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Workers Leave Southern Farms
“Mechanical cotton pickers have become a boon to growers, but they 
are throwing hundreds of field hands out of work,” reported a local 
newspaper recently. No clearer observation can be made about the 
South’s present farm labor scene. Following World War II, increased 
farm mechanization hastened changes in agriculture, and the foremost 
of these was a cutback in the labor force. Between 1950 and 1960, 
total farm employment in District states shrank from an average of
1,738,000 workers to 1,083,000, or 38 percent. This decline suggests 
that farm workers must have changed both jobs and residences. Be
cause future adjustments in the farm labor force will influence Southern 
economic growth, this pattern of change is of great significance.

Exodus Is Widespread
Total farm employment declined during the Fifties in all District states 
because there was a great loss of family workers. From 1950 to 1960 
the number of these workers employed in September, when the farm 
work force reaches a peak, fell 43 percent. The contraction was great
est in areas where family labor figures prominently on small farms. As 
small units were abandoned or consolidated and the harvest operations 
for cotton and other crops were more completely mechanized, these 
workers were forced to seek other jobs. They also found it necessary 
to leave farms as cash cropping, heavily dependent upon labor, de
clined and livestock production increased.

Although many workers left because individually owned and op
erated small farms closed down, a number of them did so because 
farm tenancy was waning. This downtrend in tenancy— especially pro-
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Unpaid Farm Family Members Working 15 or More 
Hours, Sixth District

Percent Decrease, 1959 from 1954
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nounced in the Piedmont, Silt Loam, Limestone, and 
Peanut areas—reflects a notable decrease in the num
ber of Negro families operating farms.

The reduction in the region’s hired farm work force was 
less pronounced than in family workers, but it was signifi
cant nonetheless. Between 1950 and 1960 the number of 
hired workers declined 17 percent. In the Silt Loam and 
Limestone areas, however, the number actually increased 
as some farm owners substituted hired labor for tenant 
families.

Farm Labor Moves to Small Urbanized Areas
Where did the people leaving the Southeast’s farm labor 
force go, and what types of jobs did they take? Many 
of them, both white and Negro, moved to rural nonfarm 
and urban areas, judging from data in the 1950 and 1960 
Censuses of Population. In 1950, less than half of the 
District’s people lived in places with more than 2,500 in
habitants. By 1960, the ratio had increased to 60 per
cent. In each state, urban areas generally grew at the 
expense of smaller places and rural areas.

When farm labor moved to the nonfarm economy, it 
did not necessarily gravitate to large urban centers. Large 
gains in population did occur in places with population of
50,000 or more, but there were also marked increases in 
places with 10,000 to 25,000 inhabitants.

White and Negro workers leaving farms evidently 
flowed into certain areas in disproportionate numbers, 
according to changes in total population between 1950 
and 1960. Many Negroes moved into small- and medium- 
size cities, if changes in the ratio of nonwhite to white 
residents there are any indication. This ratio increased

significantly in 29 such cities in District states and in four 
large cities. Negroes also tended to move from rural areas 
into small communities having 1,000 to 2,500 inhabitants. 
Both Negro and white farm workers, of course, migrated 
to other regions in the nation.

Lacking industrial training, farm workers, white and 
Negro, naturally sought work in nonfarm industries that 
utilize large numbers of semiskilled and unskilled workers. 
The latest available occupation data, obtained from the 
1950 Census of Population, indicate that such workers 
are most numerous in the mining, construction, lumber 
and furniture, food, and textile industries, in wholesale 
and retail trade activities, and in service work for public 
agencies and private households. These industries are not 
only found in large cities, but also in numerous small- and 
medium-size ones throughout the Southeast.

Workers migrating from farms no doubt found em
ployment opportunities as operatives and kindred workers. 
This class of employment ranks first in importance for 
white workers and second for Negroes, according to the 
1950 Census of Population. It includes jobs in garages, 
laundries, trucking companies, and sawmills. Because em
ployment in the crafts— carpentry, electrical installation 
and repair, painting, plumbing— is second in importance 
for white workers, some farm labor presumably found 
jobs in those specialties. White farm migrants also may 
have taken jobs as service workers and laborers.

We can infer from the Census data that Negro workers 
found their principal job opportunities as household work
ers, as operatives and kindred workers, and as laborers 
in the wood processing, chemicals, construction, and stone, 
clay, and glass industries. Some also became craftsmen— 
principally automobile repairmen, painters, masons, plas
terers, and carpenters.

Future Movement
The adjustments that occurred in the farm labor force 
during the Fifties are likely to continue throughout the 
next decade, a prospect that has great meaning for the 
Southeast’s economic growth. As farmers continue to en
large their enterprises and as small farms are consolidated, 
the downtrend in total employment will continue, al
though at a lesser rate. This in turn will stimulate farm
ing technology and ultimately increase productivity and 
income in farm and nonfarm economies.

Changes in farm employment reflect a reasonable de
gree of labor and job mobility among farm workers. Al
though these workers have not always moved into non- 
farm pursuits painlessly, they have flowed to places where 
their labor could be used profitably. Job opportunities for 
displaced farm workers may increase in rural places as 
the national Rural Development Program gains headway. 
Congress recently gave the Program new impetus when 
it passed the Area Redevelopment Act.

Workers will be needed in the future, as in the past, by 
industries that have traditionally offered employment to 
semiskilled or unskilled farm labor. As these industries 
absorb underemployed or displaced white and Negro farm 
workers, the region’s economy will be strengthened and 
its further growth assured.
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