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Synopsis of Tenancy Laws and Decisions 
in the South 

Relating to Croppers 

'This appendix has been prepared in connection with the 1940 
Census of, A~:,ricul ture. In an attempt to· obtain information in 
addition to that contained on the regular Farm and Ranch Sched
ule and to show statistics on the major operating unit basis, a 

special Plantation Schedule was used. This schedule covered 
the operations on specified plantations including selected de
tails relating to the owner, or manager, and croppers and other 
tenants. In a summarization of the data, many decisions rested 
upon the legal status of the several types of tenants, particu
larly those called sharecroppers. 

To make the tenancy allocations and separations satisfacto
rily, the laws and decisions in the several States had to be 

co.nsulted. These decisions depended not only upon the various 
State laws, but upon numerous essential details. The summaries 
of pertinent laws and court decisions appear in the following 
pages. 

'As this appendix is published as a separate bulletin without 
the definitions and explanations found in the Census of Agri
culture volumes, a brief description of the tenure dif'f'iculties 
involved is given in this summary. 

Among the many problems which arise in taking a census, per
haps none is more important than that which involves the tenure 
or the arrangement under which agricultural lands are operated. 
The definition of a farm, or working unit, is dependent upon 
the tenure classifications which are used. 

These classifications in turn affect the number and type of 
farms a.nd farmers reported, the size of farm, the number of 
work animals, income, the acreages of various crops, expendi
tures, facilities, age, and occupancy status and all averages 
and percentages derived from these data. For example, if 
croppers were included with landowners as a single farm, it 

would make a difference for the .United States of about 567,675 
in the num,ber. of farms and of 17.9 acres in average size of 
farm; and for the South a difference of 541,291 in the number 
of farms and of 27.0 acres in average size, representing changes 
of 18.0 percent and 21.9 percent, respectively, in the totals. 

The greatest tenure difficulties result from the sharecropper 
system. Briefly, the question involved is whether the share

cropper should be considered merely a type of laborer or a farm 

operator. In reality, croppers have some of the characteristics 
of both laborers and tenants. Usually, but not always, the 

cropper works under the supervision of the plantation owner or 
manager, and the work stock is furnished to him for cultivation 
of the lands, but sometimes he also owns a work animal which is 
used on the place. Sometimes the plantation operator cares for 

and feeds the work animals in the plantation barn or stockade. 
Often, however, each cropper looks after the animals assigned 
to him. Arrangements regarding feed vary from region to region 
and from plantation to plantation. The amount and kind of ad

vances or "furnishings" as cash, fertilizer, groceries, cloth
ing, etc., also vary greatly, depending primarily upon the 

character of the tenant, local usage, and financial conditions. 
From the cropper's standpoint, the kind and amount of the crops 
paid as rent are most important and these i terns vary consider

ably. Sometimes a fixed portion of only the cash crops, such 
as cotton, is paid as rental, with varying proportions of com 

or other crops. Differing local arrangements are also made in 
regard to. the share or disposition of cottonseed, a byproduct 

of the cotton. 
For other information relating to definitions of various 

tenures, see the general reports and special studies of the 
1940 Census of Agriculture, particularly volume III and the 

Special Cotton Report. The latter is based on the size of op
erations, determined by the number of bales of cotton ginned, 
with income for the various bale gro;tps. 

For the convenience of readers a chart is presented showing 
the principal laws and decisions which determine the legal sta
tus of croppers in the various States. Since so many points 
are involved and since decisions sometimes hinge on small de

tails of' the tenant contracts, the reader is cautioned against 
using the summary without a thorough study of the material pre
sented in the 1940 Census of Agriculture volumes. 
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