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PRICES lrROJf  1873 2'0 1884. 

INthe annual report issued by the mint clepart- 
nlent on the production of precious metals in 1884, 
there are given statistics of prices during the years 
1883 and 1884. Tliese sttttistics are in continua- 
tion of otliers of the same kind in previous reports. 
The figures for tlie years from 1825 to 1880 nlay 
be found in the quarterly report of the Bureau of 
statistics, No. 8, 1883-84 ; those f o ~  tlie years 1881 
and 1882 in the report of the director of the mint 
for 1883 ; lllose for 1883 and 1884 in the present 
report. All of them, we are inforinecl, \?-ere col- 
lected and arranged under tlie superintendence of 
Mr. Burchard, the former director of tlie mint, to 
wliom belongs the credit for the morlr. The in- 
vestigation is one whicli does not lie very obviously 
within the scope of the mint department, ancl rec- 
ognition is clue to tlie intelligence and activity 
wllicll caused it to be undertaken. 

The different reports, talcen together, puiyort to 
give a continuous account of the fluctuations of 
general pricesfrom 1826 to the present tiine. Such 
en account, if accurate and tiust~rorthy, mould be 
of g ~ e a t  interest and valxe. Unfortunately the 
statibtics have not been got together in avery care- 
ful n a y ;  znd the general results which are de-
duced from tliern can be accepted only with 
liberal alloviance for possible errors. 

To the method adopted there can be little objec- 
tion. It was to tnlce the wholestlle prices of a 
nuinber of articles in New Pork, to reduce tliem 
to a common denonlinator, and then to calculate 
the aritlinletical mean of the prices as reduced. 

It can be easily illustrated by an example. Sup-
pose tliat for three years the prices of cotton, 
wheat, and pig-iron, were as follows : 

1880. 1381. 1882.l . p - l .08 
Cotton..... ........... 1.00 1.50
W h e a t  ...............:L .  

Iron ................... i 20.00 30.00 4 0 . 0 0  

Indicate the price of each article for the first 
year by 100, express the prices for tlie folio\?-ing 
years in percentages on tliat basis, and calculate 
tlie averages. The result is : 

1880. 

Cotton.. .............. 
W h a t .  ............... 
Iron ................... 

120 
90 

100 150 

80 
150 
230 

Average. 1 100 1 I l C !  / 150 

The average, or arithmetical moan, of the per- 
centages here indicates a rise in prices over the 
average of 1880, of 163 per cent in 1881, ancl of 50 
per cent in 1882. 

If the prices of a sufficiently large nuinber of 
articles be talcen, the averaged percentages indicate 
with sufficient accuracy the general rise or fall 
of prices. This is the method adopted in the mint 
reports; and it is alio adopted in the Lo?ttlo?z 
economzst's anliu:ll table of prices. If applied 
with care, it ic: probably the safest way of calcu- 
latnlg the rise and fall of general prices. Objec-
tions to it have been nlucl~ urged, and other meth- 
ods of calculation have been suggested and tried : 
but tlie various experiments seein to sllow pretty 
clearly tliat the simple :~ritliuleticnl mean of the 
prices of a large nunlber of articles gives as good 
an indication of tlie general fluctuations as we can 
hope to get. 

Unfortunately the method has been applied ~ ~ i t h  
too little care ancl discrimination in the tables be- 
fore us. In the first place, one cannot be sure that 
the prices quoted are tlie real market prices. For 
the years previous to 1878, tLey are taken bodily 
from two Treasury reports, those for 1863 and for 
1873, in \?-liich tables of prices for a long series 
of years were brought together. There has aim-ays 
been a suspicion that these prices were largely 
made up by the clerlis in the Treasury office, and 
that they mere not wort11 much as a record of the 
real fluctuations. For the years after 1873, the 
figures mere gathered specially for these mint re-
ports, ancl may be more trnstn-orthy. But even 
liere tliere are oI)x.ious nlistalies and incoilsistencies. 
For instance, instead of taking tile same articles 
consistently year by year, and deducing tlie aver-
age prices of these, the list changes almost every 
year. Thus for 1881 and 1882, the prices of 88 
articles are given : in this year's report, liovie~er, 
for 1883 and 1884, those of 114 articles are taken. 
I n  other words, it is as if the prices of one set of 
articles for this year were conipared with the 
prices of another set of articles for next year ; a 
metliod which obviously, so far as the tvio sets 
T-ary, 7-itiates any conlparison between tliem. It 
is part of tlie sanie error in these tables, tliat a n  
article, after having been quoted and reckoned for 
a few years, suddenly disappears entirely, while 
another one perhaps takes its place, and is reck- 
oned in the general average. One is therefore 
not surprised to find the results to be on their face 
inconsistent with each other. Thus the average 



