
Sharecropping was a farming arrangement that grew across the South after slavery 
ended. A landowner allowed a family to live on and farm part of the owner’s land. Instead 
of receiving regular wages or paying cash rent, the family gave the landowner a share of 
the crop at harvest. The arrangement sounded like cooperation, but the landowner 
usually controlled the land, housing, credit, supplies, bookkeeping, crop, sale, and final 
division. The sharecropper supplied the hardest part: nearly a year of family labor. 

Sharecropping was not legally the same as slavery. A sharecropper was not owned, 
could legally marry, could not lawfully be sold away from the family, and had some ability 
to choose where and how to work. In theory, a sharecropper could leave after completing 
a contract. Those differences were real and important. 

The problem was that freedom without land, money, credit, legal protection, or political 
power left many formerly enslaved families dependent on the same landowners who had 
controlled the plantations before emancipation. The ownership of Black bodies ended, 
but ownership of the land remained mostly unchanged. 

When slavery ended, Southern landowners possessed millions of acres but had lost the 
workers they once forced to cultivate them. Most planters were also short on cash after 
the Civil War. They could not easily pay wages throughout the growing season. Formerly 
enslaved people possessed agricultural knowledge and labor but generally had no land, 
equipment, animals, seed, or money. 

Freedpeople wanted land because they understood what economic freedom required. A 
person who owned land could raise food, build a home, choose what to grow, sell crops, 
pass property to children, and refuse an abusive employer. Without land, a formerly 
enslaved person might be legally free but still have to negotiate with someone who had 
once claimed ownership over that person or the person’s relatives. 

In January 1865, Union general William T. Sherman issued Special Field Orders No. 15, 
reserving certain confiscated and abandoned coastal land in South Carolina, Georgia, 
and Florida for Black settlement. Families could receive plots of up to forty acres, and 
some obtained the use of Army mules. This is where “forty acres and a mule” came from. 

The policy was limited and was never a nationwide promise to every formerly enslaved 
person. Still, it represented the possibility of land redistribution. After Lincoln’s 
assassination, President Andrew Johnson pardoned many former Confederates and 
restored much of the confiscated land to its previous white owners. Thousands of Black 
families were removed from land they had begun farming. National Archives 

This decision helped create the conditions for sharecropping. The federal government 
had destroyed slavery but generally refused to break up the old plantation estates and 
transfer enough land to the families whose unpaid labor had created their value. Former 
enslavers recovered their property. Formerly enslaved families were sent into freedom 
with their labor but little capital. 

https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2010/summer/slave-pension.html


At first, many freed families resisted plantation labor contracts. They did not want to 
return to the old gang-labor system, where groups worked under the constant 
supervision of an overseer. They wanted control over family life, working hours, children, 
and the use of their own labor. Some refused contracts that allowed white landowners to 
interfere with their homes or discipline their children. 

Sharecropping emerged partly as a compromise. The landowner regained a workforce 
without paying much cash in advance. The Black family gained a home, a plot to 
cultivate, and more control over daily work than slavery had allowed. The family could 
work together instead of being divided into plantation labor gangs. 

That limited independence explains why some freedpeople chose sharecropping over 
wage labor. They were not choosing poverty because they lacked judgment. They were 
selecting from bad options created by landlessness, racism, and a shortage of cash. 
Sharecropping could initially look like the option offering the most family control. 

The basic arrangement varied. A landowner might provide the land, a cabin, a mule, 
tools, seed, fertilizer, and access to a cotton gin. The sharecropper and family planted, 
chopped weeds, maintained the fields, harvested the crop, and prepared it for sale. At the 
end of the season, the landowner might take half of the crop. Other contracts divided it 
differently depending on who supplied the animals, tools, and seed. 

The family still needed food, clothing, medicine, and household supplies while waiting 
for the harvest. Because there was no weekly paycheck, sharecroppers purchased 
necessities on credit from the landowner’s store or a local merchant. The merchant 
accepted a crop lien, meaning the merchant received a legal claim against the future 
crop. 

