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SUMMARY 

In thi s study 100 marri ed farm laborers in Cherokee 
County, Iowa were interviewed in 1949. For compa rison, 
l 00 marri ed farm operators were r andomly selected from 
age categories so tha t their ages were comparable to the 
ages of the married hired men. The same questions were 
asked of both groups. Similarities and differences a re 
presented. 

Married hired men on farms in Cherokee County 
showed a number of significant differences when they 
were compared with an equal number of farm operators 
of the same age. 

1. The ma rried hired men had not lived in the locality 
in which they were living in 1949 nearly as long as had 
tl1 e farm operators. 

2. F ewer parents of hired men owned farms, but most 
hired men were not sons of hired men. P arents of both 
hired men and farm oper ators were nearly all farmers. 

3. Fewer hired men had completed a high school edu­
cation. Wives of married hired men had less formal 
education th an had the wives of farm operators. 

4. More of the wives of hired men were employed out­
side the home. 

5. The hired men left home at younger ages than did 
th e farm operators. Hired men had spent more years in 
nonfarm work. 

6. Families of married hired men belonged to and at­
tended the meetings of fewer organizations than did the 
families of farm operators. Half of the hired men's 
families included one or more persons who belonged to or 
attended the meetings of more than one organization. 
Half of the operator families included one or more 
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per sons who belonged to or attended the meetings of six 
or more organizatwns. 

7. Fewer families of hired men included p er sons who 
belonged to a church. Of those who did belong, members 
of hired men's families attended less r egularly than did 
members of operator families. Fewer hired men's families 
belonged to auxiliary r eligious organiza tions. 

8. Fewer of th e hired men 's families included one or 
more family members who were officers or committee 
members in some local organization. 

9. Hired men did less visiting in other homes; had 
fewer guests or visitors. Hired men 's families visited 
more with other hired men or with families of nonfarm 
worker s. Operator families visited more with other farm 
operators and with business and professional p eople. 

10. Social status scores ( Sewell ) averaged 20 points 
lower for hired men than for operators. 

11. Hired men, their employers and the comparison 
group of operators agreed tha t, in general, few married 
hired men would ever become farm operators. However , 
nearly all of the hired men p ersonally expressed a desire 
to become a farm operator, and two-fifth s of them ex­
pected to become operators within 5 year s. 

12. A majority of the farm operators received some 
t ype of family help in getting started as an operator. 
Three-fifth s of the hired men said they could expect no 
help from rela tives . 

13. The employers of these married hired men aver­
aged 6 years older than their employees. H alf of the 
employers were tenant-operators. 



The Social Status and Occupatiqnal Prospects 

of Married Farm Laborers 1n Cherokee 

County, Iowa, 19491 

BY R oBE RT A. RoHWER2 

More than 20,000 married men were employed on Iowa 
farms in 1940. 3 At that time there was one married 
hired man for every 10 farm operators in Iowa . Yet 
li t.tie information was ava ilab le about th e farm families 
whose agricultural income is wages. -1 

This stud y was undertaken to a nswer questions such as 
th e following for one of the above-average farming areas 
in Iowa. Do families of married farm laborers p artici­
pate in the group life of the community where they live 
and work ? Do married farm laborers and their families 
have social status comparable to that indicated for other 
farm fam ilies? Do married farm laborers expect to be­
come farm operators? 

PROCED U RE 

The fir st step in this research was th e formulation of 
five major hypotheses to be tes ted, together with several 
more sp ecific subhypotheses under each. The following 
sta tements were tes ted as the basic propositions of the 
study: 

l. The social rela tions sta tus and occupational pros­
pect s of married farm laborer s and farm operators 
of comparable age are conditioned by their family 
background. 

2. Married farm laborers and their families do not 
belong to the same organized groups as farm opera­
tors. 

3. Married farm laborers ' families and farm operators' 
families do not choose each other as informal 
associat es or friends. 

4. Married farm laborers occupy a lower sta tus posi-

1 Project 1067, Iowa Agricultural Experiment Station. 
2 Formerly instructor and research associate in sociology, Iowa 

State College. 
3 Data from t he U.S. Bureau of the Census. Similar data for 1950 

are not available at the Bureau of t he Census or t he Department of 
Agriculture. 

4 A married hired man was defined as a married man working 
for wages on a farm for someone other than his own father or 
father-in-law, during the period of the interviewing (May and June, 
1949 ) . Farmers working 80 acres or more whose farm income came 
from their production, not from wages, were cal led farm operators. 
A few of the youngest related tenants were on a more or less 
'' labor-share" arrangement with the ir parents but, in almost every 
case, a lease more favorable to the tenant was in prospect. They 
were include,1 as farm operators. Sons employed by fathers were 
left out because they usually have operatorship in view and are only 
temporarily employed; also, others living in the community regard 
the kinship as more important than the employment. 

tion in their comm uniti es than do farm operators 
of comparable age. 

