the effect on the slave variable the controlled direct effect. We believe
that this is a more plausible assumption than that made with respect to contemporary black population.
The reason is because conditioning on 1860s covariates is likely to result in an accurate estimate of which
counties sufferedmore destruction during the CivilWar, but would probably not be sufficient to separately
identify the effect of black concentrations in the 20th century.
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A.5 Additional Tables

Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment
logistic logistic OLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.698∗∗ −0.672∗∗ −0.627∗∗ −0.572∗∗ 0.559∗∗ 0.510∗∗

(0.207) (0.205) (0.202) (0.205) (0.175) (0.163)
Constant 19.583 18.586 25.138 23.763 −21.289 −18.042

(15.941) (16.043) (16.871) (16.726) (15.641) (15.312)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Cluster-Robust SEs ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Individual Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓

N 23, 714 22, 686 23, 673 22, 645 6, 945 6, 931
R2 0.018 0.052
AIC 29, 586.690 27, 789.580 25, 276.680 23, 730.150

†p < .1; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table A.3: Effects of slavery on individual white partisanship, support of affirmative action,
and racial resentment. Cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses, clustered at the county
level.
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Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment

(1) (2) (3)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.095† −0.052 0.270
(0.050) (0.043) (0.225)

Log Population, 2000 0.019∗ 0.023∗∗ −0.076∗
(0.007) (0.006) (0.034)

Percent High School Graduates, 1990 0.005∗∗ 0.002∗ −0.008
(0.001) (0.001) (0.005)

Unemployment, 1999 0.003 −0.004 0.052∗∗
(0.004) (0.004) (0.020)

Median Income, 2000 −0.210∗∗ −0.197∗∗ 0.828∗∗
(0.046) (0.040) (0.212)

Prop. Black 2000 −0.004 −0.088† 0.188
(0.060) (0.052) (0.265)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓

N 748 748 643
R2 0.244 0.175 0.150

†p < .1; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table A.4: First stage estimates from the sequential g-estimationmodel of Table 4. Note
that conditional on the past, proportion black today lacks explanatory power. While the
estimates of proportion slave are insignificant in these models, their estimates possess
large amounts of post-treatment bias due to the contemporary variables. Each model
includes weights for the within-county sample size.
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Proportion Democrat

(1) 30% (2) 40% (3) 50% (4) 60% (5) 70%

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.129∗ −0.199∗∗ −0.196∗ −0.240† −0.397∗
(0.063) (0.070) (0.078) (0.129) (0.176)

N 383 385 323 210 106
R2 0.278 0.327 0.307 0.277 0.348

Support for Affirmative Action

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.045 −0.143∗ −0.188∗∗ −0.434∗∗ −0.166
(0.051) (0.057) (0.068) (0.109) (0.148)

N 383 385 323 210 106
R2 0.150 0.177 0.188 0.217 0.336

Racial Resentment

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Prop. Slave, 1860 0.476 0.410 0.857∗ 0.795 0.595
(0.289) (0.310) (0.373) (0.571) (0.850)

N 335 330 268 171 86
R2 0.157 0.235 0.237 0.352 0.367

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

†p < .1; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table A.5: Varying the cutoff for the neighbor matching analysis.

39



Prop Democrat Affirm. Action Racial Resentment

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.151∗∗ −0.173∗∗ −0.115∗ −0.132∗∗ 0.338 0.224
(0.053) (0.058) (0.045) (0.050) (0.239) (0.261)

Prop Black Decline, 1940-1920 0.488 0.499† −1.442
(0.351) (0.301) (1.573)

Prop Slave × Black Decline, 1940-1920 −0.855 −1.050† 4.787
(0.734) (0.630) (3.233)

Prop Black Decline, 1970-1920 0.047 0.192 0.041
(0.152) (0.131) (0.672)

Prop Slave × Black Decline, 1970-1920 −0.010 −0.328 1.352
(0.294) (0.252) (1.288)

N 748 747 748 747 643 642
R2 0.190 0.187 0.138 0.137 0.118 0.120

†p < .1; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table A.6: How the effect of slavery varies by declines in the black population in the
twentieth century.

Black Farm Black Farm Black Farm Δ Tractors per
Tenant Share, 1925 Owned Share, 1925 Value, 1925 100,000 acres, 1930-1940

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Prop. Slave, 1860 0.221∗∗ −0.141∗ −4, 053.295∗∗ −0.010
(0.065) (0.060) (526.435) (0.007)

Lynchings per capita 1.991
(5.966)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

N 732 732 716 748 748
R2 0.504 0.485 0.309 0.357 0.355

†p < .1; ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table A.7: Effect of slavery on intermediate outcomes.
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Not in Neighbor Sample
Neighbor Sample

Figure A.1: Sample of pairs of neighboring counties that fall on different sides of the 50%
proportion slave cutoff.

A.6 Additional Evidence on Geographic Sorting

In-migration Out-migration

(1) (2)

Prop. Slave, 1860 −0.028† −0.058∗∗
(0.016) (0.019)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓
1860 Covariates ✓ ✓

N 783 783
R2 0.173 0.152

†p < .1;∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

Table A.8: Effect of slavery present-day migration.
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Figure A.2: Relationship between county-to-county migration and the similarity of
those counties on proportion slave. The darker the hexagon, the more county-dyads
in that bin. The x-axis represents the absolute difference between the counties in term
of proportion slave in 1860 and the y-axis represents the migration (1995–2000) from
the sending county to the receiving county as a proportion of the sending county’s 2000
population.
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