The crop became security for the debt before it had even grown. If the harvest was poor 
or prices fell, the debt did not disappear. The family could finish a full year of exhausting 
labor and discover that the crop was not worth enough to pay what the landowner and 
merchant claimed they owed. 

Imagine that a cotton crop sells for $1,000. Under a half-share agreement, the family 
expects $500. The landowner then lists charges for seed, mule rental, tools, fertilizer, 
food, clothing, medicine, interest, transportation, and cotton-ginning fees. If those 
charges total $600, the family receives nothing and is told it still owes $100. 

The family might have no independent way to know whether the crop truly sold for 
$1,000, whether the supplies really cost what the owner claimed, or whether every charge 
was legitimate. The landowner or merchant often kept the account book, weighed the 
crop, selected the buyer, negotiated the selling price, and performed the final calculation. 

Many sharecroppers could not read the contract or account ledger because slavery had 
prohibited or discouraged Black literacy. Even a literate farmer could be powerless if the 
court, sheriff, merchant, and landowner supported one another. Asking to inspect the 



records could be treated as disrespect. Challenging the account could lead to eviction, 
violence, arrest, or denial of credit for the following season. 

This yearly accounting was called “settling up.” Families waited until the crop had been 
sold to learn whether they had earned anything. Some discovered that they were in debt 
every year, no matter how much they had produced. The debt rolled into the next season, 
giving the landowner a reason to insist that the family remain. 

Legally, debt did not give the landowner ownership of the family. In practice, a 
sharecropper who tried to leave could be accused of abandoning the crop, violating a 
labor contract, or attempting to escape a debt. Local officials might arrest the farmer or 
return the family to the land. The Department of Justice later prosecuted some cases as 
peonage—compulsory labor enforced through debt, violence, or abuse of the law. 

Sharecropping and peonage were not automatically the same thing. A fair sharecropping 
agreement voluntarily completed by both parties was legal. It became forced labor when 
threats, physical restraint, fraudulent debt, or criminal prosecution prevented the worker 
from leaving. Across the South, the line between the two was regularly crossed. 

Cotton strengthened the trap. Landowners and merchants preferred cotton because it 
could be sold for cash and used as security for credit. A sharecropper might want to 
plant more corn, vegetables, or other food for the family, but the creditor wanted a market 
crop that could repay the debt. 

This created a dangerous cycle. Families borrowed money to grow cotton, sold the 
cotton to repay the loan, and then borrowed again because little money remained for 
food or supplies. When cotton prices dropped, the family absorbed much of the loss. If 
weather, insects, flooding, or exhausted soil damaged the crop, the debt remained. 

The system also damaged Southern farmland. Repeatedly planting cotton drained 
nutrients from the soil. Farmers had little money or freedom to rotate crops, improve the 
land, or experiment with better methods. The creditor wanted immediate repayment, the 
landowner wanted cotton income, and the sharecropper needed to survive until 
settlement. Everybody’s short-term pressure encouraged decisions that weakened the 
land over time. 

Sharecropping involved entire families. Men, women, and children worked the fields. 
Women also prepared food, washed clothing, carried water, maintained the cabin, cared 
for children, and sometimes worked for white families to bring in extra money. Much of 
that labor never appeared in the account book. 

Children missed school during planting and harvest seasons because the family needed 
every available hand. This was not necessarily because parents did not value education. 
Many Black parents built schools and paid teachers from their limited resources. The 
problem was that a debt system made a child’s labor necessary for the family’s 
immediate survival. 



Housing usually belonged to the landowner. A family that challenged an account or 
refused a contract could lose both its work and home. Plantation stores controlled 
access to food and supplies. Landowners could also use their influence to discourage 
other farmers from hiring a family labeled troublesome. 

White families also became sharecroppers. The Civil War had left many poor white 
Southerners without enough land, money, or equipment. Falling crop prices and debt 
pushed them into arrangements with larger landowners and merchants. Sharecropping 
was therefore both a racial system and a class system. 

The difference was that a poor white sharecropper still lived inside a society that granted 
white people greater access to voting, juries, courts, police protection, schools, and 
political officials. A Black sharecropper faced economic exploitation reinforced by Jim 
Crow and racial terror. When a dispute arose between a Black farmer and a white 
landowner, the legal system was rarely neutral. 

