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Poor Man’s Castle? 
Debtor Protections, Land Ownership, and Inequality in Antebellum 
America1 
Andrew S. Garib, Rutgers University 

Abstract: I study the impact of the introduction of homestead exemptions, a popular 
American policy innovation which protected real estate from debt collection (and is still 
on the books today). As first conceived during the economic convulsions of the 
Jacksonian Era, these laws were meant to attract settlers and help yeoman farmers 
maintain ownership of their land, two major themes in 19th century American politics. 
Yet things are rarely so simple. Using county-level data and the rollout of the law in the 
1840’s, I find that the law drew migrants away from cities and towards the country, 
increasing populations per farm acre—but without increasing county population 
densities or farm counts. Counties subject to homestead exemptions had fewer young 
adults (especially men), less formal manufacturing and banking activity, and slower 
urbanization. In the South, the law increased slaveholding and slaves employed per farm 
acre. There is little evidence that the policy worked as intended, but much to suggest 
that it turned textbook development economics on its head. Homestead exemptions are 
a stark lesson in the unintended consequences of well-intended policy. 

“The time must come, sooner or later, when the Home shall be secure—when the cabin of the 
poor man shall be really his castle.” —Schuyler Colfax, 1850 Indiana constitutional convention 

Introduction 
Decades before the Progressive Era and nearly a century before the New Deal, American states 

began introducing homestead exemptions2, a popular policy innovation which explicitly exempted 
certain amounts of real estate from collection by creditors. The policy and its implications touch on 
many of the 19th century’s most important themes: western settlement, land ownership and 
“monopoly”, tenancy, populism and inequality, credit, slavery, and industrialization. The epigraph is an 
example of a prominent politician—Schuyler Colfax, U.S. representative from Indiana and later vice 
president—advocating for such a policy in 1850. The following year, Indiana’s constitution was amended 

 
 

1 I am deeply indebted to my doctoral advisor, Eugene White, for his careful guidance and advice. I also thank Dan 
Bogart, Matthew Jaremski, Michael Haines, Howard Bodenhorn, participants at 2021 Cliometrics Conference, and 
participants of the Student Reading Group at Rutgers University, in particular Monica Mogollon Plazas, Jun Liu, 
Julian Fernandez and Humberto Martinez Beltran for their helpful comments and ideas. 
2 ‘Homestead exemption’ is not to be confused with the Homestead Act of 1862, by which the federal government 
granted free land to migrant farmers. Legal historian McKnight writes, “In popular as well as legal parlance, 
homestead means not only family home but property that is accorded particular protection because it is the family 
home. … [I]t is in the sense of a home protected from creditors that the concept of homestead is one of the most 
significant later contributions to family jurisprudence.” McKnight 1983, pp. 369. A form of homestead exemption 
was included in the Homestead Act, but applied only to debts acquired before the patent. 
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to include a provision that the “privilege of the debtor to enjoy the necessary comforts of life shall be 
recognized by wholesome laws, exempting a reasonable amount of property from service or sale for the 
payment of any debt.” The legislature complied: $300 in real or personal property was exempted from 
seizure. (Goodman 1993, pp. 470) 

Highly popular (and still on the books today), homestead exemptions were originally designed to 
grant small landholders, the personification of the Jeffersonian ideal of small-farmer democracy, a 
measure of economic security—to secure the poor man’s “castle”. Proponents also claimed that the 
policy would attract settlers. On both accounts, I find that homestead exemptions largely failed. Instead, 
exemptions had deleterious implications for incomes, urbanization, manufacturing, and banking. 
Meanwhile, slave agriculture was bolstered. The policy is a stark lesson in the unintended consequences 
of well-intended policy. 

This paper evaluates homestead exemptions as pro-yeoman, pro-migrant policy, but also the 
exemptions’ impact on credit markets. I study the policy’s pattern of effects on a variety of non-credit 
outcomes for approximately 900 US counties nationally and across three regions (South, Northeast, 
Midwest) before the Civil War. The pattern of effects provides direct evidence of the efficacy of the 
policy, but also indirect evidence of credit effects. The law’s impact on banking is also investigated. 
While the credit effects are of interest in and of themselves, they may also be a plausible mechanism for 
the effects we find in the policy evaluation.3 

To any advocate of homestead exemptions, the results of my policy evaluation would be 
sobering. Regarding migration, there was no discernable effect on population densities or migrant 
shares in exemption-state counties nationally (except possibly in the Midwest). On the prospects of 
small farm owners, there is little evidence of growth in small farms. The rural share of the population 
grew, farm populations grew per farm and by more than 20 percent per farm acre, and the share of the 
population age 15 to 29 fell, particularly among males. It appears that migrants were indeed lured to the 
countryside, but their hopes of owning and operating their own family farm may have been dim. This 
was a land of tenants and wage-earners. This was no Jeffersonian dream. (See Table 14 for a summary.) 

Nevertheless, the most antidevelopment aspects of agrarian ideology came to fruition. 
Exemption counties had urbanization rates as much as a third lower, manufacturing output that was 
around 20 percent lower, and banking aggregates per capita down by around 10 percent. Antebellum 
homestead exemptions turned textbook development economics on its head. (See Table 16 for a 
summary.) 

 
 

3 In addition to this paper, there are two forthcoming companion papers: an investigation of homestead 
exemptions using household- and farm-level data, allowing for a more precise description of the law’s effects and 
better identification of mechanisms, and a history of debtor protections in the English and American legal 
traditions, which puts homestead exemptions in their legal and historical context. 
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The non-banking evidence also suggests credit effects. Economic theory would predict that 
debtor insurance of this form would increase demand for loans; but since some debtor risk is 
transferred to creditors, it would also decrease the supply. Whether credit volumes ultimately go up or 
down is an empirical question. Here, the evidence from investment data (slaves, land and 
improvements) is mixed, possibly suggesting heterogenous effects. In slave states, slave populations 
increased by 5 percentage points and slaves per farm acre increased, but nationwide the improved 
fraction of farmland did not change, and outside the South the amount of farmland in exemption 
counties was smaller by almost a quarter. Debtor insurance may also increase agents’ appetite for risk 
across different production choices. I find that exemptions led to some increases in cash-crop 
production, but not in manufacturing. I suggest that small, credit-constrained borrowers had lower 
access to capital, while larger borrowers, mostly commercial farmers, benefited. (See Table 15 for a 
summary.) 

Related literature and issues 
There are two keys to understanding the homestead exemption. One is collateral, one way 

creditors manage risk (along with interest rates, both the intensive and extensive margins, and 
relationships). Collateral is goods such as real estate, livestock, farm implements, produce and slaves 
that can be explicitly pledged by the borrower to the lender, or potentially seized by courts even if not 
explicitly pledged, as potential compensation in case the borrower defaults. Evidence suggests that most 
debt in the 19th century United States was not backed by explicitly pledged collateral (see for example E. 
N. White 2001 on the records of the Bank of A. Levy, a 19th century California bank); important 
exceptions include commercial paper, usually collateralized by the goods whose sale and delivery they 
are financing, and mortgages, which are by definition collateralized by real estate. Nevertheless, the 
prevailing debt remediation regime in the 19th century greatly facilitated the collection of debtor assets 
upon default even without their being explicitly pledged.4 

It is hard to imagine that borrowers in the 19th century had many options for insuring against 
investment risk. In a world with incomplete markets and risk-averse borrowers, economic theory 
suggests that the homestead exemption—which is a form of insurance for borrowers effectively 
underwritten by creditors—would have two competing effects on loan volumes: an insurance effect, 
which would reflect reduced risk for borrowers and thus increase demand for loans (and also for goods 
that are covered in the exemption), and a limited commitment (or agency cost) effect, which would 

 
 

4 At the time of the introduction of homestead exemptions, almost none of the protections for debtors which had 
existed in English law since medieval times were still in effect in the United States. Homestead exemptions and 
similar new laws, in their reducing the potential pool of assets collectible by creditors, represented a major shift 
back towards debtor protections. See more in Historical background.   
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reduce the supply of credit as creditors take on more risk due to lower availability of potential 
collateral.5 

There are no econometric studies of homestead exemptions in the 19th century, but Koudijs and 
Salisbury (2020) study the closely related Married Women’s Property Acts, which provided a means of 
limiting liability of married debtors by exempting all of the assets the wife brought into a marriage.6 
Their results suggest that the insurance (“risk sharing”) effect dominated when most of the household 
property was predicted to come from the husband, increasing investment, but the opposite if most of 
the property came from the wife and was thus protected. Studies of homestead exemptions in the 20th 
century however suggest that the limited commitment effect dominates outright, particularly for small 
businesses and poorer families. (Gropp, Scholz, & M. White 1997; Berkowitz & M. White 2004) A similar 
story can be told in earlier eras on both sides of the Atlantic. In 18th century England, the erosion of 
medieval laws and customs protecting estates from debt collection (Parliament became more active in 
granting legislative remedies for defaults) was correlated with industrial activity and population growth. 
(Bogart & Richardson 2009, 2011) Priest argues that the 1732 Debt Recovery Act increased borrowing by 
barring most implicit and explicit exemptions. (Priest 2006) And Price argues that creditor-friendly 
British law in 17th century Barbados allowed plantations to flourish, whereas in Brazil, the “Latin 
system”, which barred the collection of assets deemed integral to the functioning of the plantation, 
resulted in a stagnant sugar industry. (Price in chapter 12 of Solow, ed, 1991) Commenting on Price, 
Menard posits that the differences in the two legal regimes also account for the more efficient 
organization of Barbadian plantations. (Menard in McCusker and Morgan, eds., 2000) 

Economists have long recognized the importance of credit markets and the limited commitment 
problem to development and growth. Under a legal regime without perfect creditor protection, the 
limited commitment problem discourages lending to all but those with sufficient credibly collectible 
collateral or strong relationships with lenders. This reduces investment and slows or even retards 
industrialization and growth in living standards. (De Soto 2000; Lamoreaux 2011) Macro-development 
scholars often model credit constraints as collateral constraints, and when the pool of collectible assets 
contracts for credit-constrained borrowers, their borrowing necessarily follows suit. This has 
implications for investment and therefore development. (Rajan & Zingales 1998, Banerjee & Duflo 2005, 
Buera & Shin 2013) Nevertheless, in the immature credit market of an emerging economy, where 
financial frictions reign and investment levels are suboptimal, an intervention that protects borrowers 
and induces more borrowing may be efficiency-enhancing despite exacerbating the limited commitment 

 
 

5 One way to think about this is in terms of supply and demand in partial equilibrium (discussed below in Theory). 
6 Under the common law doctrine of femme couverte or couverture, married women were not allowed to make 
contracts or own property; the husband legally controlled all aspects of the household’s financial life. See Chused 
1983, Khan 1996, and Koudijs and Salisbury 2020 on the Married Women’s Property Acts. 
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problem. Again, the extent to which exemptions push markets towards completeness for borrowers 
may trump the extent to which creditors lose interest in lending, or vice versa.7 

The second key to understanding homestead exemptions is to see them in the light of the hopes 
of potential migrants they were designed to lure. A major theme in 19th century American history is the 
Americans’ affinity for independent farming despite better opportunities available in nonfarm 
occupations. In their careful analysis of the 1860 US Census, Atack and Bateman (1987) argue that rates 
of return to agriculture were about half those of manufacturing and usually lower than those in 
transportation (Table 14.6), reflecting Americans’ “single-minded ambition to become a farmer without 
much regard to unfettered economic rationality.” The authors suggest that the resultant overallocation 
of resources to agriculture explains the economic and political volatility of the US agricultural sector in 
the decades after the Civil War. (Atack and Bateman 1987, pp. 261, 264-266) (This is in stark contrast to 
Gates [2003, 2017] who argues that the distribution of federal land was corrupt and biased towards 
large concerns and speculators and against the yeomanry. In Gates’ telling, land policy was not agrarian 
enough.) Agrarian bias could serve as a more direct alternative channel for homestead exemptions’ 
effect on industrialization (versus credit market effects): exemptions may disproportionately attract 
migrants with this “single-minded ambition”. 

Historical background8 
From its inception under Norman feudalism to the 19th century, English common law was largely 

focused on inheritance, land, and debt. It was also unforgiving to defaulting debtors—except on the 
question of land, which the prevailing social and economic system was fundamentally based upon. For 
loans with and without real estate explicitly pledged as security, the outright collection of land was 
made nearly impossible. From the 13th century, debts not explicitly secured by land could only be 
remedied through actions that allowed collection of anything up to and including the service of land, but 
not the land itself. Meanwhile, land explicitly pledged to secure debts was protected partially by Magna 
Carta (1215) and its successors, and almost completely by customs later established in the Court of 
Chancery under equity jurisprudence. Medieval law regarding inheritance and gifts—primogeniture, 
entail, family settlements,9 and wills, all part of an elaborate dance between the aristocracy and the 
monarchy over rights to land—had the cumulative effect of making land difficult to secure for creditors. 
The rights of heirs and donees (as well as widows and widowers) to land came to dominate the rights of 

 
 

7 An estimation of aggregate and long-run effects is forthcoming. 
8 A forthcoming companion paper will discuss the historical, legal and political context of the homestead 
exemption in more depth. 
9 Entail, enshrined in English law in the 1285 statute of De donis conditionalibus, was a form of landed estate that 
greatly restricted alienation and precluded collection for debt remediation due to rights established for future 
members of dynastic lineages. Family settlements and dower rights were similar forms, but rights were limited to a 
single generation. 
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creditors. (Garnett 2009, Vincent 2017, Baker 2019, Priest 2006) In many cases, only private acts of 
Parliament could make land available to jilted lenders. (Bogart and Richardson 2011) Spanish law also 
protected the land of the gentry and farmers and included a tradition of moratoria in extraordinary 
circumstances, and both English and Spanish law provided exemptions for chattel which broadened in 
scope over time. (McKnight 1983, pp 370-373; Friedman 2019, Baker 2019) 

During the convulsions of the 17th century—when the dictum “a man’s house is his castle” first 
appeared in a legal context, in a landmark decision reported by eminent English jurist Edward Coke10—
England saw the formal abolition of feudalism and a strengthening of creditor protections, including 
prioritizing creditors over debtors’ heirs and donees and strengthening the ban on devising assets that 
had been explicitly pledged as collateral. In the early 18th century, when prices for staple crops fell, 
English colonies passed laws that protected assets from collection from (mostly British) creditors, 
including land.11 In response, Parliament passed the 1732 Debt Recovery Act, which effectively removed 
the historic protections of land built into English law and banned any further protections—but only for 
the American colonies. (Priest 2006) In the decades after the American Revolution, states largely 
adopted the law prevailing under the colonial system (maintaining the spirit of the Debt Recovery Act), 
but also worked to end vestiges of the feudal system such as primogeniture and entail, creating a more 
liquid land market and a more creditor-friendly environment. Priest argues that entail, the last 
remaining major protection of land, was most enthusiastically eliminated in slave states, where fluid 
markets for land were vital to the plantation economy, and where slaves, not land, were the primary 
form of wealth. Where it did remain, it was weakened. (Priest 2015) Business conditions were further 
improved by mechanics’ liens, which gave hired laborers rights to property (including land) they had 
worked on in case clients had failed to pay for the work. As opposed to the homestead exemption, this 
expanded the scope of security for creditors (in this case, journeymen and contractors). (Farnam 2007, 
pp. 150-151) Where they existed, protections in equity jurisprudence were converted into tamer 
statutory protections or eliminated altogether. (Horwitz 1992) 

 
 

10 Semayne's Case (January 1, 1604) 5 Coke Rep. 91, further described in Coke’s Institutes of the Lawes of England. 
The ruling established a doctrine that restricted the government’s ability to enter a home for the purposes of 
executing legal action, particularly for civil cases where the king is not a party. The specific case involved collection 
of a debt. A consequence of this doctrine was the extreme debtor’s strategy of keeping close (remaining at home 
indefinitely so as to avoid being served writ), exemplified in the case of Pennsylvania debtor Robert Morris in the 
Early Republic. Keeping close was also sufficient for a debtor to be “deemed and adjudged a bankrupt” under the 
1800 Bankruptcy Act. (Mann 2009, pp. 21-24) Thus the notion of a person’s home being their castle has been tied 
to debt for centuries. 
11 In the 17th century, English colonies Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Jamaica used stay laws to 
protect immigrants from foreign debts, ostensibly to encourage migration, just like Colonial Texas’s laws (discussed 
below). The early 18th century protections that occasioned the 1832 Debt Recovery Act were in part expansions of 
these laws. See London 1954, pp 438-439 fn. 17. 
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The result was an Early Republic with few protections for debtors big and small. The US 
Constitution specifies the creation of a national bankruptcy law, but an attempt at a bankruptcy law for 
merchants was quickly repealed in the 1800’s; Congress tried and failed again in the 1840’s.12 The legal 
vacuum meant virtually unlimited liability in debt contracts; the law provided no protection for indebted 
households from losing their homes and livelihoods in case of bankruptcy. In many states, debtors still 
risked jail. (Priest 2006, Koudijs and Salisbury 2020, Mann 2009) 

In the early 19th century, states began to fill in the gap; at a time when Jeffersonian ideals 
imagining a republic of yeoman farmers were widely held, the risk to small, independent farmers may 
have been politically intolerable. Economic crises also played a role in prompting debtor protections. 
The new reforms included expanded personal property exemptions (often limited to tools of the trade), 
protections of the assets women brought into marriages (including land; these are the Married 
Women’s Property Acts), greater property exemptions for widows, restrictions on garnishment, 
statutory rights to redemption of land even after foreclosure, and the establishment of a form of elegit13 
in the Northwest Territories—all of which loosely recreated debtor protections present in the English 
system. States also banned imprisonment for debt. Likely the most economically significant change was 
the establishment of the homestead exemption. 

