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Abstract: 

This paper reexamines Douglass C. North’s claim that the Farmers’ Populist Movement in the late nineteenth century was not 
because of rural distress. North used wholesale prices for farm and other products, in addition to farmland prices, to conclude 
that farm products’ terms of trade were improving. By constructing a rural consumer price index using Thurston M. Adams’ 
detailed study on Vermont farmers, we find that wholesale farm prices declined more than the consumer prices, with no 
correlation between the increase in farmland prices and farmers’ income. The findings reinforce the economic hardship thesis 
as an explanation of the farmers’ protest movement. 
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Introduction 

The farming sector was an important economic sector for the US economy in the late nineteenth century in terms 
of both its output and share of labor force (Table 1 and Table 2). Farmers belonged mainly to the middle class. 
Although farm wage labor was an established class by 1900, it constituted less than 13% of total farmers, except 
in the Western US, where production was highly mechanized and done on a large scale (Wright 1988). US history 
in the late nineteenth century was marked by farmers’ discontent, which manifested itself in social and political 
movements during the period of prolonged price deflation (1873–1896) (Jäger 2020).  

The reasons behind the protest movement during this time are still debated among economic historians and 
historians in general (McMath et al. 2008, Whaples 1995). The widely accepted explanation for the Populist 
Movement used to be based on John D. Hicks’s thesis in his 1931 book The Populist Revolt; he sought to explain 
the protests in terms of the economic hardship of farmers owing to declining crop prices, burdensome borrowing 
conditions, and debt appreciation from deflation. 

In this era, the greatest decline in the price level occurred between 1873 and 1896. Farmers blamed this 
decline on the gold standard and advocated the use of abundantly available silver to increase money supply and 
the price level. Farmers also complained about railroad companies’ freight fares and the rent they enjoyed, along 
with the middlemen, by taking over the processing, transportation, and distribution of crops to the final users. 
Farmers also called for a bigger role for government in the stabilization of market prices, as well as the regulation 
of the railroad industry (Hicks 1931). 

Table 1. Percent distribution of the share of the agricultural sector of gainful workers, ten years old and over for the United 
States: 1870 to 1900 

Occupation 1900 1890 1880 1870 
Agriculture Sector Share of Labor Force 37.5 42.6 49.4 53.0 

Note: Data from United States Census Bureau (1975) 

Economic historians unanimously accepted Hicks’s view until the rise of the cliometricians, led by Douglass 
North. North (1966) questioned the farmers’ grievances regarding their economic conditions during that period, and 
argued that the available data did not back their claim. North looked for mainly sociological or psychological causes, 
such as uncertainty, risk, and change in farmers’ status. 
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Table 2. Farm sector share of output in millions of US dollars 

Year Farm Sector output* Gross National Product^ Farm sector share of output 
1870 2,774 8,410 33.00% 
1880 3,263 1,106 29.50% 
1890 4,298 1,344 25.27% 
1900 5,780 1,858 18.51% 

Note: Farm gross output data from Bruce L. Gardner (2006), Gross national product from Balke and Gordon (1989) 

These causes appear to be justified, given the structural changes in the US economy, the declining 
importance of the agriculture sector, and the sector’s integration with the world agriculture market. However, I argue 
that they were secondary in importance to the deterioration in farmers’ income and economic conditions. The fact 
that the farmers’ protest movement came to an end in 1896 only after an increase in crop prices and farm incomes 
(Eichengreen et al. 2019) lends support to my view. The importance of crop prices in determining farmers’ economic 
condition becomes evident when we consider the stagnation in productivity per acre (Table 3) during the period 
studied in this paper. This stagnation caused the dependency of farmers’ income on prices and meant lower crop 
income, during the deflation period and higher income post-1896. 

Table 3. Decade average yield of selected crops 

Decade Wheat Corn Barley Cotton Tobacco 
Bushels per acre Bushels per acre Bushels per acre Pounds per acre Pounds per acre 

1871–1880 12.57 26.36 21.08 172.5 739.7 
1881–1890 13.03 25.41 23.28 172.7 714.7 
1891–1900 13.72 26.46 23.92 192.1 756.5 

Note: Data from Julian Alston and Philip Pardey (2006) 
1. Literature Review  
Bowman and Keehn (1974) used state-level data on the prices that farmers received for their products to examine 
farmers’ terms of trade between 1870 and 1900, and found no secular decline in terms of trade or the purchasing 
power of farmers, but there was a significant fluctuation in their purchasing power, which supports the timing of 
farmers’ protest movements. However, the authors used Ethel D. Hoover’s urban price index for 1870–1900 to 
estimate the purchasing power of farmers’ income. This is not a realistic assumption because farmers did not live 
in the cities but in rural areas. They traded primary commodities for manufactured goods. 

