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Sharecropping and tenant farming
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Figure 1. Sharecropping was common throughout the South well into the
twentieth century, and required the work of entire families. In this famous
photograph, a six year-old girl picks cotton in Oklahoma.

After the Civil War, thousands of former slaves and white farmers forced off their land by
the bad economy lacked the money to purchase the farmland, seeds, livestock, and
equipment they needed to begin farming. Former planters were so deeply in debt that they
could not hire workers. They needed workers who would not have to be paid until they
harvested a crop — usually one of the two labor-intensive cash crops that still promised to
make money: cotton or tobacco. Many of these landowners divided their lands into smaller
plots and turned to a tenant system. During the Gilded Age many African Americans and
whites lacked the money to buy farmland and farm supplies. They became tenant farmers
and sharecroppers.

Tenant farmers usually paid the landowner rent for farmland and a house. They
owned the crops they planted and made their own decisions about them. After harvesting
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the crop, the tenant sold it and received income from it. From that income, he paid the
landowner the amount of rent owed.
Sharecroppers seldom owned anything. Instead, they borrowed practically everything
— not only the land and a house but also supplies, draft animals, tools, equipment, and
seeds. The sharecropper contributed his, and his family’s, labor. Sharecroppers had no
control over which crops were planted or how they were sold. After harvesting the crop, the
landowner sold it and applied its income toward settling the sharecropper’s account. Most
tenant farmers and sharecroppers bought everything they needed on credit from local
merchants, hoping to make enough money at harvest time to pay their debts.
Over the years, low crop yields and unstable crop prices forced more farmers into
Leam more about the crop-lien 4.5y The crop-lien system kept many in an endless cycle of debt and poverty. Between
ystem 1880 and 1900, the number of tenants increased from 53,000 to 93,000. By 1890, one in
three white farmers and three of four black farmers were either tenants or sharecroppers.

On the web

From slavery to sharecropping

http://www.sog.unc.edu/programs/civiced/resources/docs/Sharecropping.pdf

Figure 2. This map shows the After the Civil War, a central element of the Southern economy -- slavery -- was abolished. As

percent of each county's farms those newly free sought rightful payment for farming and former masters strove to maintain

that h d in 1890. . . . .
at were sharecropped in 1990 their control and profits, a system of sharecropping and tenant farming developed. In this lesson

from the North Carolina Civic Education Consortium, students will learn about the history of
sharecropping and tenant farming through a Power Point presentation and discussion, photo
analysis, and reading primary source documents. Students will apply their knowledge creatively
by writing and performing a role play between a sharecropper and landowner.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including North Carolina, crop-lien system, debt, farming, history, and sharecropping.

Notes

1. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/4400.
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