The homestead exemption has its origins in the Mexican state of Coahuila y Texas in the 1820’s, 
then a reputed haven for American debtors. Stephen Austin, founder of Anglo Texas who himself owed 
US creditors,14 advocated for a 12-year stay on foreign colonists’ debts to foreign creditors.15 Lending 
particular urgency to the request were negotiations between the US and Mexico that could have 
resulted in formal recognition of cross-border private debt. In 1829, Coahuila y Texas passed Decree No. 

 
 

12 Bankruptcy law, a concept related to but distinct from exemptions, bypasses common-law debt remediation 
actions to totally relieve debtors and partially compensate creditors in a court-guided liquidation procedure. It 
reduces uncertainty and costs and, unlike first-come, first-served common-law remedies, provides all creditors 
with compensation. There were several attempts at national bankruptcy law in the 19th century, but all were 
short-lived until 1898. State bankruptcy laws were even more fleeting and limited. During the time period under 
study, only New York had a bankruptcy law. See Coleman 1999 and Mann 2009.  
13 Elegit, a debt remediation instrument established in law in 1285, allowed courts to provide creditors with use of 
half a debtor’s land until the debt was satisfied, but precluded collection of the land outright. See Baker 2019 pp. 
73-74 on the remediation regime of medieval England, and Statute of Westminster II (13 Edw 1 St 1). Elegit was 
one of the forms of action effectively banned by the 1732 Debt Recovery Act due to its implicit protection of land. See 
Priest 2021. 
14 London suggests that Austin did not himself take advantage of Mexico’s debtor protections. London 1954, pp 
440 fn. 21. 
15 There is little evidence, even before Mexican independence, that debtor protections in the Spanish legal 
tradition were observed in the Spanish borderlands. McKnight 1983, pp. 374-375. 
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70, which included a movables exemption and 
the requested moratorium, but also a 
sweeping exemption of all land acquired 
under the empresario program from debts 
acquired beforehand, going far beyond 
Austin’s request.16 (See Figure 1.17) The law 
was repealed two years later—a year before 
the ratification of the US-Mexico commercial 
treaty. Repeal did not stop an 1835 immigrant 
guidebook from (falsely) spreading the word 
of Texas’s debtor protections. (McKnight 
1983, pp 374-387, 389-390) 

Just as the economic shocks of the 
early 18th century inspired debtor protection 
in the American colonies, the Panic of 1837 
motivated18 the newly independent Republic 
of Texas to pass its own version of the land 
exemption in 1839, showing influence from 
both Decree No. 70 and American law, 
covering all land (up to “fifty acres … or one 
town lot, including his or her homestead, and 
improvements not exceeding five hundred 
dollars in value”) and all new debts. This was 
the first true homestead exemption. The historical record shows remarkably little debate before the bill 

 
 

16 McKnight speculates that the anonymous draftsman’s changes to the bill were an attempt increase the chances 
of passage. See McKnight 1983, pp. 380-381. 
17 Translation of Decree No. 70 from Miller 2012, pp. 13: “The Congress of the State of Coahuila and Texas has 
thought proper to decree: Art. 1. The lands acquired by virtue of colonization law, whether general laws of the 
Republic or private laws of the State, by native or foreign colonists, and by empresarios, shall not be subject to the 
payment of debts contracted previous to the acquisition of said lands, from whatever source the said debts 
originate or proceed. Art. 2. Until after the expiration of twelve years from having held legal possession, the 
colonists and empresarios cannot be sued, or incommoded by the judges, on account of said debts. Art. 3. After the 
expiration of the term prefixed in the foregoing article, although they may be sued for said debts, they shall not be 
obligated to pay them in lands, implements of husbandry, or tools of their trade or machines, but expressly in fruits 
or money in a manner not to affect their attention to their families, to their husbandry, or art they profess. For its 
fulfillment, the Governor of the State shall cause it to be printed, published, and circulated.” 
18 Goodman notes that Louisiana and Arkansas banned chartered banks in the aftermath of the credit-driven Crisis 
of 1837, describing it as an “, as “a revulsion against cheap credit, paper money, banks, and state-funded internal 
improvements [that] swept the South.” Goodman 1993, pp. 478.  

Figure 1. Decree No. 70, State of Coahuila y Texas, 22 January 
1829. 

 
Source: Digital Collection, Briscoe Center for American History, 
University of Texas, Austin. See English translation in fn. 17. 
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was passed and little notice of the law afterward. (McKnight 1983 pp 393-395, London 1954) Likewise, 
southern and western US states, enabled by a 1827 Supreme Court decision that recognized the states’ 
power to regulate debtor and creditor relations,19 also sought to protect debtors and lure settlers. The 
South, hit particularly hard by the economic crisis, led the charge: Mississippi, Alabama and Georgia all 
passed homestead exemptions laws between 1841 and 1843; immediately upon joining the union in 
1845, Texas (again) and Florida also passed exemption laws. Wisconsin, Michigan, Connecticut, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania, Iowa, Maine and Vermont all followed suit before the decade was out. Homestead 
exemption laws passed in states large and small, new and old, urban and rural, in all regions, and in the 
territories too. Though factions differed over the particulars, popular support for the laws was 
overwhelming; solid majorities in referenda in New Hampshire and Kansas supported homestead 
exemptions. By 1860, only eight out of 33 states did not have exemption laws, mostly concentrated 
along the 38th parallel and in New England20; by 1907, the number was three out of 46. (Goodman 1993, 
pp. 486, 470) They remain on the books today in state law, and also in federal bankruptcy law 
(established permanently in 1898). The Homestead Act of 1862, the landmark Civil War-era law which 
granted free federal land to settlers, included a land exemption in the spirit of Decree No. 70. 

The laws exempted land, urban or rural, up to a certain value or acreage. Around 1850, 
exemptions ranged from $200 to $5000, or 25 to 160 acres or a town lot; these values rose quickly over 
time. Some states required a formal declaration of a homestead, while others allowed waivers and 
explicit pledging of homestead assets. (Thompson 1878) Often enacted alongside homestead 
exemptions were early versions of Married Women’s Property Acts, another exemption law, and laws 
that prevented husbands from alienating the homestead without the wife’s consent. Chattel 
exemptions, exempting movables necessary for home and production, also spread at this time. (Notably 
not exempt were slaves, the South’s most important asset and form of collateral.) The key unifying 
theme was the recognition of the “privilege of the debtor to enjoy the necessary comforts of life” as the 
Indiana state constitution put it. It was security for the home in uncertain times. (Goodman 1993) 

The political economy of homestead exemptions 
In all regions in which the law was passed, protecting indebted families was the primary 

concern. The preamble to the 1841 exemption law in Georgia states: “It does not comport with the 
principles of justice, humanity or sound policy to deprive the family of an unfortunate debtor of a home 

 
 

19 The 1827 court decision followed a second effort in Congress to pass a national bankruptcy law, which failed. 
The first national bankruptcy law, which applied to commercial interests, passed in 1800 but was repealed in 1803. 
See Warren 1999 [1935], pp. 18-20, 47-52. 
20 Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, Rhode Island, Virginia; Connecticut and South Carolina passed 
exemption laws, but had repealed them by 1860. See Table 1. 
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and the means of an honest subsistence.”21 The wording of Article VII, Section 22 of the 1845 
Constitution of Texas, which contained a homestead exemption, also emphasized debtor and family 
protection. Some homestead exemption proponents argued that debtor protections would make for a 
better credit system and better creditors. By protecting the means to an income, exemptions would give 
creditors a chance to get back on their feet and repay their loans. Citing a report from Pennsylvania, a 
state that had already passed a homestead exemption, Indiana constitutional convention delegate John 
B. Howe argued that less money would be spent on collection. His fellow delegate Colfax argued that 
exemptions would incentivize hard work, calling them a “sweetener of toil.” (London 1948a pp. 277-278) 
Demonizing lenders was par for the course: exemption advocates bemoaned the “heartless” and 
“merciless” creditor and the “grasping influence of wealth” and called for protection from “banks, 
usurers, capitalists” and “sharpers, … haberdashers and grocers.” (London 1954 pp. 449, 1948a pp. 276, 
1948b pp. 178, Goodman 1993 pp. 486) 

Another major theme was the prevention of crime at the hands of debtors made desperate by 
their embarrassment. R. E. B. Baylor, namesake of the Texas university, speaking in 1845 in support of 
exemptions, maintained that “we shall get clear of all the shifts and devices which men resort to when 
they find themselves in failing circumstances; we shall put an end to the frauds which have almost 
undermined the morals of the people of the United States.” At the Wisconsin constitutional convention 
of 1847-1848, Abram Vanderpoel called homestead exemptions “one of the most salutary checks upon 
pauperism and crime.” (London 1954 pp 451, 1948b pp. 179) In stark contrast, the few vocal detractors 
usually portrayed homestead exemptions as a catalyst for fraud. The main opponent of 1845 Texas 
homestead exemption law was plantation owner and former Mississippi supreme court judge James 
Scott, who in an official protest said the law “bears the impress of insolvency and bad faith”; not 
coincidentally, Scott also favored repealing laws banning imprisonment for debt. (London 1954 pp. 448) 
(As a plantation owner, Scott was very likely a creditor.) Opponents in Wisconsin called it a “scoundrel’s 
protection act” and “the poor man’s destruction and the knave’s magna charta.” (London 1948b pp. 
179, and pp. 179 fn. 4) 

Homestead exemptions were also touted as a way to attract settlers, and therefore develop the 
economy. According to Colfax, without a homestead exemption, the immigrant knew "that if he casts his 

 
 

21 The wording of the Georgia law bears a striking resemblance to a European Commission report on mortgage 
foreclosures written 170 years later at the height of the Euro crisis: “Where foreclosures … take place … common 
sense and humanity should always prevail … In particular, the full economic and social situation of the defaulting 
borrower should be taken into account, and the implications of a given repossession should be carefully assessed, 
notably when a primary residence is at stake. For example, losing the family home after having lost one’s job has 
intolerable social and human implications for both borrowers and their families. In these critical economic times 
our society must put the human dimension at its very heart.” “National measures and practices to avoid 
foreclosure procedures for residential mortgage loans,” from DIRECTIVE OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF 
THE COUNCIL on credit agreements relating to residential property. Brussels, 31.3.2011 SEC(2011) 357 final, pp. 11. 
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lot with us [Indiana], the humble home he may purchase for his family may be swept away from them, if 
an acclimating sickness or any other temporary misfortune may happen to them. He knows and sees 
that Indiana protects barely a small pittance of personal property.” Passing an exemption law however 
would “tend to increase the number of landholders in every community and consequently, the 
prosperity of the State.” (London 1948a pp. 276-277) In 1844, Iowa governor Robert Lucas argued along 
similar lines for an homestead exemption in the state’s bill of rights: “Put this provision in the 
Constitution, and it would add incalculably to the growth and settlement of the State.” (London 1950 
pp. 137) A larger population also meant the state had greater ability to repel attackers both foreign and 
indigenous; in the wake of annexation, Texans had reasons to fear Mexican attempts to retake the 
territory. The Florida Armed Occupation Act of 1842, a federal law granting land to settlers of the Florida 
Territory in the wake of the Second Seminole War, restricted alienation of land before the patent was 
granted in a way suggestive of both Decree No. 70 of 1829 and the Homestead Act of 1862.22 (Miller 
2012) 

Critics often countered proponents on economic grounds. Echoing modern critics of 
unemployment insurance, Indiana constitutional convention delegate Alvin P. Hovey asked rhetorically 
what incentive debtors had “to acquire anything above his mere homestead?” Hovey’s answer? “None! 
He will settle down and refuse to exercise either body or mind for the acquisition of property.” (London 
1948a, pp 275) It also seems that some opponents of the law grasped the credit supply implications, 
particularly for the poor. At the 1846 Wisconsin constitutional convention, they called it “the poor man’s 
destruction.” (London 1948b pp. 179 fn. 4) In Texas, Baylor, speaking in favor of the law, recalled the 
history of the debate of Alabama version (for which he was present): “The merchant raised his voice 
against it, because he thought it would prevent him from collecting small debts from the class of 
individuals which the law was intended to secure. The poor man himself raised his voice against it, 
because, he said, by exempting my property, you may prevent me from enjoying that credit which other 
individuals enjoy. Well, the Legislature went on …” (London 1956, pp. 434-5, 446, 450) In one of the only 
two instances of repeal (the other being Connecticut), South Carolina abandoned the homestead 
exemption after the Panic of 1857 in response to pressure from both sides of the small-loan market: 
merchants and small farmers. (Goodman 1993, pp. 480) 

Ideology also played a role in the decisions of policymakers and activists. The Jeffersonian faith 
in a democracy founded upon yeoman farmers was of particular importance: protections of land 
targeting small farmers could in theory mitigate against land “monopoly”—the concentration of land in 

 
 

22 This resembles the logic behind Mexican the settlement programs and stay laws which helped generate Texas’s 
reputation as debtor haven. (London 1954 pp. 438; McKnight 1983 pp. 375) It also resembles the policies of the 
Trustees of the English colony of Georgia, who required that all land be held by settlers under entail male (which 
kept land in a family along the male line) under the belief that it would encourage settlers and development, 
partially in order to facilitate defense. See Morris 1974 [1958], pp. 86-87, and McCain 1917 pp. 212, 219-226.  
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few hands—and thus enhance republicanism. Jeffersonians in Virginia defended elegit, one of the 
centuries-old legal forms of debt remediation which protected land, as a shield for farmers. (Goodman 
1993, pp. 475) Homestead exemption supporters followed suit: Colfax argued that “for men to be 
contented and happy, and States to be prosperous, families must have homes, secured to them 
inviolably … Thus increasing the number of landholders, you infuse into them a deeper, stronger interest 
in the social progress of the neighborhood, in the peace, the morals, and the welfare of the community, 
in the advancement and prosperity of the State.” (London 1948a, pp. 277) In 1855, Texas Chief Justice 
John Hemphill argued that homestead exemptions would “cherish and support in the bosoms of 
individuals those feelings of sublime independence which are essential to the maintenance of free 
institutions.” (London 1954 TX, pp 436) The aptly named Thomas Jefferson Rusk, president of the 1845 
Texas constitutional convention, argued that “this country must be an agricultural country. To develop 
its resources, we ought to give permanence to the titles of the individuals who occupy the soil.” (London 
1954 pp. 450) 