Other researchers, such as Mayhew (1972), followed North’s revisionist stand, and speculated that the 
greater commercialization brought to an end the self-sufficiency of farmers by the late nineteenth century and 
subjected them to market prices. McGuire (1981) attempted to reinforce North’s argument of social instability as a 
source of protest, rather than the deteriorating economic conditions; he did so by showing that the variance in 
income and prices in data on 14 states was significantly correlated to the intensity of the protests. 

Stock (1984) used state-level data on North Dakota to attribute farmers’ discontent in that era to the fear of 
foreclosure on farm mortgages. Although Stock blamed economic distress as one of the reasons for the protest 
movement, he accepted North’s thesis of improvement in farm income and economic conditions. 

Persson and Sharp (2013) investigated wheat prices and claimed that the basis of farmers’ discontent was 
the transportation cost - perceived to be large - that was deducted from the market prices of their products, 
especially grain. 
2. Douglass North’s Explanation 
According to North, there was a decline in prices during the late nineteenth century (Figure 1), however, the 
Warren–Pearson index of wholesale prices shows that agricultural terms of trade untill 1890 were trending upward. 
Hence, farm prices did not decline as much as other commodities. This meant that farmers were “really getting 
more for their money” as the prices of other manufacturing goods were declining more than farm product prices, 
(Figure 2). 
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Figure 1. Wholesale price index for farm products 

 
Note: Wholesale price index data from Michael R. Haines (2006). 

Figure 2. Agricultural terms of trade; 1865–1890 ratio of wholesale farm prices to all wholesale prices 

 
Note: Wholesale price index data from Haines (2006). 

Second, North used the increase in the value of land during the period as an indicator of higher farm income. 
Then, to further debunk the farmers’ claims of economic distress, he referred to the fall in prices of railroad fares 
and the insignificant appreciation in the real cost of debt. 

Contesting North’s thesis, I maintain that measuring farmers’ real relative income by comparing wholesale 
prices of farm products to non-farm product wholesale prices ignores the fact that farmers are themselves 
consumers, and consumer price trends and levels do not necessarily coincide with those for wholesale prices. 
Adams’ (1944) detailed study of Vermont farmers’ prices and incomes from 1870 to 1940 shows a considerable 
spread, both between retail and wholesale prices, and in the price trends of a group of consumption items. 
Furthermore, when I calculate the deflation for Adams’ basket of consumption goods for the entire deflationary 
period (1873–1896), I find that while the price of the wholesale basket showed a decline of 76%, that of the retail 
basket declined by only 55%. Thus, the wholesale price trend was dissimilar to that of retail prices for the rural 
consumption basket. The steeper decline in wholesale prices affected farmers far more than urban consumers. 
Further, I claim the same trends apply to farmers’ income and prices at the national level. 

Adam attributes the spread between wholesale and consumer price indices to the wage bill of employees in 
the distribution chain to final consumers, as well as the degree of monopoly in the distribution chains. This idea is 
reinforced by the narrative offered in Chandler (1977) regarding the rise of mass retailers in the post-Civil War era. 
My calculations show a correlation of 0.46 between the differences in the change of the wholesale price, the farm 
consumer price index, and the change in the wages of all annual nonfarm employees. This suggests a moderately 
positive relationship (Table 4).  

To examine the effects of price deflation on farmers’ economic status, I construct a consumer price index 
for farmers. I find that the decline in farm product prices was much higher than that in consumer product prices. 
Hence, the farmers did not get more for their money, as North argued. Second, I argue against North’s use of the 
increase in farmland price as an indication of the improvement in the income and economic conditions of farmers. 
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Table 4. Nonfarm workers’ wages versus the farmers’ wholesale and retail prices spread 

Year Wholesale Price Index 
Change 

Farmers Consumer Price 
Index Change 

1st Column - 2nd 
Column 

Annual Non-Farm Employees 
Annual Earnings Growth 

1873 -2.15686 -1.25517 -0.90169 -4.11523 
1874 -5.27722 -3.16091 -2.11632 -5.79399 
1875 -5.50071 -5.96935 0.468642 -3.64465 
1876 -6.71642 -3.54859 -3.16783 -4.72813 
1877 -3.76 -1.66259 -2.09741 -3.47395 
1878 -14.8795 -7.49545 -7.38402 -2.57069 
1879 -1.46484 -1.33713 -0.12771 -1.58311 
1880 11.19921 1.568162 9.631045 3.485255 
1891 1.464435 -1.26667 2.731107 1.052632 
1892 -6.59794 0.424809 -7.02275 0.416667 
1893 2.538631 -1.15059 3.689224 -4.97925 
1894 -10.8719 -2.9442 -7.92771 -8.29694 
1895 -1.08696 -1.88713 0.800169 4.285714 
1896 -4.884 -0.88082 -4.00319 0.228311 

Note: Earnings data from Margo (2006a). 

