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One Kind of Freedom : Reconstructed and Re-
considered

When it was first published in 1977, One Kind
of Freedom (or 1KF, as the popular shorthand has
it) constituted a relatively late entry to the corpus
of the "new economic history," whose adherents
were prone to issuing solemn pronuncimientos
regarding the impending "cliometric revolution"
in historical studies. In retrospect, its practition-
ers' occasional hubris ironically may have helped
provide fodder for a more durable counterrevolu-
tion of sorts, the one fomented by "new social his-
torians" during the 1970s. In southern history,
nowhere was this more the case than in the politi-
cally charged and often shrill polemics of the
Time on the Cross controversy a few years prior
to One Kind of Freedom's release.[1] In this im-
broglio, Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Enger-
man's conceptually flawed analysis of slavery as a
viable, efficient economic system served as intel-
lectual roughage for a generation that at times
seemed more concerned with moral slam-dunks
than with promoting fair and accurate scholarly
debate. By the time One Kind of Freedom ap-
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peared, the new economic history was thus wide-
ly viewed as something of a straw man, an al-
ready vanquished and slightly ridiculous oppo-
nent, by the ascendant mainstream of the profes-
sion.

This historiographical context helps explain
the relatively quiet and even respectful reception
that One Kind of Freedom was accorded in the late
1970s, but only in part. More substantively, the ar-
gument of One Kind of Freedom was on the sur-
face quite commensurate with the drift of the new
social history. Its overall thrust was that the long-
term persistence of African American (and, by ex-
tension, regional) poverty was a result of the per-
verse economic effects of white racism. In particu-
lar, Ransom and Sutch's analysis of credit mecha-
nisms and the furnishing merchant tended to lend
support to the description of sharecropper "peon-
age" in the works of then-young historians like
Pete Daniel, William Cohen, and Jonathan Wiener.

Helped by its not-inconsiderable virtues of be-
ing clearly written and closely reasoned, One Kind
of Freedom has thereby enjoyed a fairly privi-
leged position in the historiography regarding the



postbellum southern economy for over a genera-
tion now. It also remains a perennial staple of
graduate student reading lists in southern history.
To be sure, objections have been raised to various
aspects of One Kind of Freedom over the years,
but the book has always seemed to display a
rather Teflon quality that has helped it to endure
against attacks. However, Ransom and Sutch's in-
sistence on characterizing southern sharecrop-
ping as a form of farm tenancy has put their work
increasingly at odds with much of the scholarly
literature over the last two decades that views
cropping as part of an emergent free labor system
for the region.

So when a second edition was announced, the
interest of many was piqued to see how Ransom
and Sutch might alter their views on "the econom-
ic consequences of emancipation,” given the pas-
sage of two decades in which to absorb and reflect
on criticisms. Indeed, a symposium was organized
well in advance of the new edition's publication,
held at Lehigh University in 1999.[2] For those of
us who did not attend this symposium, however,
it came as a bit of a surprise to discover--nearly
two years later, when the book was finally re-
leased--that the new edition of One Kind of Free-
dom contains very little that is, on the face of it,
"new." There is a new five-page preface, a new
twenty-nine-page epilogue, and an updated bibli-
ography of relevant works in the field. But the
text of the original book is completely unchanged;
even the pagination remains the same. (The new
cover does feature a different painting by the
artist Robert Gwathmey, as striking and appropri-
ate as was the last one.)

Ransom and Sutch explain in their new epi-
logue that "rather than addressing our critics on
matters of detail, we feel it would be more useful”
to show what "we [can] do today that we could
not do twenty-five years ago" (p. 317). Essentially,
they have gone back to their original data sets--
first collected in the days of bulky mainframes
and punch cards--cleaned them up, and converted
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them into formats manipulable on PCs (a CD-ROM
containing the revised data is supposedly avail-
able, but unfortunately it does not accompany the
book).[3] They also expanded their revised data
set beyond their original focus on the "Cotton
South" to identify "peripheral” southern regions
that were more or less devoted to cotton produc-
tion: a "Cotton Penumbra,” "mixed farming," and
"general farming" areas, for example.

