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Slavery’s Southern Legacy

W
hen  Avidit  Acharya, Mat-
thew Blackwell, and Maya 
Sen were assistant profes-
sors at the University of 

Rochester, they got to talking over lunch 
about politics. What made the United 
States more conservative than other West-
ern democracies? Within America, what 
made the South more conservative than oth-
er regions, especially on race-related issues? 
And what explained differences within the 
South? Take the 2008 presidential election. 
Barack Obama won next to zero support 
from white residents of Greenwood, Mis-
sissippi and its surrounding county, who 
are among the most conservative voters 

in the country; he won 57 percent support 
from white residents of the Asheville, North 
Carolina area, long considered a progres-
sive enclave. 

The researchers argue that chattel slav-
ery caused political divides that still exist in 
the South. White people living in counties 
where slaveholding was more prevalent tend 
to be more conservative and more hostile to-
ward black people. Greenwood, set on the al-
luvial plain of the Mississippi Delta, became 
a major cotton producer in the nineteenth 
century; by 1860, enslaved people made up 
68 percent of its population. Asheville, mean-
while, started as a trading outpost within 
the Blue Ridge and Smoky Mountains, and 

in 1860 only 15 percent of its population was 
enslaved. “It’s not simply that more conser-
vative people live in these areas—these are 
more conservative areas because of their past,” 
they write in their new book, Deep Roots: How 
Slavery Still Shapes Southern Politics.

“This is a break from what research in po-
litical science and public opinion might tell 
us,” acknowledges the introduction. Black-
well, now an assistant professor of govern-
ment at Harvard, says that usually in po-
litical science, “Objects of study are paired 
closely in time.” Studies will link local opin-
ions on affirmative action to an area’s cur-
rent demographic makeup, for example, or 
support for the Whig Party in 1860 to cotton 
exports from that decade. In contrast, their 
study investigates processes that unfolded 
over more than a century and a half.

Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen took histor-
ical data about slaveholders and enslaved 
people from the 1860 census and mapped 

compile every click, share, and search query 
into a user profile. One way to do this is by 
using a “cookie,” a piece of data that tracks 
users’ activity in order to predict their pref-
erences and interests. Advertisers use these 
inferred preferences to show users adver-
tisements in line with those interests, like 
hiking boots instead of high heels. It seems 
a harmless, mutually beneficial marketplace, 
in which users are exposed to the kinds of 

content that they want to see and advertis-
ers are able to generate revenue.

But Ghosh says that this practice of con-
stant mass data collection also provides ample 
opportunities for disinformation agents to 
manipulate users’ experiences in the political 
landscape. Location data collected through 
apps and sites, for example, can be used by a 
disinformation campaign to determine where 
a voter lives, in order to tailor ads to races 
and hot-button issues for that specific region.

After using Internet data to determine 
what kinds of propagandized messages 
might speak to specific audiences, disin-
formation campaigns can also synchronize 
their efforts across platforms such as Twit-
ter, Facebook, and Instagram through the 

use of SMMS. Such software helps brands 
schedule and select the kinds of content 
they wish to promote to certain audiences. 
Ghosh emphasizes that these tools are not 
inherently malicious—they help advertisers 
connect with consumers with less effort and 
more frequent success by reinforcing mes-
sages across media. But a political disinfor-
mation agent could just as easily use the 
software to push a fake story on multiple 

platforms while simultaneously tailoring 
each iteration of the story by using data on 
what is most likely to persuade specific au-
dience segments. In cases like these, SMMS 
makes disseminating destabilizing rumors 
and sensationalized stories faster and easier. 

One of the easiest ways to detect manipu-
lation of search results from providers such 
as Google is to watch for instances where 
content from less credible sources ranks 
above that from well-established outlets. 
Foreign agents in 2016 used so-called black-
hat (as in old Westerns) search engine op-
timization techniques to understand, repli-
cate, and ultimately trick Google’s algorithm 
into promoting their propagandized con-
tent to the top of search results. Ghosh says 

there’s a scale issue in fighting such chal-
lenges. Even if Google wanted to “throw 
its entire security team at this problem” it 
couldn’t, because “the number of black-hat 
SEO attacks per security person at Google 
is just not a ratio in Google’s favor.” For this 
reason, he encourages companies to adopt 
“bug-bounty” programs that financially re-
ward people outside the organization who 
can figure out ways to push disinformation 
through the existing system—thus pin-
pointing loopholes and security issues that 
companies can fix. “It’s throwing money at 
the problem,” Ghosh says, “which is really 
something we have to get more comfortable 
with doing.”