Others however suggested that protections of land would lead to more land inequality, not less. 
Early Republic luminaries such as Noah Webster and Thomas Jefferson himself attacked entail, a 
medieval form of land tenure and debtor protection23 still used in the Early Republic, as a precondition 
of rule by (in Jefferson’s words) an “aristocracy of wealth.” (Priest 2015, pp. 279) Webster described the 
free alienation of land, unencumbered by entail and “operating to destroy combinations of powerful 
families” as “the very soul of a republic.” (Priest 2006, pp. 387) And Federalists praised the Debt 
Recovery Act of 1732 as (in Priest’s words) “an important barrier against aristocracy.” (pp. 396) 
Homestead exemption critics also noted that the specifics of such a law could produce bad incentives 
with inequality implications. At the Iowa constitutional convention, wealthy lawyer James Grant, 
echoing Jefferson against entail, attacked the proposed exemption of a set size of land: “Instead of 
protecting the poor, it was directly calculated to foster a landed aristocracy. There was no estimating 
the amount of improvements that might be put upon 80 acres of land. … This tieing up a man’s property 
from his creditors was objectionable in every point of view, and could benefit nobody, unless it was a 
man who wished to be dishonest.” (London 1950 pp. 137-8) Technically, this issue was addressed by 
exemption maximums in terms of dollar values, but several states based their exemptions only on 
acreages. (Goodman 1993, Table 1, pp. 472) 

Even more ideological were the National Reform Association and their allies. These eastern 
labor activists saw land as a deontological right, and the radicalism of their “anti-monopoly” position 
was evident in the sweeping scope of their policy platform. Their ideology was based on three prongs: 
individuality, inalienability, and equality. Individuality was a metonym for their opposition to farm 

 
 

23 See fn. 9 for a description of entail. Entail is often thought of as a privilege of the landed aristocracy of England, 
but Priest (2015) argues that in the American colonies entail was common and protected the poor as well as the 
rich.  
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tenancy, and free land for all was the solution (anticipating the Homestead Act of 1862). Most radical 
was equality, which translated to their policy of land limitation, or explicit restrictions on how much land 
private citizens could own. Inalienability recommended the homestead exemption. (London 1948 pp 
177; Zahler 1941 pp. 33-34 ) The aim was permanent security, far beyond what stay laws and chattel 
exemptions could ever offer. When New York passed its homestead exemption in 1850, Horace 
Greeley’s New York Daily Tribune declared “Free Homes for ever!” (Goodman 1993, pp. 446) There were 
also more practical economic concerns, though seen through the prism of class. Decades before 
Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis, George Henry Evans and the NRA conceived of America’s vast 
western land as a kind of safety valve: Give workingmen land out West to keep wages out East high. The 
Free-Soil Party, an anti-slavery movement later absorbed into the Republican Party, allied with the NRA 
in promoting a free land policy (later to become the Homestead Act of 1862) and sometimes touted land 
exemptions. (pp. 481-483) In part due to the lobbying of Free Soil and NRA activists, Congress passed 
(and president Buchanan vetoed, in 1860) a homestead law that included an exemption clause strongly 
resembling Coahuila y Texas’s Decree No 70; the clause’s most vocal proponent was then-US senator 
Andrew Johnson of Tennessee. The exemption, which protected the land from collection for any debt 
acquired before the patent was granted, remained in the 1862 version that was passed into law when 
Johnson was vice president. (Zahler 1941) 

The resemblance of the NRA platform to certain ancient antecedents was not lost on those 
debating homestead exemptions. The Law of Moses’s protection of land in the course of debt 
remediation was held up approvingly as an important precedent for land exemptions. (London 1950 pp. 
136) At the Indiana convention, exemption proponent Judge John Pettit praised the ancient Hebraic 
tradition: “The Mosaic system . . . secured the rights of the individual to a free hold exemption in a 
better manner than has been done by any nation before or since.” (London 1848a pp. 271) The ancient 
Roman Republic was also on lawmakers’ minds. The Licinian law (which explicitly limited the private 
ownership of land and regulated interest rates) and the reforms proposed by the brothers Gracchi 
(which would have redistributed public lands to the plebians) were of particular salience. Indiana 
convention delegate James W. Borden implicitly tied the NRA platform to Jeffersonian ideals by citing 
Rome: “Had not the Gracchi been put to death ... by the Patricians, ... the nobility of Rome would have 
been prevented from seizing upon the public lands, and appropriating them to their own use and Rome 
would have remained forever a republic.” (London 1948a pp 271-272) The class conflict implied in the 
connection between homestead exemptions and Roman history was not lost on Borden’s fellow Indiana 
delegate and exemption opponent Hovey: “The Homestead and the Licinian law have been woven in the 
same loom and are both of the same texture—the web other men’s property, the woof the prejudices of 
the poor against the rich.” (London 1948a, pp. 272) 

The cries of the opponents like Scott, Grant and Hovey were largely unheeded. Homestead 
exemptions enjoyed strong support across party lines (Whig and Democrat). The historical literature 
does not clearly describe significant opposition from any one given group of stakeholders, from slave 
plantation owners, to ranchers, to Northern commercial farmers—even to yeomen and merchants. 
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Aside from exemption repeals in Connecticut and South Carolina, and despite reasonable worries, state 
legislatures, in the words of Baylor, “went on.” According to Goodman, the appeal was simply too broad:  

A capacious concept that meant different things to different people—Texas colonizers 
and western developers, labor and land reformers, antimonopoly Jacksonian 
egalitarians, defenders of family security and women's property rights, [and later] 
southern planters and yeomen devastated by the Civil War—homestead exemption 
proved to be politically irresistible. (Goodman 1993, pp 474) 

In Texas, no less than three homestead exemption evangelists—Cooke, Rains and Lipscomb—have 
counties named after them. While a comprehensive analysis of the political support for and opposition 
to homestead exemptions has not yet been undertaken, the speed and completeness of the law’s 
spread already speaks volumes. 

Theory 
Some context 

Homestead exemptions appeared at a time when the US was still mostly agricultural and its 
credit market was underdeveloped. Large concerns with good reputations could borrow on the 
commercial paper market, which largely facilitated transactions over large distances and loosely 
followed the strictures of the real bills doctrine. (Bodenhorn 2003) Small borrowers relied upon 
merchant credit; when they were tenant farmers, which was common, they often also borrowed from 
their landlords. (Atherton 1946; Mann 2002; Bodenhorn 2003) Following New York, most states adopted 
free banking, although many, especially in the South, preferred state-chartered and state-owned banks. 
(See Table 13 for details.) Immigration from Europe was unencumbered and growing, and the migrants 
moved along a predictable path from the quickly industrializing Northeast to the Midwest. Few went to 
the South, where slave-driven agriculture dominated and public investment languished. Those that 
settled in new lands needed money for purchasing land (often from government) and startup costs, 
which would run into the hundreds or even thousands of dollars, plus working capital (wages) for larger 
farms. Tenants also had investment costs. (Bogue 1955, pp. 2, Atack and Bateman 1987 Chapter 1, and 
pp. 130-135) Potential owner-operators would have to wait until well after the Civil War until a 
nationally integrated mortgage market would emerge. (Eichengreen 1984; Snowden 1987) 
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Credit markets: partial equilibrium 
In a world with incomplete markets and risk-averse borrowers, economic theory suggests that 

the homestead exemption—which is a form of insurance for borrowers effectively underwritten by 
creditors—would have two competing effects on loan volumes: an insurance effect, which would reflect 
reduced risk for borrowers and thus increase demand for loans (and also for goods that are covered in 
the exemption), and a limited commitment (or agency cost) effect, which would reduce the supply of 
credit as creditors take on more risk. This basic tradeoff can be understood in terms of supply and 
demand in partial equilibrium: The insurance effect would move the demand schedule outward and 
upward, the reduced risk having increased the expected value of each unit of borrowing. The limited 
commitment effect, however, would increase risk for lenders, pushing the supply schedule inward and 
upward as the expected profitability of each unit of lending falls. Interest rates unambiguously increase. 
See Figure 2. Which effect dominates for any given set of borrowers—does demand shift “more” than 
supply, increasing loan volumes, or vice versa?—cannot be determined within this theoretical 
framework. Calculating the effects on different groups who may receive different levels of protection in 
the same credit market requires a more sophisticated model.24 

Multi-objective business practices and agrarian bias; development consequences 
An important difference between the small farmers that exemptions sought to protect and 

larger concerns was American yeomen’s ideological emphasis on independence. The “Jeffersonian 
dream” of a democratic republic founded upon independent yeoman farmers was strong in the 19th 
century, buttressed by the declining demand for federal revenue which led Congress to make federal 

 
 

24 The formal model in Koudijs and Salisbury (2020) captures the limited commitment issues central to the Married 
Women’s Property Acts and predicts the existence of an optimum level of debtor protection (a level at which loan 
provision is maximized). However, the model stipulates perfectly elastic supply, abstracting away from supply 
decisions in a credit market. Lifshitz, MacGee and Tertilt (2007, 2016) argue that increased insurance provided by 
“fresh start” bankruptcy laws may improve welfare, and that technologies that alleviate asymmetric information 
problems increase credit provision.  

Figure 2. Two credit markets. 1a. describes a market where the insurance effect dominates, and 1b. describes a market 
where the limited commitment effect dominates. Shifting supply and demand schedules represent the imposition of an 
exemption law. Prices (interest rates) rise unambiguously. 

    
 a. b. 
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land purchases easier and cheaper. (Gates 1968) Atack and Bateman (1987) show that farmers in both 
the North and South forwent higher returns in manufacturing and transportation in order to pursue 
agriculture. These were multi-objective businesses, where profit-maximization was often secondary to 
self-reliance. 

Self-reliance, however, is not wholly compatible with the development of a market economy. 
Economists usually associate development with urbanization and the growth of new, high-wage 
industries such as manufacturing. The classic Lewis (or Lewis-Todaro) model describes development as 
two flows: a flow of rural workers from the agricultural (“traditional”) sector to high-paying urban 
industry, and a parallel flow of surplus food production that supports urban workers. (Ray 2014, pp. 353-
355) Any policy that disrupts these flows in a developing, overwhelmingly agrarian economy like the 
antebellum US—whether through credit effects or otherwise—is therefore bound to have development 
consequences. 

Risk, sectors, regions 
The insurance effect may predict a change in the risk management practices of agents. For 

example, if an exemption law provides borrowers with some insurance, reducing their overall risk, their 
appetite for risky investments may increase. For example, yeoman farmers may produce more cash 
crops and fewer subsistence crops, or entrepreneurs may be more willing to start a new business or 
enter a promising but risky new sector, such as formal manufacturing. Borrowing my be constrained by a 
limited commitment effect, however. 

Important regional economic differences may also result in a differing pattern of effects. The 
highly urban Northeast was more industrialized and was the home of much of the country’s financial 
services industry. The Midwest was attracting great numbers of both independence-minded yeoman 
farmers and large commercial farmers and miners, but was also rapidly industrializing and becoming 
more urban. The North, Atack and Bateman (1987) write, “with its particular notions of independence, 
mobility, equality and agrarianism,” was an “experiment” in “the original American socioeconomic 
dream.” (pp. 267) The agrarian dream and industrialization may clash in complex ways. The South, by 
contrast, was economically and politically dominated by slave-driven large-farm agriculture, attracted 
very few migrants, and was industrializing much more slowly. Employers owning labor as an asset gave 
Southern plantation owners radically different incentives compared to Northern elites. (Wright 1986, 
2007) 

The unique situation of the South is a key regional difference. By value, the South’s largest asset 
was its slave population, and as movable assets under a favorable economic regime, slaves were better 
collateral than land. As Gavin Wright notes in his foreword to Kilbourne (1995, pp. 7), due to slave 
collateral the South had a more “financially sophisticated form of agriculture than their family-farm 
counterparts in free states.” With more and better collateral, this might suggest a smaller exemption 
effect in the South. However, slave ownership and land ownership was highly unequal and the two were 
strongly correlated: large plantation owners had many slaves, while small yeoman farmers often had 
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none. Moreover, the exemption effect in the North and South may also be heterogenous across large 
and small landowners, with smaller landowners, a larger fraction of whose land holdings would be 
covered by an exemptions, seeing a larger effect. In that case, we would not see a much smaller effect in 
the South. 

[A theory of homestead exemptions, migration and land distribution] 
[Forthcoming.] 

Data and Methodology 
The main research design is a county-level cross-section using ICPSR data from 1850 as the 

outcomes and ICPSR data from 1840 as regressors. This is because outside of Texas (which is not 
included in this set of regressions) the exemptions laws first appeared in the 1840’s. The indicator for 
the law (1 if the county is in an exemption state in 1850), which is the main variable of interest, comes 
from Goodman (1993), as is the initial exemption amount. In some specifications, indicators for regions 
(S = South including Missouri, NE = Northeast including Pennsylvania, MW = Midwest states extant in 
1850 not including Missouri) are included. I also generate three geographical variables from NHGIS 
shapefiles in ArcGIS: Kilometers east and north of the map’s center and county area in square 
kilometers. Finally, a fourth geographic variable I have called ‘distance’ represents the distance a given 
county is from the closest county of the opposite treatment status. A county in an exemption state will 
be a positive number of kilometers from the nearest county in a non-exemption state; a county in a non-
exemption state will have a corresponding negative number. In addition, for the number of years with 
an exemption law and years since the establishment of the state in 1850 (0, 1, 2, 3, …), and along with 
distance, are included as alternative variables of interest. See Table 3 for a summary of 1850 regressors. 

Besides the regressors mentioned above, the remaining regressors as well as the outcome 
variables can be loosely grouped into four categories: demographic and social, manufacturing, 
agricultural, and educational. See Table 2 and Table 4. 

Regressors include data from 1830, necessarily narrowing the scope of the data as many states 
in 1840 did not exist in 1830. These data are included in the 1840 regressors as changes in county area, 
population, slave fraction and male fraction (an important proxy for the frontier).  

In total, there are up to 900 valid observations. I make no adjustments for changes in county size 
or location; instead I follow the NHGIS convention on matching counties across time (using the variable 
GISJOIN). This is because county size may itself be endogenous. For some specifications I include results 
only for counties that did not change their size in the 1840’s, and there are important differences, 
discussed below. Notably, if they do change, counties tend to shrink over time, and this is usually due to 
the emergence of an urban center. 

Census issues and outcomes without closely related regressors 
I do not use a differences-in-differences or similar estimator because they assume consistent 

measurement of variables across two or more time periods. This is not the case for the antebellum 
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Census data, and the problem is particularly acute between the 1840 Census, which was ambitious but 
flawed, and the reformed 1850 Census. (Anderson 2015, pp. 48-50) Important variables don’t exist in all 
periods; variables may be defined or measured differently even when ostensibly labeled in the same 
way across time periods; and there are problems with Census coverage: if gaps and tabulation errors 
(which we have no account of) are not strongly correlated geographically, they would induce biases in 
difference measurements. In any case, measurement error could be compounded by differencing. 
Therefore, a cross-sectional analysis, though not free from these biases, is a better choice. 

For some 1850 outcomes, there is no corresponding 1840 regressor, such as manufacturing 
output per capita. The issue is more acute for farm-related outcomes, such as the number of farms, 
average farm size, acres under cultivation, and acres improved. For these outcomes, we are relying upon 
correlations with other variables, such as the share of workers in agriculture and various crop outputs.  

  

Balance on observables: comments 
Looking at both outcomes and regressors, there is a considerable amount of balance between 

the treated and untreated counties, but there are notable exceptions. In 1850, exemption counties are 
denser, more urban, have fewer slaves, are more involved in formal manufacturing, produce more 
cotton and much less tobacco, have more students per capita and are more literate. Similar imbalances 
can be seen in the pre-treatment, 1840 data as well; in addition, exemption counties appear to be larger 
in area and overall more productive in terms of agricultural output. The fact that the observed 
imbalances follow similar patterns between decades is mildly reassuring.  

Table 1. States (and DC) that had and had not passed homestead exemption laws as of the 1850 and 1860 Censuses. 

