


NUNC COCNOSCO EX PARTE 

TRENT UNIVERSITY 
LIBRARY 

PRESENTED BY 

PROF. JOHN HILLMAN 



i/ 

/ 





WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 





Why Farmers Are Poor 

THE AGRICULTURAL CRISIS 

IN THE UNITED STATES 

by Anna Rochester 

AUTHOR OF 

RULERS OF AMERICA 

INTERNATIONAL PUBLISHERS, NEW YORK 



Copyright, 1940, by 

INTERNATIONAL PUBLISHERS CO., INC. 

PRINTED IN THE U. S. A. 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

During the four years which have gone into the preparation of this 

book, the writer has had assistance from so many persons that detailed 

acknowledgments are impossible. The long list would include farmers 

in many different sections of the country; economists at the U. S. 

Department of Agriculture who have responded to inquiries with 

a generous fullness of information; and other specialists on rural 

conditions and the farmers’ problems. 

The detailed research has been greatly facilitated by the staff of 

the Economics Division of the New York Public Library who have 

given their expert assistance with unfailing patience and courtesy. 

The method of approach and the statistical estimates have been de¬ 

veloped in close consultation with the writer’s co-workers of the Labor 

Research Association, who have also given invaluable criticism of the 

manuscript. The writer feels special gratitude to those who have aided 

in the research and in the laborious checking and rechecking of data. 

A. R. 

April, 1940. 



Digitized by the Internet Archive 

in 2019 with funding from 

Kahle/Austin Foundation 

https://archive.org/details/whyfarmersarepooOOOOroch 



CONTENTS 

i. Poverty Haunts the Countryside 9 

11. Farming as Part of Capitalist Economy 17 
Interdependence of Agriculture and Industry, 19. Relative Importance of 

Agriculture Declines, 22. Industry Raises Farmers’ Productivity, 25. Monop¬ 

oly Pressure on Farmers’ Income, 27. Poverty of Agriculture as a Whole, 35. 

hi. Large Farms and Small 38 
The North, 40. The West, 47. The South, 55. Trend Toward Larger 

Farms, 71. 

iv. How Capitalism Develops Within Agriculture 75 
Farmers as Producers and Buyers of Commodities, 77. Toward Larger 

Units of Production, 80. Increased Use of Wage Labour, 85. More Horse¬ 

power and More Dollars in Farm Equipment, 91. Measuring Capitalist De¬ 

velopment, 95. Factors in Accumulation, 99. Capital Brought in from Other 

Sources, 106. Farmers Doing Other Work, 112. Effect of Crisis on Capi¬ 

talist Development, 114. 

v. Rent and Land Ownership 117 
The Nature of Rent, 117. What Happened to Farm Ownership, 130. 

vi. Wage Workers on the Land 142 
Who They Are, 144. Employment and Working Conditions, 149. Resist¬ 

ance Develops, 154. Why Farm Wages Are Lowest, 160. 

vii. Small Farmers Crowded Out 163 
Tenancy, 164. Poor Soil, 165. Small Acreage, 168. Small Farms vs. Modern 

Technique, 171. Subsistence Farming, 180. 



viir. Middle Farmers Burdened With Debt 

Increasing Business Debt, 185. The Crisis of Foreclosures, 192. General 

Decline, 197. 

183 

ix. Export Crops Lose Markets 

Wheat, 201. Cotton, 215. 

x. Farmers vs. Packers and Dairy Trust 

Meat-Cattle and Hogs, 224. Milk, 231. 

xi. Back of the Farmers’ Price Problem 

xii. Must Farmers Be Poor? 

What Farmers Have Wanted, 254. What Farmers Have Won, 258. Prob¬ 

lems To Be Solved, 265. 

200 

224 

244 

253 

Appendices 

a. Trends in Farm Income (Gross), 275. B. National Income and Farm 

Income, 1929, 276. c. Cotton and Southern Agriculture as a Whole, 278. 

d. Estimated Gross Income Distribution, 1929, of “Unclassified” Farms, 

280. e. Distribution of Farm Products by Farm Gross Income Classes, 1899 

and 1929, 281. f. Relative Importance of Wages and Other Capital, by 

Type of Farm, 281. g. Farm Mortgages, Percentage Distribution of Hold¬ 

ings of Principal Lending Agencies, 1928 and 1939, 284. h. Part-Time 

Farmers, 285. 1. Average Farm Values by Tenure, 286. j. Distribution of 

Farms and Farm Property by Tenure, 288. k. Wage Labour on Large-Scale 

Farms, 289. 

Chief Documentary Sources 

Reference Notes 

Index 

292 

295 

307 



CHAPTER I 

Poverty Haunts the Countryside 

STARVING sharecroppers and refugees from the Dust Bowl have 

been flashed on the newsreels and pictured in the tabloids. Homeless 

poor farmers in Oklahoma, trekking desperately to a worse poverty in 

California, have been immortalised by John Steinbeck in Grapes of 

Wrath. But publicity and literary immortality do not feed the hungry. 

The farm problem is both deeper and broader than anything that 

newsreels and novels can convey. 

Farm poverty is by no means confined to the so-called “submarginal 

or “disadvantaged” areas. Driving through almost any part of the 

American countryside a casual observer sees the unpainted, broken- 

down buildings of farmers who cannot make ends meet. Even com¬ 

fortable homes, with rich broad acres of grain or cotton, orchards, 

large truck gardens, herds of well-fed cattle, have forlorn neighbours 

not far away, with poor crops, stringy cattle, and all the obvious signs 

of a hard existence. And many of the farmers in the comfortable houses 

are wondering how long they can keep going. For recovery from 

the severe crisis of 1929-33 has not restored to the farmers the gross 

income or the purchasing power which they had in the 1920’s. And 

for the farmers, even the 1920’s were no golden era. Farmers were 

faring much less well than they had fared before the World War. 

When prices slid rapidly downward from 1929 to the spring of 

1933, farmers’ gross income was cut by more than 55%. After seven 

years of “recovery,” most of the more than 6,500,000 farmers were 

either living in extreme poverty with a very small scale of operation 

and obvious hardships or were carrying on a medium-sized farm with 

9 
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a heavy burden of debt. Behind the cheerful air of the “middle” farmer’s 

house and barns and fruitful fields, there often lurks a haunting anxiety 
and a greatly reduced standard of personal comfort. 

Uncounted thousands have been driven off the land. Tractors are 

obliterating the boundaries of little sharecropper plots in some of the 

older cotton regions, tossing these families from the poverty of extreme 

exploitation into the worse destitution of complete unemployment. 

Everywhere recovery has shown the unjust caprices of our capitalist 

system, widening the gap between those who have the resources for a 

fresh start and the many who are pushed nearer to destitution. At the 

same time, thousands discouraged by the continuing mass unemploy¬ 

ment in the cities go out vainly hoping for subsistence on the land and 

swelling the ranks of the rural poor. Numbers on the land have 
actually increased since 1930. 

Farm problems affect directly almost one-fourth of all persons in the 

United States, for some 32,000,000 men, women and children live or 

work on farms. Another 24,000,000 who are neither members of farm 

families nor farm wage workers live in villages and open country, and 

very many of these are directly and obviously dependent upon the 
farmers prosperity. 

The question of well-being or misery on farms is also a matter of 

great importance to all other Americans. Low farm purchasing power 

cuts into the home market for industrial products and helps to increase 
unemployment among industrial workers. 

In “prosperous” 1929 there were already over 1,800,000 farms-more 

than one-fourth of all the farms in the country-yielding gross farm 

income of less than $600. This was a gross total before deduction of 

any costs of operation. And it was larger than the cash total derived 

rom the farm, since it included products used by the farm family 

along with those sold or traded. On these farms lived over 7,700 000 

men, women and children whose lives, in the chilly words of a govern- 

ment report, “were disadvantaged because of the lack of purchasing 

power Some 3,000,000 farms, or nearly half of all in this land of 

boundless opportunity” were small concerns producing less than 
$1,000 of gross income. 

When a farmer’s yearly receipts are too low even for current ex¬ 

penses, he cannot save toward the proverbial rainy day-or for the 
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more menacing dry days of continued drought. During the economic 

crisis which began in 1929, widespread drought and a sharp decline 

in farm prices combined to bring catastrophe to the farmers. Men in 

vigorous middle age who had farmed all their lives, and young men 

well equipped and well schooled, had to seek aid, along with those 

who had struggled on the edge of destitution. Numbers of rural house¬ 

holds on relief mounted more sharply than the number of city house¬ 

holds. About three and a half million rural households, more than 

one out of four of the families on farms and in villages, re¬ 

ceived assistance from a public or private agency at some time during 

the years from 1930 to 1937. And this is called a conservative estimate.2 

Their plight has been described in a dozen or more reports by the 

Works Progress Administration’s division of social research. Yet these 

valuable studies exposing the extreme poverty that has come upon 

rural families of all types and ages admittedly understate the true 

seriousness of the situation. For farm families, as the reports indicate, 

will struggle along half-starved and penniless, long after a city family 

would ask for aid. Social agencies have been far less developed in the 

country than in the cities. When relief was given, it averaged a little 

more than 50 cents a day per family in the North and less than 30 

cents a day per family in many counties of the South.8 

None of these figures includes farmers receiving only the special 

loans and benefits “which operated both to help keep farm families off 

relief and to reduce the needs of those who were forced to apply for 

public assistance.” 4 Uncounted thousands more have been in need of 

public aid but have received none—in any form. 

Extreme farm poverty was present before the crisis years. And “re¬ 

covery” did not bring prosperity. On the poorest farms the farmer him¬ 

self or one of his family is usually trying to earn something from other 

employment. Taking account of all net income from any source except 

relief, “Farm families are conspicuously massed in the lower income 

levels—52% falling below f 1,000,” according to an estimate for 1935- 

36 by the National Resources Committee.5 When farm families on 

relief (as estimated in the same report) are included with others hav¬ 

ing less than $1,000 consumer income, we have the following distribu¬ 

tion of farm families in 1935-36:6 
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3,825,800 farm families, or 56% of all, had less than $1,000. 

r>393>600 farm families, or 21% of all, had from $1,000 to $1,500. 

1,073,000 farm families, or 16% of all, had from $1,500 to $2,500. 

474,800 farm families, or 7% of all, had over $2,500. 

Less than 25,000, or about 4 farms in every 1,000, had $10,000 or over. 

More farmers are poor in the South than elsewhere. And Negro 

farmers, most of whom are in the South, are the poorest of all. In a 

study of sharecropper families, not on relief, in selected counties of 

four southern states (Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, and South 

Carolina), Negro sharecropper families averaged $294 a year in cash 

income, while white sharecropper families averaged $350/ In releas¬ 

ing these figures the U. S. Bureau of Home Economics cautioned that 

the areas studied “often were not typical of the state as a whole, fre¬ 

quently being better than the average.” 

If one-third of the nation is “ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished,” as 

President Roosevelt stated in 1937, then certainly more than a third of 

the farm population must be so described. “Rural slums” are vividly 

pictured in many government reports. Only 9% of the farm houses 

in the nation as a whole had indoor toilets in 1934; about 18% had 

electricity; less than 4 out of 10 had water pumped or piped into the 

dwelling and only 1 in 13 had provision for hot and cold running 

water. New England farm houses were far above the average in con¬ 

dition in facilities and convenience, while southern farm houses were 

far below the general average for the country as a whole.8 Some share¬ 

croppers live in houses without glass windows. 

Ill-nourished” and illness is the result. The President’s Commit¬ 
tee on Farm Tenancy has this to say: 

Many of these families are chronically undernourished. They are readily 

subject to diseases. Pellagra, malaria, and the hookworm and other parasites 

eicact heavy tolls in life and energy. Suitable provision for maintaining 

many*localities.””^ ' am°ng 'heSe ^ ^ 

Where the needs are greatest, facilities for medical care are fewest A 

national health survey revealed that about 17,000,000 people, mostly 

o the rural population, live in 1,338 counties that have no registered 

general hospital. “Remoteness from metropolitan centres, a very small 
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percentage of urban population, and low tax income” characterise 

these counties.10 Not even a public-health nurse is employed to serve 

rural areas in about 1,000 counties of this nation. 

Nearly a quarter of a million women in 1936 did not have the ad¬ 

vantage of a physician’s care at the time of confinement. More than 

one baby in ten was born without benefit of doctors. Most of these 

were in rural areas. Child health centres in cities and towns have re¬ 

duced illness and mortality among children: “Yet roughly two-thirds 

of our rural areas are without such services.” 11 

Disadvantaged not only in physical matters of health and housing 

but also in educational facilities and opportunities, countless thousands 

of farm youth must grow up without adequate schooling or the chance 

to attend high school and college. Rural illiteracy is more than twice 

as great as urban. In 1930 there were 810,000 children between the 

ages of 7 and 13 who were not going to school at all. Most of these 

children were in the poorest rural areas.12 

“In 1930 the farm population was responsible for the care and education 

of 31% of the children, but the farmers received only 9% of the national 

income. In the Southeastern region this disparity was still greater, the 

farmers of that region having the care of approximately 4,250,000 children 

age 5 to 17, with only 2% of the national income. At the other extreme 

the nonfarm population of the Northeast, with approximately 8,500,000 

children age 5 to 17, had 42% of the national income.” 13 

And what of the future for these under-privileged youth? Mass un¬ 

employment in the cities has closed the industrial opportunities for¬ 

merly open for those who cannot make a living on the farms or in the 

villages where they were born. There results what government surveys 

have called the “accumulation on farms of farmers’ sons lacking other 

opportunities,” and this “accumulation” tends to be more rapid in the 

poorest farming areas.14 

No one who has read John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath can forget 

his portraits of the younger Joads—their strength, their ambitions, and 

their thwarted dreams. Multiply the Joad family by several million and 

we have some idea of American rural youth and their problems. For it 

is not only the migrants, driven old their farms, who are in a desperate 

situation. Almost as serious is the plight of youth on the more than 
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four million poor small farms and in the villages deadened by the 
rural poverty. 

Government agencies have “recorded with dismay” the problems of 

American agriculture and the urgency of a solution. Farm organisa¬ 

tions are increasingly active. The American Federation of Labour and 

the Congress of Industrial Organisations have gone on record for 

greater unity between labour and poor farmers. Wage workers and 

working farmers are beginning to see that they have some common 

interests which must be defended against the policies of finance capital. 

Almost everybody agrees that something must be done. Many of 

the separate factors in farm poverty are commonly recognised: poor 

soils, small farms, lack of technical equipment and technical knowl¬ 

edge; separation of farmers from farm ownership and an increasing 

burden of debt; decline in export markets; pressure from monopoly 

processors and distributors. But it is not so easy to see just how these 

and other factors in the farm problem have arisen and how they are 
inter-related with one another. 

Neither farmers nor workers nor government experts will solve the 

problem of farm poverty until we have a better understanding of the 

relations between farming and the non-farm sections of our economy. 

It is not enough to recognise that total cash income of farmers and 

total factory payrolls tend to rise and fall together. It is not enough to 

say that the very small farmers who have so little part in commercial 

agriculture are fellow-sufferers with the masses of unemployed men 

and women in our towns and cities. For having stated these facts, the 

farm specialists still tend to approach farm poverty as a separate and 

distinct problem, and not as an integral part of the great current strug¬ 
gle between poverty and monopoly. 

Farming is a business, dependent on markets; it is part of the capi¬ 

talist world. Farmers as business men have been pinched between the 

monopoly traders and processors, who push down prices paid to 

armers, and the great manufacturing corporations which maintain 

ig prices for farm implements, building materials and fertiliser 

Even prices paid by farmers for things they and their families need 

run consistently higher than prices farmers receive for their products, 

his conflict between the highly concentrated forces in industry and. 
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the more than 6,500,000 farmers has been one central fact in the 
farmer’s situation. 

Prices operating against the farmers increased the inherent diffi¬ 

culties faced by small producers who try to expand their scale of 

operation. Low prices for farm products intensified the pressure driv¬ 

ing each farmer to try to reduce his costs. High prices for labour-sav¬ 

ing farm machinery and equipment brought new costs for borrowing. 

Farmers had to use many different means of obtaining funds and 

credit. Mortgages were one important source of funds and mortgages 

increased the farmers’ instability. Many dropped into tenancy and 

the debt on mortgaged farms grew heavier. 

These trends moved disastrously against the farmers in the 1920’s. 

Several factors combined to create a farm crisis even while financiers 

and small investors were blowing their bubbles of prosperity. Three 
were especially important. 

Collapse of the World War boom in 1920-21 caught the wheat and 

livestock farmers with perilously heavy burdens of debt. 

Tractors and farm machinery reached a new stage of development. 

Increased mechanisation greatly widened the spread between low pro¬ 

duction costs on large well-equipped farms and high production costs 

on small or backward farms. It pushed the smallest farmers into a 

position comparable with that of the cottage weavers, more than a 

hundred years ago, when they could not compete with power looms 

in the rapidly expanding textile mills. 

Among processors and traders the “prosperity” of the 1920’s stimu¬ 

lated fresh mergers and strengthened the monopoly forces with which 

the farmers had to deal. Packers, it is true, had been somewhat held 

in check by the Supreme Court. The tobacco “trust” had been broken 

up into three corporations instead of one. But these changes brought 

no relief to the livestock and tobacco farmers. More important was the 

fact that other monopolies were being expanded and strengthened: 

for milling and baking; for the handling of milk and milk products; 

and for trading in “futures” of cotton and wheat. 

To understand the farm crisis of the 1930’s, which has persisted in 

spite of some “recovery” after 1932-33, we must have clearly in mind 

the-trends and the economic forces operating against the farmers be¬ 

fore these years of economic crisis throughout the business world. 
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Agriculture must be considered against its general background as 

part of the capitalist economy, for it is not subject to separate economic 

laws. As in industry, economic forces bring conflict between large 

farms and small farms and drive the smallest producers to the very 

edge of commercial production. Especially important in agriculture is 

the role of rent, and a correct analysis of its nature, along with the 

reasons why tenancy and mortgage debt have increased. 

Differences in the way the crisis has affected the three chief groups 

in the farm population are also important. Certain basic problems of 

farm wage workers, very small farmers, and the medium-sized family 

farms had become acute in the 1920’s. These should be understood 

before approaching the very urgent question of markets and prices 

for the chief farm commodities. 

Farmers’ problems are tied in with the problems of other classes 

exploited and impoverished by the present system. The long road 

toward a solution can be found by farmers only as they move in 

close co-operation with the working class. 



Farming as Part of Capitalist Economy 

BECAUSE its technical and economic development was retarded, agri¬ 

culture has too often been looked upon as functioning outside the 

sphere of capitalist economy, a permanent survival of pre-capitalist 

society governed by different economic laws. Rejecting this conclusion, 

we must show why agriculture has lagged behind non-farm industry 

and how the underlying principles in these two great sections of our 

economic structure are essentially the same. 

Modern industry developed from the application of mechanical 

power to machines which took the place of hand tools. This was ac¬ 

complished first for processes carried on at any one spot. Mobile power 

came later, and mobile power well adapted to use in the fields came 

only in the 20th century with the perfected internal combustion engine 

and the modern tractor. 
The use of power in factories followed a considerable period of 

“manufacture”—literally, making by hand—by groups of wage-earners 

assembled in workshops and operating with some division of labour. 

Already, the petty capitalists who employed them were drawing off 

surplus value produced by the workers and thereby accumulating 

wealth.1 So from the beginning modern factory production was car¬ 

ried on under completely capitalist relationships. 

Technical progress was eagerly pursued, since it increased the wage 

workers’ productivity and the surplus value that could be taken from 

them by the owners of the most technically advanced establishments 

within each industry. From this relationship and the increasing com¬ 

plexity which developed with technical progress and the rapid accumu- 
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lation of capital, there emerged the fabulous wealth, the concentration 

of power, the economic crises, and the mass unemployment with which 
we are familiar to-day. 

Technically, agriculture was left behind, for the industrial revolu¬ 

tion did not immediately affect the work of raising crops and live¬ 

stock. But even in the earliest stages of capitalist development, some 

large land-owners were carrying on large-scale production, exploiting 

their workers under various forms from survivals of feudal serfdom 

to free wage labour. Long after the industrial revolution began, such 

large-scale agriculture continued on the basis of hand labour and old, 
almost primitive, methods of work. 

In the American colonies southern plantation owners largely depended 

from the beginning on indentured servants (long-term contract 

labourers) picked up from among the destitute proletariat of the old 

countries. Later, Negro slaves were brought from Africa, and only 

after the Civil War (1861-65) did slavery give way to the semi-feudal 

sharecropping system. For the exploitation of those who labour did 

not begin with capitalism, and pre-capitalist forms of exploitation may 
survive in the midst of a world dominated by capitalism. 

As feudalism yielded to capitalism in the older countries, the peas¬ 

ant family paying money rent instead of labour time to the landlord 

had become an important unit of commercial production in agricul¬ 

ture. In the American colonies, except in areas of rice, cotton and 

tobacco plantations, the farm family employing no wage labour and 

supporting itself without the sale of its labour power was the chief 
economic unit. 

The farmer, even when not an employer, has always combined with 

his production for home use some production for the market. He is a 

petty business man, subject to general business conditions determined 

y the forces inherent in capitalist society. And these forces have made 

more and more difficult his position as a small individual producer. 

They have sharpened the class lines within agriculture, and conflicts 

of interest have developed between the individual producer, the small 

employer, and the large farms which are completely capitalist within 

themselves and depend wholly upon exploitation of wage labour. 

n later chapters we take up the story of this capitalist development 

within agriculture. But first we must have clearly in mind the ways 
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in which agriculture is a part of the capitalist economy. For in a very 

real sense the small commercial farmer who is not individually a capi¬ 

talist is participating in capitalist agriculture. And the farmer who is a 

small employer has taken the first steps toward a completely capitalist 

form of operation. 

Interdependence of Agriculture and Industry * 

While agriculture and industry have been developing at a different 

pace, they have been continuously bound together and dependent each 

upon the other. Obviously, the great non-farm population could not 

live without the food produced on farms. Most of this food reaches 

the consumer only after it has passed through the hands of processors 

who use it as raw material in their accumulation of capital. Other in¬ 

dustries depend on cotton, tobacco, corn and other farm products as 

basic materials. Crops and livestock direct from the farm have made 

up about 12% of the total freight tonnage carried by the railroads. 

At the same time, the farm population has provided a wide market 

within the United States for consumers’ goods, building materials and 

farm equipment produced by American industry. 

Exported agricultural products have played an important role in the 

capitalist development of the United States. The American Revolution 

gave the colonists freedom to build a new industrial country. Then, as 

conditions were stabilised and population increased, the urge for rapid 

industrial development outran the resources of the American capital¬ 

ists. They turned to the older countries and borrowed from the wealth 

there accumulated through age-long exploitation of peasants and the 

earlier development of capitalist industry. Throughout the 19th cen¬ 

tury American farms produced more cotton, wheat and livestock than 

the American market could absorb, while the surplus crossed the ocean 

as one important means of payment for amounts due on foreign in¬ 

vestments in the United States. 
While this surplus product from American farms helped to make 

* In the broadest sense, agriculture is part of industry as a whole and also agricul¬ 

ture is an industry. But for brevity we shall use industry and industrial in their popular 

sense as excluding agriculture and referring to non-farm activities: mining, construction, 

manufacturing, transportation and communication. 
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possible the rapid growth of industry and banking in this country, 

it held the farmers bound by a thousand threads to the movements of 

the entire capitalist world. It made them subject as a class to the 

traders and bankers in this country. It made their prosperity depend 

not on weather and diligence but on the ups and downs of employ¬ 

ment and production and markets and prices in Liverpool and Ham- 
burg and Buenos Aires and Bombay. 

In spite of this surplus product available for export, agriculture itself 

even in its most prosperous periods accumulated relatively little capi¬ 

tal. Southern planters, exploiting slave labour, obtained wealth from the 

labour of their slaves. But much of it went in luxurious living. Part of 

it became capital in the hands of the merchant bankers who took toll 

from the planters for financing their exports of cotton and tobacco 

and their imports of luxury goods. The working farmer had no such 

source of accumulation. For so long as he operates a family farm with 

a minimum of wage labour the individual farmer can produce only a 

limited surplus. Until he expands his scale of operation and takes on 

large numbers of wage workers from whose labour he appropriates sur¬ 

plus value, the farmer does not achieve any large accumulation of 
capital. 

While agriculture was expanding rapidly and new land was being 

Sftt: £ ’ *ome armers sold out and invested in industry the money 
they had received for their farms. This fact has given the impression 

at farmers contributed much capital to the early expansion of in¬ 

dustry Instead, such land transactions merely transfer from one man 

to another the claim on future current surplus from use of the land 

Money paid to the departing farmer may or may not have been saved 

y the buyer from his work on some other farm. If the departing 

canita]1 U *n industry> ^ may simPly be restoring to industry 
pital which had been accumulated by the purchaser without any 

reference to agriculture. y 

accumubSnhTVCr’ ft hrmarS haVe been ““P" to assist in the 
cumulation of capital by non-farm capitalists. Part of their surplus 

gage hoM^Th “ ‘° absf"" landiords and ““rest <° mort¬ 
gage-holders. Their own returns have been cut into by high railroad 

ates, high prices paid for building materials and implements, and 

ow prices received from monopoly processors and traders. We return 
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shortly to this question of monopoly pressure on farmers’ income. And 
in Chapter V we take up the source and nature of rent and land 
“values.” 

Historically, when farmers tried to enlarge their scale of operations 
they would depend to a great extent on borrowed funds. These were 
drawn increasingly from the accumulations of non-farm capitalists. 
Farm mortgages have long been an important item in the capital in¬ 
vestments of insurance companies, banks, and wealthy individuals. At 
the same time, farmers’ possibilities of accumulating capital from their 
current operations were reduced by the toll they must pay to land¬ 
lords and mortgage-holders. Any serious disturbance in the welfare 
of agriculture affects both the farmers and these outside financial in¬ 
terests. Payments of interest and principal are defaulted, checking this 
stream of value that passes yearly from the farms to the pockets of 
non-farm capitalists. Creditors close in and take possession through 
foreclosures. More and more farmers lose their hold on the land. But 
the new absentee landlords are confronted with declining land prices 
and a temporary loss of income from their newly acquired farms. 

In the long run the city interests acquire an increasing share of the 
farmers’ income. Finance capital gains at the expense of the farmer. 
But the readjustments through which this tighter stranglehold was 
perfected, during the long depression of agriculture, gave a sombre 
background to the industrial and financial boom-years of the 1920’s. 
From 1923 to 1928, inclusive, about 4,000 small-town banks, most of 
them functioning in close relation to the farmers, were forced to sus¬ 
pend operations. 10 And in the broader economic crisis after 1929 much 
of the federal emergency program of “farm” relief was designed to 

bolster the farmers’ non-farm creditors. 
Averages, of course, tell only part of the story. Contrasts have de¬ 

veloped between well-to-do farmers on one hand, and very poor 
farmers and farm wage workers on the other. Still sharper contrasts 
have developed in the non-farm world where powerful financiers and 
the great corporations they control tower over the petty business men 
and the wage workers, and great masses are totally unemployed. But it 
is important to note that agriculture as a whole has accumulated far 
less capital than non-farm industry. Partly this has been due to its 
retarded economic development, but even more to the ways in which 
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farmers have been directly exploited by these powerful financiers and 
their great corporations. 

Taking the entire population in both great sections of society, the 

per capita wealth of farmers and farm workers is considerably less 

than two-thirds of the per capita wealth of the non-farm population.2 

Relative Importance of Agriculture Declines 

Non-farm industry has expanded far more rapidly than agriculture. 

While men have continued to move back and forth from farms to 

cities and cities to farms, the main current of population has flowed 

away from agriculture. “From one-fourth to one-half of the farm youth 

left the farms for the cities each decade between 1870 and 1930.” 3 

During the ten years from 1920 to 1929, inclusive, about 1,300,000 men, 

women and children moved out each year from cities to farms while 

1,940,000 were leaving farms for the city. This exodus from agricul¬ 

ture, averaging a net decline of some 630,000 yearly, was pardy offset 

by the natural increase in farm population. The total number living 

on farms in the United States dropped from 31,614,000 (on 6,448,343 
farms) in 1920, to 30,169,000 (on 6,288,648 farms) in 1930.4 

American agriculture also played an important indirect role in the 

rapid expansion of American industry,* which required a rapidly in¬ 

creasing supply of workers without land and without property. Some 

of these workers were drawn from the families of farmers in the 

United States, but so long as American agriculture was also expanding 

the farms provided a limited supply of wage workers for industry, 

he masses whose labour built the mines and factories and the great 

ortunes of American capitalists were drawn chiefly from European 

peasant farms where poverty had been made more desperate by the 

competition of wheat and meat animals sent into the European market 

from farms in the United States and Canada. The greater productivity 

of labour on these western farms could underbid the backward tech¬ 

nique of the peasants. So the very process of expansion in American 

agriculture which tended to limit the supply of American-born wage 

labour helped to swell the masses who could be drawn into American 
industry from the rural population in Europe. 

# See footnote on page 19. 
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The total number of farms increased until 1920, but the ratio of 

farmers and farm workers in the total “gainfully occupied” popula¬ 

tion fell from 63% in 1850 to 29% in 1920. During the next ten years 

this trend was intensified, as agriculture entered a period of crisis and 

depression while total industrial production and non-productive em¬ 

ployment were booming. So many farms were given up that in 1930, 

for the first time in our history, the total number of farms was less 

than it had been ten or even twenty years earlier. The ratio of farmers 

and farm workers among all “gainfully occupied” dropped sharply 

from 29% in 1920 to 21.4% in 1930.5 

Then during the economic crisis of 1929-33, the millions drifting 

back to the land almost equalled those who were leaving. The number 

of farms reported by the Census of Agriculture in 1935 was the highest 

on record. This did not, however, represent further expansion of agri¬ 

culture. Crop acreage had declined. 

'955 193° 

Farms 
Land used for crops (harvested plus crop 

6,812,350 6,288,648 

failure) 
Other farm land available for crops (crop 

land idle or fallow, plus ploughable pas¬ 

359,306,ooo 371,949,ooo 

ture) 154,608,000 150,447,000 

Failure to accumulate a proportionate share of wealth from farm 

operations has been only one of several factors in this declining rela¬ 

tive importance of agriculture. Among others, the first and most 

obvious factor was the increasing social division of labour, as industry 

based on mechanical power encroached on the varied activities of the 

old-time farm. Textile mills were so much more productive than hand 

spinning and weaving on scattered farms that these hand processes, 

very costly in human labour, were no longer worth while even for the 

leisure of winter evenings. Tanning, cotton ginning, slaughtering, soap 

making were among the many other processing labours that passed from 

the farm to outside industry. Even the churn in the farm pantry is 

fast yielding to the outside creamery. Three-fourths of the total butter 

made in the United States and more than 90% of the butter sold are 

now a factory product. 
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Second, while old-time crafts were taken over by industry, other new 

industries and occupations grew up around the manufacture of ma¬ 

chinery, the building and operation of railroads, the growth of cities, 

the use of electricity, the advance in chemical knowledge and the 

invention and perfecting of the internal combustion engine. 

And, third, industry after the Civil War began to offer substitutes 

for farm products. For example, candles and mutton fat were dis¬ 

placed by kerosene and mineral lubricating oil. Vegetable dyes were 

displaced by coal-tar products. Mineral fertilisers were developed that 

can supply the deficiencies of the soil more exactly than cow manure. 

Since the World War artificial fibers have offered serious competition 

to cotton. And, most important of all, the number of work animals 

raised on farms and fed with oats, corn and hay has declined sharply 

with the increase in automobiles, motor trucks and tractors fed with 
oil and gasoline.6 

Agriculture expanded until the 1920’s, but industry grew faster 

than agriculture. Estimates going back to 1870 indicate that during the 

sixty years to 1930 total production, in all fields of activity combined, 

increased about twice as fast as population. Even crop production 

increased faster than total population, but much more slowly than 

manufacturing, construction, mining or transportation. 

AVERAGE ANNUAL RATE OF GROWTH: 1870-1930 7 

Per cent 

1.9 

2.2—2.5 
4.2 

4-3 
47 
57 

Total production 3.7-3.8 

These averages do not, of course, imply that any type of production 

grew steadily from year to year throughout this period. Notably, crop 

production expanded more slowly after the 1890’s than in the earlier 

years when good unsettled land was abundant and population was 
growing most rapidly. 

Population 
Crops 

Construction 
Manufactures 
Railway freight 
Mining 
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During the first thirty years of the present century, the total volume 

of agricultural output (crops and livestock combined) increased less 

than total population. It lagged even more than before in relation to 

industrial production. 

PERCENTAGE OF INCREASE! 1899-1929 8 

Population 62 
Agricultural production 52 
Manufactures 208 

Minerals 269 

From 1899 to 1929 the physical volume of manufactured products 

grew about four times as fast and the production of minerals about five 

times as fast as agricultural output. At the same time, “value added by 

manufacture” was 28% above the total value of farm products in 1899 

and 183% above it in 1929.9 

Industry Raises Farmers’ Productivity 

After industry had begun to take over spinning and weaving and 

other processes which had been an integral part of farm work, it also 

began its long and still continuing influence on methods of work on 

the land. Encroachment upon the farmer’s activities and increasing 

social division of labour made it necessary for him to get more products 

from the soil. He must have more cash to buy the products of in¬ 

dustry. He and his family must be able to cultivate a larger acreage if 

it was to support the same number of persons. 

This was acutely realised after the War of 1812 when the indus¬ 

trial system took firm root in the United States. The war stimulated 

manufactures, through the cutting off of foreign trade and the plac¬ 

ing of large government orders which were especially adapted to fac¬ 

tory production. A writer in 1819 stated: 

“The immense capital which had been employed in commerce, pre¬ 

viously to the restrictions, was transferred to manufactures, and work¬ 

shops, mills and machinery for the fabrication of commodities were 

erected, as if by enchantment.” 10 

So it was not by chance that many of the horse-drawn implements 

which brought the first revolution in American farming technique—as 
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they gradually displaced the cradle, the hand rake, and the threshing- 

floor—were invented within the single decade of the 1830’s. Experi¬ 

mental at first, they were rapidly improved and passed into factory 

production. The market for them boomed in the North during the 

Civil War and continued to expand. Western grain areas were de¬ 

veloped on the basis of horse-drawn reapers and binders and mechani¬ 

cal threshers. By 1900 the use of some farming equipment powered 

by horses or mules was fairly general.11 A whole battery of labour-sav- 

ing farm tools awaited the advent of the gasoline tractor.* 

These implements drawn by horse or mule and displacing traditional 

hand work in the fields, were the first stage of a technical revolution 

on American farms. How greatly their general use raised the produc¬ 

tivity of farm labour is suggested by an estimate published by the 

American Economic Association in 1904. According to this estimate, 

the crops of 1899 would have required 79% more labour days than 

were actually worked on the farms in that year, if they had* been raised 

and gathered by methods prevailing before the Civil War.12 Or com¬ 

paring the averages for 1878 to 1882 and for 1898 to 1902, the total 

man-labour hours spent on the farms in producing a given volume had 

declined by 33% in wheat, by 18% in corn, and by 6% in cotton.13 

In the 19th century also a second stage in the technical revolution in 

agriculture was already being prepared. For science, that was actively 

serving industry and developing new methods and new products, was 

at the same time building up a technique and a body of knowledge 

rom which grew the various branches of modern scientific agriculture 

or agronomy. Chemists were making basic discoveries toward the 

conserving and enriching of the soil. Biology was exploring ways to 

control the diseases of livestock and the pests which destroy crops. 

Scientific breeding for better meat, thicker coats of wool, larger yields 
of milk, was under way. 

Only in the 20th century was mobile mechanical power applied to 

work on the land in a really adaptable and successful form. The intro¬ 

duction of the modern tractor marked the third, and most important, 

stage m the technical revolution of agriculture. But as yet only a small 

minority of all farms possess a tractor, one in seven in 1930 and over 

were* never Widely adop^ ^ ^ ^ ^ these 
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one in six in 1937.14 The great majority of farms have not gained the 
benefit of the latest improvements, saving labour and cutting cost. 

Technical education of farmers, improvements in seed and in live¬ 

stock breeds, and the mechanisation of the larger farms, which produce 

more than half of the total agricultural output, combined to in¬ 

crease the productivity of labour on the land. Average output per year 

of farm work is estimated to have risen by about one-third during the 

twenty-year period preceding the economic crisis of 1929-33.15 As in 

industry, so also in agriculture, the post-war years saw a marked in¬ 

crease in total production with some decline in the total labour force 

on farms. 

This continues a long-time trend which has been reducing the num¬ 

ber of persons required to operate a farm of a given size, or to provide 

food for a given population. “In 1787, the year the Constitution was 

framed, the surplus food produced by 19 farmers went to feed one city 

person. In recent average years 19 people on farms have produced 

enough food for 56 nonfarm people, plus 10 living abroad.” 16 

Improved farm technique has increased the population drive from 

farming to other occupations. How has it affected those who remained 

on the land? 

If farmers were producing for their own use, every labour-saving 

advance would be of direct benefit to them. They could raise more 

food with less back-breaking toil. They could get a larger output from 

a given acreage. But production for home use is a very small part of 

the total. Farmers have always raised a surplus to sell. As expanding 

industry and the increasing non-farm population offered a rapidly 

widening market for farm products, farmers naturally increased their 

output raised primarily for sale. And just as soon as cost and price and 

markets take a primary place in the farmers’ reckoning, advance in 

technique involves a crisis for the backward farms. 

We return to this subject in later chapters, since we have in this 

process a basic factor in the capitalist development within agriculture. 

Monopoly Pressure on Farmers’ Income 

Advancing farm technique could be the source of great benefit to the 

non-farm population. It has raised to unpredictable limits the possible 
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production of food. It has reduced the value of farm products needed 

by the city masses.17 But the city masses have not had direct dealings 

with the farmers. Between these two groups of producers who need 

each others products and who should mutually gain from every ad¬ 

vance in productivity, the capitalist world sets up barriers which 

divert to the industrialist and the banker much of the gain from ad¬ 

vancing technique. While these exploit industrial wage-workers by 

appropriating surplus value, they have also developed a complex ap¬ 

paratus for appropriating much of the value produced in agriculture. 

For the inner drive of the capitalist system is toward profits and ac¬ 

cumulation by every available means. Privilege and monopoly are 

bred in the bone of capitalism and find their highest development with 

large-scale industry. Agriculture, with its more than six million farm¬ 

ers, has not yet outgrown the stage of free competition in production. 

For most farm products, the scattered individual farmers have not 

created marketing outlets of their own, strong enough to bargain on 

equal terms with the small groups of wealthy traders and processors. 

Monopoly exploitation of the farmers is an old problem which has 

gone through many phases with the increasing complexity of capitalist 

economy. It antedates the farm machinery “trust” and the milling, 

packing and dairy corporations of the present day. 

Railroads were the first great industrial monopolies with which the 

farmers came into obvious and immediate conflict. Transportation costs 

have always cut into the prices that the farmers themselves receive 

for their products, and high railroad rates were an acute farm issue in 

the days of the railroad pirates after the Civil War. Western farmers 

were roused to organised action leading to federal regulation of inter¬ 

state transportation. During the World War, when the railroads were 

operated by the government, freight rates were increased far less than 

other prices. But extremely serious for both farmers and city con¬ 

sumers were the sharp increases put over by the railroad companies 

when the lines were returned to private operation. This occurred at the 

very time when farm prices tumbled in the post-war crisis. Freight 

rates have remained at levels out of relation to other post-war price 

trends. Comparing farm prices and freight rates in 1937 and in 19x3, 

the U. S. Bureau of Agricultural Economics gives us the following:18 
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Beef cattle 
Sheep 
Hogs 
Wheat 
Cotton 

(/9/j equals 100) 
Farm prices Freight rates 

118 
98 

127 
121 
67 

156 
141 

M5 

138 

101 

Farmers won regulation of railroads, but the regulated rates of re¬ 

cent years have exacted tribute from the farmers on grossly inflated 

railroad capital. 
Western wheat farmers are also subject to special exploitation by the 

railroads and their allies of the Chicago Board of Trade, the “wheat 

pit.” Actual shipment of grain to Chicago and storage in the monopo¬ 

listically controlled elevators are required by the rules of the wheat 

pit. The number of concerns operating elevators accredited by the 

wheat pit for futures trading had fallen from 11 in 1920 to six in 

1935, and three of these rule 85% of the total storage space. Railroads 

own the grain elevators, not only those in Chicago but a high percent¬ 

age of the space in other terminal centres. In Chicago, the railroads 

lease their elevators to the big grain traders “at nominal rates,” but 

they lose nothing since they add the cost to the freight rates that 

farmers must pay on all grain. In addition, they handle the large 

volume of business that results from the needless shipping of grain 

on “joy-rides” to and from Chicago as well as from the charges for 

storing it in railroad-owned elevators along the rights of way.19 

In selling his product and buying tools, supplies, clothing, building 

materials, and foods not raised in his neighbourhood, the farmer used 

to be subject to pressure from local monopolies. This is illustrated by 

a pioneer community in Kansas, described by John Ise: 

“In the first few years of that community, there was only one store within 
a radius of sixty miles, and this store afforded the only market for the 
settlers’ products, and the only source of practically all goods purchased.... 
When the railroad came, a town sprang up, but much of the business was 
monopolised as before.... The grain elevator which came with the build¬ 
ing of the railroad monopolised the grain market for years, and one cattle 

buyer bought most of the cattle that were shipped out of town.” 20 
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Farmers in that community could reach a “somewhat competitive” 

market only by hauling grain twenty miles or more to another rail¬ 

road. One bank had a near monopoly and charged a high rate of in¬ 

terest on farmers’ loans. It proved “highly profitable.” A local magnate 
also had a lumber yard: 

“... farmers bought lumber for their new houses and barns at such 
monopoly prices that the lumberman was within a few years the wealthiest 
man in the community. When a threat of competition appeared, he built 
a second yard across the street to preserve his control of the market.” 20 

In most farm communities in the North and West, such local mag¬ 

nates have lost ground before the advance of larger monopolies. Mail 

order houses have underbidden the local stores, but the building sup¬ 

ply companies, the fertiliser companies and the farm machinery “trust” 

have done their full share in holding up the prices of farm equipment 

and supplies, while the large-scale traders and processors have held 
down the prices paid to the farmers. 

In the South, sharecroppers and poor share tenants are still tied to 

the plantation commissary or some other local merchant. These farm¬ 

ers are too poor to get ahead and every year they must have advances 

from the store on which to live while they are working on the cot¬ 

ton or tobacco crop. They still suffer under special exploitation from 

the local store which charges monopoly prices for goods and usurious 
interest rates for credit. 

Price trends have been increasingly against the farmers since the 

World War, according to indexes compiled by the Department of 

Agriculture. Estimating prices received and prices paid by farmers it 
arrived at the following:21 

Prices received Prices paid 
19x0-14 100 100 
1915-20 170 160 
1921-25 140 152 
1926-30 T4r 152 
1931-35 84 118 
1936-38 no I25 

No single year since 1920 has shown a price ratio in favour of the 

farmers products. And post-war trends are merely a sharpening of 
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differences which had been bearing down upon the farmers long be¬ 

fore this “parity” period.* 

All industries were profoundly affected by the economic crisis of 

1929-33. Those controlled by a few large corporations which could halt 

production were in the strongest position to prevent sharp price de¬ 

clines. Farm implements as a group dropped only 14% between 1928 

and 1932, and by 1934 their prices were moving upward again. Among 

twenty implements (not including tractors) listed by the Federal 

Trade Commission 22 only six were still in 1935 below their 1929 figure. 

Three years later (1938) every implement in the list had again been 

pushed upward and fourteen of the twenty items were costing the 

farmer from 10% to 26% more than he had paid before the crisis 

years. 

No group of commodities purchased by farmers, except feed and 

seed, fell as sharply in price as every group of farm products. The rela¬ 

tively large decline in prices paid for feed and seed was less than the 

decline in prices received by farmers for cotton, grains, and meat ani¬ 

mals. Even with these products circulating within agriculture there 

were middlemen operating against the farmers themselves. 

DECLINE IN PRICES PAID: I928-I932 23 

Per cent 

Average, all commodities bought 31 

For family maintenance 32 

For use in production 28 

Machinery 8 

Building Materials 20 

Equipment and supplies 22 

Fertiliser 24 

Seed 43 

Feed 53 

* Protective tariffs have always operated directly against the farmer by holding up 

the prices of manufactured goods. They have served only a fraction of the American 

people, and chiefly the capitalist owners of protected industries. 
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DECLINE IN PRICES RECEIVED: I928-I93223 

Per cent 

Average, all farm products 56 
Truck crops 36 
Chickens and eggs 46 
Dairy products 47 
Fruits 53 
Meat animals 58 
Grains 66 
Cotton and cotton seed 69 
Miscellaneous products 50 

After four years of “recovery” and a government drive toward pre¬ 

war parity, farm prices were still relatively lower than prices paid by 

farmers for industrial products. And with the downward turn begin¬ 

ning in mid-1937, farm prices again dropped further than others. 

PRICE INDEX, AVERAGE, 

Prices paid by farmers 

JANUARY TO JUNE 24 

1937 1939 
133 120 

Per cent 

of decline 

9.8 

Production goods I4O 122 12.9 

Family living 128 IT9 7.0 

Prices received for farm products 128 91 28.9 

But while the crisis was a primary factor in the extremely sharp 

drop in farm prices after 1929, we have abundant evidence that mo¬ 

nopoly pressure from processors has also played an important long¬ 

time role in holding down prices paid to farmers for many basic 

products. Most obvious to-day are the giant millers and bakers, can- 

ners and meat packers, dairy trusts and tobacco manufacturers, which 

under cover of performing a genuine economic function push down 

prices paid to the farmers and push up the prices they extract from con¬ 

sumers. In later chapters prices and markets will be discussed in some 

detail. For the moment we merely note the contrasts between the 

high degree of concentration among processors and the extremely scat¬ 

tered production on farms. 

The following data on processors in 1934 are based on the Agricul- 
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tural Income Inquiry of the Federal Trade Commission. Output per¬ 

centages refer to the total commercial output of the given product. 

NUMBERS OF PROCESSORS AND FARMS, BY COMMODITY 

-Processors 25 — Farms 

Per cent 

Number of output 

Wheat 13 milling companies 65 1 >363>471 
10 baking companies 0 30 

Cattle and 
calves 3 meat packers 6 41 550,042 * 

Hogs 3 meat packers 6 25 
Milk 6 dairy & packing companies 32 893,4314 

Tobacco 5 American companies 57 422,166 

“As of 1933. Largest three bread bakers—General, Continental, and A & P—pro¬ 

duced 19% of all wheat flour bread. 
6 For cattle and calves: Swift, Armour, Cudahy; for hogs: Swift, Armour, Wilson. 
‘No data for 1934. The 1930 census reported 71,000 stock ranches and 479,042 

animal-specialty farms, the vast majority of which were raising meat cattle, hogs, or 
sheep. In addition an unreported number of other farms also sold livestock for meat. 

dNo data for 1934. In reporting on 1929 sales of dairy products, the 1930 census 

gives a total of 2,882,858 farms selling dairy products, with four overlapping divisions. 
Besides the 893,431 farms selling whole milk, it reported 1,556,487 selling cream as 

butter fat, 68,030 selling cream not as butterfat, and 643,994 selling butter. 

Canning and freezing take an increasing share of the vegetables and 

fruits. Nine companies dominate the canning of fruits and vegetables, 

while the 1930 census reported 627,452 farms raising vegetables for 

sale (including 84,561 specialised truck farms) and 141,418 specialised 

fruit farms. For those vegetables of which more than half the total 

crop was processed, the following numbers of farms were reported: 

Tomatoes 234,328 Beets * 7>^°7 

Green peas 95,351 Asparagus 27,252 

Many of these farmers suffer not only from the monopoly processors 

but from the competitive policies of large-scale capitalist farmers 

whose interests are interlocked with the canners. This is conspicuously 

true in California. 

•These do not include sugar beets of which the entire crop is raised under contract 

with refining companies. 
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Some of the methods by which these small groups of large com¬ 

panies work together to their own advantage and the farmer’s loss are 

shown by the Federal Trade Commission, in its Agricultural Income 

Inquiry. Monopoly control over the processing of tobacco is more ex¬ 

treme than that over any other agricultural product. Buying opera¬ 

tions are carefully controlled so that no one company will send up the 

price in a given region. The buyers for the Big Three (American 

Tobacco, Liggett & Myers, and R. J. Reynolds) together with those of 

the next two smaller companies take 57% of the total United States 

crop. Much of the remainder is taken by two British companies. In 

this way, no company worries about meeting its requirements, and so 

little competition occurs that a whole warehouse full of tobacco is 
auctioned off in a few minutes. 

The FTC states that the price paid to the farmer for his tobacco has 

no relation “to the manufacturers’ ability to pay.” In 1931, for example, 

the farmers got 130 million dollars for their total tobacco crop, or 

55% less than they got in 1929. The net profits of the Big Three, how¬ 

ever, amounted to 119 million dollars, or 25% more than in 1929.26 

Evidently, the dissolution” of the tobacco trust in 1911 affected the 
technique but not the fact of monopoly. 

The big dairy companies and the meat packers are also scored by 

the FTC report for their methods of holding monopoly control and 

exploiting both farmers and consumers. We return to this in our spe¬ 
cial sections on livestock and dairy farming. 

Food processors, as a group, have held up their profits since the 

crash of 1929 better than almost any other section of American indus¬ 

try. “These industries whose operations are carried on in that magnifi¬ 

cent margin between the approximately six billion dollars United 

States farmers receive for their foodstuffs and the twelve billion dollars 

United States consumers pay for them were none of them seriously 

pinched by the depression. And now, even on the vastly inflated valua¬ 

tion of these industries, we see net profits ranging in some instances 

to more than 25 per cent.” This was the considered statement in April 

1937, of a former Assistant Consumers’ Counsel of the Agricultural 
Adjustment Administration.27 
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Poverty of Agriculture as a Whole 

While processors and farm implement manufacturers have flour¬ 

ished, agriculture has become the poorest section of American econ¬ 

omy. It produces in dollar totals less than half its proportionate share 

of the total national income. Farm workers, including farmers, family 

workers and wage-earners, were in 1929 just over 21% of the gainfully 

occupied persons in the country, but their products represented about 

10% of the total output—as measured by current prices. Even this 

small share of income produced overstates the income actually avail¬ 

able for continuing the process of farm production and maintaining 

the farm population. For it is further reduced by the toll of interest 

and rent which in 1929 passed on to non-farm mortgagees, banks and 

landlords about one-seventh of the income produced by agriculture. 

The counterflow of income received by farmers from non-farm capital 

was negligible.28 

After paying its toll of rent and interest to non-farm capitalists, the 

farm population—representing one-fourth of the total in the United 

States—had an income from agriculture which represented less than 

9% of the total national income. (See Appendix B.) 

It is true, of course, that the farm population had some supple¬ 

mentary earnings from labour away from the farm. About two million 

farmers reported work off their farms in 1929 and also in 1934. In the 

later census year, at least three out of four of these farmers were doing 

non-agricultural labour. Also some 465*000 members of farm families 

living at home and included in the farm population brought in earn¬ 

ings from non-farm occupations.29 Such supplementary income helps 

to maintain individual farm families. And such work is another im¬ 

portant link between agriculture and industry. But these supplemen¬ 

tary earnings do not affect the basic fact that agriculture as such 

provides farmers and farm workers with less than half their propor¬ 

tionate share in the total national income. 

Even allowing for supplementary income, farm families are still 

much poorer than non-farm families. Brookings Institution estimates 

the family income distribution of American families in 1929 as fol¬ 

lows:30 
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Income class Farm families Non-farm 
Under $500 25.0 3.0 
$ 500 to $1000 29.5 9.6 
$1000 to $1500 r7-3 21.9 
$1500 to $2000 10.5 18.9 
$2000 to $3000 10.6 21.1 
$3000 to $5000 5-7 15.4 
$5000 and over r-3 10.0 

All 100.0 100.0 

Even this very conservative estimate shows that among farm fami¬ 

lies the percentage having net income less than $1,000 from all sources 

combined was in 1929 more than four times the corresponding per¬ 
centage among non-farm families. 

Figures for any one year tell only part of the story. More important 

is the broad basic trend. Agriculture’s contribution to the national 

income has dropped more sharply than the ratio of farmers and farm 

workers in the total gainfully occupied. In 1910 farmers and farm 

workers were 34.8% of the total gainfully occupied and in 1909 they 

had contributed nearly 19% to the total national income.31 Twenty 

years later, farmers and farm workers were only 21.4% of the gain¬ 

fully occupied, but their contribution to national income had dropped 

to about 10% of the total.32 This trend, which had begun before these 

years for which estimates are available, was interrupted by a spurt of 

‘g , :a"° pnces and risin£ £arm share in total income during the 
World War. After 1920, the farmers’ share moved steadily downward 

during the years of industrial “prosperity” as well as during the crisis 

years of 1929-1933. After 1933 the farmers’ share was slowly restored 

to the 1929 ratio. But farm income and total national income have 
remained far below the 1929 levels. 

ln J937> Per capita income of the farm population was estimated at 

hdon35 agamSt 3 PCr C3Pita inC°me °f $655 £°r tHe non'£arm popu- 

. *armers have jailer incomes than business men in any other lar^e 

industrial group. Farm wage workers are paid less than other wage- 

earners. Large sections of the farm population have been pushed down 
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PER CAPITA INCOME: 1929-1937 84 

Farm population Non-farm population 

1929 $240 

M
 

O
O

 

1930 188 678 

1931 122 538 
1932 79 401 

I933 105 416 

*934 138 483 

1935 163 524 
1936 185 598 

r937 196 655 

to a destitution comparable only with the plight of the unemployed 

masses of city wage-workers. 

But while agriculture as a whole has declined, it has also developed 

class differences among farmers, and sharper contrasts than formerly 

between large capitalist farmers and the wage workers whom they 

employ. 



CHAPTER I I I 

Large Farms and Small 

W-roE differences in scale of operation appear among American farms. 

In 1929, the half which were smallest produced less than one-sixth of 

the total output. The 4% which were largest produced more than one- 
fourth of the total.1 

DISTRIBUTION OF FARMS AND FARM PRODUCTS BY GROSS INCOME: I929-I930 

Gross income groups Farms “ Farm products “ 
Total 6,288,648 $11,234,200,000 

100.0 100.0 

Small farms 

Under $600 29 C2 6.1 
$6oo-$999 20.6 Q.S 

Medium-sized farms 
$1,000-$ 1,499 15.6 11.0 
$i,5°o-$2,499 16.0 17.7 
$2,5oo-$5,999 14.8 20.2 

Large farms 
$6,00049,999 2.4 9.4 
$10,000-$ 19,999 x.o 7-3 
$20,000 and over 0.4 9-7 

“Distribution of 288,766 unclassified farms is estimated. And distribution of farm 
products for all farms is estimated on basis of their gross income distribution (See 
Appendices D and E.) 

Or to point the contrasts even more clearly: More than a fourth 

(i^37j7i7 farmers) had gross incomes below $600, while a few (less 

38 
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than 25,000) had gross incomes over $20,000. The poorest 29% aver¬ 

aged perhaps $373 worth of gross output. The richest half of one per 

cent averaged around $47,000 of gross output. 

We do not here use acreage as a measure of size. A 100-acre western 

wheat farm is a small family concern on the ragged edge of poverty, 

while 100 acres of sugar beets or of cotton require a large amount of 

labor and yield a considerable income. 

Gross income also does not tell us how much the farm family has 

to live on, for necessary costs are higher in some types of farming than 

in others. But gross income is the most dependable index to the scale 

of farm operation, and gross income groupings were given in the 

census of 1930 and the census of 1900. From them we can learn the 

relative importance of large farms and small farms, and the general 

trend in size of farm during the first 30 years of the present century. 

When we say that half the farms had less than $1,000 gross income 

in 1929, and nearly 4% had gross incomes of $6,000 or over, we are not 

thereby defining the economic classes among American farmers. The 

three million small farms included some farms that were almost non¬ 

commercial, since their sales were very secondary to products used by 

the farm family. Mostly they were small commercial farms producing 

primarily for the market. Even in this low income group there were a 

few farms that employed a little wage labour. Among the 236,000 farms 

with $6,000 or more of gross income there were both working farmers 

who employed some hired help and completely capitalist farmers 

who never soiled their own hands with labour in the fields or barns. 

All these classes shade imperceptibly one into the other. The sub¬ 

sistence farmer who depends for cash income on other work takes 

the first step toward commercial farm operation when he sells any of 

his produce. He becomes a full-fledged commercial farmer, really de¬ 

pendent on the market, when his sales exceed his home-used product. 

All commercial production is tied in with capitalist agriculture, even 

when the farmer is still an individual producer employing no wage 

labour whatever. 
When the commercial farmer employs even one wage worker for a 

few days at harvest, this individual producer takes the first step to¬ 

ward operating his farm as a capitalist. Farmers employing some wage 

.labour but still working themselves on the land represent the early 
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stages of capitalist development within agriculture. They step over 

another boundary into completely capitalist operation when the farmer 

no longer works himself on the land and becomes only a supervisor 
of hired labour. 

For the moment, however, we are not concerned with these eco¬ 

nomic classes, to which we return for fuller discussion in the next 

chapter, but merely with showing the relative importance of large 
farms and small farms. 

Years since 1929 with low prices and “natural” calamities have swept 

tens of thousands of medium-income farmers down into extreme 

poverty. Of course failure to make a living on the farm is nothing 

new. But as long as plenty of free land and cheap good land were 

available, many discouraged farmers moved westward and sought 

better luck on another farm. And while non-farm industry was rapidly 

expanding, many who failed on the land shifted into other occupa¬ 

tions instead of falling into the ranks of very poor farmers. 

The economic crisis of 1929-1932, from which the country has never 

fully recovered, has practically destroyed the farmer’s possibilities of 

shifting into non-farm work. Increasing percentages of poor small 

farmers have long been a normal trend in the older capitalist coun¬ 

tries. This has now, since 1929, become the “normal” trend throughout 
the United States also. 

A clear picture of gross income groupings in agriculture before the 

economic crisis began in 1929 is essential. The long-time trend has 

been toward increasing production by large farms and a widening 

gap between the upper and lower groups. To see this clearly we must 

have in mind the regional differences within the United States. For 

each of the three broad areas—North, West and South—has its special 

historical background, and each has developed its own special pattern 

with varied types of farming. Such regional differences have helped 

to shape the problems of classes among farmers and of farm tenure 
which are discussed in succeeding chapters. 

The North 

More than half (52.7%) of total farm output in 1929 and 2,561,785 

farms (41% of all) were in the 21 states of the North, ranging from 
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Maine to New Jersey on the Atlantic coast inland to the tier of prairie 

states from North Dakota to Kansas. They include the four divisions 

classified as New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central and 

West North Central states. 

Agriculture in the North has developed from a background of 

family farms. In the older states, east of the Mississippi, these were in 

the main unspecialised units producing for sale grain, livestock, milk, 

eggs, vegetables, and fruit. West of the Mississippi, the settlers tended 

to specialise in grain and cattle except for providing other food for 

their families. 

If we measure agriculture by numbers of farms and total farm 

acreage, we find a marked decline since the 1880’s in the North Atlan¬ 

tic states; a less marked decline after 1900 in the East North Central 

states; and expansion continuing until 1930 west of the Mississippi. 

But such figures tell only part of the story. Volume of farm output 

increased, even in New England, between 1900 and 1930. 

Eastern grain acreage had dwindled as more and more western grain 

was poured into the eastern market and filled the holds of Atlantic 

freighters. Then western beef and pork, slaughtered in the Mississippi 

Valley, was brought east in refrigerator cars and captured much of 

the city trade. During the fifty years from 1880 to 1930, more than 

18,600,000 acres were withdrawn from farming in New England and 

Middle Atlantic states and the number of farms declined by 31%. 

Most of the surviving farms have been changed into specialised units 

of production, many of them engaged in supplying perishable foods 

for the steadily expanding cities. 

By 1900, one fourth (25.8%) of the farms in the North Atlantic 

states were specialised dairy farms producing nearly one-third (32.2%) 

of the total farm output in this region. Thirty years later, dairy farms 

were somewhat fewer but considerably larger. They were one-third 

(32.8%) of the smaller total of farms and produced nearly half 

(46.1%) of the total farm output. In addition to these specialised 

dairy farms, another 32% of the farms in this region in 1930 received 

some smaller part of their income from the sale of milk or a milk 

product. Second and third in importance to-day are specialised crop 

farms and poultry farms. 

Dairy farms have required an increasing investment in high-grade 
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cattle and in the equipment necessary for meeting the standards of 

city milk supply. Most of the specialised crop farms in the Atlantic 

states represent highly intensive cultivation, involving many man¬ 

hours of labour per acre. Poultry farms have also yielded a relatively 

large gross return for a small acreage. So the total product of agricul¬ 

ture in the North Atlantic states was no smaller in 1929 than 1899, in 

spite of the sharp drop in total farm acreage. 

And in general we may observe that wherever the dominant types 

of farming are markedly changed, farm acreage ceases to be a reliable 

index of progress or decline. With the development of more intensive 

farming, the farm units are often larger (in investment and output) 

with a smaller acreage than formerly. Such trends may appear even 
without any shift in the type of product. 

While a somewhat similar process has been occurring in the East 

North Central states (from Ohio to Wisconsin) the decline in farms 

and in total farm acreage began later and was much less sharp. Wis¬ 

consin, more than any other state in the union, has become primarily 

a dairy state, and dairy farms are important in parts of Michigan and 

Ohio. This great northern dairy belt now reaches also to the west, in¬ 

cluding a large section of Minnesota. In western Ohio, Indiana and 

Illinois, which are the eastern half of the corn belt, most of the farms 

show varying combinations of the corn-hog type of farming. Some 

specialise in raising corn for sale; others raise corn but get their chief 

income from hogs or cattle which they fatten with it for slaughter. 

Specialised crop farms—fruit, truck, potatoes, tobacco, sugar-beets— 

have also become important in parts of this East North Central region. 

They are more numerous and together produce a greater total value 

than the specialised crop farms in the North Atlantic states. But in 

relation to the whole agricultural picture of the North Central states 
they play a minor role. 

West of the Mississippi, from Minnesota and North Dakota to 

Missouri and Kansas, farmers are predominantly concerned with corn, 

hogs, cattle and wheat. The western half of the corn belt, where the 

corn-hog type of farming prevails, covers all of Iowa and spreads over 

into the adjacent states. In North Dakota and Kansas wheat and cattle 
are the chief products. 

Cutting north and south across the grain states from North Dakota 
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to Texas runs the boundary line between the humid climate of the 

Mississippi Valley and the semi-arid prairies. In this band of states, 

and further west, much land once perfectly adapted for grazing was 

ploughed and planted in wheat by the homesteaders and their suc¬ 

cessors. The drive for wheat in the World War and the advent of 

tractor and combine encouraged a rapid increase in grain acreage in 

this border territory and beyond. Sharp decline in wheat prices after 

the World War and again in the crisis of 1929-33, and the catastrophic 

droughts of 1934 and 1936, have intensified the special problems of this 

northwestern area. 

Throughout the North, the general scale of farm operation was ex¬ 

panded during the first thirty years of this century. This is true, even 

when full allowance is made for the higher price level at the end of 

the period. Comparative data on gross farm income, as reported by the 

farmers themselves in the Census of Agriculture, are available for two 

years (1899 and 1929) which cover a decisive period including the 

World War boom and the reaction which followed. It witnessed the 

development of practical tractors and a wide range of technical prog¬ 

ress. What does the comparison reveal? 

Average volume of output per farm had risen about 27%. 

And more significant, the large farms reported 25% of the total pro¬ 

duction in 1929 as against 19% of the total production thirty years 

earlier. Throughout the comparison of 1899-1900 and 1929-1930, large 

farms refer to those having gross income of $2,500 or over at the be¬ 

ginning of the period and farms having $6,000 or over at the end of 

the period. Later we shall discuss the subdivisions among large farms 

in 1929. 

NORTHERN FARMS 

Number of farms (1930 and 1900) 
Average gross farm income (1929 and 1899) 

Large farms’ share of total output0 

/929-/930 
2,562,000 

$2,311 * 

25% 

/S99-/900 
2,874,000 

$795 ° 

19% 

6,000 or more “Farms with $2,500 or more gross income in 1899; farms with 

gross income in 1929. See pp. 7I_72 and reference note 20, p. 298. 

6 This includes estimate for 93,190 unclassified farms. Average reported for 2,468,595 

classified farms was $2,352. 
“Prices of farm products (Bureau of Labor Statistics index) were 129% higher in 

1929 than in 1899. This $795 average in 1899 was equivalent to $1,821 at 1929 prices. 
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Capitalist farms are more developed in the North Atlantic states 

than in the North Central states. Relatively more farms are in the 

over-$6,ooo gross income group, and the regional differences in type 

of farming make the $6,000 minimum more nearly an index of com¬ 

pletely capitalist operation in the East than in the Middle West. We 
return to this again. 

FARMS IN THE NORTH, BY GROSS FARM income: 1929 
a 

Gross farm New Middle East North West North 
income groups England Atlantic Central Central 
All 121,387 343»648 927,606 B075.954 

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Under $600 26.2 21.0 18.8 13.4 
$6oo-$999 15.0 r4-7 15.6 12.5 
$i,ooo-$2,499 29.1 33-5 39-9 38-3 
$2,50045,999 21.0 24.7 22.4 29.4 
$6,ooo-$9,999 5-2 4-3 2.4 4.4 
$io,ooo-$i9,999 2.5 i-3 0.6 i-5 
$20,000 and over 0.9 0.4 0.2 0.5 

“ Not including 93,190 unclassified farms. 

At the same time, every section of the North had a large quota of 

small farmers in 1929- Certain regions like the cut-over timber land 

near the Great Lakes are notably depressed areas, with settlements of 

very poor farms, wrongly classified by the census as “self-sufficing” 

because they sell less than half their product. But poor “self-sufficing” 

farms are scattered through every state, along with other low-income 

farms, more developed in commercial farming of every prevailing type. 

Poorer farms with less than $1,000 worth of gross output were nearly 

one-third of the total in the North. Farms selling less than half their 

product made up only one-sixth of this poor group, but at least four 

out of five of the poor farmers in the North did other work at some 
time during the year* 

Contrasts between large farms and small farms were most developed 

in New England. Here one farm in twelve had gross income above 

* Part-time farming is discussed later in Chapter IV. 
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$6,000 as against one in twenty of the farms in the rest of the North; 

and five farms in twelve had gross income below $1,000 as against four 

farms in twelve elsewhere in the North. Only in New England were 

nearly half (47%) of these who had gross farm incomes under $750 

working off their farms for at least 150 days during 1929. This further 

illustrates the relatively high degree of capitalist development in New 

England agriculture. 

Family farming in the North has been based on farm ownership. 

But to-day almost half (48.3%) of the farm acreage in the North is 

owned by absentee landlords. (This includes the acreage operated by 

managers.) 

When the Census Bureau made its first report on farm tenure in 

1880, only one farm out of five in the northern states was operated by 

a tenant. In New England, only one farm in twelve was a tenant farm. 

During the next twenty years, which included a farm crisis throughout 

the North, the ratio of tenancy increased. Then from 1900 to 1930 sec¬ 

tions within the North showed diverse trends. Tenants declined more 

than owners in the North Atlantic states until the percentage of 

tenants was lower than it had been in 1880. In the East North Central 

states, percentage of tenants remained almost unchanged. West of the 

Mississippi it rose sharply during the boom years of the World War 

and again during the reaction and crisis of the i92o’s. The years of 

extreme crisis after 1929 increased the tenant ratio slightly in every 

section of the North. 

PERCENTAGE OF NORTHERN FARMS OPERATED BY TENANTS 

1935 1930 /920 /900 1880 

New England 7-7 6.3 7-4 9.4 8.5 

Middle Atlantic 16.2 14.7 20.7 25-3 19.2 

East North Central 29.4 27-3 28.1 26.3 20.5 

West North Central 42.6 39-9 34-2 29.6 20.5 

Throughout the North more and more farm owners were reporting 

mortgage indebtedness. Farm buyers found it increasingly difficult 

to achieve full equity. Owners having clear title mortgaged their farms 

to improve their equipment. And other owners expanded operations 

by hiring additional land. 
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FULL OWNERS, FREE OF MORTGAGE DEBT, PERCENTAGE OF ALL FARMS: I935 2 

New England 46.1 

Middle Atlantic 46.2 

East North Central 32.0 

West North Central 19.8 

In the North Atlantic states, at least four farmers out of ten were still 

unmortgaged owners of all the land they operated in 1935 but in the 
West North Central states only two farmers out of ten. 

This decline in land ownership varies not only with certain regional 

factors but also with different types of farming. Within each division 

of the North, grain farms have an exceptionally high percentage of 

tenants; fruit farms, poultry farms and “self-sufficing” farms an excep¬ 

tionally low percentage. Between these extremes are the tenancy rates 

among dairy farms and cattle or hog farms. At the same time, within 

each type of farming, tenancy is higher in the North Central states 
than in the North Atlantic states. 