5. Farm operators and employe1<s view farm labo r less 
optimistically as a step tow a rd farm operatorship 
and eventual fa rm ownership than do fa rm laborers. 

The basic design of the stud y was a comparison of 
marri ed hired men with an equal number of randomly 
chosen fa r m operators of approximately th e same age in 
the same area. 5 The attitudes, characteristics ·and activi­
ti es of th e 100 farm operators reported in this study did 
not rep resent the fa rm operators of the area. They are 
not representative of the farm operators because they 
were a comparison group, select ed to match the age of 
the married hired men, and not a sample of all operators . 

The principal sta tistical device used to determine 
differences betw een hired men and operators was the 
Chi -square test of the significance of the difference be­
tween two fr equency distributions. Only significant or 
highly significant differences are reported. 

The findings of t his study apply only to the a rea of 
the investigation , approximately the northern two-thirds 
of Cherokee County, Iowa-an area where gross farm in­
comes a re higher than in most of the rest of the state. 

FINDINGS 

Findings will be p resented under seven headings: _( l ) 
family backgrounds of married hired men and the com­
pari son group of farm operators, (2) personal and fami­
ly charact eristics, ( 3) occupational experience, ( 4) p ar ­
ticipa tion in organized groups, ( 5) participation in in­
formal or unorganized groups, · ( 6) social status and 
levels of living and ( 7) occupational prospects of the 
married hired -men. Information concerning the employ­
ers of married hired men and their farms is also given. 

5 Beginning at the north edge of Cherokee County, Iowa, a sys­
tematic search was made to locate all of the married hi red men in 
the specialized service area of the city of Cherokee, w hich includes 
five or six s maller commun ities. . 

A complete list of t he farm operator s for the current year, 1949-50, 
was made. The age and marital status of every farm operator was 
determined from t he assessor's records and from other sources where 
necessary. The f arm operators were classifi ed in age strata, and those 
w ho constitute the comparison group were randomly drawn from t he 
appropriate age strata. 

The field work for t he study was en ded when 100 married farm 
laborers, their employers, -and 100 other farm operators had been in ­
terviewed. None of the nearly 300 farmers contacted refused to be 
interviewed. 
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FAMILY BA C KGRO UN DS 

FAMILY R ES IDE NCE 

Most farm operators in tl1 e comparison group were 
born in Cherokee County . Two-thirds of th em in l 949 
lived in th e same communities where they were born , and 
one in f ive operated the farm where he was r eared. On 
th e other hand, four -fifths of th e married hired men 
originated outside Cherokee County, and more than two­
fifth s of them were born in other states . 

Nine in 10 of th e farm operator. had either parents or 
parents -in-law living in the same community where they 
li ved, as compared with only one-third of the married 
hired men. Three-f ifths of the operator couples were the 
third or fourth generations of their families to live in the 
same community. Over half of the married hired men's 
famili es had lived in the community only a year or two. 
Farm operators and th eir wives had local family back­
grounds, and married hired men and their wives did not. 

PAREN'l'S' OC CUPATIO NS 

Hired men and farm operators were alike in th e occu­
pational backgrounds of their famili es. Nine out of 10 
men in both categories were farm born and farm reared. 
About three-fourths of the wives of both th e hired men 
and the farm operators were born and r eared on a farm. 

Almost every hired man and farm operator interviewed 
had either a father or a father-in-law who had once 
farmed. Married hired men and farm operators were 
alike in the p roportions of their parents whose rnain w ork 
had been farming. At the time of th e interview the occu­
pations of the parents and parents-in -law of both groups 
were similar, but more of the parents of farm opera tors 
were r etired. 

FARM OWNERSHIP 

When account is taken of variations of circumstances 
within the general occupation of farming, some differ ­
ences appear between the hired men and the operators. 
Twice as many marri ed hired men as farm operators 
were not sons or sons-in-law of a farm owner: almost 
fou r-fifth s of the married hired men were not farm 
owners ' sons; only two-fifths of the farm operators were 
not. Over half of the married hired men had neither a 
parent nor a parent-in-law who owned a farm in 1949 ; 
but only one-fourth of the farm operator couples did not 
have parents who were farm owners. 

Not only did more of the farm operators' p arents own 
farm s, but also their farms were larger than those owned 
by parents of ma rri ed hired men . 