HAD EXEMPTION AS 
OF 1850 

DID NOT HAVE 
EXEMPTION AS OF 1850 

NEW EXEMPTION STATES 
AS OF 1860 

NEW NON-EXEMPTION 
STATES AS OF 1860 

TX 
GA 
MS 
AL 
FL† 

CT** 
MI 

WI† 
PA 
VT 
OH 
ME 
IA 

NY* 

 DE 
VA 
MD 
DC 
RI 
KY 

MO 
 

MA 
NH 
SC 
IL 
CA 
NJ 
TN 
LA 
IN 
AR 
NC 

 MA 
NH 

SC** 
IL 

CA† 
NJ 
TN 
LA 
IN 
AR 

MN† 
NC 

OR 

Note: *NY passed its exemption law in 1850. **CT passed its law in 1847 and repealed it in 1848; SC passed its law in 1851 and repealed it 
in 1858. New non-exemption states as of 1860 does not include CT and SC accordingly. †FL, WI and MN passed a law the year of their 
statehood, and CA passed one the year following statehood. Bolded items (e.g., DE) are jurisdictions that never had homestead exemptions 
as of 1860. 
Source: Goodman (1993, pp 472). Kansas Territory and Nebraska Territory, which became states in the 1860’s, each passed homestead 
exemption laws years earlier, in 1855; Texas passed its first law in 1839, six years before joining the union. MN joined the union in 1858 and 
OR in 1859. Jurisdictions listed in order of exemption law passage, or admission to the union if they had not had exemption laws as of 1860.  
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A notable abnormality is the fraction of county areas under farming, which have maximum 
values much larger than the theoretical unity. These represent a small minority of observations involving 
counties bordering another state. I conjecture that landowners have large holdings on the other side of 
the border. This is clearest in Georgetown, Washington, D.C., where 217% of the land is under 
cultivation. Most likely the owners live in Washington and their lands reside in Maryland and Virginia. If 
this were the case, the measurement error would attenuate any estimate and the mistaken measures of 
land would cancel out across regions. Other than these outliers, the relationship between 1850 and 
1860 farm fractions is regular and predictable, which is reassuring. 

Table 2: Summary of 1850 outcomes, by 1850 treatment status 

 
Notes: Exemption states (9): AL CT GA ME MS NY OH PA VT. Non-exemption states + DC (16): IL IN LA MO NC SC TN KY VA MD DE NJ MA RI 
NH + DC. Note TX, IA, MI, WI (exemption) and AR, CA (non-exemption) excluded due to lack of 1830 data or 1840 data. 

outcome description
N mean SD min max N mean SD min max

ldensity (Log) Pop. density per square km 568 2.24 0.73 0.23 7.87 332 2.43 0.97 -0.74 7.06
urbfrac Frac. of pop. in places 2.5k+ (urban) 568 0.04 0.14 0.00 0.99 332 0.06 0.14 0.00 0.92
popgrowth Avg. annual pop. growth since last Census 568 0.02 0.02 -0.12 0.11 332 0.02 0.02 -0.07 0.11
pop014frac Frac. of pop. under 15 568 0.45 0.04 0.29 0.52 332 0.43 0.05 0.31 0.54
pop1529frac Frac. of pop. 15-29 568 0.28 0.02 0.22 0.38 332 0.29 0.02 0.24 0.34
mfrac Males as frac. of tot. pop. 568 0.51 0.02 0.46 0.64 332 0.51 0.01 0.47 0.55
m014frac Frac. of pop. male under 15 568 0.23 0.02 0.14 0.28 332 0.22 0.03 0.15 0.27
m1529frac Frac. of pop. male 15-29 568 0.14 0.01 0.11 0.22 332 0.14 0.01 0.11 0.17
slavefrac Slaves as a frac. of tot. pop. 568 0.23 0.22 0.00 0.89 332 0.17 0.25 0.00 0.86
fcfrac Free colored as frac. of tot. pop. 568 0.02 0.04 0.00 0.29 332 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.09
otusbornfrac Born elsewhere in US as a frac. of tot. pop. 567 0.16 0.15 0.00 0.61 332 0.15 0.10 0.00 0.50
foreignfrac Foreign born as frac. of total pop. 567 0.03 0.06 0.00 0.50 332 0.06 0.08 0.00 0.42
birthrate Births per 1000 people 568 28.7 5.8 0.3 48.5 332 26.8 5.3 11.2 41.6
deathrate Deaths per 1000 people 568 13.8 6.1 0.0 56.8 332 12.2 5.0 1.9 62.3
avgfamsize Avg. size of nonslave family 568 $6 $0 $4 $9 332 $6 $0 $4 $6
avgpopdwell Avg. number of people per dwelling 568 8.19 3.35 4.93 35.91 332 8.14 4.11 5.19 34.02
mfgoutpc Total mfg. output per capita 567 $20 $36 $0 $402 332 $27 $30 $0 $172
mfglabfrac Mfg. workers as frac. of pop. 567 0.02 0.03 0.00 0.27 332 0.03 0.03 0.00 0.17
mfgcappc Capital in mfg. per capita 567 $12 $20 $0 $152 332 $16 $18 $0 $129
homemfgfrac Home mfg. as a frac. of total mfg. output 561 0.27 0.27 0.00 1.00 331 0.19 0.28 0.00 1.00
agoutpc Total agri. output per capita 568 $49 $24 $0 $235 332 $55 $22 $3 $225
FARMS Number of farms 567 928 641 34 7,245 332 1,697 1,359 77 6,292
popfarm Rural persons per farm 567 16 11 7 135 332 17 10 7 104
popfarmsqmi Rural persons per farm sq. mi. 568 44 24 4 255 332 61 60 5 635
stotfarmsqmi Slaves per farm sq. mi. 568 9 11 0 96 332 6 12 0 134
stotimpsqmi Slaves per imp'd sq. mi. 568 26 33 0 260 332 23 72 0 1,162
farmfrac Frac. of county area under farming 568 0.64 0.24 0.07 2.17 332 0.63 0.27 0.03 1.35
lavgfarmsize (Log) Avg. farm size in acres 567 5.48 0.57 3.89 7.27 332 5.26 0.72 2.87 7.25
avgfarmacval Value of avg. acre of farm 568 $11 $13 $1 $176 332 $18 $21 $0 $208
impfrac Frac. of farmland imp'd 568 0.39 0.17 0.03 0.99 332 0.48 0.19 0.03 0.92
cottonfrac Cotton as frac. of all agri. output 568 0.05 0.14 0.00 0.86 332 0.15 0.23 0.00 0.87
tobaccofrac Tobacco as frac. of all agri. output 568 0.04 0.09 0.00 0.45 332 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.27
wheatfrac Wheat as frac. of all agri. output 568 0.09 0.10 0.00 0.61 332 0.09 0.11 0.00 0.49
ricefrac Rice as frac. of all agri. output 568 0.01 0.05 0.00 0.81 332 0.01 0.06 0.00 0.81
educypc Education income per capita 567 $0.52 $0.58 $0.00 $6.40 332 $0.59 $0.46 $0.00 $3.04
wstudfrac White students as frac. of pop. 568 0.14 0.07 0.00 0.34 332 0.19 0.10 0.03 0.38
fcstudfrac Free colored students as frac. of free colored pop. 565 0.03 0.06 0.00 0.57 319 0.08 0.09 0.00 0.55
willitfrac Frac. of white pop. illit. 567 0.09 0.06 0.00 0.30 332 0.05 0.04 0.00 0.21
fcillitfrac Frac. of free colored pop. illit. 564 0.22 0.23 0.00 3.00 319 0.15 0.14 0.00 1.00

1850, without exemption law 1850, with exemption law
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Econometric model 
In order to correctly identify the average treatment effect (ATE) for a binary treatment in an OLS 

model, I use the adjustment as described by Wooldridge (2010), which involves a term interacting 
𝑒𝑒𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥, the indicator for whether the county is in an exemption state, with demeaned versions of all 
regressors. The resultant estimation equation, with the overbar indicating an average, is: 
 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖 = 𝛾𝛾 + 𝜶𝜶 ∙ 𝑒𝑒𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥 + 𝛽𝛽𝑋𝑋𝑘𝑘𝑖𝑖 + 𝛿𝛿 ∙ 𝑒𝑒𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥 ∙ (𝑋𝑋𝑘𝑘𝑖𝑖 − 𝑋𝑋𝑘𝑘����) + 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖 (Equation 1) 
where 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖  is an 1850 outcome for county 𝑖𝑖, 𝑋𝑋𝑘𝑘𝑖𝑖 are 1850 controls (law-related) and 1840 controls 
(demographic and social, manufacturing, agricultural, and educational), and 

 ATE� = 𝜶𝜶� (Equation 2) 
is the estimated treatment effect (the circumflex indicates an estimated value). For a given level of 𝑋𝑋 =
𝑥𝑥 (i.e., South=1), then, 

Table 4: Summary of 1850 regressors, by 1850 treatment status 

 

regressor description
N mean SD min max N mean SD min max

amtexvale (Effective) Exempt amount in value 568 $0 $0 $0 $0 332 $463 $281 $10 $1,000
ywlaw Years with exempt law 540 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 332 3.73 3.80 0.00 9.00
ywunion Years since state est. 568 52 13 29 63 332 53 12 30 63
NE =1 if Northeast 568 0.07 0.26 0.00 1.00 332 0.41 0.49 0.00 1.00
S =1 if South (including MO) 568 0.73 0.44 0.00 1.00 332 0.38 0.49 0.00 1.00
MW =1 if Midwest (not including MO) 568 0.20 0.40 0.00 1.00 332 0.21 0.41 0.00 1.00
distance Distance to opposite treatment status in km 568 -137 110 -450 0 332 81 81 0 326

1850, without exemption law 1850, with exemption law

Table 3: Summary of 1840 regressors, by 1850 treatment status 

 

regressor description
N mean SD min max N mean SD min max

larea  (Log) Area in square km (land only) 568 7.22 0.61 3.89 9.25 332 7.46 0.54 5.03 9.38
X_CENTROID  E-W distance from center of map in km 568 1,119 469 135 2,097 332 1,284 389 440 2,198
ltotpop  (Log) Total population, 1860 568 9.22 0.66 7.14 11.81 332 9.66 0.89 7.14 12.46
urbfrac  Frac. of pop. in places 2.5k+ (urban) 568 0.03 0.11 0.00 0.98 332 0.03 0.11 0.00 0.87
slavefrac  Slaves as a frac. of tot. pop. 568 0.22 0.21 0.00 0.88 332 0.16 0.24 0.00 0.83
fcfrac  Free colored as frac. of tot. pop. 568 0.02 0.04 0.00 0.29 332 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.12
mfrac  Males as frac. of tot. pop. 568 0.51 0.02 0.47 0.60 332 0.51 0.01 0.47 0.63
popgrowth  Avg. annual pop. growth since last Census 568 0.03 0.05 -0.07 0.45 332 0.03 0.05 -0.05 0.35
charea  (log) Change in area 568 -0.11 0.37 -3.94 0.80 332 -0.05 0.22 -1.97 0.84
chmfrac  Change in male frac. 568 0.00 0.03 -0.12 0.19 332 -0.01 0.02 -0.10 0.15
willitfrac  Frac. of white pop. illit. 568 0.07 0.06 0.00 0.26 332 0.04 0.05 0.00 0.22
pubpupilfrac  Students at public charge as frac. of tot. pop. 568 0.01 0.04 0.00 0.31 332 0.02 0.05 0.00 0.29
mininglabfrac  Mining workers as frac. of pop., 1840 568 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.10 332 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.06
agrilabfrac  Agri. workers as frac. of pop., 1840 568 0.26 0.11 0.00 0.98 332 0.25 0.11 0.00 0.81
mfgcappc  Capital in mfg. per capita 568 9.71 25.22 0.00 476.05 332 10.71 12.59 0.00 97.23
WHEATO  Wheat output per rural pop. 568 $4.94 $5.21 $0.00 $56.49 332 $6.01 $6.60 $0.00 $34.88
RYEO  Rye output per rural pop. 568 $0.59 $1.26 $0.00 $10.44 332 $0.83 $1.53 $0.00 $10.05
CORNO  Indian corn output per rural pop. 568 $16.34 $9.80 $0.00 $104.88 332 $9.90 $8.61 $0.01 $86.14
RICEO  Rice output per rural pop. 568 $0.15 $2.00 $0.00 $46.16 332 $0.15 $1.33 $0.00 $18.83
TOBACCOO  Tobacco output per rural pop. 568 $2.58 $7.06 $0.00 $92.89 332 $0.08 $0.53 $0.00 $5.75
COTTONO  Cotton output per rural pop. 568 $4.96 $19.86 $0.00 $248.45 332 $13.08 $27.88 $0.00 $165.41
SWPOTO  Sweet potato output per rural pop. 568 $0.61 $1.04 $0.00 $7.88 332 $0.63 $1.56 $0.00 $20.64
WINEO  Wine output per rural pop. 568 $0.003 $0.02 $0.00 $0.25 332 $0.002 $0.01 $0.00 $0.08
HOPSO  Hops output per rural pop. 568 $0.005 $0.05 $0.00 $0.94 332 $0.01 $0.07 $0.00 $0.85
WAXO  Beeswax output per rural pop. 568 $0.02 $0.03 $0.00 $0.26 332 $0.01 $0.01 $0.00 $0.17
HEMPO  Hemp output value per rural pop. 568 $0.80 $5.70 $0.00 $82.55 332 $0.64 $7.04 $0.00 $117.36
WOODO  Wood output value per rural pop. 568 $0.62 $1.20 $0.00 $11.03 332 $0.45 $0.78 $0.00 $8.42
POULTVAL  Value of poultry per rural pop. 568 $0.70 $0.40 $0.00 $5.44 332 $0.62 $0.44 $0.00 $4.12

1840, without exemption law in 1850 1840, with exemption law in 1850
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 ATE� (𝑥𝑥) = 𝜶𝜶� + (𝑥𝑥 − �̅�𝑥)�̂�𝛿  (Equation 3) 
I make normalization choices that I consider natural, such as total population in logs and 

agricultural output as per rural person. With the exception of varibles with a significant number of 
zeroes, distributions appear quite normal. 

The treatment is at the state level, and therefore a complete set of state dummies is not 
appropriate due to collinearity with the treatment variable. Moreover, theory suggests heterogenous 
effects. Because of this, I use state-level clustered errors, which do create larger errors than 
heteroskedasticity-robust errors. (Abadie, Athey, Imbens and Wooldridge 2017) Here the well-known 
problem of too few clusters biasing errors downwards appears. Bootstrapping with state-clustered 
errors creates fantastically large errors. Error adjustment using group-level degrees of freedom 
calculations are also likely to render no current estimate significant (though efficiency is likely to 
improve with future revisions of the regressions). Therefore, for now I have maintained the clustering 
approach and I have addressed the issue of residual state correlation through state-level leave-one-out 
analysis (more on this below). 

Model selection 
With over three dozen regressors and a similar number of outcomes, there are an intimidating 

number of model choices to make. In order to simplify model selection and explanation and to allay any 
fears of my tipping the scales, I choose a single model for all outcomes. I use a cross-validated partialled-

Figure 3. Exemption (warm colors) and non-exemption (cool colors) states and territories, 1850. 

 
Lighter colors represent greater distances from a border across which the opposite treatment status applies. For example, 
the darkest red represents an exemption-state county which immediately borders a non-exemption state. Generated in 
ArcGIS using data from ICPSR and Goodman (1993). 
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out lasso procedure using all possible regressors to select one model for each outcome. I then eliminate 
all regressors that are never chosen across all outcomes; the remaining regressors constitute the single 
chosen model. For most outcomes this simplification is inefficient, but it is no worse than that. In any 
case, it is the pattern of outcomes rather than the statistical significance of a coefficient in any given 
model that is the point of the exercise here, and nearly significant results may be informative. Results 
with outcome-specific lasso-chosen models are forthcoming. 

Binary treatment results 
The first set of results in Table 5 show the OLS binary treatment results for all models for all 

valid counties in states established by 1830, with no region dummies (“national”). The second set is for 
the 650 counties in the data whose borders do not change. 

