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Throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries, American farmers faced
numerous economic hardships, including falling crop prices, high railroad
rates, and limited political influence. In response, various organizations
emerged to advocate for farmers’ rights and improve their economic
conditions. Among the most influential were the National Grange of the Order
of Patrons of Husbandry (commonly known as the Grange) and the Farmers
Alliances. Both groups shared similar goals but adopted different strategies
to achieve them. This article explores how both the National Grange and the
Farmers Alliances worked to empower farmers, promote economic justice, and
effect political change.

The Origins and Objectives of the National
Grange

Historical Background
The National Grange was founded in 1867 in Washington, D.C., by Oliver Hudson
Kelley and other farmers seeking to foster social, educational, and economic
development among farmers. Initially conceived as a social organization, the
Grange quickly evolved into a powerful political and economic force
advocating for rural communities.

Core Goals of the Grange
The Grange’s primary objectives included:

Promoting social and community bonds among farmers

Providing educational resources about farming techniques and rural
issues

Advocating for fair railroad rates and transportation policies

Supporting legislation to regulate monopolies and protect farmers’
interests



Strategies Employed by the Grange
The Grange used a variety of methods to achieve its goals:

Organizing local chapters to foster community support and activism1.

Lobbying state and federal governments for regulation of railroads and2.
utilities

Establishing cooperative businesses to reduce costs for farmers3.

Promoting educational programs and political awareness among farmers4.

The Formation and Goals of the Farmers
Alliances

Origins and Development
The Farmers Alliances emerged in the 1870s as a response to the economic
struggles of farmers, especially in the South and Midwest. These alliances
were more politically oriented than the Grange, aiming to create a collective
voice to influence legislation and economic policies directly affecting
farmers.

Major Types of Farmers Alliances
There were several regional alliances, including:

Southern Farmers’ Alliance

Northwestern Farmers’ Alliance

Colored Farmers’ Alliance (for African American farmers in the South)

Goals of the Farmers Alliances
The alliances aimed to:

Address economic issues such as high freight rates, interest rates, and1.
debt

Seek political reforms like the regulation of railroads and banks2.



Establish cooperative purchasing and marketing to increase farmers’3.
profits

Promote political activism, including the formation of third-party4.
movements like the Populists

Shared Objectives and Collaborations

Common Goals of Both Organizations
Despite differences in structure and approach, both the Grange and the
Farmers Alliances worked toward similar aims:

Reducing transportation costs for farmers

Gaining political influence to pass favorable legislation

Promoting cooperative economic practices to lessen dependence on
middlemen and monopolies

Advocating for fair banking practices and credit systems

Enhancing rural education and community development

Collaborative Efforts and Influence
The organizations often collaborated on campaigns and shared members. Their
combined efforts contributed to:

Growing political activism among farmers1.

Formation of broader political movements such as the People’s Party2.
(Populists)

Legislative achievements, including regulation of railroads and the3.
establishment of rural credit systems

Impact on Legislation and Political Change



Legislative Achievements
Both groups played vital roles in influencing federal and state policies,
including:

Enacting laws to regulate railroad rates and monopolies

Establishing rural credit institutions like the Farm Credit System

Passing legislation for agricultural education and cooperative marketing

Political Movements and the Rise of Populism
The efforts of the Grange and Farmers Alliances helped galvanize farmers into
a political force that contributed to:

The emergence of the Populist Party in the 1890s1.

Advocacy for the free coinage of silver to combat deflation2.

Demand for government intervention in the economy to protect farmers3.

Differences in Approach and Legacy

Organizational Structure and Focus
While both aimed at improving farmers' lives, their methods varied:

The Grange: Focused on social, educational, and cooperative endeavors
with some political activity

The Farmers Alliances: More politically oriented, advocating for direct
legislative reforms and forming political parties

Legacy and Influence
The lasting impacts of both organizations include:

Inspiring future agricultural cooperatives and rural advocacy groups

Shaping the political landscape for farmers and rural Americans



Contributing to the movement for government regulation of industry and
promotion of agricultural education

Conclusion

Both the National Grange and the Farmers Alliances were instrumental in
shaping the social, economic, and political landscape of rural America during
a transformative period. Their shared commitment to reducing economic
hardships, promoting cooperative practices, and advocating for legislative
reforms helped lay the foundation for future rural advocacy and progressive
policies. Their legacy persists today in the ongoing efforts to support
farmers, rural communities, and agricultural development, illustrating the
enduring importance of organized collective action in democracy and economic
justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main goals of The National Grange and
the Farmers' Alliances in the late 19th century?
Both organizations aimed to improve the economic and social conditions of
farmers by promoting farmers' cooperatives, advocating for fair railroad
rates, and pushing for political reforms to address rural issues.