Sharecropping differed from tenant farming. A tenant farmer generally possessed more 
equipment and independence. The tenant might pay the owner a fixed amount of cash or 
crop as rent, choose what to grow, and keep the remainder. A sharecropper relied more 
heavily on the owner for land, housing, animals, seed, and tools and therefore 
surrendered more control. 

A family could theoretically move upward from laborer to sharecropper, from 
sharecropper to tenant farmer, and eventually from tenant farmer to landowner. Some 
families did. Black farmers acquired millions of acres despite discrimination, violence, 
and exclusion from fair credit. Sharecropping was not an unbreakable prison for every 
person in every place. 

That upward path was extremely difficult. One bad harvest, illness, death, dishonest 
account, or fall in cotton prices could erase years of progress. Black landowners who 
succeeded could face tax manipulation, violence, fraudulent sales, partition actions 
against family property, and discriminatory lending. Success did not remove racial 
danger. 

Sharecroppers resisted in quiet and organized ways. Families hid food crops from the 
landlord, challenged account books, moved to better plantations, purchased tools 
gradually, educated their children, bought small pieces of land, and shared information 
about dishonest owners. Some organized cooperatives or joined farmers’ alliances. 

During the Great Depression, Black and white tenant farmers helped establish 
organizations such as the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union. Organizing across racial 
lines threatened landowners because it attacked the system at its weakest point: workers 
realizing that their poverty was not simply a personal failure. Organizers faced eviction, 
beatings, shootings, and economic retaliation. 



The New Deal did not automatically rescue sharecroppers. The Agricultural Adjustment 
Administration paid landowners to reduce crop production in hopes of raising prices. 
Landowners were supposed to share certain benefits with tenants, but many kept the 
money, removed sharecroppers from unused acreage, or replaced families with 
machines. Federal records describe thousands of tenant and sharecropping families 
being evicted as landowners reduced planted acreage and adopted machinery. National 
Archives 

Mechanization eventually weakened sharecropping, but it did not deliver justice. Tractors 
reduced the need for plowing labor, and mechanical cotton pickers reduced the need for 
large numbers of people during harvest. Landowners could farm more acreage with 
fewer workers. Families who had spent generations cultivating the land were simply told 
they were no longer needed. 

Millions of Black Southerners moved to cities in the North, Midwest, and West during the 
Great Migration. They left because industrial jobs appeared to offer wages, but many 
were also escaping rural debt, Jim Crow, racial violence, political powerlessness, and the 
control of white landowners. Migration was not only movement toward opportunity. It 
was movement away from a labor system that made progress nearly impossible. 

Sharecropping continued in some areas into the middle of the twentieth century. It 
declined through mechanization, migration, wartime factory employment, agricultural 
changes, and civil-rights enforcement. It did not end because landowners suddenly 
admitted the arrangement was unfair. 

The system left a deep economic legacy. Families who spent decades producing crops 
without accumulating land or savings could not pass farms, homes, or investment 
money to their children. Meanwhile, the owners collected rent, controlled crop sales, 
retained the land, and passed property to their descendants. 

This is why sharecropping cannot be understood as a simple fifty-fifty business 
partnership. One side owned the asset, controlled the credit, kept the records, selected 
the crop, managed the sale, and influenced the courts. The other side risked its labor, 
health, housing, and future on an account it often could not inspect. 

Slavery forced Black people to work because they were legally owned. Sharecropping 
usually forced dependence through landlessness, debt, racial law, and economic control. 
The methods were different, but the old plantation economy remained remarkably intact. 
Former enslavers lost ownership of Black bodies while keeping the land and much of the 
local power. 

The hardest truth is that emancipation gave formerly enslaved people control over 
themselves without giving most of them control over the ground beneath their feet. 
Sharecropping grew inside that gap. It allowed freedom to exist legally while making 
economic independence difficult to reach. 

https://www.archives.gov/files/atlanta/education/depression-curriculum/index.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/files/atlanta/education/depression-curriculum/index.pdf


 