In the new epilogue, they subject this data to
some limited re-analysis, mostly on questions that
they thought especially important; for example,
the cotton-corn mix and its contribution to what
they call the "lock-in mechanism" of cotton over-
production. More extensive analysis of these pe-
ripheral regions might have helped to widen the
context of their original study, which focused on
the former slave-plantation Black Belt and thus
admittedly neglected the somewhat different (if
no less disastrous) experience of the upcountry
white yeomanry after the war.

As Ransom and Sutch sum it up, since their
"overall assessment of the impact of emancipa-
tion" was "not ... greatly altered" (p. 317) by either
the cleaned-up, now-easily manipulable data or
by their glance at the newly defined "peripheral”
regions, they felt no need to revise or expand the
original text at all, not even in light of a quarter-
century of respectful criticisms and subsequent
scholarship.[4] One might have hoped that they
would have revisited the text using their reconfig-
ured data, perhaps using it to expand or refine
their analysis at certain key junctures. For exam-
ple, furnishing merchants' ostensible "territorial
monopolies" (chapter 7) and the "debt peonage"
(chapter 8) that resulted from them are not re-ex-
amined at all, even though Ransom and Sutch ad-
mit in the new preface that these topics were the
subject of "[m]ost of the controversy relating to
the first edition of the book" (p. xx).[5] While it is
admittedly not completely unusual for a "new"
edition to remain largely unchanged, the relative
hoopla surrounding the book in its lengthy pre-re-



lease stages led at least this reader to expect a lit-
tle more in the way of an updated version that
would indeed directly address various critical
"matters of detail."

Lest I sound crabby and unforgiving, howev-
er, it should be pointed out that cleaning up, re-
formatting, and adding to the original data sets
was clearly an enormous undertaking, even with
the help of new technology. Ransom and Sutch
should be commended for ensuring that their
data set (still surely the largest and widest-rang-
ing one yet collected for postbellum southern eco-
nomic history) will become readily available for
the next generation of scholars to access, amend,
and also use as necessary to challenge One Kind of
Freedom's various unrevised conclusions. In this
sense, the new edition represents a generous ef-
fort on the part of two scholars who have never
been reluctant to engage with other historians,
and the CD-ROM of the revised data set--if it ever
hits the market--may even be helping supply their
critics with future ammunition.

The unrevised central argument of One Kind
of Freedom was (and is) admirably and succinctly
stated up front in the book: "Our thesis is that the
lack of progress in the postemancipation era was
the consequence of flawed economic institutions
erected in the wake of the Confederate defeat" (p.
2). This declared focus on "institutions" remains
vital to understanding the argumentative context
of the book. Institutions, for Ransom and Sutch,
are not merely organizations (like banks) or
groups (like furnishing merchants), although both
of these come in for critical analysis in One Kind
of Freedom. But institutions are also the wider
formal and informal systems that shape and re-
strict behavior and decision-making--the law, for
example, is an institution. Most importantly in the
case of One Kind of Freedom, the system of share-
cropping is described and contextually analyzed
as an evolving economic institution, albeit a pro-
foundly "flawed" one.
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Ransom and Sutch's overall approach is de-
rived from the contemporary school of institu-
tional economics, and it is important to under-
stand the distinct status that this school occupies
in modern economic theory. [6] Although institu-
tional economics is a diverse school that encom-
passes a wide variety of thinkers, it tends to be
more or less explicitly opposed to the more re-
strictive market-privileging models of neoclassical
economics. At the risk of vast oversimplification,
its hallmark as a theory of economic development
is an emphasis on process and context. "The fun-
damental institutionalist position," writes Warren
Samuels, is "that the market gives effect to the in-
stitutions (or power structure) which form and
operate through it."[7] This basic assumption of a
broadly conceived, interwoven, and shifting insti-
tutional playing field for economic behavior is
distinct from both the neoclassical perspective,
which insists on the primary importance of the
rules of an ahistorical, abstract "free market," and
the Marxist view, which tends to view institutions
as "superstructural” to the mode of production.

