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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 prelimi-
nary to our discussion of the growth of capital, we present in this
chapter data on certain related subjects, namely (1) the number of
persons engaged in agriculture, (2) the number of farms, and (3)
land in farms. These data reflect basic changes which influenced,
and were influenced by, the growth in value and volume of phys-
ical capital used by farmers. Indeed, land in farms is itself a part of
such capital.

Number of Persons Engaged in Farming

In 1870 an estimated 6.8 million persons worked on farms as oper-
ators, hired hands, or unpaid family workers (Table 3). This was
53 per cent of the country’s total labor force. Thereafter the num-
ber of persons engaged in agriculture increased steadily until it
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 agriculture and the
proportion of agricultural workers in the total labor force have
fallen steadily (Table 3). In 1950 about 6.9 million persons were
engaged in agricultural pursuits; this represented less than 12 per
cent of the number in all occupations.
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TABLE 3

PERSONS ENGAGED IN AGRICULTURE AND IN ALL OccuprATIONS, UNITED STATES,
CENsUs YEARs, 1870-1950

Persons Engaged
in Agriculture

Persons Engaged Persons Engaged as Percentage of

in Agriculture in AUl Occupations Persons in All
Year (thousands) (thousands) Occupations
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 48,830 214
1940 9,163 52,148 17.6
1950 6,906 60,100 11.5

Source: For 1870 to 1940, Historical Statistics of the United States, Bureau of the
Census, 1949, Table D1-10, p. 63.

The data for 1950, provided by the census in advance of publication, differ very
slightly from those that were published later in the Census of Population: 1950, Vol.
II, Table 28 (State Books). Since the differences are nominal, and hence without
effect on the analysis or conclusions, it was deemed not worthwhile to carry through
to all the tables where these data appear the insignificant alterations that revision

would require.

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 4). In the Northeast the high point
was reached about 1890, and by 1910 there were fewer persons en-
gaged 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 expansion continued until about 1920, and in
the Great Plains, Mountain, and Pacific regions until 1930. Thus
the crest of the numbers engaged in farming moved with consider-
able regularity from the northeastern part of the United States
about 1890 to the western regions forty years later.
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TABLE 4

PrrsoNs ENGAGED IN AGRICULTURE, BY REGIONS, CENsus YEARs, 1870-1950

(thousands)

Region 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950
United States 6,850 8,585 9938 10912 11,592 11,449 10472 9,163 6,906
Northeast 1,112 1,164 1,209 1,135 1,013 881 795 647 494
Appalachian 1490 1618 1,811 1971 2021 1933 1,726 1547 1,162
Southeast 1,080 1,802 1,420 1597 1,882 1884 1469 1213 843
Lake States 464 636 783 883 840 877 841 833 669
Corn Belt 1,664 2,044 2157 2,199 1,885 1,787 1616 1461 1,176
Delta States 629 853 1,026 1,202 1,379 1,342 1,238 1,076 689
Great Plains 112 364 615 657 685 671 692 596 511
Texas-Oklahoma 183 403 537 791 1,194 1,203 1,148 947 601
Mountain 49 67 143 203 329 425 429 370 317
Pacific 67 13¢ 237 274 364 446 518 473 444

Source: For United States, same as Table 3. Regional estimates described in Appen-
dix F. Includes persons ten years of age and over.

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.” The peak in
the number of farms was reached about 1920, when 6.4 million
were enumerated (Table 5). Land in farms, on the other hand, con-
tinued to increase rather steadily to 1950 (Table 5). This increase
in acreage, however, gives a somewhat 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, par-
ticularly in the western states and in Florida, was classified in
earlier years as range land, although it was being grazed by live-
stock and therefore used in farming operations. If such land is
counted as agricultural land, there has probably been no great
change in acreage used in farming in this century. In the Lake
States, on the other hand, 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 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 5). The increase since 1870 was
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184 per cent. After 1930 the area of improved land declined; it was
527 million acres in 1940. But the expansion of agricultural pro-
duction during the war years reversed the downward 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 de-
clined 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. Ap-
parently 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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