 

Table 5: OLS results: national (first set) and only counties with unchanging 
borders (second) 

 
 
Note: OLS with adjustment for binary treatment. Beta denotes coefficient values, se 
denotes standard errors (clustered at state level). Significance: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. 
National: no region dummies. 

outcome exemption law effect: national national, area constant
N adj. R2 β N adj. R2 β

ldensity 900 0.97 -0.02 [0.02] 650 0.98 0.01 [0.02]
urbfrac 900 0.86 -0.02 [0.01] *** 650 0.85 -0.01 [0.01] **
popgrowth 900 0.34 0.01 [0.00] *** 650 0.58 0.00 [0.00]
pop014frac 900 0.77 0.02 [0.01] *** 650 0.79 0.02 [0.01] ***
pop1529frac 900 0.38 -0.01 [0.00] *** 650 0.41 -0.01 [0.00] ***
mfrac 900 0.61 0.00 [0.00] 650 0.63 0.00 [0.00]
m014frac 900 0.75 0.01 [0.00] *** 650 0.78 0.01 [0.00] ***
m1529frac 900 0.32 -0.01 [0.00] *** 650 0.37 0.00 [0.00] ***
slavefrac 900 0.99 0.00 [0.00] 650 0.99 0.00 [0.00]
fcfrac 900 0.96 0.00 [0.00] 650 0.97 0.00 [0.00] **
otusbornfrac 899 0.77 0.01 [0.02] 649 0.79 0.02 [0.01]
foreignfrac 899 0.56 0.00 [0.01] 649 0.61 0.01 [0.01]
birthrate 900 0.43 0.45 [0.60] 650 0.43 -0.18 [0.61]
deathrate 900 0.33 0.33 [0.50] 650 0.32 0.86 [0.56]
avgfamsize 900 0.43 0.06 [0.05] 650 0.43 0.12 [0.04] ***
avgpopdwell 900 0.87 0.28 [0.16] * 650 0.89 0.45 [0.21] **
mfgoutpc 899 0.67 -$6 [$3] ** 649 0.77 -$5 [$3]
mfglabfrac 899 0.70 0.00 [0.00] 649 0.72 0.00 [0.00]
mfgcappc 899 0.63 -$2 [$2] 649 0.68 $0 [$3]
homemfgfrac 892 0.37 0.02 [0.03] 644 0.40 0.03 [0.04]
agoutpc 900 0.45 -$5 [$2] ** 650 0.49 -$5 [$2] **
FARMS 899 0.80 116 [110] 649 0.83 -79 [148]
popfarm 899 0.59 0.59 [.85] 649 0.59 0.36 [1.26]
popfarmsqmi 900 0.44 12 [5] ** 650 0.56 12 [5] **
stotfarmsqmi 900 0.74 -0.87 [1.53] 650 0.73 0.76 [2.44]
stotimpsqmi 900 0.55 12.84 [11.72] 650 0.54 25.79 [20.14]
farmfrac 900 0.62 -0.01 [0.04] 650 0.60 0.00 [0.04]
lavgfarmsize 899 0.78 -0.02 [0.05] 649 0.83 -0.01 [0.06]
avgfarmacval 900 0.69 $0 [$2] 650 0.75 $1 [$2]
impfrac 900 0.74 0.00 [0.02] 650 0.75 -0.01 [0.02]
cottonfrac 900 0.74 0.05 [.02] ** 650 0.75 0.04 [.03]
tobaccofrac 900 0.66 0.03 [0.00] *** 650 0.67 0.03 [0.00] ***
wheatfrac 900 0.68 -0.03 [.02] 650 0.74 -0.04 [.01] ***
ricefrac 900 0.80 0.00 [0.00] 650 0.75 0.00 [0.00]
educypc 899 0.21 -$0.01 [$0] 649 0.21 $0.00 [$0]
wstudfrac 900 0.82 0.02 [0.01] *** 650 0.83 0.01 [0.01] **
fcstudfrac 884 0.47 0.00 [0.01] 641 0.47 -0.01 [0.01]
willitfrac 899 0.50 -0.01 [0.00] *** 650 0.53 -0.01 [0.01] *
fcillitfrac 883 0.11 0.01 [0.02] 641 0.04 0.00 [0.02]

se se
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The “national” results set the tone for the rest of the estimations. There is lower urbanization, 
lower manufacturing and agricultural output, higher rural populations per farm square mile, no 
discernable effect on farm counts, farm fractions, or farm sizes, and some evidence of higher cash crop 
production. The population under 15 is larger, and that between 15 and 29, particularly among men, is 
smaller. Note that higher populations are only due to the counties whose borders change (which are 
overwhelmingly shrinkage). I interpret this as non-exemption counties undergoing more urbanization, 
with growing urban areas cleaving off parts of counties they were a part of. This would give the false 
impression that populations shrank. As the null result for density shows, they did not shrink. 

Table 6 show the OLS binary treatment results for all models across three geographic areas 
(South, Midwest and Northeast). Here, for each outcome there is a single regression with region 
dummies, and effects are calculated according to Equation 3. The regressor for the slave fraction of the 
population was dropped due to near-collinearity with the South=1 dummy. Table 7 shows the same 
calculations, but only for counties with constant borders. 

First, the similarities across regions. Urban fractions, the population 15-29, and agricultural 
productivity all fall, and families are larger. Farms do not grow in number, and rural population per farm 
square mile is generally up.  

In the South, slave numbers are up, as are cotton and tobacco output, and manufacturing and 
agricultural output are down. Manufacturing and agriculture are hit hardest in the Northeast. 

The Midwest is the most at variance with the national numbers, though some caution is 
warranted, as there is only one exemption state (Ohio) versus two non-exemption states (Indiana and 
Illinois). (All three states are large, heightening the problem of low cluster counts.) Here, densities do in 
fact grow, by 6 to 8 percentage points, and there is a minimal effect on age 15-29 men, manufacturing 
numbers, and agricultural output. Nevertheless, farms are much smaller and there is less farmland.  
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Table 6: OLS results: regional:  S, MW, NE 

 
 
Note: OLS with adjustment for binary treatment. Beta denotes coefficient values, se denotes standard 
errors (clustered at state level). Significance: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. S = South, MW = Midwest 
(Northwest), NE = Northeast; all three constitute one model, and regional effects are calculated as region 
dummy interactions with adjustment for binary treatment. Due to multicollinearity with S, the regressor 
slavefrac is not included.  

outcome N adj. R2

β β β
ldensity 900 0.97 -0.03 [0.02] 0.06 [0.03] * -0.11 [0.05] **
urbfrac 900 0.86 -0.02 [0.01] *** -0.01 [0.01] -0.05 [0.02] **
popgrowth 900 0.34 0.01 [0.00] ** 0.01 [0.00] *** 0.01 [0.01] ***
pop014frac 900 0.79 0.02 [0.01] *** -0.01 [0.01] 0.03 [0.02]
pop1529frac 900 0.37 -0.01 [0.00] *** -0.01 [0.00] *** -0.02 [0.00] ***
mfrac 900 0.61 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] ** 0.01 [0.00] ***
m014frac 900 0.77 0.01 [0.00] *** 0.00 [0.00] 0.02 [0.01]
m1529frac 900 0.31 -0.01 [0.00] *** -0.01 [0.00] *** -0.01 [0.00] *
slavefrac 900 0.81 0.05 [0.02] ** -0.12 [0.03] *** 0.01 [0.07]
fcfrac 900 0.96 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00]
otusbornfrac 899 0.79 -0.04 [0.02] * -0.02 [0.03] -0.07 [0.06]
foreignfrac 899 0.57 -0.01 [0.00] 0.05 [0.02] *** 0.03 [0.02]
birthrate 900 0.39 0.46 [0.73] -0.55 [0.76] 0.79 [1.87]
deathrate 900 0.31 0.20 [0.64] 1.20 [1.01] -0.26 [2.15]
avgfamsize 900 0.41 0.13 [0.04] *** 0.10 [0.06] 0.25 [0.10] **
avgpopdwell 900 0.73 0.52 [0.39] -1.89 [0.64] *** 0.18 [1.01]
mfgoutpc 899 0.68 -$8 [$3] *** -$1 [$5] -$34 [$7] ***
mfglabfrac 899 0.71 -0.01 [.] * 0.00 [.] -0.04 [.01] ***
mfgcappc 899 0.65 -$3 [$2] -$1 [$2] -$25 [$5] ***
homemfgfrac 892 0.38 0.08 [.03] *** -0.09 [.06] -0.02 [.09]
agoutpc 900 0.44 -$5 [$2] ** -$6 [$7] -$20 [$8] **
FARMS 899 0.78 129 [105] 276 [156] * 194 [300]
popfarm 899 0.51 1.32 [1.38] 3.00 [1.89] 8.01 [2.77] ***
popfarmsqmi 900 0.46 12.37 [9.75] 23.60 [11.83] ** 14.66 [22.67]
stotfarmsqmi 900 0.63 3.57 [1.77] ** -2.46 [2.48] 5.54 [4.33]
stotimpsqmi 900 0.54 31.28 [16.91] * -23.04 [17.4] -17.35 [24.41]
farmfrac 900 0.64 0.02 [.06] -0.19 [.05] *** -0.14 [.11]
lavgfarmsize 899 0.74 0.07 [.1] -0.35 [.11] *** 0.04 [.28]
avgfarmacval 900 0.71 $1 [$2] $7 [$4] * $0 [$7]
impfrac 900 0.75 -0.03 [.02] 0.05 [.03] * 0.03 [.08]
cottonfrac 900 0.71 0.09 [.03] *** -0.18 [.03] *** -0.13 [.06] **
tobaccofrac 900 0.65 0.03 [.] *** 0.06 [.01] *** 0.03 [.01] **
wheatfrac 900 0.70 -0.01 [.01] -0.04 [.02] 0.13 [.04] ***
ricefrac 900 0.80 0.00 [.] -0.01 [.01] 0.00 [.01]
educypc 899 0.21 $0.08 [$0] -$0.11 [$0] -$0.08 [$0]
wstudfrac 900 0.78 -0.02 [.01] * 0.06 [.01] *** 0.01 [.03]
fcstudfrac 884 0.50 -0.02 [.01] ** 0.03 [.01] ** -0.01 [.03]
willitfrac 899 0.51 -0.01 [.01] -0.01 [.01] 0.02 [.01]
fcillitfrac 883 0.10 0.01 [.02] -0.03 [.03] 0.04 [.07]

MWexemption law effect: S NE
se se se
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Table 7: OLS results: regional, restricted to counties with unchanging borders. 

 
 
Note: OLS with adjustment for binary treatment. Beta denotes coefficient values, se denotes standard 
errors (clustered at state level). Significance: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. S = South, MW = Midwest 
(Northwest), NE = Northeast; all three constitute one model, and regional effects are calculated as region 
dummy interactions with adjustment for binary treatment. Due to multicollinearity with S, the regressor 
slavefrac is not included.  

outcome N adj. R2

β β β
ldensity 650 0.98 0.01 [0.03] 0.08 [0.02] *** 0.00 [0.07]
urbfrac 650 0.85 -0.02 [0.01] *** 0.01 [0.01] -0.04 [0.03] *
popgrowth 650 0.58 0.00 [0.00] 0.01 [0.00] *** 0.00 [0.01]
pop014frac 650 0.82 0.02 [0.01] *** -0.01 [0.01] 0.04 [0.02] *
pop1529frac 650 0.41 -0.01 [0.00] *** -0.01 [0.00] *** -0.02 [0.01] ***
mfrac 650 0.64 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] * 0.01 [0.00] **
m014frac 650 0.80 0.01 [0.00] *** 0.00 [0.00] 0.02 [0.01] **
m1529frac 650 0.37 -0.01 [0.00] *** 0.00 [0.00] -0.01 [0.00] **
slavefrac 650 0.83 0.05 [0.03] ** -0.14 [0.04] *** 0.06 [0.07]
fcfrac 650 0.97 0.00 [0.00] ** 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00]
otusbornfrac 649 0.83 -0.02 [0.02] -0.02 [0.02] -0.04 [0.05]
foreignfrac 649 0.62 0.00 [0.01] 0.05 [0.02] *** 0.03 [0.02]
birthrate 650 0.39 0.07 [0.62] -0.57 [1.04] 1.30 [1.72]
deathrate 650 0.29 0.89 [0.93] 0.99 [1.42] 1.20 [2.94]
avgfamsize 650 0.41 0.22 [0.03] *** 0.20 [0.05] *** 0.36 [0.12] ***
avgpopdwell 650 0.75 0.73 [0.51] -1.84 [0.77] ** 1.55 [1.21]
mfgoutpc 649 0.78 -$8 [$2] *** $3 [$5] -$33 [$9] ***
mfglabfrac 649 0.73 0.00 [.] 0.01 [.] -0.03 [.01] ***
mfgcappc 649 0.69 -$2 [$2] $1 [$3] -$22 [$7] ***
homemfgfrac 644 0.41 0.11 [.04] *** -0.07 [.06] 0.07 [.09]
agoutpc 650 0.49 -$8 [$3] *** -$4 [$5] -$25 [$7] ***
FARMS 649 0.81 -46 [173] 115 [193] -146 [395]
popfarm 649 0.51 0.77 [2.] 3.19 [1.89] * 9.45 [4.13] **
popfarmsqmi 650 0.58 17.26 [12.05] 35.92 [10.71] *** 55.91 [21.82] **
stotfarmsqmi 650 0.66 5.47 [2.78] ** -4.16 [2.66] 7.77 [4.15] *
stotimpsqmi 650 0.55 46.20 [25.78] * -33.33 [21.52] -19.22 [27.89]
farmfrac 650 0.63 0.02 [.07] -0.22 [.04] *** -0.24 [.09] ***
lavgfarmsize 649 0.78 0.05 [.1] -0.40 [.1] *** -0.22 [.28]
avgfarmacval 650 0.76 $1 [$3] $10 [$3] *** $9 [$8]
impfrac 650 0.76 -0.04 [.02] ** 0.04 [.03] 0.04 [.09]
cottonfrac 650 0.72 0.08 [.03] ** -0.17 [.04] *** -0.10 [.08]
tobaccofrac 650 0.66 0.03 [.] *** 0.07 [.01] *** 0.04 [.02] **
wheatfrac 650 0.74 -0.03 [.01] *** -0.04 [.02] * 0.09 [.03] ***
ricefrac 650 0.75 -0.01 [.] -0.02 [.01] * -0.01 [.01]
educypc 649 0.21 $0.12 [$0] -$0.18 [$0] ** -$0.15 [$0]
wstudfrac 650 0.79 -0.01 [.01] 0.07 [.01] *** 0.02 [.03]
fcstudfrac 641 0.51 -0.03 [.01] ** 0.02 [.02] -0.02 [.04]
willitfrac 650 0.54 -0.01 [.01] -0.01 [.01] 0.03 [.02] *
fcillitfrac 641 0.04 0.00 [.01] -0.03 [.03] 0.02 [.07]

exemption law effect: S MW NE
se se se
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OLS with continuous treatment: exemption levels, years with law, and `distance’ 

We can measure the effect of homestead exemptions as a continuous treatment, where the 
exemption level is the variable in question. All exemption states in 1850 specified a dollar amount for 
exemption except Georgia and Arkansas. For counties in these two states, I therefore calculate a dollar 
amount equivalent; I use 1850 land values, as 1840 values are not available. This is inadequate for two 
major reasons: 1850 land values are endogenous, and because an acreage-only exemption will 
incentivize greater investment on the exempt acres, very likely increasing the value of the exemption 
(unless the dollar-value maximum exemption we are comparing it to is very high). Moreover, it is likely 
that the exemption levels themselves are endogenous, as Hynes, Malani and Posner (2004) argue for 
homestead exemptions in the 20th century. Nevertheless, the results rhyme with our binary treatment 

Table 8: OLS results: continuous treatments: exemption amount, years with law, distance to 
opposite treatment status 

 
 
Note: OLS. Beta denotes coefficient values, se denotes standard errors (clustered at state level). 
Significance: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. No state dummies. 