The institutional approach has proven to be
especially popular among economic historians.
The most prominent current American practition-
er of the "new" institutional economics, Douglass
C. North (who taught both Ransom and Sutch, and
was the former's thesis adviser), declared in his
speech accepting the 1993 Nobel Prize for Eco-
nomics, "Neoclassical theory is simply an inappro-
priate tool" for historical analysis, because "it is
concerned with the operation of markets, not with
how markets develop."[8]

On the one hand, therefore, the precepts of
institutional economics are quietly contrapuntal
to (even as they parallel certain sociological as-
sumptions of) Marxist class analysis; terms such
as proletariat, peasantry, and bourgeiosie play lit-
tle role, if any, in institutional economics general-
ly, or in One Kind of Freedom specifically. But on
the other hand, and just as importantly, properly
situating One Kind of Freedom's approach on a



historiographical continuum requires a degree of
precision in the other direction: by understanding
institutional economics' largely revisionist rela-
tionship to neoclassical orthodoxy regarding mar-
ket economies. It is not accurate to argue, as did
Jonathan Wiener in his famous 1979 article on
southern "class structure and economic develop-
ment," that Ransom and Sutch "[start] from neo-
classical market theory" Ultimately, Wiener
would correctly characterize the conclusions of
One Kind of Freedom as "occupying a middle
ground," but the reason why this should be the
case seemed to puzzle and elude him--precisely
because he, like others, misconstrued the signifi-
cance and uniqueness of the school of economic
thought from which Ransom and Sutch drew their
initial assumptions, methods, and ways of fram-
ing questions.[9]

One of the probable reasons for the long-term
durability of One Kind of Freedom is because of
this "middle ground" that it occupies between true
neoclassicists (like Robert Higgs and Stephen De-
Canio) and neo-Marxists (like Jonathan Wiener
and Harold D. Woodman). The institutional ap-
proach employed by Ransom and Sutch allows
them to maintain much of the methodological rig-
or of mathematically inclined economics, yet its
built-in emphasis on historical context and devel-
opment leaves room for the acknowledgment and
incorporation of so-called "exogenous" factors--
like racism, political power, and even class struc-
ture--that neoclassical economists are prone to
underestimate or ignore (perhaps largely because
such factors are so resistant to quantification). In-
deed, from the standpoint of its insistence on the
influence of structural and other "exogenous" fac-
tors; its relative attention to contingency and
unanticipated consequences in social settings;
and its lack of faith in the behavioral underpin-
nings of neoclassicism (particularly the necessary
assumption of rationality among actors in a free-
market setting), institutional economics looks a lot
more like the sort of objective, multicausal, and
rather skeptical form of inductive inquiry that
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most non-economist historians tend to associate
with their craft. Indeed, Ransom and Sutch's insti-
tutional approach might be said to represent an
economic form of what has been called "moderate
historicism," a characterization which also serves
to underscore the lengthy intellectual kinship be-
tween institutional economics and American
pragmatism.[10]

Ransom and Sutch's conclusions, which blunt-
ly condemn "flawed economic institutions” and
their long-term effects, certainly are quite distinct
from those mainstream neoclassicists who see
southern sharecropping not as an exploitative
and markedly inefficient system but as--to use one
memorable phrase -- "an understandable market
response."[11] From the standpoint of some of
their critics on the historiographical left, however,
Ransom and Sutch did not go far enough in their
critique to merit full distinction from the neoclas-
sicists. Why is this the case?