Although the percentage of tenants has increased markedly in the 
Middle West, and beyond the Mississippi now approaches the rate in 

the South, the problems are by no means identical in these two great 
sections of American agriculture. 

With the increasing investment required for commercial farming, 
the unmortgaged owner-farmer operating no additional (rented) land 
has become the smallest farmer in the North. Of course there is no 
clear-cut division, for all tenure groups in the North—owners, part 

owners, managers and tenants—overlap to some extent in their scale 

of operation. But taking the average value of land and buildings re¬ 
ported for the several groups, the farmer who owns all his land and 
carries no mortgage now stands at the foot of the scale. 

Largest of all are the farms operated by a salaried manager. These 
are less than one per cent of all farms in the North, but they have 2% 

of the total acreage and 3% of the farm value (land and buildings)! 

They are most important in the North Atlantic states where they have 
4% of the total acreage and 8% of the farm value. 
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LARGE NORTHERN FARMS: I93O 

$10,000 or more Manager farms 

gross income employing wage labor 

New England 4,212 2,336 
Middle Atlantic 5,810 4>45° 
East North Central 7>7°9 5>427 
West North Central 22,312 4>4°4 

Among the farms of non-salaried farmers the largest are those oper¬ 

ated by a farm owner who rents additional land. These are classified 

by the census as “part owners” and include both mortgaged owners 

and free owners having full equity in the land they own. Such farms 

are far more numerous than the manager farms and are especially im¬ 

portant in the Middle West where they have more than one-fourth 

the total acreage. 

Tenant farms in the North are larger and more valuable on the 

average than the farms of “full owners” (that is, owners renting no 

supplementary land). In the New England states there is little differ¬ 

ence in acreage or in value between tenant farms and farms of “full 

owners,” but from the Hudson River to Kansas and the Dakotas the 

average tenant farm is clearly larger and more valuable than the aver¬ 

age farm of those who operate only such land as they own. We return 

in later chapters to fuller discussion of farm tenure under capitalism. 

The West 

In the Far West, which includes 40% of the land area in the United 

States, farms are relatively few and acreage relatively large. Its eastern 

boundary includes the band of states from Montana to Arizona, and 

the region as a whole is most varied with mountains and desert, dry 

prairies and rich valleys. Most of the public irrigation projects are 

in this region. It includes the 11 states classified as Mountain and 

Pacific. At the 1930 census, these states had 503,047 farms (8% of all) 

and produced 15% of the gross farm output. 

Cattle grazing on public land had become an important business in 

the Mountain states long before the plough and the barbed-wire fence 

of-the homesteader invaded the prairies. While cattle pounded over 
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the range in increasing numbers, warning voices were raised that the 

public land was overloaded and the grasses and edible shrubs were 

being destroyed. But not until 1905 was any genuine regulation 

attempted, too tardy and too limited to prevent the continued strip¬ 

ping of much good grazing land with the attendant horrors of Dust 

Bowl and expanding desert. In the Great Plains country as a whole, 

grazing land was carrying in 1935 nearly twice the load of cattle that 

could have grazed without destructive results.3 

Cattle kings, with hired cowboys, had early climbed to a dominating 

position. Grazing land was open to all, but water holes were relatively 

few, and the cattle owner who controlled water had a monopoly ad¬ 

vantage over his competitors. Cowboys’ sharpshooting was often more 

important for mastery at the water hole than for protecting their herds 
from attack. 

Public grazing land is still an important factor for cattle men in the 

dry prairie states from the western part of the Dakotas to the Rocky 

Mountains and Texas, and also in the high plateaus between the 

Rockies and the coast. But ranches with great tracts of privately owned 

land now play the leading role in western livestock farming.4 

Large ranches have grown larger, and at the same time thousands 

of small and struggling ranches continue to operate. Contrasts between 

large and small were much sharper in 1930 among the 55,000 ranches 

in the cattle country proper than in the corn belt and the wheat regions 
of the West North Central states. 

stock ranches: 1929-1930 

Mountain states 
Total 

rer cent 

Under 

$1,500 

in gross income group 

$1,500- $10,000 

$9,999 or over 
30,106 34-4 50.0 r5-5 

Pacific states 8>457 26.3 51.3 22.3 
Texas and Oklahoma 
West North Central 

16,599 28.5 54-5 17.0 

states 11,932 20.8 66.1 13.0 
All other states 3>9°6 33-9 58.4 7.6 

United States 71,000 29.8 54-4 15.8 
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In recent years, another type of livestock farming has been extended 

in the West. Most of the beef cattle and lambs raised on ranches are 

sold to farmers in the corn belt who fatten them, along with their 

hogs, and send them to Chicago and other packing centers of the 

Middle West. With the increase in crop farming in the Far West, 

corn-growing has spread into parts of the grazing states, and more and 

more of the cattle are being fattened and slaughtered outside of the 

corn belt proper. In the Far West such “animal-specialty” farms are 

still quite secondary to stock ranches and fewer of them have climbed 

into the top income groups. But even within this type of livestock 

farming the Far West shows sharper contrasts than are shown by 

other regions. 

ANIMAL-SPECIALTY FARMS: 1929-I93O 

Per cent in gross income group 

Under $1,500- or over 

Total $1,500 $9,999 $10,000 

Mountain states 14,984 27.4 61.5 11.2 

Pacific states 5,'36 36.4 56.5 7.0 

Texas and Oklahoma 12,486 42.2 54-3 3-5 

West North Central 
states 285,984 19.5 757 4.9 

East North Central , 

states 109,552 24.8 71.4 37 

All other 50,900 48.5 49.0 2.6 

United States 479,042 24.8 70.6 4-5 

Medium-sized livestock farms of either type are relatively fewer in 

the Southwest and Far West than they are in the North Central 

states. 
Crop farming has, of course, long since taken possession of great 

areas in the cattle country. Even stock ranches commonly raise some 

crops for winter feed, if not for sale, and some of the farms specialising 

in crops also sell livestock. Stock ranches on private land still occupy 

more than half the total “farm” acreage in the Mountain states as 

a whole and in Texas (of the West South Central states), but only 

in Wyoming and Nevada do they produce as much as half the gross 

iarm income. In the cattle country of the Far West, crop farms, on 
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which livestock is a secondary product or is not offered for sale at all, 

now produce a greater total value than the stock ranches and the 
animal-specialty farms combined. 

DISTRIBUTION BY TYPE OF FARM 

Total product 

Stock ranches 
Animal-specialty farms 
Crop farms 
Dairy and poultry farms 
General farms 

Self-sufficing and abnormal farms 

OF TOTAL FARM PRODUCT: 1929 

Mountain states Pacific states 
$719 million $958 million 

100.0 100.0 

27.4 8.7 
10.5 2.1 
42.4 57.6 

7-7 24.2 
8.4 3-9 
3-8 3-4 

For crop farming on the western prairies and in the Pacific North¬ 

west, the settler’s family farm was originally the chief unit of opera¬ 

tion. Under the Homestead Act (1862) each settler with his family 

could occupy and acquire for a nominal sum clear title to a “quarter 

section” (160 acres) of which the settler must plough and cultivate a 

stated minimum in order to maintain his title. The “quarter section” 

was also the usual acreage for a farm purchased from the western 

railroads. This acreage, well adapted to family farming in the humid 

Middle West, was much too small to provide a good living on the dry 

prairies, but the acreage allotted under the Homestead Act was not 

changed until 1909. That year it was doubled, and again doubled in 

1916. By that time the evils of continuous cultivation of the dry prairie 

soil were recognised, and the homesteader was allowed 640 acres with 

the proviso that they be devoted solely to grazing and stock-raising! 

As the Great Plains Committee reported to President Roosevelt in 

*937: 

Thus the homesteader often had to plough when ploughing was harm¬ 
ful to the land, and he was sometimes forbidden to plough when plough¬ 
ing might have been profitable and beneficial.” 6 

Climate on the western prairies proved also to be more difficult than 
the settlers expected. 
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“...the major wet period which followed the close of the Civil War 
happened to coincide with a period in our history when there was an 
eager westward movement of population_With an optimism which ... 
frequently led to disastrous results, farmers and ranchers mistook a rainfall 
which happened for a period to continue above the critical 20-inch margin, 
for the permanent climate.” 6 

With small acreage and a succession of dry years, thousands of 

prairie settlers lost their land. Some remained as tenants, but mostly 

those who failed left the land while luckier settlers enlarged their 

holdings at bargain prices. Still many small farms remained in opera¬ 

tion. In 1930, for example, 19% of the cash-grain farms in the Moun¬ 

tain states operated with a quarter section of land or less and 25% 

had less than $1,000 gross income.* 

Wheat heads the list of crops in Montana and Idaho and is second 

to hay in total value in Wyoming and Utah. In the humid valleys and 

irrigated areas, intensive farming has also made great progress, espe¬ 

cially cotton in New Mexico and Arizona; sugar beets in Colorado, 

Idaho and Utah; potatoes in Idaho and Colorado; and truck and fruits 

in the southern irrigated sections of the desert. 

Other specialised farms are more numerous than wheat farms in the 

Mountain states as a whole. Their average gross income in 1929 was 

larger and they showed more advanced capitalist development. They 

included a higher percentage of “manager” farms. Relatively more of 

these other crop farms were in the upper gross income groups, with 

13.6% above $6,000 as against 8.0% of the grain farms. Not only that, 

but a $6,000 gross income represented a closer approach to a completely 

capitalist unit of operation in intensive crop farming than on the 

specialised wheat farm. (See table on following page.) 

During the years of especially severe drought (1934 and 1936) it 

was the dry-farming grain farms that suffered most. 

While these contrasts between large farms and small farms were 

developing, the ratio of tenancy was steadily increasing. In the Moun¬ 

tain states where crop farming was developed chiefly on free home¬ 

stead farms by settlers after the Civil War, the ratio of tenants among 

all farmers other than stock ranchers had risen to 26.5% by 1930. 

•Our figures refer to the census classifications with less than 175 acres. The “quarter 

section” (160 acres) does not appear in the census tabulations. 



52 WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 

CROP FARMS IN MOUNTAIN STATES: 1929-I93O 

Other specialised 

Grain farms0 crop farms 6 
Total number 42,664 56,181 
Average gross income $2,662 $3,400 
Distribution by gross 

income groups: 
Under $600 O-i 13.2 
$6oo-$999 JI*7 10.9 
$1,000-$ 1,499 14.6 12.4 
$1,50042,499 22.4 18.7 
$2,50045,999 3o-3 31 *2 
$6,ooo-$9,999 5-9 8.8 
$10,000 and over 2.1 4.8 

100.0 100.0 
0 Chiefly wheat. 

6 Cotton, truck, fruit, and crop specialty. These latter include hay farms and farms 
raising sugar beets, potatoes, beans, or other intensive crops. 

In California, the small pioneer never had anything like a fair 

chance to get an independent foothold on the land. Ever since this 

territory was taken over from Mexico, it has been a paradise for the 

big land-grabber and crooked speculator in land titles. And when the 

bonanza wheat farms of the 6o’s and 70’s had begun to decline—after 

years of mining the soil—the development of irrigation, with a rela¬ 

tively limited total area adapted to intensive cultivation, riveted the 

grip of the big owners more tightly than ever on the land. 

After the gold rush of the 50’s was ended, thousands who had been 

panning gold were stranded. They found it extremely hard to make 

headway as farmers, in face of monopoly prices for land, and their 

poverty gave the big landowners a ready-made labour supply for large- 

scale farming. Although these earliest migratory workers have been 

followed by a long succession of other groups, including Chinese, 

Japanese, Filipino, Mexican, and now landless farmers from the Dust 

Bowl, California agriculture has continued to follow its own distinc¬ 

tive pattern. (On California, see Carey McWilliams, Factories in the 
Field.) 
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More “farms” here than elsewhere are highly developed capitalist 

concerns, closely interlocked with bankers and with processing corpo¬ 

rations. Very large farms are also numerous in Oregon and Washing¬ 

ton, but nowhere in the country do large capitalist operations play 

such a dominant role, both in number and in their control of the agri¬ 

cultural situation, as they play in California. 

FARMS IN THE WEST, BY GROSS FARM INCOME: 1929 

Gross farm income groups 

Mountain 

states California 

Other Pacific 

states 

All 229>534 128,725 ii9,i83 
100.0 100.0 100.0 

Under $600 21.7 20.4 25.2 

$6oo-$999 13.0 10.7 14.6 

$i,ooo-$2,499 31.0 26.0 28.9 

$2,500-15,999 23.7 24.5 21.1 

$6,ooo-$9,999 5-9 8.5 5-7 

$10,000-$ 19,999 3-2 6.2 3.2 

$20,000 and over 1.6 3-7 1.2 

0 Not including 25,605 unclassified farms. 

Crop farming in the Pacific states is extremely varied. The Pacific 

Northwest is still an important wheat region with farms that led the 

country in the use of powerful reapers and binders and many-horse 

teams. Here was first used the combined reaper and thresher. Cali¬ 

fornia also has still some large wheat farms. In the Pacific states as a 

whole, one in seven (14.7%) of the grain farms reported a gross in¬ 

come of $10,000 or more in 1929. 
In California, of course, the fruit and truck farms entirely over¬ 

shadow the grain farms, and even in Washington and Oregon they 

have a greater total output. All kinds of intensive crop farming, in¬ 

cluding cotton in southern California, have become the special field 

of very large capitalist operation. Taking fruit and truck farms by 

themselves, we find that in the Pacific states about one farm in six 

had at least $6,000 gross income; in the North Atlantic states one farm 

in nine; in the Mountain states one farm in ten; in Florida, Delaware 

and Maryland one farm in thirteen; in the rest of the South and in 

the North Central states only one farm in eighteen. 
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FRUIT AND TRUCK FARMS: I929-193O 

Per cent in gross income group 

Total Under $6,000 
number $1,000 or over 

Pacific states 77>IJ5 29.6 17.4 
Mountain states 9>7l9 32.6 10.3 

North Atlantic states 3M54 23.8 11.6 
North Central states 35>54° 35-4 5.6 
Delaware and Maryland “ 6,181 30.6 8.0 
Florida “ 19,524 48.6 8.1 
Other South 0 39,406 37-3 5-5 

United States “ 218,939 33-o 11.1 
“ Excluding from total and from those “under $1,000” the numbers reported 

sharecroppers. When sharecroppers are included as farmers we have the followi 
Delaware and Maryland 6,456 33.6 7.6 
Florida 20,345 5°-7 7-7 
Other South 45,350 45-5 4.8 

United States 225,978 35.0 10.8 

At the same time thousands of small truck and fruit farms operating 

without wage labour were producing a gross income under $1,000.* 

Where the large farms are most highly developed, the small commer- 

cial,grower is being crowded out. So, in the Pacific and North Atlantic 

states which have the highest percentage of large fruit and truck 

farms we find the lowest percentage of small (under $1,000 gross in¬ 

come) farms of this type; but even in these sections the low income 
groups included about one farm in four. 

Although the small specialised farm becomes less important in rela¬ 

tion to the market, the basic contrasts between rich and poor within 

agriculture grow sharper as capitalist farming develops. Taking all 

types of farming together, relatively more of the farms in the Far West 

than in the West North Central states had less than $1,000 gross in¬ 

come in 1929, and a higher percentage of farmers did other work 

more or less regularly away from their own farms. New England 

leads the country in its high percentage of part-time farmers, but the 
Pacific states run a close second.** 

* Under $1,000” fruit farms included some new large undertakings on which or¬ 
chards were not yet producing. 

** See special discussion of part-time farming, page 112. 
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These contrasts between large farms and small farms have grown 

very sharp in the Far West, and especially in California. And the 

medium-income farmer who tries to compete with his big capitalist 

neighbours has been losing his hold on the land. The ratio of tenancy 

is increasing but is still relatively low. In the Pacific states it is lower 

than in any other section of the country except New England. Here, 

as in New England, mortgaged owners outnumber tenants. 

Free unmortgaged owners, operating only their own land, are 

roughly three in ten among all farmers in the Far West. They are 

relatively fewer than in the North Atlantic states but not yet so low 

a percentage of the total as in the West North Central states. 

PERCENTAGE OF WESTERN FARMS OPERATED BY TENANTS 

*935 I9SO /920 /900 1880 

Mountain 26.6 24.4 15.4 12.2 7-4 

Pacific 21.2 X7.7 20.1 19.8 16.8 

FULL OWNERS, FREE OF MORTGAGE DEBT, PERCENTAGE OF ALL farms: 1935 2 

Mountain 32-7 Pacific 34-9 

Some large farms and some small farms are found in each tenure 

group, but certain broad averages are clear beyond question. As in the 

North, manager farms are on the whole the largest in average value 

of farm and farm implements. Second in size are the farms operated 

by owners who have extended their farms by hiring supplementary 

land. Definitely smaller are the farms of tenants who own no land and 

of owners who hire no land. Smallest of all are the farms of free 

owners carrying no mortgage.* 

The South 

The South in this section includes the 16 states (and the District of 

Columbia) classified as South Atlantic, East South Central and West 

South Central. We have not attempted to separate from it Delaware 

and Maryland, although in many ways they are much more closely 

akin to Pennsylvania and New Jersey to the North than they are to 

* In the Mountain states, mortgaged “full owners” had a slightly larger set-up than 

tenants. In the Pacific states, the tenants’ farms were definitely larger than farms either 

free or mortgaged of “full owners” hiring no supplementary land. See Appendix I. 
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Virginia and Tennessee to the South. Texas and Oklahoma form the 

western boundary of the region. At the 1930 census the southern states 

had 3,223,816 farms (51% of all) and produced 32% of the total farm 
output. 

Shadows of its chattel-slavery past hang low over southern agricul¬ 

ture. Before the Civil War, slave-owners’ plantations monopolised 

most of the best land of the southern states, from Virginia to Louisiana 

and eastern Texas. Smaller farms scattered along the borders of the 

choice plantation areas and climbing into the hilly regions gave a 

living of a sort to thousands of other white families. But their land 

was generally poorer, and in the cotton and tobacco states they played 

a minor role in the development of commercial farming. 

When the nearly four million slaves were freed, plantation owners 

still held legal possession of the lands their slaves had cultivated. The 

former slaves hoped to be given land, and many of them remained 

for a while as free squatters, cultivating patches on the plantations 

where they had been slaves. But shortly it became clear that northern 

capitalists and their government would not allow any general confisca¬ 

tion and redistribution of land. Such a measure would undermine the 

general sanctity of private property in land and city real estate and was 
effectively prevented.7 

Abolition of slavery to clear the ground for capitalist development 

was the historic function of the Civil War, but this revolutionary 

change was only half completed. Those who had cultivated the soil as 

slaves were not given land, and they were too utterly destitute to buy 

it or even to attempt a free cash tenancy. Independent family farms, 

raising commodities for the market and providing a basis for com¬ 

pletely capitalist development, were still excluded from much of the 

best plantation land. At the same time, the plantation owners them¬ 

selves made only half-hearted attempts at large-scale operation with 

wage workers. Most of them had lost heavily in financing the con¬ 

federate government. They resented the independent attitude of their 

former slaves and declared that they could not be sure of obtaining 

the labour needed for cultivating and harvesting. So they set up a new 

semi-feudal relationship, in the sharecropping system. And they but¬ 

tressed this with harsh laws against “vagrancy” and various devices 

for destroying the civil rights of Negroes newly granted by amend- 
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ments to the federal constitution. Jim Crow has been perpetuated by 

custom and law in every detail of work and living. 

Even so, thousands were able to break away and improve their 

farm status in the South.8 By 1900, the first census year for which gen¬ 

eral data are available on colour and farm tenure combined, 179,418 

Negroes were operating their own farms in the southern states. The 

number was somewhat larger in 1910 and then held fairly steady from 

1910 to 1920, when 217,589 Negro farm owners had 4% of the southern 

farm acreage. In 1920, owner-operators were 60.4% of white farmers 

in the South and 23.6% of Negro farmers. Thereafter the number of 

owner-farmers (whether white or coloured) declined, but the rate of 

decline was much sharper in the coloured group. After 1930 there was 

a slight upward spurt, the number of Negro farm owners rising from 

182,000 in 1930 to 186,000 in 1935, but their total acreage continued to 
decline. 

Farm ownership did not bring equal opportunity to Negro farmers. 

Even in the country there has been a definite unwritten segregation of 

areas where Negroes could buy land and other, better, areas from 

which they were in practice excluded as owners. Their farms have 

been smaller. Their land has been less desirable, both as to soil and 

location. And at best, Negro farm owners have been a very small per¬ 

centage of all Negro farmers and farm workers. 

Sharecropping has remained the peculiarly characteristic form of la¬ 

bour exploitation in southern agriculture. Devised to maintain the 

plantation owners’ control over the Negroes who had cultivated their 

land, it has drawn in tens of thousands of white farmers who have been 

compelled by poverty to give up their independence. The more than 

three-quarters of a million sharecroppers in 1930 included almost as 

many whites as Negroes. 

The cropper owns neither farm tools nor work animals. He must 

plant as the landlord directs. On some plantations he is called to work 

by the plantation bell that called his slave ancestors into the fields. 

And throughout the season the cropper and his family must accom¬ 

plish assigned tasks in cultivating and harvesting. They may also be 

required to work at wages determined by the landlord on land outside 

of the cropper’s farm. On some large plantations the croppers work 
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“through and through” on the whole plantation, in gangs under a 

supervisor, and each cropper’s “farm” has become merely a basis for 

reckoning payment when the crop is sold. 

In three southern states the cropper is regarded under the law as a 

worker. And everywhere in the South the cropper receives, in prac¬ 

tice, little or no protection from the property laws on the rights of 

tenants. At the same time he has no regular cash wage. Nominally half 

the proceeds of the crop on his “farm” belongs to the cropper and half 

to the landowner, and nominally they share equally the cost of seed 

and fertiliser. But the crop is sold by the landlord, and the settlement 

with the cropper is made on the basis of the landlord’s reckoning. 

This is complicated by the irregular advances received during the 

months preceding. For only once a year, when the crop is sold, is the 

cropper legally entitled to receive cash. From early spring until har¬ 

vest, he gets “furnish” to live on, through a plantation commissary or 

a store to which the landlord takes responsibility for payment. Prices 

are pushed up, since sales are on a “time” basis, and in addition high 

interest charges are deducted by the landlord. Interest rates paid by 

croppers and share tenants were equivalent on the average to 37% 

a year in 1934, on 535 cotton plantations studied in detail.9 In the 

Mississippi Delta and Arkansas River regions they were above this 

average. Another study of cotton counties in Mississippi and Texas 

showed that time prices and interest charges combined to push the 

cropper’s cost of supplies and purchased food 50% above the normal.10 

Sharecroppers commonly believe that most landlords manipulate the 

accounting to prevent their getting ahead. To illustrate this popular 

belief, C. S. Johnson and associates in The Collapse of Cotton Tenancy 

tell the following: 

“A tenant offering five bales of cotton was told, after some owl-eyed 
figuring, that this cotton exactly balanced his debt. Delighted at the prospect 
of a profit this year, the tenant reported that he had one more bale which 
he hadn’t yet brought in. ‘Shucks,’ shouted the boss, ‘why didn’t you tell me 
before? Now I’ll have to figure the account all over again to make it come 
out even.’ ”11 

Individual Negroes have been lynched for questioning the land¬ 

lord’s reckoning. And where the sharecroppers have begun to organise 
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to improve their status, they have been met with intimidation and out¬ 
bursts of mob terror. 

Share tenants in the South, on “thirds” and “fourths,” as distinct 

from sharecroppers on “halves,” include many whose status is prac¬ 

tically the same as that of the cropper. The share tenant owns a mule 

and farm tools. He provides his own seed and feed and more than 

half the fertiliser, and the landlord claims less than half the share 

tenant s crop. But thousands of share tenants are also on plantations, 

subject to the landlord’s planning of crops and detailed supervision of 

work throughout the season. Others are farming more or less inde¬ 
pendently.* 

Until 1930, share tenants, including croppers, were increasing in all 

the southern states. Their number had doubled between 1880 and 

1900, and again it almost doubled between 1900 and 1930. By 1930, 

croppers and share tenants combined made up almost half (48%) of 

all the ‘farms” in the South. They had 29% of all the farm land and 

nearly half (47%) of the crop land harvested. 

Croppers were not counted separately from other share tenants until 

the census of 1920, but during the ten years that followed their num¬ 

ber had jumped from 561,091 to 776,278, or from 17.5% to 24.1% of 

all southern “farmers.” And the land in cropper “farms” rose from 

22,500,000 to 31,600,000 acres. Of the southern crop land harvested in 

1929, 18% was operated by croppers (not including other share tenants). 

The percentage of Negroes was higher among croppers than among 

other share tenants and the cropper “farms” were consistently smaller 
than the others. 

SOUTHERN FARMS BY TENURE: l88o AND I93O 

1930 1880 

Number Per cent Number Per cent 

Owners and managers M33>°33 44-5 977,229 63.8 
Tenants 1,790,783 55-5 553,848 36.2 

All 34223,816 100.0 I>531>°77 100.0 

* Total numbers of share tenants and sharecroppers were approximately equal in 

1930. But on 442 of the plantations included in the WPA study, Landlord and Tenant 

on the Cotton Plantation, there were 5,234 cropper families and 1,369 share tenants. 
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SOUTHERN FARMS, WHITE AND COLORED operators: I93° 

Distribution by tenure Average acreage 

White Coloured White Colourt 
All farms 2,342,129 881,687 130.3 42.9 

100.0 100.0 acres acres 

Managers 0.7 0.1 1,651.4 32I-8 
Owners 52.7 20.6 144.8 63.1 
Cash tenants 6.0 11.1 164.6 41.8 
Share tenants 24-3 23.6 997 48.0 
Sharecroppers 16.4 44.6 51.2 3°-5 

Sharecroppers are, on the whole, distinctly poorer than share ten¬ 

ants, but both groups get a very small return for their labour on planta¬ 

tions. Average net incomes in 1934 on 646 cotton plantations covered 

in a sample study were only $312 a year per family and $71 a year 

per person for sharecroppers, and $417 a year per family for other 

share tenants. Taking the broad averages, the sharecroppers’ net in¬ 

come per capita and per family was highest in the Atlantic Coast 

Plain area and lowest in the Lower Delta. “In the latter area, the 

croppers’ average net income amounted to $38 per person, or slightly 

more than 10 cents per day.” These figures include the value of food 

raised on the cropper’s farm for family use.12 

To earn this low income the cropper’s wife and children must also 

work in the fields during the busy seasons. At Delta & Pine Land Co., 

for example, it is understood that all children six years old and over 
must help at least in the picking.13 

With such low earnings, the cropper family often ends the year in 

debt to the landlord, and the system tends toward a form of peonage, 

holding the cropper on his “farm” until he has cleared the debt. Here 

much depends on the individual landlord. Some few, it is claimed, 

write off the debt as an expense of operation. At the other extreme, 

cases of actual peonage, where debt binds the sharecropper to his land, 

have been reported from many sections of the South. But most com¬ 

monly if the cropper wants to leave a plantation his new landlord 

settles with his former landlord and the cropper starts on a new 

farm” with the old debt still hanging around his neck. 



6i LARGE FARMS AND SMALL 

Croppers do move about a great deal, seeking always a better land¬ 

lord and a better farm, but mostly unable to achieve, as individuals, a 

higher tenants status. The 1920 census reported that croppers who had 

been on the same farm less than two years were 55% of the total num¬ 

ber; ten years later they were 63% of a much larger total. But trends 

were reversed after 1930, when cotton and tobacco acreages were re¬ 

duced. The total number of croppers declined by about 8% between 

1930 and 1935, and more of those who remained as croppers also re¬ 

mained on the plantations where they already had a foothold. 

In the Mississippi bottom lands where the soil is richest, the croppers 

earn less than in any other region. Here their farms are smaller. Here 

also the exploitation through high store prices and usurious interest 

on advances is most severe. Possibilities of non-agricultural work have 

been fewer in Mississippi and Arkansas than in any other states of 

the Union. So although the cotton yield is high and the prevailing 

grades of cotton bring a relatively good price, the cropper families in 

the Delta have been poorer than those in any other section of the 

South. 

The sharecropping system has its deepest roots in the cotton belt of 

the old South, where the percentage of Negro population is highest,* 

but it is important also in the tobacco counties of Virginia, North 

Carolina, Kentucky and Tennessee. It is bound up with hand labour 

and tends to break down as a system when the way is opened for 

efficient division of labour or for large-scale machine operation. 

Already the use of tractors for preparing the ground, planting and 

cultivating on the cotton farms of the more open and level country 

in the Southwest has greatly increased the productivity of labour and 

cut the average costs of cotton production. It has shortened the season 

during which extensive use of hand labour is required in that region. 

So Texas and Oklahoma and the new irrigated cotton lands in New 

Mexico, Arizona and southern California show a relatively high per¬ 

centage of large-scale capitalist cotton farms, using wage labour and 

machinery and drawing in masses of seasonal wage workers for the 

picking. Since 1935 tractor farming has increased also on the Delta cot- 

* Cropper “farms” had 36% of the crop land harvested in Mississippi in 1934, 30% 

of the crop land in Georgia, and 21% to 23% of crop land in the Carolinas, Alabama 

and Louisiana. 
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ton lands and uncounted thousands of croppers have been displaced.* 

In the eastern coastal states much of the cotton land is ill-adapted to 

tractor cultivation. Here the landlords have faced special problems of 

several kinds, including severe boll weevil damage in wet seasons and 

loss of crop acreage through serious erosion. The once valuable Sea 

Island cotton area along the Atlantic coast was permanently devas¬ 

tated by repeated attacks of the boll weevil in the early 1920’s. The 

cottons that have survived in the southeastern states are less valuable 

than the longer-staple cottons which have been produced in increas¬ 

ing volume in the Mississippi Delta and westward. With serious un¬ 

certainty as to the size of the crop and the money it would bring, cot¬ 

ton acreage showed a sharp net decline between 1919 and 1929 in the 

southeastern states. But until 193° numbers of sharecroppers were in¬ 

creasing. Landlords were extending the cropper system which holds 

the labourers on the land until after harvest and at the same time 
passes on to them a large share of the risk. 

Further west the growth of sharecropping went along with a defi¬ 

nite increase in cotton culture, both in acreage and in its proportionate 
share in the agriculture of the cotton states.** 

After 1932, benefits to farm operators under the AAA introduced a 

new factor in the situation. Croppers as “farmers” began to put for¬ 

ward their claims to the payments on acreage within their “farms,” 

and some landlords evaded the issue by shifting croppers to a cash 

wage. Also, in the acreage reduction program, the cut was not always 

pro-rated among the croppers, but landlords not uncommonly with¬ 

drew entirely from cotton the “farms” cultivated by the least indus¬ 

trious or least docile croppers. As a net result, in three cotton states of 

* On 12 plantations in the Yazoo-Mississippi area of the Delta, sharecropping had 
been giving place to wage labour before 1935. 

Percentage of cropland operated by: 

Wage labour Sharecroppers Share tenants 

1933 30 52 18 
1934 40 46 M 
1935 43 46 II 
1936 47 43 10 

In this study the Department of Agriculture states that this is fairly representative of 

trends throughout the area. (U. S. Department of Agriculture, Technical Bulletin No 
682, May, 1939, pp. 52-53.) 

** On trends in cotton acreage, etc., see Appendix C. 
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the old South (the two Carolinas and Georgia), in Florida, and in 

three states of the Southwest (Arkansas, Oklahoma and Texas) the 

number of sharecroppers declined markedly after the census of 1930. 

But in other sections of the South—especially in Kentucky and Ala¬ 

bama—their total number continued to increase up to the 1935 census 

of agriculture. 

Taking the South as a whole, the census of 1935 showed 716,256 

sharecroppers (as against 776,278 in 1930), occupying over 29,800,000 

acres and cultivating 15% of the southern land used for crops. 

Historically, the sharecropper status represents a survival of pre¬ 

capitalist relationships. When capitalism was expanding, the share¬ 

cropper was less well off than the wage worker. And the plantation 

economy, based on sharecropping, was a factor in the retarded develop¬ 

ment of capitalism within southern agriculture. Belatedly, in the crisis 

of the 1930’s, the sharecropping system began to break down, as the 

plantation owners were driven by sharp competition and technical 

development to reorganise their methods of production. Now share¬ 

croppers driven off the land are thrown into the mass of unemployed 

workers. They do not benefit from their release because they are now 

facing the destitution to which decaying capitalism condemns those 

workers whom it no longer finds it profitable to exploit. Displaced 

sharecroppers to-day fall into a poverty even more desperate than that 

which they endured from this semi-feudal form of tenancy. This 

makes it easy to forget that historically wage labour represents a dis¬ 

tinct social advance over any feudal or semi-feudal relationship. It 

seems to justify the false current idea that sharecropping has always 

been a step above wage labour. 

The plantation owner using cropper and share tenant labour operates 

all his land as a single unit. He commonly retains a sizable tract as 

his own farm, on which he employs wage labour to raise fodder corn 

and food crops and perhaps also some acres of cotton. But the whole 

concern is a business centred in a single commercial crop, supple¬ 

mented by corn for croppers and mules. It uses both a semi-feudal 

form of labour exploitation and some wage labour, but its business 

outlook is identical with that of the large-scale capitalist farm. 

Whether or not plantations have increased in size cannot be clearly 

established, since only once have the census tabulations recognised the 
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plantation as an operating unit. A special study of plantation farming 

published by the Census Bureau on the basis of 1910 data showed 

39>°73 plantations operating one-third of the improved land in 325 

southern counties. (Plantations with less than five tenant farms were 

not included.) Nearly one-third of these 39,000 plantations had ten 

or more tenants, and these larger operations had 18% of the total im¬ 

proved land in the counties studied. At the top were 412 plantations 

with 50 or more tenants, an average of 2,084 acres of improved land, 

and average value, including buildings, of $103,002 per plantation.* 

That the plantation form of large-scale operation was at least until 

1930 extending its hold is unmistakably clear from the increase in 
cropping and share tenancy referred to above. 

One plantation, the largest in the United States and one of the larg¬ 

est cotton-growing concerns in the world outside of the Soviet Union, 

occupies sixty square miles, has nearly 12,000 acres in cotton and uses 

1,000 sharecroppers and their families. This Delta & Pine Land Co., 

with headquarters at Scott, Mississippi, is a corporation controlled by 

British stockholders and managed by an American, Oscar Johnston, 

who was finance director of the AAA in 1933 and later vice-president 

of the AAA’s Commodity Credit Corp. with responsibility for man¬ 
aging the government cotton pool.13 

Such size is an outstanding exception, even in the Mississippi Delta 

regions which have the highest ratio of large plantations. But among 

the 646 plantations in the WPA study representing eleven different 

areas (all east of Texas and Oklahoma), 40 had 1,000 acres or more 

in crops and 63 had thirty or more resident families (including share¬ 

croppers, share tenants and hired workers. Just over half (55.4%) had 

only five to nine resident families and less than two-fifths (37.3V) re¬ 

ported under 200 acres in crops. (Like the old census study, this sample 

had excluded the small plantations with fewer than five families.) 

»A study of unpublished census data for 1920 on all rented farms in selected counties 

showed the greatest concentration of ownership in western Mississippi. There more 

than one-fourth of all owners of rented farms had 5 or more farms and their nr J 

ties included 82% of all rented farms in the area studied. Also, a’rough comparison 

with data for 1900 indicates that throughout the old South from Virginia to Mis 

S,o2nP1rrCIT'T n °WnerShCiP °f. rCnted farmS had increased between ,900 and 
1920.) (See U. S. Department of Agriculture, Department Bulletin 1432, published in 
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Plantation farming is quite definitely a form of large-scale operation. 

And at least up to 1930 it dominated cotton production except in the 

newer regions of the Southwest. Net returns to the plantation operator 

vary greatly according to the size and business efficiency of his con¬ 

cern. The average shown in the WPA sample study was $2,572 in 

1934. This is roughly eight times as large as the average sharecrop¬ 

per income. Behind this average are the usual contrasts between the 

smaller plantations and the areas of poorer cotton, and large planta¬ 

tions in the still fertile regions with high-grade product. For the 29 

plantations reporting in the Arkansas River region, for example, the 

operators’ net income averaged more than seven thousand dollars. 

The giant Delta & Pine in 1936 cleared a net profit of $153,604 after 

paying $396,516 in salaries, bonuses and bond interest. 

Many of the plantation landlords who exploit sharecroppers and 

share tenants have to pass on to bankers and mortgagees part of 

their spoils. In seven cotton states, the aggregate farm mortgage debt 

had almost quadrupled between 1910 and 1929, a rate of increase 

greater than that in any other section except the Mountain and Pacific 

states.14 On short-term debts for production expenses, the cotton land¬ 

lord pays higher interest than farmers in other parts of the country. 

The cotton crop is regarded as a speculative security for short-term 

loans. So the landlord pays dearly for his credit, and then passes on 

advances to his tenants at a still higher rate of interest. On the planta¬ 

tions included in the WPA study, 44% of the landlords carried mort¬ 

gages on which interest charges in 1934 averaged $660 per landlord. 

And over half of all the landlords were carrying short-term loans aver¬ 

aging $2,308. These were derived from various sources and drew rates 

of interest ranging upward to 36.8% reported as the average paid on 

merchant loans by four plantations in the Atlantic Coast Plain. 

PLANTATION BORROWING: FROM SAMPLE STUDY OF 646 PLANTATIONS 

Plantations Total amount Average annual 

borrowing of loans interest rate 

Government loans 57 $164,214 10.4 

Merchant loans 48* 90,866 16.4 

Fertiliser loans 7 3,422 21.X 

Bank loans 225* 484,066 15.2 
“ Seven additional plantations reported merchant loans but amounts were not reported. 

6 Sixteen additional plantations reported bank loans but amounts were not reported. 
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Many plantation landlords have lost their land through foreclosures. 

This is the conclusion drawn by the Woofter report from its study of 

non-farm corporation landowners in 46 counties of three southern 

states (North Carolina, Georgia and Mississippi). Search of tax digests 

showed that, by 1934, 10% of .he farm acreage in these counties had 

passed into the hands of insurance companies, land banks, depository 

banks or other types of lending companies.16 According to other esti¬ 

mates, areas amounting to 30% of the cotton lands of various states 

are owned by insurance companies and banks.17 This does not mean, 

necessarily, that the former owner leaves the plantation or that the 

plantation is abandoned. For plantation operators may be leasing the 

land for a cash rental and subletting to sharecroppers and share ten¬ 

ants. Or the former owner may be employed on salary to run the 

plantation for the new owner. 

Semi-feudal plantation farming has grown and persisted as the 

dominant form of operation in cotton farming throughout the old 

LARGE COTTON FARMS: 1899 AND 1929“ 

(Not including plantation units operated with tenants) 

Over $6,000 gross in- Over $2,500 gross in¬ 

come, 1929 come, 1899 

Per cent Per cent 
of cotton of cotton 

Number farms Number farms 

South Atlantic I»°57 °-3 2,228 0.7 
E. South Central 861 0.2 M63 0.4 
W. South Central 6,269 0.9 2.533 0.6 

Arkansas 646 0.4 527 0.7 
Louisiana 206 0.2 850 1.1 
Oklahoma 1,102 i-3 64 s 0.3 6 
Texas 4.315 1.2 1,092 0.5 

“ Since the plantation as an operating unit is disregarded in the census, it is obvious 

that all the large cotton farms shown by the census are operated with wage labour. Al¬ 

lowing for changes in the price of cotton, it may fairly be said that a cotton farm 

with six thousand dollars gross income in 1929 was roughly equivalent to a cotton 

farm with $2,500 gross income in 1899. Cotton farms, distinct from plantations, could 

not produce such a volume of product without wage labour, and the groups of cotton 

farms ranging upward from these amounts were completely capitalist concerns. 

6 Including Indian Territory. 
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South. And these plantations based on sharecropping and share ten¬ 

ancy have retarded the development of large cotton farms operated on 

a completely capitalist basis. Some large-scale cotton farms operating 

with wage labour only are of course found in every area. But except in 

Texas, Oklahoma and Arkansas the number of such farms was defi¬ 

nitely smaller in 1929 than it had been thirty years earlier. And only 

in Texas and Oklahoma had the percentage of large farms among all 

cotton farms increased. 

While cotton is far and away the most important single crop, it ac¬ 

counts for less than half of the South’s total agricultural output. 

Tobacco is more important than cotton in Kentucky, Virginia and 

North Carolina. Maryland and Delaware and most of Florida lie 

entirely outside of the cotton belt. Here specialised vegetable and fruit 

farms are most highly developed, and these are also numerous in 

many other sections of the South. Louisiana, Arkansas and Texas 

produce 85% of the rice grown in the United States. Sugar-cane, pea¬ 

nuts, and sweet potatoes and yams are all distinctively southern crops. 

Like cotton each of these specialty crops requires intensive cultivation 

and gives a high gross return per acre. Also, like cotton and corn 

they keep the soil uncovered to wind and rain and commonly increase 

the serious tendency toward erosion. 

West of the Mississippi Delta, cotton’s chief rivals are of a different 

type. The semi-arid plains of central and western Texas have remained 

an important cattle region. Wheat acreage is larger than cotton acre- 

LARGE FARMS OTHER THAN COTTON FARMS: 1899 AND 1929* 

(Not including plantation units operated with tenants.) 

Over $6,000 gross Over $2,500 gross 

income, 1929 income, 1899 

Number Per cent Number Per cent 

South Atlantic T3,492 2.0 7>3°3 1.2 

E. South Central 5>3°5 1.0 5,358 0.9 

W. South Central 16,479 4-3 7,I05 2.0 

, The South 355276 2.2 19,766 i-3 

8 See footnote 8 of previous table and reference note 20, p. 298, 
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age in Oklahoma although the cotton crop has greater total value than 
the wheat crop. Wheat is also important in northern Texas. 

Non-cotton farms were slightly more numerous in 1929 than they 
had been thirty years before. Except in cotton and tobacco sharecrop¬ 
ping has been of minor importance and the increased production has 
been tied up with an expanding scale of operation. So while large-scale 
farms with wage labour were declining in the production of cotton 

throughout the old South, such farms were increasing in other com¬ 

mercial farming.* The non-cotton farms of the South included a 
greater number and a slightly higher percentage of large farms in 
1929 than in 1899. 

At the same time, a great mass of small poor farmers are also operat¬ 

ing outside of the sharecropping system. In 1929? before the economic 

crisis had immeasurably darkened the entire picture, there were about 

a million Southern commercial farmers other than sharecroppers in 

the under-$i,ooo gross income class. They represented every type of 
farming and every state in the South. 

In addition to its small commercial farms of various kinds, the 

South has a high ratio of small “self-sufficing” farms. (This term is 
misleading since they must sell something in order to exist, unless they 

depend wholly on outside earnings.) The valleys and lower slopes of 

the southern Appalachians (especially in Virginia, West Virginia, 
Kentucky, Tennessee and North Carolina) are the most extensive area 
of near-subsistence farming in the United States. Much smaller, but 
equally isolated from the main stream of trade, is the Ozark mountain 

region which includes parts of Arkansas and Oklahoma and reaches 

northward into Missouri and southeastern Kansas. Scattered through¬ 
out the South are other poor farms of this type. 

On such farms, poor soil, poor livestock, poor seed, poor tools com- 
bine to hold down the productivity of the family’s labour. Barely a 
t lrd of the small total product finds its way to market. Some handi¬ 
crafts have lingered on in the mountain farms, but in the main these 
amilies have to buy what they need for tools and clothing. Extreme 

•Except, probably, among tobacco farms. Census data on sharecropping, gross in¬ 

come, and wage abour are not shown separately for tobacco farms which are merged 
m the group of “crop-specialty” farms. g 
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poverty, comparable to that of the poorest sharecropper, is all that the 

“self-sufficing” farm can provide. In the Ozarks, for example, money 

is so scarce and the standard of living so low that a World War vet¬ 

eran was looked up to as a man of substance because he received a 

small pension—the lowest amount paid for slight disability. His 

daughter was courted for her wealth by men from three counties. 

More independent than sharecroppers, and usually owners of the 

land on which they live, these mountain farmers are free to seek 

supplementary work, but at best this is irregular and poorly paid. 

Tens of thousands of such families have in the past been drawn from 

their lonely destitution in the hills, selling their land to lumber or 

mining companies and moving away to the hard work and poverty 

of southern textile mill villages and mining camps. But other tens of 

thousands still remain on the land. 

Of the 498,019 farms in the United States classified by the census of 

1930 as self-sufficing because they sold less than 51% of their product, 

341,199 were in the South. They constituted 11% of all southern farms. 

Of these farms about three out of four had gross farm incomes under 

$600, including the products used by the farm family, and 98% had 

gross farm incomes under $1,000. Closely akin to these “self-sufficing” 

farmers are those who live on the land and produce enough to be 

recognised as farmers by the census, but who work at some other job 

at least half the year. Classified as “part-time farms” in the census of 

1930 were 143,910 southern farms, having less than $750 of gross farm 

income.* 
Since 1930, some of the sharecroppers who have been excluded from 

cotton farming have been allowed to remain temporarily in the shelter 

of their miserable plantation shacks and to cultivate a small patch of 

land for bare subsistence. Also during the crisis years, thousands of 

families returned to land they had abandoned in years when hope 

of jobs had called them to the cities. Such families account in large 

measure for the increase in owner farms in the South after 1930. All 

these crisis trends have increased by uncounted numbers the very poor, 

almost non-commercial farms throughout the South. 

Sharecroppers and “self-sufficing” farmers weight heavily down- 

* But see discussion of part-time farming in Chapter IV. 
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wards the income distribution of southern farms as a whole. In 1929 

more than a third of all farms in the South had gross incomes under 

$600 and nearly two-thirds had gross incomes under $1,000. But not 

all the farm poverty is accounted for by sharecroppers and “self-suffic¬ 

ing ’ farmers. Even when these are counted out, over 45% of the re¬ 

mainder had less than $1,000 gross farm income in 1929* This is a 

higher ratio of low income farms than was reported for any other sec¬ 

tion of the country. And in the South, taken as a whole, relatively 

fewer of the very poor farmers—all types combined—had any consider¬ 

able earnings from some other occupation. Here less than 9% of the 

farmers having gross farm income under $750 in 1929 worked 150 days 

or more; in the rest of the country (all sections combined) 27% of 

the farmers having gross farm income under $750 worked 150 days 
or more off their farms. 

Since 1929, the only recent year for which broad general data on 

farm income distribution are available, poverty on southern farms has 

greatly increased. Cotton has faced a severe crisis which we shall dis¬ 

cuss in a later chapter. This has affected directly more than half the 

farms in the South, cutting down the average gross income from cot¬ 

ton at the lowest point of the crisis to less than one-third of the 1929 

figure.18 For sharecroppers, this has meant destitution; for landlords 

and other independent farmers, sharper contrasts between poor and 

rich, the many debt-burdened and the very few prosperous. 

Furthermore, the years of economic crisis have checked migration 

of young people from southern farms. Outlets into industrial jobs 

have remained closed by the continuing mass unemployment in cities 

throughout the United States. Instead of sending about a quarter of 

a million persons each year to cities 19 the rural South since 1930 has 

had a rapidly increasing population dependent upon an agriculture in 

which the most important section (cotton farming) has been seriously 
depressed. 

* Southern farmers, other than sharecroppers and self-sufficing 
of these at least 1,000.000 were in this low income group. 

were 2,132,059; and 
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Trend Toward Larger Farms* 

Large farms have increased in number and in importance in the 
country as a whole and in the several regions. In the following com¬ 
parison based on gross income figures reported by the individual 
farmers in the census of 1900 and the census of 1930, Group A corre¬ 
sponds to the large farmers in the list we have given on page 38. 
Group D is very small farms. Group C includes some poor farms and 

the smaller medium-sized farms. 
During this thirty-year period, the increasing commercial impor¬ 

tance of large farms stands out most clearly in the North, the oldest 
farming region that had developed from the beginning without 
slavery. Here the total number of farms declined as the poorer farmers 
gave up the struggle, while the farms with large gross income in¬ 

creased by more than one-fourth. 

FARMS BY GROSS FARM INCOME GROUPS: 1899-I9OO AND 1929-1930° 

Number of farms Percentage 

1899-1900 1929-1930 of increase 

North 

Group D (very small) 605,229 445,990 26 dec. 

Group C i,533,°65 i,34°,°5I 13 dec. 

Group B 633>°3i 643,888 2 

Group A (large) 102,748 13856 28 

All 2,874»073 2,561,785 11 dec. 

West 

Group D 73,499 113,636 55 

Group C 98,809 214,137 ”7 

Group B 45>5°9 H4,453 I51 

Group A 25,091 60,821 142 

All 242,908 503,047 107 

(Table continued, with notes, on next page.) 

♦Throughout this discussion we refer to scale of operation as measured by gross 

farm income. Acreage trends are confused by shifts from one type of farming to other 

types representing increased investment and increased output per acre. Even within a 
given type of farming, increased investment and more efficient technique may increase 

the scale of operation without a corresponding increase in acreage. 
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FARMS BY GROSS FARM INCOME GROUPS: 1899-I9OO AND 1929-1930° 

(Continued) 

South 

Group D 

Group C 

Group B 

Group A 

All 

United States 

Group D 

Group C 

Group B 

Group A 

All 

Number of farms Percentage 
1899-1900 /929-/930 * of increase 

r,094,759 1,278,091 17 
1,349,040 1,727,705 28 

150,602 274,557 16 
25,990 43,643 68 

2,620,391 3,223,816 23 

t>773>487 !,837,7I7 4 
2,980,914 3,281,893 10 

829,142 932,898 13 
i53,829 236,140 54 

5.737.372 6,288,648 10 

“In comparing income groups of 1929 and 1899, price changes are important. On 

following groups, used in this table, see note 20 from this chapter. 

INCOME GROUPINGS 

1899 

Group D Under $250 

Group C $250-1999 

Group B $i,ooo-$2,499 

Group A $2,500 and over 

Includes estimated distribution of 288,766 unclassified 

1929 

Under $600 

$6oo-$2,499 

$2,5oo-$5.999 
$6,000 and over 

farms. See Appendix D. 

In the newer West, all groups increased as the total number of 

farms was more than doubled. Even before 1900 the West had de¬ 

veloped a higher percentage of large farms, and in this thirty-year 

period the topmost group (A) increased slightly less than the upper 

group of medium-sized farms (B). But both these upper groups 

gained much more, relatively, than the smaller farms of groups C 
and D. 

In the South, also, the total number of farms was greater in 1929 

than it had been thirty years earlier, reflecting chiefly the increase in 

share tenants and sharecroppers of groups C and D. Large farms 
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(Group A) were barely one per cent of all at the beginning of the 

period. They increased by two-thirds, but they were still very few 

(about 1.3% of the larger total) at the end of the period. Since plan¬ 

tations are excluded as operating units and plantation tenants appear 

in the lowest income groups, these figures greatly understate the 

extent of large-scale operation in the South. 

Increasing numbers of very poor farms and smaller medium-sized 

farms in the West and South offset the decline in such farms in the 

North. But while the total numbers in the lower income groups in¬ 

creased in the country as a whole by more than 365,000, their percent¬ 

age of increase lagged behind the percentage of increase in larger 

farms. Actual numbers in Group A rose from 153,829 (with incomes 

of $2,500 or more) in 1899 t0 236,140 (with incomes of $6,000 or more) 

in 1929. This 54% increase was five times the average for all income 

groups combined and seven times the percentage of increase in the 

lower income groups (C and D). 

How these changes affected the distribution of farms by gross in¬ 

come groups within each of the three great regions and in the United 

States as a whole is indicated by the following percentages. 

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF FARMS BY GROSS INCOME GROUPS: 

1899 AND I929 

North West 

1929 1899 1929 1899 

Group D (small) 17.4 21.1 22.6 3°-3 

Group C 52-3 53-3 42.6 40.7 

Group B 25.1 22.0 22.8 18.7 

Group A (large) 5-1 3-6 12.1 10.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

South United States 

1929 1899 1929 1899 

Group D (small) 39-6 41.8 29.2 30-9 

Group C 53.6 5i-5 52.2 52.0 

Group B 5-4 5-7 14.8 14-5 

Group A (large) i-4 1.0 3.8 2.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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In every region, relatively fewer farms were in the poorest group 

and relatively more farms were in the richest group, but these differ¬ 

ences were most marked in the West and the North. And yet even 

here, as well as in the South, the smaller farms (Groups D and C, 

with less than $2,500 of gross income in 1929) were still the great 

majority of all farms: 65% in the West, 7°% in the North, and 93% 
in the South. 

Taking the country as a whole, the large farms of Group A re¬ 

mained less than 4% of all farms, but they increased their share in the 

total farm output from 20% in 1899 to over 26% in 1929. While the 

larger medium-sized farms of Group B held their own in relative 

numbers, their relative share in the farm output declined from 32% 

of the total to 29% of the total. The large farms of Group A gained 

their increased share in the total at the expense of every other group. 

DISTRIBUTION OF FARM OUTPUT, BY GROSS FARM INCOME GROUPS: 

1899 AND 1929 1 

Per cent, 1929 Per cent, 1899 
Group D (small) 6.1 6.6 

GrouP C 38.2 4M 
Group B 29.3 32.1 
Group A (large) 26.4 19.9 

100.0 100.0 
“ For regional figures, see Appendix E. 

The smaller farmers held a declining share in the total output, and 

also their actual position had considerably worsened. Improvements 

are adopted by the most prosperous farmers and very slowly spread 

into more general use. The larger the investment required for pro¬ 

ducing at lowest cost or highest quality, the larger also is the minimum 

scale of profitable operation and the more hard-pressed is the small 

farmer. Bare figures of trends in distribution of farms and farm out- 

put by gross income classes do not convey the forces at work against 

the small and medium-sized farms. These forces we must now attempt 
to analyse. 



CHAPTER IV 

How Capitalism Develops Within Agriculture 

TWO pictures etched in the writer’s memory mark the road that 

agriculture has been travelling in the past hundred years. First is a 

spacious white house in the Connecticut valley, cherished by a little 

old lady who gloried in keeping intact all the apparatus of her grand¬ 

parents’ living. Wings, sheds and barn were full of out-dated tools 

and equipment: soap-vats, candle moulds, spinning wheels and all the 

rest. It was a complete and undamaged shell left behind by a farm 

which had been to a high degree a genuinely self-sustaining unit of 

production. It had been a prosperous farm, with house servants and 

field helpers, and the farmer had been a power in the community. 

Tapestries and choice furniture bespoke money, wealth and leisure. 

It was a far cry from the “natural economy” of feudal peasants under 

which they produced everything they used, but in a very real sense 

the farm was still a “way of life.” Selling and buying were secondary 

to the home production of basic necessaries. 

Contrast this ghost of a dead past with tobacco farms, also in the 

Connecticut valley, which are operated to-day as completely capitalist 

units. On some of these, even the farmer’s house has disappeared and 

boss and wage workers come out daily from a nearby town. Nothing 

remains of the old-time farm but land and a work-shed for drying the 

tobacco and storing the tools. Horses raised on the farm and fed with 

hay and oats from the farmer’s fields have yielded to a tractor de¬ 

pendent on purchased fuel. The entire product is raised for sale, and 

' all the work is done by wage labour. The last trace of “natural econ¬ 

omy” has vanished. 

75 
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Of course the contrast is extreme, but it underscores a genuine un¬ 

derlying trend which is basic to our understanding of the economic 

forces at work within agriculture. Looking back over the decades since 

mid-nineteenth century, with their revolutionary changes in farming 

technique and the greatly heightened contrasts between rich farms 

and poor farms, we find our primary clue in farmers’ increasing de¬ 

pendence upon the market. We must have clearly in mind the degree 

to which farming has become a business, producing commodities for 

sale. For capitalism is rooted in commodity production, and the rela¬ 

tions and contrasts characteristic of capitalist agriculture grow out of 

the pressure of the market and the farmers’ dependence upon selling 
and buying. 

Dictatorship of the market drives the individual farmer to raise the 

productivity of his labour, by improving his technique. This in turn 

pushes him to enlarge his scale of operation. Technical change and the 

employment of wage labour react each upon the other and draw the 

successful farmer nearer and nearer to a completely capitalist form of 

operation. Both imply increased investment in the process of produc¬ 

tion. The property of the working farmer becomes transformed into 
the genuine capital of the employer. 

But most farmers who were moving up the scale with expanding 

operation were unable to accumulate from their own operations 

enough to finance their expansion. They became increasingly depend¬ 

ent on capital borrowed from the accumulations of non-farm capital¬ 

ists. The various ways in which non-farm capital has penetrated 

agriculture are also an important part of the story. 

Until recently the growth of large-scale farming with wage labour 

was most apparent in the North and West. In the South, cotton and 

tobacco plantations continued to carry on a semi-feudal form of large- 

scale farming. Negro slaves and their sharecropper descendants were 

held on the soil by the Jim Crow system excluding Negro workers 

from all the better-paid industrial occupations. Plantation owners have 

had an abundant supply of destitute workers whom they could ex¬ 

ploit to the limit. So long as American cotton from the old South held 

a virtual monopoly in the world market, large producers could fol¬ 

low the traditional plantation pattern, unworried by technical change 

or the urge to increase the productivity of their labourers. In these 



CAPITALISM IN AGRICULTURE 77 

very states, however, among farms not specialising in cotton, large 

units operated with wage labour had increased before the crisis. Now 

in cotton also the normal forces of competitive commodity production 

have begun to affect technique in the old South. Sharecroppers are giv¬ 

ing place to a smaller number of workers on a wage basis. 

These same forces which push the successful “dirt” farmer toward 

completely capitalist operation drive his less successful neighbours 

down into poverty. They make really desperate the plight of the small 

farmers. Increase in numbers of very poor small farmers is also char¬ 

acteristic of agriculture under capitalism. While industry was expand¬ 

ing this trend was somewhat blurred. In the industrial regions, 

farmers’ sons and discouraged farmers themselves could find some 

other occupation. But with the slowing down of industrial expansion 

throughout the 1930’s, and the development of chronic mass unem¬ 

ployment in the cities, the small farmers and the farmers’ sons are 

backed up on the land. 

So the large well-equipped farms, With their dominant role in com¬ 

mercial agriculture, and the extreme poverty of a great mass of small 

farmers are two essentially inter-related aspects of capitalist agricul¬ 

ture. In reviewing the story of upward development toward completely 

capitalist units of farm operation depending wholly on the exploita¬ 

tion of wage labour, we must not forget that this upward trend is only 

one side of the story. The plight of the smallest poor farmer who sells 

less than $100 of product is no less truly a part of our capitalist system. 

Farmers as Producers and Buyers of Commodities 

When the wealthy Connecticut farmer of over a hundred years ago 

was importing his Chippendale sideboard, he had many poorer neigh¬ 

bours. In the very early days when land was abundant and commercial 

production was still secondary to home use, chance variations had 

played an important role in determining riches and poverty. The 

vigorous family having many industrious sons and owning a farm 

well-situated for soil and water could withstand crop failures and 

move up the ladder to prosperity. Families who were pursued by ill- 

health or were short of labour power within their own ranks, could 

not hold their own even on good land and drifted along in poverty. 
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Differences were immensely sharpened as the balance of production 

shifted from home use to selling at a profit. Questions of cost and 

price, standardised quality and specialisation, equipment and expan¬ 

sion, credit and capital pressed upon the farmers. Chance variations 

still played some role. Accidents, illness, crop failure, death of an able- 

bodied son might push downward a family that owned a good farm. 

But the increased dependence on selling and buying gave primary 

place to cost, quality, equipment, and capital. 

By 1929, seven-eighths of the gross farm income was drawn from 

sales and only one-eighth was made up of products used by the family 

on the farm which produced them. Farms selling less than 51% of 

their output are so unusual that they are classed separately as “self- 

sufficing” farms. (This term is misleading, as we have noted, since they 

must sell something in order to exist, unless they depend wholly on 

outside earnings.) These were only 8% of all farms and produced less 

than 2% of the gross farm income in 1929. Also exceptional are such 

farms as those Connecticut tobacco farms having 100% commercial 

output. But products for sale were over 95% of the gross farm income 

on the largest farms of every type. This was true also in several 

regions for certain types of farming, all income groups combined.* 

Farms sell not only to non-farm consumers. They have developed 

an increased trade in farm products used in farm production. For 

example, in 1929 five dairy farms out of six bought at least part of 

their feed. All dairy farms as a group spent one-sixth of their gross in¬ 

come for purchased feed. Regions varied. In the North Atlantic states, 

where less than 5% of the dairy farms bought no feed at all, the total 

feed bill rose to 24% of the gross income for all dairy farms of this 

region. It was lowest (only 7% of gross income of dairy farms) in 

the western part of the dairy belt (Wisconsin and Minnesota) which 

is also a region with much corn and other grain. 

Many grazing farms of the West buy hay from specialised hay 

farms. Most of their cattle are sold, in turn, to “animal-specialty” 

farms which fatten them for slaughter. Part of the seed used on crop 

farms is purchased, not only to supply deficits after a crop failure but 

* On stock ranches in the North Central, West South Central, Mountain and Pacific 

states. On cotton farms and animal-specialty farms in the Mountain states. And on 
grain, cotton, fruit, truck and crop-specialty farms in the Pacific states. 
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regularly for the sake of quality provided only by a specialised seed 
producer. 

Insofar as farmers have shifted from horses to automobiles, motor 

trucks and tractors, they have become more dependent on equipment 

and fuel which they must purchase from industry. Fertiliser has be¬ 

come an increasingly important item in the older farming regions and 

on intensive crop farms. As a source of supply the barnyard has 

largely given place to great chemical manufacturing plants. 

Every advance in farm equipment has raised the minimum of cash 

expenditures required for operating a commercial farm. Even apart 

from the four big items of wages, rent, interest and taxes, current ex¬ 

penditures for all farm production in 1929 were close to two billion 

dollars, while depreciation and replacements consumed over nine hun¬ 

dred million dollars.1 Such necessary items among them consumed 

over one-fourth of the gross farm income. 

Quite as important for farm operation are the other payments for 

rent, mortgage interest, taxes and bank credit. Such payments, always 

present, have been an increasing burden on farm income until in 1929 

they added more than two billion dollars to the other necessary cash 

expenditures. For the upper two-fifth of the farmers, wage payments 

added still another billion of cash outlay. 

More than half the gross farm income in the United States is con¬ 

sumed in cash payments necessary for carrying on farm production. 

At the same time, products used by the family on the farm which 

raised them have become a minor item in the total requirements of 

the farm family. Both production and consumption on the farm are, 

in the main, dependent on buying and selling. 

Commodities and money dominate the farm almost as completely as 

they dominate the rest of American life. The margin between costs 

and prices has become a basic element in the individual farmer’s 

prosperity. Intelligent farming and vigorous health, the use of good 

land and the raising of abundant crops are no longer enough. The 

farmer must also be able to command money for improving his farm 

and its equipment. On the differences due to chance individual varia¬ 

tions have been grafted a new type of differences based on cash re¬ 

sources, technical set-up, and the scale of farm operation. 
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Toward Larger Units of Production 

Technical change in American agriculture was aimed originally at 

increasing the area which a farmer himself could cultivate. In industry, 

the introduction of machinery which changed the process had fol¬ 

lowed a long period of manufacturing—literally, making by hand— 

with division of labour among groups of workers assembled side by 

side in a workshop. In agriculture proper (apart from the old house¬ 

hold crafts) there had been no such developed division of labour. On 

the unspecialised farm, livestock required attention only at certain 

hours of the day and the crop work was fitted in between these hours. 

Crop work changes with the seasons and the growth of the crops, 

but highly developed division of labour in the field work required 

at any one time came only after other forces had increased the size 

of farm most efficient in operation. The area which one man or one 

family could cultivate continued as the prevailing unit of production 

while the general level of farm investment in equipment and land 
had risen.* 

Improved machinery was increasing the productivity of the farmer’s 

own labour and extending the acreage which he could manage with 

a minimum of help from his own family or from a hired worker. It 

was also making it necessary for him to increase his scale of production 

so as to get the utmost possible use from the more expensive equip¬ 

ment. On the farm that is too small to use a given piece of apparatus 

throughout the maximum seasonal period for which it is adapted, the 

burden of depreciation more than balances the saving of the farmer’s 

labour. Farmers can never use machines regularly throughout the 

year and even with proper care farm machinery easily becomes obso¬ 

lete before it is used up. It is imperative that they should get the 

maximum use of every machine they acquire and cut to a minimum 

the time during which it sits idle in the tool-shed.** Tractors are, of 

* This area varies greatly according to the type of farming and the quality of the soil. 
Also, with the aid of modern science and equipment, one man or one family may 
increase the volume of production without increasing the acreage they use. 

** Value is transferred to the product from any tool or item of equipment in pro¬ 
portion to the total units of product to which it is applied during the entire course 

of its use. As with the value freshly created by labor, the normal, social average of 

such use determines the quota of value transferred to each unit of product. Also, 
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course, adapted to many different uses, but increasing investment in 

other equipment and machinery drives the farmer toward specialisa¬ 

tion. And all such equipment, including a tractor, compels him to 

raise his scale of operation in order to reduce the fraction of its depre¬ 

ciation which must be carried by each bushel of grain. Farmers who 

can accumulate and expand tend to crowd out the others. 

Dairy farms in the North Atlantic states were fewer but consider¬ 

ably larger in output in 1930 than they had been thirty years earlier. 

A Montana study showed that where 14,000 wheat farmers operated in 

1929, there were 35,000 wheat farmers from 1915 to 1917. But the 14,000 

farmers were handling a larger total acreage than the 35,000 farmers 

had handled.2 Specialised livestock farms in the United States had 

been reduced from 1,564,515 in 1900 to 716,559 in 1930. But their aver¬ 

age value of product in 1929 was $3,603 as against $788 in 1899. Allow¬ 

ing for price changes, this means that average scale of operation had, 

roughly, doubled. 

Technical development has been uneven. Western wheat farms in the 

1860’s and 1870’s led in the general use of horse-drawn implements, 

partly because wage labour was scarce and the yield per acre was low. 

The farmer could make a good living only if he covered a wider crop 

acreage than was usual on eastern grain farms. Also western land 

was cheap—much of it was available for nothing. The settler could 

put a large share of his savings, or his borrowings, into farm equip¬ 

ment. This first revolution in farm technique not only increased the 

possible acreage of a well-equipped family farm but cut down the aver¬ 

age cost of producing wheat. Fifty years later, the western wheat 

farmers led again in substituting tractors for horses, as the first trac¬ 

tors, heavy and unwieldy, were adapted only to very large level fields. 

Row crops, requiring cultivation throughout the growing season, 

posed a more difficult technical problem. Only with the light-weight 

high-set “general purpose” tractor, successfully developed in 1924, was 

there evolved a substitute for horse or mule adapted to all types of 

before a tractor, for example, is actually worn out with use, improvements in the 

manufacture of tractors may reduce the essential value of all tractors (that is, the labor 

time socially necessary for their production). Or tractors sold at the same price may 

have greater speed or power or they may be adapted to a greater number of uses 

and further increase the productivity of farmers who use the newer machines. 
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field work, and managed with ease on the smaller fields. Latest of all 

have been machines adapted to the most delicate processes of harvest¬ 

ing crops other than small grains and hay. Pea-pickers, for example, 

are now in general use on large truck farms. Machines for gathering 

potatoes have come into the market. (Digging potatoes has long been 

mechanised but gathering has remained a job for hand labor.) A ma¬ 

chine for topping beets is said to have been perfected. The mechanical 

cotton-picker is still considered experimental in the United States.* 

Within every given type of farming technical improvements have 

been made in some processes much sooner than in others. This fact 

has accentuated the seasonal peaks of necessary hand labour. On 

wheat farms, for example, ploughing, harrowing, sowing and cutting 

had been speeded from the pace of a man to the pace of a large horse- 

drawn tool while binding and stacking of the cut grain were still 

done by hand. To match the capacity of horse-drawn equipment 

family farms required a gang of wage workers for a brief time at 

harvest and later a gang to work with the steam thresher that toured 

the countryside. The horse-drawn reaper and binder which came into 

common use in the latter 19th century greatly reduced the volume of 

seasonal harvest labour. Then during the World War the harvester- 

thresher “combine” supplied the last link in the chain of grain ma¬ 

chinery adapted to the farms of the semi-arid plains.** This gradually 

passed out of the experimental stage and has been widely used since 

the later 1920’s. By 1938 there were 100,000 machines in use and about 

half the wheat acreage was combine-harvested, according to Depart¬ 
ment of Agriculture estimates. 

Large gangs of harvest workers are no longer needed by the well- 

equipped family wheat farm. With combine and motor truck and full 

tractor equipment, a farmer with an extra man in the spring and two 

* The sled which gathers cotton bolls along with leaves and stems has been widely 

used on large farms in Texas and Oklahoma. But this is not comparable with the 

true picker which draws the boll from the stem with a minimum of waste. 