How did The National Grange and the Farmers'
Alliances influence agricultural policy?
They lobbied for legislation such as the regulation of railroad rates and the
establishment of farmer-friendly policies, which helped shape agricultural
reform movements and led to the rise of the Populist Party.

In what ways did The National Grange and the
Farmers' Alliances promote unity among farmers?
Both organizations fostered a sense of community and collective action
through educational programs, cooperative buying and selling, and political
activism to give farmers greater bargaining power.

What role did The National Grange and the Farmers'
Alliances play in advocating for economic reforms?
They supported measures such as the regulation of railroads, the coinage of



silver to increase money supply, and the establishment of postal banks,
aiming to alleviate farmers' debt and improve their financial stability.

Why are The National Grange and the Farmers'
Alliances considered important in the history of
American agriculture?
They were among the first large-scale farmer organizations that successfully
mobilized rural communities to advocate for economic justice and policy
reforms, laying the groundwork for future farmers' movements and political
change.

Additional Resources
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The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a pivotal period in American
agricultural history, characterized by widespread dissatisfaction among
farmers due to economic hardship, monopolistic practices, and political
marginalization. In response, various organizations emerged to advocate for
farmers' rights and bring about social and economic reform. Among these, the
National Grange of the Order of Patrons of Husbandry (commonly known as the
Grange) and the Farmers Alliances played crucial roles. Both organizations
shared overarching goals but employed different strategies and philosophies
to achieve their aims. This detailed review explores what both the National
Grange and the Farmers Alliances worked to accomplish, their methods, their
influence, and their enduring legacy.

---

The Core Objectives Shared by Both
Organizations

Despite differences in structure and tactics, the National Grange and Farmers
Alliances converged on several fundamental objectives aimed at improving the
lives of farmers and addressing the economic challenges they faced.

1. Economic Relief and Fair Prices
- Combatting Monopolies and Railroad Exploitation: Both organizations sought
to counteract the monopolistic practices of railroads, grain elevator
operators, and large commercial interests that often dictated unfair shipping
rates and storage fees.
- Advocating for Fair Pricing: They aimed to stabilize farm income by
promoting cooperative purchasing and marketing, reducing farmers’ dependence



on middlemen, and advocating for government regulation of railroads and
monopolistic corporations.

2. Political Advocacy and Reform
- Influencing Legislation: Both groups worked to lobby for laws that would
benefit farmers, such as regulation of railroads, implementation of graduated
income taxes, and increased government intervention in the economy.
- Promoting Political Engagement: They encouraged farmers to participate
actively in politics, often supporting third-party movements like the
Populist Party to push for systemic reforms.

3. Social and Educational Improvements
- Fostering Community and Education: Both organizations prioritized
education, community-building, and mutual aid among farmers to empower
individuals and promote social cohesion.
- Supporting Co-operative Enterprises: They promoted cooperatives for
purchasing supplies and marketing crops, aiming to reduce costs and increase
bargaining power.

---

The National Grange of the Patrons of Husbandry

Origins and Philosophy
- Founded in 1867 in Washington, D.C., by Oliver H. Kelley and other farmers,
the Grange was initially a social and educational organization. Over time, it
grew into a powerful political force advocating for farmers’ rights.
- Emphasized social cohesion, self-education, and community service as means
to uplift rural Americans.

Key Activities and Achievements
- Educational Programs: The Grange established local chapters that organized
lectures, fairs, and cooperative purchasing programs.
- Legislative Advocacy: The organization lobbied for state and federal laws
regulating railroads, grain elevators, and monopolies. Notable achievements
included:
- The passage of the Granger Laws in states like Illinois and Wisconsin,
which regulated railroad rates and practices.
- Support for the Interstate Commerce Act (1887), which aimed to regulate
railroads at the federal level.
- Cooperative Enterprises: The Grange promoted the formation of cooperatives



for buying supplies and selling crops, helping farmers to eliminate middlemen
and increase profits.
- Political Activism: As the influence of the Grange grew, it became involved
in political campaigns, often supporting populist candidates and advocating
for reforms like currency expansion.

