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CHAPTER 3

Basic Agricultural Developments Accompanying
Growth of Capital

As ALREADY suggested, the growth of physical farm capital was
part of a more comprehensive development that greatly altered the
agricultural sector of the national economy. Hence, as a preliminary
to our discussion of the growth of capital, we trace the trends in
certain related factors, namely, (1) the number of persons engaged
in farming, (2) the number of farms, and (3) the land in farms.
These data reflect basic changes which influenced, and were influ-
enced by, the growth in value and volume of physical capital used
by farmers. Indeed, land in farms can itself be considered a part
of such capital.

Number of Persons Engaged in Farming

In 1870 an estimated 6.8 million persons worked on farms as
operators, hired hands, or unpaid family workers (Table 4). This
was 53 per cent of the country’s total labor force. Thereafter, the
number of persons engaged in agriculture increased steadily until it

TABLE 4

Persons Engaged in Agriculture and in All Occupations,
United States, Census Years, 1870-1950°

Persons Engaged
in Agriculture as

Persons Engaged Persons Engaged Percentage of
in in Persons in All
Year Agriculture All Occupations Occupations
(thousands) (thousands)
1870 6,850 12,925 53.0
1880 8,585 17,392 49.4
1890 : 9,938 23,318 42.6
1900 10,912 29,073 37.5
1910 11,592 37,371 31.0
1920 11,449 42,434 27.0
1930 10,472 48,830 21.4
1940 9,163 52,148 17.6
1950 6,906 60,0542 11.5

a Fourteen years and over.

Source: For 1870 to 1940: Historical Statistics of the United States, Bureau of the
Census, 1949, Table DI-10, p. 63. For 1950: Census of Population, 1950, Vol. II, Part
I, Tables 51 and 53. Includes persons ten years of age and over. Estimates for the
age group ten to thirteen engaged in farming in 1940 and 1950 are listed at the end
of Appendix F.

46



BASIC DEVELOPMENTS

reached 11.6 million in 1910. However, the number engaged in
nonagricultural pursuits increased at a faster rate, so that the pro-
portion of farm workers to the total labor force declined to 31 per cent.
Since 1910, both the number engaged in agricultural and the pro-
portion of agricultural workers in the total labor force have fallen
steadily. In 1950 about 6.9 million persons were engaged in agri-
cultural pursuits; this represented less than 12 per cent of the num-
ber in all occupations.

The growth of the agricultural labor force between 1870 and 1910,
when it reached a peak in the country as a whole, varied greatly
among regions (Table 5). In the Northeast the high point was
reached about 1890, and by 1910 there were fewer persons engaged
in agriculture than in 1870. In the Lake States and the Corn Belt
the high point was reached at the turn of the century, but the numbers
engaged in farming remained higher in 1910 than they had been in
1870—in the Lake States by 81 per cent and in the Corn Belt by 13
per cent. In the Appalachian and Delta regions the high point was
reached about 1910. In the Southeast and in Texas-Oklahoma ex-
pansion continued until about 1920, and in the Great Plains, Moun-
tain, and Pacific regions until 1930. Thus the crest of the numbers
engaged in farming moved with considerable regularity from the
northeastern part of the United States in about 1890 to the western
regions forty years later.

Expansion of Number of Farms and Land in Farms

The census of 1870 enumerated 2.7 million farms, comprising
408 million acres, of which 46 per cent were “improved.” A peak
in the number of farms was reached about 1920, and again about
1935 when 6.4 and 6.8 million were enumerated, respectively (Table
6). Land in farms, on the other hand, continued to increase rather
steadily to 1950. This increase in acreage, however, gives a some-
what erroneous impression of the amount of land used in farming at
different points in time. Some of the land included in farms in recent
census enumerations, particularly in the western states and in Florida,
was classified in earlier years as range land, although it was being
grazed by livestock and therefore used in farming operations. If such
land is counted as agricultural land, for the country as a whole there
has probably been no great change in acreage used in farming in this
century. In the Lake States the notable increase of land in farms has
resulted from the establishment of farms on land which formerly
was not used in agriculture. In the Southeast and Delta States, where
land in farms in recent years has surpassed a high point reached in
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BASIC DEVELOPMENTS

1910, a similar expansion into cut-over areas or hitherto abandoned
areas accounts for the increase.

Improved land in farms reached a peak in the United States in
1930 at 536 million acres (Table 6). The increase since 1870 was
184 per cent. During the 1930’s the area of improved land shrank
slightly to 527 million acres in 1940. But the expansion of agricul-
tural production during the war years reversed the temporary down-
ward trend. In 1945 improved land in farms stood at 531 million
acres, and by 1950 at 532 million acres.

In the Northeast region the acreage of improved land has declined
almost continuously since 1880, but since 1930 the decline has been
nominal. In the Appalachian and Corn Belt regions the maximum
acreage of improved land was reached about 1910; in the Great
Plains and Texas-Oklahoma regions about 1930; in the Southeast
and Delta regions about 1940; in the Lake States about 1945; and
in the Mountain and Pacific regions about 1950. Apparently the
crest of the acreage of improved farm land moved across the United
States with roughly the same time pattern as the crest of persons
engaged in farming. The notable exceptions to this pattern are the
Lake and Delta States and the Southeast, where the highest acreages
of improved farm land were reached later than the peaks in number
of persons engaged would indicate.
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