** Heavy combines drawn by large teams of 16 or 20 horses had been used in the 

Pacific Northwest in the 19th century. The prairie-type combine is a much lighter 

machine operated either by its own internal combustion engine or by power from the 

tractor which draws it. This combine has now been adapted to use in more humid 

regions by a windrower attachment which lays the cut grain evenly on the stubble for 

drying. After the grain is dry, the combine goes over the field again with another 

attachment that picks up the grain and feeds it into the combine. 
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extra men at harvest can now raise, harvest, thresh and deliver to the 

local elevator more than a thousand acres of wheat. 

“Records from individual farms show that with horses it is possible for 

one man with some help at harvest time to handle 320 acres of crop land. 

With the old heavy-type tractor 700 acres per man could be handled; sub¬ 

stituting a lighter modern 3-plough machine, 1,000 acres; and with a 

modern heavy-duty tractor of 30 draw-bar horsepower, 1,600 acres.” 2 

Small grains have led the country in this mechanisation of every 

process from preparing the soil to harvesting and shipping the crop. 

And even here the use of seasonal labour has not been wholly elimi¬ 

nated. 

Technical improvements have been pushing toward a larger scale of 

operation every farmer who can save or borrow for expansion. Other 

forces meanwhile have been driving in the same direction. Increasingly 

dependent on the returns from one specialised product or type of prod¬ 

ucts, the farmer is compelled to standardise his quality and do his 

utmost to secure a market at fair prices. If his chief crop fails, or the 

price drops sharply, he faces heavy loss for his year’s operation. 

High quality of product involves not only standardised seeds or 

high-bred livestock. For crop farmers it means close attention to de¬ 

tails of cultivation and the best scientific technique for fighting pests. 

In the care of livestock, balanced feeding and hygienic quarters are 

essential. All this adds to the labour and equipment required. And just 

as the well-equipped family farm can underbid its backward neigh¬ 

bours, so now the largest farms, with a developed division of labour, 

can clear a profit at prices so low that they leave the “dirt” farmer 

gasping. We take up this point again in Chapter VII. 

Large producers can commonly command a better price than small 

producers. So in North Dakota, when the State Industrial Commis¬ 

sion sponsored a wheat-buying program in 1938, it was announced 

that the state-owned mill and elevator at Grand Forks would pay a 

basic price of 65 cents a bushel for carload lots of a certain grade and 

60 cents a bushel for less than carload lots of the very same grade.3 

Many of the large farmers who are full-fledged capitalists have de¬ 

veloped a special connexion with the market which gives them a 

greater certainty of returns than their competitors can achieve. Details 



WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 84 

differ in the various types of farming. In wheat, cotton, and livestock, 

for example, some of the largest growers and stock raisers are also 

traders. In truck farming, sheer volume of product gives an assured 

position. Citrus “co-operatives” are dominated by the corporation 

farms and other big capitalist growers. 

Largest capitalist farms, it is true, are small concerns compared 

with the giant plants in industry. Less than 25,000 farms reported gross 

income of $20,000 or more in 1929, and very few touched the million- 

dollar mark.4 For certain factors tend to keep the largest farm units 

considerably smaller than the units of industrial production. 

In agriculture, for example, land has contributed to the productive 

process, instead of serving merely as a site for factory building or a 

right of way for transportation. The quality of available adjacent acre¬ 

age and the terms under which it can be used are primary factors. 

Even with the application of most modern technique—chemical, bio¬ 

logical and mechanical—the amount of capital which can be utilised 

on a given acreage is limited. It varies with the type of farming, but 

at each successive level of development there remains a limit to the 

value per acre that can be transferred to the product from labour, ma¬ 

terials and equipment. Or assuming that additional acreage can be 

acquired so that the boundaries of a farm can be indefinitely extended, 

problems of efficient operation are complicated by the increasing dis¬ 

tances. Limits of area for a single operating unit have been greatly 

extended by the use of motor truck and tractor. But still the limits of 

size—as measured by capital that can be utilised and output that can 

be produced in a single operating unit—remain as yet much narrower 

for farm than for factory. These limits will, of course, be further ex¬ 

tended by future technical developments. 

Such facts do not change the underlying principles of agricultural 

development. In every type of farming, hundreds, even thousands of 

large farms, operating successfully, are well over on the completely 

capitalist side beyond the line separating the working “middle” 

farmer from the large employer. Besides, as we have said, the shift 

from family hand labour to mechanical power and a developed divi¬ 

sion of labour in agriculture was retarded by the relatively late techni¬ 

cal development in farming operations. And the end of such changes 

in farming method is not yet in sight. Large farms will grow larger. 
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And large farms will continue to produce an increasing share in the 

total commercial output. E. G. Nourse, now director of the Brookings 

Institution and one of the leading agricultural economists in the 

United States, stated in 1930 that “there is much to indicate that, even 

with the decentralised character of agricultural processes and the de¬ 

velopment of comparatively small power units adapted to farming, 

farms from four to possibly ten times the size of the family operating 

units to which we have been accustomed would make the best fit with 

the requirements of the new technique.” 5 

Increased Use of Wage Labour * 

With increased productivity from improved equipment, the man¬ 

hours of labour required per acre within any given type of farming 

have declined. But total wage labour on farms increased, up to the 

crisis of the 1930’s. It reached a peak during the later 1920’s, when the 

yearly averages of numbers employed ranged from 2,870,000 to over 

3,000,000, and in the months of greatest employment the totals ran be¬ 

tween 3,700,000 and 3,800,000.® Taking agriculture as a whole, acre¬ 

age expanded from 1900 to 1930 tnuch more than the total labour 

force. Unpaid family labour declined; the number of farmers in¬ 

creased much less than total acreage; but wage labour on farms rose 

more than acreage. 

PERCENTAGES OF INCREASE: I9OO-193O 

Total farm acreage 18 

Improved farm acreage “ 26 

Number of farms 10 

Total labour force 6 7 

Number of wage workers * 35 

“Comparing “improved” acreage of 1900 census with “crop land” plus “ploughable 

pasture” of 1930 census. 
1 Including farmers, unpaid family labour and wage workers, with estimated adjust¬ 

ment for trends in distribution by age and by sex by Brookings Institution, in 

- America’s Capacity to Produce, p. 5°3- 

°lbid, p. 502. 

* Conditions of farm workers are discussed in Chapter VI. 
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This increase in wage labour employed left it very unevenly dis¬ 

tributed. In 1909, the first year for which the census gives us data on 

numbers of farms employing any hired help, these employing farms 

were already less than half (45.9%) of all farms in the country. Twenty 

years later, employing farms were fewer by nearly 300,000 and, in spite 

of a slight drop in total number of farms, those using wage labour 

were only 41.8% of all farms. During the same period, the average 

man-months of hired labour per employing farm had risen by about 

I5%- This general trend, with more wage labour on fewer farms, ap¬ 

pears within almost every region of the country. 

1909 

1919 

1929 

r935 

FARMS EMPLOYING WAGE WORKERS 

Number 

Per cent of 

all farms 

Average man-months 

of hired labour 

per employing farm 

2,922,279 45-9 11.8 
2,888,999 44.8 11.6 
2,631,601 41.8 13.6 
1,500,000 “ 22.1 * 19.7 

Estimate by Witt Bowden, Monthly Labour Review, June, 1939, p. 1248. 

6 Derived from Bowden estimate and census total of all farms. 

6 Derived from estimates of monthly average employment in report on Trends in 
bmployment in Agriculture, 1909-1936, by National Research Project of U. S. Works 
Progress Administration. 

After 1929, the number of employing farms dropped sharply. Census 

figures are lacking for exact comparison, but it is estimated that in 

I935 less than 1,500,000 farms hired some wage labour.7 During the 

same years the estimated average number of all hired workers on 

farms had declined by less than 550,000 (that is, from 2,988,000 in 1929 

to 2,468,000 in 1935).8 So the average volume of wage labour per em¬ 

ploying farm had actually increased by 45%. The crisis reduced the 

numbers of medium-sized farms employing a little wage labour and 

increased the relative importance of fully developed capitalist pro¬ 
ducers. 

During the thirty years that preceded the crisis, wage labour had 

increased most markedly in certain types of farming, especially cotton 

in the new regions of the Southwest, tobacco outside of the sharecrop¬ 

ping South, truck, potatoes, fruit, and sugar beets. Wage labour 
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declined on the cotton farms of the Southeast with the increase in share- 

cropping. On livestock farms and dairy farms, less wage labour per 

acre was employed in 1929 than thirty years earlier. But these farms 

were larger on the average, and on livestock farms the wage labour 

per farm had increased. 

Differences among the several types of farming are important. 

Human labour directly applied contributes a larger share of the value 

in the total farm output on intensive crop farms than on livestock 

farms, dairy farms, or wheat farms. (See data, Appendix K.) On 

intensive crop farms, therefore, the labour of the farmer himself be¬ 

comes secondary to the labour of hired workers at a relatively low 

gross income level. As the number of wage workers increases, the 

“farmer” becomes so absorbed in managing them that he steps over 

the line to completely capitalist operation. So the line between what 

we might call “upper middle” and completely capitalist farms lies at a 

lower gross income level on the intensive crop farms than in any other 

type of farming. 

Just as the scale of operation at which the upper middle farmer 

becomes a completely capitalist farmer varies from one type of farming 

to another, so also there are corresponding variations in the gross in¬ 

come level which can be achieved without any wage labour. In types 

of farming where direct human labour is still of primary importance, 

wage workers are employed in lower gross income groups than in live¬ 

stock and dairy farming, or on the cash-grain farms which have a rela¬ 

tively large investment in machinery. 

So in specialised fruit growing many farms with less than $1,000 

gross income (1929) were employing some wage labour. In truck and 

cotton, and on crop-specialty farms (most of which require intensive 

cultivation) the dividing line between those employing and those not 

employing wage labour fell in the group having more than $1,000 but 

less than $1,500 gross income. But among livestock and dairy farms 

and specialised grain farms this dividing line came in the next higher 

gross income group, with more than $1,500 but less than $2,500 in 

1929. 

On six types of specialised commercial farms, developed outside of 

the sharecropping system, the small farms employing no wage labour 
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whatever produced in 1929 considerably less than one-fifth of the total 

output in their respective types of farming. Such farms are still numer¬ 

ous but their share in the total commercial production is slight. This 

is especially marked in the three types of farming—truck, fruit and 

stock ranches—in which large-scale units have been most highly de¬ 

veloped. 

In cotton, on the other hand, the three-quarters of a million share- 

croppers, classified as “farmers,” pull the share of non-employing 

farmers up to around 45% the total output. In crop-specialty 

DISTRIBUTION OF FARMS AND GROSS INCOME AMONG LARGE FARMS, OTHER 

FARMS EMPLOYING LABOUR, AND FARMS NOT EMPLOYING LABOUR: 1929 

(FIGURES IN ITALICS 

ARE AUTHOR’S ESTIMATES.)9 

Type of farm Total 

Fruit (A) 

Farms 141,417 

Product (million) $474.3 

Stock (C) 

Farms 71,000 

Product (million) $509.4 

Truck (B) 

Farms 84,561 

Product (million) $243.6 

Cash-grain (C) 

Farms 454,726 

Product (million) $1,338.3 

Animal-specialty (C) 

Farms 479,042 

Product (million) $1,741.0 

Dairy (C) 

Farms 604,837 

Product (million) $1,672.1 

Crop-specialty (B) 

Farms 431,379 

Product (million) $834.4 

$20,000 or $6,000 to Others Not 
more $i9>999 employ¬ employ¬ 
gross gross ing ing 

income income labour labour 

2.0 10.2 63-3 24.5 
24 28 45 3 

6.9 I9-3 35-5 38-3 
48 29 77 6 

i*5 6.8 50.2 41.4 
26 22 42 10 

0.4 7-9 57-i 34.6 

5 21 62 12 

1.2 II.I 52.8 34-9 
16 25 46 13 

0.4 6.0 53-5 40.1 

5 18 59 18 

0.4 4.2 40.7 54.6 

9 18 52 21 
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DISTRIBUTION OF FARMS AND GROSS INCOME AMONG LARGE FARMS, OTHER 

FARMS EMPLOYING LABOUR, AND FARMS NOT EMPLOYING LABOUR: 1929 

(Continued) 

(figures IN ITALICS $20,000 or $6,000 to Others Not 

ARE AUTHORs’s ESTIMATES -y more 

gross 
$i9>999 
gross 

employ¬ 

ing 

employ¬ 

ing 

Type of farm Total income income labour labour 

Poultry (C) 

Farms 166,517 0.3 4.1 36.1 59-5 
Product (million) $33x-2 5 16 53 26 

General (B) 

Farms 1,044,264 
b 

0.9 46.4 52.6 

Product (million) $1,545.0 

Abnormal and unclassified (A) 

c 

5 67 28 

Farms 672,861 0.4 1.1 19.6 79.0 

Product (million) $635.0“ 27 12 32 29 

Cotton (B) 

Farms 1,640,025 0.1 0.6 27.6 71.7 

Product (million) $1,698.1 2 5 48 45 
Self-sufficing (A) 

Farms 498,019 — — 19.5 80.5 

Product (million) $211.7 — — 55 62 

Total, all types 

Farms 6,288,648 0.4 3-4 38.1 58.1 

Product (million) $11,234.2“ 10 16 51 23 

“ Includes author’s estimate of production by unclassified farms. (See Appendix D.) 

6 Less than one-tenth of one per cent. 

c Less than one per cent. 

(A) Number not employing labour was smaller than number with gross income 

under Si,000. 

(B) Number not employing labour was larger than number with gross income 

under $1,000, but smaller than number with gross income under $1,500. 

(C) Number not employing labour was larger than number with gross income 

under $1,500, but smaller than number with gross income under $2,500. 

farms, also, sharecroppers on southern tobacco farms raise the per¬ 

centage of non-employing “farmers” above the figure which would 

truly represent production by independent small farmers. 

Even including sharecroppers (since we cannot estimate their share 

in the total output) and small part-time farmers and poor “self- 
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sufficing” farms,* it is clear that in agriculture as a whole less than one- 

fourth of the total output in 1929 was produced on farms employing 

no wage labour. Approximately half the total came from farms em¬ 

ploying some wage labour but producing gross incomes under $6,000 

in 1929. More than one-fourth was produced by the capitalist and upper 

middle farms which had in 1929 over $6,000 gross income. 

ESTIMATED PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL OUTPUT PRODUCED BY FARMS WITH 

$6,000 OR MORE GROSS INCOME: 1929 

Stock ranches 77 
Fruit farms 52 
Truck farms 48 
Animal-specialty farms 41 
Abnormal and unclassified farms 39 
Crop-specialty farms 27 
Cash-grain farms 26 
Dairy farms 23 
Poultry farms 21 
Cotton farms 7 
General farms 5 
Self-sufficing farms — 

All types 26 

We must emphasise again that all these figures based on individual 

farms understate the commercial importance of large units of opera¬ 

tion. The giant Delta & Pine cotton plantation, for example, is here 

represented by 1,000 cropper farms and does not appear at all in the 

group with $6,000 or more gross income. In the North, scattered 

“chain farms” owned by large absentee interests and tabulated as 

separate units are actually operated under close control by the owner’s 

visiting experts. Such chains of middle farms represent one important 

phase of capitalist development in agriculture. 

* As we have stated above (page 78 of this chapter) “self-sufficing” is a misleading 

term, since these farms have to sell some product unless the family has income from 

some other occupation. They are, however, definitely less developed commercial farms 
than those which sell more than half their product. 
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More Horsepower and More Dollars in Farm Equipment 

Greater use of farm equipment is another phase of capitalist de¬ 

velopment. This has proceeded more rapidly than the increase in wage 

labour. During the thirty years from 1900 to 1930, the volume of wage 

labour on farms increased about 35% but total units of horsepower on 

farms increased about 207%. This percentage refers to a combined 

total including work animals and any kind of mechanical power ex¬ 

cept automobiles. 

The three decades were by no means uniform. The first ten years 

(1900 to 1910), during which the gasoline tractor was first placed on 

the market, saw the greatest increase in wage labour—greater than 

the increase in units of horsepower. The second ten years, including 

the World War, saw a slight decline in total wage labour on farms 

and a sharp stepping up in the rate of increase in power equipment. 

Then the 1920’s brought a new high in both wage labour and power 

units, but the increase in total farm equipment far outstripped the 

slight increase in wage labour. 

PERCENTAGE OF INCREASE IN TOTAL ACREAGE, WAGE LABOUR, AND 

FARM EQUIPMENT: 19OO-I93O 

Acreage Wage labour “ Units of horsepower d 

1900 to 1910 4.8 
5 

29.2 21.5 

1910 to 1920 8.8 2.9 dec.0 34-3 
1920 to 1930 3-2 7-3 * 88.0 

1900 to 1930 177 34-7 206.6 

“Based on years 1899, 1909, 1919, 1929. 

” Derived from census figures on total wage expenditures for farm labour, with allow¬ 

ance for the 41% increase in wage rates, according to Department of Agriculture 

weighted index, as given in Crops and Markets, July supplement, 1925, p. 217. 

c Derived from yearly averages of numbers employed as estimated by WPA, National 

Research Project, Trends in Employment in Agriculture, 1909-1936, p. 11. 

“ Not including passenger automobiles on farms. See Power and Machinery in Agri¬ 

culture, published April, 1933, as Miscellaneous Publication No. 157 of U. S. Depart¬ 

ment of Agriculture. 

Horsepower units are not evenly distributed, whether by sections 

of the country, by type of farm, or by individual farms. 
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Contrast is striking between the very low figures in the southern 

states and the very high figures in the grain states of the Northwest. 

In the following table the sections of the country are listed according 

to the average units of horsepower available per worker (including 

farmers, farm family workers, and wage labourers). 

HORSEPOWER PER FARM WORKER: 1929“ 

West North Central states 12.4 

Mountain states 11.2 

Middle Atlantic states 10.3 

East North Central states 10.1 

Pacific states q.q 

New England states 7.4 

Delaware, Maryland & D. C. 7.0 

West South Central states 4.3 

Other South Atlantic states 2.2 

East South Central states 1.8 

Including farmers, farm family workers, and wage labourers. (For source, note 
of previous table.) 

Extremes among individual states are Montana and Kansas (with 

22.5 and 20.1 respectively) and South Carolina with only 1.3 as an 

average for all farms, large and small. 

With the increase in horsepower, which reflected increasing substi¬ 

tution of tractors for horses and mules, went also an increase in size 

and cost of field implements and the development of much new in¬ 

door equipment. In 1900, the draft animals on farms represented about 

three-fifths of the total investment in farm equipment other than 

buildings and productive livestock. Thirty years later this total invest¬ 

ment had increased by 152% and draft animals represented less than 
one-third of the total. 

REPORTED VALUE OF HORSE, MULES, IMPLEMENTS AND MACHINERY 

Total 

Horses and mules 

Implements and machinery 

Average per farm 

Horses and mules 

Implements and machinery 

1900 1930 Increase 

$1,093,768,000 

749>776>ooo 

$1,348,647,000) 

3,3° r,654,000} 152% 

$ 191 $ 214 12% 
Hi 525 300% 

farm, which is more significant since the 
risen, we see that average investment in 
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horses and mules had increased only 12% while investment in imple¬ 

ments and machinery had jumped by 300%. 

Investment in farm machinery had increased more than the ex¬ 

penditures for farm labour. Highly mechanised “middle” farms were 

developing in the specialised grain, livestock and dairy production of 

the North and West and in the wheat areas of Texas and Oklahoma. 

But a definitely contrasting trend appears on fruit and vegetable farms 

and certain other intensive crop farms, including cotton in the South¬ 

west. These were developing a high percentage of large-scale units 

employing much wage labour with an increasing but still relatively 

small investment in farm machinery. On cotton farms in the old 

South, sharecropping was being extended while wage labour declined 

and the increase in equipment lagged behind the average increase on 

other farms throughout the country. 

It is natural that the relative importance of buildings, machinery, 

livestock, raw materials and wages should vary in the different types 

of farming. At one extreme are the stock ranches which have ex¬ 

panded primarily by acquiring great stretches of land and increasing 

their numbers of catde or sheep. They have the smallest investment 

per acre in labour as in everything else, but they include so many acres 

that averages per farm are very high. At the other extreme are the 

fruit and truck farms which have expanded chiefly by a more and 

more intensive use of land. Acreage has increased as farms increase 

in size but most marked has been the increase per acre in numbers of 

wage workers and in the use of machinery and fertiliser. This is 

characteristic also of other intensive crop farms—such as tobacco, 

potatoes, sugar beets, etc.—but for these “crop-specialty” farms, the 

broad trend is obscured by the census which lumps them with hay 

farms in the mixed “crop-specialty” group. 

Between these extremes are the grain, dairy and animal-specialty 

farms. These are far ahead of fruit and truck farms in average total 

investment in equipment and buildings, but they operate with more 

land and a smaller average investment per acre. They also employ 

less wage labour, both per farm and per acre, than the intensive crop 

farms. Poultry farming represents a still different combination, with a 

relatively large investment in buildings, equipment and livestock, and 

a marked dependence on purchased feed. Here the percentage of farms 
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operating without wage labour is higher than in any other specialised 

type of farming except cotton; large-scale poultry farms are few and 

relatively unimportant in the total output. Except on the large farms 

little wage labour is employed.* 

Small farmers of every type have fallen far behind in the general 

trend toward more expensive, more powerful equipment. But on this 

point only scattered data are available. For example, North Dakota 

led the country in 1930 in its percentage of farms (43.8%) having a 

tractor. In that year, North Dakota grain farms alone numbered 

54,857, while only 34,148 farms of all types reported a tractor.** In 

Montana, the state whose farms led the country in average horsepower 

available per worker, only 36% of the farms reported a tractor; 

only 24.4% reported a stationary gas engine; and only 2.3% an electric 

motor for farm work. 

“Self-sufficing” farmers *** region by region and in the United States 

as a whole have a smaller average investment in implements and 

machinery than any other type of farm. Next larger is the low average 

on cotton farms with $170 per farm, taking all cotton regions to¬ 

gether. But sharecroppers (mainly working on cotton farms in the 

South, east of Texas and Oklahoma) used on the average only $69 

* See Appendix F for certain exact data on these points for farms of different types. 

How these changes have affected the productivity of farm labour has been indicated in 
Chapter II, p. 27. 

United States 

New England 

Middle Atlantic 

East North Central 

West North Central 

Mountain 

Pacific 

South Atlantic 

East South Central 

West South Central 

percentages of farms reporting: 

Motor truck. Tractor Automobile 

13-4 13-5 58.0 
26.7 10.5 60.5 
30.7 21.5 71.1 

19.6 24.7 79-7 
15-7 26.5 82.8 
21.8 17.9 67.7 

23.8 20.8 75-i 
8-3 4.2 42.1 

4.1 2.1 30.2 

8.4 5-7 45.6 

For every farm with a motor truck there were at least four farms with an automobile, 

which for a farm without a motor truck usually serves as a work car. But 42% of all 

farms in the country had no automobile in 1930. Even in the then “prosperous” farm 

states of the Middle West and the Far West the earless farms were from 8% (in Ne¬ 
braska) to 30% of all. 

### See footnote on p. 90. 
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worth of farm tools in 1930, as against an average of $117 on all cotton 

farms in this region. Unfortunately the data on implements of part- 

time farmers (with less than $750 of gross farm income in 1929) can¬ 

not be separated from the data for the other “abnormal” farms, most 

of which are highly capitalist units. In general, the census of 1930 

does not report farm equipment in relation to farm income groupings. 

Measuring Capitalist Development 

Does this general increase in farm equipment serve as an index of 

capitalist development within agriculture? It is a trend which appeared 

only after industry* was clearly established on a capitalist basis. It 

accompanied the growth of commercial farming in a capitalist society 

and was one of the factors setting the farmer off as distinct from the 

feudal peasant. But among the great mass of working farmers their 

increased investment in farm equipment is not the primary index of 

development toward completely capitalist farming. It is secondary to 

the increase in wage labour on farms. 

In industry based wholly on wage labour, capitalist development has 

involved a great increase of capital invested in buildings, machinery 

and materials with a much slighter increase of capital invested in wage 

labour. We call the first kind of investment (in buildings, machinery, 

materials) constant capital and the second kind of investment (in 

wages) variable capital. For wages buy the labour power of the worker 

whose labour produces surplus value. As the sum of constant capital 

increases and the relative sum of variable capital declines, we say that 

the trend is toward a higher organic composition of capital. 

But agriculture as a whole is not yet dependent primarily on wage 

labour. Only about two farms out of five employed any hired labour 

in 1929. And only on the large-scale capitalist farms at the top is the 

work done wholly by hired labourers. Here, as in non-farm industry, 

the buildings, equipment, and livestock have taken on completely the 

form of capital. On other farms, where the farmer himself does pro¬ 

ductive labour, capital in the fullest sense of the word is also begin¬ 

ning to be formed. But we cannot correctly speak of farm equipment 

as “capital” insofar as it is operated by the labour of the man who owns 

* See footnote on p. 19- 
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it. It becomes capital only as it serves in the process of extracting sur¬ 
plus value from a wage worker. 

American agriculture is completely part of the capitalist economy. 
All the farms are participating in capitalist production. But these farms 
as separate units represent in their own internal organisation at least 
four distinct stages of economic development: the fully capitalist farms 
worked wholly by wage labour; the semi-capitalist farms where farmer 
and wage labourer are both engaged in productive work; and, less 
developed, the small commercial and small “self-sufficing”* farms op¬ 
erated without any wage labour whatever. Any attempt at measuring 
the relative degrees of capitalist development within the separate units 
of production—either by type of farming or by region of the country— 
must approach the large fully capitalist farms and the middle semi¬ 
capitalist farms with two distinct and separate standards of measure¬ 
ment. 

Complete dependence on wage labour is the basic characteristic of 
the fully capitalist farms. On semi-capitalist farms the extent to which 
wage labour is used is the basic factor in development toward com¬ 
pletely captialist operation. And the ratio of wage labour to labour by 
the farmer and unpaid members of his family would serve as index 
of this development.** 

Improved equipment, of course, serves at every level of operation 
to make farm labour more productive. Whether operated by the owner 
or by a hired worker, it can cut unit costs and become an important 
factor in accumulation. And hope of making profits and accumulating 
for expansion has been the driving force in the middle farmer’s opera¬ 
tions no less than on the completely capitalist farms. Insofar as in¬ 
creasing investment in farm machinery, livestock and buildings, and 
increasing expenditures for seeds, fertiliser and feed serve to increase 
the middle farmer’s possibilities of accumulation they help to pull him 
along the road toward completely capitalist operation. But as an index 
to capitalist development among the broad mass of farm producers 
who are themselves at work in the fields, such increased investment 

* See above, footnote on p. 90. 

Lenin emphasised in his discussion of American agriculture that the volume of 
hiied labour is the most direct indicator of the development of capitalist operation within 
agriculture. Lenin, Selected Worlds, vol. XII, especially pages 205, 212, 221, 241, 281, 
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is secondary to increased employment of wage labour. For it is wage 

labour and not equipment which marks farmers’ transition from sim¬ 

ple commodity producers, who neither buy nor sell labour power, to¬ 

ward full-fledged capitalists depending wholly on wage labour. 

Once the stage of completely capitalist operation has been reached, 

and farm equipment has become capital in the fullest sense of the 

word, our index of further capitalist development shifts to a different 

basis. The farmer’s own labour is no longer an element in production. 

Now the volume of wage labour must be compared with the volume 

of farm equipment. As in industry, development on completely capi¬ 

talist farms is measured by an increase of constant capital (buildings, 

equipment, livestock, materials) and a relative decline in the variable 

capital (wages). 

Taking the several divisions of the country, each one as a whole 

without regard to types of farming or gross income groupings, we 

have the following picture of the relative extent of wage labour on 

farms in 1929. According to their employment of wage labour, Pacific 

states, New England, Mountain and Middle Atlantic states lead in 

general capitalist development. North Central states stand midway 

between these four divisions and the three divisions of the South. 

Farms employing wage labour 
Wages paid Per cent Average days 

(average, all farms) of all per farm 

California $959 66.7 4°5 
Other Pacific 376 57.6 202 

New England 399 59.1 222 

Mountain 356 54.8 236 

Middle Atlantic 265 55-4 181 

West North Central 161 54-3 126 

East North Central 137 46.4 G5 

West South Central 100 35-8 148 

South Atlantic 87 34-7 156 

East South Central 32 23.5 94 

average investment per farm, the nine sections of the country 

fall into a somewhat different order. The following table lists them 

according to their average investment in work buildings and farm 
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implements and machinery. Pacific states which lead in employment 

of wage labour drop to the fifth place. And Middle Atlantic states, 

which are fourth in wage labour, lead the country in average farm 
equipment. 

AVERAGE “capital” PER FARM: 1929-1930 “ 

Fer- 

Middle Adantic 
West North Central 
New England 
East North Central 
Pacific 
Mountain 

West South Central 
South Atlantic 
East South Central 

United States 

Farm 

equip¬ Live¬ 
ment b stock 

$3,169 $1,238 
2,681 1,686 
2,609 1,090 
2,348 1,187 
2,265 C673 
1,766 2,623 

676 679 

653 399 

449 383 

C559 998 

tiliser 

and 

feed Wages 

$517 $265 
197 161 
663 399 
182 J37 
468 678 
197 356 

82 100 

173 87 
78 32 

189 152 

Total 

except 

land Land 

$5,189 $3,586 

4.725 10,464 
4,761 3,530 

3,854 6,383 
5,084 15,613 

4,942 8,446 

C537 4,365 
i,312 2,436 

942 C765 

2,882 5,554 
Figures are not complete, for the census includes no report on such expenditures 

as seeds, sprays containers, ginning, contract threshing, veterinary service, horeshoeing 
and minor supplies. 

b Work buildings, implements, and machinery. 

When livestock and all other items are included, Pacific and Moun¬ 

tain states climb to second and third places. (See fifth column of 

figures in table.) And the grand total per farm, including land, gives 
a still different order: 

AVERAGE TOTAL “CAPITAL” 

Pacific $20,697 
West North Central 15,189 
Mountain 13,388 
East North Central 10,237 
Middle Atlantic 8,775 

PER FARM, INCLUDING LAND; 1929-1930 

New England 
West South Central 
South Adantic 
East South Central 

$8,291 
5,902 

3»748 
2,707 

But, we repeat, the leadership of the Pacific states (and especially 

California) in capitalist development of agriculture rests not on the 
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high land “values,” or large investments in livestock and feed or other 

constant capital, but on their high percentage of farms employing 

wage labour and the high average volume of wage labour on the em¬ 

ploying farms. For other sections of the country, also, their relative 

position in regard to wage labour is more decisive as a measure of 

capitalist development than their relative investment in farm equip¬ 

ment and in land. Farms in the North Central states of extensive 

wheat and livestock farms are less capitalistically developed than farms 

in the New England and Middle Atlantic states. 

Factors in Accumulation 

What are the decisive factors in the individual farmer’s possibilities 

of accumulating wealth? From this angle, what are the relative con¬ 

tributions of wage labour and technically efficient equipment? 

Value transferred from buildings, implements, livestock, feed and 

fertiliser is an important part of the gross value of the farmer’s prod¬ 

uct. But in using his equipment and raw materials the farmer merely 

incorporates into his product value which he has previously purchased 

or borrowed or which he has created oy his own labour, or taken 

from wage workers, in past years. The only new value created during 

the current year is that produced by the farmer and his family, plus 

the value created by wage workers. The larger the role of hand la¬ 

bour, the larger is the share of newly created value. The greater the 

number of wage workers, the greater also is the volume of surplus 

value appropriated by the farmer. 

But the fact that his product includes a relatively large amount of 

newly created value does not benefit a farmer unless this value can be 

fully realised on the market. Even the considerable surplus value taken 

by the full-fledged capitalist farmer from his wage workers does not 

give him an extra margin for accumulation, unless the surplus value 

can be transformed into money. Whether value can be realised (that 

is, transformed into money) depends on a great many different con¬ 

ditions, including the general state of the market for the particular 

commodity and the relation of the individual farmer to the marketing 

outlets. But for the moment we assume that all the farmers can reach 
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a free competitive market and that the total gross return from all farm 

commodities is moving in rough relation to their total value. 

Every farmer knows that as an individual producer he is powerless 

to set a price based solely on his own reckoning of what his products 

are worth. And when he ponders the subject of prices, he thinks in 

terms of his cost of production and seldom goes back to the under- 

lying question of value. As a practical business man he is right to put 

his attention on costs and let the economists worry about value. For 

while the total value (taking production as a whole) is roughly 

equivalent to the total price of all products combined, the value em¬ 

bodied in each individual unit of product is almost never equal to the 

price, or even roughly equivalent to it. And this is not due simply to 

the ups and downs of market demand or to deliberate pressure by 

monopolists. It is related to the profit system which dominates farm 

production no less than it dominates the complexities of big industry. 

Under the profit system prices actually prevailing in a freely com¬ 

petitive market fluctuate above and below a point which approximates 

t e average cost of production of the given commodity plus the aver¬ 

age rate of profit current in the business world. The producer whose 

costs are less than the average receives a higher than average rate of 

profit on his investment. The producer whose costs are relatively hi<di 

receives a less than the average rate of profit. The extra labour incor¬ 

porated in his product, or the abnormally high transfer of value from 

his producing equipment, cannot be covered by the price which is 
always related to average costs. 

This general principle is modified for farmers by variations in natu¬ 

ral quality of soil, in water supply, and in location. Insofar as these 

inferences are inescapable, and the products of the least favourable 

arm land are required for meeting effective market demand, prices of 

such products in a freely competitive market would be high enough 

to cover costs of operating with average equipment on the worst farm 

and not on the average farm. Prices would represent not the actual 

costs on the worst farm with the most backward equipment, but costs 

which would result from the combination of worst natural conditions 

and average technical advantages. In a freely competitive market, 

therefore, prices of farm products are a compound of two factors The 

factor of equipment pulls the price toward average current costs. The 
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factor of land tends to push the price up to cover costs on the worst 

farm. 

Prices resulting from these two factors would yield for agriculture 

as a whole an average rate of profit on total farm investment apart 

from land, plus a margin for rent which varies with the quality of the 

farmer’s land. The question of rent is discussed in the next chapter. 

Here we are concerned with analysing the trend of costs and profits 

apart from rent. 

For the individual farmer at any one time, the primary factor in 

the possibility of accumulating for expansion is the relation between 

current prices and his individual costs. Technically efficient equipment 

increases the productivity of the farmer’s labour. When used to its 

maximum capacity the cost of its depreciation is more than balanced 

by the decline in direct labour cost per unit of output. Insofar as it ac¬ 

tually displaces labour formerly employed, this reduction of cost is 

most marked. 

But this is only one side of the story. For as the advanced equip¬ 

ment comes into more general use, it pulls down the average cost of 

production. Losses of backward, high-cost farms become more serious, 

and the “progressive” farmers who count on an extra margin between 

their low costs and the average prices drive for still further improve¬ 

ments. 
This quest- for lower costs and for higher margins between cost and 

price goes on season after season and year after year. And as it pro¬ 

ceeds it introduces, in the long run, a counter-trend that threatens a 

general decline in the average rate of profit. To understand this we 

must leave for the moment the question of prices and costs and return 

to the underlying question of value. For without an understanding of 

the underlying factors in value and price and profit, we cannot find 

our way through the complex elements in the farm crisis. This results 

from forces deeply rooted in the profit system. The present section 

attempts merely to sketch the indispensable background for our later 

analysis of the crisis itself. 
As the technique of production has changed and the role of direct 

human labour has declined, relatively more of the value in each com¬ 

modity is transferred from the machinery and equipment (in which 

other human labour has been previously embodied) and relatively less 
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of the value is newly created in the production of each particular item 

in the whole vast catalogue of products. The ratio of total value newly 

created to total value transferred declines sharply in our productive 
system as a whole. 

Part of the newly created value is required for the maintenance of 

those who do productive labour. In industry this goes to workers and 

technicians as wages and salaries. In agriculture, where most of the 

productive labour is done by working farmers and their families, this 

maintenance part of newly created value is divided between wages to 

hired farm labour and a living for the working farmers and their 

amilies who are self-employed. But both in industry and in agricul¬ 

ture the newly created value includes a surplus beyond that which is 

required to keep the producers alive and able to continue their work. 

When producers are wage workers this surplus value is appropriated 

by their employers. It is the difference between the total value newly 

created by the workers’ labour and the maintenance value of their 

labour power which the employer returns to them in the form of 

wages. Surplus produced by self-employed working farmers sup¬ 

posedly belongs to the producers themselves, but much of it is taken 

from them as rent and interest and other payments to outside capi¬ 
talists. r 

Surplus value taken from wage workers in agriculture and in in¬ 

dustry and surplus produced by working farmers and the few others 

engaged in individual production together provide the total profit that 

can be drawn from our economic system. It is distributed among the 

members of the capitalist class through a complex financial mecha¬ 

nism. This total profit is much broader and more inclusive than the 

capitalist s idea of profits. It is the one great reservoir from which can 

be drawn capitalist income of every kind and any genuine increase in 
total capital. 

So taking our economic system as a whole, the relation of this total 

surplus value (including the surplus produced by working farmers) 

to the total investment of capital is a decisive factor. With every in¬ 

crease m total investment (machinery and buildings plus wages and 

farmers living) the broad average rate of profit must decline unless 

the amount of newly created product which can be held as surplus 

increases in proportion to the total investment. (We are speaking now 
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of long-time underlying trends which were recognised long before 

the great economic crisis of the 1930’s.) 
In production based on wage labour, such an increase in surplus 

could be accomplished only with enormously greater exploitation of 

the workers. For obviously, as the ratio of newly created value to 

value embodied in productive apparatus has steadily declined, the 

ratio of surplus value to total capital must also decline unless a greatly 

increased portion of the newly created value is appropriated by the 

capitalist. The drive for such increased appropriation by the capi¬ 

talist, largely through greater intensity of labour together with a low¬ 

ering of real wages, has met with more and more determined resistance 

by the organised workers. It is the economic basis for the sharpening 

of class struggles. But all the anti-labour efforts by the employers 

have not succeeded in reversing the long-time downward trend in the 

average rate of profit. 
Agriculture is operated with a relatively high ratio of newly created 

value in relation to total investment apart from land* And in agricul¬ 

ture much of the surplus product remains in the hands of working 

farmers who produce it, subject only to toll drawn off as rent, interest, 

taxes, and high monopoly prices for essential supplies. But here there 

exists the same underlying relation between total surplus product and 

total investment. Both the completely capitalist farmers and the 

“middle” farmers have operated with a rising volume of farm equip¬ 

ment (which means more value transferred from equipment to prod¬ 

uct) and a relatively declining volume of newly created value. Here 

as in industry the total surplus has increased less rapidly than the 

total investment for which this surplus was the sole source of profit. 

As in industry, the rate of profit has tended to decline. So we have 

witnessed increasing exploitation of wage workers on capitalist farms, 

and increasing financial difficulties for the middle farmers. 
Farmers cannot escape the conflicts and difficulties inherent in the 

capitalist system. In order to survive as commercial producers they are 

driven to cutting costs through technical improvements. As these be- 

* Investment in land is excluded because land in itself has a price but no value 

and no value is transferred from land as such to the product. Exchange value of the 

-product (as distinct from its use value) is created by the new labour embodied in it 

and by the transfer to it of value previously created by labour. We return in the nex 

chapter to questions of rent and investment in land as distinct from genuine capital. 
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come general, they lower the average price of the product. And the 

increased investment in equipment which has given temporary advan¬ 

tage to the most advanced producers in the end creates new problems 
by lowering the average rate of profit. 

In general, the larger the individual farmer’s scale of operation the 

greater his possibilities of accumulation. As we have shown, the large 

farmer will tend to have a higher rate of profit than the small farmer, 

i.e., his rate of profit will be above, and the small farmer’s will be be¬ 

low, the average rate of profit. Also, the large farmer’s higher rate of 

profit is on the whole less important than his greater volume of profit. 

Taking the broad averages, farmers’ profits have been little more than 

enough to provide a family living. Even before the economic crisis 

of 1929-32, average net farm income left a very small margin after 

allowing a fair return for the farmer’s own labour. Only the larger 

operators—on whatever basis—can hope to clear enough to cover 

living expenses and buy new equipment without borrowing or making 
deferred payments* * 

Farmers even more than other business men become heavily de¬ 

pendent on credit not merely for expansion but for everyday operation. 

Farmers raising crops for sale receive their returns only once a year, 

borne in the warmer sections may produce two crops a year, but be¬ 

yond that they cannot speed up the cycle of production which is fixed 

by natural conditions. They cannot raise the annual rate of return on 

such capital as they invest in seeds, fertiliser, wages and supplies by 

turning it oyer several times a year. Most farmers have had to borrow 

a re atively large amount not only for expansion but for current costs, 

buch dependence upon credit became increasingly serious with the in¬ 

creased need for expensive equipment and the increased use of pur- 

chased commodities both in farm production and in farm living. 

We are speaking now of the regular course of farm business in nor- 

The ratio of cash expenses to cash income is higher on small farms n,,,, ™ 1 

ones, indicating that small farms have less possibility of high returns than large faring” 

( mversity of Nebraska, College of Agriculture, Experiment Station Bulletin 308 ‘The 

SSa» S;f Farm t0 Ta" Lab0r> Im— Farm eUJE 

The possession of a certain abundance is necessary to an individual to exercise 
provident foresight." (W C. Lowdermilk of U. S. Soil Conservation Service in Journal 
of Farm Economics, February, 1937, p. 44.) In lournal 
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mal years. But in addition, the farmer has had two difficulties peculiar 

to his occupation. First, weather and pests directly affect the size of 

his crops, the quality of his pasture, the price of feed for his livestock. 

Until the New Deal set up federal crop insurance for wheat all farmers 

operated without any form of public insurance to cover the losses 

which come and throw out all their reckonings. Second, as we have 

already pointed out, most of the farmers’ products are peculiarly sub¬ 

ject to sudden shifts in marketing conditions, which include unpre¬ 

dictable and extreme variations in price. 

Quality and price of land also directly affect the individual farmer’s 

possibilities of accumulating and expanding. Good land increases the 

productivity of his labour. But the farmer whose labour is exception¬ 

ally productive because he has favourable natural conditions of soil, lay 

of land, and location may or may not be able to keep for himself the 

added profit that these advantages make it possible for him to produce. 

In our capitalist world, such natural advantages are reflected in the 

rent which is exacted by an absentee owner and in the price which a 

farmer-owner must pay for title to land. If the farmer is a tenant, the 

benefit of his exceptionally productive land is paid over to the land¬ 

lord. Only if he is an owner, does the surplus output add to his own 

income. And even as an owner he receives it after he has established 

title by paying the higher price per acre which his good land could 

bring. 
In the early years, as the frontier of settlement was moving west¬ 

ward, such natural differences in productivity played an important 

role in accumulation. So long as free land was available, this fact held 

down the price of land—very definitely in the region still open to set¬ 

tlement and indirectly also to a less degree in the older farming states. 

Rent (which is the basis of land price) was slow in forming. Lucky 

homesteaders who had drawn the better farms could pocket the bene¬ 

fits of their more productive labour. This was a passing phase which 

could not survive the closing of the frontier of free settlement. By 

the 1890’s the advantages of production on the better lands were com¬ 

pletely incorporated in the prices paid by new owners who bought 

the better farms or they were taken by the landlord from his farm 

tenants. 
Since the 1890’s basic land prices have changed more in some regions 
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than in others under the effect of speculation, shifts in farming areas, 

and changes in the relative importance of various types of farming 

within each region. Taking the farmers’ investment as a whole, there 

has been a marked shift from land ownership to farm equipment. 

Such increases as are shown in average “capital” values per farm re¬ 

flect only in part genuine accumulation by individual farmers. Far 

more do they reflect the farmers’ increased dependence on borrowed 

capital and rented land. (Rent, land tenure and mortgages are more 
fully discussed in Chapter V.) 

Last but by no means least important factor in accumulation is the 

broad general fact that farmers as a class have been exploited by the 

monopoly forces in banking and industry. These operate against the 

farmers at every turn. Most conspicuous are the high freight rates and 

the tightly controlled prices of farm implements and farm machinery. 

But this is only part of the monopoly extortion that eats into the 

farmer’s income. He has always paid high prices for building mate¬ 

rials, chemical fertiliser, and miscellaneous items needed in farm pro¬ 

duction. He has paid higher interest rates than city business men must 

pay. He has always been subject to varying degrees of monopoly 

pressure from processors and traders through whom the farm products 

reach the ultimate consumer. This old conflict between farmers and 

the more developed sections of our capitalist economy has definitely 

reduced the possibilities of accumulation by agricultural producers 

and increased the profits and wealth of finance capitalists. 

Capital Brought in from Other Sources 

While farmers face enormous difficulties and agriculture has been 

the poorest section of our capitalist economy, much wealth has been 

drawn indirectly from the exploitation of the farmers. But this is not 

the whole story. For some non-farm capitalists, functioning in the 

world of monopoly and finance capital, have also entered agricultural 

production directly and have found great profit in large-scale capitalist 

farming. Most conspicuously in California such men provide the basis 

for a strong community of interest between the large-scale capitalist 

armers and the banking, utility, railroad, and canning corporations. 

For example, the Giannini banking chain (heading up in the Trans- 
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america Corp. and the Bank of America N.T. & S.A. in San Francisco) 

through its California Lands, Inc., operates or supervises farms totalling 

some half million acres. And two younger members of the Fleish- 

hacker family, which dominates the Anglo California National Bank 

and plays an important role in California business and politics, are 

leading spirits in California Delta Farms, Inc. This is a million-dollar 

corporation raising asparagus, sugar beets, corn, celery, onions and 

potatoes. 

Tagus Ranch, called the world’s largest peach, apricot and nectarine 

orchard, was developed by Hulett C. Merritt, one of the brothers who 

a generation ago sold to John D. Rockefeller their mineral land hold¬ 

ings in the Mesabi iron range. Although they complained loudly at 

the time over the “low” price at which they were forced to sell, this 

brother was able to retire to what a magazine writer calls Pasadena’s 

Millionaire Row. But somewhat bored with idle riches, he used his 

fortune from iron lands to take up “farming.” 
Mr. Merritt was born on a farm in Ohio, but his early years on a 

farm had not given him the wherewithal to build irrigation works 

which cost $300,000 and transformed 7,000 acres of dry grazing land 

into a perfectly equipped and extremely profitable farm raising a mil¬ 

lion dollars yearly output of fruit, cotton and hay. Now Tagus Ranch 

with its 700 families of wage workers, its irrigation engineer, its soil 

chemist, its superintendent and seven foremen and 35 straw bosses, 

supplies all the peaches, apricots and nectarines for seven canneries 

employing for part of the year six thousand workers. 

Capital for the far-famed Campbell wheat farm in Montana was 

provided during the World War by a corporation which included 

J. P. Morgan and other Wall Street men among its directors. This 

farm used chiefly rented acreage. Now Thomas D. Campbell, in part¬ 

nership with John J. Raskob of duPont and General Motors, has 

gone into New Mexico to operate a “farm” of 286,000 acres which 

they have bought in Santa Fe County.11 

In cotton, the capital for the largest plantation in the country, if not 

the largest in the capitalist world, was subscribed by Manchester 

(England) cotton textile magnates who wanted to have a dependable 

supply of raw material. The corporation (Delta & Pine Land Co.) is 

still owned chiefly by British capitalists.12 A new plantation, hailed as 
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the third largest cotton plantation in the world, has been set up in 

eastern Arkansas by the Chapman-Dewey Lumber Co. of Memphis, 
on its 18,000 acres of former timberland.13 

The giant King Ranch, occupying an entire Texas county larger 

than the state of Rhode Island, grew from an original venture which 

was no small affair. One Captain Richard King, a Mississippi River 

pilot, back in 1852 was able to buy 75,000 acres at five cents an acre. 

This Captain King and his heirs not only controlled the county and 

closed the trails which formerly cut across it, but they defied the 

builders of modern highways. Not until 1937 was the barbed-wire 

boundary cut to admit a ribbon of concrete and save the motorists a 
50-mile detour.14 

Some industrialists using farm products as important raw materials 

have found it profitable to own a source of supply,—large farm units 

operated with wage labour. Commonly, they buy also from other 

farmers who must accept prices based on the low costs of a large 

model farm operated by the company. (Such seems to be the function, 

for example, of the few farms owned and operated by the big milk 

distributors in the New York milkshed.) Or the big buyers of a spe¬ 

cialised crop depend wholly on “independent” middle farmers. But 

here the farmer’s independence is often bound by a contract with the 

processor who fixes the terms of sale and supervises the methods of 
cultivation. 

On sugar-beet farms, the refinery commonly advances cash required 

or paying the farmer s hired workers. This may even be paid not to 

the farmer but directly to “his” workers who go to the refinery to 
collect their wages. 

Credit for intensive crops is sometimes advanced by a fertiliser com¬ 

pany which takes a stated quantity of the farmer’s product at the end 

of the season. Or a commission trader makes advances with the under¬ 

standing that he will have the disposal of the entire crop. On many 

of the farms which specialise in fattening cattle for slaughter, the 

livestock are purchased on credit through a livestock commission firm 

with the proviso that the same firm shall also handle the farmer’s sale 
to the packer. 

In all such contracts, the prices are fixed by the buyer, and usually 

no other outlet is available to the farmer. While he becomes entirely 
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subordinate to the processor or the commission trader who provides 

current operating capital, the farmer is still responsible for the farm 

itself and his tools and livestock. The farmer carries the basic risk of 

operating losses. 

Farmers have also had, as we have already stated, a declining equity 

in the land they use. When times are good, they borrow for expansion. 

When times are bad, they borrow to keep going. Passing from tenancy 

to ownership, and clearing the mortgage if title to the farm has been 

achieved, have become increasingly difficult. Less than one-fourth of 

the farm value—land and buildings—remains in the hands of unmort¬ 

gaged owners who operate no rented land. 

While farmers were losing title to their land, the capital loaned to 

them on mortgage was increasingly supplied not by their more pros¬ 

perous neighbours and other individual investors but by banks, mort¬ 

gage loan companies, and insurance companies. Farmers’ mortgage 

debt was not only increasing, it was bringing them more and more 

face to face with creditors who represent the most highly developed 

stage of finance capital. In 1928, less than one-third of the total mort- 

FARM MORTGAGES HELD BY PRINCIPAL CLASSES OF LENDING AGENCIES: 

JANUARY 

Total mortgage debt6 

Retired farmers 

Active farmers 

Other individuals 

Insurance companies 

Mortgage companies 

Commercial banks 

Federal land banks 

Joint stock land banks 

All other agencies 

0 For regional figures see Appendix G. 

6 Including mortgages on rented farms 

I, 1928 

$9,468,000,000 
100.0 

10.6 

3-6 
15.4 29.6 

22.9 
10.4 
10.8 44.1 

12.1 
7.0 19-1 

7.2 

and farms operated by salaried managers. 
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gage debt on farm land and buildings (including rented farms and 

farms operated by salaried managers) was held by individuals; 44% 

was held by commercial banks, mortgage companies and insurance 

companies; and 19% was held by public or semi-private lending 

agencies. Only 14% of the total mortgage debt represented capital bor¬ 
rowed from other farmers. 

Lending by farmers to other farmers was relatively most important 

in the northern states between the Hudson and the Mississippi. The 

actual total of such loans was largest in the West North Central states, 

but here lending by individuals was entirely overshadowed by the 

loans from insurance companies and mortgage companies. Corpora¬ 

tions lending on mortgage naturally slide into land ownership through 

foreclosures when farmers default on mortgage payments. From this 

has developed another form of direct exploitation of “middle” farmers 
by finance capital. 

Most important are the “chain farms” of the big life insurance com¬ 

panies. Total farm real estate held by life insurance companies on 

January 1, 1938, was valued at $705,207,000, according to the U. S. 

Bureau of Agricultural Economics.15 Insurance companies and three 

other leading groups of lending agencies together held about 28,000,000 

acres of farm land, including about 125,000 farms. In spite of the de¬ 

cline in the foreclosure rate, since the lowest point of the crisis in 

I93^~33> the number of farms owned by the principal lending agencies 

continues to increase.16 Large as these figures are they still represent 

less than 2% of the farms and less than 3% of the farm land in the 

country as a whole. But in certain regions the situation is far more 

serious than this. So, in 1934, it was estimated that all creditor corpora¬ 

tions and public lending agencies combined had taken over nearly 

30% of the total value of farm land in the West North Central states 

and nearly 20% of the total in the East North Central states.17 

No other holdings are so large as those of the Metropolitan Life 

Insurance Company whose 7,300 foreclosed farms include 1,621,000 

acres of improved land on which are living between 50,000 and 60,000 

persons. This farming empire of the largest financial corporation in 

the United States has total acreage enough (improved and unim¬ 

proved) “to make a mile-wide farm from New York to Los Angeles.” 

Some of the other large owners of many farms were revealed in 1936 
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when the U. S. Senate published the names of all who owned at least 

150 farms receiving benefits in 1934 under certain sections of the 

Agricultural Adjustment Act. The following list of the largest 17 

owners is based on this Senate report. 

FARMS OWNED BY INSURANCE COMPANIES, BANKS, ETC., AND RECEIVING 

BENEFITS UNDER CORN-HOG, COTTON AND TOBACCO SECTIONS 

OF THE AAAI 1934 18 

Number of farms 
Metropolitan Life Insurance Co. 4,585 
John Hancock Mutual Life Insurance Co. 4)34! 
Mutual Benefit Life Insurance Co. 3,936 
Prudential Insurance Co. of America 3*856 
Travelers Insurance Co. 2*845 
Northwestern Mutual Life Insurance Co. 2,496 
Equitable Life Assurance Society 2,158 
Aetna Life Insurance Co. 2,153 
Union Central Life Insurance Co. 2,126 
State of South Dakota Rural Credit Board 1*667 
Equitable Life Insurance Co. of Iowa I*539 

Bankers Life Co. of Des Moines I*I35 

Phoenix Mutual Life Insurance Co. 1*072 
South Minneapolis Joint Stock Land Bank 1,068 
Federal Land Bank of Omaha 1*030 
Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance Co. 1,018 
Connecticut General Life Insurance Co. 1*013 

These figures understate the numbers of farms owned by the large 

insurance companies since they exclude farms not receiving benefits 

on corn-hog, cotton and tobacco production. Such understatement is 

very marked since insurance company interests in farm land have been 

especially important in the wheat regions of the Northwest. This list 

also understates the numbers of large multiple owners. For according 

to the same report there were eight other concerns (not named) re¬ 

ceiving benefits under other sections of the AAA in 1934 and owning 

over 1,000 farms. In all, 70,400 farms were reported as held by these 

25 large multiple owners. 

' The Metropolitan Life Insurance Company and others have set up 

a complete apparatus for supervising the operation of their farms. The 
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farmer may be the former owner, remaining as tenant, or he may be a 

newcomer accepted as tenant after the owner lost his title. The tenants 

are carefully selected, as the insurance company demands efficient 

development of the land. Naturally farms on which mortgages have 

just been defaulted are not in the best physical condition. In supplying 

capital to rebuild and to restore good soil conditions, the company re¬ 

quires high standards of farm operation. Thus to the general economic 

forces of commodity production which tend to sift out the middle 

farmers, allowing a few to enjoy prosperity and pushing many into 

poverty, are added the exacting standards of a hard-boiled business 

concern determined to get from the farmer a return on its investment. 

The Metropolitan claims to have a long waiting list of tenants hoping 

to get one of its farms. Those who know the actual workings of in¬ 

surance chains are inclined to question this claim. 

The Metropolitan also protests that it is operating farms only as a 

temporary expedient and has no desire to continue indefinitely its role 

of landlord and supervisor. Actually since the depth of the crisis it has 

taken possession of $83,000,000 worth of farms of which it has re-sold 

less than one-fifth. According to the vice-president in charge of farm 
loans: 

“We don’t make a practice of taking losses, but we always stretch a point 
to restore a foreclosed farm to its original owner, charging cost price only 
for the improvements we have made. If the former owner is a tenant, the 
rent he pays is applied on the purchase price of the farm.” 19 

In spite of such favourable terms (on paper), only 10% of these re¬ 

sold farms have been taken back by former owners or members of 
their families.20 

Farmers Doing Other Wor\ 

It is characteristic of capitalist development in agriculture that manv 

well-to-do farmers have some connexions with other business and a 

much larger number of poor farmers supplement their earnings with 

wage labour. Among 1,116 large-scale farms (including chains) 27% 

of the owners—individuals and corporations—had their chief source 

of income from some non-farming occupation.21 Many poor farmers 

have been driven to seek wage work away from their own farms, and 
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at the same time some industrial workers have clung to the land and 

tried to carry on small farms on the outskirts of industrial towns. Since 

the crisis of 1929-33, the number of very small farms and the number 

of farmers reporting some work away from their farms have increased. 

On the whole question of work done by farmers away from their 

farms the census has given us certain totals, but it has failed to throw 

much-needed light on two points. Except in a small sample study it 

makes no distinction between wage work and business. And it gives 

only one small item on the relation between non-farm work and farm 

income. Of 1,902,898 farmers reporting work away from their farms 

in 1929, only 339,207 are classified by the census as “part-time” farmers, 

because they worked elsewhere at least 150 days and reported less than 

$750 of gross farm income. But another 200,982 farmers with higher 

farm income also worked elsewhere at least 150 days, and 1,362,709 

farmers worked more irregularly. 

FARMERS REPORTING OTHER WORK, BY GROSS FARM INCOME: 1929 

Farmers wording off their farms 

Gross farm income 

Total 

farmers 

/50 days 

or more 

Days under 

iep or not 

reported 

Under $750 2,324,099 339,207 0 1,086,244 

$750 to $999 810,637 117,500 271,800 

$1,000 and over 3»I53»912 83,482 4,665 

Total 6,288,648' 54°>i89 “ 1,362,709 0 

0 Census figure. For regional estimates see Appendix H. 

We have estimated roughly the farm income distribution of the 

part-time farmers who fall outside the limited census definition. We 

believe it is fair to state that in the North at least 85% and in the West 

about 90% of the farmers with less than $1,000 gross income in 1929, 

did some other work away from their farms during that year; in the 

South, barely 45% of the farmers in this low income group did other 

work in 1929. Or taking the country as a whole perhaps 15% of the 

farmers in these low income groups worked elsewhere at least half the 

’ year (150 working days or more) and about 43% worked elsewhere 

less than 150 days. 
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According to these estimates there were in 1929 about 1,320,000 with 

gross farm income below $1,000 who existed solely from this most 
meagre farm return. 

Five years later the total number and the percentage of farmers 

working off their farms had increased. This increase was most marked 

in the Great Plains states which had been hit not only by the sharp 

drop in wheat prices but by serious drought. But work reported for 

*934 North and West was far more irregular than the work 

reported there for 1929. In the Northwest the increase probably re¬ 

flected chiefly the employment of farmers on work relief projects. 

Partly offsetting the increased employment in the Great Plains 

was a marked decline in farmers’ employment off their farms in six 

southern states: Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, 
Louisiana. 

Some indication of the type of work done off the farmer’s own farm 

appeared in the census for the first time in the 1935 tabulations. Here 

we learn that over 80% of those farmers who reported the type of 

their other occupation in 1934 had done non-agricultural work. The 

percentage doing non-farm work was notably high in the North At¬ 
lantic states. 

Effect of Crisis on Capitalist Development 

In general the economic crisis of 1929-33 and the forces working to¬ 

ward some measure of recovery have intensified the existing trends in 
American agricultural development. 

For a while, some farmers parked their tractors to save fuel costs and 

raised smaller crops with horses fed on home-grown hay and oats. 

A study by the National Bureau of Economic Research (their Bulle¬ 

tin 67) makes much of this and argues that the development of large- 

scale farming will always be held back by recurring crises. But this 

view overlooks the vital distinction between the relatively assured posi¬ 

tion of the large capitalist farm and the slender margin of accumula¬ 

tion on the middle farm. It is certainly doubtful whether these two 

groups were equally inclined to park their tractors when the bottom 
dropped out of the wheat market. 

More significant is the steady upturn in tractor sales reported by the 
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manufacturers as soon as federal benefits became available under the 

crop reduction plan. It is also noteworthy that tractor-drawn ploughs 

and tractor-drawn cultivators were a larger percentage of all ploughs 

and all cultivators sold in 1937 than they had been in 1929.“" Farms 

receiving electric current from central power stations increased from 

709,449 in 1932 to 1,300,500 in 1938. This increase is the more remark¬ 

able when we consider that initial expenditures for electrification 

average $210 according to estimates by the utilities.23 Productivity of 

farm labour, which had been increasing steadily before the crisis, con¬ 

tinued to increase, though at a somewhat slower pace. Average man¬ 

hours required to produce a given quantity of six selected crops have 

been estimated by the WPA studies of re-employment opportunities 

and changes in industrial techniques. These studies show the follow¬ 

ing percentages by which the average man-hours per unit of output 

were reduced after 1931:* 

Corn 

Wheat 

Oats 

3% Cotton 8% 

11 Potatoes 3 

7 Sugar beets 1 

A further distinction is important. Very low prices for farm prod¬ 

ucts greatly reduce the possibilities of expansion by medium-sized 

farms. In this sense, and only in this sense, a crisis checks the trend 

toward wholly capitalist operation. But this is balanced by another 

factor. For while these very low prices also reduce profits on large 

capitalist farms they drive these farms toward further reduction in 

cost. Such reduction may involve further expansion and a still larger 

scale of operation. Medium-sized farms are pushed toward poverty 

while a larger share in total production comes from the capitalist 

group at the top. 
This selective process which is constantly dividing the few moving 

upward from the great mass of middle and poor farmers exerts in 

time of crisis a tremendously increased pressure on this mass. No 

* These estimates are concerned with actual averages for the country as a whole, 

except for potatoes which are based on selected areas in 8 states. The base years were 

1927-31, except for sugar beets where they were 1928-32. These years are compared 

with 1932-36 for corn; 1933-36 for cotton and sugar beets; 1934-36 for wheat, oats 

and potatoes. The estimates include also comparisons with pre-war productivity. They 

are assembled by Bowden in Three Decades of Farm Labor, p. 35- 
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broad statistical measure of changes actually occurring during the 

crisis will be at hand until the census provides fresh data, comparable 

with the data on farm income groups of 1929-30. But it is noteworthy 

that the changes between 1930 and 1935 increased the farms of very 

small acreage (3 to 19 acres) and of very large acreage (1,000 acres 

and over) more than any other groups. Class lines and the problems 

of the poor and middle farmers persist. In fact, they will be further 

sharpened as time goes on by the very fact that the doors of oppor¬ 

tunity in industry have closed and no longer ofifer escape for bankrupt 
farmers and their sons and daughters. 

The crisis years have increased the population that clings to the 

land, or even seeks a place on the land, hoping to exist less desperately 

than in cities with masses of jobless workers. We take up in later 

chapters the special problems of small farmers and the hopelessness of 
subsistence farming as a shelter from the economic storm. 

• thC CnS1S °? t929'33> small farmers were leaving the land 
in the North. Only in the South were their numbers markedly in¬ 

creasing, chiefly through the increase in sharecropping as a form of 

labour exploitation. Now not only do small farmers cling to the land 

ut fewer of their sons and daughters are able to escape into industry 

or some form of city employment. An expanding population of very 

poor farmers and their families depend upon the land, with a dimin¬ 

ishing share in the total farm output that enters into trade. Insofar as 

they are excluded from commercial agriculture, they are victims of the 

capitalist process of development. Their presence on the land does not 

mean that very small-scale commercial production survives in agri¬ 

culture as an exception to the laws of capitalist development. On the 

contrary, these very poor farmers are victims of capitalist development 

which has deprived them of livelihood on the land and has pushed 
them down into a semi-proletarian destitution. 



CHAPTER V 

Rent and Land Ownership 

LESS than one-fourth of the farm “value”—land and buildings—re¬ 

mains in the possession of unmortgaged owner-farmers who operate 

no rented land. In 1935 this was true for the country as a whole and for 

the North and West. In the South, unmortgaged owners hold some¬ 

what more than a fourth but much less than a third of the regional 

total. 
Questions of land tenure, land price and terms of tenancy have 

pushed into the forefront of political interest. We must therefore un¬ 

derstand something of the nature of land prices and rent. And we 

must trace the chief reasons why ownership of farm land has so largely 

passed out of the hands of the farmers themselves. 

The Nature of Rent 

Rent of one kind or another is one of the oldest forms under which 

some members of the human race have exploited others. It has always 

been a way of appropriating the product of other men s labour. This 

is a cornerstone of Marxist theory in relation to land prices and rent. 

It is a natural development of the basic thesis that labour is the source 

of value.* . 
The simpler the economic structure, the more clear and obvious 

has been the basis of rent. For example, the feudal serf had permanent 

* For the chief statements by Karl Marx himself on the nature of rent see Capital 

(Part 6 of Volume III) and Theorien iiber den Mehrwert (Volume II). In this latter 

work, not yet available in English, Marx gives detailed analysis and discussion of the 

theories of rent set forth by Ricardo and Rodbertus. 

X17 
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use of a small piece of land which he cultivated a certain number of 

days every week. During the other days he worked on the landlord’s 

estate, thus paying with part of his labour for the patch of land from 

which he obtained his own living. Or, later, the feudal tenant had 

land on which he worked all the time but for which he paid the land¬ 
lord a stated share of his product. 

As markets developed and peasants began to handle money, the 

rent in kind was gradually displaced by rent in money. But this con¬ 

tinued to represent the landlord’s claim on the surplus product of his 

tenants. It was the form under which the labour of tilling the soil 
was exploited. 

Feudal landlords had seized—or inherited from ancestors who had 

seized ownership” of certain areas. Land was not bought and sold. 

It passed from one ruler to another as the spoils of war. Feudal wealth 

was based on the “right” of the ruler personally to receive toll from 

all families living on “his” land. The fact that there developed grada¬ 

tions of rank between the great lord at the top and the peasants who 

worked the land does not affect the underlying basis of feudal rent. 

The peasants fed all the lordly families, great and minor, with their 

surplus product. And the surplus was taken from them in the form 
of rent. 

New sources of wealth developed in the mediaeval towns where 

members of the handicraft guilds exploited apprentices and wage 

labour, and merchant-bankers drew toll from all those whose products 

they carried into other regions. This wealth based on non-agricultural 

labour more and more rivalled and came into open political conflict 

with the feudal power and the feudal wealth based on land and the 

exploitation of peasants. Very early some towns achieved complete 

political independence from feudal rule. Peasants also began to resist 
the harsh terms of feudal exploitation. 

This long-drawn-out struggle against feudalism-with its most spec¬ 

tacular episode the French Revolution beginning in 1789—brought 

basic changes in the concept of land ownership. Land was not national¬ 

ised but it became a form of property, and ownership of land was 

open to all who could buy it. Where the peasants took over the land 

they had been cultivating, they set up small ownership with the right 

to buy and sell their land holdings. Small ownership was a tremendous 
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advance over feudal tenancy. It fitted with the family-sized unit of 

production and it seemed to promise independence.1 It was the su¬ 

preme desire of the poor settlers in the American colonies. 

Wealthy British, Dutch, French and Spanish citizens of the 17th 

and 18th centuries—some feudal landowners, some great merchant- 

bankers—clamored for vast land grants in the North American 

colonies. They did not expect to set up feudal duchies, but they wanted 

the money plunder that could be gathered from selling land to the 

poor settlers. Some large tracts were operated by their owners. So, in 

the South, colonial planters raised tobacco, rice, sugar-cane and cotton 

with the aid of indentured servants shipped from the old country and, 

later, Negro slaves. In the North such large farming operations were 

rare, but a few aristocrats retained great landed estates and drew much 

revenue from tenant farmers. Some traces of feudal restriction on land 

transfer and inheritance had been carried over to the colonies, but 

these were ended in the American Revolution. Negro slavery, however, 

was allowed to continue and became increasingly important in the 

cotton and tobacco country after the very revolution which had wiped 

out the remnants of feudal land tenure in the colonies. 
Sale and leasing of land, which in a capitalist society are inseparable 

from the private ownership of land, involve immediately questions 

of price. How much rent will the tenant pay? What is the land 

“worth” in a sale? 
The feudal tenant was legally tied to the soil. He could be com¬ 

pelled to yield to the landlord all that he produced beyond a minimum 

for his own subsistence. His sons might be taken for feudal armies, 

but if they wanted to leave the land and become town apprentices 

they had to escape illegally from the lord s domain. In return, the 

feudal tenant—the serf—had permanent tenure of his patch of land 

and could not legally be dispossessed. As inner economic conflicts de¬ 

veloped between feudal wealth and commercial wealth, this security 

of tenure was broken down. So in England, for example, when the 

landlords found the wool trade more profitable than peasant rents 

they changed the laws to suit their own interest. Under the English 

Enclosure Acts from the 15th century onwards, masses of peasants 

were driven off the land. Deprived of their means of livelihood, these 

landless peasants became a destitute proletariat available for exploita- 
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tion in the towns. From their ranks were drawn the indentured serv¬ 

ants and many of the free settlers in the North American colonies. 

In the revolutionary change from feudalism to the earlier stages of 

capitalism, legal restrictions holding the tenant to the soil were also 

weakened and destroyed. He became a “free” citizen, permitted (or 

compelled) to give up his holding and try to make a living elsewhere. 