outcome N adj. R2

β β β
ldensity 883 0.07 -0.05 [0.03] -0.10 [0.04] *** 0.01 [0.05]
urbfrac 900 0.97 -0.02 [0.01] ** 0.00 [0.01] 0.00 [0.01]
popgrowth 900 0.85 0.01 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.02 [0.00] ***
pop014frac 900 0.31 -0.02 [0.01] 0.02 [0.01] ** 0.02 [0.01]
pop1529frac 900 0.73 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.01 [0.01]
mfrac 900 0.31 0.00 [0.00] ** 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00]
m014frac 900 0.60 -0.01 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] ** 0.01 [0.01]
m1529frac 900 0.72 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00]
slavefrac 900 0.29 -0.01 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] ** 0.04 [0.02] **
fcfrac 900 0.99 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00]
otusbornfrac 900 0.96 -0.01 [0.03] 0.05 [0.03] -0.01 [0.06]
foreignfrac 899 0.74 0.04 [0.01] *** -0.01 [0.01] 0.00 [0.02]
birthrate 899 0.54 -1.19 [0.77] 0.85 [0.98] -0.28 [1.56]
deathrate 900 0.43 1.80 [0.86] ** -1.55 [1.13] -5.95 [1.57] ***
avgfamsize 900 0.32 -0.14 [0.08] * 0.14 [0.07] ** 0.50 [0.12] ***
avgpopdwell 900 0.40 -0.03 [0.30] -0.43 [0.35] 1.00 [0.99]
mfgoutpc 900 0.87 -$3 [$5] $1 [$6] -$3 [$6]
mfglabfrac 899 0.62 -0.01 [.01] 0.00 [.01] 0.00 [.]
mfgcappc 899 0.63 -$5 [$3] $1 [$3] $1 [$3]
homemfgfrac 899 0.56 -0.06 [.04] 0.10 [.04] ** 0.27 [.1] ***
agoutpc 892 0.36 -$2 [$4] -$7 [$5] $36 [$6] ***
FARMS 900 0.42 399 [192] ** 126 [132] 333 [225]
popfarm 899 0.76 1.73 [2.] -4.02 [1.45] *** -0.62 [2.1]
popfarmsqmi 899 0.53 32.29 [5.64] *** -7.71 [10.7] 12.40 [16.52]
stotfarmsqmi 900 0.36 0.89 [1.63] -1.51 [2.11] -0.31 [2.52]
stotimpsqmi 900 0.72 2.39 [6.78] 9.49 [13.39] -0.26 [11.19]
farmfrac 900 0.47 -0.19 [.06] *** 0.07 [.11] 0.12 [.14]
lavgfarmsize 900 0.58 -0.40 [.13] *** 0.06 [.22] 0.05 [.31]
avgfarmacval 899 0.74 $8 [$4] * -$8 [$4] ** $13 [$5] **
impfrac 900 0.60 0.12 [.03] *** 0.00 [.06] 0.13 [.07] *
cottonfrac 900 0.71 -0.05 [.03] * 0.16 [.06] *** 0.46 [.09] ***
tobaccofrac 900 0.69 0.01 [.01] 0.00 [.01] -0.05 [.03] *
wheatfrac 900 0.65 -0.01 [.02] -0.02 [.02] -0.06 [.03] *
ricefrac 900 0.66 0.00 [.01] 0.00 [.01] 0.01 [.01]
educypc 900 0.69 $0.01 [$0] -$0.01 [$0] -$0.14 [$0] *
wstudfrac 899 0.20 0.04 [.02] * -0.02 [.01] * 0.00 [.03]
fcstudfrac 900 0.78 0.04 [.01] *** -0.02 [.02] 0.03 [.02]
willitfrac 884 0.45 -0.01 [.01] -0.02 [.01] * -0.06 [.03] **
fcillitfrac 899 0.49 0.02 [.03] -0.08 [.03] *** -0.19 [.09] **

exemption amount ($000's)
se

years with law (10's) distance (km, 000's)
se se
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results. An intriguing finding is that the number of farms rises significantly. Also, farm fractions and farm 
sizes both fall sharply. 

Using years with the law as the treatment has one standout result: the longer a state had an 
exemption law, the lower densities fall. This is true overall and at the farm-acre level. Farm acre values 
also fall. One is tempted to read into this a great deal of regret on the part of yeoman farmers lured to 
the countryside with exemptions but failing to fulfil their dream. This interpretation would have the 
merit of clearing a farm labor market once saturated with farm workers; otherwise, an equilibrium 
where farm workers accept lower incomes must be explained. 

Distance as continuous treatment; distance as running variable for RDD 
Like exemption amounts, the results from using distance to opposite treatment status as the 

treatment are also consistent with our binary treatment results. Three standout features are that home 
manufacturing, agricultural productivity and farm acre values are all up sharply. 

Distance can also be used as the running variable in a regression discontinuity design. The 
distance variable is meant to capture spillovers between exemption and non-exemption states, which 
are both scientifically interesting and a threat to identification. RDD will help with this analysis. I create 
dummies for counties with distance values in 10 bins (with the omitted category being -200km) and add 
them to the binary treatment model (removing the binary treatment itself but maintaining the binary 
treatment adjustment). The coefficients for each bin are calculated according to Equation 3. The bins 
were created to have roughly similar numbers of counties in each. Figure 4 contains results from such an 
analysis for eight outcomes of interest. Though necessarily noisier than the OLS results, these results 
clearly show strong border effects and, for some outcomes, interesting spillovers. A more detailed 
analysis is forthcoming. 
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Heterogenous effects 
Table 9 contains analysis for heterogenous effects for the 75th percentile or higher of four 1840 

variables: high density (which is a proxy for urbanization), high agricultural labor, farther west, high slave 
and higher manufacturing labor. Notably, higher density counties have a more negative density effect, 
which matches my suggestion that exemptions stunt urbanization. They are also more likely to have more 
farms and lower rural populations per farm acre, confirming a flight to the country. High-slave counties 
(of course all in the South) appear to be a sink for the young male workers (15-29), but do not drive the 

Figure 4: Regression discontinuity results for eight outcomes: coefficients by distance to opposite treatment status 

a.  e.  

b.  f.  

c.  g.  

d.  h.  
Note: OLS with adjustment for binary treatment, with treatment as indicators for binned distances (0 to 25 km, 25 to 75 km, 
etc.) to opposite treatment status, with a full set of regressors. Positive distances are for exemption counties. Confidence 
intervals are 95%. 
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increase in slave usage in Southern exemption counties. (It follows that low-slave counties are where 
slavery increased.) Finally, high manufacturing counties are hardest hit when it comes to manufacturing.  

 

Banking 
One possible direct measure of a credit effect is banking. This captures the effect on the formal 

credit market. I use Warren Weber’s antebellum banks data aggregated to the county/Census year level. 
Data for years ending in 8, 9, 0 and 1 are aggregated across those years and up to the county level to 
create each Census-year/county observation. Banks were matched to counties using data kindly 
provided by Matthew Jaremski (for 1860) and my own method using NHGIS and GNIS geographic data 
(for 1830, 1840, 1850 and 1860 Census years). The regression models include dummies for free banking 
states and the banking aggregates’ 1840 values. 

Table 9: OLS binary treatment: heterogenous effects: high density, high agricultural labor fraction, farther west, high slave 
fraction, high manufacturing labor fraction 

 
 
Note: OLS with adjustment for binary treatment. Beta denotes coefficient values, se denotes standard errors (clustered at state level). 
Significance: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. National: no region dummies. 
 

outcome N

β β β β β
ldensity 900 -0.08 [0.02] *** 0.01 [0.03] -0.03 [0.03] -0.05 [0.03] * -0.01 [0.02]
urbfrac 900 0.00 [0.01] 0.00 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] * -0.02 [0.01] ** -0.01 [0.01]
popgrowth 900 0.00 [0.00] -0.01 [0.00] * 0.00 [0.00] -0.01 [0.00] * 0.00 [0.00]
pop014frac 900 -0.01 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] -0.01 [0.00] 0.01 [0.00]
pop1529frac 900 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.01 [0.00] * 0.00 [0.00]
mfrac 900 0.00 [0.00] *** 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] **
m014frac 900 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.01] 0.00 [0.00] * 0.00 [0.00]
m1529frac 900 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.01 [0.00] *** 0.00 [0.00]
slavefrac 900 -0.01 [0.01] 0.00 [0.01] 0.00 [0.01] 0.00 [0.01] 0.00 [0.00]
fcfrac 900 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] ** 0.00 [0.00] ** 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00]
otusbornfrac 899 -0.01 [0.01] -0.02 [0.01] -0.05 [0.02] *** -0.04 [0.03] -0.02 [0.01]
foreignfrac 899 -0.02 [0.01] *** 0.01 [0.01] * 0.01 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01] -0.02 [0.01]
birthrate 900 0.33 [0.94] 3.17 [0.97] *** 0.75 [0.90] 0.63 [1.45] 0.78 [0.57]
deathrate 900 0.09 [0.72] 1.25 [0.70] * -2.17 [0.88] ** -1.12 [0.68] -0.67 [0.72]
avgfamsize 900 0.01 [0.05] 0.04 [0.06] 0.30 [0.06] *** -0.02 [0.05] 0.01 [0.04]
avgpopdwell 900 0.04 [0.12] -0.33 [0.29] 1.07 [0.37] *** -1.44 [0.46] *** -0.09 [0.14]
mfgoutpc 899 $2 [$4] -$1 [$2] -$8 [$4] ** $2 [$4] -$11 [$3] ***
mfglabfrac 899 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] -0.01 [0.01] * 0.01 [0.00] ** -0.01 [0.00] **
mfgcappc 899 $0 [$2] -$4 [$2] * -$6 [$2] *** $3 [$2] * -$5 [$2] *
homemfgfrac 892 0.02 [0.03] 0.05 [0.04] 0.02 [0.05] -0.14 [0.04] *** 0.05 [0.03] *
agoutpc 900 $1 [$4] $3 [$3] -$1 [$5] $10 [$5] ** $0 [$3]
FARMS 899 273 [105] *** -138 [101] -177 [214] -167 [108] -24 [102]
popfarm 899 1.39 [1.98] -1.48 [1.30] 3.91 [1.74] ** -1.19 [2.71] 0.45 [0.76]
popfarmsqmi 900 -14.55 [4.92] *** 12.63 [8.65] 18.56 [8.48] ** -4.55 [3.67] 0.05 [6.22]
stotfarmsqmi 900 -4.22 [2.05] ** -0.06 [1.20] 1.46 [1.82] -6.23 [4.87] -1.26 [0.88]
stotimpsqmi 900 -10.49 [10.76] -0.21 [8.20] 1.95 [7.04] -57.83 [34.54] * 3.85 [6.07]
farmfrac 900 0.06 [0.03] * -0.09 [0.03] *** -0.11 [0.07] -0.03 [0.04] 0.03 [0.03]
lavgfarmsize 899 0.20 [0.08] ** -0.10 [0.07] -0.07 [0.11] 0.04 [0.10] 0.05 [0.04]
avgfarmacval 900 -2.13 [2.90] 2.56 [1.23] ** 6.73 [2.09] *** -0.17 [3.96] -0.88 [1.70]
impfrac 900 -0.02 [0.02] 0.00 [0.02] 0.03 [0.03] -0.01 [0.02] -0.02 [0.02]
cottonfrac 900 0.00 [0.02] -0.02 [0.03] 0.09 [0.05] * 0.03 [0.03] 0.02 [0.01]
tobaccofrac 900 0.00 [0.01] 0.01 [0.00] *** 0.01 [0.01] 0.00 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01] **
wheatfrac 900 0.02 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] 0.01 [0.03] -0.01 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01]
ricefrac 900 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.00] 0.00 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01] 0.00 [0.00]
educypc 899 $0.00 [$0.06] -$0.05 [$0.06] $0.04 [$0.08] -$0.08 [$0.09] -$0.05 [$0.05]
wstudfrac 900 -0.01 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01] -0.02 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01]
fcstudfrac 884 0.00 [0.01] 0.01 [0.01] -0.04 [0.02] *** 0.00 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01]
willitfrac 899 0.01 [0.00] *** 0.02 [0.01] *** 0.01 [0.01] -0.01 [0.01] 0.01 [0.00] **
fcillitfrac 883 -0.02 [0.03] 0.10 [0.04] *** 0.02 [0.03] 0.14 [0.08] * -0.01 [0.03]

high mfg. lab.
se

relative effect of law on ... (75th percentile)
high density high agri. lab. farther west high slave

se se se se
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Using all counties, the result on banking aggregates such as deposits, loans and capital per 

capita are clear: all values are down by about 10 percent in exemption counties. Results from bank 
counties only are more muted, with the curious exception of the number of banks per 100,000, which is 
curiously up tremendously. This is likely due to composition effects that are unaccounted for. 

Pricing is more difficult to calculate given the limitations of the data (we do not have 
information on terms, maturity or rolling over); results with estimated interest rates are forthcoming. 

[Border instrument analysis] 
This analysis is forthcoming.  

Table 10: Summary of banking variables, 1840 and 1850 

 
 

 
Note: Data from Warren Weber’s antebellum state banks database (Minneapolis Fed, 2018). Data for years ending in 8, 9, 0 and 1 are 
aggregated across those years and up to the county level to create a Census-year/county observation. Banks were matched to counties 
using data kindly provided by Matthew Jaremski (1860) and my own method using NHGIS and GNIS geographic data (1830-1860 Census 
years). 

regressor description
N mean SD min max N mean SD min max

banks  Banks per 100,000 people 82 117 214 5 1606 147 117 323 6 3668
bankLoansanddiscounts  Loans and discounts ($) per capita 82 $357 $758 $4 $4,275 147 $217 $453 $0 $3,218
bankBillsofexchange  Bills of exchange ($) per capita 82 $35 $139 $0 $921 147 $9 $33 $0 $258
bankCapitalnetofownstock  Cap. net of own stock ($) per capita 82 $281 $637 $2 $3,855 147 $152 $334 $0 $2,440
bankCirculation  Circulation ($) per capita 82 $158 $422 $2 $2,859 147 $78 $156 $0 $1,448
bankDeposits  Deposits ($) per capita 82 $52 $123 $1 $768 147 $33 $74 $0 $585
bankTotalassets  Tot. assets per capita 82 $567 $1,345 $6 $8,470 147 $321 $670 $0 $3,935
bankTotalliabilities  Tot. liabilities ($) per capita 82 $562 $1,344 $6 $8,509 147 $319 $661 $0 $3,890

1840, without exemption law in 1850 1840, with exemption law in 1850

regressor description
N mean SD min max N mean SD min max

banks Banks per 100,000 people 86 59 102 1 787 139 52 94 3 868
bankLoansanddiscounts Loans and discounts ($) per capita 86 $137 $231 $2 $1,066 139 $56 $58 $3 $417
bankBillsofexchange Bills of exchange ($) per capita 86 $4 $12 $0 $97 139 $2 $24 $0 $285
bankCapitalnetofownstock Cap. net of own stock ($) per capita 86 $86 $144 $1 $606 139 $34 $73 $0 $686
bankCirculation Circulation ($) per capita 86 $67 $115 $2 $658 139 $34 $49 $1 $373
bankDeposits Deposits ($) per capita 86 $26 $51 $1 $283 139 $13 $19 $0 $143
bankTotalassets Tot. assets per capita 86 $199 $337 $4 $1,663 139 $90 $153 $4 $1,275
bankTotalliabilities Tot. liabilities ($) per capita 86 $193 $326 $4 $1,575 139 $90 $151 $4 $1,254

1850, without exemption law 1850, with exemption law

Table 11: OLS binary treatment results: banking outcomes 

 
 
Note: OLS with adjustment for binary treatment. Beta denotes coefficient values, se denotes standard errors 
(clustered at state level). Significance: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. National: no region dummies. Regressors include 
indicators for free banking states.  
 

outcome exlaw effect: banking banking (bank counties only)
N adj. R2 β N pseudo R2 β

banks 900 0.46 -2.98 [4.25] 268 0.49 34.67 [17.31] **
bankLoansanddiscounts 900 0.88 -$13 [$5] *** 268 0.89 -$1 [$8]
bankBillsofexchange 900 0.48 -$1 [$1] 268 0.60 -$2 [$4]
bankCapitalnetofownstock 900 0.88 -$8 [$4] ** 268 0.89 -$10 [$6]
bankCirculation 900 0.78 -$2 [$3] 268 0.79 $3 [$7]
bankDeposits 900 0.91 -$2 [$1] * 268 0.91 $3 [$3]
bankTotalassets 900 0.87 -$16 [$9] * 268 0.87 -$9 [$14]
bankTotalliabilities 900 0.86 -$15 [$8] * 268 0.87 -$9 [$13]

se se
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1860 outcomes 

 
Using the same models, I run regressions with 1860 outcomes. The power of these models is 

notably attenuated and significant coefficients are rare, but due to the quality of 1860 county-level data, 
we can learn more about changes in the distribution of farm sizes and, in the South, slaveholding. There 
is some evidence of relative gains to smaller farmers. However, what is most striking is the gains to 
slaveholders, which agree with the results from 1850. (A fuller analysis with 1860 outcomes is 
forthcoming.)  