3. Constructing the Farmers’ Consumption Price Index  
In constructing the farmers’ price index, we used the 1885 weights for items consumed by a farming family, as 
reported in Adams’ (1944) study of the prices and income of Vermont farmers (Table 5). The main sources of 
Adams’ data were sales records of stores, farm account books, diaries, and US Department of Agriculture records. 
The series covers the prices and wages paid and received by Vermont farmers from 1780 to 1940. Adams assigned 
weights to groups of consumption items over 20-year intervals. For the price data series of consumed products, I 
used Hoover’s (1960) consumer price indices for 1873–1880 collected from the Weeks Report, in which prices 
were gathered from 40 cities in 16 states between 1850 and 1880. 

As retail price data are not available for 1881–1889, this period is excluded from this section study. For price 
indices for the remaining part of the deflationary period (1890–1896), we relied on Rees’ (1961) price data series, 
which was collected from Douglas’s (1930) food index, main retail stores catalogues, newspapers, and data from 
the Bureau of Labor statistics. If we compare the weights attached to the consumption items, we see a similarity 
between Rees’ and Hoover’s weights. This is because they both represent the consumption habits of urban dwellers 
(Kitov and Kitov 2008), whereas Adams weights are different as they represent rural farmers’ consumption habits. 
A close look at the three biggest items in Adams and Rees’ indices shows that, while the weights for food were 
similar, those for the other two items (clothing and rent) showed considerable divergence (Table 6, Table 7, and 
Table 8). 

Table 5. Adams’ farmers consumption pool 

Farm Family Living 1865 1885 1905 
Building Materials 10 10 10 
Clothing 28 32 27 
Fire Insurance 3 1 1 
Food 43 43 44 
Medical Care 8 5 6 
Taxes 3 4 5 
Transportation 2 2 4 
Others 3 3 3 
Total 100 100 100 

Note: Numbers from Adams (1944). 

Table 6. Food, clothing, and rent weights in the three series 

 Food Clothing Rent 
Hoover 1875 57% 15.2% 17.7% 
Rees 1901 44.1% 17% 22.3% 
Adams 1885 43% 32% 10%* 
Note: Adams (1944) used building materials to depict the cost of accommodation; according to Lindert (1988) building materials 

are correlated to the rental spending of farmers. 
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Table 7. Hoover weights from 1960 

Group Value % of Total 
All commodities and services 726.70 100.0 
Food 417.36 57.4 
All items other than food 309.34 42.6 
Clothing 110.40 15.2 
Rent 128.47 17.7 
Fuel and light 51.34 7.0 
Others 19.13 2.7 

Table 8. Rees weights for the cost of living index in 1901 

Consumption 
Basket Weights 

Food Clothing Home Furnishing Rent Fuel and Light Liquor and Tobacco 
44.1 17.9 4.5 22.3 7.2 4.0 

Hoover (1960) collected urban price indices for the following items: food, clothing, rent, fuel, and light, and 
“other”; the last item included medical care, newspapers, soap, and starch. The price index constructed in this 
paper includes food, clothing, and rent from Hoover’s series. Further, to account for the difference between rents 
in urban and rural areas, we replaced the rent price in Hoover’s series with the wholesale price of construction 
materials, as calculated in the Warren–Pearson wholesale price index. We justified the replacement by Lindert 
(1988), who maintained that rental income in farms correlated to the wholesale price of construction materials. For 
medical care, it is used Adams’ series, which was also used by Hoover. Owing to the lack of other consistent price 
series, 10% of rural farmers’ consumption basket is not accounted for; to include the residual 10%, I multiplied the 
basket items with 1.1111. 

Hence, the farmers’ consumption price index is: 

𝐶𝑃𝐼𝑓𝑎𝑟𝑚𝑒𝑟𝑠 = 1.111 ∗ (0.43 ∗ 𝑐𝑝𝑖𝑓𝑜𝑜𝑑 + 0.32 ∗ 𝑐𝑝𝑖𝑐𝑙𝑜𝑡ℎ + 0.1 ∗ 𝑐𝑝𝑖𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 +
0.05	𝑐𝑝𝑖𝑚𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑙	𝑐𝑎𝑟𝑒)          (1) 

If we compare the price deflation between the urban and rural areas, we find that the decline in consumer 
prices index during 1873–1880 was more in the rural areas. For 1890–1896, we find that the decline in rural and 
urban areas was almost equal. 

However, in contesting North’s thesis, we are concerned with how farm product prices fared in comparison 
to farmers’ consumption basket prices. Upon calculating the decline in prices, I find that while farm wholesale prices 
declined by 26.7% and 15% during 1873–1880 and 1891–1896, respectively. The consumer price index for rural 
farmers declined by 22.9% and 7.7% during 1873–1880 and 1891–1896, respectively. This indicates that the 
decline in consumer product prices was less than the decline in farm product prices (Table 9, Table 10, Table 11, 
and Table 12). 