Whether the landlord could demand all of the tenant’s surplus product 

or only a part of it came to depend on the interplay of complex social 

and economic forces. For free citizens, rent must be low enough to 

leave the tenant for himself as much as he would be able to earn away 

from the land. With fuller capitalist development this became a defi¬ 

nite relationship which we shall examine in a moment. 

Northern colonial settlers were peculiarly free. In the New England 

sea-coast villages, every settler started with independent ownership of 

the fields from which he and his family made their living. This was 

usually supplemented by a common pasture, belonging to the settle¬ 

ment as a whole. But the “common” was secondary to their private 

individual holdings. Only as families changed and new settlers came 

in and new generations wanted to pull out and go elsewhere, were 

titles transferred, and leases and rent and land “values” came into 
the picture. 

Inland, the wealthy absentees who held title to vast tracts with in¬ 

definite boundaries could not prevent pioneers from clearing and cul¬ 

tivating farm patches without the formalities of purchase or lease. As 

new villages grew up and the arm of the law reached out to pro¬ 

tect the landlord’s rights, the settler could push still further into the 

wilderness. But squatter settlements were so numerous that enforce¬ 

ment of absentee titles was difficult. And when land was formally 

sold to frontier settlers, the price was low* With an unsettled conti¬ 

nent before them, the pioneers who moved inland could not be com¬ 

pelled to pay rents or purchase prices related to the values they were 

producing from the land. Not until the end of the homesteading era, 

when all the good free land had been taken up, was the formation of 

rent fully developed throughout American agriculture. 

Early land grants were very large and did serve as a means of transferring to a 

small number of land grabbers considerable wealth extracted in small sums from the 

? lnteresting narrative of land grants and speculation see 
A. M. Sakolski, The Great American Land Bubble (1932). 
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Rent is derived from the labour of cultivating the soil. It is the un¬ 
derlying basis of land “value.” Rent is actually measured only when 
the land is used by a tenant who pays rent to the landlord. It may 
be lost to sight when the farm operator is also the owner, but in that 
case he is merely pocketing the rent as part of his total return. And the 
price paid for land—its “value”—is based on the rent formed upon it. 

Rental payments and land prices may be pushed above or drop be¬ 
low the true economic rent (and the corresponding price) derived 
from the use of the land. So, for example, land may bring a purchase 
price inflated by speculative hope that future returns from the land 
will rise above their present level. Since mid-nineteenth century this 
seems to have happened in all parts of the West, after their respective 
periods of settlement were completed. The rise in price from the next- 
to-nothing of the pioneer settler to levels based on rent actually formed 
by labour on the land was fairly rapid and spectacular. But when this 
level was reached, the market demand for farm acreage was brisk, and 
it appeared that the upward trend in land prices would continue indefi¬ 
nitely. Actually they outran the upward trend in values produced by 

labour on the land. 
Rental payments and land prices may lag behind their rent “value.” 

This appears to have happened in New England after the 1890’s. 
Here farm acreage was declining and the type of agriculture was shift¬ 
ing toward the more intensive cultivation which produces more value 

per acre. 
Or a sluggish market for farm real estate (held back by general 

backwardness in economic development) combined with high interest 
rates, especially on short-term loans, may pull land prices below the 
actual rental returns. So, in the South, land prices were generally low 
until the World War boom, and a considerable part of the exorbitant 
semi-feudal rent extracted from sharecropper tenants has gone to 
the merchants and money-lenders. This cut taken by traders and bank¬ 
ers from the landowners’ return helped to hold down the price of 

land in the old South.* 

•Since land price is a capitalising of rent, it is also directly affected by differences 

-in the current rate of interest. As interest rates move downward, the capital sum- 
land price—representing a given annual rent moves correspondingly upward. A region 

where high interest rates prevail has lower land prices in relation to given amounts of 

rent than a region where interest rates are low. 
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But the fact that land prices may rise above or fall below the actual 

rent formed on given pieces of land does not contradict the other fact 

that the rent formed on the land is the underlying basis of land prices. 

Landlords, of course, see it the other way around. They consider the 

rent an item of income created by the capital invested in land. But 

actually this capital has merely bought a claim to the rent, and the 

sum required to take title and establish the claim is directly related 

to the amount of rent which can be forthcoming. The land is “worth” 

that sum which invested in long-term loans would yield an interest 

equal to the expected rent. Or, in other words, the land price repre¬ 

sents a capitalising of the rent to be derived from value produced on 

the land. The landlord says: A given sum has been invested in a piece 

of land; therefore the land should yield me such and such a net re¬ 

turn. But both historically and in the actual trends from year to year, 

the rent which can be drawn from value produced by labour on the 

land is the determining factor, the underlying basis of the price of land. 

Land has no “value” in itself, except as it has embodied permanent 

results of human labour. The “value” of land as such is merely a price 

directly related to the rent which can be derived from it. Therefore 

the primary question is, How much land rent will the farm tenant 

pay ? Or, more precisely, what are the forces within a capitalist society 

determining the rent that can be drawn from a given piece of farm 
land ? 

Basic is the principle already stated that in a capitalist society, where 

the farmer is at liberty to move about and seek a living on some other 

piece of land or in some non-farm occupation, the rent must be low 

enough to leave the farmer a return from his labour equal to the 

amount which he could earn elsewhere. Then as the farmer’s neces¬ 

sary investment in livestock and implements increases, and especially 

as he becomes an employer of wage labour, he comes to compare his 

farm return not simply with possible earnings as a wage worker but 

also with possible profits from a similar investment in some non-farm 

business. For the commercial farm producer who pays rent to a land¬ 

lord this relation is clear and obvious. But for the large farmer who is 

also an owner and therefore pockets the rent formed as part of his 

gross return, the relation is blurred. He measures his income against 
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his total investment, including land, and compares the resulting rate 

of return with the possible profits from some other business. 

But still our questions are not answered. How can the farmer pay 

any rent whatever and expect to have left enough income to give him 

the average rate of profit on his investment? 

We must go back once more to certain fundamentals of the capitalist 

system. These were touched upon in our discussion of the factors in 

accumulation (Chapter IV, pp. 99ff-), which stated that in a free com¬ 

petitive market the gross price of all farm products in the country as 

a whole would roughly equal their total value. But well-equipped, 

low-cost farms would receive prices above the value they actually 

produce, and backward, high-cost farms would receive prices below 

the value they have actually produced. For within agriculture, as in 

capitalist industry, the total surplus value produced is transformed into 

profit and distributed among the several enterprises, not according 

to the surplus value which each separate unit has produced but ac¬ 

cording to their several amounts of investment and the average rate 

of profit. This average rate of profit is the ratio of total surplus value 

to total capital in all establishments. 

Agriculture as a whole has lagged far behind industry in the aver¬ 

age fixed investment (apart from the cost of land) required for the 

labourer’s use. So in farming the value newly produced by farmers, 

their families and farm wage workers has a relatively high ratio to 

the value transferred to the product from materials and machinery. 

And if the surplus value produced on farms (whether by farm families 

or by hired labour) were fully realised in money, it would provide a 

rate of return on farm investment (apart from land) higher than the 

average rate of profit in industry. 

Has this relatively high average ratio of surplus value to total farm 

investment (apart from land) been actually realised by farmers? Or 

have the two great branches of our economy—agriculture and non¬ 

farm industry—both been subject to a common average rate of profit 

based on their combined total of surplus value and their combined total 

of investment apart from land? 
Marx has shown—and this might be called a second cornerstone of 

the Marxist theory of rent—that private ownership of land maintained 

an impassable barrier to prevent free interaction between the higher 
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average ratio of surplus value to total investment in agriculture and 

the lower average ratio of surplus value to total investment in indus¬ 

try. And in the days of relatively free competition—before the forces 

of industrial and financial monopoly had gripped the mainsprings of 

economic life—the total surplus value produced on farms was actually 

realised in the total prices for agricultural products. It did provide a 

rate of return on farm investment (apart from land) which was con¬ 

siderably higher than the average rate of profit on non-farm capital. 

But the landowner took as rent the difference between the total sur¬ 

plus value produced on farms and that surplus which would provide 

for farm investment (apart from the price of land) a rate of profit 

equivalent to the average rate on non-farm capital.* 

In a freely competitive market, prices of farm products would be 

related to costs on the worst land included in that production which is 

required to satisfy market demand. Private ownership of land injects 

into these costs the item of rent.** 

To-day, forces of monopoly and the general crisis of capitalism have 

made it impossible for most farmers to cover their costs of production. 

For many this is true even if diose costs included no allowance for 

rent. But this fact need not obscure our understanding of the historical 

process through which capitalist rent has been developed and the 

source from which it has been paid. Now, in the continuing general 

crisis of capitalism, working farmers know from their own experience 

that rent and land costs take a large slice out of their surplus product 

and may even rob them of part of their product needed for their own 

maintenance. We return to this in a moment. 

Under capitalism the total rent drawn off as toll by absentee land- 

owners (or pocketed by those landowners who are also farm oper¬ 

ators paying no mortgage interest) is made up of two elements—abso¬ 

lute rent and differential rent. Both are derived originally from the 

margin between the total surplus value produced on farms and that 

surplus value required for providing the social average rate of 

profit on farm investment apart from land. These two elements in 

•See especially Marx, Theorien iiber den Mehrwert (Dietz, Berlin, 1923), Part I of 

Volume II, page 196 ff. And for a short summary of this point, Lenin, Selected Works 

Volume XII, p. 308. 

••See previous discussion on pp. 100-101, and further points developed in Chapter 
VII, pp. 165-166. 
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rent are practically recognised in every-day transactions. For all land, 

even the poorest, is supposed to be “worth” something. What Marx 

calls “absolute rent” is based on the power of private ownership of the 

limited supply of land. It is expected under capitalism from every piece 

of land, however poor and unproductive. In addition, a greater return 

is expected from good land than from poor land. “Differential rent” is 

the landlord’s claim to the greater returns produced on the better pieces 

of land. This again is shown by Marx to be of two kinds. 

The landlord claims as differential rent the extra profit resulting to 

the farmer’s operations from such advantages as greater natural soil 

fertility, better water supply, more favorable location. Suppose two 

wheat farms have average equipment and are equally well situated 

for reaching the market. One has poor soil producing, say, 10 bushels an 

acre. The other has better soil producing, say, 14 bushels an acre. Every¬ 

body knows that other things being equal, the farm with the better 

soil will bring higher rent, or sell at a higher price, per acre than the 

farm with the poorer soil. This is one kind of differential rent. 

An increased yield per acre results from a greater application of 

capital. Insofar as the increase in gross return per acre outruns the 

increase in expenditure for fertiliser, labour, implements or livestock, 

it tends to increase the farmer’s net return. But in the long run, such 

an increase in net return is drawn off as a higher rent, or a higher land 

price, and the farmer’s net profit on investment (apart from land) is 

held down to the average rate. This is the second kind of differential 

rent. 

Throughout the development of capitalism absolute rent has hin¬ 

dered the full inter-action of all sections of the total economy in form¬ 

ing an average rate of profit. The higher ratio of surplus value to 

investment (apart from the price of land) in agriculture was pre¬ 

vented by absolute rent from raising the broad average rate of profit 

throughout all productive industries. For farmers themselves, the pay¬ 

ment of absolute rent (or the corresponding price of land) brought 

their net return below a true average based on the free interplay of 

agriculture and industry.* 

' * In discussing the possibilities of nationalising all land in Russia, during the revolu¬ 

tionary crisis of 1905, Lenin pointed out that public ownership of all land would 

hasten the development of capitalism and was not, by itself, a socialist measure. Na- 
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Land rents in cities and suburbs where the land itself has no part 

in the productive process are even more obviously based merely on the 

monopoly claim of the landowner. He has title to parts of the earth’s 

surface on which people must live or work or find recreation. Differ¬ 

ences in land price are, however, related to types of building and the 

pressure of demand for a very limited amount of acreage. The land¬ 

lord levies all the toll the traffic will bear. For especially desirable com¬ 

mercial sites and for land occupied by profitable tenements, he de¬ 

mands a differential rent, channeling to his pocket part of the surplus 

profits accruing to those who own the buildings or carry on the 

business. 

Rent drawn from American farm land (whether by absentee land¬ 

lord, by operator-owner, or by mortgage-holder in the form of inter¬ 

est) includes both absolute rent and differential rent. Also, it includes 

both fully developed capitalist rent and survivals of earlier stages 

of economic development.2 

In the South, the sharecropper’s landlord takes payment in kind and 

squeezes from the tenant not only all of his surplus product, but part 

of what is needed for the tenant’s maintenance. This rent is similar to 

feudal exploitation. The system was developed as a substitute for slav¬ 

ery and was buttressed by restrictions on legal rights of Negroes. 

Nominally free to leave the land, Negro croppers have had no gen¬ 

eral opportunity in industry to climb out of the most unskilled, most 

poorly paid occupations. They have never been free citizens in any 

broad economic sense. Their poverty has pulled down the wages of 

all white workers in the South. This low wage level in southern in¬ 

dustry and in other non-farm occupations has left many poor white 

farmers with little or no opportunity to improve their lot by leaving 

the land. They are caught in a vicious circle of destitution and thou¬ 

sands of them have, hitherto, accepted the hardships of the share¬ 
cropper status. 

Share tenants, owning their tools, managing their farms without 

detailed supervision and selling their own share of the product them¬ 

selves, represent a transitional form of rent. The fact that they pay 

tionalisation of land in a capitalist country would mean the end of absolute rent, but 

differential rent, which plays a definite role in equalising rates of return, would still 

be paid to the government. See Lenin, Selected Wor\s, Volume XII, p. 310. 
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rent in kind instead of in money is a survival of pre-capitalist rela¬ 

tions. But in the North and West, where such share tenancy has been 

widely prevalent, it has no feudal roots. It has survived from the early 

days of pioneer settlement and subsistence farming when tenant and 

landlord were neighbours, each working his way upward in the early 

capitalist society. It has not involved any relationship essentially differ¬ 

ent from that of the cash tenant. 

These independent share tenants are now producing primarily for 

the market. After giving the landlord his share of the surplus product, 

they expect to have left for their own use a part of the surplus pro¬ 

duced beyond a bare maintenance for themselves. Many northern 

share tenants are large operators employing wage labour whose rent is 

capitalist rent fully developed except in the method of payment.3 

Share tenancy breaks down when the land passes to a non-resident 

owner (whether company or individual) who wants a definite return 

and no responsibility for selling farm products. It has also tended to 

break down in the Northwest since very low prices for grain have left 

the landlord unsatisfied with his return. So the risk from low prices 

has been increasingly passed to the tenant by requiring rental payment 

in cash instead of in kind. Or the landlord has accepted grain for the 

crop acreage while requiring cash rental for house and barn.# 

Small farms with poor equipment and a very low total income pro¬ 

duce little or no surplus beyond the farm family’s needs. No true 

economic rent is formed unless the small farmer’s net return before 

payment for the land gives him more than he could earn as a wage 

worker. Here there is no question of average rate of profit, but merely 

the comparison of farm income and the farmer’s possible wages else¬ 

where. When the farmer produces only the equivalent of a wage 

worker’s living—or even much less than that—no true rent is formed 

from his labour. His rental payment is exacted as sheer exploitation by 

the monopoly power of ownership. 

In general, the amount of rent formed on farm land has been modi¬ 

fied by the growth of monopoly capitalism and the post-war crisis of 

the capitalist world. Rental payments for land and the prices paid for 

* True economic rent is derived only from the application of labour to land. A land¬ 

lord’s return for buildings used by a tenant is really interest on capital invested in their 

construction, although it is commonly called rent. 
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land by middle and small farmers have been increasingly drawn not 

from true economic rent but as direct appropriation by landowners of 

value needed for the maintenance of the farm family. Let us look at 

this in some detail. 

A declining average rate of profit has been characteristic of capital¬ 

ist industry as a whole. And, further, monopoly has introduced behind 

the declining average rate of profit in non-farm business, a sharp con¬ 

trast between the relatively high profits drawn from great corporations 

and the low rate of profit of small concerns.4 

Since farmers, except a tiny minority at the very top, have small in¬ 

dividual investments, they are to be compared with very small business 

or the very small investor. They could not expect to retain (after 

deduction of rent) a profit equal to the broad average of all non-farm 

business but, at best, only a profit equal to the very low average profit 

of small non-farm concerns. So even while farmers’ total income was 

rising, their rate of net return would have tended to fall, keeping 

more or less parallel with the declining rate of profit in industry and, 

especially, in small industrial units. 

But, as we have said, the small farmers—and also most of the mid¬ 

dle farmers in this world of big business—would actually decide on 

whether to stay in farming or to shift to some other occupation by 

comparing their net return on the land with the conditions and the 

yearly earnings of wage workers. The question of average rate of 

profit on their farm investment comes into the picture only after a 

wage worker’s minimum is assured them on the farm. Here also the 

general crisis of capitalism has operated against the farmer. 

After the World War, industrial expansion continued with a declin¬ 

ing number of productive workers. Even before 1929, when service 

industries and filling stations were taking up several hundreds of thou¬ 

sands who could no longer find work in manufacturing, mining or 

transportation, the extent of mass unemployment was estimated at 

nearly four million workers. After the crash, this number of unem¬ 

ployed workers was doubled, then doubled again. “Recovery” after the 

low point of 1932-33 left a continuing mass unemployment involving 

more than ten million non-farm workers. 

Farm rent and land prices have been directly affected by this phase 

of the general crisis. The basic minimum which in the interplay of 
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economic forces is left for the farmer after deduction of rent has been 

pushed to a record low during the twenty years since the World War 

and especially during the 1930’s. It is determined (as we stated at the 

beginning of this discussion) by the farmers’ opportunity to earn 

wages and make profits in other occupations. Mass unemployment has 

closed the door of opportunity for farmers or their sons and daughters 

to shift into industrial work. Profits for small business men have 

been sharply reduced. Many of them have gone completely bankrupt 

and dropped into the ranks of the proletariat. The minimum to which 

the farmer can be pushed by deduction of rent (or its equivalent) is 

down to the merest bare subsistence. We have returned to a situation 

which makes it possible for the capitalist landlord—as it was possible 

for the feudal landlord—to take as rent all surplus value produced 

(and realised) by the farm family and the small amount of wage 

labour employed by the middle farmer. 

While farmers’ net return after deduction of land costs has been 

pushed down by the general crisis of capitalism almost to bare sub¬ 

sistence level, the actual amounts drawn off as rent have not increased. 

The sharp drop in the floor determining the basic minimum which 

must remain for the farmer after deduction of rent has not widened 

the margin from which owners derive rent and creditors derive their 

mortgage interest. For while the basic minimum return has fallen, 

the farmers’ gross income has also been sharply cut. Prices of most 

farm products have been pushed far below the values which they 

embody. 

Especially in the crisis since 1929, the margin between total return 

and the basic minimum for the farmer has actually been narrowed. 

The basic minimum has fallen to subsistence levels because of the 

general conditions in non-farm business and industry. But the farmers’ 

total return has dropped even more sharply in the marketing phase 

of the farm crisis which we shall discuss in later chapters. 

These broad trends have weighed most heavily on medium-sized 

and small farms which employ little wage labour or none at all. Large 

farms, completely capitalist units, dependent wholly upon wage labour, 

have passed on to the wage workers the burden of the cost of land. 

By holding farm wage rates below the rates for industrial labour, the 

farm employer takes for himself not only the “normal” surplus value 
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produced by the wage workers but part of the value required for the 

workers’ own maintenance. Where considerable numbers of wage 

workers are employed—as on the larger intensive crop farms raising 

fruit, vegetables, cotton, sugar, rice, tobacco, potatoes—this extreme 

exploitation of wage labour provides an extra reservoir of surplus value 

from which rent is drawn without reduction of the operator’s profits. 

At the same time, these capitalist farms are in a relatively strong posi¬ 

tion to protect themselves against sharp decline in prices. Therefore 

large farm concerns have no special land problems as long as they 

are able to pay less than living wages to their hired labour. From this 

extreme exploitation of the workers they derive enough extra value 

to meet high land costs without making inroads on their own profits. 

What Happened to Farm Ownership 

“Farm land rented in 1935 constituted more than 45% of all the farm 
land in the country as compared with only 31% in 1900. Tenants, in¬ 
cluding croppers, operated 42% of all the farms in 1935, as compared with 
25% in 1880. ...Rent paid by farmers in the United States to nonfarmers 
in 1935 is estimated at $699,000,000 ... and in 1937 at $829,000,000. 

“Mortgage debt constitutes an increasing proportion of the value of farm 
real estate.... The debt load has about doubled during the last quarter 
of a century. In 1880 the equity of farm operators in farm real estate 
in the United States as a whole was about 62% of the value of all farm 
real estate. By 1930 the proportion has fallen to 41%, and by 1935 to 

39%.”8 

Land and the farmers’ debts have been a problem since long before 

the period of monopoly capitalism. When western land was opened 

free to settlers under the Homestead Act of 1862, it gave an outlet for 

farmers (and workers) overburdened by difficulties in the older East. 

During the next thirty years the growth of production on cheap west¬ 

ern land intensified the crisis for eastern farmers. And even while the 

farmers in the free West captured the markets for grain and cat¬ 

tle, these western farmers also developed problems of their own. 

Western grain had a ready market in the East and in Europe, since 

it could underbid the grain from eastern farms. The yield per acre 

was lower in the prairie states than in New York or Pennsylvania, but 
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on the whole the western farmers developed well-equipped farms with 

a larger acreage. The farmer’s labour produced more wheat than the 

eastern farmer could produce on his smaller farm. As long as western 

land was cheap and abundant, the lower yield per acre did not increase 

the cost. Cheap western land undermined the old grain and cattle 

farming of the Atlantic coast states. 

So eastern farming (from Maine to Maryland) went through a 

long-drawn-out crisis in its competition with the expanding West. 

Slowly it was readjusted to the specialised production which supplies, 

mainly, perishable foods for the large industrial population of this 

region. Total numbers of farmers in the North Atlantic states dropped 

by 31% during the fifty years from 1880 to 1930, and actual displace¬ 

ment of individual farm families was even greater. This regional farm 

crisis left its mark in abandoned fields and empty houses, but it created 

no profound economic problem. Doors of opportunity were still open 

in the expanding agriculture of the West and the expanding industry 

of the East. 

In the West it was comparatively easy for genuine homestead set¬ 

tlers to acquire a quarter-section of land, but not always so easy for 

them to carry on successful farming. Conflicting trends developed 

even while western farming expanded. Productivity of farm labour 

was increasing everywhere with the rapid improvement in horse- 

drawn implements and their more general use. Large western farms, 

with the lowest costs, produced a steadily increasing percentage of the 

total output of grain. But these very facts were reducing the value em¬ 

bodied in each bushel of wheat and, other things being equal, wheat 

prices would tend to move downwards. 

This natural downward trend was sharpened by the collapse of the 

general price level after the peak of Civil War inflation. Prices dropped 

again in the economic crisis of 1873. Although they were stabilised at 

a low level when the country went on gold in 1879, they dropped 

once more in the general depression of the i88o’s and still farther 

in the severe crisis of the 1890’s. 

Wheat prices throughout this period declined more sharply than the 

price index of all commodities. Wheat always moves irregularly, with 

variations in crop volume, world market, and the manoeuvres of specu- 
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lative traders, but its general trend was clearly downward throughout 

the first thirty years after the Civil War. 

At the same time, land prices in the West were rising rapidly, as 

rent and land “value” were in process of formation. “Free” land was 

quickly sold, and speculators helped to push up the prices. An un¬ 

counted number took up homesteads solely for the purpose of gather¬ 

ing in a tidy sum by selling out as soon as they had established title. 

The new western railroads also played an important role in raising 

the price of western land. 

Transportation was important for bringing in lumber and barbed 

wire and other manufactured supplies and for carrying the farmers’ 

grain to market. With the building of railroad lines, settlers spread 

over the vast areas not reached by navigable rivers. Homesteaders tak¬ 

ing up free land near a railroad fared well, on the whole, but many 

settlers who had taken up land on the promise of railroad service 

found that the route had been changed and they were stranded. And 

possibilities of acquiring good free land near the railroad were limited 

by the huge grants of public land handed by corrupt politicians to 

the railroad companies. On these grants, land was closed to free 

settlement and could only be purchased. 

In spite of these difficulties (and others already referred to in Chap¬ 

ter III) under which many honest homesteaders had to give up the 

struggle for comfortable independence on the land, pioneers con¬ 

tinued to stream westward. Almost any settler could sell his farm if 

he wanted to leave it. In 1890, farms in Kansas or Minnesota brought 

the same average price per acre as farms in New Hampshire or 
Vermont. 

This was all very neat for those who wanted to give up farming. 

And the boom in western land concealed the fact that many settlers 

were unable to make a living as farmers. Also, those who gave up 

farming found genuine alternatives in the expanding trade and in¬ 

dustry of the 19th century. Mining, railroads, skilled trades, storekeep¬ 

ing, banking were growing in the West so that discouraged settlers 

did not have to return to the industrial East to make a living. 

For those who remained on western farms, rising land prices had 

one immediate advantage. Settlers with clear titles could borrow capi¬ 

tal by mortgaging their farms. But those who came too late for free 
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land and wanted to buy a farm found it increasingly difficult to achieve 

ownership with clear title. The mortgage carried by a farmer as part 

of his purchase price does not give him capital for farm equipment 

but starts him with a load of debt represented only by the land he 

operates. 
As net result of falling prices for the western farmers’ grain and 

rising prices for their land, the 1890’$ began with more tenant farmers 

in the newly settled regions from Minnesota and Dakota to Kansas 

than in New England. Already the percentage of tenancy was higher 

in Iowa, Kansas and Nebraska than in New York or Pennsylvania 

or in any New England state. Already more of the owner-farmers were 

mortgaged in the new Northwest than in the North Atlantic region. 

Then in the 1890’s, farmers throughout the country were deeply 

affected by the severe economic crisis which shook American industry 

and finance. When that critical decade began, more than one farm in 

five between the Hudson River and the dry prairies was a tenant 

farm. At the end of the ’nineties more than one farm in four was a 

tenant farm. 
In the North and the West farm prosperity seemed to blossom after 

the crisis of the ’nineties. Taking the country as a whole, prices of 

farm products rose more than other commodity prices between 1900 

and 1910, and tenancy increased very slightly. But even during this 

decade the percentage of tenant farmers moved definitely upward 

in Minnesota and the prairie states (especially Iowa and the Dakotas) 

and in the cotton states of the South. Elsewhere tenancy declined, but 

almost everywhere more owners were mortgaging their farms. 

When prosperity yielded to a general economic decline between 1910 

and the beginning of the World-War boom, prices of farm products 

dropped along with other prices. This pre-war depression was rela¬ 

tively slight for the farmers, in comparison with the crisis of the 1890’s 

and the severe crises since the World War. But everywhere except in 

the Northeast it found tenants paying much higher rents than they 

had paid ten or twenty years before, and in the prairie states it found 

mortgaged owners carrying a much larger mortgage debt. Between 

1900 and 1910 prosperity (and speculation in land) had pushed up the 

prices of farm land everywhere. They had risen far more than the 

general index of farm products. In the West, land prices had risen 
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more than the price of wheat. In the South, land prices had risen 
more than the price of cotton. 

This long rising trend in land prices which prevailed generally in 

the 19th century and until the peak of the World-War boom, intro¬ 

duced conflicting elements in the whole attitude of the American 
farmer toward his farm business. 

The working farmer is an individual producer, a survivor of the 

period when all goods were produced by family groups or individuals 

working alone. Small and middle farmers are not yet carrying on a 

social form of production based on division of labour and requiring 

that groups of workers co-operate in the production of each unit of out¬ 

put. All farmers are now dependent on purchased tools and equip¬ 

ment, and most of the farm products pass through other hands before 

they are ready for the ultimate consumer. But the middle farmer’s 

own work of raising crops and tending livestock on his farm has re¬ 

mained an individual matter. He may employ a small amount of 

hired help, but he is still essentially an individual producer. As such 

he naturally desires complete control over his means of production. 

He wants the independence of security in the possession of his land. 

Only with a deed for clear title in his pocket, is he master of a piece 

of this earth s surface which he can use in any way that he wishes. 

It is as natural for him to desire secure possession as for the skilled 

cabinet maker to treasure his own individual tools. More so, for the 

farmer has wanted to improve the land according to his own ideas. 

He has planted fruit trees and built barns. He has drained a swampy 

field and cleaned out weeds. He has enriched the soil in order to enjoy 

the results of his labour on a farm that grows better and more pro¬ 
ductive from year to year. 

In the United States, all this has been bound up with the farmer’s 

ownership of his land. Tenants have had no security. They can rarely 

count on receiving from the landlord any compensation for perma¬ 

nent improvements made by the tenant at his own expense. But very 

early in our history a conflict developed between the farmer’s desire 

for independence and permanence and his opportunity to utilise for 

his immediate advantage the rising price of land. This conflict ap¬ 

peared in many phases of the farmer’s actions. He wanted the inde¬ 

pendence of ownership, and he could venture to buy on mortgage 
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because if things turned out badly he could always pull out and get 

back more than he had paid for his farm. He wanted to improve the 

farm, but often more compelling was the impulse to use the land to 

the limit for immediate returns. For he could sell his farm at a profit 

and move on, either to a better farm in the same region, or to a larger 

farm where land was cheaper. So the farmer kept his eyes constantly 

on the price of land, and often regarded his farm itself as a commodity 

which might yield him in a sale far more than he could gather in 

through the actual process of well-planned, long-range farming. 

In buying a farm, the farmer often risked a heavier debt than his 

earnings would allow him to carry with ease. Or having clear title, 

he might borrow heavily for building or for buying new livestock 

and better implements. Farmers were able to borrow on this basis 

since their richer neighbours, and the country bankers, and even the 

insurance companies commonly gauged the soundness of a farm mort¬ 

gage by its relation to the price of the land and its expected future 

trend, rather than by the farmer’s immediate net return from current 

operations. 
This approach to the question of farmers’ borrowing has been deeply 

ingrained. Even now, after twenty years of low land prices and the 

storm of foreclosures through which (at the farmers’ expense) inflated 

prices and inflated mortgage debt were partly rectified, farmers look 

back to the golden days of high land “values.” The fact that there is no 

prospect of another boom in farm land reflects the crisis of agriculture. 

It means losses to farm owners who bought when prices were high. 

Land prices based on economic rent, without inflation for speculative 

hopes, reduce the toll taken from tenants. Other things being equal, 

they would also increase the possibilities of ownership by working 

farmers. But unless they can look forward to rising land prices, farmers 

hesitate to buy. 
Of course, borrowing on mortgage would, in any case, have played 

an important role in farmers’ expansion. They needed increasing sums 

for modern equipment, for better livestock, and for higher current 

costs of operation. For the mass of farmers, with limited resources and 

~ no possibility of rapid accumulation, expansion naturally involved the 

withdrawing of “capital” from the luxury of a clear title to land in 
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order to acquire larger funds for the actual process of production. This 

is the underlying basis of another conflict within the individual farm¬ 

er s operations. Farmers have looked toward free unmortgaged owner¬ 

ship as the goal of their desire. At the same time, competitive forces 

and the urge to successful farming have made it necessary for them 

to put relatively less of their individual investment into land and more 

into all the apparatus of farm operation. As a natural result, owner¬ 

ship of farm land has slipped more and more out of the hands of the 
middle farmers. 

Economic classes among farmers are determined primarily by the 

extent to which wage labour is employed. At the same time there are 

certain roughly corresponding differences among farmers in their re¬ 

lation to land tenure. Of course every type of tenure except Southern 

sharecropping includes some farms that are very large, some that are 

very small, and all grades of size between these extremes. But they are 

differently weighted with large, small, and medium-sized units and 

their different averages are extremely significant. As measures of size 

we are using reported value of farm land and equipment as given in 
the census. 

Throughout the North and West the same trend has been every¬ 

where apparent. Smallest, on the whole, are farms of unmortgaged 

owners. Next larger—and evidently predominating among “middle” 

farmers are mortgaged owners and tenant farmers. Above these are 

the part-owner farms (both mortgaged and unmortgaged) where the 

owner-farmer rents additional land. At the top are the manager farms 

operated for absentee owners by a salaried farmer. 

Already by 1920 the average value of land and buildings was larger 

for mortgaged owners than for those holding clear title to all the land 

they operated. At the peak of the war boom this was true for every 

one of the nine geographical divisions of the country. Except in the 

region from New York and New Jersey to Wisconsin and Illinois it 

was true even in 1910. This relationship has persisted throughout the 
crisis. 

Farming in the North and West showed a similar increase in the 

relative scale of operation by those who own no land at all. Farmers 

have wanted to move “up the ladder” from tenancy to ownership, but 
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very many of them have moved up the ladder in another way, by ex¬ 

panding their scale of operation while remaining tenants. In 1920 and 

again in 1930, tenant farmers showed a higher average value than full 

owners, and even a higher average value than mortgaged full owners. 

This was true for both years in every section of North and West except 

New England.* Slight differences between tenants and owners might 

possibly be due to differences in the valuation reported to census enu¬ 

merators. But tenants in every section of the North and West have had 

larger total acreage than full owners, larger crop acreage, and larger 

average investment in implements and machinery. 

In the South, tenant farms have been poorer than owner farms 
except in Texas where cash tenants had, on the average in 1930, more 
valuable farms than full owners.** But throughout the South—as in 
the North and West—mortgaged owners have had, on the average, 
more valuable farms than the unmortgaged owners renting no addi¬ 

tional land. 
Since unmortgaged owners have the smallest farms in the North 

and West they also have less than their proportionate share of the 

total farm value. This has changed very slightly since 1920. In 1935 

unmortgaged owners renting no additional land were 30% of all 

farmers in the North and West and held 21% of the total value in 

land and buildings. In the South, where unmortgaged owners are, on 

the whole, larger than tenants but smaller than mortgaged owners, 

they declined more sharply during the 1920’s in number and in their 

share of total farm value. 
Like most averages, these figures for the North and West conceal 

wide variations among the different regions. More than four farmers 
out of ten were still unmortgaged owners of all the land they operated 
in 1935 in New England and Middle Atlantic states (that is, the aver¬ 
age from Maine to Pennsylvania). About three farmers out of ten 

♦During the five hard years between the census of 1930 and the census of 1935, 
tenant farms dropped somewhat more than owner farms in average value. In Pacific 

states and East North Central states, the tenant farms were still in 1935 somewhat 
more valuable than owner farms whether mortgaged or unmortgaged. Elsewhere (except 

in New England) tenant farms ranked in 1935 somewhat lower than mortgaged owner 
farms but considerably above the averages of owner farms clear of mortgage debt. 

' (See tables in Appendices I and J.) .. , 
#* Delaware and Maryland follow the trends in North Atlantic states although classified 

as part of the South. 
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were unmortgaged owners in the Far West (Mountain and Pacific 

states) and in the East North Central states (Ohio to Wisconsin). 

Only two farmers out of ten were unmortgaged owners of all the land 

they operate in the West North Central states (from Minnesota to 

Kansas). Why should the farmers along the North Atlantic have such 

a markedly high survival of unmortgaged ownership? Why should 

the farmers of the prairie states have lost ownership more than those 

in any other region outside of the South? 

PERCENTAGE OF FARMS AND FARM VALUE (LAND AND BUILDINGS) OPERATED 

BY UNMORTGAGED FULL OWNERS: 1920, 1930, 1935° 

North and West 

South 

Farms, in per cent 

1920 34.3 * 
1930 29.1 

1935 30-3 

1920 33.1 * 
1930 24.4 

1935 26.6 

Farm value, in per cent 

23.1 * 

19.8 
21.3 

33-7 * 

25.2 
26.8 

° For distribution and averages by tenure, see Appendices I and J. 

6 Includes full owners whose mortgage status was not reported. 

The North Atlantic states, where farms and farm acreage were de¬ 

clining, escaped the boom in farm land prices which swept over the 

rest of the country between 1900 and 1910 and again during the World 

War. Average farm land prices moved upward, it is true, and con¬ 

tinued to move upward after 1920, partly because the abandonment 

of much poor land was continuing; partly because intensive farming, 

with large product per acre was increasing. The average differential 

rent was rising. But in the North Atlantic states (more, even, than in 

the Pacific states) the thirty-year period from 1900 to 1930 showed a 

markedly greater net increase in average product per farm than in 

land price or in farm capital. Average farm capital rose more than 

the average price of land per farm, but the average gross product per 

farm rose considerably more than either. When operating returns rise 
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more than land prices, it is relatively easy for farmers to retain owner¬ 

ship. 

INCREASE IN AVERAGE LAND PRICE, BUILDINGS AND CAPITAL, AND GROSS 

VALUE OF PRODUCT, BY REGION WITHIN NORTH AND WEST: I9OO-I93O 

Percentage of net increase, 1900-1930, , per farm 

Land price Buildings and capital Gross product 

New England 139 215 293 

Middle Atlantic 43 188 207 

Pacific 162 165 204 

Mountain 201 63 191 

East North Central 82 236 168 

West North Central 185 207 197 

In the West North Central states, the net increase in average gross 

product had barely kept pace with the net increase in land and capi¬ 

tal. Nowhere in the North had land prices risen so high (in percent¬ 

age of increase) during the World-War boom. No other region was 

so hard hit by the collapse of wheat prices when the war-time control 

was withdrawn. Here especially, the sharp post-war decline of income 

found the farmers carrying debts based on boom prices for grain and 

for land. Here also this thirty-year period (1900-1930) had begun with 

a high percentage of tenants and mortgaged owners. This, in turn, 

had been related to a similar land boom, followed by collapse of in¬ 

come in the 8o’s and 90’s. Land-boom prices for farm acreage have 

been a definite factor in the high ratio of tenancy and mortgage debt. 

Middle and small farmers have been increasingly aware of the fact 

that they are exploited by landlords and mortgagees. But few realise 

as yet that this exploitation has grown inevitably out of the free in¬ 

terplay of capitalist forces and the private ownership of land. It is 

forgotten that even before the long-drawn-out farm crisis of the 1920’s 

and 1930’s two farms out of three were using rented or mortgaged land 

or were operated by a salaried manager. It is overlooked that in the 

North and West where capitalism is most highly developed, the un¬ 

mortgaged farmer-owner has for many years stood at the foot and 

not at the top—of the agricultural ladder. Expansion is no longer based 

primarily on the achievement of unmortgaged ownership. This does 
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not mean, however, that such separation of land ownership and farm 

operation is desirable. Quite the contrary. It is one of the basic trends 

increasing the instability of the working farmer. 

INDEX OF TREND IN 

New England 

Middle Atlantic 

East North Central 

West North Central 

Mountain 

Pacific 

South Atlantic 

East South Central 

West South Central 

New England 

Middle Atlantic 

East North Central 

West North Central 

Mountain 

Pacific 

South Atlantic 

East South Central 

West South Central 

alue” of LAND AND BUILDINGS PER acre: 1880- •1935 

1880 1890 1900 1920 1930 1935 
105 96 100 210 256 227 
no no 100 170 185 *35 
81 92 100 300 199 i34 
64 85 100 411 247 149 

200 184 100 369 214 140 

74 r37 100 412 395 265 
76 98 100 460 385 251 
77 91 100 404 321 211 

83 123 100 562 489 311 

ID IN LAND “VALUES” per acre: 1900-1930 

“Value” 

1900 1900 1910 1920 1930 

$13.79 100 r4i 208 224 
27.19 100 I25 U1 *35 
34-r5 100 180 3°o 163 

*9-37 100 223 429 226 
6.12 100 322 390 212 

x7-78 100 246 4i7 380 
8.63 100 210 474 346 
8.72 100 187 424 295 
5.40 100 297 577 485 

In this respect the five years from 1929 to 1934 brought no decisive 

change. The decline in number of sharecroppers (noted in Chapter 

III) reduced the total tenancy rate in the South and in the United 

States as a whole. But the percentage of other tenants in the South 

did not decline, and in every section of the North and West the 

tenancy rate increased. In the wave of mortgage foreclosures total 

mortgage debt was reduced, but prices of farm real estate dropped 

more sharply than total farm mortgage debt, and the burden of debt 

became relatively heavier than it was before. Some farms have been 
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picked up at bargain prices so that the percentage of unmortgaged 

owners was slightly increased, but the ratio of debt to market value 

on mortgaged farms is definitely higher than it was before the crisis. 

It is especially important to realise that this whole trend of rising 

tenancy and mortgage debt was clearly marked before the World War 

boom in agriculture. The problems involved were intensified to the 

point of crisis with the collapse of the war boom in 1920-21. But they 

were not created by that boom and its collapse. They have been in¬ 

herent in the economic process which we have described. They are an 

integral part of capitalist development in agriculture. Absentee owner¬ 

ship of farm land and heavy mortgage liens on farms owned by farm¬ 

ers have become one of the basic forms under which working farmers 

are exploited by finance capital. 



CHAPTER VI 

Wage Workers on the Land * 

BROAD principles of economic development, with which the previous 

chapters have been concerned, give perspective on the present crisis. 

Now the crisis itself must be analysed. What is happening to the three 

major groups of workers on the land: wage-earners, very small farm¬ 

ers, and medium-sized commercial producers? 

Farm wage workers in the later 1920 s numbered well over 3,500,000 

in the busiest months and over two million in the slowest months of 

the farm season. Hired workers are still about one-quarter of all who 

are engaged in agricultural pursuits in this country. Numbering even 

in 1938 over three million at the peaks of employment, these farm 

wage workers, in general, have lower wages and less protection from 

state and federal laws than any other body of wage labour in the 
United States. 

The growth of this great mass of severely exploited workers has 

been an integral part of capitalist development. For wage labour can 

be recruited only from those who have no independent means of exist¬ 

ence, and the creation of a proletariat, seeking employment, is an 

essential feature of the capitalist process. 

In this new country—new to the white settlers who sought a living 

here—the earliest exploitation of labour could be carried through only 

by force. Native Indians fought and fled before the invaders. But un¬ 

numbered victims of industrial and social change in Europe were im¬ 

ported as indentured servants. The violent slave trade which seized 

* This chapter incorporates a memorandum prepared by Labour Research Association. 

142 
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Negroes in Africa and sold them in the United States was profitable 

because of the increasing thirst for exploitable labour. 

As modern industry developed during the 19th century and until 

the World War, it clamoured for wage workers. It drew from the 

land sons and daughters of farmers; discouraged poor farmers; and 

masses of poor peasants and city proletariat who swarmed over from 

Europe to the land of rapid expansion and genuine opportunity. 

American agriculture also expanded, but more slowly. 

So long as this expansion continued, many of those who began as 

wage workers, compelled to sell their labour power, were able to step 

over into the ranks of business men and employers of wage labour. 

But all the while there remained a growing number of those who must 

sell their labour power or starve. From the earliest years, the percent¬ 

age of wage-workers among all gainfully occupied persons was rising. 

Even on the land, wage labour increased more rapidly than the 

numbers of farm operators and their unpaid family workers. And even 

on the land the sources of wage labour have included at least four 

different categories. 
First, and most widely recognised, were the thousands of young 

men born on farms or in villages who sought steady farm employ¬ 

ment as a preliminary to setting up a farm of their own. Second, were 

the poor farmers who for various reasons could not make a living on 

the land but who clung to their farms while they also did other more 

or less irregular work in their own neighbourhood. Third, were farm¬ 

ers who had left their farms, having failed to make a go of it, and 

who lived by rural wage labour. Many of these latter joined the army 

of drifting, migratory workers, from which large-scale farmers have 

drawn their masses of seasonal labour. Fourth, were very poor foreign- 

born workers who had never achieved any hold on the land as farmers 

in the United States. 
Each of these groups has been vitally affected by the crisis of recent 

years. Farmers’ sons have little hope of becoming successful farmers. 

Tens of thousands of sharecroppers in the South and other thousands 

of poor farmers in the drought areas have been driven off their farms. 

City unemployment has become a permanent problem involving from 

ten to fifteen millions of men and women workers. 

At the same time, total numbers of wage workers on farms have 



WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 144 

been cut. After hitting in 1934 a low yearly average about 24% below 

the peak of 1926, the number employed on farms in 1938 remained at 

a yearly average of about 2,500,000, or from four to five hundred thou¬ 

sand below the pre-crisis figures. 

Before we look at the special conditions under which this great body 

of wage workers is exploited, let us see what we know about the 

relative importance of the several groups among farm wage workers 

to-day. 

Who They Are 

For the very small farmers, clinging still to their poor patches of 

land, the Census of Agriculture gives us certain information on their 

other work. There were about 2,000,000 farmers, or about 30% of all, 

who did some work away from their farms in 1934. But the great 

majority of these were engaged in non-farm occupations. 

In seven states (California, Oregon, Texas, Arkansas, Louisiana, 

Mississippi and Iowa), more than a fifth of these part-time farmers 

were doing work reported as agricultural. The total number report¬ 

ing such work was only 279,000 in the country as a whole. We might 

perhaps assume that all the 315,000 part-time farmers who failed to 

report on type of work were also employed in agriculture. Even with 

this uncertain assumption, the total number of part-time farmers who 

could be counted as part of the agricultural labour army in 1934 

would still be only 593,755. Of nearly three million farm wage workers 

(in the peak months of 1934), less than one-fifth were from the group 

of poor farmers still clinging to their farms. 

What about the other four-fifths of this great body of agricultural 

labourers? Who are these men, women, children and youth that make 

up this vast farm wage labour force in the United States to-day? In 

attempting to answer these questions, we supplement the inadequate 

census data with the findings of various local studies. No complete 

statistical analysis can be given from available material. 

Farm youth, 16 to 24 years old, formed more than a third (37.5%) 

of all hired farm workers in 1930, as shown in the census. Although 

the census count was taken in April, before the peak of agricultural 

employment, it showed 1,026,8x2 of these young sons and daughters of 
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farmers at work for pay on the farms and in the orchards. Rural-farm 

youth (16-24) totalled 5,140,900 in that census month, and of these one- 

fifth were labouring as “hired workers” on farms. These are distinct 

from the youth working without wages on the family farm. 

Younger than these farm youth are the farmers’ children under 16 

years old, who work in agriculture a good part of the year. While ac¬ 

cording to the census few children are included among farm wage 

workers, its figures understate the true situation. The census of April, 

1930, counted 67,153 children as farm wage workers—only 2.5% of all 

agricultural labour at that time of the year.* But April employment is 

not only below the seasonal peaks but even below the average for all 

seasons. 

Recent surveys by the National Child Labour Committee reveal that 

additional thousands of small children still labour in the fields, at low 

wages, during the peak seasons. Though the census does not list child 

workers under 10 years old, these smaller children do work in the 

fields. “Every large-scale child employing occupation in agriculture 

uses them, particularly those specialising in family group labour,” as 

pointed out by Lumpkin and Douglas in their study, Child Workers 

in America. They estimate that a fourth of those employed under 16 

are less than 10 years old. 

Let no one, they warn, carry in his mind “a pretty picture of the 

agricultural childworker as the big boy or girl helping father and 

mother on the farm a few hours during the day, during vacations espe¬ 

cially.” Children do all the different kinds of laborious agricultural 

work that adults do, except for the surprisingly small number of jobs 

that they are physically unable to attempt. “They do hoeing, plough¬ 

ing, harrowing, weeding, struggling with heavy plough handles, bend¬ 

ing double hour after hour chopping out weeds, with a short hoe 

made for a man but held in the middle by a io-year-old; . . . they 

thin this crop and that crop, their young fingers nimble, their backs 

bent, heads down close to the ground, hitching or crawling or squat¬ 

ting, acre after acre. . . . They pick fruits and berries . . . they pick 

•It listed also 402,344 children under 16 as unpaid family workers on farms. 

~ Counting both these groups, children formed 10.7% of all farm workers, paid and 

unpaid, the great majority of them in southern states where farm incomes and wage 

rates are lowest. 
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cotton, fingers flying, both hands, and a great bag, getting heavier with 
each handful, dragging after them by one shoulder.” 1 

In cotton and fruit picking regions, the school year is cut short, so 
the children may work in the fields all day. By the time the children 
in cotton areas reach grade school age they are able to pick from 40 
to 100 pounds a day, as against the 200 to 400 pounds picked by an 
adult. The pay is three-fourths of a cent a pound, and the hours from 
early morning until sundown. 2 

Only in the sugar beet industry has agricultural child labour been 
regulated with some degree of success. By terms of the sugar act of 
x937> sugar beet and cane growers are not eligible for AAA benefit 
payments if they employ children under 14 in the production, cultiva¬ 
tion or harvesting of sugar beets or sugar cane. In other agricultural 
industries, little or no effort has been made to eliminate child labour. 

Farmer demand for the labour of children and also of women is 
greatest in sections producing truck crops, small fruits and cotton. In 
these crops there is a large amount of work that is considered within 
the strength and ability of women and children. llMuch of it requires 
stooping, and light dexterous hand work, such as weeding and picking 
crops,” reports the U. S. Department of Agriculture in A Graphic 
Summary of Farm Labour and Population. “A large volume of 
woman and child labour is employed in agriculture because of the 
demand for cheap labour, and because of the economic need of many 
rural families for all possible production and earnings.” s Women em¬ 
ployed as farm wage workers in April, 1930, numbered 171,323, or 
about 6.3% of all hired workers in agriculture, mostly from southern 
states, and a majority of them Negroes. 

Among all hired farm workers in April, 1930* Negroes (men, 
women and children) numbered 539,307, or about one-fifth of the 
total. Later in the year great numbers are drawn out from the southern 
cities and towns for seasonal labour. But among the drifting groups 
of migratory workers, Negroes make up only about 5% according to 
recent studies.4 

Why fewer Negroes are on the road to seek paid jobs on farms and 
in the fields is explained in a WPA study: 

The small proportion of Negroes among the migratory-casual 
workers studied is a reflection of the fact that for them employment 
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opportunities on the road are limited. . . . The only striking example 

of migration of Negroes in recent years was the movement of southern 

Negroes to the industrial centers of the North during and after the 

World War.” 6 

Race prejudice increases the difficulties of travel and limits the num¬ 

ber of jobs open to Negro farm wage workers. Vagrancy laws in the 

South and Southwest are often interpreted in such a way as to force 

Negro workers to take jobs in the fields, at lowest wages, or go to 

jail for having no job. In the Old South, “where the Negro is most 

numerous, he provides a ready supply of cheap labour for agricultural 

. . . operations that otherwise would require a mobile labour reserve 

for seasonal and intermittent peaks of activity.” 8 

Foreign-born workers form a larger part of all farm wage labour 

than do Negro workers and also a larger part of the migratory labour 

force. Historically, the foreign-born have been more significant than 

they are to-day among the rural wage workers. In 1930, the census 

counted 371,443 foreign-born hired farm workers, or 13-5% all farm 
wage labour, divided almost equally between foreign white and other 

nationalities, in which are included Mexican, Chinese and Japanese. 

Among all migratory workers, Mexicans are now about 9%, according 

to recent estimates. 
Many of the migratory workers are farmers who have left their 

farms because they could not make a living and now exist by selling 

their labour power in the fields and orchards. But they also include 

workers with a long background of non-farm casual labour. WPA in 

its survey of Migratory Cotton Pickers in Arizona (1939) found that 

over a fourth (29%) had been cotton tenants and a fifth (20%) were 

cotton farm hands. An additional 14% had been usually occupied on 

other types of farms; 4% as operators and 10% as farm hands. A little 

more than a fourth had been in other industries 12 /0 as skilled, 6/0 

as semi-skilled, and 10% as unskilled industrial workers, while the 

rest were from scattered groups or reported no usual occupations. 

So also in other states of the Southwest and in California, the Farm 

Security Administration in its study of Migrant Farm Labour: the 

Problem and Ways of Meeting It (1939) reported that “a great part 

of the present mobile group are dispossessed land holders and farmers. 

Depression, drought and the increased mechanisation of agriculture, 
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the FSA found, were the main factors that drove thousands of owners, 

tenants and labourers toward the west—landless farmers in search of 

work. The peak of this upheaval from drought and other causes was 

highest from 1933 to 1936. 

“Arizona’s cotton, lettuce and truck crops, Washington and Oregon 

with hops, berries, apples and other fruits, Utah with beets and Idaho 

with beets, potatoes and other field crops, Colorado’s melons and let¬ 

tuce all need a large volume of so-called ‘hand labour’ for their harvest¬ 

ing, processing and marketing. Cotton picking on the high plains of 

Oklahoma and northern Texas during the fall diverts some of the 

inter-state labour migration into that area for seasonal employment.” 7 

So the moving army of farm labour grows—drawn on by ballyhoo 

advertisements of farm industrialists who want a surplus of labour 

from which to choose. Just as the Joads in Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath 

showed every one the orange-coloured “ad” for labour, so the word 

spreads and others take to the road. No one knows how many migrant 

farm workers there are to-day but we have certain regional estimates. 

For the Southwest alone “the minimum figure is around 300,000 

men, women and children who work north from winter and spring 

employment in truck crops in the lower Rio Grande Valley and 

wind up picking cotton on the Texas-Oklahoma plains in the fall 

months. Some observers put the Texas nomads as high as 600,000 

individuals, or upward of 100,000 families.” 8 Along the western coast 

and through the Pacific slope states, the number of migrants follow¬ 

ing the crops is estimated as 200,000 to 300,000 men, women and 

children. 

:935> the number of workers needed in 33 agricultural counties 

of California, as estimated by the California Relief Administration, 

was 198,000. But state authorities report that 221,000 migrants entered 

the state between 1933 and the end of 1938, many of them Dust Bowl 

refugees who had been “burned out, blown out, eaten out,” as de¬ 

scribed by Carey McWilliams in his excellent study, Factories in the 

Field.9 This migration is characterised as one of the greatest inter-state 

movements of people since the gold rush that began in 1849. 

But the problem of migratory farm labour is not confined to the 

West and Southwest. Arkansas, Florida, New Jersey and other states 
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have field and orchard seasonal crops that employ migrant labour in 

family groups, some moving only within the state, others crossing 

state lines. In the Florida citrus industry, for example, over 100,000 

workers travel from the small towns to the groves every day during 

the season. In the Northwest, Minneapolis is one of the important 

concentration points for migratory-casual farm workers. Many go out 

from this city and return to it year after year with only occasional 

trips beyond the surrounding region.10 
A map showing travel routes of farm wage workers has heaviest 

lines on the Pacific Coast, but Minnesota, North and South Dakota 

and Iowa still show travel for migratory labour in grain harvesting. 

Counting all groups of migratory farm labour, in the East as well as 

in the West, there are certainly well over half a million included in 

this drifting army of agricultural workers, following the seasons from 

early spring to late autumn. 

Employment and Wording Conditions 

Increasing concentration of hired farm labour on large farms, lo¬ 

cated mainly in certain areas, means that there are fewer job oppor¬ 

tunities near their homes for the poor farmers, who still cling to 

their own farms while seeking part-time work as hired labourers, and 

for farm youth who need paid jobs. A high degree of such concentra¬ 

tion is indicated in census figures. 
Of 6,812,350 farms in January, 1935’ when the census was taken, 

only 967,594, or about one in seven, employed any hired labour. Even 

in July, during the peak of employment, the number of farms on 

which workers were hired was estimated as less than 1,500,000. And 

in January, the month of smallest total employment on farms, the 

census showed that nearly one-third of all hired workers were on 

63,809 farms with four or more hired workers, and about one-sixth 

were on the much smaller group of 16,840 farms with eight or more.* 

Areas of largest concentration of farms with groups of hired 

* Estimates based on census data for 1929 indicate that about 22% of total wages 

paid for farm labour in that year were paid by the 24,981 farms reporting $20,000 

or more of gross income. See Appendix K, p. 288. Since then employment on middle 
farms has declined and the percentage of total wage labour on large farms has in¬ 

creased. (See Chapter IV, p. 86.) 
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workers, as distinguished from one or two hired hands, were the Delta 

cotton, the range areas, and certain states including Florida, Arizona 

and California. In California, 59% of all hired agricultural workers 

were on farms employing four or more, and 42% were on farms em¬ 

ploying eight or more. Florida showed similar concentration, while in 

Arizona 68/£, of hired workers were employed on large farms with 
eight or more labourers.11 

Seasonal variation in demand for farm wage labour affects not only 

migrants but all agricultural workers, many of whom have no jobs at 

all during winter months. Employment of hired farm workers in the 

United States as a whole has been in January about 30% below the 

monthly average, and in July and October about 20% above it.12 In 

the Pacific Northwest, the area of greatest seasonal variation, employ¬ 

ment in January has been 39% below the average and in September 
59% above it. 

How this variation increases the number of workers required at 

certain seasons may be seen in the following examples from the West 

Coast, as described by the Farm Security Administration: 

“Records of several large-scale farms show that while 20 acres of hops 
required only 12 men during the growing season, between 450 and 500 
men were required during the harvest. Similar conditions exist in the 
deciduous fruit crops. On a 2,000-acre peach farm, only 30 regular em¬ 
ployees are used while 200 to 250 men are added during the pruning period, 
700 are needed for thinning, and 1,000 more added for picking... . Crop 
production has increased until now more than 100 different crops, har¬ 
vested with peak labour needs, are marketed in carload lots.” 13 

A crop ranch may need 300 workers at harvest time, the California 

State Relief Administration has pointed out, while it employs less 

than 10 regularly throughout the year. Half of the California agricul¬ 

tural workers in 1935 employment during less than 6.4 months of 

the year. For migratory workers in the country as a whole, the usual 

range of employment is from less than five to just over seven months 

of the year. Including all farm wage labour, the farms reporting hired 

workers in 1929 averaged only 156 days of hired labour.14 This indi¬ 

cates extreme irregularity of employment for the great majority of 

farm wage workers. About 1,300,000 workers who have jobs in the 
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fields or orchards at the season’s peak have no farm wage work in the 

slowest month of the winter. 
Partly because of irregular employment and partly because of lowest 

wage rates, the average earnings of farm wage workers have been be¬ 

low the earnings of any other groups of workers in the United States. 

Farm wage rates averaged $1.23 a day with board and $1.53 a day 

without board in April, 1939. Monthly average rates fell from $44.52 
in 1929 to $21.10 in 1933—less than half the 1929 level. Although the 

monthly average rate had risen to $30.03 in 1939, farm wages still 

“lagged seriously behind many other forms of income.” 15 

Behind these averages are the low piece-rates for cutting, topping, 

stripping, chopping, picking, loading and packing in the fields and 

orchards of the main farming regions. Here are a few examples of 

these rates and what they mean in hourly and daily earnings of agri¬ 

cultural workers: 

Cotton picking in Arizona (1937), 85^ for 100 pounds; average daily out¬ 

put per picker, 140 to 175 pounds; earnings, from $1.20 to $1.50 a day 

and from about $6 to $8 a week.16 

Cotton picking in California (1938), 75^ f°r 100 p°unds; children averaged 

98^ a day of 8 hours or more; adults earned from $1.05 to $1.80 a day. 

Union rates, however, were 90^ for 100 pounds.17 

Cotton picking in San Joaquin Valley, California (1939)> ^or 100 

pounds; average daily output per picker, 100 to 200 pounds; earnings, 

from 8o0 to $1.60 a day. Workers on strike for $1.25 per 100 pounds.18 

Hop picking in Oregon and Washington (193^)* T/40 *° 2^ a Pound, aver¬ 

age earnings, $1.82 for adults, $1.09 a day for children under 16. 

Prune picking in California (193^)> 4^ to ^ a ^°x ab°ut *4 quarts- 
“Hungry dustbowlers offered to harvest prune crops on contract rates 

that netted only $1 to $2 a day for the entire family’s work.” 20 

Sugar cane cutting, topping and stripping in Louisiana (i939)> 75$ a ton'> 

men, $1.50 per day of 9 hours, or 170 per hour; women, $1.20 per day, 

or 13^ per hour; children (14 to 16), $1.03 per day of 8 hours. These 

are rates to be paid by producers applying for benefit payments, under 

Sugar Act of 1937.21 

Sugar cane loading in Louisiana (1939)* 20^ a ton! ^I,8° for 9 hours, or 

200 an hour.22 

Vegetable and fruit picking in New Jersey (1938), strawberries and rasp¬ 
berries, 20 to 30 a pint; string beans, io0 to 250 a hamper; for men. 
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200 to 250 an hour; for women, 150 to 22140 an hour; for children, 
io0 an hour.28 

Hired farm workers in the United States averaged, on the land, 

only $300 in the year 1938, as compared with $430 in 1929 and $212 

in I933- To compare these average annual earnings of farm workers 

with those of factory workers, Bowden in his study of farm labour uses 

U. S. Bureau of Agricultural Economics figures, as recently revised. 

Including board and other perquisites, the average annual wage of 

hired farm workers was only 33% °f the average wage of factory 
workers in 1929; 25% in 1932; and 27% in 1938. Before the World 

War, in 1909, the average annual wage of hired farm workers was 

about half of the average wage of industrial workers in manufactur¬ 

ing. While farm wage labour’s average yearly earnings have fallen 

from 5°/o to 27/^ of the factory workers’ average, the hours of work 

in manufacturing have been progressively reduced but working hours 

of hired farm workers have remained about the same as they were 
30 years ago. 

For migrants, yearly earnings are lower than for other farm 

workers. “It may be estimated that the earnings of migrant agricul¬ 

tural families are equivalent to a wage of only about $200 per worker, 

and that they provide maintenance of less than $100 per year for each 

member of the average migrant family.’ Average family earnings 

fell from $381 in 1930 to $289 in 1935, the California State Relief 
Administration reported. 

On such yearly earnings as these, no family anywhere in the United 

States can possibly have even the so-called minimum standard of 

health and decency.” The average earnings of migratory workers in 

California are not even half enough for minimum family needs, ac¬ 

cording to the State Relief Administration which estimated that each 

family, in 1935? should have had at least $78° to eke out an existence.25 

The great majority of agricultural workers have not been making even 

enough for family necessaries during the summer period of employ¬ 

ment, to say nothing of winter months without work. In the 

summer of 1937, during the height of the harvest season, 6,000 migra¬ 

tory workers applied for relief in the San Joaquin Valley district of 
California. 

When the Farm Security Administration provided small homes 
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near labour camps in California, to rent at a cost of only $8.20 a 

month, it found that “even this low rental is beyond the ability to pay 

of the majority of migrant families, but some of the more fortunate 

can meet the rental.” 26 The “homes” of countless migratory workers 

were described in 1936 as follows: 

“Old tents, gunny sacks, dry-goods boxes and scrap tin. These are the 
material from which the dwellings are constructed. All the shacks visited 
were without floors.... There were no sanitary facilities in evidence and 
the backyard has been used as a toilet. An irrigation ditch half-filled with 
muddy water has been used for all purposes.” 27 

Records of the federal camp managers show that no aspect pleases 

the camp residents more than the sanitary toilets and shower baths. 

Some few of the large growers provide good housing facilities for 

seasonal workers, but very few. Too often the shacks in which 

workers must live are without any conveniences of any kind. Excessive 

heat in summer means a sharp increase in the child mortality, largely 

the result of drinking bad water and living under crowded and in¬ 

sanitary conditions. Winter brings an increase in cases of pneumonia, 

influenza and other pulmonary diseases. 

Other large-scale farming regions are not much better in the pro¬ 

vision made for seasonal workers. 

“Arizona cotton pickers’ camps conform to the standard rural-slum pat¬ 
tern of Western migratory workers’ camps. The usual run of Arizona camps 
consists of a crowded, filthy, makeshift collection of shelters. Although some 
of the camps house as many as 1,000 people during the picking season, 
even elementary sanitary provisions are frequently lacking.” 28 

New Jersey truck farms, now thoroughly industrialised and many 

of them held by corporations, provide the same kind of shacks for 

their workers. The National Child Labour Committee in its 1938 sur¬ 

vey of New Jersey truck farming found countless houses “unfit for 

human habitation.” Overcrowding was the rule; sheds, barn, garages 

and chicken coops were used as houses to shelter the families. Toilet 

facilities were “generally bad, and in some localities a disgrace.” 29 In 

Montgomery County, Maryland, a 1939 survey by housing authorities 

found rural slums where 94% of the houses had no interior toilets and 
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no bathing facilities of any kind. The nearest water supply was often 
half a mile away.30 

Legislative measures to better such living and working conditions 
as these have been conspicuously lacking in most states and in the 
United States as a whole. Agricultural workers are for the most part 
unprotected by workmen’s compensation laws, safety regulations, and 
all other social legislation. They are specifically excluded from the 
federal Social Security Act, the National Labour Relations Act and the 
Fair Labour Standards Act of 1938. 

Resistance Develops 

Intense bitterness on the part of agricultural workers against bad 
living and working conditions has broken out from time to time in 
spontaneous struggles, some of them recorded as strikes of historic 
importance. Almost every strike of farm labour has been suppressed 
with violence by farm industrialists, banded together in vigilante 
groups and more recently organised as the Associated Farmers in Cali¬ 
fornia and other states. Most of these strikes have included as a major 
demand an increase in wage rates. 

Among the earlier struggles of farm workers, the Wheatland “riot” 
of August, 1913, was outstanding. The Industrial Workers of the 
World, although they had organised less than 8% of the migratory 
farm workers of California in 1913, were able to lead thousands of 
workers in militant demonstrations “on the job.” On the Durst hop 
ranch at Wheatland, California, August 3, 1913, some 2,800 men, 
women and children were living in tents, rented from Durst at 75 
cents a week. Durst had purposely advertised for more workers than 
he needed in order to keep wages down, it was reported by an in¬ 
vestigating commission. 

No more than 100 of these workers were members of the IWW. 
But all were deeply resentful over living and working conditions 
which herded them together, without water or sanitary conveniences, 
in heat of 105 degrees. Disease was mowing them down. Work in the 
fields began at 4 o’clock in the morning and lasted till after sundown; 
earnings varied from 78 cents to $1 a day. 

Following a mass meeting addressed by IWW organiser Blackie 
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Ford, the workers were attacked by deputy sheriffs who fired a shot 

“to sober the mob.” Two workers, the district attorney and a deputy 

sheriff were killed, and a reign of terror against the workers was in¬ 

stituted in the county. Four companies of the National Guard were 

ordered to Wheatland; a hundred workers were arrested; the Burns 

detective agency was called in; Wobblies were arrested all over the 

state and tortured in prison; Ford and Suhr, another IWW organiser 

who had not been present at Wheatland, were convicted of murder 

and sentenced to life imprisonment. 

The “most energetic group in the IWW,” the Agricultural Workers 

Industrial Union, was organised in April, 1915, and reported from 18,000 

to 20,000 members in 1916.31 It conducted a strike of farm labourers at 

Turlock, California, in June, 1917 (when vigilante groups of local 

growers drove the organisers out of the region) and an important can¬ 

nery workers’ strike at San Jose, California, in August, 1917- Follow¬ 

ing the raids on IWW headquarters in the autumn of 1917, the farm 

workers’ union was broken up. 

The year 1919 saw orange pickers on strike in southern California, 

in January, and farm labourers on strike at Pomona, La Verne, and 

Ventura, California, in April. Not until the period 1929-1935, how¬ 

ever, did agricultural strikes become of major importance in the 

United States. Spontaneous struggles developed in the Imperial Valley, 

California, in January and again in February, 1930, when Mexican and 

Filipino vegetable and fruit pickers were joined by American workers 

from the packing sheds in a strike against wage cuts. During the 

strikes, organisers of the Trade Union Unity League entered the Val¬ 

ley and organised the Agricultural Workers Industrial League. Their 

activities were met with violence, arrests and court cases which sent 

eight to prison under the “Criminal Syndicalism Act.” 
Out of these earlier efforts grew the Cannery and Agricultural 

Workers Industrial Union, organised in 1931, which led a number of 

strikes during the following year, notably the struggle of 400 fruit 

workers at Vacaville, California, in November, 1932. Masked vigi¬ 

lantes kidnapped strike leaders, beat them and poured red enamel over 

them, but the strikers held out, with the statement: “We would have 

to starve working so we decided to starve striking. 

In California alone in 1933 there were 37 agricultural strikes, in- 
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volving 47,575 workers and affecting cotton, berries, cherries, peas and 

other vegetables.32 These strikes were mainly for wages higher than 

the low prevailing rate of 15^ per hour, but demands also included 

recognition of the union, abolition of the contract system, and changes 

in bad working conditions. Of these strikes, 20 were led by the Can¬ 

nery and Agricultural Workers Industrial Union which scored gains 
in 16 of them. 

Again extreme terror was used against strikers. Vigilante commit¬ 

tees of business men, Ku Klux Klan, Chamber of Commerce, local, 

state and federal authorities, all combined in an effort to crush the 

strikes. In the lower San Joaquin Valley, for example, in the October 

strike of 18,000 cotton pickers, three strikers were murdered; 42 were 

wounded; and 113 were arrested; but the strike lasted 27 days and 
brought a 25% wage increase. 

For the United States as a whole in the year 1934, incomplete re¬ 

ports by the U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics showed 22 strikes involv- 

ing 24,000 agricultural workers. Imperial Valley lettuce and vegetable 

pickers were again on strike in January, 1934, when 5,000 came out 

and were met by concerted terror and violence. In the same valley, 

pea pickers struck in February, 1934, and were attacked by state au¬ 
thorities and ranch owners. 