prices of 1884 are given as 93.2 per cent of those 
of 1883; yet side by side other figures are given 
which make the ratio 91 per cent. 

Nevertheless, it would be going loo far to say 
that the results are qi~iteu-itl~out value. A very 
large i~u~llber of articles are included in the com- 
parison, which gives a probability that the mistakes 
will balance each other, or will not aplreciably 
affect the general results. I t  is not unreasonable 
to believe that the figures which are finally given 
as indicating the rise and fall of general prices for 
tlie successive years, although they cannot be ac-
cepted as an accurate gauge of the ascertainable 
change froin any one year to the next pear, J-ct 
represent fairly eilongh the general fluctuations of 
the series of years. They are at all events pioba- 
bly as good an index of the :~ctunl chailges as the 
tables of the Lo~zdoiz eco~zoti~ist, which l~ave been 
much quoted and used. TVe reproduce the llliilt 
figures in the accompanying chart for the yenrs 
since 1873, and for comparison give also the Econo- 
mist figure.;, which indicate the course of prices in 
England. I t  shonlcl be said that, for both countries, 
the standard (indicated b j  the number 100) is the 
average range of prices of the years 1846-50. 
Those mere the ?ears just before the Australian 
and Californian gold discoveries, and the average 
for then1 has always been used by the Ecor~on~ist 
as the basis of compasison in its table of prices. 

TVe hal-e arranged the inint fignres on the same 
basis, using for that purpose the figures for 1843-50 
given in the earlier inii~t report. This nlethod of 
comparison is of course open to objections, but 
seems on the whole to be the best : 
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134 to 1 lG ; and in England there was in 1879 a 
still further fall to 100. That is, in 1819 prices in 
England had gone down to the level of the years 
1843-30. In this country, the fall from 1878 to 
1878 mas from 124 to 102 The revival began here 
earlier than in England, and from 1878 to 1879 
there was already a rise froni 103 to 109. After 1879 
the tenclencies in both countries for a few years was 
to a rise. A tenlpor~ry fall, it is true, is indicated 
in the United States from 1879 to 1880 ; but one 
cannot but loolr at this fall with suspicion, and 
ascribe it, at least in part, to some of the mistakes 
made in calculating the mint figures. In Eng- 
land the higlleit point since 3 878, according to the 
Econo~t~ist,n as reached in 1880. But there are 
rrxasons, which there is not space to explain for 
ascribing the high figure for that year to the pecu- 
liar nlethods of the Eco?ao?,~ist, and for believing 
that there was in reality but little fall in 1882 as 
compared with 1880. In the Uuited States there 
mas a fairly steady rise fro111 1878 to 1882. Since 
1882 there hns been a steady fall in both countries. 
Last year (1884) prices 7%-ere at 101 in En~land,  
and at 106 in this country ; in other words. not- 
withstanding the severe depression, they had not 
gone so low as the lowest points reached during 
tho last period of depression in England in 1879, 
and in this country in 1878. F. W. TAUSSIG. 

THE new school of pllilology in Gernlauy, of 
wl~ich Professor Bruginann is one of the ablest 
representatires, claims to be a legitimate advance 

The figares begin with 1873, a year of specula- on its predecessors in the direction of scientific 
tion and of inflated prices a11 over the world ; and sobriety and precision. The older scholars from 
it will be seen that in both countries prices fell Uopp down to a few years ago, says Sievers (in Iris 
continuonsly during the long years of depression article on Indo-Gemanic philology, in the Ency- 
from 1873 to 1878. The fall in England was from clop~dia Uritaimica), had naturally occupied 