[Aggregate effects and persistence effects: TBD] 
Both aggregate effects analysis and persistence effects analysis are forthcoming. 
Aggregate calculations problematic, as the results so far indicate that the effects are at least 

partially due to sorting. If exemption laws never existed, it is possible that agrarian-minded yeoman 
would have behaved in a similar manner but would have simply been distributed differently across 
regions. 

Robustness checks 
Leave-one-out analysis 

I run the regressions again nine times, but each time setting an exemption state to non-
exemption to test how sensitive our results are to a given exemption state. The results overall are 
reassuring. Mississippi is the biggest outlier, but its removal from the exemption category makes the 
results more radically like our baseline national results. Georgia and New York had somewhat large 
impacts on farm counts, generally increasing them. 

Free banking, MWPA’s, and other omitted factors 
Two important confounders are controlled for in robustness checks: free banking laws, which 

would affect the credit market directly, and married women’s property acts, which, in this era, consist of 
exemptions much like homestead exemptions. I use free banking data from Rolnick and Weber (1983) 

Table 12: OLS binary treatment: 1860 outcomes (farm sizes and slaveholders): 
1840 controls, exemption law change by 1850, (preliminary) 

 

 
Note: OLS with adjustment for binary treatment. Beta denotes coefficient values, se 
denotes standard errors (clustered at state level). Significance: * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. 
National: no region dummies. FARM SIZES: farmssmall, med and large defined as farms 
under 50 acres, between 50 and 99 acres, and over 100. SLAVEHOLDERS: slhsmall, med, 
large, vlarge defined as under 5 slaves, 5-29 slaves, 30-199 slaves, and over 200 slaves. 

1860 outcome exlaw effect: 1850 tr. & ctrl. exlaw effect: 1850 tr., 1860 ctrl.
N adj. R2 β N adj. R2 βse se

farmssmall 894 0.00 -0.02 [.04] 573 0.01 0.03 [.05]
farmsmed 894 0.04 0.03 [0.03] 573 0.07 0.05 [0.03]
farmslarge 894 0.00 -0.02 [0.06] 573 0.04 -0.08 [0.07]
slhfrac 537 0.03 0.01 [0.00] *** 362 0.03 0.01 [0.00] ***
slhsmall 537 0.10 -0.10 [0.03] *** 362 0.21 -0.14 [0.03] ***
slhmed 537 0.04 0.05 [0.02] *** 362 0.09 0.07 [0.02] ***
slhlarge 537 0.12 0.05 [0.01] *** 362 0.31 0.07 [0.01] ***
slhvlarge 537 0.00 0.00 [0.00] 362 0.08 0.00 [0.00] ***
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and MWPA data from Khan (1996), summarized in Table 13. Neither set of confounders affects the 
results in any noticeable way. 

There could be other important omitted factors. For example, the rollout could be endogenous, 
or differential macro effects of the economic troubles of the late 1830’s could be at play.  

Some elements of history and the design of the study are reassuring. First, the exemption law 
spread very quickly and remarkably evenly across the country, eventually arriving in all but a handful of 
states by 1900. The quick and thorough spread suggests that an unobserved characteristic of early 
adopters is unlikely to be driving the result. Moreover, I control for male fraction and changes in male 

fraction, as well as distance east, which are both good 
proxies for frontier areas and are more precise than, say, the 
age of states. Also, the regressors strongly predict 
exemption status at the county level, a requirement of 
(though perhaps not sufficient for) conditional 
independence of our key variable. Finally, our continuous 
treatment analysis provides some reassurance, as the results 
are intuitive. 

Geographically differential effects across decades 
may need to be addressed. For example, agriculture-specific 
shocks may be driving the results. In theory, our existing 
controls for latitude and longitude should soak up most of 
these effects. However, we may be able to control for this 
explicitly. Also, our leave-one-out analysis addresses this. 

Measurement error in Census aggregation and the 
‘Washington gnome’ 

In their study of Northern agriculture in the 1860 
Census, Atack and Bateman aggregated farm-level Census 
data to the county level and compared the results to the 
published county-level data from the Census. They found 
“considerable evidence of error” in the work of Census 
workers in Washington, DC who compiled the original 
enumerations. They call this “the heavy hand of the 
‘Washington gnome’.” The authors suggest that soil type 
variables may help address this issue as they are likely to 
vary systematically with crop variables. (Atack and Bateman 
1987, pp. 114-117) 

The Washington gnome issue is of particular 
concern for this study as the effects on many outcomes 

Table 13. Passage of free banking and 
married women’s property acts by 1860 
 

state 
free 

banking 
law 

free 
banking 
activity 

married 
women’s 
property 

act  

NJ 1850 yes 
 

PA 1860 
  

CT 1852 yes 
 

GA 1838 
 

1868 
MD 

  
1841 

MA 1851 
  

NY 1838 yes 1849 
SC 

  
1868 

NC 
  

1849 
VT 1851 

 
1847 

KY 
  

1846 
TN 1852 

 
1825 

OH 1845 yes 1846 
LA 1853 yes 

 

IN 1852 yes 1852 
MS 

  
1846 

IL 1851 yes 
 

AL 1849 
 

1846 
ME 

  
1840 

MO 
  

1849 
AR 

  
1835 

MI 1857 yes 
 

FL 1853 
 

1845 
TX 

  
1845 

IA 1858 
  

WI 1852 yes 
 

MN 1858 yes 
 

OR 
  

1857 
Note: DE, NH, VA, DC, RI and CA pass neither law 
before 1861. MWPA laws described here are limited 
to debtor protection. 
Source: Rolnick & Weber 1983; Khan 1996 
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hinge on previous-decade agricultural variables drawn from the published Census. Biases introduced in 
enumeration could be driving the results. More on this is forthcoming. 

An interpretation 

 

 

Table 14: Policy evaluation: interpretation of 1850 OLS results 
 

(a) Migration Results Interpretation 

Migrant frac. of pop. No change nationally (S down, MW up) No clear increase in migration into or 
populations of exemption counties. 
Evidence of selection of young families 
into rural areas. 

Pop. growth No clear difference 

Pop. density No change nationally (up in MW) 

Urban share of pop. Down by 1-2 pct points (about 1/4), more in NE 

Age strucutre and families More under 15, fewer 15-29 (especially men); 
families larger 

 
(b) “Poor man’s castle” Results Interpretation 

Farm count No clear increase Evidence does not suggest more 
owner/operators, but rather more tenants 
and wage hands. 
 
Lower male fraction may suggest yeoman 
families climbing down the agricultural 
ladder and supplanting (mostly male) 
wage earners. 

Frac. of county in farmland No clear increase; possible decrease in MW and 
NE 

Avg. farm size No clear decrease (except in MW) 

Rural share of pop. (complement of 
urban share) 

Up ~2 pct 

Rural populations  No clear change per farm, but ~20pct increase 
per farm acre 

Frac. of pop. male 15-29 Down slightly 

Note: Results refer to OLS regression results described from Table 5 onward with respect to outcomes described here. 

Table 15: Credit market effects: interpretation of 1850 OLS results 
 

Evidence of credit market effects Results Interpretation 

Bank aggregates (Table 11) Down about 10pct across the 
board  

Lack of credit as investment capital could explain the 
inability of migrant farmers to form new farms and could 
partially explain lower formal manufacturing activity. An 
insurance effect overwhelmed by the limited commitment 
effect may explain reduced entrepreneurial risk-taking in 
manufacturing. 
 
Larger commercial farmers, less constrained by collateral 
requirements, see smaller impact on borrowing, an 
insurance effect, and lower farm wage bills. They drive 
increases in slave investment and cash crops. 

“Poor man’s castle” (Table 14b) Farmers less likely to be 
yeomen; possibly less farmland; 
higher rural pop.; fewer males 
15-29 

Cash crops as fractions of output Mostly up 

Formal manufacturing Down sharply (except MW) 

Value of average farm acre No clear change, except up in 
MW 

Farm improvement; slave frac., 
slaves per farm acre 

No clear changes, except in S 
slaves up, farm improvements 
down 

Note: Results refer to OLS regression results described from Table 5 onward with respect to outcomes described here. 
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My interpretation of our various results are summarized in Table 14, Table 15 and Table 16. 

Exemptions did not have a clear impact on net migration as promised by Colfax and other proponents. 
Instead, they drew would-be yeoman farmers and their families to rural areas. Unfortunately for these 
hopefuls, they did not found the independent farms of their dreams. Instead, they worked as tenants 
and wage hands, possibly supplanting the younger men that normally fill that role. If rural people per 
farm acre is any indication, farm wages were down significantly, a situation which independence-
minded yeomen may have accepted as the price of the prospect of independent farming. Credit is likely 
to explain at least some of this phenomenon, as would-be yeomen struggled to raise the cash necessary 
to start their own farm. Larger farmers who were not so credit constrained, however, reaped the 
rewards of both the insurance effect and a windfall of cheap labor, driving increases in some cash crops 
and (in the South) slaves. 

Perhaps most striking are what happened to the economy as a whole in exemption states. 
Urbanization, manufacturing, banking and even agricultural productivity are all retarded, outcomes 
flying in the face of the textbook Lewis model of development. Manufacturing’s relative decline may 
suggest the limited commitment (credit supply-reducing) effect swamping the insurance (risk-reducing) 
effect that might drive more entrepreneurial activity. Manufacturing is also likely directly affected by 
exemption counties’ selection of agrarian-minded yeomen, who may not have been interested in 
manufacturing. 

Conclusion 
I study the effects of the introduction of homestead exemptions in the Jacksonian era in the 

United States. The law’s proponents claimed that it would provide security to small landholders and 
attract migrants. I find it did neither. In fact, the policy—which is still reflected in state and federal law 
today—appears to reflect the worst, antidevelopment elements of Jeffersonian agrarian ideology, 
retarding urbanization and industrialization. Politicians, activists and journalists all urged the young to 

Table 16: Development effects: interpretation of 1850 OLS results 
 

Other effects Results Interpretation 

Aggregte populations and densities No change Upside-down Lewis-Todaro: 
• labor flows from agriculture (traditional sector) 

to higher-paying urban jobs (modern sector) 
reversed 

• agricultural productivity down 
 
… and the South becomes more “peculiar” (Southern). 

Urbanization Lower 

Formal manufacturing Much lower 

Agricultural output Lower 

Agricultural wages Likely lower (higher rural 
populations per farm sq. mile) 

South: slave agricutlure and farm 
improvements 

Slaves up, farm improvements 
down 

Note: Results refer to OLS regression results described from Table 5 onward with respect to outcomes described here. 
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“go west,” but also agitated for a well-intentioned policy that would make it no easier for the settlers to 
attain the independence they craved. 

Given its failures, it is a small wonder that homestead exemption policy became so popular. But 
exemptions would not be the last enduring policy in US history of dubious value to its supposed 
beneficiaries. Like exemptions, the Homestead Act of 1862 and modern policies promoting home 
ownership and small businesses appeal to the desire for independence and self-reliance, but lead to 
resource allocations that are questionable at best and disastrous at worst. Perhaps voters should be 

careful what they wish for. ■ 

  



36 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Bibliography 
Abadie, A., Athey, S., Imbens, G. W., & Wooldridge, J. (2017). When should you adjust standard errors 

for clustering? (No. w24003). National Bureau of Economic Research. 

Alston, L. J., & Kauffman, K. D. (1997). Agricultural chutes and ladders: New estimates of sharecroppers 
and “true tenants” in the South, 1900–1920. The Journal of Economic History, 57(2), 464-475. 

Atack, J., & Bateman, F. (1987). To their own soil: Agriculture in the antebellum north. 

Atherton, L. E. (1946). The Problem of Credit Rating in the Ante-Bellum South. The Journal of Southern 
History, 12(4), 534-556. 

Baker, J. H. (2019). An introduction to English legal history. Oxford University Press. 

Banerjee, A. V., & Duflo, E. (2005). Growth theory through the lens of development economics. 
Handbook of economic growth, 1, 473-552. 

Berkowitz, J., & White, M. J. (2004). Bankruptcy and Small Firms' Access to Credit. RAND Journal of 
Economics, 69-84. 

Bogart, D., & Richardson, G. (2009). Making property productive: reorganizing rights to real and 
equitable estates in Britain, 1660–1830. European review of economic history, 13(1), 3-30. 

⸻ (2011). Property rights and parliament in industrializing Britain. The Journal of Law and Economics, 
54(2), 241-274. 

Bodenhorn, H. (2003). State banking in early America: A new economic history. Oxford University Press. 

Bogue, A. G. (1969). Money at Interest. University of Nebraska Press. 

Chused, R. H. (1983). Married women's property law: 1800-1850 Georgetown Law Journal, 71(5), 1359-
1426. 

Coleman, P. J. (1999[1974]). Debtors and creditors in America: insolvency, imprisonment for debt, and 
bankruptcy, 1607-1900. Beard Books. 

De Soto, H. (2000). The mystery of capital: Why capitalism triumphs in the West and fails everywhere 
else. Basic Civitas Books. 

Eichengreen, B. (1984). Mortgage interest rates in the populist era. The American Economic 
Review, 74(5), 995-1015. 

⸻ (1987). Agricultural mortgages in the populist era: reply to Snowden. The Journal of Economic 
History, 47(3), 757-760. 

Farnam, H. W. (2007[1938]). Chapters in the History of Social Legislation in the United States to 
1860 (No. 488). The Lawbook Exchange, Ltd.. 

Friedman, L. M. (2019). A History of American Law. Oxford University Press, USA. 



37 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Garnett, G. (2007). Conquered England: Kingship, Succession, and Tenure 1066-1166. Oxford University 
Press. 

⸻ (2009). The Norman Conquest: A Very Short Introduction. OUP Oxford. 

Gates, P. W. (2017[1960]). The Farmer's Age: Agriculture, 1815-60. Routledge. 

⸻ (1968). History of public land law development (Vol. 62). US Government Printing Office. 

Gates, P. W., & Bogue, A. G. (1996). The Jeffersonian dream: Studies in the history of American land 
policy and development. University of New Mexico Press. 

Goodman, P. (1993). The emergence of Homestead Exemption in the United States: Accommodation 
and resistance to the market revolution, 1840-1880. The Journal of American History, 80(2), 470-
498. 

Gropp, R., Scholz, J. K., & White, M. J. (1997). Personal bankruptcy and credit supply and demand. The 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 112(1), 217-251. 

Haines, Michael R., and Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research. Historical, 
Demographic, Economic, and Social Data: The United States, 1790-2002. Inter-university 
Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributor], 2010-05-21. 
https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR02896.v3 

Haines, Michael, Fishback, Price, and Rhode, Paul. United States Agriculture Data, 1840 - 2012. Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributor], 2018-08-20. 
https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR35206.v4 

Heckman, J. J., Ichimura, H., & Todd, P. (1998). Matching as an econometric evaluation estimator. The 
review of economic studies, 65(2), 261-294. 

Homer, S., & Sylla, R. E. (2005). A history of interest rates. Rutgers University Press. 

Hynes, R. M., Malani, A., & Posner, E. A. (2004). The political economy of property exemption laws. The 
Journal of Law and Economics, 47(1), 19-43. 

Kilbourne, R. H. (1995). Debt, Investment, Slaves: credit relations in East Feliciana Parish, Louisiana 
(1825-1885). 

Khan, B. Z. (1996). Married women's property laws and female commercial activity: Evidence from 
United States patent records, 1790–1895. The Journal of Economic History, 56(2), 356-388. 

Koudijs, P., & Salisbury, L. (2020). Limited liability and investment: Evidence from changes in marital 
property laws in the US South, 1840–1850. Journal of Financial Economics, 138(1), 1-26. 