On Seabrook Farms, Seabrook, New Jersey, in April, 1934, over 

1,000 fruit and vegetable workers went on strike and succeeded in 

raising wages from 12^-150 to 25^-30^ an hour. Led by what became 

Agricultural Workers Union 19996 (AFL), the workers struck again in 

June when Seabrook tried to go back to the old wage scale. The cut 

was defeated but rich farmers in the neighbourhood organised vigilante 

bands to help Seabrook and terrorise strikers. Union leaders were 

arrested and 60 strikers were injured in one day’s attack on the picket 

line. But the union had the support of small farmers and of many 
small business men in the community. 

Anothei important strike occurred in June, 1934* In Hardin County, 

Ohio, where 800 onion pickers demanded wage increases that would 

give them 25^ an hour. For working in hot, dry muck, adults had been 

getting from 8^ to iiYit an hour; the smaller children only 4$ an 

hour. Agricultural Workers Union Local 19724 led the strike and won 

increases which gave the pickers 15^ to 200 an hour. Corporations 
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owning the land mobilised vigilantes who kidnapped and beat union 

men, while state authorities obligingly arrested the union leaders. 

Over 13,000 farm workers were on strike in 1935 in a dozen strug¬ 

gles, including 1,500 fruit and vegetable workers of El Centro, Cali¬ 

fornia; 2,000 onion field workers in Laredo, Texas; 1,500 pea pickers 

of Driggs, Idaho; 3,000 cotton pickers in Alabama; and 4,000 cotton 

pickers of eastern Arkansas. In 1936, incomplete records show strikes 

of 2,500 cotton choppers in eastern Arkansas; 2,750 orange pickers in 

Santa Ana, California; and 3,000 fruit and vegetable workers in 

Salinas, California. 

Union organisation among farm workers had been steadily gain¬ 

ing strength so that by March, 1934, the Cannery and Agricultural 

Workers Industrial Union reported over 20,000 members (including 

both cannery and farm labour), a 100% increase in one year. In 

Florida, in 1934, the Citrus Workers Union (unaffiliated at that time) 

reported 35,000 members, about 20% of them Negroes. By the autumn 

of 1935, there were over 150 farm workers’ unions spread over 30 

states—the great majority of them federal locals of the AFL and most 

of these chartered since the beginning of 1934. 
A National Committee for Unity of Agricultural and Rural Work¬ 

ers was established in January, 1935, started its own paper, The Rural 

Worker, during the year and reported significant progress to the 1935 

AFL convention. A National Beet Workers Committee, organised in 

1935 to represent 35,000 beet workers in Colorado, Wyoming, Ne¬ 

braska and Montana, made plans for drawing all local unions into 

one national body. By 1936, there were 62 federal locals (AFL) among 

farm and cannery workers throughout the country, but AFL officials 

repeatedly refused them a charter to form a national union. Delegates 

representing 56 of these locals in 24 states met in Denver, Colorado, 

July, 1937, and formed the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing 

and Allied Workers of America, affiliated from its beginning with 

the CIO, now the Congress of Industrial Organisations. 

The membership of this union, which had grown to about 100,000 

in 283 locals by October, 1939, includes not only field workers but 

workers in canneries and other processing plants. It has achieved 

greater stability among the processing workers than among those in 

farm work proper, but the union is widely trusted by the farm workers 
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and has helped in most of their recent struggles. It has signed contracts 

with 200 firms covering some 17,500 workers. Its achievements in the 

face of violence and terror used against its organisers form one of the 

brilliant records of American labour history. Its publication, Ucapawa 

News, is issued monthly from its headquarters in Washington, D. C. 

Since the organisation of a responsible national union to represent 

farm workers there have been fewer strikes, but those that have 

occurred have usually been successful in defeating wage cuts or in 

gaining increased wage rates. In February, 1938, some 6,000 pecan 

shellers in San Antonio, Texas, were on strike for six weeks against 

a 20/0 wage cut; one-half the wage cut was withdrawn and the 

workers won a union weigher of nuts and greatly improved condi¬ 

tions. Over 1,500 pea pickers at Sacramento, California, in May, 1938, 
won a signed contract and wage increases. 

A sit-down strike of cotton pickers in Oklahoma, Missouri and 

Arkansas in September, 1938, won wage increases of io0 to 15^ a 100 

pounds when planters finally granted a basic rate of $1. Led by the 

Southern Tenant Farmers Union, then affiliated with UCAPAWA, 

the strike was successful but in Arkansas the Negro union leaders 

were framed up and sent to prison for distributing leaflets during the 
strike.* 

On the Earl Fruit Co. ranches, Marysville, California, over 250 fruit 

pickers were on strike in May and again in July and August, 1939, 

to maintain a 5^ hourly wage increase. The strikers at first unorgan¬ 

ised were later led by UCAPAWA. The company is a subsidiary of 

the Di Giorgio Fruit Corp., one of the largest fresh fruit growing and 

marketing firms in the world, owning over 26,000 acres in five states 

and controlling about 40 smaller companies. Its president, Joseph Di 

Giorgio, is active in the Associated Farmers. Ninety-seven arrests of 

strikers were made in less than a month and a 6-month prison sen¬ 

tence was given strike leaders accused of violating the Yuba county 
anti-picketing law. ; 

So also in the 1939 strike of cotton pickers in the San Joaquin Val¬ 

ley, California, Associated Farmers used their familiar tactics of vio- 

* Ir> J?39 the leadership of the Southern Tenant Farmers Union broke with the 

United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America, but the bulk 

of the active membership left the STFU and remained with UCAPAWA. 
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lence and intimidation. Some fifteen thousand cotton pickers went on 

strike early in October for $1.25 per hundred pounds as against 8o£ 

fixed by the growers. A mob of vigilantes mobilised by the.big growers 

raided strike headquarters in Madera; attacked a peaceful strikers’ 

meeting in the public park on October 21 with chains, bats, billy clubs, 

pick handles and rubber hoses; broke it up with the aid of the High¬ 

way Patrol and its tear-gas shells; and arrested 23 strikers. But over 

1,200 cotton pickers joined the UCAPAWA and some of the growers 

settled on a compromise rate of $1 for 100 pounds of cotton. 

At the hearings of the LaFollette Committee (Senate committee in¬ 

vestigating violations of civil liberties) in December, 1939, witnesses 

reported that there had been 183 strikes in California agriculture be¬ 

tween 1933 and 1939. In 65 of these strikes violence had been used 

against the pickets. 

Who are these Associated Farmers who come out in every strike to 

break the heads of farm workers because they dare to join a union 

and ask for a few cents more in wages? Organised at first as a volun¬ 

tary association in 1933 in California’s Imperial Valley, “cradle of 

vigilantism,” the Associated Farmers promised to help one another “as 

special deputies in the event of disorders arising out of picketing and 

sabotage.” Following its first statewide convention in May, 1934, the 

organisation was financed by initial contributions including $1,250 

from the Pacific Gas & Electric Co., $2,500 from the Southern Pacific 

Railroad, $1,500 from the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad, and 

other gifts from the California Packing Co., American Can Co., and 

the San Francisco Industrial Association. Its largest contributions have 

come from railroads, utilities, sugar companies and other industrial 

corporations, as shown in the December, 1939, hearings before the 

LaFollette Committee. 
In addition to these corporations, the Associated Farmers includes 

the Di Giorgio Co., described above; the Kern County Land Co.; 

Transamerica Corp. and its subsidiary, California Lands; M. James 

Irvine Co.; Hotchkiss Co. with its vast cotton “plantations”; and a 

dozen others known as the largest farm industrialists in California. 

An excellent study of the organisation by the Simon J. Lubin Society, 

Who Are the Associated Farmers? 33 shows that 2% of the farmers in 

California own 25% of the farm acreage, pay 36% of all wages for 
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hired labour and receive 32% of the total crop value. The Associated 

Farmers are the front for that 2%. But they are not confined to 
California. 

By J939 the Associated Farmers were claiming over 100,000 mem¬ 

bers in 15 states, including Washington, Oregon and Arizona. They 

have lined up many of the “middle” farmers who are impressed by their 

size and importance, but their membership always includes the richest 

and largest group of farm capitalists at the top. The organisation is of 

the utmost significance because it illustrates the completely capitalist 

nature of large-scale farming; because it represents the interests of 

finance capital in agriculture; and because it has taken the lead in an 
aggressive type of fascist action in the United States. 

Why Farm Wages Are Lowest 

Why has the treatment of farm labour been so extremely brutal? 

And why have the big interests in California been so determined to 

extend their fascist organisation, the Associated Farmers, among the 
“middle” farmers throughout the country? 

Three factors have combined to push down the wage-scale for farm 
workers. 

First, the pressure of rent and land prices. These are present, of 

course, in all business reckoning in the capitalist world. But they play 

a far more important role in relation to business profits in farming 

than in most industrial activities. When farm profits are moving 

downward, land prices usually drop more slowly than the farmers’ 

gross returns. The farm employer—like any capitalist, large or small- 

tries to save himself by increasing exploitation of any workers he may 

employ. In California, rent has always pressed most heavily, since the 

monopoly forces have been able from the beginning to maintain ex¬ 
ceptionally high land prices.34 

No capitalist takes responsibility for what happens to his workers 

when he does not need their labour power. The fact that farm work 

is seasonal—well, as the bosses say, “That is their hard luck.” Or if the 

work is steady throughout the year, the boss falls back on his shabby 

myth about the perquisites ’ his hired help receive. Such attitudes the 

employing farmer shares with the whole capitalist class. Peculiar to 
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agriculture is the driving pressure of rent and the cost of land from 

which the farm employer seeks to free himself by increasing the value 

taken from his wage workers. 

Second, the background of the workers themselves. They have been 

drawn increasingly from those who have known extreme poverty as 

farmers. Whether foreign-born, or native white, or Negro, they have 

mostly had no experience of a moderately decent scale of wages. As 

poor farmers, they have handled very little cash and have had on the 

whole a lower standard of living than industrial wage workers have 

learned to expect. Those who have knocked about as casual labourers 

have had only the lowest wages and the most irregular employment 

that American industry can impose. So these masses of farm workers 

have entered farm employment with less exacting standards for cash 

income or standard of living than the averages prevailing in towns 

and cities. With the growth of mass unemployment since the latter 

1920’s, the large farmers have been able further to depress the scale 

of pay and to disregard all standards of decent housing. For the dread 

of total unemployment and starvation has brought into the special 

areas of seasonal farm labour a large anxious reserve of hungry 

families. 
Third, the difficulty of labour organisation and the lack of union 

standards. Spontaneous resistance to inhuman conditions is only now 

shaping into some sort of strong and stable union life. Where farm 

workers have been well-rooted and permanent, they have also been 

too thinly scattered for organisation. And where large groups suffer 

together they form a rapidly shifting mass, each going his way at the 

end of the season and never again united. 
Now that the workers are proving they can carry on a well-ordered 

and heroic struggle for better conditions on factory farms, the big 

capitalists recognise that they need the 1 dirt farmers as allies on their 

side of the class war. For the big employers are still relatively few in 

the world of agriculture. To win the “dirt” farmers they dare not ad¬ 

mit who these leaders of the Associated Farmers really are. They must 

soft-pedal the sharp conflict, within California, between the great farm 

corporations and the “dirt” farmers who try to compete with them. 

They must conceal the true conditions which the organised farm 

workers are trying to improve. 
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For while the “dirt” farmer is under tremendous pressure and also 

pays for his hired help less than a fair city wage, he is far from being 

akin to the wealthy men who head up the Associated Farmers. The 

“dirt” farmer is correctly inclined to distrust finance capitalists. He 

has himself suffered from their highly developed technique of exploit¬ 

ing all who do productive labour. And he has some understanding of 

the fact that his own market has been limited by the poverty of the 

working class. Whether “dirt” farmers will play the game of the 

fascist-minded big employers or will resist their distorted appeals and 

line up with the working class in the struggle against finance capital, 

is one of the most momentous questions of the present day. 



CHAPTER VII 

Small Farmers Crowded Out 

SECRETARY WALLACE has compared the plight of the poorest 

“one-third” of American farmers with the worst poverty of European 

peasants. The “two million” farmers to whom Secretary Wallace re¬ 

ferred correspond roughly with those who had gross incomes below 

$600 in 1929, together with workers who returned to the land during 

the crisis and increased the numbers of very poor farmers.1 

The problem of small farming involves not merely two million 

families but three million or more. In 1929 all those with gross income 

under $1,000 were poor; the upper group with more than $600 a shade 

better off than the most destitute, but still struggling against terrific 

odds to make a living from the land. Half the farmers in the country 

were small and poor farmers in 1930. And their number has greatly 

increased during more recent years. 
Gross farm income figures are the only figures given by the census 

for the entire country and all types of farming. They overstate the 

amounts available for family living since gross income represents the 

total product of the farm (whether for sale or for use by the family) 

before deducting any of the necessary farm expenses. Sharecroppers, 

for example, have for their own use only half of the total cash income 

from the sale of cotton or tobacco. They may have in addition some 

food raised on the cropper farm, but this is a small amount and is 

usually more than balanced by the high prices and interest charged 

,at the store which makes advances while they are working on the crop. 

For sharecroppers, therefore, a “gross income” of $600 to $1,000, means, 

roughly, a family income of $300 to $500, and a gross income under 
163 
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$600 means a family income of less than $300. For other poor farmers 

the ratio of farm expenses to gross income would be, usually, some¬ 

what smaller, but some expenses for carrying on the farm are always 

necessary, even on the poorest farms. Gross income represents the gen¬ 

eral scale of farm operation, and family income is always smaller than 
the gross income figure. 

These three million poor farmers were a diverse group and the vic¬ 

tims of several different trends, each of which must be understood 

before we can see the picture of farm poverty as a whole. 

Tenancy 

Sharecropper tenancy is obviously and without question a vicious 

form of land tenure, covering extreme exploitation of those who work 

the soil and in itself creating and perpetuating poverty. (This was dis¬ 

cussed in Chapters III and V.) It plays a large role in the southern 

problem. It holds down the living standards of the sharecropper fami¬ 

lies and serves as a drag pulling down also the wage scales throughout 

the South. Sharecropping not only leaves the croppers themselves at 

the edge of destitution, but narrows disastrously the market for food 

products which might be raised on southern farms. 

In all sections of the country excessive rent and insecurity of tenure 

weigh heavily on middle farmers and make poor farmers poorer. But 

as we saw in a previous chapter, tenancy in the North and West covers 

a wide range of situations. Tenants other than sharecroppers include 

all income groups from the well-to-do to the very poor, while some of 

the poorest farmers own their land clear of mortgage. Of course it is 

obvious that the smaller the farmer’s total income, the more his own 

subsistence is dragged down by the payment of rent or interest on 
mortgage debt. 

It is the small tenants who are most acutely aware of direct exploita¬ 

tion by the landlord. Their resentment led in the spring of 1921 to 

organisation of the Sharecroppers’ Union. This warning of resistance 

to exploitation brought from the landlords a succession of savage 

attacks, involving the murder of Ralph Gray, one of the sharecropper 
leaders. rr 
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Poor Soil 

Most of the areas of special distress where poor soil appears to be 

the ruling factor in farm poverty show the consequences of past mis¬ 

use of the land. Of course there were always natural differences in fer¬ 

tility and location but these have been greatly intensified during the 

past hundred years. 
In the earlier years, when there was no surplus of grain or cotton, 

farmers on the poorest land could at least expect a fair return for such 

products as they raised for sale. But with the chronic surplus in farm 

products, piling up beyond effective market demand, farmers strug¬ 

gling with poor soil cannot cover their costs and obtain decent living. 

This statement is true in spite of the broad underlying principle that 

prices in a free, competitive market are determined by the costs on 

land of the poorest quality. To-day, it is especially important to under¬ 

stand the qualifications inherent in this underlying principle. 

First, the land determining prices of farm products is the poorest 

land which must remain in production or be brought into production 

in order to satisfy the needs of the market. It is not the poorest land 

actually in use in a period of continuing surplus production beyond 

market demand. Lenin, for example, in condemning “average pro¬ 

ductivity” as an incorrect basis for grain prices, stated it this way: 

“This limitation [of land], quite apart from property in land, creates a 
certain kind of monopoly, i.e., since all the land is occupied by farmers, and 
since there is a demand for the whole of the grain produced on the whole 
of the land, including the worst land and that most remote from the 
market, then it is clear that the price of grain is determined by the price 
of production on the worst land (or the price of production with the last 

and least productive investment of capital).” 8 

Second, this principle assumes that the farmer is free to take his 

capital elsewhere if the prices received fail to cover the cost plus profit 

on the poorest land. With the difficulties which face to-day those 

farmers who try to shift to some other occupation, this freedom to 

take his capital elsewhere is very limited, almost non-existent. Farmers 

having no alternative continue to produce on very poor land. And 

when they thus add to a surplus beyond market demand, the price 

tends to fall, not only below their costs on the very poorest land but 
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even below the cost plus profit on such poor land as is genuinely re¬ 
quired for meeting effective market demand. 

Third, the determining price of production, on the poorest land re¬ 

quired to satisfy market demand for the product, is a price which 

assumes the use on that poorest land of average technical equipment. 

For in relation to the very wide differences in cost resulting from dif¬ 

ferences in technique of production, agriculture is not essentially dif¬ 

ferent from industry. There is no natural and impassable barrier to 

the universal application of technique by which cost is reduced. This 

factor in price of production operates on the basis of average cost. The 

effective price of production (effective if prices were not pushed still 

lower by monopoly) would reflect the costs when average technique 

is applied to the poorest soils whose cultivation is necessary for satisfy¬ 
ing market demand. 

About half a million farms on poor land should be entirely with¬ 

drawn from agriculture, in the opinion of land-planning and agricul¬ 

tural experts.4 Very many of these farms on “submarginal” land are 

almost entirely out of commercial farming and, at the same time, are 

unable to raise an adequate food supply for the family. Probably half 

of the poorest land now in farms is included in these half million, but 

the land planning experts assume that some land no better in its 

physical properties “can profitably remain in cultivation” because it 

benefits from “favorable geographic location.” They also assume that 

a good many farmers on grade four land can profitably remain on 

farms incapable of providing them with a living because of the possi¬ 
bility of part-time employment off the farm.” 5 

Conditions vary in the different regions. 

Farms in the southern highlands have always been small and remote 

from the main stream of American life. Commercial farming has been 

slow in developing and some handicrafts of the pre-industrial world 

have lingered on. To-day many of these farmers are stranded without 

possibility of employment. Their soil is exhausted from long cultiva¬ 

tion without use of fertilisers, and the hillside acres have lost much 

of their top soil. Farm experts distinguish between exhaustion of soil 

when the chemicals necessary to vigorous plant life have been with¬ 

drawn by overcultivation, and soil erosion, when the basic top soil 

itself, formed through millions of years from decaying organic matter, 
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has been washed or blown away. Both loss of vital elements and loss 

of top soil are widespread in the southern highlands. 

In the lower hills of the Southeast also, where good land of a cen¬ 

tury ago has been uncovered to rain and wind in fields used steadily 

for cotton, corn and tobacco, loss of top soil has reached serious propor¬ 

tions in some places. We have all seen pictures of old plantation man¬ 

sions standing in the midst of bare, deeply gullied acres and occupied 

by gaunt and ragged tenants. 
Over half of the destitute farmers on submarginal land which the 

experts say should be withdrawn from cultivation are in the southern 

highlands and the old cotton belt of the Southeast.5 
Like the southern highlands remote from commercial farming are 

the recently settled cut-over regions along the Great Lakes, near the 

Gulf of Mexico, and in the Pacific Northwest. Here the timber kings 

have had their day and passed on, leaving stumps and waste. Wage 

workers who bought a patch of land for subsistence farming while 

they worked in the forests are stranded without employment. Other 

settlers have followed, lured by the cheap acreage and hoping to make 

a living on farms. But the cut-over land is encumbered with special 

problems. To clear it has involved tremendous labour, and much of the 

soil adapted to forest growth has proved unsuited to agriculture. Set¬ 

tlers have been widely dispersed and even on the patches of fairly good 

land commercial farming has been handicapped by isolation and the 

lack of nearbv markets. 
The Great Lakes region, the largest area of cut-over land under cul¬ 

tivation, has some 27,500 farms reckoned by the Land Planning Com¬ 

mittee as hopelessly submarginal. On all the cut-over regions together 

the number of such farms climbs to 71,000 according to the estimates 

of this committee. 
Somewhat different is the problem of farmers on submarginal land 

in the Great Plains. Here (as we noted in Chapter III) the native 

grass cover of the dry prairies was destroyed by unregulated and ex¬ 

cessive grazing and by the ploughing up of good grazing land for 

wheat. Also, control of springs and natural pools was completely in¬ 

dividualistic, and those who had a fair supply of water used it with- 

' out thought of conservation. For years, agricultural experts have set 

forth the importance of alternating grain years with intermediate 
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years of legumes that hold the soil and restore some of its chemical 

values. But the pressure for large cash crops has been stronger than 

this call to conserve the soil. Poor farmers struggling to make a living 

on too small an acreage could not hold out of cultivation half or 
two-thirds of their crop land each year. 

Then the drought of 1929, 1934, 1936 and 1937 brought disaster. 

Underground water levels have dropped throughout the region. Much 

of the top soil has been blown away on areas which appear on the soil 

maps in great irregular patches from Montana and the Dakotas to 

southwestern Texas. Most serious is the condition of the Dust Bowl 

(parts of Kansas, Colorado, New Mexico, Oklahoma and Texas) 

where black blizzards have swept away tons of soil and left farm 
buildings buried in piles of sand. 

Nearly half the acreage on which farming should be abandoned 

lies in the western dry lands. Here the Land Planning Committee 

reckoned in 1935 that some 36,000,000 acres, occupied by some 46,000 

farmers, should be withdrawn from agriculture. Since the great 

drought of 1936 tens of thousands of farm families have left the plains, 

abandoning their farms without constructive aid from the government 

and swelling the ranks of destitute migrants seeking employment. We 

do not venture to guess how many of the much greater numbers who 

remain on farms in the prairie states, existing with federal relief work 

and federal loans for feed and seed, would now be reckoned as occu¬ 
pying hopelessly submarginal land. 

Since 1936, the federal government has at last begun more seriously 

to deal with the problem of soil and water in the dry prairies. But it 

expects the farmers themselves to carry out certain practices which the 

poorly equipped, with no margin of acreage, find it difficult if not 
impossible to apply. 

Small Acreage 

Insufficient acreage is in itself a cause of farm poverty. Obviously the 

man whose farm is too small to keep him fully occupied cannot dream 

of making a living even from the best kind of land. This is most 

markedly true for the specialised crop farmer who faces idle winter 
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months when he cannot be producing any value. But the problem is 

more complex than a mere question of acreage. 
The small farmer may be fully occupied in cultivating good land 

and still find that the return for his labour fails to supply the neces¬ 

saries of life. For if acreage is too small to use labour-saving tools and 

equipment the farmer’s labour faces hopeless competition with the more 

productive labour of farmers who are better equipped. Except on cotton 

farms and southern tobacco farms, the small farmer makes a negligible 

contribution to the total commercial output. Even on cotton farms, 

with the world surplus beyond current demand for cotton, the output 

of the smallest farms could be withdrawn from the market without 

creating scarcity. Long hours of hand labour on backward small farms 

cannot set the prices of farm products. 
We have no hard-and-fast guide to the dividing line between farms 

with small acreage and medium-sized farms. The whole question 

merges into the broader question of acreage adapted to modern equip¬ 

ment, and related variations in the cost and quality of the product. 

But we can make a rough comparison between acreage and gross 

farm income. For it may fairly be assumed that within each type of 

farming the farms with the smallest acreage are also usually the farms 

with the lowest incomes, and those with the largest acreage are also 

the farms with the largest incomes. So, for example, 29,95° truck 

farms had gross incomes below $1,000 in 1929, and 7>°94 gross in' 
comes of $6,000 or more. Comparing these numbers with the acreage 

groupings, we find that 29,633 truck farms had less than 20 acres; 

J3’593 truck farms had over 100 acres, and of these 4^5^ had over 174 
acres. So we may assume that a $1,000 gross income from truck farm¬ 

ing commonly required at least a 20-acre farm, and a $6,000 gross 

income required a farm of something over 100 acres. 
In cash-grain farming, of course, the acreage required for these in¬ 

come levels was considerably larger. The number with less than 

100 acres (61,465) was smaller by over twenty thousand than the 

number (82,241) reporting less than $1,000 gross income. The next 

acreage group (100 to 174 acres) with its 116,503 farms could have in¬ 

cluded all the rest of the under-$i,ooo farms along with a much larger 

’ number with a slightly higher income. At the upper end, there were 

22,495 with 1,000 acres or more and 61,619 with 500 to 999 acres, as 
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compared with 37,602 who reported over $6,000 of gross income. It 

appears that the $6,000 income was not commonly produced on farms 

with less than 500 acres but certainly was produced on many of those 
with less than 1,000 acres. 

A similar comparison for each type of commercial farm gives the 

basis for the following table. This suggests that it would be most ex¬ 

ceptional for a fruit farm to have achieved $1,000 of gross income in 

1929 with less than 10 acres. Such an income would have been very 

exceptional for a poultry farm or a truck farm of less than 20 acres; 

for a crop-specialty, dairy, animal-specialty, cotton, or general farm of 

less than 50 acres; for a cash-grain farm of less than 100 acres or a 
stock ranch of less than 260 acres. 

FARM ACREAGE AND GROSS FARM INCOME: 1929 * 

Type of commercial farm 
Fruit 

Poultry 

Truck 

Crop-specialty, dairy, animal-specialty 

Cotton, general 

Cash-grain 

Stock ranch 

Acreage group in which 
probably fell in 1929 

Upper limit of Lower limit of 
farms with farms with $6,000 

under $1,000 or more 
10 to 19 100 to 174 
20 to 49 J75 to 259 
20 to 49 100 to 174 
50 to 99 260 to 499 
50 to 99 500 to 999 

100 to 174 500 to 999 
260 to 499 1,000 to 4,999 

In 1930, poultiy, fruit and truck farms, the only types which clearly 

reported more than $1,000 of gross income with less than 50 acres of 

land, were only 11% of the 2,196,669 farms having such small acreage. 

And it was precisely the farms with very small acreage which increased 

Exact correlation of acreage and income cannot be derived from the census data. 

The table shews for each type of commercial farm the acreage groups within which 

probably fell the upper limit of the poor farms (under $1,000 in 1929) and the 

lower limit of the well-to-do farms ($6,ooo and over) provided income and acreage 

varied exactly with one another. Such exact relation is disturbed by differences in soil 

productivity and differences in the percentage of the farm’s total acreage actually in use 

But there is unquestionably a rough direct relation between acreage and gross farm 

income within each given type of farming. And the differences among the several 
types are noteworthy. 
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in number most markedly between 1930 and 1935’ unt^ nearly one- 

fifth (18.4%) of all farms in the United States reported less than 20 

acres of land and two-fifths (39.5%) reported less than 50 acres of land. 

Small Farms vs. Modern Technique 

Small farmers are hit by increasing mechanisation and improved 

technique in two different ways. Some are literally driven off the land. 

Others remain on the land and find themselves in hopeless competition 

with larger producers. Neither process is new, but the small farmers 

problems have become more and more acute. When they or their chil¬ 

dren leave the land, they now find no promising outlets in non-farm 

occupations. (We have seen what they have to endure as wage workers 

on other farms.) On their own farms they must continue to raise some 

farm products for sale, but they are contributing a surplus beyond 

market demand, which cannot be sold at prices high enough to give 

them a decent living. 
Wherever the small farmer occupies fairly good land, he is likely to 

be under direct pressure from more prosperous neighbours. For at every 

stage of development the comfortable farmers who are keeping up 

with the times in their equipment tend to expand their scale of oper¬ 

ation. Usually this involves acquiring additional acreage. The small 

neighbour who owns his farm clear of mortgage and pays his taxes is 

not easily displaced—unless he chooses to sell out. But the small tenant 

is pried loose to meet the needs of the expanding farmer. The larger 

farmer wants more acreage. And he may want also more hired hands. 

Or as a staff correspondent of the Wall Street Journal put it (July 13? 

1938) in a story from Springfield, Ill.: 

“Local observers point out that once a farmer has bought a tractor and 
mechanical equipment for harvesting his crops he frequently feels that he 
could handle additional land and acquires more acreage. ‘You don t have 
to look up the statistics,’ one farm bureau man said, ‘you can just see it 
happening. They’ve made chicken coops out of a lot of tenant houses. 

With some 600,000 new tractors added to the equipment of Ameri¬ 

can farms during the years from 1930 to 1938, it is obvious that such 

expansion of individual farms, taking over land operated by small 

farmers, must have been fairly widespread. Tractor farming has in- 
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creased since 193° relatively more in the cotton belt than in other 

states having much higher percentages of tractor farms at the close of 
the i92o’s.# 

TRACTORS ON FARMS: I92O, I93O AND 1938 

All other states 

217,008 
808,182 

1,290,401 

10 cotton states 

29,075 

111,839 

237,588 

1920 
1930 

1938 

This has been most conspicuously a recent factor in deepening the 

crisis among small farmers in the cotton country. Especially in the 

central cotton regions with rich and fairly level land, semi-mechanised 

cotton culture, requiring hand labour only for the picking, has been on 

the upgrade since the crisis. In buying a tractor the landlord throws 

his tenants land into larger units and sweeps off into cities and vil¬ 

lages destitute families who were yesterday poor croppers and small 

farmers. Their labour is still needed at the picking season, when they 

are brought out daily to the fields as wage workers, but this short 

season of employment gives them a smaller return than their miserable 

cropper’s half. And even such work is made doubly uncertain by re¬ 

striction of cotton acreage and the threat of the mechanised cotton 
picker.' 

For the sharecroppers and other small cotton farmers remaining on 

the land, this advance in semi-mechanised cotton culture is also a 

serious matter. Without waiting for the perfected mechanised picker 

the volume of low-cost production is increasing and threatens to de¬ 

press still further their poverty level of existence. For the cost of rais¬ 

ing cotton (apart from picking) varies on land of a given quality from 

$n.53 per acre with half-row equipment and one mule—commonly 

used by sharecroppers—down to $4.71 per acre with 4-row equipment 

drawn by a tractor. Even the two-horse one-row cultivator (walking) 

which is more efficient than the one-mule half-row cultivator, leaves 
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the total pre-picking costs almost twice as high as the costs with 

tractor.7 

Small farmers raising other products for sale are faced with several 

different kinds of difficulties. In raising perishable products which 

reach the consumer without processing, very small farmers are com¬ 

monly thrown back on local markets, and even here the smallest 

farmer is at a disadvantage. He has no telephone, and he may be 

tucked away on a back road, so he loses sales to those who can be 

reached more conveniently. Even if he has a horse and wagon, he must 

peddle to a more restricted circle than his neighbour can reach with 

an old car. 
Or take the question of quality. This becomes a more serious prob¬ 

lem for those who try to reach a market beyond their neighbourhood.* 

Milk for cities and towns must come up to standards which require 

certain routine in the care of cows and utensils, and ability to deliver 

to the nearest collection point or creamery at a stated temperature. 

The farmer without facilities for abundant hot water, sterilising equip¬ 

ment, and refrigeration finds it impossible to meet the requirements. 

And if two or three cows in a herd of ten fails to meet the health 

tests, a small farmer may be ruined entirely. 
To produce vegetables or fruit that will stand a chance in the city 

market the farmer must have good seed and plenty of fertiliser. He 

must have at hand a variety of sprays to deal with all possible pests. 

For perishables he must be able to time perfectly the picking and 

shipping. . 
Even the common Irish potato responds to a most exacting schedule 

of treatment which has raised the standards of quality. This involves 

among other things: 

Ploughing at the right time, and careful preparation of the seed-bed. 
Healthy seed potatoes and cuttings of exactly the right size. 
Exact placing of the fertiliser in relation to the potato seed. 
Control of pests, involving soil tests and possible treatments to give correct 

acidity; rotation of potato crop with clover or some other legume; dipping 
of potato seed before planting; repeated treatment of growing plants 

with different dusts and sprays. 
After harvesting, storage in humid atmosphere at stated temperature, which 

* On cotton, see Chapter IX. 
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should vary according to the period of storage and the use for which 
the potatoes will be offered.8 

Other illustrations of technical advances that can be applied only on 

fairly large farms are given by the National Resources Committee. 

“Transplanting machinery is eliminating one of the hardest back¬ 
breaking duties on truck farms.... It places truckers in a position to set 
out plants when they are the proper size and does away with the necessity 
of waiting for favourable weather conditions. Every plant is watered at the 
time it is set, thus assuring a good stand and a quick start. .. . Excellent 
results have been obtained from spray irrigation applied immediately after 
crops are transplanted. 

“In certain sections central spray plants are being installed in orchards, 
equipped with large mixing tanks, pumps, and electric motors or engines, 
and with the distribution pipes supported on the trees. .. . 

One of the important fields to which electrical energy is being applied is 
irrigation.... It now appears that one of the largest potential uses of elec¬ 
tricity in agriculture is soil heating in hot beds and soil sterilisation in 
greenhouses.” 9 

Production per acre is increased by the same measures that raise the 

quality of the product. Disadvantages of low yield per acre coincide 

with the other difficulties of the small producer. This also may be 

illustrated by the potato. Average yield on the more than three mil¬ 

lion farms raising potatoes in 1934 was 112.6 bushels per acre. Certain 

leading potato regions had higher average yield, but within each re¬ 

gion, as in the country as a whole, the large producers had markedly 

higher output per acre than the small producers. Counting out the 

1,400,000 farms reporting less than 20 bushels of total output—which 

had everywhere the lowest yield per acre—we find the following dif¬ 

ferences between the smallest commercial producers and the &large 
growers. 

Dairy herds show similar differences in the yield of small herds and 

large herds. The average quantity of milk and of butterfat per cow 

rises in direct relation to the size of the herd, from 3,435 pounds of 

milk and 145 pounds of butterfat on farms with two or three cows to 

5,810 pounds of milk and 228 pounds of butterfat on farms with 50 or 

more cows.10 This reflects variations in breeds of cattle, in the routine 

of freshening the cows and caring for their calves, and in the use of 
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special feeds* It has also been established that the yield of individual 

cows varies with differences in temperature and barn conditions. 

In actual practice, higher average yields (whether of milk per cow 

or crops per acre) have usually gone along with changes reducing the 

amount of direct human labour required per unit of product. More 

phases of crop cultivation or care of livestock are given attention on 

AVERAGE YIELD OF POTATOES, IN BUSHELS PER ACRE, ON FARMS 

CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO THEIR TOTAL VOLUME OF OUTPUT: 1934 1 

Groups by total 

output of farm 

(bushels) 
20 to 39 
40 to 99 
100 to 499 
500 to 999 
1,000 and over 

Average bushels per acre 

-Selected states- 

Maine New Yor\ Florida Idaho 

93-5 54.6 62.6 43-5 

124.4 78.5 75-7 54-9 

169.7 112.2 87.4 79-3 

211.0 I4I-4 103.9 119.2 

342.2 198.5 I5°-4 220.0 

United 

States 

57.0 
70.2 
88.6 

106.1 
180.4 

the farms with high average yields, but such developments are com¬ 

monly associated with greatly increased use of farm machinery. 

Larger dairy farms with the more productive cows not only harvest 

hay with tractor-drawn cutters and automatic loaders, but have auto¬ 

matic feed conveyors and manure conveyors and other devices reduc¬ 

ing the routine labour of caring for cows and barn. Milking machines, 

when used to full capacity, save approximately 50% of the labour re¬ 

quired for milking and represent a 25% reduction in total cost of 

milk production.12 
On crop farms, soil preparation with horse or mule requires repeated 

trips over the same field. This work can often be more efficiently com¬ 

pleted in a single trip by a tractor with a hitch of different implements 

one behind another. Single-row automatic corn planters drawn by a 

horse obviously consume more labour time than four-row planters 

* On farms having one cow the average yield of milk is slightly higher than on 

farms having two or three cows, and the yield of buttcrfat is slightly higher than on 

farms having two to five cows. This seems to reflect the fact that farmers with one 
cow depend slightly less on pasture feeding than do small farmers with two or more 

cows. Also it should be noted that more than a million and a half farmers mostly 
among the smallest and poorest—have no cow. And less than 7/0 of the milk produced 

on one-cow farms is sold. 
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drawn by a tractor. Spreading fertiliser by hand or scattering it from a 

wagon is more laborious and less effective than the drilling by a mod¬ 

ern planter, set to assure the exactly correct relation of fertiliser and 

seed. Plants or trees can be sprayed more adequately and more rapidly 

by machine than with the light hand spray of the small farmer. 

The small farmer not only produces less per acre or per cow but 

also less per hour of labour than his neighbour with a somewhat larger 

and better-equipped farm. Increased equipment raises the cash costs 

of the working farmer, but when used to full advantage it also brings 

him a higher return than he can possibly achieve without it. 

‘The advance of technology in agriculture has tended to widen the gap 
in general well-being between farmers who are able to embrace it and those 
who are unable to utilise many of the fruits of science and invention. This 
gap is certain to widen. The hoe has not been relegated to the museum. 
The man with the hoe and the man with a tractor are not competitive 
equals where they are engaged in the same type of farming.” 13 

Of course there are almost countless gradations in farm equipment 

and technique. Between the man with a hoe and the man with a 

tractor are a mass of farmers using horse-drawn ploughs, reapers and 

other labour-saving equipment of the pre-tractor period. 

Among cotton farms and the poor unspecialised farms (general, 
self-sufficing and part-time) the very small farms include many with 

at least one horse or mule. In every type of farming except poultry 

and fruit, farmers operating without horse or mule are considerably 

fewer than farmers having less than $1,000 gross income in 1929. 

And yet 1,264,414 farms, or one farm in five, operated in 1930 with¬ 

out horses or mule. Five years later this group was even larger by 

more than half a million farms and (in 1935) more than one farm in 

four had neither horse nor mule. The problem of costs for the smallest 

farmer operating without any animal power and, of course, without a 

tractor has been neglected. Current studies showing differences in the 

cost of production on farms representing different stages of technical 

development have been focused on the comparison of horse and tractor. 

I his is natural, since these poorest and smallest farmers contribute so 

very little to the commercial output; one per cent or less of total farm 

output, both sold and used, on animal-specialty farms and stock 

ranches; two or three per cent, on dairy, cash-grain and general farms; 
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PERCENTAGE OF FARMS WITHIN EACH TYPE OF FARMING HAVING NO HORSE 

OR MULE AND PERCENTAGE HAVING SMALL GROSS INCOME: 

I929-I93O 

Type of farm 

No horse or mule 

in 1930 “ 
0/ 

Gross income in 1929 

Under $600 Under $1,000 
0/ °/ 

General 
/o 

10 
/o 

17 
/ O 

42 

Cotton !9 34 65 
Self-sufficing 26 78 98 

Abnormal and unclassified 47 6/ 83> 

Animal-specialty 5 6 12 

Stock ranch 11 11 19 
Crop-specialty 20 21 43 

Dairy 11 4 15 
Cash-grain 14 9 18 

Truck 27 17 35 

Poultry 41 19 40 

Fruit 45 21 35 

0 A few of these horseless farms are large tractor operations, but studies of tractor 

farming indicate that most large farms continue to use at least one team of horses. 

Insofar as tractor farms are included, these percentages over-state the numbers of poor 

small farms operating without a draft animal. 

6 Including estimate for unclassified farms. 

and six or more per cent only on fruit, cotton and poultry farms.* 

More than a third of all small farmers are “self-sufficing” and part- 

time farmers using most of their own products. 
Insofar as the very small farmer does attempt to sell his product he 

is confronted with several factors operating to push down prices far 

below fair pay for his hand labour. These include the lower costs on 

horse and tractor farms; pressure from monopoly buyers; and a more 

or less chronic surplus of supplies beyond the purchasing power of the 

masses. 
Increasing use of tractors on the larger farms offers a serious threat 

* Compare table on production without wage labour Chapter IV, pp. 88-89, and note 

that only in fruit farming are there farms employing wage labour but operating without 

horse or mule. 
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not only to these very small farmers who are already pushed to the very 

edge of commercial farming but also to the lower “middle” farmers 

and the upper stratum of poor farmers who operate with animal 

power. For the advance of mechanised farming tends toward lower 

average costs. Efficiently operated tractor farms can show lower costs 

than horse farms for each unit of output, in spite of the monopoly 

prices which farmers must pay for mechanised equipment and the re¬ 
placement of parts. 

Studies comparing horse and tractor in actual operation take no ac¬ 

count of these excessive costs. They also commonly understate the 

existing advantages of efficiently operated tractor farms since they 

include among the mechanised farms some on which the volume of 

power available and the implements attached to it are not well adapted 

to the needs of the individual farm. The tractor may be too heavy, 

with needlessly high cost of operation. Or the farmer may be using 

with his tractor old horse-drawn implements not perfectly adapted to 

tractor work. Or the tractor may be too light to draw the large equip¬ 

ment that would be most economical for an extensive acreage. Or the 

mechanised equipment may lie idle longer than necessary because the 
farm is too small to utilise it fully. 

In the chaos of the farmers’ quest for labour-saving and cost-cutting 

equipment (and the high-pressure salesmanship of the farm machinery 

companies) some farmers have thus increased their costs instead of 

lowering them, simply because they were unprepared for reckoning 

every detail and were then unable to fit their farms to an imperfectly 

adapted mechanisation. As a result, most of the averages available fail 

to make clear the full differences in cost on horse farms and on the 
most efficiently equipped tractor farms. 

In the tractor farmers efforts to reach better adjustment between 

farm layout and equipment, many of them have expanded their scale 

of operation. Behind the increasing numbers of tractor farms has been 

an unmeasured greater increase in their share of the total farm output. 

As yet, there is apparently no type of farming in which the tractor 

farms could meet the entire current demand; but such a development 

before many of the tractorless middle farmers of to-day are ready to 

retire is quite within the range of possibility. As that day approaches, 

the definition of small ’ farmer will have to be revised upward, and 
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unless new elements are brought into the situation by vigorous organ¬ 

ised action a much larger percentage of all farmers will be poor. 

In 1929, tractor farms were barely one-seventh (13-5%) farms 

in the country, but already they were producing more than half of 

the commercial output. At the other extreme are the mass of small 

farmers; the smallest (under $600) numbering over one-fourth of all 

in the United States and producing less than 4% of the farm products 

sold; and the slightly less poor, over one-fifth of the total, with gross 

income between $600 and $1,000 who produced less than 8% of the 

farm products sold. Between the tractor farms and the poor farms 

are the smaller “middle” farmers operating mostly without a tractor 

but commonly employing a little wage labour. These were in 1929 

about 38% of the total and contributed a proportionate share of the 

commercial product. 
Tractor farms numbered 851,457 in 1930, while 525,452 farms re¬ 

ported gross income above $4,000 in 1929 and 628,006 reported gross 

income between $2,500 and $4,000. 

ESTIMATED DISTRIBUTION OF TRACTOR AND NON-TRACTOR FARMS AND THEIR 

PRODUCTS, BY GROSS INCOME: I929 

Percentage distribution in 1929 
Farms Farm products sold 

Farms grouped by total value 
of product in 1929 

Mostly without tractor ° 
Under $600 
$601-1,000 
$I,00I-$2,500 

$2,50144,000 
Mostly with tractor * 

$2,50144,000 
$4,ooi-$6,ooo 

Over $6,000 

All 

28.0 
20.8 
32.0 

5-7 

4-7 
4.9 

3-9 

100.0 

3-4 

7-4 
27.7 
10.5 

8.7 
14.0 
28.3 

100.0 

«In spite of individual exceptions it is fair to assume that the smaller farms do not 

have tractors. Except for the author’s estimate of tractor and non-tractor production 

within the $2)5oo-$4)ooo group, the distribution of farms and commercial output (by 

gross income groups) is taken from the National Resources Board (Supplementary 

Report of Land Planning Committee, Part I, 1936, P- 5)- It does not include the 

unclassified farms whose gross income was not reported by the census of 1930- 
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Subsistence Farming 

While the small farmers—three million or more of them—are being 

edged out of commercial farming, they also have less than their share 

of the food used by the farm families that produce it. Food used by 

the farm family is a large part of the total small farm product, except 

on the sharecropper farms raising cotton or tobacco. But small farms 

not only have a negligible commercial output. They also have less 

home-grown food than larger farms. Poorest farms (under $400 gross 

income) averaged only $148 worth of products for home use in 1929, 
while “middle” farms averaged over $240 worth. 

AVERAGE FARM VALUES OF PRODUCTS USED BY FARM FAMILY WHICH 

RAISED THEM: I929 14 

Gross farm income Products used “ Gross farm income Products used “ 
Under $401 $148 $2,50146,000 $275 
$40i-$6oo 219 $6,00I-$20,000 381 
$601-$r,000 224 Over $20,000 504 
$l,001-$2,500 244 

0 These figures do not t include feed raised on the farm and fed to animals on the 
same farm. 

No farm provides a completely adequate food supply for the family. 

It was estimated by the National Resources Board that home-grown 

products should be supplemented during a year by at least $100 worth 

of purchased food, if a farm family is to have “the barest food neces¬ 

sities.” 15 This minimum assumes that the farm family have milk 

from their own cow, but 1,500,000 farm families have no cow. Even 

if the farmer s entire energy is directed to so-called subsistence farm¬ 

ing, the family would have to buy sugar, salt, pepper, molasses, 

coffee, tea, cocoa, vanilla, baking powder, citrus fruits and rice 

(except in warm regions), and green vegetables out of season. No 

amount of home canning will give the subsistence farm family an 

American standard of food. Cash must be forthcoming, also, not 

only for taxes or rent, but for clothing and all other supplies. 

In Knox County, Kentucky, each of the 176 families living along a 

tributary of the Cumberland River had less than S400 total income 

from farm and other sources during the year ending April 1, 1933. 
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This included farm products used by the family and averaging $147 

or about 40 cents a day. Necessary expenses (taxes or rent, horseshoe¬ 

ing, feeds and seeds) averaged $43 per farm. These were covered by 

sales of farm products with an average cash margin of $15 per farm. 

Supplementary earnings, away from the farm, brought the average 

available cash for purchased food and all other family needs up to $68 

per farm.18 
Over 900,000 farm families, or more than 15% of all in the United 

States, had less than $400 gross farm income in 1929. 

Subsistence farming means destitution and the certainty of disease 

from malnutrition unless it is merely a part-time supplement to other 

well-paid part-time employment. Small farmers cannot make a decent 

living from commercial farming. They cannot even feed their fam¬ 

ilies adequately from the products of their farms. 
About forty per cent of the small and poor farmers reported no other 

occupation in 1929. Nearly 20% worked elsewhere less than 25 days in 

the course of the year. Perhaps 15% had anything like regular work 

away from their farms. Many of them own a piece of land, but it can 

no longer support them. 

The three million small farmers and their families are victims of 

the capitalist process. Farm destitution, like the destitution of unem¬ 

ployed masses in industrial centres, is related to the increasing produc¬ 

tivity of labour and the narrowing markets which are universally 

characteristic of capitalism in its present stage of general crisis. For 

capitalism—both on farms and in industry—is geared for abundance in 

production with a smaller working population. At the same time it 

allows no proportionate increase in the purchasing power of those who 

actually do the producing. And it is unable to restore to the produc¬ 

tive process masses who are unemployed. Three and perhaps four 

million small farmers are added to at least ten million unemployed 

workers who exist through work projects, or relief, or help from em¬ 

ployed relatives. 
Attempts to solve the small farmers’ problem on the land are bound 

to fail unless they are tied in with determination to solve the problem 

of poverty and unemployment in industry. Millions of underpaid and 

' unemployed workers need better housing, better clothing, more house¬ 

hold supplies, a more abundant diet. At least three million farmers 
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need exactly the same things. As yet the dead hand of capitalist profit 

has held back a rational and effective attack on these interdependent 
problems. 

Small farmers and industrial workers are beginning to realise that 

their interests run closely together. Beginnings of joint organised 

effort have been made by the Congress of Industrial Organisations 

and the Farmers Educational and Co-operative Union. But most of 

the small farmers are still unorganised. And the unions and farmer- 

labour political groups tend to shy away from any such sweeping 

measures as might be labelled “Red”. We return again to these ques¬ 

tions. For it is true that they raise issues involving the very basis of 
capitalist society. 



CHAPTER VIII 

Middle Farmers Burdened with Debt 

FARMERS with medium-sized farms and with small farms are alike 

victims of the economic forces operating in our capitalist society. 

The general crisis of capitalism has greatly intensified their problems. 

But the problems are not identical for these two great sections of the 

farm population. Small farmers are crowded out from commercial 

agriculture. And even where they are able to compete in commercial 

production they do this at the cost of tremendous physical exerdon 

which brings them at best a totally inadequate income. To the farmer 

with a medium-sized farm, whom we shall call a middle farmer, 

economic crisis means that he has produced—or is equipped to pro- 

duce—a fair volume of commodities which he cannot sell for prices 

covering his cash costs of operation. And his costs include a heavy 

burden of business debts piled up through his dependence on bor¬ 

rowed capital and rented land. Such dependence, with the resulting 

toll exacted from the farmers, has been one important means of 

direct exploitation of middle farmers by finance capitalists. 
Of course middle farmers may also face disaster and poverty through 

crop losses, but for middle farmers such losses are not commonly the 

underlying cause of a basic farm crisis until other factors are also 

lined up against them. 
Thus, in the Northwest, severe droughts of 1929, 1934, and 1930 

were especially disastrous to the middle farmers business status be¬ 

cause certain trends of prices, income and debt had been increasingly 

- burdensome before 1929. In the South, the Mexican boll weevil was 

destroying much cotton for ten years or more before the World War. 
183 
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It completed its march from Texas to the Atlantic coast just when the 

World War prices for cotton collapsed. Invading an area unprepared 

for the pest, the weevil sharpened in the southeastern states the post¬ 
war crisis of cotton farming. 

Problems of middle farmers have aroused more active concern than 

the problems of small farmers other than sharecroppers. For outside 

of the cotton belt, where sharecroppers play an important commercial 

role, and the fruit and truck areas dominated by large capitalist con¬ 

cerns, the middle farmers are still the typical commercial farms in the 

United States. Even including these areas, farms with gross income 

ranging between $1,000 and $6,000 in 1929 were 46.4% of all farms 

and produced about 58% of the total output.* It is primarily the middle 

farmers who have been the constantly recurring subject of congres¬ 

sional debate. And most of the federal farm legislation has been de¬ 

signed to aid middle farmers and the capitalist concerns to which 
they have become hopelessly indebted. 

No gross income limits exactly fit for middle farmers in all types 

of farming. Livestock farms are very small and struggling affairs un¬ 

less they have a gross income considerably above $1,000. And a live¬ 

stock farm or a grain farm with gross output above $6,000 or even 

above $10,000 may still be a true middle farm, with a working farm 

operator and a small amount of wage labour. But exact limits of the 

group are not so important as the broad fact that more than half the 

total farm product comes from middle commercial farms, and that 
these include some three million farm families. 

Middle farmers are always affected in some degree by the ups and 

downs of the business cycle, as finance and industry move from boom 

to crisis through depression and recovery to another boom and another 

crisis. Mass unemployment reduces the market for meat, eggs, chick¬ 

ens, fruits, vegetables. It means a slowing down of textile activity and 

the market for cotton, as workers have to forgo replacement of cloth¬ 

ing and housefurnishings. Decline in industrial payrolls is always re¬ 
flected in declining gross income for farmers. 

They have felt most severely the crisis of the 1890’s, the crisis of 

1920-21 when the war boom collapsed, and the crash of 1929. During 

each of these periods, prices of farm products dropped more sharply 

* See table, Chapter III, p. 38. 
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than prices of industrial products, and each crisis has been more 

severe than the one before. It has found the farmers carrying a heavier 

load of debt and heavier cash expenses. Increasingly, crisis incomes 

have meant for the middle farmer not only less money for keeping 

up the farm and buying things needed for the family. They have 

meant that many farmers have had to leave the farm because they 

could not meet their rent or their mortgage interest and taxes. 

Behind the cyclical ups and downs of industry and finance, middle 

farmers have been profoundly affected by certain basic trends common 

to all capitalist development but operating to-day with peculiar force 

in agriculture. These include two broad groups of factors. 

One group is tied in with questions of market and price and is di¬ 

rectly related to world developments. This includes not only general 

business conditions but the long-range trends in world supply and 

foreign demand for wheat and cotton; increasing pressure by monopoly 

buyers and the effect of speculation; and increasing competition with 

large-scale farms which are able to cut costs and prices through the 

maximum use of technical advance. Products vary, and we cannot 

generalise on markets and prices of the 1930’$ until we have taken up 

certain important commodities separately. This we shall do in the 

next chapter. Meanwhile we merely note the obvious fact that when 

middle farmers receive very low prices, they cannot possibly meet their 

costs and obtain a decent living. 

Increasing Business Debt 

The other group of problems weighing upon middle farmers is tied 

in with their increasing dependence on rented land and on credit and 

borrowed capital. This was clearly apparent in the 1920-21 crisis fol¬ 

lowing the World War boom. It has been generally recognised in the 

more severe crisis of the i93o’s. But now often forgotten is the fact 

that this question of business debt involved a continuing state of crisis 

for middle farmers throughout the i92o’s, even when gross farm in- 

come was stabilised well above the low point of 1921. 
Mortgage debt rose steeply between 1910 and 1925 and involved a 

storm of foreclosures which we shall discuss in a moment. But this 

mortgage debt was only one phase of the problem. Rental payments, 
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taxes, and production credit had also risen sharply. Farmers have car¬ 

ried more than their share of the tax burden; and they have paid 
dearly for their short-term credit. 

Short-term loans were estimated in 1924 as amounting to 30 to 35% 

of the total farm indebtedness.1 These include not only loans from 

commercial banks but production loans from fertiliser companies, 

processors or distributors, and deferred payments, with high interest, 

on farm implements purchased but not yet completely paid for. 

Before the World War, short-term loans to farmers by commercial 

banks were about $1,600,000,000, but when the war boom collapsed 

in 1920, such loans had risen to $3,900,000,000.2 These loans outstand¬ 

ing in 1920, apart from all other debts and expenses, equalled 29% 

of the gross farm income of that year and 44% of the greatly reduced 

income of 1921. Part of this debt was repaid by new long-term borrow¬ 

ing on mortgage. Part of it was defaulted and became a factor in the 

great wave of bank failures that swept through the farm states in the 

1920 s. Part of it was taken over by government agencies set up to 
meet the emergency of the first post-war crisis. 

On farmers personal and collateral loans from small town com¬ 

mercial banks interest rates have been notably higher than interest 

rates of city banks. In the 1920’s, in each Federal Reserve District ex¬ 

cept Boston, New York and Philadelphia, the average interest rates 

charged by member banks in places with less than 15,000 population 
ranged from just over 6% to nearly io%.3 

Government provision for short-term credit at low interest rates 

has been further developed since the crisis of 1920-21 and is an ac¬ 

cepted , part of the farm program. For short-term bank loans the 

farmer s debt situation was perhaps less serious in the 1929-32 crisis 

than it had been ten years earlier. But for all other phases of credit 

and debt, the burden grew heavier during the i92o’s. Production loans 

from non-banking corporations have played an increasingly important 

When the World-War boom collapsed in 1920, nearly two-thirds of 

all farmers were carrying fixed charges for mortgage interest or rent. 

Throughout the North and West mortgaged owners who rented no 

land and tenants who owned no land were largely of the middle 

group. Their average value of land and buildings came nearer to that 



BURDENED WITH DEBT 187 

for all farmers than did the smaller averages of unmortgaged owners 

or the larger averages of part-owner and manager farms.* In the 

South, part owners, mortgaged full owners, and cash tenants all showed 

averages fairly close to the average for all southern farmers. Man¬ 

ager farms were definitely larger. Cropper and many share tenant 

farms were definitely smaller. Differences among the other four tenure 

groups were much less clearly marked in the South than in the North 

and West. 
It is fair, therefore, to assume that the trends in average gross in¬ 

come of all farmers give a rough basis for comparison with the trends 

in mortgage interest and rental payments. 

RANGE OF INDEX, AVERAGE PRICES PAID BY FARMERS: I923-I929 4 

(79/0-14 equals 100) 

Feed 134 to 148 

Fertiliser 126 to 131 

Farm machinery (not tractors) 146 to 154 

Building materials 158 to 164 

Equipment and supplies 133 to 144 

Seed 142 to 214 

Commodities for family maintenance 158 to 164 

Average, all commodities purchased 152 to 157 

At its war-time peak in 1919 average gross farm income was about 

$2,626, a figure some 155% above the pre-war average. From this peak 

it dropped in two years to a point only 33% above pre-war. After 1922 

it was stabilised until 1929 around $1,800 a year, or from 65% to 80% 

higher than the pre-war figure.** Prices, however, for commodities 

needed in production and in family maintenance also remained con¬ 

siderably above their pre-war levels. 
Allowing for these higher post-war prices paid by farmers, the 

♦Except that in Middle Atlantic states in 1920 and East North Central states in 1920 

and 1930 tenant farms were slightly more valuable than part-owner farms. 
** These figures are derived from the U. S. Department of Agriculture estimates of 

gross farm income, as published in 1938 and earlier years. Revised estimates for recent 

years back to 1925 were published in 1939. For each year these are larger than the old 
estimates previously published. Since revised figures, including new methods or addi¬ 

tional data, are not yet available for years earlier than 1925, we assume that the old 
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average gross farm income from 1923 to 1929 had a purchasing power 
ranging roughly from 10% to 20% above pre-war. 

After 1929, farm income dropped sharply for three successive years. 

In 1932 it was roughly 55% below the 1929 total, and in 1932 and 1933 

it was below the pre-war total. Prices paid by farmers also dropped 

somewhat after 19295 so that the decline in average farmer purchasing 

power was somewhat less than the decline in actual dollars. But the 

farmer continued to pay higher prices than he had paid before the 

war. In 1932, the average gross farm income had a purchasing power 
at least 25% below pre-war. 

Throughout the post-war period, fixed charges (rent, mortgage in¬ 
terest, and taxes) have remained at a much higher level. 

Rented farms were valued about twice as high in 1920 as in 1910. 

This was true for the country as a whole, but it understates the in¬ 

crease in each of the southern divisions and in the West North Cen¬ 
tral states. 

TENANT FARMS: AVERAGE VALUE, LAND AND BUILDINGS 

New England 
Middle Atlantic 
East North Central 
West North Central 
Mountain 
Pacific 

South Atlantic 
East South Central 
West South Central 

United States 

1930 1920 1910 
$7,218 $5>978 $3,792 

8,695 8,954 6,430 
12,512 19,607 IO,595 
14,008 25,272 11,089 
9,747 T5,45° 10,879 

20,056 24,406 16,546 

2,286 3,427 r,5°4 
1,720 2,508 1,050 
3,864 4,973 2,322 

6,148 9,690 4,662 

in farm real estate prices during the 

in 1910, except in the Mountain states. 

figures for the 1920’s offer a better basis for comparison with earlier years than a 
combination of revised and unrevised estimates. (See Appendix A.) 

The wide discrepancy in the figures for 1929 as given by the Census of Agriculture 

on the basis of farmers’ own reports, and as estimated originally by the Department of 

griculture is also noted in our Appendix B. The revised estimate increases this dis¬ 
crepancy by another $750 million. 
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Mortgaged owners were plunged into the post-war crisis (1920-21) 

with an average load of mortgage debt about double the average they 

had carried in 1910. This was further increased in the midst of the 

crisis, as farmers caught with heavy short-term debts (swollen, in 

part, by farm equipment purchased during the boom and not yet paid 

for) tried to “fund” their immediate debts. That is, they took out a 

mortgage, or they increased their mortgage debt, and with such a 

new long-term loan paid their outstanding bills and short-term loans. 

Between 1920 and 1925, the mortgage debt reported by farmers owning 

all or part of the land they operated had risen by $200,000,000 al¬ 

though the total number of owner farmers had declined.5 

Throughout the 1920’$ many owners were unable to meet their 

interest and taxes. But although foreclosures and other forced sales 

increased, more and more of the owner farms were mortgaged. And 

in most regions the average debt per mortgaged farm was higher when 

the crisis of 1929-32 broke upon the farmers than it had been when 

the war boom collapsed. 

AVERAGE MORTGAGE DEBT REPORTED BY MORTGAGED FULL OWNERS 

1930 1920 1910 

New England $2,565 $1,855 $1,088 

Middle Atlantic 3,029 2,278 1,508 

East North Central 3.773 3,362 1,783 

West North Central 5.639 5,398 2,568 

Mountain 3.7H 3,824 2,221 

Pacific 4>9°9 4,736 2,405 

South Atlantic 1,965 1,870 851 

East South Central i,55i 1,606 701 

West South Central 2,634 2,316 i,255 

United States 3,56i 3,356 i,7i5 

That “...taxes take from 15 to 40 per cent of the net income of 

the whole class of farmers, averaging not far from 30 per cent” was 

stated by B. H. Hibbard, of the University of Wisconsin, at the Sec¬ 

ond International Conference of Agricultural Economists in 1930.6 

Farm taxes had not only risen with the increasing price of land, but 
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the tax rates per $100 of value had been pushed up also. And after 

1920, when farm land prices slipped downward, the average tax per 

acre climbed still further. In eight of the nine geographical divisions 

and in 40 states, taxes were higher in 1925 than in 1920. After 1925 

they moved up more slowly, but record high tax rates were reported 

in one state after another from 1928 to 1931. By 1930, the tax burden 

on the farmer had increased about 160% beyond the pre-war figure 

while his income (corrected for changes in price levels) was almost 
back at the pre-war level. 

Increase in tax rates has been tied in with school costs in thinly 

settled communities and with the extension of good roads which even 

with national, state, and county aid bear heavily on the local district. 

Studies made in at least a third of the states “all show that the farmer, 

in proportion to his ability to pay, is taxed more heavily than any other 

important occupational group.” 6 Mr. Hibbard correctly blamed, in 

large part, the basic system of taxing real estate and tangible property. 

Applied to the business or professional man this fails to bring his 

personal property out of its hiding. But the farmer “with nothing but 

visible property and most of it real estate, is paying, not according to 

ability, but at least double that, while a large part of the tax paying 
ability of other classes is carrying a light load indeed.” 7 

That the owner-farmer s so-called fixed charges for mortgage pay¬ 

ments and taxes had increased out of all proportion to average farm 

income is illustrated by the following summary table. For tenant 

farms, average value had increased, but slightly less than average in¬ 

come. We select 1925 for comparison with the pre-war years, partly 

because a census of agriculture was taken in that year, and partly be¬ 

cause farm income was then slightly above the average for all years 
between 1921 and 1930. 

In 1925 average gross income of farmers was 80% above pre-war, but 

its purchasing power was only 12% above pre-war. The average mort¬ 

gage debt of full-owner farms and the average tax per acre (all farms) 

were over 130% larger than before the war. Allowing for the change 

in prices of farm products, the average debt (on mortgaged full- 

owner farms) and the average tax per acre represented a volume of 
farm production about 52% above pre-war. 

Such averages of course conceal many variations, but the averages 
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INDEX FIGURES FOR 1925 

(79/0 equals 100 °) 

Based on cur- Corrected for 

rent dollars price changes 

Average gross income, all farms 180 112 b 

Average “value” of tenant farms 147 96» 
Average mortgage debt, full-owner farms 233 152 0 
Average tax per acre, all farms 295 193' 

“Tax figures, gross farm income totals and price index are estimates by Bureau of 
Agricultural Economics. Numbers of farms, value of land and buildings, and mortgage 

debt are census figures. 
6 Corrected by index of prices paid by farmers: 1910—100; 1925—160. 
“Corrected by index of prices received by farmers: 1910—100; 1925—153. 

themselves are a valid index of the broad general trend. We have little 

exact information relating these trends to the size of the individual 

farm. But according to the Department of Agriculture, smaller farms 

came out of the war boom with a proportionally heavier debt than 

large farms.8 And we know that credit in any form becomes less 

costly per $100 borrowed as the scale of operation increases. 

On farm mortgages, for example, a study of all mortgaged farms 

operated by their owners in ioo counties in eleven states showed that 

in each of the eleven states mortgage costs in 1930 were highest for 

loans under $500 and lowest for loans larger than $7,500.® In report¬ 

ing on this study, the Bureau of Agricultural Economics gives two 

principal reasons for such differences. First, commissions and other 

financing cost (apart from interest) are relatively fixed amounts which 

do not vary directly with the size of the loan. Second, local lenders, 

willing to bother with small loans, usually expect higher interest rates 

than the insurance companies and specialised agencies which prefer 

to invest larger amounts. 
Taxes, also, are relatively heavier for the middle and small farm 

owner than for the very large farm owner. In part this reflects varia¬ 

tions in tax rates in different areas. But it is also fair to assume that in 

many counties the large owners obtain a relatively lower assessment 

valuation than is granted to their smaller neighbours. This is clearly 

indicated in the study of taxation by the Twentieth Century Fund.10 

In the country as a whole, the average farm real estate tax was $1.26 
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per $xoo of farm value (land and buildings) as reported to the census 

of 1930. For farms of 1,000 acres and over the average tax ($1.02 per 

$100) was lower than for farms of any other acreage group. This vari¬ 

ation which is definite for all states combined is also clear within nine 

states.* 

The Crisis of Foreclosures 

Foreclosures and forced sales of farms for taxes and bankruptcy had 

reached a very high level before the economic crisis broke upon the 

country in 1929. In the period from March 15, 1925, to March 15, 1930, 

more than one farm in ten changed owners in this way. These include 

not only owner-operator farms but farms operated by tenants and 

possibly some of the very small number of farms operated by man¬ 

agers. While we cannot relate the forced sales to the tenure of the 

farm operator, we may be certain that almost all of them would be 

related to the failure of the farm as a paying business. The absentee 

owner would seldom allow the farm to be taken from him for un¬ 

paid taxes or mortgage default if he were getting the return he ex¬ 

pected from his tenant. Unmortgaged owner-operators would not lose 

their farms at a tax-collector’s sale unless they were in extreme poverty. 

Although no nation-wide official estimates are available for earlier 

years, this ratio of forced sales seems to have been without precedent 
for the country as a whole.** 

* Colorado, Connecticut, Florida, Iowa, New Jersey, New Mexico, Texas, Vermont. 

** Records from 1881 to 1932 for Brookings County, S. D., show the following acres 
on which foreclosures were instituted, per 1,000 assessed acres. 

YEARLY AVERAGES FOR PERIODS INDICATED 

1882-1891 l6.0 I922-I93I 19.6 

1892-1896 10.8 1932 44.^ 
mmuttjs.; 
Before 1900, the foreclosure rate was slightly above 20 per 1,000 in four years only 
(1889, 1890, 1891, and 1896), touching its highest point at 25.4 in 1890. Between 
1922 and 1932, inclusive, the foreclosure rate was above 20 per 1,000 in six years, 

and twice it rose above the previous record figure, climbing to 34.6 per 1,000 in 1924 

and 44.5 per 1,000 in 1932. In this county, no year from 1897 to 1921. inclusive, had 
foreclosures affecting so many as 10 acres per 1,000, and from 1899 to 1920 less than 

five acres per 1,000 were foreclosed in any one year. (Data from South Dakota Agricul¬ 

tural Experiment Station, Circular 9, South Dakota Farm Mortgages, p. 62.) 
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It is an important fact that foreclosures and other forced sales had 

reached such a high total during the 1920’s. This shows unmistakably 

that the farm crisis—and especially the crisis of the middle farmers— 

was serious long before the 1929 crisis of banking and industry and the 

general collapse of prices. But at the same time the farm crisis was 

greatly sharpened after 1929. When gross farm income shot down¬ 

wards, the rate of forced sales increased markedly. It was practically 

doubled in several regions. 

FORCED SALES OF FARM REAL ESTATE, NUMBER PER 1,000 FARMS 11 

{totals during 3-year periods) 

March 15, 7925 March 15,1930 

to March 15,1930 to March 13,1933 

New England 59.0 84.0 

Middle Adantic 60.5 110.2 

East North Central 101.4 157-7 

West North Central 148.6 247-3 

Mountain 193.4 212.5 

Pacific 93-3 168.4 

South Atlantic IIO.O 204.0 

East South Central 89.4 215.5 

West South Central 89.1 171.0 

United States 108.0 189.3 

This crisis of foreclosures and other forced sales was especially severe 

during the 1920’s in the wheat and cattle regions. Then from 1930 to 

1935 the cotton states were also heavily involved. 
Roughly, 40 farms in every hundred went through a forced sale be¬ 

tween 1925 and 1935 in the West North Central and Mountain states; 

and more than 30 farms in every hundred in the South Atlantic and 

East South Central states. Only in New England and the Middle At¬ 

lantic states did fewer than 20 farms in every 100 change hands by 

forced sale in the ten-year period between March 15, I925> an^ March 

Foreclosure and bankruptcy sales were everywhere more frequent 

than sales for unpaid taxes. They were especially important in the 

Northwest (prairie and mountain states). Here the wide prevalence of 
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FORCED SALES OF FARM REAL ESTATE FOR TAX DELINQUENCY AND OTHER 

CAUSES, NUMBER PER 1,000 farms :12 1925-1935 

Tax Foreclosure, 
delinquency bankruptcy, etc. 