Impact and Limitations
- The Grange was instrumental in raising awareness about farmers’ issues and
catalyzed legislative reforms.
- However, internal divisions, opposition from powerful corporations, and
legal challenges limited its effectiveness in some areas.
- The movement declined after the 1880s but laid the groundwork for later
political activism.

---

The Farmers Alliances

Origins and Evolution
- Emerging in the 1870s and 1880s, the Farmers Alliances were broader in
scope and more politically oriented than the Grange.
- They were composed of several regional alliances, such as the Southern
Alliance and the Northwestern Alliance, which eventually unified into the
National Farmers' Alliance.
- The Alliances aimed to address economic issues through collective action,
often emphasizing political reform.

Goals and Strategies
- Economic Cooperation: Similar to the Grange, the Alliances promoted
cooperatives but on a larger scale, advocating for collective purchasing and
marketing.
- Political Reform: The Alliances were more directly involved in political
movements, supporting the rise of the People’s Party (Populist Party) in
1892.
- Monetary Policy Advocacy: They championed the free coinage of silver to
increase the money supply, which they believed would raise crop prices and
ease farmers’ debts.
- Regulation of Monopolies: The Alliances pushed for laws to curb the power
of railroads, trusts, and banks.



Major Achievements and Movements
- Formation of the Populist Party: The Alliances played a central role in
founding the Populist Party, which ran candidates for national and state
offices advocating for:
- Income tax reforms
- Government ownership of railroads and telegraphs
- Silver coinage
- Direct election of senators
- Political Mobilization: The Alliances organized large rallies, conventions,
and campaigns that significantly increased farmers’ political influence.
- Legislative Initiatives: While many reforms failed initially, they helped
set the stage for future legislation, including the Progressive Era reforms.

Challenges and Decline
- Internal divisions over racial issues, regional differences, and leadership
conflicts weakened the Alliances.
- The decline of the Populist movement after the 1896 election was a
significant setback.
- Despite this, their influence persisted through later Progressive reforms.

---

Commonalities and Divergences in Their
Approaches

Shared Goals
- Both organizations sought to elevate farmers’ economic status.
- They aimed to curb corporate monopolies, especially railroads and trusts.
- Both emphasized education, self-help, and community development.
- Political engagement was central to their strategies.

Differences in Approach
- Focus and Scope: The Grange was primarily a social and educational
organization with some political activism, whereas the Alliances were more
explicitly political and economic reform-oriented.
- Organization Structure: The Grange was more hierarchical with local, state,
and national levels, while the Alliances operated through regional groups
that later unified.
- Membership and Demographics: The Grange attracted a diverse membership
including farmers and rural Americans seeking social cohesion, while the
Alliances were more politically driven, often with a focus on class-based
activism.



---

Legacy and Impact

Political and Legislative Influence
- The efforts of both organizations contributed to significant reforms in
railroad regulation and increased government intervention in the economy.
- The Populist Party's platform, heavily influenced by the Alliances, laid
groundwork for Progressive Era reforms in the early 20th century.

Social and Cultural Contributions
- They fostered a sense of community among rural Americans, reducing
isolation.
- Emphasized education, leading to increased literacy and awareness in rural
areas.

Long-term Effects
- The organizations inspired later social movements and labor organizing.
- Their advocacy for regulation and reform influenced policies addressing
corporate power and economic fairness.
- The cooperative principles promoted by both organizations remain
foundational to modern agricultural and consumer cooperatives.

---

Conclusion

Both the National Grange and the Farmers Alliances worked tirelessly to
address the pressing economic, political, and social issues faced by farmers
during a period of rapid industrialization and monopolization. While their
methods differed—one being more social and educational, the other more
politically driven—they shared a common vision of creating a more equitable
and self-sufficient rural America. Their combined efforts not only brought
about meaningful reforms in regulation and legislation but also fostered a
sense of community, self-reliance, and political activism that resonated well
beyond their era. Their legacy is evident in subsequent reforms and the
ongoing struggle for farm and rural rights in the United States.
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