It is not merely that Ransom and Sutch fail to
speak the patois of class analysis. It is more that,
to their critics, the very notion of a "flawed" sys-
tem is taken to assume the sort of normative "free
market" associated with neoclassical theory. Ran-
som and Sutch, in this view, are more offended by
perversions of free-market mechanisms such as
territorial monopolies than they are by the quali-
tative injustices of the system they are analyzing.
But Ransom and Sutch's methodology attempted
to "measure" injustice in an economic setting
while allowing for the significant effects of cultur-
al and political factors, particularly racism. Even
if this nearly Sisyphean task is attempted in part
by comparing what we know about southern
sharecropping to abstract models of "perfect"
market behavior that rarely (if ever) exists in real-
ity, that does not necessarily either obviate their
methods or their conclusions. Certainly their
fondness for number-crunching should not justify
placing them, ipso facto, in the company of those
neoclassicists with whom their conclusions are in
such obvious disagreement.



It must be admitted that many "pure" histori-
ans may not be overly impressed by the distinc-
tions between the institutionalist or neoclassicist
schools: "An economist is an economist is an econ-
omist,” they might cynically huff. Southernists,
however, would do well to heed another telling
example of the difference between Ransom and
Sutch and those who tend to slot One Kind of Free-
dom in the neoclassicist camp. The dispute cen-
ters around whether sharecroppers should be re-
garded as tenant farmers who paid half of their
production to a landlord as rent (Ransom and
Sutch's position), or whether they were wage
workers who received half of the crop as compen-
sation (an argument most compellingly articulat-
ed in the work of Harold Woodman).[12]

Whichever stance one adopts, the choice is
not a random "half-empty/half-full" semantic gen-
eralization that makes little or no ultimate differ-
ence. Ransom and Sutch's characterization of
croppers-as-tenants reinforces the now-passé "pe-
onage" interpretation advanced by the new social
historians of the 1970s, It implies a view of the
New South as an atavistic society that would be
long encumbered by the cultural, political, and
economic legacy of a centuries-long racially-based
slave mode of production. But scholarship over
the last two decades has clearly drifted in a differ-
ent direction. Rather than quasi-peonage or even
neo-paternalism, current conventional wisdom
regards the economy and social relations of the
New South as merely one moderately-peculiar ex-
ploitative form among the many possible on the
world-capitalist developmental arc from the late
nineteenth century forward. And the "croppers-
as-wage-workers" view provides the "evolving
bourgeois society" of the post-Civil War South
with what this view logically (or, dialectically)
seems to call for--a "rural proletariat."[13]

I will not delve into what I see as the weak-
nesses of this emergent historiographical consen-
sus in this review, but clearly such disputes over
the fundamental nature of southern sharecrop-
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ping --and, by implication, the entire postbellum
South--are of profound importance, and they de-
serve closer evaluation even by non-economic his-
torians, many of whom often casually adopt as-
pects of the "New [Capitalist] South" interpreta-
tion without careful consideration of the assump-
tions on which they apparently rest. Interestingly,
particularly in light of the criticisms of One Kind
of Freedom as beholden to neoclassical theory, the
notion of a somewhat inexorable movement of
the postemancipation South toward deeply imbri-
cated capitalist social relations, especially as a re-
sult of changes in labor organization, actually
seems far more redolent of a neoclassical sense of
"free market" development and primacy than
does Ransom and Sutch's insistence on the causal
priority of "flawed institutions."

It is a shame that Ransom and Sutch did not
enter into this fray with their second edition of
One Kind of Freedom. In the original, still-unre-
vised text of the book, the two economically
trained historians work from within a social-sci-
entific discursive tradition that circumvents
rather than directly addresses such fundamental
differences between them and more Marxist-in-
fluenced interpretations. And, as previously men-
tioned, they consciously chose not to address
these and other critics on more specific "matters
of detail" in their new edition. Nevertheless, de-
spite its somewhat anomalous historiographic sta-
tus--still very well regarded by most historians,
yet in several respects clearly out of step with cur-
rently fashionable understandings of the postbel-
lum South--One Kind of Freedom is likely to re-
main what it has been for a quarter-century now:
the single best introduction to the economy of the
early postemancipation South.
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