New England 48.1 94.9 

Middle Atlantic 5i-3 H9.4 

East North Central 43-° 216.1 

West North Central 59-7 336.2 

Mountain 130.2 275-7 
Pacific 55-i 206.6 

South Atlantic 126.8 M
 

O
O

 
-4

 

East South Central H9.4 185.S 

West South Central 7i-3 188.8 

United States 78.7 218.6 

heavy mortgage debt, together with other borrowing, had piled up 

interest payments which required, during the i92o’s, about 10% of 

the middle farmers’ gross income in Western states and 12% of their 

gross income in the West North Central states. These figures and the 

combined percentages of interest and taxes shown in the following 

table are based on the owner-operated farms included year by year in 

a sample study of farm income and expenses by the Bureau of Agri¬ 
cultural Economics. 

INTEREST AND TAX PAYMENTS AS PERCENTAGE OF GROSS INCOME 12 

North E. North W. North South South 
Atlantic Central Central Atlantic Central Western * 

1925 9.0 17.0 20.0 *3-3 16.0 17.0 
1929 9.0 16.0 17.8 11.1 12.7 14.8 
1932 15.8 32-4 45.8 24.0 34-5 37-4 1936 10.2 18.0 23.2 10.6 14.2 18.9 

“Not shown separately for Mountain and Pacific states. But we know from the 

census that in 1930 the mortgage debt was relatively heavier in the Mountain states 

The prairie and mountain states which reported the largest interest 

payments during the i92o’s suffered the sharpest decline in gross 
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income after 1929. Here, at the depth of the crisis in 1932, interest and 

taxes together consumed from 40% to 46% of the middle farmers 

greatly reduced total receipts * 
When current charges consume so large a share of gross income, 

it is obvious that the middle farmer finds it next to impossible to pay 

off the principal and operate without a long-term debt. While remain¬ 

ing a middle farmer without benefit of surplus value extracted from a 

considerable corps of wage workers, he has expanded toward a some¬ 

what larger scale of operation. This expansion, which has allowed him 

to survive as a commercial farmer, has at the same time brought him 

to a situation where he can continue to operate only under one of two 

conditions, both alien to the deeply-rooted desire for free and inde¬ 

pendent ownership. He may—if marketing conditions enable him to 

meet his current obligations—retain his mortgaged farm and carry a 

permanent burden of debt. Or he may accept tenancy as less burden¬ 

some than mortgaged ownership. There is no third possibility for the 

middle farmers as a class, since they need more operating capital than 

they can possibly accumulate along with acquiring and holding clear 

title to their land. 
Farmers outside of the South are coming to recognise that under 

leases giving security of tenure the tenant s situation may be quite as 

favourable as that of the mortgaged owner. This was stated in 1933 

the report on Rural Social Trends prepared under the auspices of the 

President’s Research Committee on Social Trends. Referring to an 

exceptionally prosperous farm community which the authors had sur¬ 

veyed in 1915 and again in 1931, they say: 

“Tenancy had increased from 39 to 52 per cent in the fifteen-year period. 
The ages of owner-operators increased. One other significant tendency was 

revealed by the fact that in 1915, 94 P« cent of the tenants declared their 
intention of becoming landowners, while in 1930 the percentage dropped 
to 45. In conversation some of these tenants declared that ownership was 
no longer a goal toward which to direct family effort, and pointed out that 
functions of ownership and utilisation or culdvation could well be sepa¬ 
rated. Many of the tenants were making more money and were living 

• We say, roughly, 40% for the Mountain states since their mortgage debt was 

always relatively heavier than the mortgage debt in the Pacific states. And the average, 

37.4%, shown in the table represents a balance between these two different sections 

of the West. 
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better than the owners. Why should they be ‘tied down’ with debt and 
taxes, without opportunity to change occupations should the opportunity 
present itself, they argued.” 13 

Among the tenant farmers in four counties of the corn belt, a later 

government survey found that only one tenant in four felt clearly 

that he would be better off as a mortgaged owner. Two-fifths stated 
definitely that they preferred tenancy.14 

Such a reaction to the increasing problems of owner-farmers is re¬ 

ported only from the North and West. In the South, tenancy involves 

a definitely dependent status. And everywhere, many tenants are ex¬ 

tremely poor. As a group they have had markedly less stability than 

the owner-operators. But side by side with the many tenants who shift 

about, there has developed an increased proportion of tenants who 

remain on the same farm year after year. Such stable tenancy has been 

most prevalent in the older sections of the North. Since the collapse 

of the World War boom, it has increased most markedly in the North¬ 

west (West North Central and Mountain states) where the debt 
crisis of owner-operators has been most severe. 

Of course, whether as tenant or mortgaged owner, the middle 

farmer must pay a yearly toll for the use of land. The best that he can 

hope for under the present order of things is to obtain, by organised 

effort, a legal recognition that the claims of landlord or mortgagee 

shall be met only after the basic needs of the farm family are pro¬ 
vided for. 

Such organised effort developed toward the end of the Hoover ad¬ 

ministration, when foreclosure sales were at their peak. In the grain 

areas, in Pennsylvania, and in Alabama groups of farmers and their 

wives resisted foreclosure. When a farm was put up for auction, great 

crowds would gather and carry out a “penny sale,” bidding it in for 

less than a dollar and returning it to the owner. Their resistance 

aroused the creditors who fought back vigorously. When Clifford 

James, a Negro farmer-owner in Alabama, resisted the seizure for debt 

of his only mule, the sheriff opened fire and James and three other 

farmers were killed.15 Shooting of farmers was threatened in various 

places but only against the Negroes were guns actually used. 

On May 1, 1933, a New Yor\ Times story described an army of 

trucks in militia-ruled counties of Iowa, “toiling through the mud, 
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khaki-clad soldiers, rifles slung on their backs, clinging to the sides.” 

They were looking for a young farmer, suspected of having forcibly 

stopped the sale when a judge tried to sell a ruined farmer s land. Nine¬ 

teen farmers had already been arrested in connection with this incident. 

The widespread resistance to seizure of farm property for debt was 

undoubtedly responsible for the special measures enacted by Congress 

under President Roosevelt’s guidance for the relief of farm debtors* 

We cannot fully explore the crisis of the middle farmers until we 

have taken up the question of prices and markets. But it is clear that 

cutting across the problem of farm income trends is this other basic 

problem of operating capital and debts, which in turn is tied in with 

problems of land ownership and the farmer s security of tenure. 

General Decline 

For middle farmers who have been able to retain ownership of 

their farms, this crisis has involved a sharp drop in expenditure for 

permanent improvements and for fertiliser. This is illustrated by fig¬ 

ures on the sample group of owner-operators to which we have al¬ 

ready referred. At the depth of the crisis in 1932 every possible outlay 

was eliminated and average total expenditure for “farm machinery 

and tools,” “fertiliser,” and “farm improvements,” was cut to just 

over $100. As farm incomes increased again, all such expenditures 

rose somewhat above the 1932 figures, but the three groups showed 

quite different trends. So, for example, in 1936 and 1937 when gross 

farm income was considerably higher than in 1932 but still much 

lower than it had been from 1925 to 1929, these middle farmers spent 

more for farm machinery than they had been spending in the i92o’s.## 

In the Atlantic states, both North and South, where the largest 

amounts of fertiliser are used, these farmers reported rising expendi- 

* An entirely new departure was the special fund of $800,000,000 made available 

during IQ33 and i934 for what were called “Land Bank Commissioner Loans. These 
were made available to farmers who could not qualify for the regular Federal Land 
Bank mortgage loans and were intended to enable farmers to escape foreclosure or to 
repurchase farms recently lost through foreclosure. In arranging the commissioner loans, 

local administrators were instructed to assist farmers in obtaining wherever possible 

a general scaling down of their debts. . . 1; 
- ## Except in two sections of the country which showed the following average expendi¬ 

tures for “machinery and tools.” For these sections we give, below, the reported averages 
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tures after the sharp reduction in the worst years of the crisis. But 

(even allowing for price changes) their volume of purchased fertiliser 

remained lower in 1936-37 than it had been in several years of the 

1920 s. And in every section of the country these farmers were spending 

very much less than formerly for farm improvements.16 

YEARLY AVERAGE EXPENDITURE FOR FARM IMPROVEMENTS “ 

North E. North W. North South South 
Atlantic Central Central Atlantic Central Western 

I923_25 $140 $128 $156 $116 $116 $150 
1926-29 r5i 127 156 99 103 156 
1930-31 108 75 76 54 46 104 
1932-33 61 3i 22 42 30 27 
1934-35 97 63 47 59 47 64 
1936-37. cur- 

rent prices 93 94 58 82 57 no 
at 1923-25 
prices 0 

IOO 101 
63 89 61 118 

“ °ther than machinery and tools, fertiliser, and livestock. 

b Dollars- corrected by Bureau of Agricultural Economics price index for “building 
materials for other than house.” 

This means a declining trend in general upkeep of the middle 

farmers land and buildings. And, at the same time, it has involved 

again a generally rising trend in the farmers’ burden of debt. This is 

especially significant since these owner-operators have been in each 

year a group with average gross farm income higher than the average 
for all farmers in the United States. 

and, separately, these averages corrected to 1923-25 dollars by the Bureau of Labor 
statistics price index of agricultural implements. 

North Atlantic states West North 
Average 

reported 
1923-25 $136 
1926-29 144 

1930-31 126 
1932-33 66 

1934-35 95 
1936-37 137 

Average at Average 

1923-25 prices reported 

$136 $137 

147 224 

t37 *34 
80 46 

105 109 

148 181 

Central states 

Average at 

1923-25 prices 

$137 

229 

145 

56 
121 

195 

Even in these two regions, a higher percentage of the farmers’ 
for “machinery and tools” in 1936-37 than in the 1920*8. 

gross income was spent 
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Crisis began, for the middle farmers, with the collapse of the World 
War boom. It has not ended with the upturn since 1932-33. Govern¬ 
ment benefits have brought genuine aid. Various phases of the New 
Deal farm program have saved middle farmers by the hundreds of 
thousands. But it has not solved their problems. Before we turn to the 
other questions of market and price, we must note the most con¬ 
spicuous elements of underlying business crisis which persisted dur¬ 
ing the years of considerable upturn that preceded the renewed drop 

of 1937-38. 
Thousands of farmers in the Northwest were able to continue oper¬ 

ating their farms only because they received seed and feed loans from 
the federal government. Many of these are still outstanding, and the 
question of cancellation is a live political issue in Congress. 

Payment on principal of the farm mortgages taken over by Fed¬ 
eral agencies since 1932 has had to be delayed from year to year. 
Moratoriums preventing foreclosure of privately held mortgages are 

also still in force in several states. 
Farmers’ expenditures for general upkeep and farm improvement 

have remained since 1932 far below their level in the 1920’s. Soil con¬ 

servation is carried on to a certain extent with federal aid. But the 

middle farmer is not able, as an independent business man, to meet 

the cost of maintaining and improving his permanent plant. He is 

driven to increase his debt for farm machinery, and he cannot from 

his own resources offset depreciation of buildings and exhaustion of 

the soil. 
What, then, are his prospects of larger income and a wider margin 

between gross income and a bare living? Before we can attempt to 
answer this question we must see what is happening to the market for 

the chief farm products. 



CHAPTER IX 

Export Crops Lose Markets 

PRODUCTIVITY of labour on the land has increased. Agriculture 

has developed in countries which are “newer” than the United States. 

Draft animals have been displaced by tractor, motor truck, and auto¬ 

mobile. Artificial fibres are made from wood pulp and coal. Great 

corporations have grown up in the field of processing and distribution. 

Each of these trends has a part in restricting the markets and pushing 
down the prices for American farm products. 

Back of these broad general facts lie as many different situations as 

there are commodities produced on farms. We cannot attempt to 

cover them all. We sketch very briefly what has happened to wheat, 

cotton, cattle and hogs, and milk. A few other products will be re¬ 
ferred to as the discussion develops. 

Supply means the volume of a given commodity actually at hand, 

in current production and in storage. It does not refer to the possible 

supply which might readily be available if existing productive forces 

were used to their full capacity. In the same way, “demand” means 

something far smaller than the broad human need for farm products. 

For in our capitalist world, a need divorced from the power to buy 

does not create an effective demand. It has no part in the “market.” 

Farmers are well aware of the shocking contradiction, for example, 

between ragged, undernourished children and “excess supplies” of 

cotton and butter. But the cotton farmers’ and the dairy farmers’ own 

living depends on selling their cotton and their milk or butterfat. 

Unless parents can buy these things, their children must do without 

them, while unsold supplies pile up in storage warehouses and 
depress prices. 

200 
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This criminal absurdity of want in the midst of plenty is, of course, 

basic in our present-day America. Certain things can be done about 

it, even before the masses of workers and farmers are ready to change 

the underlying economic relationships which have created it. But 

before we take up these broad basic questions, we must see what has 

happened to farmers’ markets and prices in the interplay of forces 

at work under capitalism. 

Wheat 

Wheat is the most important commercial food crop in the United 

States. Next to cotton it is the most important commercial crop of 

any kind, both as a source of cash income to farmers and, historically, 

as a contribution to the export trade. 
In acreage, numbers of farms involved, and total farm value wheat 

is less important than corn. But most of the corn is used as livestock 

feed on the farm that raises it. Indirectly, corn is commercially impor¬ 

tant, but it is chiefly “sold on the hoof.” A very much higher propor¬ 

tion of the wheat enters into trade, and wheat is a direct source of 

much more cash income than corn. 
The price of wheat affects directly almost one-fifth of the farmers 

in the United States. The 1935 census reported wheat grown and 

threshed the previous year on 1,363,741 farms. For farms of all sizes 

and all regions, the average cost of producing wheat in 1936 was 

estimated at $1.21 a bushel, and that year the general average price 

received by the farmers for wheat of all grades was Si.026 a bushel. 

In no year from 1928 onward was the average farm price of wheat up 

to the average cost of production, as estimated by the Department of 

Agriculture. From 1930 to 1935 inclusive, the average price was even 

lower than the average cost apart from rent. 
Or we may compare, year by year, the price of wheat with a “parity 

price” computed on the basis of a pre-war average (July, 1909, to 

August, 1914) with allowance for current differences in prices paid by 

farmers and in their mortgage interest, taxes and freight rates. Such 

a comparison has been offered monthly by the Department of Agri¬ 

culture under the Roosevelt administration. And a rougher com¬ 

parison based only on commodity prices can be carried back to 1914* 
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Even during the few years since the World War boom when wheat 

at the farm averaged more than a dollar a bushel, the price index com¬ 

monly lagged far behind the index of prices farmers had to pay. Only 

in 1925 did wheat farmers receive a yearly average price which gave 

a bushel of wheat the purchasing power it had before the World 

War. For a few months early in 1937, the farm price rose above 

parity, but most of the 1936 crop had already been sold and the 

temporary rise failed to hold when the new crop was harvested. 

Wheat production has been geared to a large export trade. Part of 

the wheat farmers’ problem has always been due to marked variations 

in foreign demand for United States wheat. During the crisis of the 

1930 s wheat exports dropped almost to the vanishing point. But the 
decline in exports had begun thirty years before. 

The peak of wheat exports before the World War boom had been 

touched at the turn of the century when for several years their net 

volume ranged from about 190 million bushels to over 235 million 

bushels and represented from 29% to 37% of the American crop. 

Then as Russian, Canadian, Australian and Argentine wheat became 

an increasingly important factor in world production and interna¬ 

tional trade, exports from the United States moved pretty steadily 

downward until from 1909 to 1911 they were only about one-third as 
large as they had been in 1900 and 1901. 

The World War wheat boom began in 1914 when exports were 

larger than they had ever been before and the high average yield per 

acre of that year and the next found ready market and set new highs 

in the farm value of the total crop. As far as exports were concerned, 

the boom was interrupted by short crops in 1916 and 1917. Weather 

was against the wheat farmer. Farm labour was scarce because of the 

full employment and high-sounding wages in war industries. Wheat 

acreage harvested, total production, and wheat exports all declined. 

But this brought no crisis to the farmers since wheat prices were 

climbing and setting records unequalled since the Civil War. 

American wheat was desperately needed by the Allies, and after 

the United States had entered the war in April, 1917, the government 

began a vigorous campaign around the slogan “Food will win the 

war.” It guaranteed the wheat growers that even the largest possible 

crop would bring them a minimum of two dollars a bushel. Resulting 
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expansion in wheat acreage and farm value of the crop reached its 

peak in 1919, after the war was ended. Farmers averaged in that year 

just over $2.16 a bushel and the wheat crop was valued at more than 

two billion dollars. 

In the period from 1914 to 1919, inclusive, net exports of wheat 

had again—as in the 19th century—averaged more than one-fourth 

of the total wheat produced on American farms. 

Exports continued large through the early 1920’s until European 

production was restored to normal. American farmers also benefited 

from the fact that no wheat from Soviet Russia was then offered on 

the European market in which Tsarist Russia had been an important 

factor. Such large American exports could, however, be only tem¬ 

porary. In the later 1920’s the three great competitors—Canada, Ar¬ 

gentina and Australia—were, together, producing as much wheat as 

the United States and sending a far higher proportion of it into the 

chief import markets of Europe. At the same time, European gov¬ 

ernments were assisting wheat growers and deliberately increasing pro¬ 

duction as a measure of self-protection in the critical state of world 

trade. 

Since 1924 when net exports from the United States represented 

30% of the wheat crop, the volume and percentage exported have 

declined sharply. So far as unregulated private trading is concerned, 

the export market can no longer be counted upon as an important 

outlet for American wheat. 
After deducting exports, wheat available for all uses within the 

United States increased less rapidly than population during the first 

twenty years of this century. There was no shortage, supposedly be¬ 

cause changes in eating habits had slightly reduced the amount of 

flour in the average diet. After the United States entered the War in 

April, 1917, use of wheat was sharply reduced in response to syste¬ 

matic propaganda. Average consumption of grain has continued to 

be lower than it was before the War. 

But in the second half of the 1920’s, when exports were beginning 

their sharpest decline, wheat fields harvested were increased by ten 

million acres. Output of wheat available for feed and flour to be 

consumed within the United States increased more than population. 

In 1928 and again in 1931 the crop was well above 900 million bushels 
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with net exports carrying off less than one-sixth of the crop. Carry-over 

on July i, which marks the beginning of the new wheat year, rose 

from the former average of approximately ioo million bushels to a 

record total of 375 million bushels in 1932 and 378 million bushels in 

1933. This carry-over would have been even larger had not the wheat 

growers been substituting greatly increased amounts of wheat for 

other livestock feeds on their own farms. Carry-over was increasing 

in other countries also, though not so markedly as in the United States. 

SUPPLY OF WHEAT (CARRY-OVER), JULY I 1 

(in millions of bushels') 

1925 
United States 

108 
Other countries “ 

465 
1926 100 553 
1927 no 577 
1928 112 639 
1929 228 792 
1930 289 654 
1931 3U 733 
1932 375 668 
1933 378 766 
1934 274 919 
1935 148 804 
1936 142 624 
1937 103 436 
1938 i73 445 
1939 255 6 934 

0 Not including China and U.S.S.R. 

* Old stocks only. Comparable figure for 1938 was 154; for 1937, it was 83. 

The large crop of 1931 helped to push still further down the price 

of wheat which had begun to drop sharply in the previous year. Low 

prices—lower than any during the crisis of the 1890’s—together with 

crop restrictions of the New Deal program, brought a sharp cut in 

wheat acreage. Production was also reduced by the severe droughts 

of 1933 and 1934, and by the end of the crop year 1934-35, carry-over 

had been brought close to the pre-crisis average. 

Prices were once more rising, though still below the average cost 

of production. The crop restrictions of the first AAA had been de- 
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dared invalid. The drought which cut into the 1936 wheat crop had 

at the same time sharply reduced the livestock on farms in the wheat 

regions. So in 1936-37 farmers with one accord increased their wheat 

plantings until acreage approached the war-time peak. In spite of 

some continuing drought and reladvely low yield, the 1937 crop was 

nearly nine hundred million bushels. 
Voluntary reduction of wheat acreage was indirectly encouraged by 

the Soil Conservation Act of 1936, but this was proving an ineffective 

check on production. Lacking penalties and benefits directly related 

to wheat acreage, the area seeded for the 1938 harvest climbed more 

than 25% above the acreage set as a voluntary goal. It reached an 

all-time record of 80 million acres and, in spite of low yield per acre, 

produced a crop which had been exceeded only three times in the 

history of this country. 

YEARS OF HIGHEST AMERICAN WHEAT PRODUCTION 

931,000,000 bu. 
942,000,000 bu. 
952,000,000 bu. 

1,009,000,000 bu. 

Excess acreage above a voluntary allotment under the Agricultural 

Adjustment Act of 1938 was somewhat less for the harvest of 1939. 

Remembering the boom in American wheat during the war of 

1914-1918, some traders and farmers looked for a similar boom in 

the autumn of 1939. But sober second thoughts noted the exception¬ 

ally large world carry-over of wheat. And Great Britain gave notice 

that it would turn first to Canada and Australia, and to Argentina 

whose currency is tied to the British pound.2 
Piling up of surplus wheat beyond the volume which can be sold 

brings irresistible pressure on the price received by the farmer. He 

cannot expect a price covering the average cost of production (and 

including a margin for the average rate of profit) as long as supplies 

of wheat are greatly in excess of market demand. 
The new element in the wheat situation of the 1930*5 is the general 

trend toward a chronic supply of wheat greater than the commercial 

market can absorb. The population of the world includes millions 

1938 

i93i 
1919 
1915 
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of men, women, and children who are undernourished and need 

wheat, the best bread food that has been developed. In China, Spain 

and the backward regions of Africa, and also in most of the war- 

strained countries of Europe, the masses exist at a near-starvation 

level, but there is little possibility of extending in the near future a 

regular commercial trade in wheat. Serious undernourishment is also 

widespread among the poor masses in our own southern states, but 

the use of more wheat, as an improvement on their corn-meal diet, 

will depend first on some shift of production from corn to wheat 

within the South. It offers no immediate solution for the commercial 

wheat farming of the Middle West and the Great Plains. With the 

cuts in WPA and in local relief in 1939, bread became a luxury for 

thousands of destitute workers’ families even in “prosperous” North¬ 

ern cities. 

Supplies of wheat within the United States are more than adequate 

for the needs of our own population. And in attempting to cut down 

production of wheat, the government has followed the easiest and 

most obvious way to establish a rough balance between supply and 

demand. The question of using federal funds (to be raised by higher 

taxation of the wealthy) for relief of chronically half-starved masses 

in other countries has never yet been pushed into the arena of political 

debate. Progressive labour forces appealed to the Administration to 

finance a large shipment of wheat to Spain to aid the hungry Repub¬ 

lican forces, but the appeal fell on deaf ears. Mass pressure was not 

strong enough to counterbalance the influence of reactionaries who 

wanted a Franco victory. 

Another alternative to mere restriction of output is the possibility of 

aiding a shift from wheat to other food products of which the supply 

is too small to provide a liberal diet for every man, woman, and 

child. But this also is not considered practical from the capitalist view¬ 

point. The very products of which there is not enough to satisfy the 

needs of health also tend to show a “surplus” in relation to mass pur¬ 

chasing power. The government nibbles at the edges of this problem, 

with its Federal Surplus Commodities Corp., but it has never squarely 

attacked it. And the problem never will be squarely attacked'until 

workers and farmers take it up as an active issue for organised, aggres¬ 

sive struggle. 
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Meanwhile, it is important to understand the functioning of com¬ 

mercial supply and demand and the measures which have seemed to 

offer the farmers their only hope of higher prices. 

For wheat, supply and demand in the United States have been tied 

in with acreage and yield in at least half a dozen other wheat-growing 

countries. Costs and crops on American farms vary from year to year 

with acreage planted, weather, and yield per acre, and the general 

trend of prices. Such variations have gone along with even more un¬ 

predictable variations on millions of other farms throughout the 

world. Only when the average total crop from year to year is related 

approximately to the average market demand is the basis laid for 

relating the price of wheat to the farmers’ cost of production. 

To accept the closing of export markets for American wheat and 

to attempt adjustment of production here to the needs of the domestic 

market would simplify the problem of prices. But such a permanent 

lowering of wheat acreage would involve other serious problems for 

many of the farmers now equipped for commercial production of 

wheat. Unless more carefully safeguarded than the temporary crop 

restriction plans carried out hitherto, it would squeeze out entirely 

from the wheat market many thousands of the medium-sized farms. 

That the United States government recognises the importance of 

holding a share in the world wheat trade is clear. During the crop 

year 1938-39, the government through the Federal Surplus Commodi¬ 

ties Corp. subsidised the export of 93,754,000 bushels of wheat (includ¬ 

ing flour). The United States has also taken the initiative in planning 

for a second international wheat conference looking toward possible 

agreements on export quotas and prices for exported wheat.3 Already, 

in 1933, the chief wheat producing countries had come to an agree¬ 

ment on export quotas. But the agreement broke down immediately 

in the crop year 1933-34 when Argentina had a surplus for export far 

beyond its quota, and prices for North American wheat were rising 

with the short crops due to drought. Until the European war broke 

on September first, hopes were brighter for a stable agreement in 1939, 

since the chief exporting nations had all adopted some form of export 

subsidy and these measures were proving costly without solving the 

problem. 

Excess supply of unsold grain is one aspect of the farmers’ price 
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problem. Along with this basic maladjustment, the farmers have to 

endure the price manipulations of wheat speculators and large cor¬ 

porations through which the wheat is channelled from farm to ultimate 

consumer. These middlemen and processors operate so as to hold 

down the farm price of wheat and to hold up the city price of wheat 

products. 
In the crisis of the 1930’s, for example, city prices of bread and flour 

dropped far less than the farm price of wheat. In 1923-25—the base 

period used by government studies of retail food prices in cities— 

wheat averaged $1.20 a bushel (threshed and delivered at the shipping 

point). From this three-year average, it had dropped to 39 cents in 

1931 and 38 cents in 1932, a decline of 68%. Flour sold by the pound 

to city housewives dropped during the same years from 5.2 cents 

(average in 51 cities) to 3.2 cents, a decline of barely 39%. And white 

bread dropped from 9 cents the pound loaf to 7 cents, a decline of 

22%. 

WHEAT AND WHEAT PRODUCTS: INDEX OF PRICE TRENDS 4 

(7923-25 equals ioo) 

Wheat at the farm Wheat flour White bread 
1932 31.8 61.5 77.8 
1933 61.8 75.0 78.9 

T934 70.5 94.2 92.2 

J935 69.2 98.1 93-3 
1936 85.3 92-3 91.1 

*937 80.0 92.3 96.7 

i938 45-9 76.9 95.6 

Not only in the crisis, but in every year since 1923-25, the farm 

price of wheat has been relatively lower than the city price of bread 
and flour. 

Trading on the grain exchanges directly affects the prices paid to 

the farmers day by day at the country elevators. For this price to the 

farmer equals the price paid at the time on the exchange, for cash 

wheat to be delivered within a short given period at the city elevator, 

minus the cost of handling and transportation to the delivery point. 

Farm prices are reduced by the fact that transportation and elevator 
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charges are high, reflecting monopoly control o£ these facilities by 

railroad companies and large traders. 
Theoretically, the price paid for cash wheat on the exchange repre¬ 

sents an amazingly intelligent estimate by hundreds of wheat trading 

“experts” in Chicago, Kansas City, Minneapolis, Winnipeg, Liverpool, 

and Buenos Aires as to the present and future relation of supply 

and demand. Actually, however, the prices paid day by day for cash 

wheat on its way to the city elevator or already in storage there, are 

influenced by the prices paid for future title to future wheat not yet 

harvested, perhaps not yet even sown. And these wheat futures are 

the chips of wealthy gamblers who rig the market and fleece the small 

outsiders (the “lambs”) who venture into the game. Sometimes they 

grow rich by selling short and pushing prices down. Sometimes they 

push up the prices by cornering the cash wheat required for ultimate 

settlement of the “futures” accounts. But these peaks of artificially 

high prices pass quickly into a sharp reaction and do not benefit the 

farmer. 
Trading in futures is commonly defended by capitalist writers as 

serving to stabilise the price of wheat to the farmer throughout the 

year; and as supplying the processors with protection by hedging 

against unpredictable changes in the price of grain* But the Federal 

Trade Commission in the latest of its several studies of grain trading 

disposes effectively of such arguments.5 Trading in futures, it says, 

does not stabilise prices but increases fluctuations. It gives opportunity 

for gambling and manipulation by skilled market operators. It makes 

possible much artificial activity with a large volume of trading that 

has no function except to increase the commissions of brokers and 

the profits of the traders. Futures do not, in actual practice, reflect 

supply and demand conditions with respect to actual grain and thus 

they introduce an unsound influence on current cash-grain prices. 

* “The larger flour mills use ‘hedging’ transactions in two ways Sometimes the 

miller sells hires in order to hedge cash grain which he has on hand for manufacture 

into flour More frequendy he contracts to deliver flour in the future on the ba s 

of the present price of wheat futures, and then buys wheat futures; as he buys in his 

■cash’ wheat for milling, he sells a corresponding quantity of futures. An increase in 

the price of wheat will make his flour contract less profitable but will make his 

'futures contract more profitable.” (Edwin W. Patterson in Yale Law Journal, April, 

1931, p. 848.) 
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The FTC also questions whether the futures market really serves as 

insurance against merchandising risk. And such insurance cannot ben¬ 

efit the farmer “unless competition among merchandisers, converters, 

and distributors of grain and grain products is such as to keep the 

total handling margins... down to the minimum consistent with 

efficient storage and distribution.” 6 Absence of competition destroys 

the relationship between cash and futures markets on which hedging 
depends. 

Actually, a high degree of monopoly is involved in the domination 

of the market by a few large traders and in the storage control of 

grain required for ultimate settlement of futures. Only grain stored in 

licensed “regular” elevators may be offered for satisfaction of futures 

when the month of delivery arrives. In Chicago only 21% of the 

wheat storage space was “regular” in 1935, and these “regular” ele¬ 

vators were controlled by six firms among which three big trading 

companies held a greatly preponderant position.7 

Production of wheat flour for sale is notoriously dominated by a 

few giant milling companies. At the top of the list stands General 

Mills, Inc., which ground in 1934 more than 21% of the commercial 

wheat produced in the United States. General Mills, Inc., Pillsbury 

Flour Mills Co. and Colorado Milling & Elevator Co., milled in that 

year 127,470,000 bushels of wheat, and the ten companies next in size 

milled 88,905,000 bushels of wheat. Altogether, these 13 companies 

milled 60% of all wheat sold in this country that year.7” The Federal 

Trade Commission comments that 

Through trade organisations, controlled by the larger milling companies 
by means of plural voting, competition in the flour milling industry has 
been restricted. Methods of restricting competition included curtailment 
of production, use of a blacklist, agreements, understandings, and co¬ 
operation to sell at a profit, to exchange information on selling prices, to 
fix the elements of selling prices, to fix uniform carrying charges on forward 
sales of flour, and to fix uniform differentials on the prices of flour sold 
in the different kinds and sizes of packages.” 8 

While the gross farm income from wheat dropped from nearly 

$704 million in 1929 to a little over $203 million in 1932 and recovered 

only to $367.4 million in 1935* the big milling companies were increas- 
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ing their capital and maintained an average profit of more than 7% 

on total investment.9 The four leading bakers (other than chain 

stores) and the three chief cracker companies * showed average profits 

of 7.3% and 14.6% respectively during the six years from 1930 to 1935 

inclusive.10 For 16 grain elevator companies and commission houses, 

profits during these six years averaged iq.3%.11 
For the great baking companies, profits really “satisfactory” to the 

stockholders depend in part on a low price of wheat. So the Wall 

Street Journal stated on June 8, 19391 • • the entire baking industry, 
with a few exceptions, has prospered since the beginning of 1938 due 

to fairly stable sales volume and lower costs centring about the long 

decline in wheat prices from mid-1937 to the middle of 1938. And 

writing on July 25, 1939, about General Mills, Inc., Wall Street Journal 

made even more interesting admissions: 

“The notable increase in earnings last year resulted from the combina¬ 
tion of stable low wheat prices; evenly maintained selling prices for trade 
marked package goods; a handsome gain in sales volume of such trade 
marked articles as ‘Wheaties’ breakfast food and ‘Bisquick’ prepared 
flour; and an unexpectedly large demand and good price level for animal 
feeds which provide a considerable part of the cream in milling company 

operations.” 

These generous profits of traders and processors account for much 

of the enormous spread between the farm price of wheat and the 

city price of bread in which wheat Hour is the chief ingredient. Less 

than one-seventh of the city price of bread in 1935 went back to meet 

the costs of the farmer who raised the wheat. From the other six- 

sevenths certain genuine costs had to be met: transportation, storage, 

milling, yeast and milk, baking and distribution. But at every stage 

of the journey from the farmer’s truck to the housewife’s kitchen, the 

genuine costs are swollen by charges based on one or another form of 

monopoly. Speculators, wheat middlemen, millers, bakers, elevators 

and railroads are all preying upon the farmer who produces the wheat 

and upon the ultimate consumer who buys the bread and the flour. 

Companies and firms involved are relatively few, and they operate 

against the interests of the masses on the land and in the city. Their 

•Continental Baking Co 

Co., National Biscuit Co., 

Ward Baking Co., Purity Bakeries Corp., General Baking 

Loose-Wiles Biscuit Co., United Biscuit Co. of America. 
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methods could be regulated and their swollen charges could be re¬ 

duced. Farmers and city masses have a common interest in obtaining 

effective reguladon and narrowing the spread between the city price 

of bread and the farm price of wheat. Farmers would receive more 

and housewives would pay less if predatory monopolies could be 
brought under strict control. 

Government attempts at aiding the wheat growers have gone 

through several different phases since the United States entered the 

World War. The Congress of 1917, which guaranteed the farmer a 

minimum of two dollars a bushel on the wheat crop to be harvested 

the following year, also forbade speculation and hoarding by traders 

and processors. So the Administration set up a government-owned 

corporation to buy grain from the farmers, carry it through the year 

and sell it at a steady price to domestic millers and foreign govern¬ 
ments. 

This corporation began operations while the farmers were selling 

their 1917 crop and it ceased to buy grain on May 31, 1920. In closing 

the official record of its activities, the corporation’s economist shows 

how well the government corporation carried out its task and that no 

regulation of private trading could so effectively have stabilised the 

price of wheat.12 Of course, he goes on to say that such government 

activity in peace time “would undermine all initiative, enterprise and 

progress,” but those who have watched the operations of “initiative, 

enterprise and progress since that was written in 1925 3re not so 

certain that only in a war emergency could the trade in grain be more 

efficiently handled by a government agency than by private speculators. 

Since private trading and speculation in wheat futures were resumed 

in 1920, attempts at regulation have been developed to include limita¬ 

tions on daily price changes and a maximum allowed for commit¬ 

ments and holdings by any one firm. (Almost immediately on the 

outbreak of war, in September, 1939, the limits on daily price changes 

were doubled.) Although traders are registered and their books are 

subject to inspection, the big interests have developed methods of 

evasion. The Federal Trade Commission makes detailed recommen¬ 

dations for further strengthening of regulation, including possible 

government operation of grain elevators in competition with those 
privately owned.13 
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Maintaining a fair farm price of wheat in the face of excess supply 

is, as we have seen, a somewhat separate problem. Since 1928, govern¬ 

ment action on this point has gone through three major phases. 
1) The Federal Farm Board, operating under the Agricultural 

Marketing Act of 1929) carried surplus wheat purchased with gov¬ 

ernment funds, and attempted to maintain prices by withholding this 

surplus from the market. This policy was based on the assumption 

that the difficulties were temporary. Actually, export markets did not 

recover but continued to decline. And the severe economic crisis re¬ 

acted disastrously on the prices of wheat, cotton and other farm prod¬ 

ucts. In the end, the 257,000,000 bushels acquired by the Federal Farm 

Board in its first two years had to be disposed of. It is commonly 

believed to have become a positive factor in pushing down the price 

of wheat. 
2) The Roosevelt Administration (taking office in March, 1933) 

attempted under the Agricultural Adjustment Act (1933) to balance 

supply and demand by reducing the production of wheat and thereby, 

indirecdy, to raise the price. This plan depended on a stated cut in 

wheat acreage, with the compensation to every co-operating farmer paid 

from a tax on the processing of wheat. When the use of processing 

taxes for benefits to farmers was declared unconstitutional* a new 

approach to the problem was developed. 
3) Acreage in wheat was indirectly affected by the Soil Conser¬ 

vation and Domestic Allotment Act of 1936, under which farmers 

have received benefits for acreage withdrawn from soil-depleting crops, 

including wheat. Under this Act, benefits were related not merely to 

one or another crop but to the farmer’s general shift from soil-deplet¬ 

ing crops to soil conservation and soil-building practices. With the 

Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1938, acreage allotments for wheat as 

such were again set up and benefits were paid on the 1938 and 1939 

crops to all wheat growers choosing to keep within their allotted 

acreage. The co-operating farmer may, in addition, receive a separate 

benefit for soil-building practices, under the Soil Conservation Act 

°f 1936. -11- 1 A • 

Possibility of enforcing marketing quotas was provided in the Agri- 

' * In the Hoosac Mills and the rice millers cases, started in January, 1935, and decided 

in the U. S. Supreme Court in January, 1936- 
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cultural Adjustment Act of 1938. If wheat supplies threaten to rise 

above a certain figure, the government will propose that only a stated 

percentage of the crop shall be sold. This “marketing quota” must be 

submitted to a referendum vote among commercial wheat growers 

and only if two-thirds of them accept it does it become a binding 

order for the current year, with penalties for those who exceed their 
quota. 

By way of direct aid to the wheat farmer’s income, two forms of 

payment have been available in addition to the benefits related to 

wheat acreage and soil conservation. First, if wheat prices fall below 

75% °f “parity” the Secretary of Agriculture is authorised to make a 

direct supplementary payment to the farmers. This parity payment, as 

authorised in the Price Adjustment Act of 1938,14 may be large 

enough to assure him a total per bushel not greater than 75% of parity. 

Second, if the farm price of wheat falls below 52% of parity, or if 

the July crop estimate threatens a surplus beyond “normal” consump¬ 

tion and export,* the Commodity Credit Corp. shall make available 

throughout the marketing year loans on wheat at a rate not less than 

52% and not more than 75% of the estimated parity price of wheat 

on July first, when the marketing year opened.15 Loans were available 

on the 1938 wheat harvest at 60 cents a bushel, and on the 1939 
harvest at a seasonal average of 70 cents a bushel. 

Recognising the difficulty of maintaining prices in the face of a 

sizable surplus, the government has used certain customs receipts, ear¬ 

marked by Congress for general promotion of exports, to subsidise 

foreign sales of American wheat. Secretary Wallace in his annual 
report for 1938 (p. 14) stated: 

“Our share in the world’s wheat trade is far too small. The best course 
will be to aim at retaining our fair share of the world’s wheat trade or say 
100,000,000 bushels annually, and to follow an export-sales policy calculated 
to realise this objective. We should provide an adequate payment on the 
normal production on acreage allotments consistent with soil conservation 
and good farming practices. We should take prompt and effective steps 

* “ ‘Normal year’s domestic consumption,’ in the case of corn and wheat, shall be the 

yearly average quantity... consumed in the United States during the ten marketing 

years immediately preceding the marketing year in which such consumption is deter¬ 

mined, adjusted for current trends in such consumption.” (U. S. Statutes at Large vol 
52, 1938, p. 41.) 
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for the adjustment of the wheat acreage next year, and we should be 

cautious in loan operations.” 

When December, 1939, estimates promised a short crop of winter 

wheat, due to serious drought in the autumn of 1939, the export sub¬ 

sidy was withdrawn. 

Cotton 

Cotton markets and prices affect directly more than one-fourth of 

the farmers in the United States. But within the cotton belt, cotton 

holds a much more dominating position than this figure implies. In 

seven states more than 70% of the farmers harvested some cotton 

in 1934* The crisis in cotton has plunged into greater destitution a 

vast rural population which has always lived in extreme poverty. (See 

section on The South in Chapter III.) 
Returns from the cotton crop are peculiarly bound up with forces 

beyond the control of the cotton farmers themselves. Economic crisis 

cuts into the consumption of cotton more than it affects the consump¬ 

tion of wheat. Slowing down of industry reduces the factory demand 

for cotton. About 40% of the cotton used within the United States 

goes into industrial consumption, including automobile tire fabric; 

webbing for machinery belts, harness and conveyors; yarns for insu¬ 

lating electric wires; cloths for rubberising and chemical treatment; 

and “an unlimited number of uses.” 16 Mass unemployment and gen¬ 

eral decline in purchasing power reduce the market for clothing and 

household supplies. Emergency relief budgets include almost nothing 

for replacements while (except in the South) the diets recommended 

for relief cases lean heavily on wheat products. 
Consumption of cotton has also been somewhat affected by the 

increased production of artificial fibres and yarns. These have devel¬ 

oped various uses which cut into the demand for cotton, silk and wool. 

Assuming that less than half of the world rayon production from 1929 

to 1938 displaced cotton directly or indirectly, it is roughly estimated 

that it reduced the world consumption of cotton during those ten 

* Census figures: Mississippi, 86.2%; Alabama, 84.5%; South Carolina, 80.2%; Geor¬ 

gia, 79.6%; Louisiana, 74-1% Texas, 72.7%; Arkansas, 72.6/0. The total number of 

farms harvesting cotton in 1934 was 1,920,123. 
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years by 10,000,000 bales, or an average of one million bales a year. 

This would be less than 4% of the volume of cotton actually used. 

In offering this estimate, the Bureau of Agricultural Economics warns 

that it “should not be taken as an accurate appraisal.” But the Bureau 

also states that “considering its present properties, and its price relative 

to prices of competing fibres, it [rayon] is approaching a limit of 

expansion into those fields for which it is suitable.” The newer glass 

fibre, however, offers a threat to cotton for draperies and insulating 
materials.17 

“Prosperity” in the cotton belt depends not only on the ups and 

downs of demand for cotton in the United States, but quite as much 

on the demand for American cotton in other countries. This in turn 

rises and falls with the activity of the cotton texdle industry, and also 

with changes in the supply of foreign cotton. 

From every angle this question of cotton exports is extremely 

important. Until 1937, cotton was not only the most important agri¬ 

cultural export from the United States but the largest single item (in 

dollar value) among exports of all kinds from this country. During 

the World War, the wheat crop rose temporarily to a greater farm 

value than the cotton crop, and cotton exports declined while wheat 

exports were increased as a war measure. But in 1922 cotton resumed 

its leading position and held it until 1937* Then low cotton prices 

and the decline in volume of cotton exports pushed cotton into 

second place and allowed petroleum products to take the lead as the 

largest single item in the list of American exports. 

To the cotton farmers it is more important that commonly more 

than half the cotton crop has been exported. Until 1937 there had 

been only eight cotton years since 1865 when exports took less than 

half the crop: the World War years 1917 to 1919; three years in the 

1920’s; and 1930 and 1931. Also until the middle of the 1930’s 

American cotton constituted more than half of the entire world sup¬ 

ply of cotton. This meant that while the world price of cotton domi¬ 

nated the American market, this world price reflected roughly the 

basic costs of cotton on American farms. Of course, prices moved con¬ 

stantly up and down with variations in supply and demand and the 

manipulations of the cotton traders. But as long as American farms 

were the chief source of supply, the point about which world cotton 
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prices fluctuated was related to the cost of producing, handling, and 

transporting American cotton. 
Changes since the World War have been undermining this su¬ 

premacy of American cotton. British mills which formerly led the 
world in textile manufacturing outside of the United States have 
yielded leadership to Japan. Along with the rise of textile manufac¬ 
turing in Japan, China, and India has gone also some expansion of 
cotton acreage in Oriental countries. And while England s total use 
of raw cotton has somewhat diminished, British mills are less depend¬ 
ent than formerly on American cotton. Looking toward imperial 
self-sufficiency, the British government has stimulated cotton growing 
in areas of Africa under British control or leadership. Brazil, also, 
hard hit by the crisis in coffee and prodded by Japanese enterprise, 
had pushed up the output of raw cotton from about 400 thousand 

bales in 1920-21 to more than two million bales in 1937'38- 
Counting out the Soviet Union which was never an important 

factor in the market for American cotton, the total foreign production 
climbed by nearly 50% during the i92o’s and again by roughly 40% 

during the i93o’s. 

WORLD PRODUCTION OF COTTON 

(in thousands of bales') 

United States 

1920-21 13,664 

1929-30 14,716 

1930-31 I3>873 

mx-32 16,877 

1932-33 12,961 

1933-34 
12,712 

1934-35 9>576 

1935-36 10,495 

1936-37 12*375 

1937-38 
18,412 

Other countries 

(except U.S.S.R.) U.S.S.R. 

6,906 58 
10,256 1,279 

9*914 i,589 

7*759 1,843 
8,684 1,816 

11,467 1,887 

11,736 i*738 

U,575 2,250 

15,226 3,250 

14,682 3*482 

Use of cotton (outside of the self-sufficient Soviet Union) has not 
'kept pace with its production. After the post-war economic crisis, as 

consumption returned to normal levels, the crop year was starting 
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with a world supply equal to about one-third of a year’s total con¬ 

sumption. But in the declining consumption of the economic crisis 

which began in 1929 supplies piled up to a record figure. On August 

r, 1932, at the beginning of the crop year 1932-33, world carry-over of 

American and foreign cottons was more than 18,000,000 bales, or 

enough to provide 74% of the volume consumed during the next 

twelve months. This August first came between the two crop years 

when the farm price of cotton in the United States averaged only 

about six cents a pound, or less than one-third of the average price in 

the 1920’s. The relation between huge supplies, far greater than the 

market could absorb, and a price away below the cost of production 
was dramatically clear. 

Reduction of cotton acreage, under the New Deal program, together 

with some recovery in industry which again increased domestic con¬ 

sumption, brought the burden of unused cotton down to a reasonable 

supply. Between August, 1932, and August, 1937, the world carry-over 

of American cotton had been reduced by more than 50%. Exports, 

however, failed to increase in spite of increased foreign textile activity, 

for the rising volume of foreign cottons was cutting into the foreign 
demand for American cotton. 

Still the situation had been greatly eased. Prices were encouraging, 

rising to 10 to 12 cents a pound. Restrictions on acreage were looser 

after the annulment in January, 1936, of the acreage and benefit pro¬ 

visions of the original Agricultural Adjustment Act. So cotton plant¬ 

ings were increased, although they remained considerably below the 

pre-New Deal figures. But in 1937 the weather was extraordinarily 

good and brought a record-breaking yield, with a total crop larger by 

1,500,000 bales than the largest crop ever before harvested in the 

United States. While this record crop was being harvested, industry 

was moving into another depression which cut by more than a million 

bales the cotton used within the United States during the next twelve 
months. 

By August first, 193^ the world carry-over of American cotton had 

reached a new record total, topping by some 400,000 bales the figure 

at the depth of the crisis in 1932. For all cottons, foreign and Amer¬ 

ican combined, the cotton year 1938-39 opened with a carry-over equal 

to more than 80% of the total world consumption in 1937-38. Supply 
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far beyond market demand once more pushed down the price of 

cotton. 
The farm price of cotton, like the farm price of wheat, normally 

reflects the prices current on the city cotton exchanges, as practically 

all of the cotton for export and most of the cotton used in this coun¬ 

try passes through the hands of traders and speculators. Three big 

private traders (Anderson, Clayton & Co., G. H. McFadden and Bros., 

Weil Bros.) handled in 1934 about one-fifth of the crop.19 They have 

prospered while most of the cotton farmers have sunk into extreme 

destitution. The Federal Trade Commission, in its latest study of 

marketing, trading and processing of farm products, shows that five 

lint cotton middlemen had higher net operating income in each year 

from 1931 to 1934 than they had had in 1929.20 

COTTON INCOME TRENDS, FARMERS AND MIDDLEMEN: 1929-1934 

Farmers’ hint cotton middlemen “ 

gross Sales of Net operat¬ 

return cotton ing income 

1929 $1,245,104,000 $419,801,000 $2,682,000 

Index 100.0 100.0 100.0 

1930 52.9 65.9 16.3 

1931 38.8 36-3 192.6 

1932 34-1 27.9 181.9 

1933 51.0 34-5 111.0 

1934 47.8 52.0 i837 

“ Five companies. 

The volume of sales of the five middlemen declined, with the sharp 

decline in the total value of the cotton crop, but they were able so to 

manipulate their affairs that from a much smaller dollar value of 

sales they cleared in three of the years a net operating profit more 

than 80% higher than their profit in 1929. 
About 15% of the 1934-35 crop was sold through the American 

Cotton Cooperative Association and its affiliated state and regional 

associations.21 But this co-operative is dominated by the larger growers 

'and plays in with the commercial traders. 
In cotton it is conspicuously true that the small grower receives less 
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for his cotton than the large grower. This is most obvious in the 

marketing of sharecroppers’ cotton, for the crop is sold by the land¬ 

lord and the price paid to the cropper depends, in part, on the land¬ 

lord s honesty. And it is “honest” practice among the larger landlords 

to allow the cropper the price current on the day of settlement, when 

the cotton is delivered at the local gin, but then to hold the tenants’ 

cotton for actual sale at a later date. Even independent small farmers 

are unable to hold their cotton for the more favorable price that 

usually prevails after the bulk of the crop has been sold. 

Absence of grading standards at the small country gins also oper¬ 

ates against the small growers. Even if they try to improve the quality 

of their cotton, they receive from local buyers only a price based on 

general impression as to the grade produced in that neighbourhood. 

After ginning, the small growers’ cotton is subject to more physical 

handling and more intermediate trading than the cotton of the larger 

growers. Every middleman has his rakeoff, which pushes the price 

paid to the farmer that much further below the price on the nearest 

cotton exchange. Benefits of the co-operatives which grade the cotton 

at the gin and provide a short-cut between the farmer and the textile 

mill, or the big trader who sells abroad, do not reach down to the small 
grower. 

Neither is the low price to the farmer reflected in a correspondingly 

low price for sheets and towels bought by the city housewife. We do 

not have a perfect comparison between retail prices and cotton on the 

farm. But even the wholesale price, which commonly varies some¬ 

what more than the retail price, shows that the spread between what 

the farmer receives and the city worker pays has been greatly widened 

in recent years. Taking the averages for 1923-25 as 100, the farm 

price index dropped to a low of 23.9 in 1931 while the wholesale price 

(cotton goods, all types combined) followed with a drop in 1932 
to 47.4. 

New Deal measures in relation to cotton have followed the same 

line as the measures already described in relation to wheat. They have 

included reduction of cotton acreage with compensating federal bene¬ 

fits; federal loans against cotton at rates per pound aimed at stabilis¬ 

ing prices; and “parity payments” allowed to the individual farmer 

to meet the difference between the prevailing farm price and 75% 
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INDEX OF PRICE TRENDS: COTTON 
22 

! 923-25 

Farm price of cotton 

100.0 

Wholesale price of cotton goods 

100.0 

1929 

1930 

1931 
1932 

1933 
1934 
035 
1936 

037 
1938 

70.8 

39-9 
23-9 
27.5 

42.9 

52-1 
46.7 

52.0 

35-4 
36.2 

86.7 

74- 4 
58.0 

47-4 
62.5 

75- 9 
73-2 
70.5 

74.0 

57-4 

of the “parity” price. In addition, cotton has been subject to marketing 
quotas, distinct from acreage allotments, which have not yet been 

used in relation to wheat. 
Marketing quotas were introduced for cotton by the special Bank- 

head Cotton Act of April, 1934, which required the Secretary of Agri¬ 
culture to fix such quotas for cotton picked in the crop year 1934-35- 
Under the Act, the Secretary of Agriculture was authorised to fix 
marketing quotas for the following year also, provided the quota 
principle was accepted for I935'3^ by two-thirds of the growers. Sim¬ 
ilar provision for marketing quotas whenever a burdensome surplus 
has accumulated, was included in the 1938 amendments to the Agri¬ 
cultural Adjustment Act.# After a marketing quota is approved for a 
given year by two-thirds of the farmers producing cotton, a penalty 

is imposed on any grower who exceeds his quota. 
In applying to cotton the farm measures of the New Deal, two 

special phases of crisis have developed. 

* Not only for cotton i but for wheat, corn, tobacco, rice. Up to 1939 such quotas 
. a 1 • 1 . 1 A 1' --a- A /»* aaIit t-/-\ rottnn 



222 WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 

First, in order to avoid sharing their benefit payments with cropper 
tenants many plantation growers have cleared the tenants off their 
land, thrown the tenant farms together, and operated a somewhat 
smaller total plantation acreage with tractors and a relatively small 
number of wage workers. Only for the picking are the displaced crop¬ 
pers recalled to the land for a short season of wage labour. 

Second, the very large cotton crop of 1937 disturbed cotton markets 
and prices almost as seriously as the large wheat crop of 1938 dis¬ 
turbed the wheat situation. Surplus cotton was again offered on the 
market before the carry-over of earlier years had been reduced to 
normal proportions, and this brought a new sharply downward move¬ 
ment of prices. Never did the carry-over of wheat equal so much as 
60% of the year’s consumption. Only once—in July, 1932—was it 
large enough to supply more than half of the volume needed in the 
following year. But the cotton carry-over on August first, 1938, was 
equal to more than 80% of the year’s consumption. And ten months 
later, in June, 1939, the more than 11 million bales held by the gov¬ 
ernment as security for federal loans to farmers were roughly equal 
to the estimated world consumption of American cotton during the 
crop year, 1938-39.23 Loans at rates averaging between 8 and 9 cents 
a pound stabilised the price of cotton at this low level, until toward 
the end of the crop year when the supply of “free” cotton was almost 
exhausted. Then prices rose, but in the face of complete uncertainty as 
to how the government would handle its more than n million bales, 
buying was extremely slow. “Futures” trading in the coming crop 
held close to the government loan rate, which was about half of the 
much desired “parity” price. 

Cotton men in the South who had pocketed considerable sums as 
a result of the New Deal cotton measures, turned against the Admin¬ 
istration. They demanded that the loan cotton held by the govern¬ 
ment should be returned to former owners at a price two to three 
cents below the amount loaned per pound. Such a measure failed to 
pass in the 1939 Congress. Meantime, a new precedent was set in a 
barter agreement by which 600,000 bales of cotton from the govern¬ 

ment loan supply was sold to the British government in exchange for 

85,000 tons of rubber. For both countries, this was a measure of prepa¬ 
ration for war.24 
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Secretary Wallace early in 1939 advocated, for the first time, an 

emergency federal subsidy on cotton exports, in order that cotton 

might be offered in the world market at a price lower than that cur¬ 

rent within the United States. Appropriation asked for this purpose 

was defeated in Congress, but some funds were available from the 

share of customs revenue set apart for emergency disposal of surplus 

farm products. A federal subsidy of 1.5 cents a pound was promised 

on exports during the fiscal year 1939-40. It would not apply to ship¬ 

ments to Canada, Mexico, and the Caribbean countries.25 As a first 

step toward an international cotton agreement, the United States called 

a preliminary conference which was held at Washington in September, 

1939. “Practically all of the important cotton-exporting countries were 

represented.” 254 
Exports rose somewhat in the autumn of 1939, as foreign commer¬ 

cial buyers had allowed their stocks of American cotton to fall, hoping 

that the huge supply in the United States would push prices even 

lower. This spurt in cotton exports was not mainly due to war de¬ 

mand. For increased military demand for cotton does not offset the 

war-time decline in ordinary consumption.26 British naval blockade 

has completely cut off the German market which had been taking 

about 15% of the cotton exports from the United States. And future 

demand for American cotton in Great Britain and France may be 

considerably reduced. Britain is piling up large supplies of Egyptian, 

Brazilian, Turkish and other cottons, which might be available also 

to France under their close economic collaboration.27 



CHAPTER X 

Farmers vs. Packers and Dairy Trust 

FOR farmers raising meat animals or shipping milk as their chief 

product, the question of price is bound up more obviously and directly 

with the practices of a few great corporations which stand between 

them and the non-farm public. But here also—as for wheat and cotton 

farmers—supply and demand play an important role. 

Meat-Cattle and Hogs 

More farmers are raising meat-cattle or hogs than are growing 

wheat or cotton. And the problem of prices and markets for meat 

animals is more complex than the problem of crop adjustment. Ex¬ 

ports, variations in purchasing power within the United States, weather 

and the conditions of pasture land, scarcity or abundance of feed 

grains, scarcity or abundance of breeding stock, and policies of the 

big companies which dominate the slaughtering and packing of meat 

are all factors in the situation. 

American meat has faced wide variations in market demand. Like 

American wheat, beef cattle and beef products were being crowded out 

from the world market before the World War. (But with this differ¬ 

ence from the wheat trade, that the packing and shipping of Argentine 

beef has been largely controlled by the leading meat packers of the 

United States.) After the World War boom, American exports of 

meat products once more declined steadily. Before the crisis of the 

1930’s their value was again less than it had been in the 1890’s. Lard 

was the only important item in which a considerable volume of exports 
had been maintained. 

224 
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Within this country the per capita consumption of meat has been 

irregularly declining. Propaganda for meat substitutes, together with 

high prices during the World War, started the downward trend. With 

the poverty of the 1930’s, consumption declined again, sharply. 

AVERAGE YEARLY PER CAPITA CONSUMPTION OF MEATS IN THE 

UNITED STATES 1 

pounds 

1899-1913 x5x-9 

1914-1928 139-5 

1929-1937 128.6 

As with all other farm products, the supply of meat animals varies 

from year to year. But since it takes more than one crop season to 

increase the breeding stock the variations in supply follow a longer 

cycle. In “normal” times, the livestock farmer weighs the price trend 

for meat animals and the cost of feeding them. As the supply of 

animals rises, demand for feed also rises. The price the farmer receives 

tends to fall while feed prices tend to rise, until the margin between 

cost and gross return narrows too much and the farmers breed fewer 

animals or even cut down the number of head. Then the supply of 

animals declines, and demand for feed also declines. Meat prices tend 

to move upward and feed prices tend to fall, until farmers think it 

worth while to increase their stock more rapidly and the reverse trend 

reappears. 
Cutting across this over-simplified cycle are other factors in the situ¬ 

ation. As prices rise or fall, consumer demand shifts somewhat from 

one kind of meat to another, and since farmers raising meat animals 

tend to specialise in beef catde, or hogs, or sheep, such shifts may 

directly affect the cycle for any one kind of livestock. A poor crop 

year may push the price of feed up in spite of declining demand for 

feed, or an exceptionally high yield of feed grains may push down 

their price even when the demand for feed is rising. Also, prices paid 

to livestock farmers are badly jolted downward by any non-farm 

crisis which cuts into the workers’ purchasing power. 

, Still, some such cycle as we have just described remains basic to 

the trends in livestock supply. 
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Numbers of beef cattle in this country touched a low figure—about 

35,000,000 head—in 1895-96, in 1912, and in 1928. They moved slowly 

but steadily upward to a peak of nearly 48 million head in 1903-1904 

and over 50 million head in 1918. The war boom hastened the up¬ 

ward swing which had started in 1913, and the economic crisis of 

1920-21 sharpened the downward trend which had begun in 1919 

as a reaction from the high prices of feed grains. The number of 

cattle was rising again throughout the crisis of 1929-33 at the very 

time when demand for meat was most sharply curtailed. But before 

the “normal” peak of supply had been reached, the drought of 1934 

brought a catastrophic shortage of water, pasture grass, and home¬ 

grown feeds on the cattle farms of the Great Plains. 

With government aid, some cattle were transported to other regions. 

But thousands died in the drought, and over 5,600,000 cattle and calves 

were purchased by the government and slaughtered for meat to be 

distributed among families on relief.ia From 47,300,000 head on January 

1, 1934, the number of cattle (other than milk cows) had declined to 

42,500,000 head twelve months later. As yet, no new surplus beyond 

market demand has developed. Farm prices for beef cattle and veal 

calves were in 1938 and 1939 away above those of 1932 and 1933, and 

ran fairly close to parity. In 1939, beef cattle topped parity in every 
month but August. 

Hog-raising responds more quickly to price changes. Cycles of large 

and small supply are shorter for hogs than for beef catde. And the 

basic trend in hog numbers between the i89o’s and the early 1920’s was 

definitely upward. Per capita consumption of pork had declined far 

less than per capita consumption of beef. In fact the all-time peaks in 

hog supply (as of January 1) and in the use of pork were reached in 

1923 and 1924 when the total numbers of hogs on farms were 69,- 

300,000 and 66,600,000 head, respectively. But this was temporary. 

Number of hogs was sharply reduced during 1924 and 1925 in response 

to low prices for hogs and the high price of corn. Later peaks in 

hog supply (1928 and 1933) were much lower than the peak of 

1923-24, but still definitely above pre-war figures. 

A real crisis in hog-farming developed in 1931-33, when the prices 

for hogs broke under pressure of rising supply and sharp decline in 

mass purchasing power. Even in 1931, hog farmers were receiving 
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less than $6 a hundredweight, but corn was abundant and cheap (only 

37 cents by December) and they planned a larger crop of pigs in 1932. 

Corn remained at this low figure, but when the price of hogs fell in 

May and June, 1932, to less than $3 a hundredweight, the hog farmers 

faced disaster. After slight recovery hog prices slumped again and 

remained below $3 in December, January and February of 1932-33. 

Of the 1933 excess of supply beyond market demand, Secretary 

Wallace wrote as follows: 

“Excessive supplies during May, June, and July depressed the market in 
late summer. In these months the hogs slaughtered in Federally inspected 
plants numbered 2,750,000 more than in the corresponding months of the 
previous year. This was a 30 per cent increase. The slaughter was about 5 
per cent greater than the previous record total for May, June and July.” 2 

With no corresponding increase in domestic consumption or in 

exports, storage supplies increased rapidly. Supplies of hogs for mar¬ 

ket during the fall and winter of 1933-34 promised to be at least as 

great as they had been the previous year. At the same time, a shortage 

of feed had developed which indicated an increased slaughter of beef 

cattle and veal calves, as many grass-fed catde would be marketed 

directly from the West instead of being taken for corn-fattening in 

the corn belt. So the New Deal administration stepped into the pic¬ 

ture and bought between August, 1933’ an<^ May, 1934, more than 
7,800,000 animals including pigs, lightweight hogs, heavy hogs and 

sows due to farrow. This purchase, financed chiefly from processing 

taxes (which the processors passed on to the consumer), removed 

more than a billion pounds of hogs from the fall and winter com¬ 

mercial supplies and added from 30 to 35 million dollars to the income 

of the hog farmers. All the edible products were distributed through 

the Federal Emergency Relief Administration. Inedible animals were 

in part converted into salable inedible products. But where market 

prices were too low to cover cost of conversion, inedible material was 

dumped. 
For 1934 and 1935 the administration offered a programme with fed¬ 

eral benefits for reduction of corn acreage and reduction in the output 

of hogs. Since then, no further attempt has been made to adjust 

directly the numbers of animals, but indirectly the problem has been 
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dealt with through allotments of corn acreage in the commercial corn 

belt, under voluntary plans similar to those in operation for wheat 

and cotton. 

In spite of restricted acreage corn supplies have been abundant. The 

price of corn has remained relatively lower than the price of hogs, and 

an over-supply of hogs for existing markets was again threatened 
in 1939. 

Farmers have some local outlets for their livestock. Sales to local 

butchers have taken about 15% of the catde and calves and, roughly, 

5% of the hogs. Slaughtering on the farm has accounted for 5% to 7% 

of the total cattle and calves and 20% to 25% of the total hogs slaugh¬ 

tered yearly since the World War. Farm slaughtering increases when 

prices are low and drops when prices are high. 

Local slaughter is, of course, most important for very small farmers 

and for those commercial farmers with whom hogs and meat-cattle 

are a very minor part of the farm enterprise. Throughout the corn 

belt and on thousands of specialised livestock farms in other regions, 

the question of wholesale outlets is of primary importance. Here the 

farm producers are confronted with a small group of meat packers 

who operate on a nation-wide scale and dominate the interstate trade 
in beef and pork products. 

About two-thirds of the total number of animals are slaughtered 

under federal inspection for interstate commerce. In this principal 

market, the Big Five packers (Swift, Armour, Morris, Cudahy, Wil¬ 

son) handled, in 1935, 67.1% of the cattle, 71.0% of the calves, 51.9% 

of the hogs, and 66.2% of all meat animals combined, including sheep 

and lambs which we are not discussing separately.3 

The big packers’ tight monopoly control over livestock lending agen¬ 

cies, livestock trade papers, commission dealers, public stockyards and 

railroad terminals, refrigerator cars, cold storage plants and important 

retail outlets in cities was attacked by the Department of Justice in 

1905 in President Theodore Roosevelt’s drive against big corporations 

under the anti-trust laws. After fifteen years the Big Five in February, 

1920, entered into a “voluntary” agreement, commonly known as the 

Packers’ Consent Decree, under which they were bound to discontinue 

most of the practices by which they dominated the field.4 

No sooner had the packers signed this agreement (which they were 
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allowed two years to carry out) than they began a new legal battle 

seeking concessions on one point or another and obtaining extensions 

of time. For more than 10 years the packers were able openly to con¬ 

tinue many of the prohibited activities. From May, 1925, to July, 1929, 

the terms of the Consent Decree were completely suspended. Not until 

May, 1932, were the terms made final and definite by a decision of the 

U. S. Supreme Court. 

Private distributing systems (with refrigerator cars, cold storage 

plants and branch houses) are still permitted.5 But under the Packers 

and Stockyards Act of 1921, packers’ trade practices are subject to 

special supervision by the Secretary of Agriculture. Knowing the 

devious means by which a great corporation can exercise control over 

a smaller company with which it does a large volume of business, we 

feel sceptical as to the present independence of the livestock commis¬ 

sion houses and lending agencies with which many farmers have to 

deal. For livestock commission houses in 1934 supplied to the principal 

meat packers more than 50% of their total purchases.6 These packers 

bought directly from the farmers about 10% of the total cattle and 

calves and about 25% of the total hogs purchased by the packers from 

all sources.7 
Retail prices of meat vary with the ups and downs of prices received 

by livestock farmers. But the price variations are less marked in the 

city than they are at the farm. Pork chops, for example, dropped by 

one-half from a high of 39.9 cents a pound (average in 51 cities) in 

1926 to 19.8 cents a pound in 1933. During the same period, the aver¬ 

age price of hogs at the farm declined 70%, from $11.74 Per cwt- to 

$3.44 in 1932 and $3.94 in 1933. Round steak (beef) touched its post¬ 

war high price to city consumers in 1929, at 46 cents a pound when 

beef cattle were bringing $9.15 per cwt. By 1933, beef cattle had de¬ 

clined 60%, to $3.63, but round steak fell only 44%, to 25.7 cents a 

pound.8 
Even with such a decline in retail prices, and a decline in total 

volume of business, the big packers have been well able to protect 

themselves against loss. Farmers’ cash income (gross) from livestock 

and the total sales of nine meat-packing companies were approxi¬ 

mately the same in 1929. Then farmers’ income declined more rapidly 

and more sharply than the gross income of the packers.9 
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farmers’ gross cash income from livestock and total sales of 

NINE MEAT-PACKING COMPANIES: I929-I934 

{in millions) 

Farmers’ Packers’ 

Income Sales 

1929 $2,372 $2,383 
1930 2,059 2,i47 

1931 M3* 1,642 
1932 922 1,191 

J933 970 1,126 

x934 1,211 I,39I 

In the lowest years of the crisis (1932 and 1933) the farmers’ cash 

income (gross) from livestock was barely 39% and 41% of their 1929 

figure. Lowest gross sales of the nine leading packers were 50% and 47% 

of the 1929 figure. Such a decline in total cash return brought disaster to 

many farmers. For the large packers it meant some readjustment but 

no crisis in their affairs. A group of eleven companies, analysed in de¬ 

tail by the Federal Trade Commission, showed throughout the period 

some profit on total investment in the business, with a six-year average 

of 4.61%. How rapidly the readjustment was accomplished is shown by 

the rise in rate of return from less than one per cent in 1932 to more 
that 7% in 1933 and 1934.10 

Even before the economic crisis of the 1930’s the farmer was re¬ 

ceiving a diminishing share of the consumer’s meat dollar. The margin 

between farm prices of live hogs and live cattle and the average retail 

prices of finished meat and meat products was larger throughout the 

1920’s than it had been from 1913 to 1917. 

farmer’s average share of consumer’s meat dollar 11 

Beef Por\ 

1913-1920 64% 82% 
1921-1928 46 63 
1929-1936 42 55 

From the low of 37% for beef (1932 to 1934) and 42% for pork 

(1932) the farmer’s share had risen in 1936 to 45% for beef and 65% 

for pork. It always tends to fluctuate somewhat with the variations in 
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farm supply and marketing conditions. In pork, for example, the 

farmer’s share had dropped again, in 1938, to 62%. No estimate on 

beef later than 1936 has been given by the Department of Agriculture. 

