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Abstract

Abstract: Social scientists have devoted considerable effort to understand gender and age productivity differentials. In American economic history the gender productivity gap has important implications for key issues ranging from the relative efficiency of plantations versus free farms and the pace of industrialization (Wright 2006, Goldin and Sokoloff 1984). Yet the magnitude of such differentials in antebellum cotton production remains contested.  We use a new data set to provide direct physical measures by gender and age of productivity in cotton picking—critical peak activity of a cotton plantation’s production cycle. Our specific findings include that (1) in the plantation sector, females and males performed essentially equal shares of the picking work; (2) the gender differentials in daily picking rates were very narrow, with adult females picking only in the 7-11 percent less than adult males  in the late antebellum period; the gap was even narrower earlier; (3) productivity in picking, an activity conducted on an individual basis, was higher on larger-scale units; and finally (4) many planters whose examples are quoted in support of the gang-labor assembly-line-efficiency hypothesis, behaved in ways that either directly contradict the hypothesis or, at best, are in accordance only by happenstance.  
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