Lamoreaux, N. R. (2011). The mystery of property rights: A US perspective. The Journal of Economic 
History, 71(2), 275-306. 

Livshits, I., MacGee, J., & Tertilt, M. (2007). Consumer bankruptcy: A fresh start. American Economic 
Review, 97(1), 402-418. 



38 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

⸻ (2016). The democratization of credit and the rise in consumer bankruptcies. The Review of 
Economic Studies, 83(4), 1673-1710. 

London, L. (1948a). Homestead Exemption in the Indiana Constitution of 1851. The Indiana Magazine of 
History, 267-280. 

⸻ (1948b). Homestead Exemption in the Wisconsin Constitution. The Wisconsin Magazine of History, 
176-184. 

⸻ (1950). The Adoption of Homestead Exemption in Iowa. Iowa Journal of History, 48, 133-140. 

⸻ (1954). The initial homestead exemption in texas. The Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 57(4), 
432-453. 

Mann, B. H. (2009). Republic of Debtors. Harvard University Press. 

Manson, Steven, Jonathan Schroeder, David Van Riper, Tracy Kugler, and Steven Ruggles. IPUMS 
National Historical Geographic Information System: Version 16.0 [dataset]. Minneapolis, MN: 
IPUMS. 2021. http://doi.org/10.18128/D050.V16.0 

McCain, J. R. (1917). Georgia as a Proprietary Province: the Execution of a Trust. RG Badger. 

McKnight, J. W. (1983). Protection of the family home from seizure by creditors: The sources and 
evolution of a legal principle. The Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 86(3), 369-399. 

Menard, R. R., McCusker, J. J., & Morgan, K. (2000). Law, credit, the supply of labour, and the 
organization of sugar production in the colonial Greater Caribbean: a comparison of Brazil and 
Barbados in the seventeenth century. The early modern atlantic economy, 154-162. 

Miller, E. H. (2012). From frontier paradigm to modern public policy: The development of homestead 
and property exemption law in Texas, Florida, and Alaska (Doctoral dissertation, The Florida State 
University). 

Morris, R. B. (1974[1958]). Studies in the History of American Law: With Special Reference to the 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries. Octagon Books. 

Price, J. M. (1991). Credit in the slave trade and plantation economies. Slavery and the Rise of the 
Atlantic System, 293-339. 

Priest, C. (2021). Credit Nation: Property Laws and Institutions in Early America (Vol. 104). Princeton 
University Press. 

⸻ (2006). Creating an American property law: alienability and its limits in American history. Harv. L. 
Rev., 120, 385. 

⸻ (2015). The end of entail: Information, Institutions, and slavery in the american revolutionary 
period. Law and History Review, 33(2), 277-319. 

Ray, D. (1998). Development economics. Princeton University Press. 



39 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Rolnick, A. J., & Weber, W. E. (1983). New evidence on the free banking era. The American Economic 
Review, 73(5), 1080-1091. 

Snowden, K. A. (1987). Mortgage rates and American capital market development in the late nineteenth 
century. The Journal of Economic History, 47(3), 671-691. 

Thompson, S. D. (1886). A Treatise on Homestead and Exemption Laws. FH Thomas. 

U.S. Board on Geographic Names (2021). Domestic Names Geographical Names Information System. 
U.S. Geological Survey, accessed 25 August 2021 at URL https://www.usgs.gov/core-science-
systems/ngp/board-on-geographic-names/download-gnis-data.  

Vincent, N. (2015). Magna Carta: origins and legacy. Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. 

⸻ (2017). Magna Carta: a very short introduction. OUP Oxford. 

Vukowich, W. T. (1974). Debtors' exemption rights Georgetown Law Journal 62(3), 779-878. 

Warren, C. (1935). Bankruptcy Law in United States History. 

Weber, Warren (2018). Antebellum State Bank Balance Sheets. Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis. 
https://researchdatabase.minneapolisfed.org/concern/datasets/9c67wm86f?locale=en. 

White, E. N. (2001). California banking in the nineteenth century: The art and method of the bank of A. 
Levy. Business History Review, 75(2), 297-324. 

Wooldridge, J. M. (2010). Econometric analysis of cross section and panel data. MIT press. 

Wright, G. (1986). Old South, new South: Revolutions in the southern economy since the Civil War. Basic 
Books. 

⸻ (2007). Slavery and American economic development. LSU Press. 

Zahler, H. S. (1941). Eastern workingmen and national land policy, 1829–1862. Columbia University 
Press. 

Other reading 
Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2000). Why did the West extend the franchise? Democracy, inequality, 

and growth in historical perspective. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 115(4), 1167-1199. 

Acemoglu, D., Johnson, S., & Robinson, J. A. (2001). The colonial origins of comparative development: An 
empirical investigation. American economic review, 91(5), 1369-1401. 

⸻ (2002). Reversal of fortune: Geography and institutions in the making of the modern world income 
distribution. The Quarterly journal of economics, 117(4), 1231-1294. 

Alston, L. J., & Higgs, R. (1982). Contractual mix in southern agriculture since the Civil War: Facts, 
hypotheses, and tests. The Journal of Economic History, 42(2), 327-353. 



40 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Alston, L. J., & Kauffman, K. D. (1998). Up, down, and off the agricultural ladder: new evidence and 
implications of agricultural mobility for blacks in the postbellum south. Agricultural History, 72(2), 
263-279. 

Alston, L. J., & Ferrie, J. P. (2005). Time on the ladder: Career mobility in agriculture, 1890–1938. The 
Journal of Economic History, 65(4), 1058-1081. 

Balleisen, E. J. (2001). Navigating failure: bankruptcy and commercial society in antebellum America. 
Univ of North Carolina Press. 

Buera, F. J., & Shin, Y. (2013). Financial frictions and the persistence of history: A quantitative 
exploration. Journal of Political Economy, 121(2), 221-272. 

Campbell, S. W. (2017). The Transatlantic Financial Crisis of 1837. In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 
Latin American History. 

Craig, L. A. (1993). To sow one acre more: Childbearing and farm productivity in the antebellum north. 
Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Craig, L. A., Palmquist, R. B., & Weiss, T. (1998). Transportation improvements and land values in the 
antebellum United States: a hedonic approach. The Journal of Real Estate Finance and Economics, 
16(2), 173-189. 

Demsetz, H. (1974). Toward a theory of property rights. In Classic papers in natural resource economics 
(pp. 163-177). Palgrave Macmillan, London. 

Durham, Walter T. (2017). “Southwest Territory.” Tennessee Encyclopedia. The Tennessee Historical 
Society. http://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/southwest-territory/. 

DuRivage, J., & Priest, C. (2014). The Stamp Act and the political origins of American legal and economic 
institutions. S. Cal. L. Rev., 88, 875. 

Eichengreen, B., & Mody, A. (1998). Interest rates in the north and capital flows to the south: is there a 
missing link?. International finance, 1(1), 35-57. 

Haines, M. R., Craig, L. A., & Weiss, T. (2003). The short and the dead: nutrition, mortality, and the 
“Antebellum Puzzle” in the United States. The Journal of Economic History, 63(2), 382-413. 

Hansen, B. A. (1995). The origins of bankruptcy law in the united states, 1789-1898 (Order No. 
9606092). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. (304229877). Retrieved from 
https://login.proxy.libraries.rutgers.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.proquest.com%2Fdi
ssertations-theses%2Forigins-bankruptcy-law-united-states-1789-
1898%2Fdocview%2F304229877%2Fse-2%3Faccountid%3D13626 

Harris, M. D. (1970[1953]). Origin of the land tenure system in the United States. Greenwood Press 
[Iowa State College Press]. 

Horwitz, M. J. (1992[1977]). The Transformation of American Law, 1780-1860. United Kingdom: Oxford 
University Press. 



41 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Judson, L. V. H. (1976). Weights and measures standards of the United States: a brief history (Vol. 447). 
Department of Commerce, National Bureau of Standards. 

La Porta, R., Lopez-de-Silanes, F., Shleifer, A., & Vishny, R. W. (1998). Law and finance. Journal of political 
economy, 106(6), 1113-1155. 

La Porta, R., Lopez-de-Silanes, F., & Shleifer, A. (2008). The economic consequences of legal origins. 
Journal of economic literature, 46(2), 285-332. 

Majewski, J. (2000). A house dividing: Economic development in Pennsylvania and Virginia before the 
Civil War. Cambridge University Press. 

Martin, C. (1973). Dominion lands policy (No. 69). McGill-Queen's Press-MQUP. 

Rockoff, Hugh (2009). "Prodigals and projectors: An economic history of usury laws in the United States 
from colonial times to 1900." In Human Capital and Institutions: A Long Run View, pp. 285-324. 
Cambridge University Press. 

Rousseau, P. L. (2002). Jacksonian monetary policy, specie flows, and the panic of 1837. The Journal of 
Economic History, 62(2), 457-488. 

Schlager, E., & Ostrom, E. (1992). Property-rights regimes and natural resources: a conceptual analysis. 
Land economics, 249-262. 

Shaban, R. A. (1987). Testing between competing models of sharecropping. Journal of Political Economy, 
95(5), 893-920. 

Shannon, F. A. (1977). The farmer's last frontier: agriculture, 1860-1897 (Vol. 5). ME Sharpe. 

Simpson, A. W. B., & Simpson, A. W. B. (1986). A history of the land law (p. 109). Oxford: Clarendon 
Press. 

Skeel, D. A. (2014). Debt's Dominion. Princeton University Press. 

Smyth, J. H. (1875). The Law of Homestead and Exemptions. S. Whitney & Company. 

Sokoloff, K. L., & Engerman, S. L. (2000). Institutions, factor endowments, and paths of development in 
the new world. Journal of Economic perspectives, 14(3), 217-232. 

Stiglitz, J. E., & Weiss, A. (1981). Credit rationing in markets with imperfect information. The American 
economic review, 71(3), 393-410. 

Sylla, Richard (2011). “Financial Foundations: Public Credit, the National Bank, and Securities Markets.” 
Irwin, D. A., & Sylla, R. (Eds.) Founding Choices: American Economic Policy in the 1790s. University 
of Chicago Press. 

Waples, R. (1893). A treatise on homestead and exemption. TH Flood. 



42 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Other reading on empirical methods 
Cluster-robust methods 
Arellano, M. (1987). Computing robust standard errors for within-groups estimators. Oxford bulletin of 

Economics and Statistics, 49(4), 431-434. 

Bell, R. M., & McCaffrey, D. F. (2002). Bias reduction in standard errors for linear regression with multi-
stage samples. Survey Methodology, 28(2), 169-182. 

Cameron, A. C., & Miller, D. L. (2015). A practitioner’s guide to cluster-robust inference. Journal of 
human resources, 50(2), 317-372. 

Donald, S. G., & Lang, K. (2007). Inference with difference-in-differences and other panel data. The 
review of Economics and Statistics, 89(2), 221-233. 

Matching estimators 
Abadie, A., Drukker, D., Herr, J. L., & Imbens, G. W. (2004). Implementing matching estimators for 

average treatment effects in Stata. The stata journal, 4(3), 290-311. 

Abadie, A., & Imbens, G. W. (2011). Bias-corrected matching estimators for average treatment effects. 
Journal of Business & Economic Statistics, 29(1), 1-11. 

Abadie, A., & Imbens, G. W. (2016). Matching on the estimated propensity score. Econometrica, 84(2), 
781-807. 

Dehejia, R. (2005). Practical propensity score matching: a reply to Smith and Todd. Journal of 
econometrics, 125(1-2), 355-364. 

Dehejia, R. H., & Wahba, S. (1999). Causal effects in nonexperimental studies: Reevaluating the 
evaluation of training programs. Journal of the American statistical Association, 94(448), 1053-
1062. 

⸻ (2002). Propensity score-matching methods for nonexperimental causal studies. Review of 
Economics and statistics, 84(1), 151-161. 

Imbens, G. W. (2015). Matching methods in practice: Three examples. Journal of Human Resources, 
50(2), 373-419. 

Rosenbaum, P. R., & Rubin, D. B. (1983). The central role of the propensity score in observational studies 
for causal effects. Biometrika, 70(1), 41-55. 

⸻ (1985). Constructing a control group using multivariate matched sampling methods that 
incorporate the propensity score. The American Statistician, 39(1), 33-38. 

⸻ (1985). The bias due to incomplete matching. Biometrics, 103-116. 

Smith, J. A., & Todd, P. E. (2005). Does matching overcome LaLonde's critique of nonexperimental 
estimators?. Journal of econometrics, 125(1-2), 305-353.  



43 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Other 
Hirano, K., Imbens, G. W., & Ridder, G. (2003). Efficient estimation of average treatment effects using 

the estimated propensity score. Econometrica, 71(4), 1161-1189. 

 

 
  



44 of 45 Homestead Exemptions Andrew S. Garib 
 
 

Appendix A: Homestead exemptions and other related laws, antebellum states 
Homestead exemptions 

• Automatic? Declaration? Timing of declaration? 
• Waivers? Contracting out? 

Married Women’s Property Acts 
Bankruptcy laws and practices 
Statutory bans or restrictions on land collection (e.g., order of execution) 
Availability of elegit or extent (as in NW Ordinance) 
Inheritance (primogeniture or multigeniture) 
Entail 
Other protections in equity (dower, courtesy, family settlements); or statutory? 
Right of redemption (equity or statutory) 
Debtor’s prisons and insolvency laws and practices 
Chattel exemptions 

Appendix B: A theory of homestead exemptions and land distribution 
A sketch of a model of homestead exemptions: farm size, economic sector and region [in 
the works] 
• Two time periods: production without law, then land transactions with law. 
• Two groups of creditors:  

o Banks and merchants 
o Type 1 Farmers 

• Three kinds of debtors: 
Type 1 Debtor: Lots of collateral (exemptions DON’T 

meaningfully reduce pledgeable assets) 
Type 2 Debtor: Some collateral (exemptions DO meaningfully 

reduce pledgeable assets) 
Type 3 Debtor: “No” pledgeable collateral (exemptions have no 

effect on pledgeable assets) 
• Three kinds of farmers: 

Type 1 Farmer: Large farm endowment (owner and operator) 
Type 2 Farmer: Small farm endowment (owner and operator) 
Type 3 Farmer: Zero farm endowment (tenants: wage hands, 

renters, sharecroppers; ignoring movable assets) 
• FARMERS 

o Type 1 Farmer 

Figure 5. Diagram describing 
credit relationships in 
antebellum US. [preliminary] 
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 Type 1 Debtor  borrowing NOT meaningfully affected by exemption 
 As creditor: lending less attractive to Type 2 borrowers; at margins, more lending to 

Type 1 and Type 3 borrowers (to equalize expected returns) 
 Investment decision: invest in own farm or lend 

o Type 2 Farmer 
 Type 2 Debtor  borrowing meaningfully affected by exemption 

o Type 3 Farmer 
 Type 3 Debtor  borrowing NOT meaningfully affected by exemption 

• CREDITORS 
o Try to equalize expected returns across borrower types 

 Volumes reflect risk and liquidity needs 
o Assumptions about competition among creditors? 

 Larger-scale creditors competitive, but general store creditors not (?) 
• FARM PRODUCTION 

o A simple model with land plus a paid worker 
o In extensions, a farm labor market; want to see effects on wages 
o In extensions, an investment good 

• Migration 
o Migration effects implied by relative experience between larger and smaller farmers in 

credit and land markets. Assumes moves are cheap and frictionless. 
• Spatial effects 

o Ignore for now. Requires calibration based on spatial distribution of farms by size (are small 
farms surrounded by large ones? Do large farms cluster?) 

Benchmark model 
• Ignore Type 3 Debtors and Type 3 Farmers. 
• Despite their names (“large” and “small”), all farmers have the same size farms: 1 unit 

o A given ratio of Type 1 to Type 2 farmers  of Type 1 and Type 2 creditors 
 Note that this is essentially another way of saying different endowments which can 

serve as collateral 
• Production: an exogenous stochastic element means some fraction of farms will fail. 

o “failure” = can’t pay worker  must liquidate farm 
o In period 2, successful farms split up remaining farms according to production surplus and 

investment decision. 
• Migration effects inferred by a worker preference for owning a farm 

■ 
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