Such percentages always overstate the true share of the total received 

by the farmer, since they take no account of dollars received by the 

processor for profitable by-products. This is especially true in meat 

packing, where fertiliser (purchased by farmers) is one of the packers’ 

important by-products. For the big packers are important members of 

the informal “ring” of fertiliser manufacturers which has maintained 

really high prices on this essential commodity. And livestock farmers, 

growing corn as an essential part of their farm economy, are often 

among the buyers of expensive fertiliser manufactured from the ani¬ 

mals they have sold at low price to the packers. 

Farmers and city workers have a peculiarly strong common interest 

in obtaining more rigid control of the packing companies, to reduce 

the spread between prices paid to the farmers and prices charged for 

the packers’ products. 

Mil\ 

About three million farmers depend on sales of milk or milk prod¬ 

ucts as part of their cash income. Such sales in 1937 totalled roughly 

$1,530,000,000, or about 18% of the farm income received as cash by all 

farmers in the country, apart from benefit payments under the AAA. 

For perhaps one-fourth of those farmers who sell milk or milk prod¬ 

ucts, these are the chief source of income.12 
Although over 100 billion pounds of milk are produced on farms 

every year, less than 80% of this enters the market, and less than 70% 

is sold at wholesale, either as milk or as butterfat. 

Problems of market and price for milk and butterfat involve pri¬ 

marily the 70 billion pounds of milk in the two categories shown first 

in the table: milk sold at wholesale and milk skimmed or separated 

for sale of butterfat. 
Dairy farmers, far more than livestock farmers or those who grow 

wheat or cotton, have direct contact with monopoly distributors and 

processors. No middlemen or intermediaries, except producers’ co¬ 

operative organisations (most of which have been skilfully brought 
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DISPOSITION OF MILK AT THE FARM: 1937 13 

Million Per cent 

pounds distribution 
Sold at wholesale as milk 39>210 38.0 
Skimmed or separated for sale of butterfat 31,176 30.2 
Used for farm butter sold (chiefly retail) 2,010 1.9 
Sold at retail as milk or cream 7>°3i 6.8 

Total sold 79427 77.0 
Used on farms where produced 237°5 23.0 

Total milk produced on farms 103,132 100.0 

under the control of the big distributors), come between the individual 
farmer and the corporation. 

In all the great metropolitan areas, a very few dairy companies 

dominate the market for fluid milk and the manufacture of milk 

products. These same giant dairy companies, together with the big meat 

packers who have stepped over into the manufacture of butter, domi¬ 

nate the outlets for butterfat. So subsidiaries of only five companies 

(National Dairy, Borden, Swift, Armour and A & P) run the Wiscon¬ 

sin Cheese Exchange where “the sale of a small quantity of cheese each 

week from one dealer to another established the price to be paid manu¬ 
facturers of bulk cheese throughout the United States.” 14 

In the East, fluid milk markets are the farmers’ chief concern. In 

Minnesota and prairie states west of the Mississippi, outlets for butter- 
fat are of primary importance. 

These two types of dairy farming are, however, inter-related, and 

the price of butterfat affects the price of fluid milk. For surplus butter 

and any sharp decline in prices paid to farmers for butterfat tend to 

reduce production of butterfat and to increase the amount of milk 

sent by these farmers to the condenseries. Such an increase in the sup¬ 

ply of fluid milk brings direct pressure on the prices paid by the 

processors for such milk.16 The price of cheese also affects the prices 
of milk sold for other purposes. 

While the drive by giant corporations for profits at the expense of 

the farmer and the city consumer is one basic source of difficulties to 

the dairy farmers, it is also true that here likewise the farmers’ position 
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is weakened by lack of balance between supply and effective demand. 

And this question goes deeper than the fact that more fresh milk 

would be consumed if retail prices were lower. 

Amount of milk produced in the United States increased about 42% 

during the 1920’s, chiefly through a marked increase in the average 

yield per cow. After 1929, when meat prices were slipping downward, 

more cows than usual were kept for milk production. This rapid in¬ 

crease in numbers of milk cows, which continued until the drought 

year, 1934, brought some decline in average output of milk per cow. 

Still, total production rose to a new peak during the very years when 

wages were being slashed and millions were thrown out of work. Ex¬ 

ports of dairy products play a very minor role, but these also continued 

after 1929 a decline begun in the i92o’s. 

At the depth of the crisis, in 1932 and 1933, more milk was pro¬ 

duced than ever before. This combination of a supply far exceeding 

mass purchasing power and a serious crisis in other branches of farm¬ 

ing gave the distributors an opportunity to slash prices paid to the 

dairy farmer without fear that dairymen would shift to some other 

form of production and leave a shortage of milk. The average paid by 

distributors for standard grade milk to be sold as fluid milk and cream 

was pushed down from $2.54 per 100 lbs. in 1929 to $1.27 in 1932. For 

butterfat, farmers averaged 45.2 cents per pound in 1929 and 17.9 cents 

in 1932.16 
Since 1934, the number of cows has declined rather sharply, but the 

total remains higher by more than a million head than it had been in 

1930 or any earlier year. Many of the less productive animals have 

been eliminated, and with the cheaper feeds of 1937 and 1938 the 

average yield per cow has again approached pre-crisis levels. Milk pro¬ 

duction set a new record with its 108-billion-pound total in 1938.17 

During the crisis, per capita consumption of fluid milk declined 

more than 10%. Even in 1929, the non-farm population was using far 

less fluid milk than the minimum which nutrition experts estimate is 

desirable for health: for children a quart a day and for adults a pint 

a day. But in 1929, children and adults together were averaging 3.14 

quarts per person per week, which is less than a pint per person per 

day. By 1934 this average had dropped to 2.78 quarts per person per 

week, according to a nation-wide estimate for all cities and villages, by 
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the Bureau of Agricultural Economics.18 These figures give too favour¬ 
able a picture of milk consumption by workers and their families. A 
detailed study of 29,000 families with children attending public school 
in 59 cities showed for 1934 an average weekly consumption of whole 
milk plus the whole-milk equivalent of evaporated milk at the low 
figure of 2.44 quarts per person.19 

Americans eat much less butter than Canadians. Oleomargarine, 
which lacks certain important food values found in butter, has been 
pushed successfully here in the low-income groups. So instead of the 
35 pounds of butter per person per year, set as the minimum for a 
liberal diet,” 20 Americans not living on farms are averaging only 

about 17 pounds per person per year. 

If consumption of butter and fluid milk were brought up to the 
levels desirable for health, the so-called excess of milk produced 
by dairy farmers would disappear. Purchases of butter by the Federal 
Surplus Commodities Corp. have only touched the edges of this prob¬ 
lem. They do not restore pre-crisis consumption, and even this was far 
below the minimum for health. Meanwhile the big companies have 
exploited the gap between excess” supply and low purchasing power 
to increase their own profits at the expense of the farmers. 

For farmers specialising in the sale of fluid milk, the excess milk 
(which is a genuine excess in relation to mass purchasing power) has 
brought a peculiar problem in the classified price system set up by 
the big distributors. This was in operation before state and federal 
governments began their attempts to regulate prices paid by distribu¬ 
tors and processors to milk producers. 

It has been accepted by regulating bodies as, supposedly, “stabilising” 
prices the year around and providing an outlet for the greater volume 
of milk produced in spring and summer. In actual operation it has 
meant that throughout the year, even in the months of smallest pro¬ 
duction, the farmer’s daily output is divided by the distributor into 
two or more parts. Milk of identical quality brings two—and even 
three or more—different prices, according to the way in which the 
distributor states it is used. 

That the farmers have been subject to tricky manipulation is sug¬ 
gested by the fact that after an audit by the N. Y. State Department 

of Agriculture and Markets, the Sheffield Farms Co. (National Dairy 
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Products subsidiary) had to return $250,000 to the milk producers for 
“inaccuracy” in records from 1932 to 1936.21 So also in the Philadelphia 
milkshed in 1934, milk was bought in a lower class but used in a 
higher class, according to findings of the Federal Trade Commission. 
Underpayments to the producers in one month totalled about 

$i6,ooo.22 
This system of milk classification, with lower prices for milk going 

into manufactured products, is a basic grievance of dairy farmers in 
the milksheds of all the metropolitan areas. They hate it, not only 
because they feel, as some one has said, that “There’s many a gyp twixt 
the farm and the lip.” They hate it, also, because they do not know 
from day to day how their output is being divided. Returns reach 
them with checks for the milk only some weeks after the milk has left 
their farms. And, thirdly, they hate it because they know that a device 
which might have been tolerable for a genuine seasonal surplus has 
been used to cut down their average return even in the months of 

small production. 
Dairy companies, meanwhile, have helped themselves very well 

during the depression. While people have had to buy less meat, they 
have bought more cheese. Feeling that fluid milk was a luxury, they 
have bought greatly increased amounts of evaporated or powdered 
milk. And the big distributors, who are also manufacturers of milk 
products, welcome this increased use of cheese and other milk prod¬ 
ucts. For they do not pretend to pay Class 1 price to the farmers except 
for milk sold at retail as fresh fluid milk or cream. National Dairy 
Products, for example, has fared especially well since 1933 because of 
its large production of secondary products which are its most profit¬ 
able business. As a gossip column in the Wall Street Journal put it in 

July, 1939: 

“Fluid milk continues to be the problem child of such concerns as Na¬ 
tional Dairy Products and Borden Co., with profit margins in this division 
negligible. However, fluid milk operations absorb a large part of overhead 
costs, making it possible for these companies to manufacture butter, cheese 
and other products at prices attractive to the consumer. The most important 
factor in the satisfactory earnings of the dairy companies so far this year 
has been the steady expansion of unit sales, centering about cheese, ice 
cream and other products manufactured from so-called ‘surplus milk.’ ” 28 
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Even on fluid milk, the big companies have no cause for complaint. 

In New York City, for example, the Bennett report published in 

March, 1938, showed that they were obtaining the following ratios of 

profit to sales: 13% on Grade B milk delivered to the consumer; 16% 

on Grade B milk delivered to retail stores; 21% on Grade A milk 

and 27% on Grade A vitamin D milk delivered to the consumer.24 

In the New York milkshed the distributors have passed on to the 

farmer a declining share in the consumers’ milk dollar. From 1923, 

the year when National Dairy Products Corp. was organised, through 

1938, the retail price to New York City consumers declined less than 

AVERAGE CENTS PER QUART OF NEW YORK CITY MILK 25 

Farmers’ wholesale price 
Retail price Class I mil\ All mil\ 

x923 14.8 6.4 5-3 
1932 12.0 3.8 2.6 
i938 x3-x 4.8 3-5 

INDEX OF PRICES, NEW YORK CITY MILK 

Farmers’ wholesale 
Retail Class 1 mil\ All mil\ 

x923 100 100 100 
x932 81 59 49 
x938 89 75 66 

20/o> even at the depth of the depression, while prices received by 

farmers declined 41% for Class I milk and 51% for all milk, Class I and 

surplus combined. At the end of the period, consumers were paying 

only ii/Q less than they had paid in 1923) but farmers were receiving 

a net return one-third less than in the earlier year. Assuming that the 

farmer received a Class I price for all milk sold as fresh milk by the 

distributors, his share of the consumer’s dollar dropped from 43.2 cents 

in 1923 to 31.7 cents in 1932 and recovered only to 36.6 cents in 1938. 

For milk sold to condenseries, price margins have also moved 

against the farmers. During every month of 1938 farmers received a 

lower price for their milk at condenseries than in the same month of 

I937> according to Federal Trade Commission data. Manufacturers’ 

average annual selling prices on the condensed milk manufactured 
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from 100 pounds of whole milk were lowered by less than 1%, from 

$4.34 to $4.31. Manufacturers’ selling prices of evaporated milk dropped 

by 7% from $2.61 in 1937 to $2.43 in 1938. But the prices paid to 

farmers by both types of manufacturers fell 20%, from an average of 

$1.57 per 100 pounds in 1937 to $1.25 in 1938.26 

Price spreads between farmer and consumer on total milk produc¬ 

tion and total retail output of milk and milk products have been esti¬ 

mated for the country as a whole by the Bureau of Agricultural 

Economics. On this broad basis, dairy farmers’ average share in the 

retail dollar (including both milk and milk products) had dropped 

from the 54% to 56% of the years 1913 to 1920 to a low of 37% in 

1932 and 1933. Rising somewhat when the federal government entered 

the field of regulating milk, it dropped again from the 48% of 1936 

and 1937 to 43% in 1938.27 

Difficulties of arriving at exact estimates of the situation are illus¬ 

trated by data in Attorney General Bennett’s Report on the Milk 

Industry of the State of New York, to which we referred above. 

Mr. Bennett charged that both Borden’s and Sheffield’s (of National 

Dairy Products Corp.) issued misleading statements of their profits 

and of payments to the farmers. When Borden’s claimed that it was 

paying the farmer 48.1% of the consumer price, or 6.21 cents out of 

the consumer’s 12.93 cents f°r a quart of milk, the actual price paid 

for Class I milk “was considerably less than 5 cents per quart.” And 

since the Class I milk was less than half their total supply, the actual 

price received by the farmers for their milk—all of standard quality 

was nearer 3.6 cents per quart."8 In spite of such difficulties, the 

Bennett report emphasises that “Farm prices for mil\ have not kept 

pace with the retail prices paid by the consumer!’ "9 (Our italics. A.R.) 

It is also clear that throughout the crisis years the largest ten milk 

processors and distributors maintained, as a group, a high average net 

return on their investment. Even in 1933, their combined net return 

was 4.4% on total capital in the business, and for the six years, 1929 to 

1934 inclusive, they averaged a net return of g.6%-30 These net rates of 

return do not include the large salaries received by corporation heads. 

President Thomas H. Mclnnerney of National Dairy Products Corp., 

for example, drew $108,680 in 1936, $i5°’5^° l937> an<^ ^I5°»4^° 



WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 238 

1938. A. W. Milburn as president of The Borden Co. had $95,000 in 

1936 and $76,266 in 1937. His successor, Theodore G. Montague, re¬ 

ceived $60,000 in 1938.81 These are salaries (including bonus) and do 

not include such interest or dividends as the officers may receive as a 

share in the “net return” on investment noted above. 

Including as profit the “high bonuses to high officials and salaries 

above $20,000, and excessive charges for obsolescence and depreciation,” 

auditors of the Agricultural Adjustment Administration reported the 

following percentages of net profit made by the larger distributors 

handling from two-thirds to 90% of the milk in St. Louis, Chicago, 
Boston and Philadelphia:32 

PERCENTAGE OF NET PROFIT RECEIVED BY LARGE MILK DISTRIBUTORS 

in four cities: 1929-33 

7929-33 1933 
St. Louis 14.6 7-3 
Boston 22.5 16.3 
Chicago 25.8 10.9 
Philadelphia 30.8 21.7 

National Dairy and Borden are both large corporations, included in 

any list of the largest 200 in the country. They have grown by taking 

over smaller companies in many different parts of the country. National 

Dairy Products Corp., organised in December, 1923, had before the 

end of 1936 acquired 358 companies. Borden in five years from 1928 

to 1932 inclusive acquired 207 companies.33 Their net profits in 1939 

after depreciation, interest, and all taxes except federal income tax, 

were $13,034,157 and $7,979,837, respectively. 

In comparison with the total milk production in the country, or 

even with the total milk sold by farmers, no one distributor or proces¬ 

sor appears to hold a dominating position. National Dairy handled 

about 10% and Borden about 7% of the milk (and milk equivalent 

of butterfat) sold by farmers at wholesale in 1934. Since then their 

proportionate share of the total output has apparently increased. But 

when we consider separately different divisions of the dairy industry 

and the several important metropolitan areas in the country, the true 

monopoly power of the great companies becomes clearer. 
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PERCENTAGES OF SPECIFIED PRODUCTS SOLD BY LARGEST THREE SELLERS, 

AMONG DAIRY COMPANIES AND MEAT PACKERS SEPARATELY: 1934 34 

Product and 
Per cent 

of stated 
type of company product Largest three sellers 

Fluid milk and cream 
Dairy companies 15.6 Borden, National Dairy, Beatrice 

Butter 
Dairy companies 16.3 Borden, National Dairy, Beatrice 
Meat packers 16.8 Wilson, Swift, Armour 

Cheese (excl. cottage, pot, 
and bakers) 

Dairy companies 42.7 Borden, National Dairy, Fairmont 
Meat packers 36.2 Swift, Armour, Kingan 

Condensed and evaporated 
milk 

Dairy companies 44-3 Carnation, Pet Milk, A & P 
Meat packers 7.2 Swift, Armour, Jacob Dold Packing 

National Dairy also accounted for more than 21% of the total quan¬ 

tity of ice cream manufactured for sale in the United States in 1934, 

and for approximately one-third of the total cheese business of all 
kinds.34 

In the New York metropolitan area, Borden’s and Sheffield’s (of 

National Dairy Products) handle between them 76% of all fluid milk 

sold at retail.85 In the Baltimore and Washington (D.C.) milksheds, 

National Dairy Products purchased in 1934 about 42% of the available 

milk supply; in the South Atlantic states about 33%; in Alabama, 

25%; in Ohio and Michigan, about 20%.36 

Wherever a high degree of concentration has developed in the dis¬ 

tribution or processing of dairy products, there we find also a high 

degree of specialisation by farmers producing milk. This is due to 

various factors analysed in earlier chapters. Practically it means for 

the dairy farmer that the tighter are the monopoly forces with which 

he is confronted, the greater also is his dependence on milk as his 

primary commercial product. 

.Milk producers have long been subject to regulation by state and 

municipal authorities supposedly concerned with standards of clean- 
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liness and quality of milk. As soon as these require that milk shall be 

pasteurised, the pasteurisation plants—which can be operated at low 

cost only for large volumes of milk—become one important factor in 

the control of distribution by large companies. 

Much more recent have been attempts to regulate prices paid to the 

farmers. Here state acdon has frequently proved inadequate, since 

most of the metropolitan areas draw their milk supply from a milk- 

shed that includes more than one state. When the first Agricultural 

Adjustment Act was passed in May, 1933, milk was included as a 

basic farm commodity, subject to regulation by the federal govern¬ 

ment. This included authority for control of production so as to reduce 

the excess” supply, out of balance with market demand. And it made 

possible marketing agreements” between producers, distributors, and 

the federal government. After certain sections of the first AAA had 

been thrown out by court decision, milk was explicitly included in the 

Agricultural Marketing Agreement Act of 1937. 

Secretary Wallace and the Agricultural Adjustment Administration 

moved first in the field of marketing agreements, intending to set up 

complete schedules of prices paid to farmers and retail prices charged 

to consumers. But every possible difficulty was raised by the leading 

companies distributing fluid milk and cream, in an effort to compli¬ 

cate the study of costs which the administration proposed to make as 

a preliminary to retail price-fixing. As Secretary Wallace put it, in 

an address to dairy farmers in January, 1934: 

We suspected that the distributors were making fairly handsome profits 
as it was; we were not inclined to raise the ante for them, or to protect 
them against competition beneficial to consumers and not hurtful to farm¬ 
ers, which might lower those profits.” 37 

Mr. Wallace also discovered that in the discussion of measures under 

the AAA, the leaders of the largest milk co-operatives presented the 

very arguments desired by the big distributors. They were opposed to 

the examination of company accounts as a preliminary to retail price 
fixing. 

... we were urged by some of the most influential co-op leaders to 
set up the complete price schedule first, slap on a license, and examine 
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the books later and at leisure.... It became a strange spectacle, this sight 
of farm folks lining up with the distributors.” 37 

Mr. Wallace seems loath to admit that the dairy co-operatives have 

become the tools of the big distributors. 

A few such agreements were set up, however, only to be revoked 

by the government early in 1934. This phase of federal regulation 

has not yet been pushed to definite action in the field of fluid milk 

distribution. One important demand of certain state branches of the 

Farmers’ Union, and of the Dairy Farmers’ Union in New York 

State, concerns this whole question of regulating distributors’ retail 

prices and limiting their profits. But the administration has avoided 

any head-on collision with the large monopoly distributors. 

In fixing prices paid to farmers under the marketing agreements 

and orders on fluid milk distribution, the AAA has followed the classi¬ 

fication system to which we have already referred. But the government 

has attempted to name prices only somewhat higher than those the 

distributors were already paying. They have not attempted to enforce 

a full “parity” price, on the ground that without some restriction of 

output such a price would increase the excess supply and create a new 
marketing crisis. 

Marketing agreements and federal orders may require that payments 

to the farmers be based on the pooling of all milk of a given quality 

received from all farmers. When such pooling applies to a group of 

distributors it must be approved by two-thirds of the farmers from 

whom they buy (or by farmers producing two-thirds of their total 

volume). When the pool is confined to only one distributor, it must 

be approved by three-fourths of the farmers or by farmers producing 

three-fourths of the milk that this distributor purchases.* This is an 

attempt to meet the difficulty felt by small producers who believe that 

the classification system has worked especially against their interests. 

Many of them have been convinced that distributing companies com¬ 

monly allowed a higher quota of Class I milk to large producers than 

to small. The small producer is now protected individually by a public 

report of the classification of all milk used in his pool. And the com- 

* In all the voting by farmers themselves on the federal regulations, the members 

of co-operatives have no individual voice. The co-operative is allowed to speak for 

all its members as a solid block, without regard to differences among the members. 
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pany records on which it is based are supposed to be subject to audit 
by the federal administrator.38 

After the strike of New York dairy farmers, led by the Dairy 

Farmers Union in August, 1939* which withheld for a few days more 
than half the fluid milk supply for New York City, an unofficial agree¬ 

ment was reached with the distributors promising the farmers that 

the blended price for all classes of milk would not fall below $2.15 a 

hundred pounds. But the price schedule under the federal order issued 

shortly afterwards contained no reference to blended price. And in 

their settlement for September milk, the big distributors repudiated 
their agreement.39 

When the New Deal proposed some limitation of milk production, 

under the authority of the original Agricultural Adjustment Act, as a 

basis for higher prices to the dairy farmers, it was met with a vigorous 

demand for certain other measures. Spokesmen for the dairymen 

wanted restriction of the oleomargarine industry, high tariffs placed 

on all foreign fats and oils, and a guarantee “that no land withdrawn 

from other basic commodities could or would be used in the slightest 

degree to produce dairy products.”40 * In 1933 unsold butter° was 

piling up and the farm price of butterfat had declined even more than 

the farm price of fluid milk. All proposals for direct production con¬ 

trol in dairy farming were shelved when important sections of the 

original Agricultural Adjustment Act were annulled by the Supreme 
Court in January, 1936. 

. ^ depressing carry-over of butter and other manufactured products 

inJ933 and 1934 was indirectly attacked by a purchasing programme 

which helped to give some support to prices and provided some small 

addition to the food supply of the several million families on relief.** 

Up to July, 1938, these purchases had included more than 95.9 million 

pounds of butter, more than 64.1 million pounds of dry skim milk, 

about 1.7 million cases of evaporated milk, over 22.6 million pounds 

of cheese, and about 12.5 million quarts of fluid milk. With record pro- 

Davmfhn ?gr CultUral Ad,US'ment ,Act of ^38 included a provision that conservation 
payments to fanners are conditional upon their avoiding undue competitive expansion in 
dairy, livestock and poultry production. (Agricultural Adjustment Administration, report 
on Agricultural Adjustment, 1937-38, p. 19.) 1 

** This was earned out through the Federal Surplus Relief Corp., which became in 
November, 1935, the Federal Surplus Commodities Corp. 
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duction of butter in 1938-39, and a new slump in the farm price of 

butterfat, the Federal Surplus Commodities Corp. purchased during 

that fiscal year more than 122 million pounds of butter, or about 7% 

of the total creamery production. 

Under the New Deal, certain aspects of the milk problem have 

figured in important court actions. Cases from New York State and 

from Boston, challenging the constitutionality of the Agricultural Mar¬ 

keting Agreement Act of 1937, were carried to the Supreme Court in 

1938. The Act and the administrative actions taken under it were 

upheld in decisions rendered June 5, 1939.41 

In the Chicago milkshed in November, 1938, the Department of 

Justice charged The Borden Co. and nine other milk corporations with 

“conspiracy to fix prices and control the supply of fluid milk in the 

Chicago area,” in violation of the Sherman anti-trust law. Chicago was 

chosen for the prosecution as “representative of the conditions in the 

milk business all over the country.” The prosecution also charged 

National Dairy Products Corp., The Borden Co., other ice cream 

manufacturing concerns and the International Association of Ice 

Cream Manufacturers with a nation-wide conspiracy to restrain the 

sale and use of “counter freezers” with which retailers, hospitals, 

schools and other institutions could make their own ice cream. The 

Federal Court in Chicago in June, 1939, ruled against the government 

on the ground that all regulation of milk and milk products had been 

placed in the hands of the Department of Agriculture. The Depart¬ 

ment of Justice carried the case to the Supreme Court which reversed 

the lower court’s decision.42 



CHAPTER X I 

Back of the Farmers’ Price Problem 

A HUNDRED years ago people were still repeating the fears 

spread by Malthus that population would soon outgrow its food sup¬ 

ply: How could the expanding army of industrial wage workers and 

the rapidly increasing city population possibly be fed? Before the nine¬ 

teenth century had ended, such fears were completely out-dated. Ameri¬ 

can farmers had not only done their historic job of supplementing the 

supplies of grain and cattle raised in western Europe. Their exports 

had actually driven tens of thousands of European peasants into 

greater poverty because the relatively costly European production had 

become “excess” in the world of trade. Then the American farmers 

who had come to depend on export markets began to feel the pinch 

of competition from the development of modern agriculture (aided by 

American agricultural machinery) in newer unsettled countries and 

in thickly settled backward” areas invaded by European and Ameri¬ 
can business men and their agrarian technicians. 

To-day we know that the world has land enough to produce, with 

the methods of scientific agriculture, an indefinitely expanding volume 

of grain and textiles and fruit and meat and milk. The fears of Mal¬ 

thus and his followers are scarcely remembered except as one reminder 
or the long, difficult road that the human race has travelled. 

Our basic problems to-day are to distribute the abundance available 

in this country and elsewhere and then further to develop the pro¬ 

ductive forces which are at hand to supply all the needs of those who 

are ill-clothed, ill-fed, and ill-housed. But meantime we are confronted 
244 
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with the immediate needs of a farm population equipped to produce 

far more than the present market can absorb. 

Hitherto, in the capitalist countries, agricultural production has been 

increased by the forces of individual competition. Methods followed 

by the more prosperous farmers and by capitalists seeing a chance of 

profits from large-scale farming have cut down the cost of production. 

They have increased the productivity of labour on the land and they 

have made possible higher yields per acre. Volume of output has 

grown much faster than the numbers working on the land. In the long 

view, this is immensely important to the human race. It releases more 

and more of the population for other productive work. Being assured 

of the basic materials for subsistence, more energy can be devoted to 

activities required for making life comfortable and beautiful. Abun¬ 

dance not only of food but of all the technique of modern life becomes 

possible for the first time. 

During the first stages of the technical revolution in agriculture this 

“release” of more and more of the population from work on the land 

meant no deep lying crisis. It added millions to the proletariat, but 

capitalist industry was expanding. In this country it continued to ex¬ 

pand even after the collapse of the World War boom. For American 

capitalists were financing the reconstruction of European countries 

devastated by the war, and the wealth accumulated from war profits 

gave a sharp stimulus to construction and manufacturing for the 

market at home. 

Until the end of the war, industrial expansion involved increasing 

employment. But the end of the World War boom marked a turning 

point for both industry and agriculture. In the 1920’s, capitalist indus¬ 

try entered a new stage of expanding production with a decline in the 

number of workers employed. And agriculture, with its tractors and 

combines and the newest developments in mechanisation and agricul¬ 

tural science, also began to produce more with a slight reduction in 

total numbers working on the land. Even before the 1930’s brought a 

sharp decline in mass purchasing power, farmers could produce more 

than the market could buy. In the 1920’s, the combination of declining 

cost of production and some excess of output beyond market demand 

iended to push down the prices of farm products. Further, farm 

products were increasingly dependent on outlets dominated by mo- 
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nopoly forces in trading and processing. And outside of this field, 
wider areas of non-farm production were dominated by small groups 
of large corporations maintaining controlled prices. Prices received by 
farmers were bound to be lower than formerly in relation to other 
prices. 

Backward, high-cost farms were hard hit. Total number of farms 
declined by 160,000—a small percentage, less than 3% of those in 
operation in 1920, but a most significant trend. And in spite of the 
prosperity” of the 1920’s these farmers who left the land found hard 

sledding in other occupations. For since productivity of labour in all 
other phases of industry (manufacturing, transportation, construction, 
communications) as well as in agriculture was rising at a record pace, 
it was left to trade and the so-called “service” occupations to absorb 
all the increasing population that needed work away from the land. 
This they could not do, in spite of rapid expansion, and the latter 
1920 s saw the beginnings of chronic mass unemployment. 

For small farmers remaining on the land, the increase in volume of 
low-cost farm production was a major disaster. In many lines of farm¬ 
ing, the small farmers were practically driven off the market: “surplus” 
farmers in the eyes of the capitalist world which can think and func¬ 
tion only in terms of selling and buying for a profit. 

Prices of grains and cotton affect both the farmers who raise them 
and the speculators who handle them. The fact that they had begun 
to decline rather sharply several months before the big crash of 1*929 
might have, been a warning signal to the capitalist world. For the 
wea ening of markets for staple farm products, together with the 
lgh rate of foreclosures on farm mortgages and the long-continuing 

wave of failures among country banks, were important secondary 
factors in the economic crisis. 

When this crisis broke upon the world, it reacted immediately upon 
agriculture. Workers purchasing power was slashed with wage cuts 

and unprecedented mass unemployment. They ate less, and cases of 
actual death from starvation were reported in a number of Ameri¬ 
can cities. 

Farmers normally respond to low prices by planting a somewhat 

smaller acreage and farrowing fewer hogs. But such a deliberate de¬ 

cline in farm output is always far less drastic than the cuts in produc- 
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tion practised by industry during a crisis. For industrial companies 

can cut their costs to a minimum by simply throwing their workers on 

the street. As companies, they have reserves for just such emergencies. 

And it is a basic principle of capitalist industry to withhold production 

until you can be reasonably hopeful of selling your product. 

To the working farmer such tactics are almost inconceivable. Why 

should he deprive himself of employment and possible income? He 

may cut down his operations and reduce the amount of hired help, 

but with his set-up of animals and crop land and equipment that he 

operates himself in a year-long cycle, he must continue to produce. 

When prices fall very sharply, the farmer tends to increase production 

for home use. But he must also raise something to sell. He has no ade¬ 

quate reserves to pay his rent or his mortgage interest and taxes. And 

since he produces things that human beings absolutely need, he may 

continue his regular production for the market since he naturally 

believes that another year will be bound to see a revival of demand. 

Besides, it may happen that nature is unusually kind to the 

farmers’ crops the very year that they cut down their acreage. We have 

spoken in an earlier chapter of the record yield of cotton in 1937. Or 

farmers accepting restrictions on acreage (as most of them have done 

under the New Deal) may turn generally to better seeds. So in the 

restriction of corn acreage, far more hybrid corn has been planted than 

ever before, and the average yield per acre has risen sharply. 

Actually, from 1929 to 1932, industrial production dropped 46% but 

the total volume of farm output was maintained almost without 

change.1 During the same years the price index of non-farm com¬ 

modities declined only 23% but the index of prices received by farmers 

dropped 55%. From the capitalist viewpoint, the moral was plain: 

Restrict farm production and farm prices will rise. And under the 

New Deal, farm prices did rise, bringing an increase in gross farm 

income without a corresponding increase in farm output. Since they 

had dropped further than non-farm prices, their recovery was rela¬ 

tively greater, even if they remained somewhat lower than non-farm 

prices in relation to the 1929 levels. 

For both workers and farmers this was only a partial recovery. And 

in 1937-38 a new depression brought a fresh decline in prices. At least 

twelve million men and women were still unemployed in 1939, accord- 
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Prices received 
Wholesale prices, 
excluding farm 

by farmers 0 products and food h 
1929 100 100 
x932 45 77 
*933 48 78 
*934 62 86 
*935 74 85 
^36 78 

87 

T937 83 93 
J938 65 88 

° Bureau of Agricultural Economics. s Bureau of Labour Statistics. 

ing to estimates of Labour Research Association, and even a few capi¬ 

talists were beginning to admit that under our present system mass 

unemployment will continue indefinitely. The purchasing power of 

the gross farm income remains below its 1929 level, and the working 

farmers are convinced that at least their wheat and milk and cotton 

and fruit do not yet bring enough to cover the full cost of production. 

But would farm recovery to the level of 1929 solve the problem of 

markets and prices? Since the severe and long-continued crisis of the 

I93°’s, we tend to look back on 1929 as the end of a golden era. Readers 

who have followed our argument know that for the farmers the 

golden era-if it ever existed-had certainly ended with the collapse 

of the World War boom. Restoration of the later “prosperity” of the 

1920 s would leave still unsolved the problem of the very poor small 

farmers, crowded to the edge of commercial production; and the 

problem of the smaller commercial farmers operating with back¬ 

ward equipment and pouring out their energies in hard work through 

exhausting hours of labour. It would not solve the problem of the 

middle farmers who have invested in modern equipment adapted to 

a larger scale of operation than they have ever been able to achieve. 

We repeat, that while the problem of “excess” production and “sur¬ 

plus farmers has been greatly intensified by the crisis of the 1930’s 
it was already developing in the “prosperity” of the 1920’s. 

And even in 1929 great masses of workers-as well as the poor small 

farmers had less than they needed for vigorous health and comfort, 

berious undernourishment was widespread, even with our boasted 
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“American standard of living.” Farmers were producing a little more 

than the market could buy, and at the same time several million per¬ 

sons had less than they needed of milk and butter, eggs and meat, 

fruit and vegetables. Farmers were not producing enough to meet 

these needs. 

From the “liberal diet” worked out by experts at the Department 

of Agriculture, a group of economists have reckoned the quantities of 

various foods that were needed by the American people in 1929. These 

they compare with the quantities actually produced on American farms 

in that year. They show that production of the cheaper foods was more 

than sufficient. Flour and cereals, potatoes, dried peas, beans and nuts, 

and fats other than butter were produced beyond the demands of a 

liberal diet. But milk, butter, fresh vegetables and fruit, beef, veal, 

lamb and mutton, poultry and eggs were markedly short of the supply 

needed for a well-balanced healthful diet. The slight over-supply of 

pork and fish was more than offset by a shortage of the more nourish¬ 

ing meats. 

COMPARISON OF U.S. PRODUCTION WITH LIBERAL DIET NEEDS: 1929 2 

(millions 

Production 

of pounds) 

Budget 

Deficit (—) 

or excess (T) 

Flour, cereals 30,704.4 12,500 18,204.4 + 

Whole milk 98,698.0 176,375 77,677.0 — 

Butter 2,142.3 4,375 2,232.7 — 

All potatoes 20,405.7 19,375 1,030.7 + 

Dried beans, peas, nuts 2,167.1 875 1,292.1 + 

All other vegetables 23,840.4 30,750 6,909.6 — 

All fresh fruits 24,293.9 45,I25 20,831.1 — 

Fats (other than butter) 4,708.0 i,875 2,833.0 + 

Sugar and sugar products ; 5,038.6 7,5oo 2,461.4 — 

Beef 4,849.4 7,000 2,150.6 — 

Pork 8,669.6 8,375 294.6 + 

Lamb and mutton 681.5 750 68.5 - 

Veal 774.8 1,000 225.2 — 

Poultry 574-i 2,250 675.9 — 

Fish 2,140.2 1,625 515.2 + 

Eggs (individual) 31,276.6 45,000 13,723.4 — 
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Part of the excess flour and lard was exported, and the sugar deficit 

was filled by imports, not included in the table. 

Similar computations could well be attempted for cotton, and it is 

fairly obvious that the construction and current purchases required to 

supply comfortable housing and adequate household furnishings for 

the entire population would at least take up the “surplus” cotton no 

longer purchased by foreign textile mills. 

Such computations point the way to the only possible solution of 

the problem for the farmers who now produce “excess supplies.” Their 

present poverty is bound in with the poverty of city masses, and this 

in turn is created by the capitalist system of production and distribu¬ 

tion. Technical advance under capitalism has given us the possibilities 

of abundance. But the underlying structure of capitalism has made it 

impossible to produce and distribute this abundance. We return to 
this again. 

Is there, in the meantime, no solution for the farmers’ problem of 

markets and prices? Must the small farmers and the high-cost com¬ 

mercial producers suffer extreme poverty until the whole system is 

changed? Some immediate easing of the situation is possible. The 

necessary measures would be fought by reactionaries at every step, and 

with every weapon of propaganda and of state power, but American 

farmers and American workers have never been afraid of struggle on 

issues that deeply and immediately affect them. The following meas¬ 

ures are examples of the immediate aims toward which common action 

might be directed. If this were well organised and aggressive, it could, 

we believe, bring some relief even under capitalism on the issue of 
markets and prices. 

Farm prices could be raised and retail prices lowered if the profits 

of giant middlemen were genuinely limited. The farmers’ share of 

the city workers’ food dollar was 53 cents in 1913-15 and only 40 

cents in 1938* Working farmers and wage workers are both vitally 

* Value of 58 Foods Consumed Annually by Typical Worker’s Family. 

Farm value in 

Average dollars 
1913-15 135 
1929 195 
1932 88 

(Note continued on next page.) 

Farmer’s share of 

Retail value in food dollar, in 

dollars per cent 

256 53 

415 47 
27o 33 
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concerned for much stricter regulation of monopoly traders and 

processors. In this connexion, it would be abundantly worth while 

if certain facilities like grain elevators; public stockyards; cotton 

warehouses; creameries and pasteurisation plants, could be set up 

by federal, state or municipal governments as yardstick competitors to 

those operated by wealthy firms and their agents. Sale of milk at city 

health stations in New York City offers a useful example of one phase 

of such activity. Another is the TV A production of high-grade fer¬ 

tiliser. All attempts at regulation of prices should take fully into ac¬ 

count the costs of the smaller producers, and limitation of profits to 
the large fully capitalist farms. 

Also, nationalisation of railroads, with a minimum of compensation 

to the present owners, would make possible a reduction in freight rates, 

directly benefiting both farmers and city consumers. 

Working farmers and wage workers can unite in demanding heavier 

federal taxes on large salaries and capitalist incomes, and on the re¬ 

serves of great corporations. Such increased revenue could be applied 

directly to the purchasing and distribution of “excess” farm supplies, 

raising the level of diets for families on relief. 

Restrictions of farm output must give way to broad constructive 

measures to increase employment and mass purchasing power. “If the 

country as a whole were fully at work . . . consumer expenditures for 

food would be perhaps 5 billion to 6 billion dollars greater and prob¬ 

ably half of this sum would be passed on to farmers.” This is the 

sober estimate of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics.3 Such meas¬ 

ures would benefit both working farmers and city masses. They should 

include a more determined, nation-wide attack on the problem of 

housing, which offers one key to increased employment and industrial 

activity. They must not be held back by capitalist pressure against 

competition with private industry. 

All working farmers and all wage workers have a strong common 

(Table continued from note on previous page.) 

1934 108 295 37 

1935 138 331 42 

1936 152 342 44 

1937 160 353 45 

1938 130 321 40 

Source: Agricultural Situation, February, 1939. 
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interest in demanding for wage workers a higher standard of living. 

The market for farm products is directly limited by the low wages 

prevailing throughout the South and in most of the unorganised in¬ 

dustries in every region. The more progressive farm leaders fully 

realise that even if some farmers had to pay more for their hired help, 

this outlay would be more than balanced by the benefits to all farmers 

from higher mass purchasing power throughout the country. 

The problems of working farmers and city masses are bound up 

together. Neither group can prosper long at the expense of the other. 

They need one another’s products. They need one another’s purchas¬ 

ing power. Both are exploited by the economic forces which underlie 

our capitalist system. Both have a common interest in restraining the 

operation of those forces. Only by strong united action can this be 
accomplished. 



CHAPTER XII 

Must Farmers Be Poor? 

FAIR prices and adequate market outlets for his products are abso¬ 

lutely necessary to the farmer’s prosperity, but these are only one phase 

of his problem. Quite as basic are the terms under which the farmer 

occupies his land; the equipment with which he raises his crops and 

cares for his livestock; and his general situation as to “capital,” debt, 

costs and income. 

One or another of these aspects of the farm problem, and sometimes 

several together, have figured in earlier farm crises. It might appear 

that the 1920’s and 1930’s have been merely one more of the recurring 

periods through which American farmers have suffered and struggled. 

But a closer study reveals that these old factors in the farmers’ problem 

now operate against a new background of general capitalist decay. 

Industry now expands too slowly to utilise profitably the vast ac¬ 

cumulations of the wealthy. Production increases without a corre¬ 

sponding increase in total employment. Idle equipment, able to pro¬ 

duce abundance, stands in the midst of idle workers who cannot find 

jobs. This hideous situation which formerly recurred only at the low 

point of the capitalist business cycle has become a chronic plague for 

which capitalism has no remedy. Within agriculture, productivity of 

labour has increased—and is still increasing—without a corresponding 

increase in markets. The poor farmer and the farmer’s son whose 

hands are not needed on the farm can no longer turn hopefully to 

industry for a living. 

Speeding up of industrial production for the American war pro¬ 

gramme had not up to early 1940 appreciably reduced unemployment. 

253 
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It had, on the other hand, brought a renewed drive against labour stand¬ 

ards. As for the farmers, no important increase in exports is predicted for 

any near future. Farmers would find their problems intensified by any 

new war boom, with the reaction and crisis which inevitably follow. 

They have not forgotten that although farm prices and gross farm 

income made an all-time record in 1919, the next two years saw prices 

drop by 41% and gross farm income by 47%. American participation 

in the second imperialist war in Europe would only increase the 

farmers’ difficulties. Farm organisations have registered their hope 

for an early peace and strong support of genuine neutrality in the 

United States. 

All these elements of general crisis in the capitalist system make 

more serious the farmers’ problem in relation to each separate adverse 

trend. They give a new background to the situation of working farmers 

as an exploited group within the capitalist world. 

What Farmers Have Wanted 

We have not attempted any historical record of earlier farm crises. 

Such a record lies outside the scope of our analysis. But we cannot 

overlook the fact that the outstanding struggles of the farmers during 

the past hundred and fifty years have dealt with issues closely akin to 

certain issues in the farm crisis since the first World War. 

So Shays’ Rebellion in 1786 was the culmination of several years of 

acute distress among farm debtors in Massachusetts. They resented the 

contrast between their extreme poverty and insecurity and the luxury 

of merchants, lawyers, and judges. For even then the farmers bore an 

undue share of taxation. Interest on their mortgages added to the 

wealth of the city nabobs. Lawyers and judges were kept busy with 

foreclosure proceedings and debtor cases that sent hard-working 
farmers to jail.* 

* Under the leadership of Daniel Shays, farmers took up their muskets and occu¬ 

pied courthouses so as to break up the proceedings against debtors. They even tried to 

seize additional guns and ammunition from the Springfield arsenal. Defeated in their 

armed upnsrng, the little group of militant farmers had such wide popular support 

that their petitions for pardon were granted and judges became a bit more wary in 

ordering foreclosures and jail terms for the rural debtors. 
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“Anti-Renters” in the Hudson River Valley from 1839 to 1846 car¬ 

ried on an open political struggle, combined with very vigorous direct 

action against sheriffs and their deputies, seizing them and burning 

the papers they carried.* This was primarily a tenants’ revolt against 

the oppressive leaseholds enforced by the Van Rensselaer estate and 

other large landowners. A localised struggle, it roused such sympathy 

among farmers throughout New York that the state constitution was 

revised in 1846 to abolish future life-time leaseholds. Also, under pres¬ 

sure of the Anti-Renters’ political strength, the legislature passed sev¬ 

eral measures alleviating some of the worst abuses for those who 

remained bound by existing leases. Again, as in Massachusetts more 

than half a century before, one of the first acts of a new governor (in 

January, 1847) was the pardoning of all the 18 anti-renters who were 

still in prison, including those who had been condemned to death.1 

Conflict had developed also between pioneer settlers west of the 

Alleghenies and rich landowners who had been favoured with huge free 

grants. This conflict was voiced in the newer state legislatures, several 

of which asked Congress for federal action on behalf of the settlers. 

Such action was endorsed by groups of organised wage workers in 

the older states. The first “free land” bill was introduced by Senator 

Benton of Missouri in 1825, but all such measures were consistently 

opposed by the slave-owning South. As a compromise, in 1841, the 

Pre-emption Act gave squatters the right to purchase, at a fixed price 

of $1.25 an acre, title to land they had occupied. Not until the second 

year of the Civil War did the Homestead Act of 1862 open the public 

domain to actual setders at nominal fee. After the war this principle 

was seriously modified when great areas of the public domain were 

withdrawn from free settlement and given as perquisites to the com¬ 

panies building railroad lines west of the Mississippi. 

In the South, during the Civil War and afterwards, a widespread 

movement developed among the former slaves who demanded free 

possession of small farms cut from the land of the old plantations. 

Their desire for free land in the old cotton country was recognised and 

supported by a few of the Northern leaders. But it was generally op- 

* Some actual fighting resulted in deaths on both sides, and one county was declared 

to be in a state of insurrection. More than a hundred farmers were arrested, two were 

sentenced to be hanged, and at least five were condemned to life imprisonment. 
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posed and completely defeated. This struggle, which was bound up 

with the Negroes’ struggle for full citizenship and genuine democ¬ 

racy, has been commonly distorted in the histories of that period. The 

unsolved land question, and the problems arising from the share¬ 

croppers’ status and the vicious Jim Crow principle, remain a central 

issue in the old South.2 

After the Civil War, the decades of the 1870’s and 1880’s brought a 

fresh increase in the farmers’ debts, for prices of commodities were de¬ 

clining and (in most sections of the country) prices for land were ris¬ 

ing. Even then, in the South, the smaller white farmers organised in 

protest against “the low prices, the pernicious crop-lien system, and the 

tyranny of the country merchants.” 3 In the prairie states, grain eleva¬ 

tors and railroad corporations, banks and corrupt legislatures were the 
chief targets of the farmers’ wrath.* 

New farm organisations like the National Grange and the Farmers’ 

Alliance, which raised political issues but abstained from organised 

political action, failed to satisfy the western farmers as the crisis deep¬ 

ened with the dry years and crop failures that began in 1887. When the 

Peoples Party was formed (in Kansas in 1890, nationally in 1891), it 

grew rapidly enough to poll more than a million votes in the presi¬ 
dential election of 1892. 

The Populists (as the People’s Party and its sympathisers were 

known) reflected a new stage in economic and political development 

within the United States. They saw the conflict between the farmers 

and the monopoly forces of the great new corporations and inter¬ 

related banks as one major source of the farmer’s increasing difficulties. 

They recognised that The interests of rural and civic labour are the 

same; their enemies are identical. ’ ** And they made certain demands 

and endorsed certain proposals which set the line for much of the 
anti-monopoly effort up to the present day.4 

•Farmers played an important role in helping to obtain the beginnings of federal 

railroad regulation in the Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 and the first federal anti- 
trust law in 1890. 

By way of aid to labour, the Populists proposed real enforcement of the 8-hour 

day for workers employed by the government. They called for a boycott of “the tyranni¬ 

cal combine of clothing manufacturers of Rochester” in order to aid the “righteous 

contest of the Knights of Labour. They spoke vigorously for abolition of the “large 

standing army of mercenaries, known as the Pinkerton system.” Less enlightened was 

their endorsement of the demand for restricted immigration. 
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At their Omaha convention in 1892, the Populists called for govern¬ 

ment ownership of railroads, telegraphs and telephones. They went on 

record for a graduated income tax, for direct election of United States 

senators, for initiative and referendum, and for the “Australian or 

secret ballot.” They opposed any federal subsidy or national aid to any 

private corporation for any purpose. 
Mortgaged homesteaders in the prairie states had been losing their 

farms in a wave of foreclosures exceeded only in the post-World War 

crisis. But the Populists had no clear approach to this problem. Like 

many Mid-West progressives to-day, they had the viewpoint of petty 

capitalists w'ho resented vigorously the pressure of great aggregations 

of capital but never questioned the underlying principles of capitalist 

operation. So they demanded that “All lands now held by railroad 

corporations in excess of their actual needs, and all lands now owned 

by aliens, should be reclaimed by the government and held for actual 

settlers only.”4 Just like the single taxers, who participated in the 

Populist movement, they condemned all holding of land out of pro¬ 

duction for speculative purposes. But they assumed that farm land in 

use should be privately owned. Mortgages, they felt, would involve no 

problem provided farm prices were reasonably high and interest on 

loans was reasonably low. 
So far as prices were concerned, they blamed a scarcity of currency 

for much of their difficulty, and for this they held the privately owned 

banks responsible. So their first desire, in relation to prices, was to 

weaken the power of the private bankers and to increase the volume 

of money in circulation. 

As a class burdened with debts, they turned toward inflation, think¬ 

ing that if prices received for their products would only rise they 

could meet the debts incurred when prices were lower. To-day it is 

clear that neither free silver, nor any deliberate devaluation of the dol¬ 

lar, could have solved the farmers’ problem. Even if farmers’ markets 

were expanding, the controlled prices that farmers pay would be 

pushed up by the trusts at a faster pace than the competitive prices the 

farmer receives. New and heavier debts would pile up to replace those 

the farmer might liquidate. Now when farmers’ markets are limited, 

and tending to decline, the downward push of “surplus” products is 

stronger than the upward push of a moderate inflation. Inflationary 
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measures of the New Deal in 1933 did hasten recovery of farm prices 

from the lowest point of the crisis, but they did not prevent a fresh 

decline four years later. Throughout the 1930’s the disparity between 

prices received and prices paid by farmers was sharper than it had 

been before. 

Populists of the 19th century failed to find a remedy for the farmers’ 

ills. They did not see that problems of price and debt involved issues 

fundamental to our whole economic structure. They never questioned 

private ownership of farm land. They never grasped the inner rela¬ 

tionship between agriculture and the banks and corporations. But al¬ 

though they did not understand the full complexity of the situation, 

the Populists left a correct tradition of sharp and permanent conflict 

of interest between the farmers and the forces of finance capital. They 

realised that farmers and workers have a common interest. 

Throughout the 1890’s political ferment bubbled up in all the 

farmers’ organisations. They talked of many other things not included 

in the Populists’ platform of 1892. They wanted federal farm credit 

that would make them (they believed) independent of the privately 

owned mortgage and insurance companies and banks. They pushed 

their efforts toward co-operative marketing. Both federal credit and 

co-operatives have been greatly developed since the farm crisis of the 

1890’s, but none of the measures obtained by the farmers has solved 
their problems. 

What the Farmers Have Won 

Mortgage loans to farmers were provided under the Federal Farm 

Loan Act of 1916. Only one distinctive feature was included: provision 

for amortisation (gradual paying off) of the mortgage through instal¬ 

ment payments on the principal. Capital for the loans was raised by 

sale of tax-exempt bonds, and the mortgages were issued and admin¬ 

istered according to methods current in the world of private banking. 

The government had no intention of drawing the farmers away from 

such private interests as found profit in lending to them. 

In the long farm crisis after the first World War, the federal land 

banks followed a strict policy of foreclosure, intended to protect the 

tax-exempt bondholders at the expense of the farmers. When President 
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Roosevelt came into office in 1933, the farmers, by “penny sales” and 

other aggressive action, were resisting the loss of their farms. “Our 

wives and children hold first mortgage on this farm.” This principle of 

human rights above property rights penetrated deeply into the con¬ 

sciousness of the farmers when the wave of foreclosures was sweeping 

tens of thousands of owners off their land every year. 

The first measures under the Roosevelt administration included a 

moratorium on federal land bank foreclosures; a lowering of interest 

rates; and provision for special mortgage loans from the Land Bank 

Commissioner on easier business terms than the federal land banks 

required. This relief brought warm response from the masses of 

farmers. Many did not realise that President Roosevelt and his party 

were encouraged to help the farmers as a means of rescuing financial 

corporations. These corporations were overloaded with farm mortgages 

on which nothing could be realised unless their farm debtors received 

emergency aid from the government.6 

By 1938, the federal land banks and the Land Bank Commissioner 

were holding nearly 40% of the total outstanding farm mortgage debt. 

But with the partial “recovery” of agriculture, it was emphasised that 

lending should more and more return to the “normal” capitalist 

sources. In 1939, the share of total mortgage debt held by federal agen¬ 

cies was already slightly smaller than it had been the year before.6 

Having served as a “yardstick” with moderate interest rates and pro¬ 

vision for amortisation of principal, the federal land banks have 

brought about somewhat more standardised and less exorbitant terms 

in private mortgage lending. The government has aimed to stabilise 

the relation between farmers and private lenders in order that this 

relationship may be preserved. 
For credit over a shorter period (from six months to three years) 

other agencies also were set up by the government. Here again chief 

emphasis was placed on methods which interpose certain channels 

between private capital and the farmer. For like the federal land banks, 

the federal intermediate credit banks obtained their capital from 

private investors, and these banks did not deal directly with the farmer. 

He actually obtained his “federal” production credit either through 

a privately owned bank or through a co-operative in which the farmer 

himself must carry stock equalling at least 5% of the amount of his 
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loan. As an emergency measure since the first World War, loans have 

been granted for seed or feed or for drought relief, directly from fed¬ 

eral funds to individual farmers. Like other forms of federal credit 

these have been available only to farmers whose operations were recog¬ 

nised as a going business concern. They have not been available to 

the very small farmers whom the government regards as a troublesome 
“surplus” in the agricultural pattern. 

Separately organised from the agencies now combined in the Farm 

Credit Administration, which handles business loans to farmers, is the 

Farm Security Administration. This agency administers the Bankhead- 

Jones Farm Tenant Act and other “rehabilitation” loans granted as 

constructive relief to highly selected poor farmers. Those who receive 

loans from the F.S.A. must submit to supervision of their affairs by a 
representative of the government. 

In spite of this impressive apparatus, great numbers of working 

farmers are still tied to the usurer’s credit of village merchants (espe¬ 

cially in the South) or to production credit from processors, livestock 

dealers, fertiliser companies, or commission merchants, involving rela¬ 

tively high interest rates and loss of independence. Farmers have not 

been released from their subjection to non-farm private capital. 

Marketing co-operatives were built up by the farmers as an obvious 

weapon for defending a reasonable price level for their products. The 

movement was initiated chiefly by members of the National Grange, 

organised in 1867. To-day many important farmer-controlled co-opera¬ 

tives are affiliated with the Farmers Educational and Co-operative 

Union, commonly known as the Farmers Union, or with the Ameri¬ 
can Farm Bureau Federation.7 

Throughout the 19th century, and, except on the Pacific Coast, even 

up to the World War years, the considerable growth of co-operatives 

was almost wholly confined to small local associations which could 

not play an effective role. In its report on Co-operative Marketing, the 

rederal Trade Commission concluded that 

While some bargaining strength was gained through these local associa¬ 

tions private dealers and commission men by playing one group against 
another and through various practices, understandings, and agreements 
were still able to reduce margins until the benefits were not all that were 
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to be desired ... the local group is so unimportant that it can have no effect 
on price or general market conditions.” 8 

Not until 1911 were the principles of co-operative organisation 

clearly defined in legislation. The “model” co-operative law passed that 

year in Wisconsin was quickly followed by similar laws in many 

other states.9 In 1914, Congress in the Clayton Act exempted large- 

scale co-operatives from the restrictions of the anti-trust laws, and this 

was further clarified in the Capper-Volstead Act of 1922. 

Co-operatives in a capitalist country are a form of business organ¬ 

isation through which the small producers attempt to meet the rest 

of the capitalist world on an equal footing. Farmers’ marketing and 

purchasing co-operatives did business totalling $2,100,000,000 in the 

193^*39 marketing year, according to the Farm Credit Administration. 

Of 10,700 active co-operauves, 8,100 were engaged primarily in market¬ 

ing and 2,600 in the purchasing of farm supplies. Co-operatives have 

had direct encouragement from the government including credit ad¬ 

vantages. The Federal Farm Board, set up under Hoover in i929> 

actively promoted the organisation of several large marketing co-opera¬ 

tives. Existing co-operadves also received loans from the board, said 

to have been, in several cases, exactly equal to the co-operative’s out¬ 

standing debt to a bank. 
In relation to total output, co-operative marketing has been most 

important in dairy products, livestock and cotton. Some co-operative 

selling is now carried on in almost every type of farming. But even 

where co-operatives have been most highly developed and have main¬ 

tained the outward form of democratic organisadon, they have seldom 

served the smallest commercial producers. Most of the three million 

members are drawn from the medium-sized farms. They have become 

increasingly aware that the more powerful the co-operative, as a com¬ 

mercial organisation, the more difficult it is for working farmers to 

keep it within their own control. 
Dairy co-operatives in the milksheds of the great metropolitan areas 

include in their membership most of the dairy farmers within the 

area. But they have been directly encouraged and are usually domi¬ 

nated by the large dairy products companies. In New York State, for 

example, the Dairymen’s League Co-operative Association, largest of 



262 WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 

all milk marketing co-operatives (35,000 members in 1939), is directly 

under the influence of The Borden Co., with which the League does 

45% its business. Reporting to the Temporary National Economic 

Committee, the Federal Trade Commission stated in general that: “In 

several large milk markets the management of co-operative organisa¬ 

tions were [sic] obviously under the influence of distributors and did 

not adequately protect the interests of the farmers.” 10 The underly- 

ing problem of making the officials of the co-operative represent the 

interests of the large membership instead of obeying the dictates of 
two or three private corporations has not been solved. 

Such nationally known organisations as California Fruit Growers Ex¬ 

change and Sun-Maid Raisin Growers of California, with their member 

co-operatives, are controlled by the farmers” in San Francisco who are 

active in banking and railroads, and other big non-farm interests. The 

corporation farms are also interlocked with the canning companies, 

to whom some of these co-operatives sell much of their product. Here 

the medium-sized farmer is crowded out from control of “his” co¬ 

operatives by forces of finance capital operating directly within agri¬ 
culture.11 

A similar situation has developed in cotton. The American Cotton 

Co-operative Association, organised under the leadership of the Fed¬ 

eral Farm Board, handled about 15% of the 1934 crop. “The profits 

are not divided equally or proportionately, even assuming there had 

been profits. The losses are not made good by the so-called mem¬ 

bers. ... It is owned and controlled by its officers.” 12 The affairs of this 

cotton co-operative were in such a condition that the U.S. Senate Com¬ 

mittee on Agriculture and Forestry conducted a prolonged investiga¬ 

tion of its marketing practices, which were shown to include false 

grading of cotton. Management has rested with large plantation 

owners and others representing trade and banking. Membership has 

never reached down into the ranks of the smallest growers. 

Another co-operative set up by the Federal Farm Board was the 

Farmers National Grain Corp. whose stock was owned by regional 

grain co-operatives. This was so organised that management frankly 

rested in the officials. It seems to have had little effect on the farm 

price of wheat and its operations did not satisfy its member organisa- 
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tions. Rescued from bankruptcy by federal aid, it continued to 

function under a new name, as Farmers Union Grain Terminal Asso¬ 

ciation. 
Such difficulties, of course, are not insuperable. Farmers can solve 

their problems only by organisation. Organised direct resistance to 

monopoly buyers and processors is an essential part of their struggle. 

But experience has shown that the usefulness of a co-operative to the 

medium-sized and smaller producers depends on their active participa¬ 

tion. Without a genuinely democratic form of organisation and 

constant vigilance by the rank and file of the membership, any co¬ 

operative may easily be turned against the interests of the working 

farmers. 
Many co-operatives do not confine their activities to obtaining small 

savings for their members but carry on educational work. They afford 

one of the few opportunities for a significant part of the farm popula¬ 

tion to get a general perspective on the farm crisis. 

At best, co-operatives cannot be expected to solve all problems of 

prices and markets. They can be used to cut into the profits of the 

middlemen. They may even widen the farmers market by reducing 

prices to the ultimate consumers, especially when the co-operative it¬ 

self includes both farmers and workers, and carries the product from 

the farm to the non-farm consumer. The Consumer-Farmer Milk 

Co-operative, Inc., started by the Dairy Farmers’ Union in New York 

State and a group of consumers in New York City, offers a good ex¬ 

ample of such useful action. 
But co-operatives cannot touch the problems of mass unemploy¬ 

ment. They do not bring into successful business the very small 

farmers whose special problems are set forth in Chapter VII.* The 

moment a co-operative really succeeded in affecting the profits of 

monopoly traders or processors, it would almost certainly be faced 

with new problems of credit. For the forces of big capital which de¬ 

liberately push down prices paid to farmers are interlocked with the 

banks. In their power over private credit and their invisible influence 

* Ventures in co-operative farm production for the capitalist market have an ex¬ 

tremely precarious existence. They are essentially different from collective farming in 

a socialist country. 
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in shaping government policies, they hold powerful weapons against 

the success of large co-operatives in genuinely protecting the farmers’ 
interests. 

A third important development in recent years is the government 

programme under the Agricultural Adjustment Act and other measures 

designed to raise prices received by farmers. The New Deal has ap¬ 

proached the problem through efforts to bring supply and market de¬ 

mand into rough relation to one another, chiefly through restriction 

of farm output. Of course the Administration admits the serious need 

of greater purchasing power in the hands of the non-farm population. 

The Fair Labour Standards Act has brought fixing of minimum wage 

rates for much non-farm labour, but these do not assure workers an ade¬ 

quate income. Relief, whether federal or state or local, has been given 

to the unemployed on a scale that allows only emergency diets and 

next to nothing for clothing and bedding and other supplies. Direct 

federal relief has been withdrawn. Appropriations for work relief have 

been cut. “More bullets and less butter” sums up official policies since 

the outbreak of the second imperialist world war. 

Farmers have welcomed the benefits under the AAA and rightly 

demand that until their incomes are restored to a decent level federal 

benefits shall continue. But the AAA programme has brought criticism 

from many quarters. Under the original act (of 1933) the sums paid 

to corporation farms and large landowners created a major scandal. They 

included, for example, $102,408.35 to Delta & Pine Land Co. under the 

*934 cotton program and $101,039.52 under the 1935 cotton program.13 

If x937 (the last year before a $10,000 maximum benefit was fixed by 

Congress), n concerns received over $100,000 apiece. The list was 

headed by the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company with $257,095 and 

three other companies (Prudential, Equitable, Travelers) with more 

than $200,000 each.14 Even the present $10,000 maximum has allowed 

large-scale operations to receive benefits which might better have been 

distributed among the smallest farms. Now the chief burden of cur¬ 

tailment is carried by the medium-sized producers while many big 

farmers raise a full crop and benefit directly from the smaller farmers’ 

restriction of output. Under existing laws the government may not 

regulate the output of any producer. The “benefit” is paid as bait 
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offered to obtain voluntary compliance. It is not, nor does it pretend 

to be, related to the farmer’s need. 

In spite of widespread compliance with the crop restriction pro¬ 

gramme, prices have failed to cover the farmers’ average cost of pro¬ 

duction. With limited output, farmers’ total income has remained far 

below pre-crisis levels. The medium-sized farmers are not holding their 

own as business men. 

Both workers and farmers resent the underlying idea that produc¬ 

tion should be limited so long as human need for the product remains 

unsatisfied. They see that commercial retail prices for foods and for 

cotton products are much nearer to pre-crisis levels than the prices 

that farmers receive. They note that the special trade promoted by the 

Federal Surplus Commodities Corporation is concerned only with 

“surpluses” already produced and troublesome. This distribution might 

be developed as a powerful instrument for relating production to the 

needs of the lowest-paid groups and the unemployed. But as it has 

functioned it is little more than a gesture. 

Problems To Be Solved 

Unsolved farm problems touch every aspect of the current farm 

crisis. Uppermost in the “middle” farmers’ desires are two major 

points. First, they demand prices (and gross income) to cover their 

average cost of production, including charges for rent, interest, taxes 

and other business debt. Second, they demand reduction of those 

charges, through lower rents, lower interest rates, changes in the tax 

system, and lower prices for farm equipment and supplies. Some would 

like to see all their capital charges and taxes made legally secondary 

to a fair family income. 
To the small, very poor tenants and the thousands who have been 

driven off the land, the question of land ownership seems of greatest 

importance. 
Organised activity of the “middle” and small commercial farmers 

is now concerned primarily with higher prices for their products. 

More and more they oppose crop restriction. If the government cannot 

control prices without balancing supply with effective demand, then 

it should increase consumers’ mass purchasing power instead of de- 
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liberately cutting down production on the land. Many farmers are 

ready to help the efforts of non-farm workers to raise their standards 

of living. They begin to see, also, that farmers, as producers, have a 

lively personal concern in adequate government relief for workers 
who are not employed. 

These “middle” farmers demand, as the Populists demanded half a 

century ago, that monopoly forces shall be curbed and the high profits 

drawn from the handling of farm products shall be reduced. They have 

advanced beyond the Populists in learning that “middle” farmers must 

be protected not only against outside monopolies but also against the 

low costs and favored outlets of their large farm competitors. On these 

points, the New Deal has been extremely weak. Although the Federal 

Trade Commission had assembled in 1937 fresh evidence of high 

profits for processors, directly related to their monopoly practices, noth¬ 

ing has yet been done that essentially weakens their monopoly posi¬ 

tion. Corporation farms in California put over, without federal 

interference, a form of crop restriction which has been disastrous to 
their smaller neighbours. 

Every form of monopoly pressure affects both farmers and the non¬ 

farm masses. Resistance to monopoly is another vital point in the 

farmers struggle and another field for closest co-operation between 

organised workers and organised farmers. Some beginnings have been 

made. In the New York milk strike of August, 1939, led by the Dairy 

Farmers Union, aid offered by trade unions in New York City was a 

definite factor in the farmers’ victory. Each of the three national farm 

organisations has gone on record for support of organised labour. The 

National Grange (reporting 800,000 members) and the American 

Farm Bureau (reporting 400,000 members) are less explicit and less 

progressive on this point than the Farmers Educational and Co-opera¬ 
tive Union (reporting 100,000 members) A 

Reactionaries are fully aware of the rising sympathy between work¬ 

ing farmers and wage workers, and view it with genuine alarm. The 

Membership figures are not comparable. It is generally understood that the Farm 

ureau is larger than the Grange. Ratios indicating comparative strength are said to be- 

arm Bureau 5, Grange 4, Farmers Union 2. Since there is considerable state autonomy 

within each of these organisations, the statements of their national conventions do not 

ilJinle S“r “'T * ^ pohcy followed by state officia!s- °n the Pacific Coast, for 
example, the Grange has shown itself more liberal than the Farmers Union. 
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Associated Farmers has been carrying on a determined fascist-like 

campaign to counter this “dangerous” trend. This organ of big capital 

and leader in violent repression of strikes and union organisation on 

the large California farms has spread out from its home state. It now 

claims over 100,000 members in 15 states. 

Organised workers and all progressives are directly challenged to 

show their understanding of the farmers’ problems and vigorously to 

counter the efforts of the Associated Farmers. For its feverish and 

expensive campaign is seeking to line up the farmers not merely 

against any form of organised labour but indirectly against the inter¬ 

ests of the working farmers themselves. The Associated Farmers repre¬ 

sents those who will fight by any means to defend privilege for the 

few at the expense of the many. Their methods would further narrow 

the base of production, with brutal indifference to the needs of unem¬ 

ployed workers and impoverished farmers. These reactionaries fear the 

power of the working farmers who are coming to see that their only 

hope lies in such changes as will bring abundance to the masses. 

Problems of tenancy, mortgage debt, other credit costs, and taxes 

likewise have brought working farmers into direct conflict with the 

capitalist class. For farmers resent it deeply when they see land costs 

and capital debts eating up part of the income needed for their own 

living. They are not prepared as yet to challenge the underlying prin¬ 

ciple of private ownership of land, but the crisis has taught them 

that the claims of outside owners and mortgage holders should be 

made secondary to the human needs of those who do productive labour 

on the land. So various demands have developed, some reminiscent of 

an earlier period, others carrying into action this new concept of 

putting human needs ahead of the claims of capital. 

The idea that land should be made available for sharecroppers and 

other poor tenants had taken such deep root that one point in the 

New Deal programme touched upon this question. But in the first two 

years after the Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act was passed in 19375 

only 17,000 farm purchase loans had been arranged.15 With three- 

quarters of a million sharecroppers and almost an equal number of 

other tenants on very small farms, this ‘ gesture betrays a lack of 

seriousness in dealing with the problem. Under the law these highly 

selected few are given an opportunity to buy land and start operations 
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with a burden of debt. Interest rates are low, however, and amortisa¬ 
tion payments are relatively small. 

For the favoured few, the transaction promises some stability. But 

the appropriation must be a hundred times larger; the poor tenants 

must be more democratically selected; and the purchasing power of 

the non-farm population must be considerably increased if such meas¬ 

ures are to give—even temporarily—genuine relief to one of the most 

exploited groups in the United States. It is important, however, that 

poor farmers themselves should have a stronger voice in the admin¬ 

istration of such measures. And if appropriations are increased these 

must be safeguarded against offering only small “subsistence” farms. 

The idea of anchoring on the land a mass of semi-destitute “peasants” 

to provide cheap wage labour for large farms is entirely contrary to 

the American tradition. Nonetheless, there is a real danger that any 

expansion of the farm purchase programme may be twisted in this 
direction. 