He and Scott offer a number of technical so-
lutions to help ensure that SMMS companies, 
Internet platforms, and advertisers head into 
the 2018 and 2020 elections with more control 
over misuse of their digital toolkits. But in the 
effort to promote policy change and push In-
ternet companies to implement better secu-
rity processes, Ghosh believes primarily in the 
power of public opinion. “The best way we 
can raise awareness” about how “the threat of 
disinformation can linger on these platforms, 
and surface at the most critical times in our 
national history, is by talking about and writ-
ing about it,” he says. “I’m talking about the 
pitchforks coming out.” voset babür 

dipayan ghosh e-mail:
dipayan_ghosh@hks.harvard.edu

Mass data collection provides ample opportu-
nities for disinformation agents to manipulate 
users’ experiences in the political landscape.
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that onto modern-day counties, where they 
had survey data that recorded party affilia-
tion, stances on race-related issues, and mea-
sures of racial resentment. They also looked 
into data from the Reconstruction era: after 
the Civil War, counties that once had high 
slave populations became areas with high 
rates of lynching—and in these counties, 
today, white survey respondents express 
“cooler attitudes” toward blacks. The trio’s 
study also considered other reasons why for-
merly slave-holding areas are more conserva-
tive. For example, perhaps slavery affected 
where in the South different groups ended 
up living, which in turn influenced political 
attitudes—or perhaps an area’s political at-
titudes actually predated, and indeed drove, 
slavery. But neither fit the data.

The researchers posit that areas with 
economies reliant on slavery passed “Black 
Codes” to control black people’s movements 
and their political and economic activities, 
and to secure cheap labor. Social norms gov-
erning how blacks and whites interacted in 
public further reinforced the racial status 
quo, and were passed down by parents to 
their children. Local governments, schools, 

and churches encouraged these sentiments 
as well. Long after the original economic in-
centives faded, racial attitudes persisted.

First published in a paper in 2016, their 
conclusion drew mixed reactions. “We’ve 
had two general classes of responses,” re-
ports Sen, now an associate professor at 
the Kennedy School. “‘Well, it’s obvious that 
history should and does have an impact on 
present-day attitudes. So what you do is as-

toundingly obvious.’ That’s one category of 
response. And the other category is exactly 
the opposite, where people say, ‘It’s outra-
geous that you think that something that 
collapsed 150 years ago still predicts how I 
think, or still predicts how I vote.’”

With their book, the researchers hope to 
convince people that their current beliefs are 
directly tied to the past. They also advance 
a theory they think could apply to contexts 

A deputy sheriff 
confronts 
civil-rights march-
ers in front of the 
county court-
house in Green-
wood, Mississippi, 
in 1966. Green-
wood, nicknamed 
“the Cotton 
Capital of the 
World,” depend-
ed heavily on slave 
labor in the 
nineteenth 
century and 
became a 
flashpoint for 
racial strife 
throughout the 
twentieth. B
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A 
SURE 
THING

beyond the United States: when an impor-
tant institution collapses, a society makes 
choices about how to proceed, and the po-
litical attitudes that form during that criti-
cal moment are passed down through the 
generations. “Once a community has moved 
along a path,” the authors conclude, “it be-

comes firmly rooted and difficult to reverse 
or change.” Though the original incentives 
no longer apply, the disparities persist, even 
as, in this case, Americans across the board 
are more racially tolerant than in the past.

This divide may last even longer in the 
absence of behavioral interventions like 

the truth and reconciliation 
commissions set up in post-
apartheid South Africa and 
post-genocide Rwanda. The 
United States has had major 
legal interventions, including 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
which promised equal access 
to the vote and to public re-
sources, but “in terms of try-
ing to change people’s hearts 
and minds,” Blackwell says, 
“the government never really 
got involved in that, either at 
the national or the state level.”

Deep Roots joins a growing 
body of what’s known in the 
social sciences as “persistence 
literature.” For example, a 2011 
study found that anti-Sem-

itism in Germany has persisted at the local 
level for centuries: cities that witnessed po-
groms after the Black Death in the fourteenth 
century also saw more violence against Jews 
in the 1920s and more votes for the Nazi party. 
Abbe professor of economics Nathan Nunn, 
at Harvard, and professor of politics Leon-
ard Wantchekon, at Princeton, have shown 
that even today within Africa, individuals 
whose ancestors lived in communities that 
were heavily raided during the transatlantic 
and Indian Ocean slave trade are less trusting. 

In political science, a field where a lot 
of effort goes into measuring the impact of 
outreach strategies—sending a mailer to a 
potential voter, making a phone call, send-
ing a volunteer to knock on doors—studies 
like Deep Roots take a longer view. “It’s trying 
to understand really long-term forces that 
dictate who opens the door,” says Sen—and 
how that person might react.

  vsophia nguyen

matthew blackwell e-mail:
mblackwell@gov.harvard.edu
maya sen e-mail:
maya_sen@gov.harvard.edu

Slavery in the United States, 1860
The density of slavery is shown within modern  
county boundaries.

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 M
A

T
T

H
E

W
 B

L
A

C
K

W
E

L
L

 A
N

D
 M

A
Y

A
 S

E
N

12      May -  Jun e 2018

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746