Table 9. Comparison of consumer price changes 

Time Period Urban Consumer prices 
Change (Hoover Series) 

Urban  Consumer prices 
Change (Rees Series) 

Farmers Consumer Price Change  
(1885 weights) 

1873–1880 -20.1% - -22.9% 
1890–1896 - -7.9% -7.7% 

Table 10. Rural consumer price index (1873–1880) 

Year Rural Consumer Price Index 
1873–1880 (base year 1860) Rural Price Index Annual Change 

1873 135.6144 -1.25517 
1874 131.3278 -3.16091 
1875 123.4883 -5.96935 
1876 119.1062 -3.54859 
1877 117.1260 -1.66259 
1878 108.3469 -7.49545 
1879 106.8981 -1.33713 
1880 108.5745 1.568162 

 

Table 11. Rural consumer price index (1890–1896) 
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. 

Year Rural Consumer Price Index 1890–1896 
(base year 1914) 

Rural Consumer Price Index 
Annual Change 

1890 132.4554 - 
1891 130.7776 -1.26667% 
1892 131.3332 0.424809% 
1893 129.8221 -1.15059% 
1894 125.9999 -2.9442% 
1895 123.6221 -1.88713% 
1896 122.5332 -0.88082% 

Table 12. Total price changes 

Time Period All Products Wholesale Price 
Change 

Farm Product Wholesale Price 
Change 

Farmers Consumer Price 
Change (1885 weights) 

1873–1880 -28.6% -26.7% -22.9% 
1891–1896 -15% -21.6% -7.7% 

Even for the years between 1881 and 1889, for which retail price data is missing, we find a downward trend 
in the terms of trade for farm products (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Wholesale farm prices/wholesale all prices, 1881–1889 

 

Note: Wholesale price index data from Haines (2006) 

4. The Farmland Prices Discussion 
North (1966), contesting the previous consensus on the deterioration in farmers’ income and economic conditions 
being an explanation of the Populist Movement, maintained that the increase in the value of land in this era reflects 
the higher income derived by farmers from their land. 

However, the increase in farmland prices should be, first, attributed to the expansion of agriculture to lower-
quality land; this drove up the prices of the higher-quality land (Lindert 1988). Second, the public land policy that 
followed the Civil War encouraged settlement in the Western US in order to accompany the expansion of railroads 
to the western frontier (Hicks 1931). Public land policies, such as the 1862 Homestead Act, the Preemption Act of 
1841, and the 1873 Timber Culture Act, led to a threefold and sevenfold expansion in farmland in the North Central 
and West, respectively, between 1860 and the end of the decade (Table 13). They also provided farmers with land 
tracts either for free or at very low prices. There was nowhere for land prices to go but up. Furthermore, a part of 
the increase in the prices could have been because of the activities of the speculators, who took advantage of the 
expansion of railroads. In any case, the increase was not driven by higher farm income. Finally, land prices at the 
national level declined after the Civil War - the South being the biggest farmland area through the entire period. It 
is not surprising that values plummeted during the war and began to rise in the postwar years. 
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Table 13. Land in farms by region and state in thousand acres: 1860–1900 

Year United States Northeast North Central South West 
1860 407213 61082 107900 225514 12718 
1870 407735 62744 139215 189556 16219 
1880 536082 67986 206982 234920 26194 
1890 623219 62744 256587 256606 47282 
1900 841202 65409 317349 362036 96407 

Note: Data from Olmstead and Rhode (2006) 

Conclusion  
This article underlines economic conditions in the farming sector as a response to North’s thesis, which 

denies the role of economic conditions as a cause of the political struggle of the farmers, who were 30%–40% of 
the total labour force during the period studied. I argue that it is not sufficient to look at the relative wholesale farm 
product prices to deduce the conditions of farmers because they were consumers too. While some researchers 
have taken retail prices into consideration (Hoover 1960, Bowman and Keehn 1974), they applied the weights 
attached to the urban consumers’ items to those of rural farmers. I correct this misapplication by using farmers’ 
consumption weights, as reported by Adams (1944). This allows me to more accurately explore the effects of price 
changes on farmers’ economic well-being. I also extended the analysis to 1890–1896, which overlaps with the 
duration of the Populist Movement, a facet not covered by North’s analysis. 

After looking at retail and farm prices, consumption patterns, and changes in the land market, I find that 
farmers’ protests during the deflationary period had a legitimate economic basis, especially when we factor in the 
importance of farm credit and loan tenure of 4–5 years (Eichengreen 1984). 

Future research should be directed to obtain micro-level insights into the economic conditions of the 
protesting farmers in the US in the late nineteenth century by building on this analysis. In particular, it can look at 
state-level price series for both farm products and items of consumption in rural areas of individual states in the 
US. 
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