Both farmers and wage workers are vitally concerned in the way the 

tax load is distributed. Real estate taxes, which are the mainstay of 

local government revenue, bear most heavily upon them. Small proper¬ 

ties are assessed less favourably than large properties. Real estate and 

the personal property” of the working farmers are spread out to view 

with no possibility of concealment. Tenant farmers and workers who 

live in rented dwellings carry in their rental payments the taxes paid 

by their landlords. Sales taxes take a relatively greater slice out of 

small incomes than out of large. Taxation is a whole broad field, 

which we cannot explore here. But it is obvious that much remains to 

be done toward relieving the tax load of those who have no margin 
and increasing the levies on the wealthy. 

Mortgage debt and tenancy are both forms under which farmers pay 

toll to other individuals or corporations for the use of the land. Private 

ownership of land has been an integral part of our American economy. 

Whether as large privately owned tracts, held for renting to tenant 

farmers, or as private grants to be sold in smaller parcels, or as public 

land made available to homesteaders, land in the United States has 

always been regarded as a source of private wealth, subject to a mini¬ 

mum of social interference with the owner’s freedom. Stripping of 

forests and reckless “mining” of the good earth have brought floods, 
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erosion and exhaustion of soil, with tremendous waste of resources and 

losses in property values in land. “Conservadon” as a social necessity 

has become a recognised part of public policy. This is applied, of 

course, in the limited and piecemeal fashion characteristic of all social 

efforts in an economy concerned primarily with property rights. Still, 

the principle is now accepted that after private owners have wrecked 

parts of the earth’s surface on which our human life depends, then the 

government must step in and try to restore this social heritage. From 

this a new concept of public responsibility for the use of natural re¬ 

sources has begun to seep into our consciousness. 

It is easier to recognise the damage that has been done to the land 

by private ownership than to see how private ownership of land has 

intensified some of the problems oppressing those who live and work 

on the land. Only for poor tenant farmers has this become clear. On 

tenant farms, which represent one-third of the total value of farm 

land and buildings in the United States, the title to the property has 

become endrely divorced from the use of the farm as a productive 

unit. Prosperous tenants regard their rent simply as one among many 

business costs, but for the masses of small, poor tenants the rent is 

clearly and simply a toll drawn by the land owner from the value 

produced by the farmer’s labour. 
For the owner-farmer this distinction between the usefulness of his 

farm and the property value of his title is still commonly blurred. 

Assuming that the owner-farmer has settled in to make a living from 

his farm, his chief desire is security of possession. Ownership of the 

land has been the surest way to obtain this security. If the farmer has 

borrowed on mortgage, his security of possession is by so much im¬ 

paired. The farmer’s concern with his farm is then divided between 

its usefulness to him and the property claim against his title which 

his mortgage debt gives to an outsider. If the debt becomes too heavy 

in relation to income, the farmer loses his land. The property claim 

to the land becomes entirely divorced from its use by the working 

producer. 
Earlier chapters have shown how this process has gone forward as 

an integral part of American capitalist development. Private individual 

ownership of land, which in the vast new country gave farmers an 

independence unknown in the older countries, has developed into an 
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instrument for bringing them into subjection to outside capitalists. 

For sharecroppers who suffer from special landlord exploitation and 

for other poor tenants, whose scale of operation is so small that the 

payment of any rent leaves the family in dire poverty, a struggle for 

independent private ownership with generous government aid is neces¬ 

sary at the present stage. But no extension of independent private 
ownership can bring a permanent solution. 

When farmers were resisting foreclosures in the early 1930’s, and 

saying that Our wives and children hold a first mortgage on the 

farm,” they were taking a first step in the struggle that looks toward a 

longer future. They were asserting that the right of the working 

farmer to operate a farm and keep the fruits of his labour must take 

precedence over any property claim on the land. This is a sound prin¬ 

ciple which will survive in the future transition from a capitalist to a 
socialist America. 

Although the banks and insurance companies, state governments 

and the New Deal were compelled to yield temporarily on the owner’s 

right of foreclosure, they did not for one moment grant the justice 

of the farmers resistance. But the economic crisis of the early 1930's 

was so severe and the farmers were so aroused that pressing of credi¬ 

tors property rights against them would have created a political 
crisis. 

State moratorium laws are now expiring and federal land banks are 

trying to restore their earlier business standards of foreclosing against 

a delinquent debtor. Farmers may well take up in earnest the demand 

for legal recognition that human rights to a decent living come ahead 

of any claims by landlords and creditors. Such protection is as im¬ 

portant for the farmers as fair minimum wages on the job and ade¬ 
quate relief to the unemployed are to the working class. 

Mortgages, tenancy, insecurity on the land; poorly equipped farms 

in competition with efficiently mechanised farms; low prices and re¬ 

stricted markets; domination by traders and processors, by corpora¬ 

tion lenders and landlords; and special problems of destitute small 

farmers all combine to give the farm crisis its peculiarly complex char- * 

acter. These separate phases of the crisis challenge farmers to their 

separate forms of struggle, which the three national organisations of 

farmers have taken up with varying degrees of understanding and 
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vigour. As the struggle develops, those involved in its different immedi¬ 
ate objectives will realise more and more clearly that they are wrestling 
with the forces underlying and dominating American capitalist 
economy. The political implications of these economic struggles will 
become inescapable. 

Reactionaries are even now busily appealing to farmers as fel¬ 
low property owners and business men. These spokesmen for finance 
capital know well enough that farmers are losing their property. They 
know that under capitalist policies the numbers of poor farmers will 
increase while a steadily declining number supply the food and cotton 
to satisfy a dwindling market in the non-farm population. But they 
appeal to the farmers’ tradition as independent business men, diverting 
them with a pleasing picture, too rosy for the past and grossly unreal 
in relation to the present. For the financial lords and their associates 
and politicians who still profit from capitalism, even in its last stages of 
decay, have a haunting and well-justified fear that the masses of 
working farmers may join forces with the wage workers in their strug¬ 

gle for security. 
Every phase of the farmers’ struggle clashes with practices which 

the capitalists defend as within their rights. For farmers challenge the 
traders’ and processors’ right to obtain their product for prices below 
the average cost of its production. They have challenged the creditors’ 
right to throw the working farmer off his farm. They oppose the 
hideous absurdity of limiting production when hungry people need 

more products from the land. 
Farmers who can still make even a very poor living on the land have 

been less ready than wage workers to carry these questionings of the 
existing order to their logical conclusion. Farmers have in general 
maintained the form of independence; they expect to sell not their 
labour power but the products of their labour. Working farmers are 
survivors of an earlier period. They have been long exploited and 
are now brought to the edge of destitution without the wage workers’ 
obvious and complete separation from all means of production. But 
the uncertainty of capitalist markets, insecurity on the land, and the 
lack of opportunity in other occupations have raised basic questions. 

Many are ready to accept some government control. They have tried 

a sort of “planned” production. But the New Deal has nothing in 
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common with the socialist planning which would be democratically 

conceived and carried out by wage workers and working farmers to 

provide maximum abundance for all. Meanwhile one inescapable con¬ 

clusion is gaining rapid headway. Immediate relief for the farmers 

from their intolerable situation requires a sharp writing-off of farmers’ 

debts; stringent regulation of the food monopolies; and a revival of 

full productive activity in industry as well as agriculture for the 

primary purpose of assuring abundance of food, clothing and shelter 
to the entire population. 

These immediate goals cannot be lightly achieved, for they challenge 

certain cardinal principles in our capitalist system. But farmers have 

never been afraid of struggle for purposes that clearly affect their 

interest. The outcome of this present struggle vitally concerns also the 

entire working-class. A great responsibility rests upon the organised 

wage workers to stand shoulder to shoulder with the working farmers 

and to prove the strength of their common interests. Only through an 

unshakable alliance between wage workers and working farmers can 

the great productive forces of this country be released from the dead 

hand of finance capital. Only thus can the government be made an 

instrument of the people. Only thus can it be compelled to place the 

human needs of those whom capitalism has driven to destitution above 

the demands and the intrigues of those who profit from exploitation. 
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APPENDIX A 

Trends in Farm Income (Gross) 

1910 
1919 
1920 
1921 
1922 
1923 
1924 
1925 
1926 
1927 
1928 

19290 

TOTAL FARM INCOME 

{millions) 
Unrevised Revised 

6,643 

16,935 
13,566 
8,927 

9,944 
11,041 

11,337 
11,968 12,800 

11,480 12,378 

n,6i6 12,437 
11,741 12,816 

11,941 12,791 

AVERAGE INCOME 

PER FARM 

Unrevised Revised 

1,044 
2,626 
2,104 

1,381 

1,539 
1,725 
1,780 
1,878 2,009 

1,813 1,952 
1,851 1,981 

0
 

00 2,041 

1,900 2,035 

INCOME PER FARM 

IN PRE-WAR DOLLARS 

Unrevised Revised 

1,065 
1,300 
1,047 

909 
1,033 
1,135 — 

1,171 — 

1,196 1,280 

1,170 1,259 
1,210 1,295 

1,206 1,317 
1,242 1,330 

1930 
1931 
1932 

1933 6 
1934 6 
1935 b 
1936 6 

1937 ' 
1938 * 

9.454 
6,968 

5.337 
6,406 

io,337 
7.397 
5.562 
6,404 
7,629 
8,688 
9,672 

10,425 
9,299(prel.) 

1.503 
1,087 

810 

944 

1,644 

1.154 
844 

944 
1,121 

1,275 
1,422 

I.53I 
i,356(prel-) 

1,037 

877 

757 
866 

i,i34 
93i 
789 
866 
911 

1,020 

i,i47 
1,178 
i,m(prel.) 

-Gross farm income reported for 1929 by 1930 Census of Agriculture (vol. IV, 

p. 913) was $11,011.3 million, not including 288,766 unclassified farms. Including the 

writer’s estimate for unclassified farms, the total would have been $11,234-2 million, or 

$1,787 per farm. 
6 In’cludes government payments as follows: 

!933 $131 million 1935 $573 million 1937 $367 million 
„ I934 447 million 1936 287 million 1938 482 million 

These payments exclude livestock purchases which are included in basic estimate of 

farm income. 

275 



2y6 WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 

These figures are gross income, including products used by the farm 
family from its own farm, without any deduction for rent, interest, wages, 
taxes, or other operating expenses. 

The unrevised figures of total income are taken from Agricultural 
Statistics, 1938, p. 434. The revised figures of total income are from Agri¬ 
cultural Statistics, 1939, p. 482. 

Average income per farm is derived from total income, and number of 
farms as given by the census for 1910, 1920 (and same figure for 1919, 
since census was taken as of January 1, 1920), 1925, 1930, and 1935. For 
intercensal years the number of farms is estimated by distributing the total 
intercensal change according to the trends in farm population as given in 
Agricultural Statistics, 1939, p. 484. 

Pre-war dollars are based on correction by index of prices paid by 
farmers, with 1910-1914 as 100. See Agricultural Statistics, 1939, p. 496. 

appendix b 

National Income and Farm Income, 1929 

Total national income from production of goods and services in 1929 
was estimated as approximately $81 billion. (See U. S. Bureau of Foreign 
and Domestic Commerce, Income in the United States, 1929-37, p. 17, and 
Brookings Institution, America’s Capacity to Consume, p. 165.) 

Income produced by agriculture includes food and fuel raised and used 
by the family on the same farm. This was estimated at $1,777 million in 
1929. (Crops and Markets, vol. 8, p. 397.) Deducted from the gross in¬ 
come produced by agriculture are the sums estimated by the Department 
of Agriculture for “current expenditures for production,” $1,958 million 
and depreciation of buildings and equipment,” $912 million. (Agricul¬ 
tural Statistics, 1937, p. 384.) This latter item supposedly includes replace¬ 

ment expenditures but no investment of income to increase the value of 
the farm plant. We have not included wages paid to farm workers in 
the expenditures deducted. Farm wage workers are a part of the agricul¬ 
tural population and should be included in this comparison of agriculture 
as a whole with the rest of the total economy. 

[he Department of Commerce estimates of national income, the rent 
paid by farmers is not classified as part of the income produced by agri- 
cu ture and interest they pay to non-farm creditors is not shown separately 
from total interest paid by farmers. But in the Brookings estimates such 
payments are shown separately as income drawn from agriculture by the 
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non-farm population. We have followed this procedure. In 1929, these items 

amounted to about $238 million for interest and about $953 million for 

rent. (America’s Capacity to Consume, p. 196, footnote.) 

Both the Department of Commerce and Brookings accept as basic the 

Department of Agriculture estimate of gross farm income for 1929, 

although it is considerably higher than the 1929 figures shown by the 

Census of Agriculture of 1930, based on data given by the farmers them¬ 

selves. We use instead the census total, $11,011 million, with an estimate 

added for the 4.6% of all farms which made no report on their value of 

products. Giving weight to the other data reported for these farms, we 

raise the total to $11,234 million, and substitute this for the $11,941 million 

of the official estimate. 
Of course all data on national income and income produced by agri¬ 

culture include much rough estimating, but the following figures provide 

the basis for percentages given in the text. 

INCOME PRODUCED IN 1929 

Millions 

Total national income 
Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce estimate $81,128 

Brookings (Americas Capacity to Consume, p. 165) 80,882 

Total produced by agriculture, net0 
on basis of Department of Agriculture gross estimate 6 9,071 “ 

on basis of Census of Agriculture total, with estimate added 

for 4.6% of farms not reporting gross income 8,364 

Income retained by farmers and farm workers after rent and in¬ 

terest to non-farm landlords and mortgagees 

on Department of Agriculture basis 7>88° 

on Census of Agriculture basis 7>I73 

“After deducting depreciation and current expenditures of production, but without 

deducting wages, interest, rent or taxes. ,. A \ 
'’Estimate before revision published in Agricultural Statistics, 1939. (See Appendix .) 

Increase in estimate of agricultural income would presumably raise by an equivalent 

amount the estimate of total national income and would not materially affect the 

percentage produced by agriculture. 



278 WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 

APPENDIX C 

Cotton and Southern Agriculture as a Whole 

Cotton acreage in 1929 was about 78% above the cotton acreage of 1899, 

although the total acreage in southern farms had declined, except in Okla¬ 

homa. In the earlier year, about 44% of this cotton acreage was in the West 

South Central states; in the latter year, 60% of the much larger total. 

ACRES OF COTTON HARVESTED 

(in thousands') 

South Atlantic 

East South Central 

West South Central 

Mountain and Pacific 
Other 6 

United States 

1934 1929 1919 1909 /S99 

4.557 7.232 8,883 9,003 6.842 
5.44° 8,637 6,390 7,926 6,726 

15.991 26,353 T8.I53 15,017 10,661 
440 648 204 I 

325 357 no 97 46 

26,753 
California. 

sis. 

43,227 33,740 32,044 24,275 

• Jh j ir!Cfase in cotton went along with increased specialisation on the 
individual farms. In 1899, the census reported 1,418,584 farms raising cotton 

and classified 76% of these as cotton farms because 40% or more of their 

gross income was derived from cotton. Thirty years later, cotton was raised 

by 1,986,726 farms of which 84% were classified as cotton farms. Total 

cotton acreage had increased by 78%; total number of farms raising some 

co on had increased by 40%; specialised cotton farms had increased from 

1,071,545 to 1 640,025 while the number of farms on which cotton was a 
secondary product remained practically unchanged. 

Except in the South Atlantic states the specialised cotton farms produced 

a larger percentage of the total southern farm product in 1929 than in 1899. 

PRODUCT OF SPECIALISED COTTON FARMS AS PER CENT OF ALL FARM PRODUCTS 

SOUTHERN STATES ONLY 

South Atlantic states 

East South Central states 

1929 

30 

49 

57 

/S99 

34 

West South Central states 37 

47 
The South 

46 ' 39 
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In 1929, the total value of the United States cotton crop was estimated 

at $1,458 million. Of this total, 95% was produced in the southern states 

and accounted for 38% of the total southern farm production. These figures 

include a small amount of cotton raised on farms not classified as cotton 

farms, but at the same time they are smaller than the total output of the 

specialised cotton farms. For these specialised farms usually produce small 

quantities of other products: food used by the farm family; livestock and 

livestock products sold or traded; and forest products. These other items 

reported by the census as products of cotton farms in the South totaled 

$381 million and are included in the “gross value produced” by cotton 

farms shown in the following table. 

SOUTHERN FARMS, I929-I93O 

GROSS VALUE 

produced" 

TYPE OF FARM ° SHARECROPPERS OTHER FARMS (millions) 

Cotton 

Fruit, truck and crop- 

566,374 1,051,397 $1,628.3'* 

specialty * 87,927 275,763 552-3 
Cash-grain 

Stock ranch and animal- 

6,706 53,710 169.3 

specialty 2,211 75,386 288.6 

Dairy and poultry 2>473 79,196 223.2 

General 19,241 329,953 381.8 

Self-sufficing 25,720 315,479 145.0 

Abnormal "1 

Unclassified J 
65,626 266,654 

f i3s-3 
l 77-9 (' 

Total 776,278 2,447,53s 3,604.7 ° 

“ Farms arc classified by type according to their principal product. If no one product 

brings in at least 40% of gross farm income, or if two products are equally important, 

the farm is a “general” farm (provided it sells at least 51% of its product) or a self- 

sufficing” farm (provided it sells less than 51% of its product). The abnormal farms 

are chiefly “part-time” farms, according to a special definition which excludes many 

farm operators who also work away from the farm at some time during the year. (See 

discussion in Chapter IV.) 

6 Includes tobacco, sugar-cane and other special crops. 

° Not identical with total sold or traded. Gross value includes food and fuel produced 

on the farm and used by the farm family, which amounted to about 18% of the gross 

total in southern agriculture as a whole. 
‘‘Not identical with value of cotton crop in the southern states, reported as $1,382,- 

805,883. 
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APPENDIX D 

Estimated Gross Income Distribution, 1929, 

of “Unclassified” Farms 

NORTH WEST 

Under $600 

$6oo-%99 
$i,ooo-$2,499 

$2,500-%,999 

$6,ooo-$9,999 

FARMS 

23,620 

22,000 

37.330 
8,950 

1,290 

GROSS INCOME 

$7,086,000 

15,400,000 

54,128,500 

26,850,000 

8,385,000 

FARMS 

7.430 

4.335 
10,000 

3.330 

510 

GROSS INCOME 

$2,229,000 

3,034,500 

14,500,000 

9,990,000 

3,315,000 

Total 93,190 111,849,500 25,605 33,068,500 

SOUTH UNITED ' STATES 

Under $600 

$6oo-$999 
$1,00042,499 

$2,500-%,999 

$6,000-%,999 

FARMS 

125,000 

25,000 

18,471 

r,500 

GROSS INCOME 

$33>75°>°oo 

17,500,000 

22,165,000 

4,500,000 

FARMS 

156,050 

51,335 
65,801 

13,780 

1,800 

GROSS INCOME 

$43,065,000 

35.934.500 

90.793.500 
41,340,000 

11,700,000 

Total 169,971 77,915,000 288,766 222,833,000 

fo/datTn :°; t0tal nUmba °! Undassified farms in «ch geographical division, and 
for data on their acreage and value, Census of Agriculture, 1930, vol. Ill, pp. I2 and 18.) 
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APPENDIX E 

Distribution of Farm Products by Farm Gross Income 

Classes: 1899 and 1929° 

TOTAL 

PRODUCTION CLASS A CLASS B CLASS C CLASS D 

(millions) % % % °/o 

North (four divisions) 

1899 2,285.8 18.7 40-3 37-2 37 
J929 5,919.1 6 24.7 38-7 33-9 2.8 

South (three divisions) 

1899 1,167.5 13.2 18.3 55-4 13.2 

I929 3,604.7 6 M-5 l6.6 55-5 13-4 
West (two divisions') 

1899 288.7 56.2 23.3 17.8 2.6 
1929 I.7IO-3 * 57.0 23-3 U-5 2.1 

United States 

1899 3.742-i 19.9 32.1 41.4 6.6 
1929 11,234.2 6 26.4 29-3 38.2 6.1 

“Distribution is given by census for 1899 and is estimated by the author for 1929. 

(See reference note 20 from Chapter III.) Gross income classes used in this table arc 

the following: 

1899 1929 

Class D Under $250 

Class C $250—$999 

Class B $1,000—$2,499 

Class A $2,500 and over 

Under $600 

$600—$2,499 

$2,500—$5,999 

$6,000 and over 

* Includes estimate of production by “unclassified” farms. See Appendix D. 

APPENDIX F 

Relative Importance of Wages and Other Capital, 

by Type of Farm 

Differences among the several types of farms in the relative importance 

of wage labour and farm equipment as of 1930 are roughly indicated by the 

following tables. The first is based on a sample study of 1,116 large-scale 

farrns. “Capital” in this table includes the “value” of land, and the report 

gives no separate data on the various parts of which the totals are composed. 
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AVERAGES FOR 1,116 LARGE-SCALE FARMS, AS OF 1930* 

ACREAGE 

PERSONS EM¬ 

PLOYED PER 

1,000 ACRES 

CAPITAL, INCLUDING LAND 

PER WORKER PER 1,000 ACRES 

Truck I,710 51.6 $2,758 $142,250 

Fruit 2,240 36.I 3,631 131,150 

Poultry 1,020 2O.4 11,387 232,20X 

Crop-specialty 5>728 17.I 4,017 68,660 

Cotton 4,170 15.6 4,676 72,994 
Dairy 2,127 9-7 12,026 116,470 

General 9,645 6.2 6,713 41,341 
Animal-specialty 4>748 5-4 16,390 88,372 

Cash-grain 6,646 2.5 20,151 49,727 
Stock ranches 57,851 0.4 24,653 9,631 

“ Derived from Bureau of Agricultural Economics, Large-Scale Farming in the United 
States, April, 1938, mimeographed. 

Types of farming are listed in the order of their volume of labour per 

1,000 acres. And it is noteworthy that the lower the number of workers per 

acre, the higher is the capital per worker. This sequence is apparently inter¬ 

rupted by the higher capital per worker on all livestock farms, but for 

truck, fruit, crop-specialty, cotton, general, and cash-grain the trend is clear. 

It is equally clear if we look at poultry, dairy, animal-specialty and stock 
ranches, apart from crop farms. 

The second table gives average capital per farm and per acre for all 

farms of each type. It is based on the census of 1930 and shows four items: 

farm buildings other than dwellings; implements and machinery; feed and 

fertiliser; and wages. Unfortunately, livestock values given in the census 

cannot be related to type of farm. 
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AVERAGE INVESTMENT PER FARM AND PER ACRE, 

BY TYPE OF FARMING: I929-3O 

TYPE OF BUILDINGS IMPLEMENTS AVERAGE 

FARMING NOT AND FEED AND GROSS 

DWELLINGS MACHINERY FERTILISER WAGES INCOME 

AVERAGE INVESTMENT PER FARM 

Fruit $I,2l6 $829 $298 $796 $3*354 
Stock ranch I>363 1,025 549 717 7*175 
Truck 908 669 361 635 2,881 

Cash-grain M72 1*374 7i 245 2*943 
Dairy 2,020 952 481 239 2,765 
Animal-specialty 2,112 1,071 390 225 3.634 
Crop-specialty 734 434 175 197 i*934 

Abnormal 888° 286 
[ IT4 125 < ( 1*073 

Unclassified 708 232 , l 772* 
Poultry i»i57 425 723 95 1,989 

General 1*056 542 130 82 1,480 

Cotton 189 170 85 61 i*035 
Self-sufficing 301 125 41 8 425 

AVERAGE INVESTMENT PER ACRE 

Fruit $17.14 $11.68 $4-19 $11.21 $47.26 

Stock ranch O.47 o-35 0.19 O.25 2.46 

Truck 15.08 11.11 5-99 IO-55 47.82 

Cash-grain 4>r9 3-91 0.20 0.70 8.37 

Dairy 14.59 6.85 3-47 i-73 19.96 

Animal-specialty 9.19 4.66 1.69 0.98 15.82 

Crop-specialty 6.71 3.96 T-59 1.80 17.68 

Abnormal 12.37 3-98 1 
► 1.37 1.49 j 14-95 

Unclassified 7.12 2-33 J . 7.76* 
Poultry 18.55 6.81 11-59 1.52 31.90 

General 7.65 3.92 0.94 0.60 10.71 

Cotton 2.61 2.35 1.18 O
 

bo
 

4*
 

M-33 
Self-sufficing 4-33 1.80 0.59 0.12 6.11 

“Part-time, $455: other abnormal, $4,166. 

* Estimated. 
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APPENDIX G 

Farm Mortgages, Percentage Distribution of Holdings 

of Principal Lending Agencies: 1928 and 1939. 

UNITED NEW MIDDLE EAST NORTH WEST NORTH 

1928 
STATES ENGLAND ATLANTIC CENTRAL CENTRAL 

Total, millions $9,468.5 $122.5 $376.6 $1,950.1 $4,056.2 

per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Federal agencies 0 19.1 16.6 17.7 15.9 12.4 
Life insurance cos. 22.9 d 

0.1 19.4 32.3 

Banks (inc. mut. savings) 10.8 37-7 10.5 14.0 6.2 

Mortgage companies 10.4 — 0.5 5.8 15.1 
Farmers ‘ 14.2 11.8 29.1 19-3 14.9 
Other individuals 15.4 24.8 34-8 17.2 13-3 
Other agencies 7.2 9-i 7-3 8.4 5-8 

1939 
Total, millions $7,070.9 $186.6 $400.7 $1,409.0 $2,290.9 

per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Federal agencies a 39-7 22.8 24.4 40.8 42.2 
Life insurance cos. 12.6 <1 

0.3 13.8 19.2 
Insured commercial banks 0 7-3 7-3 II.O 8.3 4.4 

All other sources 40.4 

SOUTH 

69.9 

EAST SOUTH 

64-3 

WEST SOUTH 

37-i 34.2 

1928 
ATLANTIC CENTRAL CENTRAL MOUNTAIN PACIFIC 

Total, millions $491.9 $381.5 $901.3 $496.5 $691.9 
per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Federal agencies 0 0
0

 
C

O
 

41.8 35.0 26.5 17.6 
Life insurance cos. 12.5 28.0 25.0 5.6 7-7 
Banks (inch mut. savings) IO.7 II.I 4.1 16.7 28.1 
Mortgage companies i-5 2.8 14.9 14.9 5-3 
Farmers ‘ 6.4 6.5 5-4 10.0 12.2 
Other individuals 23.8 7-4 7.6 19-3 15.2 
Other agencies 7.0 2.4 8.0 7.0 13.9 

1939 
Total, millions $397-o $340.4 $831.8 $445-9 $768.6 

per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Federal agencies a 47-7 49-9 45-5 37-4 29.0 
Life insurance cos. 7-4 13-1 15.0 3-6 4-7 
Insured commercial banks 13-3 13.0 3-o 2.3 14.6 
All other 31.6 24.0 36.4 56.7 5i-7 

Federal land banks, joint stock land banks, and, in i939> Land Bank Commissioner 

loans. ‘Both active and retired. ° Not comparable with 1928 bank figure. “Less than 
0.05 per cent. 

Source: For 1928, The Farm Debt Problem, 73rd Congress, I, House Doc. no. 9, p. n. 

For 1939, Agricultural Finance Review, November, 1939. 
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APPENDIX H 

Part-Time Farmers 

This appendix shows distribution by region and gross farm income of 

farmers working off their farms. The $750 dividing line is used by the 

census only for part-time farmers working 150 days or more. In using this 

dividing line for all farmers” we have assumed an even income distribu¬ 

tion within the census group $600 to $999. We have also included among 

“all farmers” our estimated income distribution of the 288,766 “unclassified” 

farms on which the census gives considerable data but does not give gross 

income. The combined estimate for the country as a whole is given in the 
text, p. 113. 

FARMERS REPORTING WORK OFF THEIR FARMS: 1929 

REGION AND INCOME ALL FARMERS FARMERS WORKING OFF THEIR FARMS 

/50 days or more Under 150 days 
the north (4 divisions') 

Under $750 584,853 t53>853 * 357,000 
$750 to $999 23M39 50,000 140,000 
$1,000 and over T>745>493 z7.453 1,097 

Total 2,561,785 * 221,306 * 498,097 * 

the west (2 divisions) 

Under $750 i38>°99 4M44 * 83,700 

$750 to $999 40.771 15.900 18,300 

$1,000 and over 324>z77 r4>944 3,i58 

Total 503,047 * 72,288 * 105,158 * 

the south (3 divisions) 

Under $750 1,601,147 143,910 * 645,544 
$750 to $999 538,427 51,600 113,500 

$r,ooo and over 1,084,242 51,085 410 

Total 3,223,816 * 

* Census figure, from Census of Agriculture, 

246,595 * 

1930, vol. IV, p. 432. 

759,454 * 
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A P P E N D I X J 

Distribution of Farms and Farm Property, by Tenure 

United States United States 

1935 1930 

LAND LAND 

FARMS & BUILDINGS FARMS & BUILDINGS 

Manager 0.7 4.8 0.9 4-7 
Part owners 10.1 16.8 IO.4 17.0 

Full owners 

Mortgaged 18.6 22.3 19.6 22.9 

Unmortgaged 28.5 22.8 26.7 21.2 

Tenants (not croppers) 3i-5 30.9 30.0 3i-3 
Sharecroppers 10.5 2.4 12.3 2.9 

All tenures 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Totals 6,812,350 $32,859 mill. 6,288,648 $47,880 mill. 

North and West South 

LAND LAND 

FARMS & BUILDINGS FARMS & BUILDINGS 

1935 
Managers 1.0 4-4 0.5 5.8 
Part owners 13.4 18.8 6.9 11.3 
Full owners 

Mortgaged 24.8 23.6 12.6 19.0 
Unmortgaged 30.3 21.3 26.6 26.8 

Tenants (not croppers) 30.5 32.0 32.6 28.0 
Sharecroppers 20.9 9-2 

All tenures 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Totals, 1935 3,390,427 $24,122 mill. 3,421,923 $8,737 mill. 

1930 
Managers 1-3 4-3 0.5 5-7 
Part owners 14.1 19.1 7.0 II.O 

Full owners 

Mortgaged 27.0 24.3 12.5 18.8 
Unmortgaged 29.1 19.8 24.4 25.2 

Tenants (not croppers) 28.5 32.5 3i-5 27.9 
Sharecroppers 24.1 n.3 

All tenures 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Totals, 1930 3,064,832 $35,536 mill. 3,223,816 $12,344 mill 
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North and West South 

(Continued) 

LAND 

(Continued) 

LAND 

FARMS & BUILDINGS FARMS & BUILDINGS 

1920 

Managers i-5 3-9 0.6 4.4 

Part owners 11.3 15-5 6.0 8.1 

Full owners 

Mortgaged 26.2 22.3 10.7 15.6 

No mortgage or n.r. 34-3 23.1 331 33-7 

Tenants (not croppers) 

Sharecroppers 

26.6 35-2 32-1 

17-5 

28.5 

97 

All tenures 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Totals, 1920 3,241,679 $51,159 mill. 3,206,664 $15,157 mill. 

FULL-OWNER FARM OPERATORS AS PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL, 

BY REGIONS, I9OO TO I935 

1900 1910 1920 1930 1935 

NORTH AND WEST 

% % % % % 

Number of farmers 63.0 62.1 60.5 56.2 55-2 

Land “value” 52.3 46.5 429 39-4 } 
44-9 

Buildings 64.2 60.9 577 56.4 j 

Implements and machinery 60.4 57-9 53.6 477 

Livestock 56.3 55.0 51.8 

SOUTH 

Number of farmers 47.2 42.9 -u
 bo
 

369 39.2 

Land “value” 53.0 49.8 47.2 40.5 / 
45.8 

Buildings 63.6 61.9 58.6 55-i ) 
« 

Implements and machinery 56.7 57.8 57.6 49.2 
a 

Livestock 5i-3 53-4 52.5 

“ Not available. 

6 Corresponding percentage for 1930: North and West, 44.1; South, 44.1. 

A P PEN D I X K 

Wage Labour on Large-Scale Farms 

A special census study of 7,875 selected large-scale farms, including 

nearly one-third of all in the gross income group ranging upward from 

$20,000, gives us the relation of total wages to gross income for each type 

of farm among those large-scale operations. 
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WAGES AS PERCENTAGE OF GROSS VALUE OF PRODUCT ON 7,875 LARGE-SCALE 

farms: 1929 

PER CENT PER CENT 

Cotton farms 32-4 Cash-grain farms 15.2 

Truck farms 3i-9 Poultry farms 14.1 

Fruit farms 30-5 Stock ranches 12.1 

General farms 28.3 Animal-specialty farms 7-i 
Crop-specialty farms 27.0 

Dairy farms 23.6 All other 21.2 

Source: Computed from Table 6 in special report on Large-Scale Farming in the 

United States} 1929, based on census schedules and published joindy by U. S. Bureau 

of the Census and U. S. Bureau of Agricultural Economics, Government Printing 
Office, 1933. 

By applying these percentages to the estimated gross output of all farms 

of each type with more than $20,000 gross income in 1929, we arrive at 

rough totals of wage expenditure on large-scale farms. 

ESTIMATED DISTRIBUTION OF WAGE PAYMENTS BY SIZE OF FARM: 1929 

LARGE-SCALE 

{$20,000 and over ALL OTHER EMPLOYING 

of gross income) FARMS 

WAGE WAGE 

TYPE OF FARM FARMS PAYMENTS FARMS PAYMENTS 
Fruit 2,793 $34,872,000 103,981 $77,659,576 
Abnormal and unclassified 2,889 35,851,700 138,093 48,445,684 
Stock ranches 4,912 3°,53I>400 38,887 20,347,010 
Dairy 2,198 20,615,300 360,15! 123,914,515 

I ruck 1,309 20,606,900 48,270 33,126,284 
Crop-specialty 1,929 19,785,900 193,867 64,999,382 
Animal-specialty 5,53i 19>755,3oo 306,168 87,935,510 
Cotton 903 11,491,000 462,794 87,980,654 
Cash-grain 

!,778 9,748,200 295,530 101,726,517 
Poultry 506 2,471,800 66,989 I3>352,389 
General 233 2,144,600 494,659 83,967,705 
Self-sufficing 

97,231 4,090,987 

All types 24,981 207,874,100 2,606,620 747,546,213 
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Comparing these estimated totals on large-scale farms with the wage 

expenditures reported by the census of 193° employing farms of each 

type, we arrive at the above distribution of wage expenditures on farms 

with $20,000 or more gross income in 1929 and smaller farms which 

employed some wage labour in that year. 

According to this estimate, the large-scale farms, all types combined, paid 

about 22% of the total wages for farm labour. 



CHIEF DOCUMENTARY SOURCES 

Our study is based chiefly on census data and other government docu¬ 

ments. But available material is not wholly satisfactory. On farm income, 

for example, we have three different sources. The study of consumer 

income of farm families in 1935-36 gives estimates based on intensive 

study of widely scattered counties. This classifies the families according to 

income groups. It includes family income from outside sources and is 

supposed to be a net figure, after deduction of expense of operating the 

farm. It is part of the broad study of Consumer Incomes in the United 

States, published by the National Resources Committee. 

Broad total estimates of gross farm income (including food and fuel 

used by the farm family) and of total cash farm income from sale of farm 

products are published yearly by the Department of Agriculture. (These 

gross farm income figures are given in our Appendix A.) Separate estimates 

of certain costs of farm operation are also published by this department. 

The only nation-wide data on gross farm income classified by amount 

received on each separate farm are given in the Census of Agriculture for 

1929 (in the census of 1930) and for 1899 (in the census of 1900). The 

somewhat abbreviated Census of Agriculture taken in 1935 included nothing 
whatever on income. & 

In general, the 1930 census is the richest source of data on farms 

throughout the county. We return repeatedly to the 1930 census for points 

on which later material is not at hand. Also the years 1929-1930 are im¬ 

portant in themselves, as marking the close of the period preceding the 

severe economic crisis from which the country has never yet fully 
recovered. 7 

The chief documentary sources are listed below. Other sources used, both 

documentary and unofficial, will be found in the Reference Notes which 
follow. 

292 
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Department of Commerce 

Bureau of the Census 

Census of Agriculture, included in each decennial census, and a less 

complete Census of Agriculture taken in 1925 and in 1935. 

Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce 

Statistical Abstract of the United States, annual. 

Department of Agriculture 

Annual Report of the Secretary, 

Agricultural Statistics, annual since 1936. 

Yearbook of Agriculture, with statistical section until 1935. 

Crops and Markets, monthly. 

Bureau of Agricultural Economics 

Agricultural Situation, monthly. Also monthly mimeographed bulle¬ 

tins on each principal crop, on livestock, and on dairy situation. 

Agricultural Finance Review, semi-annual since May, 1938. 

Agricultural Adjustment Administration, reports on Agricultural Adjust¬ 

ment. 
Farm Credit Administration, Annual Report. 

Farm Security Administration, Annual Report. 

Federal Surplus Commodities Corp., Annual Report. 

Department of Labor 

Bureau of Labor Statistics 

Wholesale Prices, monthly. 

Retail Prices, monthly. 

Works Progress Administration 

Division of Social Research 

National Research Project on Reemployment Opportunities and Recent 

Changes in Industrial Techniques: Studies of Changing Techniques 

and Employment in Agriculture include separate reports on im¬ 

portant crops and special phases of mechanisation and employment. 

Research Monographs and other special reports include volumes on 

plantation farming, migratory workers, rural youth, rural relief and 

other economic and social aspects of the farm problem. 

Federal Trade Commission 

Agricultural Income Inquiry, i937> three volumes on traders and 

processors. 

Agricultural Implement and Machinery Industry, 1938. 





REFERENCE NOTES 

CHAPTER I: Pages 9 to 16. 

1. Disadvantaged Classes in American Agriculture, Department of Agriculture, Farm 

Security Administration, Social Research Report VIII, 1938, p. 5. Number of farms 

includes author’s estimate of “unclassified” farms in low-income groups. See Ap¬ 

pendix D. 

2. T. J. Woofter and Ellen Winston, Seven Lean Years, p. 12. 

3. Changing Aspects of Rural Relief, Works Progress Administration, Research Mono¬ 

graph XIV, 1938, p. 133- 

4. Woofter and Winston, op. cit., p. 15. 
5. National Resources Committee, Consumer Incomes in the United States, 1938, 

pp. 2 and 24. 

6. Ibid., derived from pp. 25 and 101. 
7. Facts for Farmers, May, 1938, with reference to summaries released by U. S. 

Bureau of Home Economics on basis of 1935-36 data. _ 

8. Farm-Housing Survey, Department of Agriculture, Miscellaneous Publication no. 

323, pp. 11 and 15. 
q_ Farm Tenancy, Report of the President s Committee, i937> P* 7*. 

10. The Nation’s Health, Interdepartmental Committee to Coordinate Health and 

Welfare Activities, 1939. P- 36; also available as House Document no. 120 of 76 

Congress I. 

11. Ibid., pp. 28 and 30. 
12. Report of the Advisory Committee on Education, February, 1938, p. 9- 

13. Ibid., pp. 25-26. 
14. Farm Tenancy, Report of the President's Committee, pp. 64-65. 

CHAPTER II: Pages 17 to 37. 

“The designation ‘surplus value’ is given by Marx to the increase over the original 

value of money that is put into circulation. ... In order that he may be able to 

receive surplus value, ‘Moneybags must... find in the market a commodity whose 

use-value has the peculiar quality of being a source of value’-—a commodity, the 

actual process of whose use is at the same time the process of the creation of value. 

Such a commodity exists. It is human labour power. Its use is labour, and abour 

creates value... . Having bought labour power, the owner of money is entided to 

use it, that is to set it to work for the whole day—twelve hours, let us suppose. 
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Meanwhile, in the course of six hours (‘necessary’ labour time) the labourer pro¬ 
duces sufficient to pay back the cost on his own maintenance; and in the course 
of the next six hours (‘surplus’ labour time), he produces a ‘surplus’ product for 
which the capitalist does not pay him—surplus product or surplus value.” 
Lenin, Karl Marx,” Collected Wor\s, XVIII, pp. 30-31, with quotation from 
Marx, Capital, I (International edition, 1939), p. 145. 

ia. Federal Reserve Board, Eighteenth Annual Report, 1931, p. 127. 

2. See estimate by L. C. Gray of Department of Agriculture, in American Economic 
Review, Supplement, March, 1923. Gray referring to January, 1920, before land 
prices had begun to decline, included farm land at current price and a very 
generous estimate of non-farm wealth owned by farmers. He concluded that per 
capita wealth of farm population was less than two-thirds that of non-farm popu¬ 
lation. The farmers’ position has been greatly worsened since 1920. 

3. Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace, Annual Report, 1938, p. 3. 
4. Agricultural Statistics, 1939, pp. 484-487. 

5. National Industrial Conference Board, The Agricultural Problem in the United 
States, 1926, p. 46; Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1936, p. 55. Census 
of 1920, taken January 1, gave 25.6%. N.I.C.B. estimates 29% as of June 1, date 
of all censuses up to 1900. The 1930 figure refers to April 1. 

6. According to Census of Agriculture, horses, mules and asses on farms were 
reduced by 6,337,706, or 25%, between 1920 and 1930. Much greater has been 
decline in horses used in towns and cities. Their number is now estimated at 
“about 100,000” as against some three million before the World War For city 
estimate, New York, Times, Nov. 21, 1937. 

7. National Bureau of Economic Research, Publication no. 23, Production Trends in 
the United States since 1870, by Arthur F. Burns, pp. 263 ff. Burns gives four 
different authorities for estimates of trend in crop production. These estimates 
range from 2.2% to 2.5% yearly. 

8. Brookings Institution, Institute of Economics, Publication no. 55, America’s Capacity 
to Produce, p. 547; for population, Statistical Abstract of the United States iqj6 
p. 2. ' ’ 

9. Based on “value added by manufacturing,” in Statistical Abstract of U. S„ 1938, 

p. 749. and gross value of farm products, in Census of Agriculture, 1900 and 
1930, with estimate added for farms whose value of products in 1929 was not 
reported. 

10. D. B Warden quoted by E. L. Bogart in Economic History of the American 
People, 1930 ed., p. 393. 

Th<: census rcported separately numbers of farms having horses and those having 
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Canning Companies, 33, 106, 159. 

Capital, 95; accumulation, 17, 20, 21, 

76, 99-106, 135, 195; per acre, 93, 

125, 281$.; all farms, 92#.; con¬ 

stant, 94; depreciation, 79, 80, 199, 

276; per farm, 84, 92/?., 98, 138- 

139, 281/7.; variable, 94; see also 

Farm real estate; Land. 

Capitalism, and agriculture, 14, 17- 

35> 63, 75-116, 142#., 181, 245, 

257, 271-272; and land, 119-130, 

139, 269. 

Cash expenditures, 79, 98, 180, 188, 

194, 198, 276. 

Cash-grain farms, see Grain farms. 

Cattle, 29, 33, 42, 68, 78, 175, 226, 

228; on range, 47-48; see also 

Meat animals. 

Cattle farms, 46; see also Animal- 

specialty farms; Stock ranches. 

“Chain” farms, 90, no/f. 

Chicago Board of Trade, 29. 

Children, 13, 60; at work, 145#., 

151, 152. 

Chinese, 52, 147. 

Citrus workers, 149, 157. 

Civil War, 18, 26, 56, 255. 

Class lines, 18, 39, 54, 96, 116. 

Colorado, 51, 148, 157, 168. 

“Combine,” 53, 82. 

Commercial farming, 27, 78, 169, 

176; see also Commodity produc¬ 

tion. 

Commodity Credit Corp, 64, 214. 

Commodity production, 27, 75, 77- 

79- 

Congress of Industrial Organiza¬ 

tions, 14, 157, 182. 

Connecticut, 75, 78. 

Conservation, 168, 199, 213, 269. 

Consumer-Farmer Milk Cooperative, 

263. 

Consumers, 230, 250, 251, 263, 

265$.; see also Prices, city and 

farm. 

Consumption, 181, 200, 205#., 226, 

246, 248//., 251, 264; cotton, 215; 

meats, 225; milk etc., 233/f.; 

wheat, 203. 

Co-operatives, 260-263; cotton, 219, 

262; credit, 259; dairy, 232, 240/f., 

261; grain, 262. 

Corn, 42, 115, 221, 227^. 

Corn belt, 42, 49, 228. 

Corporations, baking, 33, 211; can- 

mng> 33> I06, 159; dairy, 33, 232, 

2341?-> 237'239> 243i farm, 107//., 

159; meat-packing, 33, 228#., 239; 

milling, 33, 209, 211; tobacco, 15, 

33> 34! see a^so Banks; Insurance 
companies. 

Cost of production, 15, 81, 166, 169, 

172, 176#., 201, 248, 251, 265. 

Cotton, 51, 53, 61, 66, 70, 76#., 115, 

2I5'223> 262, 2j6ff.; farm price, 

29> 32> 218-221; mechanisation, 82, 
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172; picking, 61, 82, 146#., 151, 

157, 158/?., I72i production, 217, 

250; quality of, 62; traders, 219. 

Cotton farms, 78, 86-87, 93> 94> I07> 

159, 169, 176; by income groups, 

66, 88-90, 170, 177; and wage 

labour, 89, 282, 290; see also Plan¬ 

tations. 

Credit, 65, 79, 104, 256, 267; to 

plantation tenants, 58, 260; for 

production, 65, 108, 259-260; see 

also Loans; Mortgages. 

Crisis, 9, 15, 40, 131, 133, 183#., 

192#., 197, 246-248, 265, 270; ef¬ 

fect of, 16, 21, 31, 114#., 124, 

127#., 226#., 246, 253; in the 

North Adantic states, 131; in the 

South, 70, 172, 215. 

Crop-speciality farms, 78, 88-90, 93, 

170, 177; and wage labour, 88, 

282, 290. 

“Cut-over” lands, 44, 167. 

D 

Dairy companies, 33, 232, 234#., 

237-239, 243. 

Dairy Farmers Union, 241-242, 266. 

Dairy farms, 41, 46, 78, 81, 88-90, 

93> l7°> J75> U6> j77> 23*ff-> 239, 
261ff.; and wage labour, 87, 88, 

282, 290. 

Dairy products, 32; see also Milk. 

Debt, 130, 133, 135, 139#., 183-199, 

254, 256#., 267. 

Delaware, 53, 55, 67, 92, 137. 

3°9 

Delta & Pine Land Co., 60, 64, 65, 

90, 107, 264. 

Desert, 47-48. 

Diet, liberal, 249. 

Differential rent, 125, 138. 

DiGiorgio Fruit Corp., 158, 159. 

Drought, 11, 43, 168, 183, 226, 256. 

Durst hop ranch, 154/?. 

Dust Bowl, 47-48, 168. 

E 

Earl Fruit Co., 158. 

East North Central states, 41, 42, 

110; debt, 189, 193#., 284; farm 

equipment, 92, 94; farm “values,” 

98, 139-141, 188; income groups, 

44, 47, 49; tenure, 45-46, 138, 286; 

wage labour, 97. 

East South Central states, 278, 286; 

debt, 189, 193#., 284; farm equip¬ 

ment, 92, 94; farm “values,” 98, 

140-141, 188; income groups, 66- 

67; wage labour, 97. 

Education, 13. 

Electricity, 12, 94, 115. 

Elevators, 29, 2ogff., 256. 

Equitable Life Assurance Society, 

hi. 

Exports, 19-20, 244; cotton, 216ff., 

222ff.; meat products, 224#.; 

wheat, 202ff., 205, 214. 

F 

Family farms, 18, 41, 50, 80, 85, 

134. 



3io WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 

Family labour, 60, 151; see also Mi¬ 

grants. 

Farm Bureau, see American Farm 

Bureau Federation. 

Farm corporations, 107#., 159. 

Farm Credit Administration, see 

Federal land banks. 

Farm equipment, 26, 31, 79, 91-94, 

98, 169, 187, 197, 283, 289; see 

also Machinery; Tractors. 

Farm implements, and machinery, 

80, 91-94, 287; manufacturers, 14; 

prices, 31; see also Tractors. 

Farm organizations, 182, 241-242, 

256, 260, 265#., see also Co-opera¬ 

tives. 

Farm population, 10, 35, 70; home¬ 

less, 52, 147, 168, 172; and non¬ 

farm work, 35, 114; trends in, 22, 

27- 

Farm real estate, 46, 55, 130, 140- 

141, 194; by tenure, 286, 288. 

Farm Security Administration, 152#., 

260. 

Farmers Educational and Coopera¬ 

tive Union, 182, 241, 260, 266. 

Farmers’ struggles, 196#., 242, 254- 

258, 270^. 

Farmers Union, see Farmers Educa¬ 

tional and Cooperative Union. 

Farming technique, 25-27; and 

prices, 100#., 166; and small 

farms, 171-179; see also Farm 

equipment. 

Farming, types of, 46, 50, 87, 170, 

177, 184, 279, 281, 290; see also 

Cotton, Dairy, Grain, etc. 

Farming under contract, 108; see 

also “Chain” farms. 

Fascist trends, 154-162, 267. 

Federal Emergency Relief Adminis¬ 

tration, 227. 

Federal Farm Board, 213, 261, 262. 

Federal land banks, 66, 109, hi, 

258/7., 260; Commissioner loans, 

197, 259. 

Federal Surplus Commodities Corp., 

206, 207, 234, 242, 265. 

Feed, 31, 78, 93, 187; and fertiliser, 

98. 

Fertiliser, 14, 24, 31, 58-59, 79, 108, 

187, 197, 231, 251; and feed, 98. 

Filipinos, 52, 155. 

Florida, 53-54, 63, 67, 148#., 150, 

I75- 

Flour mills, 209, 210; see also Mill¬ 

ing companies. 

Forced sales, 193-194. 

Foreclosures, 21, no#., 192#., 196#., 

257> 259, 270. 

Foreign-born workers, 143, 147. 

Freight rates, 28-29. 

Fruit farms, 78, 88, 90, 170, 176, 

177; corporations, 107, 158; by 

region, 42, 53-54, 67, 262; tenure, 

46; wage labour, 86, 88, 93, 158, 

282, 290. 

Fruits, 32, 51, 173#., 249; picking, 

146, 148, 151#., 155, 156. 
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G 

General farms, 50, 170, 176, 177; and 

wage labour, 89, 282, 290. 

Georgia, 61, 63, 66, 215. 

Government payments, hi, 199, 

264$., 273; on cattle, 226; on cot¬ 

ton, 213/7.; on hogs, 227; and 

sharecroppers, 62; on wheat, 220/7. 

Grain farms, 46, 51, 52, 53, 78, 8i/7., 

88-90, 93, 169-170, 176, 177, 184; 

Campbell wheat, 107; and wage la¬ 

bour, 88, 280, 288. 

Grains, 32, 262; see also Wheat. 

Grange, see National Grange. 

Grazing land, 43, 47-48; see also 

Prairies; Stock ranches. 

H 

Hay, 51, 78, 107. 

Health, 12-13. 

Hogs, 29, 33, 42, 46, 226/7.; see also 

Animal-specialty farms. 

Homestead Act, 50, 130, 255. 

Horsepower, units of, 92. 

Horses and mules, 92/7., 175-178. 

Hotchkiss Co., 159. 

Housing, 251; farmers’, 12; for wage 

workers, 153/7. 

I 

Idaho, 51, 148, 157, 175. 

Illinois, 42, 278; milk case, 243. 

Income, average, 12, 37, 43, 60, 65, 
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138-139, 187, 191, 275, 283; cot¬ 

ton, 219; livestock, 229; total, 9, 

35> 36, 187/7-, 248, 254, 265, 

275/7v wheat, 210. 

Income groups, n-12, 36, 38, 74, 113, 

177, 180, 184, 280, 281; and acre¬ 

age, 169-171; by region, 44, 52-54, 

Jiff., 283; and tractors, 179; by 

type of farm, 48, 49; and wage 

labour, Syff. 

Indiana, 42. 

Industrial Workers of the World, 

154- 

Industry and agriculture, 14, 19-37, 

40, 125, 132, 184#., 215, 218, 245. 

Inflation, 257. 

Insurance, 105. 

Insurance companies, 21, 66, 109/7., 

259, 264, 270, 283. 

Intensive farming, 41-42, 51, 53, 67, 

87, 93- 

Interest, 20, 35, 79, 126, 276; to non¬ 

farm mortgagees, 276; as per cent 

of income, 194; rate, 58, 61, 65, 

121, 186, 191. 

Iowa, 42, 133, 149, 196. 

Irrigated land, 47#., 51, 107. 

J 

Japanese, 52, 147. 

Jim Crow, 57, 76, 146/7., 256. 

Johnston, Oscar, 64. 

Joint stock land banks, 109, 111. 
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K 

Kansas, 29, 42, 68, 92, 132#., 168, 

256, 276. 

Kentucky, 61, 63, 67, 68, 114. 

Kern County Land Co., 159. 

L 

Labour, division of, 23, 83, 134; fam¬ 

ily, 151; seasonal, 61, 82, 142, 146, 

I5°> r72, 222; supply, 18, 22, 52, 

161, 202; see also Wage labour 

Labour Research Association, unem¬ 

ployment estimate, 248. 

LaFollette committee, 159. 

Land, 52, 84, 105; free, 40, 132, 255; 

price of, 52, 108, 120#., 132#., 135, 

I4I> 256; as property, 56, 

118#., 123#., 134, 257, 267, 268; 

public, 47-48, 268; “value” per 

farm, 98, 188, 191; western, 130#., 

255; see also Farm real estate; 

Rent; Soil. 

Large farms, 18, 38, 46-47, 52-54, 65, 

66, 88/?., 90, 262, 264, 266, 289#.; 

by name, 64, 107#., 154, 156, 158, 

159; trend toward, 43, 48, 61, 67, 

71-74, 80-85, I04> IX4> 171, 174, 
282. 

Large landowners, 52, 64, 66, 107#., 

no#., 119, 159, 264. 

Legislation, 184, 197, 212#., 220#., 

229, 239#., 256#., 259, 267; farm 

workers, 154. 

Lenin, V. I., 96, 124, 125, 165. 

Livestock, 29, 32, 81, 87, 93, 98, 184, 

224-231, 249, 289; commission 

firms, 108, 229; see also Animal- 

specialty; Poultry; Stock ranches. 

Loans, banks, 186; federal, 197, 199, 

214, 222, 258#., 284; non-bank con¬ 

cerns, 108, 186; see also Credit; 

Mortgages. 

Louisiana, 61, 67, 114, 151, 215. 

M 

Maine, 175. 

Manager farms, 46-47, 60, 286. 

Marketing agreements, 240#., 243. 

Marketing quotas, 213#., 221. 

Markets, 20, 200-223, 228, 263; and 

small farmers, 173. 

Marx, Karl, 117, 123#. 

Maryland, 53, 55, 67, 92, 137, 153. 

Massachusetts, 254. 

Meat animals, 29, 32, 224-231, 249. 

Meat packing, 33, 228#., 239. 

Mechanisation, 15, 26-27, 79, 80#., 

9r"94> r74^v 178; and specialisa¬ 

tion, 81, 83; see also Farm equip¬ 

ment; Tractors. 

Medium-sized farms, 38,115; see also 

Middle farms. 

Merritt, Hulett C., 107. 

Metropolitan Life Insurance Co., 

no#., 264. 

Mexicans, 52, 147, 155. 

Michigan, 42. 

Middle Atlantic states, 41; debt, 189, 

I93ff-> 284; farm equipment, 92, 
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94; farm “values,” 98, 139-141, 

188; income groups, 44, 47; tenure, 

45-46, 137, 286; wage labour, 97. 

Middle farms, 93, 96, 128, 183- 

199, 264, 265; see also Medium¬ 

sized farms. 

Middle West, 46, 47, 49. 

Migrants, 52, 146-149, 150, 152, 168. 

Milk, 33, 173, 175, 231-243, 249, 251; 

see also Dairy products. 

Milling companies, 33, 209, 211. 

Minnesota, 42, 78, 132/7., 149. 

Mississippi, 58, 61, 62, 64, 66, 114, 

2I5* 

Missouri, 42, 68, 158, 278. 

Monopoly forces, 15, 27-34, 106, 

2oSff., 228#., 240, 243, 245/7., 250, 

256, 266. 

Montana, 51, 81, 92, 94, 107, 157. 

Mortgage companies, 109, 284; see 

also Insurance companies. 

Mortgages, 15, 65, 132, 135, 189, 191, 

195, 254, 268; lending agencies, 

109, 258/7., 282; moratoriums, 199, 

259, 270; and scale of operation, 

21, 45-46, 286; see also Debt; Fore¬ 

closures; Owner-operators. 

Motor trucks, 94. 

Mountain states, 47, 50, 78; debt, 65, 

189, 193#., 284; farm equipment, 

92, 94; farm “values,” 98, 139-141, 

188; income groups, 48, 49, 52/7.; 

tenure, 55, 138, 286; wage labour, 

97- 

N 

National Dairy Products Corp., 232, 

2347?-> 237'239> 243- 

National Grange, 256, 260, 266. 

Nebraska, 94, 133, 157. 

Negroes, 12, 18, 56/7., 76, 126, 146/7., 

157, 158, 196, 255/7.; farm owner¬ 

ship by, 57. 

Nevada, 49. 

New Deal, 199, 205/7., 258, 264, 266, 

270; cotton, 220/7.; credit, 259/7.; 

livestock, 226/7.; milk, 240, 242; 

soil, 168; tenancy, 267; wheat, 

2137?- 

New England, 41, 120, 121; debt, 

189, 193/7., 284; farm equipment 

92, 94; farm “values,” 98, 139-141, 

188; income groups, 44, 47; tenure, 

45-46, 55, 137, 286; wage labour, 

97- 

New Jersey, 148/7., 151/7., 153, 156. 

New Mexico, 51, 61, 107, 168. 

New York, 133, 175, 255; milk, 237, 

239, 242, 251, 266. 

North, 40-47, 113, 133, 136, 140, 194, 

283; Atlantic states, 53-54, 78, 81, 

131, 133, 138; Central states, 53-54, 

78; income groups, 71/?., 280, 281; 

tenure, 186/7., 196; see also sepa¬ 

rate divisions. 

North Carolina, 61, 63, 66, 67, 68. 

North Dakota, 42, 94, 133, 149. 

Northwest, 92; see also Pacific North¬ 

west. 



314 WHY FARMERS ARE POOR 

Number of farm workers, 142. 

Number of farms, 23, 85, 176, 179, 

246, 283; certain products, 33, 54, 

201, 215, 231; employing labour, 

86, 290; by income groups, 71/?., 

113, 181; North, 40-41, 43-44; on 

poor land, x66; South, 56, 57, 59- 

bo, 63, 69, 279; by tenure, 288; by 

type, 88-89; West, 47, 53. 

O 

Ohio, 42, T56. 

Oklahoma, 48, 49, 56, 61, 63, 66-67, 

68, 93, 168; cotton in, 82, 148, 158. 

Oregon, 53, 148, 15T, 160. 

Owner-operators, 57, 60, 186ff., 269, 

284#., 287; mortgaged, 135#., 189; 

renting additional land, 47; un¬ 

mortgaged, 46, 55, 1x7, 136ff„ 140. 

Ownership, i30-i4r; absentee, 45, 66; 

farm operator, 106, 134#.; public, 

125; see also Large landowners; 

Tenure. 

P 

Pacific Northwest, 50, 82. 

Pacific states, 47, 50, 78, 148, 150, 

284; debt, 65, 189, 193#., 282; 

farm equipment, 92, 94; farm 

“values,” 98, 139-141, 188; income 

groups, 48-49, 53$.; wage labour, 

97- 

Part owners, 47, 136, 284. 

Part-time farmers, 44, 54, 69, 70, 95, 

112-114, M4> M9> i76. 181, 285. 

Pennsylvania, 133, 196. 

“Penny sales,” ig6ff., 259. 

Peonage, 60. 

People’s Party, see Populists. 

Plantations, 18, 20, 56#., 63#., 73, 

76-77, 90, 107, 119. 

Populists, 256/f., 266. 

Potatoes, 42, 51, 86, 115, 148, 173, 

175, 221, 249. 

Poultry farms, 41, 46, 89#., 93, 170, 

176, 177; and wage labour, 89, 282, 

290. 

Poultry products, 32, 249. 

Poverty, 9-14, 35-37, 57-61, 68-70, 77, 

116, 152, 161, 163. 

Prairies, 43, 47#., 50-51, 133, 167- 

168, 256, 257; see also Grazing 

land. 

Pre-emption Act, 255. 

Prices, 14-15, 131, 133, 245#.; and 

average rate of profit, iooff.; city 

and farm, 208, 211, 220 ff., 229, 230, 

236#., 247#., 251, 265; cotton, 32, 

216, 218, 220f}.; dairy products, 

233> 236#v 241; livestock, 225-228; 

paid by farmers, 30#., 58, 61, 187; 

received by farmers, 11, 29, 30$., 

83, 108, 129, 165-166,177, 248, 254; 

regulation, 212#., 239-242; wheat, 

83, 131, 201, 204#., 208#., 212#.; 

see also Land, price of. 

Processors, 14, 15, 19, 33, 108, 208#., 

23r#v 250; profits of, 34, 221, 

237#.; see “Iso Corporations. 
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Production, 24-25, 205, 217/?., 231; 

per acre, 138; for home use, 75, 

77-78, 180, 228, 247; by income 

groups, 38, 74, 88/?., 279; by 

regions, 40-41, 42, 44, 47#., 50, 56, 

130, 276/?.; by unclassified farms, 

280. 

Productivity of labour, 25-27, 83, 1x5, 

I3I>175- 

Profit, rate of, \02ff., 128; and prices, 

looff.; and rent, 122/?.; see also 

Processors. 

Prudential Insurance Co. of America, 

hi. 

R 

Railroads, 19, 28-29, :32> 25x> 2550- 

Relief, 11, 152, 227, 251, 260, 264, 

266. 

Rent, 20, 35, 79, 105, 117-130, 133, 

160, 274. 

Restriction of output, 62, 204ff., 

213/?., 221, 227, 242, 246/?., 251, 

264#- 

S 

Seabrook Farms, 156. 

Seed, 31, 58-59, 78, 187. 

“Self-sufficing” farms, 44, 46, 68-69, 

78, 89, 94, 176, 177. 

Share tenants, 59-60, 62, 126-127. 

Sharecroppers, 18, 56-67, 76-77, 88- 

89, 90, 94, 220, 270; and AAA, 62, 

222; displaced by tractors, 10, 61, 

172; poverty, 12, 126, 163/?.; 

by type of farming, 279; union, 

164. 

Shays' Rebellion, 254. 

Sheep, 29. 

Sheffield Farms Co., 234/?., 237- 

239- 

Slavery, 18, 56, 76, 119. 

Small farms, 15, 74, 116, 127, 144, 

163-182, 241, 246, 260, 268, 270; 

equipment, 94, 169; number, 10, 

38, 70, Jiff., 113; quality of prod¬ 

uct, 173/?., 220; by regions, 44, 48, 

49, 5X> 53> 54» 68/?., and striking 

workers, 156; see also Sharecrop¬ 

pers. 

Soil, 165-168, 199, 213; erosion, 62, 

67, 166, 268. 

South, 18, 20, 55-70, 121, 198, 260, 

276-277; cotton, 215-223; debt, 65; 

Delta, 58, 60-62, 64, 73, 150; farm 

equipment, 94, 172; income groups, 

53-54, 66-67, 72f?-> 280, 28i; part- 

time farmers, 113, 285; poverty, 12, 

13, 30, 166-167; slavery, 18, 56, 76, 

255/?.; tenure, 57-61, 63, 133, 

137/?., 140, 187, 196; wage labour, 

86, 93, 127, 147; see also separate 

divisions. 

South Atlantic states, 60, 62, 276, 

284; debt, 189, 193/?., 282; farm 

equipment, 92, 94; farm “values,” 

98, 140-141, 188; income groups, 

66-67; wage labour, 97. 

South Carolina, 61, 63, 92, 215. 

South Dakota, 133, 149. 
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Southern Tenant Farmers Union, 

158. 

Speculators, 208/?., 212, 219. 

Stock ranches, 46, 48, 49, 50, 78, 88- 

90, 170, 176, 177; and wage labour, 

88, 282, 290. 

Strikes, farm wage workers, 151, 

154-159; milk, 242; see also Farm¬ 

ers’ struggles. 

Subsistence farming, 180-181, 268; 

see also “Self-sufficing” farms. 

Sugar beets, 33, 42, 51, 86, 108, 115, 

146, 148, 157. 

Surplus product, 19-20, 200, 205, 227, 

232f?-> 242> 244#-> 25°; carry-over, 

204, 218ff., 222; and health needs, 

206, 249; and prices, 165. 

Surplus value, 17, 20, 95, 99#., 102, 

123#., 129. 

T 

Tagus Ranch, 107. 

Tariff, 31. 

Taxes, 79, 189#., 194, 251, 257, 267#. 

Tenancy, 45, 46, 51, 55, 59, 130, 133, 

139#., 164, 195#., 267#. 

Tenant farmers, 136, 171, 186ft., 188, 

191, 265, 269, 286ft. 

Tennessee, 61, 68, 114. 

Tennessee Valley Authority, 251. 

Tenure, under feudalism, n8ff.; 

groups, 45, 46, 55, 59-60, 136, 286, 

288; of tenant farmers, 134, 255; 

see also Sharecroppers. 

Texas, 48, 49, 56, 58, 61, 63, 66-68, 

93, 108, 168; cotton in, 82, 215; 

tenure, 137; wage workers, 148, 

157, 158. 

Tobacco, 33, 42, 61, 67, 75, 76, 78, 

169, 221; companies, 15, 33, 34; 

and wage labour, 86. 

Tractors, 10, 17, 26-27, 61, 80, 91, 94, 

114, 171-172, 175-179, 222; see 

also Mechanisation. 

Transamerica Corp., 106, 159. 

Travelers Insurance Co., 111. 

Truck crops, 32, 51; see also Vege¬ 

tables. 

Truck farms, 33, 42, 53-54, 67, 78, 

93, 169-170, 177; and wage labour, 

86, 88, 153, 282, 290; corporations, 

107. 

Types of farming, 46, 50, 87, 170, 

177, 184, 279; and wage labour, 87, 

281ft., 28gft.; see also Cotton, 

Dairy, Grain, etc. 

U 

Ucapawa News, 158. 

Unemployment, 148, 149, 150, 181, 

246; effect of, 63, 70, 128-129, 161, 

184, 264; extent of, 143, 248. 

Unions, 14, 182; farm workers, 154- 

159, 161; sharecroppers, 164. 

United Cannery, Agricultural, Pack¬ 

ing and Allied Workers of Amer¬ 

ica, 157, 158, 159. 

Utah, 51, 148. 
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v 
Value, 80-81, 117, 122. 

Value of product, 50. 

Vegetables, 33, 173#., 249; picking, 

146, 148, 151, 155, 156, 157. 

Vigilantes, 155#., 159. 

Virginia, 61, 67, 68. 

W 

Wage labour, 63, 142-162; on farms, 

85-90, 91; farms employing, 47, 61- 

62, 76, 86, 95, 97, 149; farms not 

employing, 88/7-, 177; on large 

farms, 149, 159$., 280, 287/7.; non¬ 

farm, 22, 112; and rent, 122, 129; 

see also Labour supply. 

Wage-workers, farm, 85-90, 142-162; 

non-farm, 250; number, 142. 

Wages, 152, 160-162; payments, 79, 

97/7., 283, 290; rates, 126, 129, 151, 

156, 158, 264; and unions, 151, 158, 

159; yearly earnings 152. 

Wallace, Henry A., 163, 223, 227, 

240. 

War, Civil War, 18, 26, 56, 255; of 

1812, 25; first World, 15, 28, 36, 

43, 202, 212, 216, 245; of 1939-, 

205, 223, 253#. 

Washington, 53, 148, 151, 160. 

Wealth, farm and non-farm popula¬ 

tion, 22. 
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West, 47-55, 81, 113, 121, 130#., 136, 

194, 198, 278, 285; income groups, 

Jiff., 280, 281; tenure, 140, 186, 

196; see also separate divisions. 

West North Central states, 41, no; 

debt, 139, 189, 19327., 282; farm 

equipment, 92, 94; farm “values,” 

98, 139-141, 188; income groups, 

44, 47, 48, 49; tenure, 45-46, 138, 

284; wage labour, 97. 

West South Central states, 78, 276, 

284; debt, 189, 193/7., 282; farm 

equipment, 92, 94; farm “values,” 

98, 140-141, 188; income groups, 

66-67; wage labour, 97. 

West Virginia, 68. 

Wheat, 33, 42, 51, 53, 68, 83, 201- 

215, 216, 222, 249; farm price, 29, 

I3I> H9> 

Wisconsin, 42, 78. 

Women, 13, 146, 151, 152. 

Workers on farms, 85, 142-162; per 

cent of gainfully occupied, 23; see 

also Family labour; Wage workers. 

Working class and farmers, 14, 

iSiff., 231, 245, 250, 256, 266#., 

271. 

Working conditions, 149-154. 

Wyoming, 49, 51, 157. 

Y 

Youth, 13, 22, 70, 144/7., 149. 
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