FAMILY MI SFORTU NE 

Finding that operators' parents were more likely than 
hired men 's parents to own a farm suggests the possi­
bility that the parental famili es of hired men may have 
suffered more p ersonal misfortunes and financial re­
verses than did the parents of farm operators and their 
wives. Significant differences did not appear between 
married farm laborers and farm operators in the num­
bers of farms lost or long illnesses reported for the 
parental fami lies . More hired men than farm opera tors 
had pa rents who had bee11 widowed or divorced and had 
remarri ed ; the hired men had more half-siblings and 
step-siblings. .More of the hired men came from broken 
homes, but the possibility tha t more of the hired men's 
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pa rental families had lost farms or had suffered long ill­
ness was not supported by the data of this study. 

A popular beljef is tliat marri ed hired men a re the 
children of marri ed hired men. This beli ef was not 
supported by th e da ta. 

P E RSONAL AND FAMILY C HAR ACTE RI STI CS 

AGE 

The farm operators and the ma rried hired men in ­
cluded in thi s study were alike in age because th e stud y 
was designed th a t way. However, th e married hired men 
averaged 9 years younger th an all tl1 e farm operators in 
th e county. 6 

• FAM ILY COMPOS IT ION 

Only farm operators and l1ired men who were married 
were intervi ewed. Both groups had been married about 
the same length of time. Significantly more hired men's 
wives were employed for p ay outside their own homes. 

The hired men and th e farm operators wer e not signifi­
cantly different in the number of children in their 
families. The operator households included some single 
hired men. 

E DU CAT IO N 

Marri ed hired men were less likely than farm opera­
tors to have finished high school and were more likely to 
have stopped their scl1ooling with 8 years or less . The 
wives of married hired men also had fewer years of 
form al education than did opera tors' wives. The average 
d ifferences in education betw een husbands a nd wives 
were a like for operators and marri ed hired men. 

WAGES 

The ca sh wage paid most ma rri ed hired men was $ 125 
to $ 130 a month for l 2 month s. One man in four r eceived 
an additional bonus. In addition to his cash wage, th e 
man usually received a 1·ent-fr ee house, electri city, 2 
quarts of milk a day, 2 dozen eggs per week , a pproxi ­
mately two hogs p er year and a garden plot. 7 The in ­
come o-f the farm operators was not included in this 
study. 

O ccuPAT IONAL EXPERIENCE 

Married hired men had spent more year s as married 
hired men than had the men who were farm oper ators. 
The fa rm operators had spent more year s as farm t en­
ants and farm owners than had the llired men. But it 
should be noted ( table l ) tha t the l 00 farm operators 
collectively had spent a total of 65 years as married hired 
men and the 100 married hired men, collectively, liad 
spent a total of 267 year s as farm t enant-operators and 
19 year s as farm owners. The married hired men had 
spent one-fourth as many years as farm operators as had 
th e operators. 

The married l1ired men left the home farm at younger 
ages and spent almost three times as many years in non­
farm work and as single hired men on farms than did the 

G The average age of the 100 married hired men interviewed was 
35.2 years. The best available estimate of t he ages of the farm op­
erat or s in the a r ea studied in 1949 is found in the 1950 U.S. Census 
of Agriculture, Volume I , part 9, pages 180-181. The average age of 
the f a rm operators in Economic Area l a was 44.3 years. Cherokee 
County is centrally located withi n E conomic Area la. 

7 For a more detailed discussion of wages and perquisites for 
these 100 men , see: Rohwer, Robert A . Hh-ed man's wages. Iowa 
Farm Sc i. 4 :135-136. March 1960. 



TABLE 1. OvvU.1:'A'l'lONAL EXPERIENCE OF MARRIED HIRED 
MEN AND FARM OPERATOR S IN CHEROKEE COUN­
TY, IOWA, 1949. 

Type of 
experience 

On home farm 
At home, nonfarm 
N onfarm work 
Mil itary 
S ingle hired man 
Married hired man 
Farm tenan t 
Farm owne r•operator 

T otal 

Years of experience spent by: 

Married hired men Farm operators 

1.638 
115 
277 
139 
47A 
550 
267 

19 

3,481 * 

1,909 
89 

101 
82 

160 
AS 

780 
332 

3.518* 

*The totals are not identical because a f ew years are un accounte<l 
for and also the two categories are not perfectly matched in age. 

fa rm operators. The married l1ired men also had more 
year s of military experience. 

Tl1e occupational experi ence of each married hi red 
man and of each of the farm operators in the comparison 
group may be seen in figs. 1A through ID. Each bar in 
the charts terminates on the right with the year l 949 so 
that a verti cal line on the chart will show what eacl1 man 
did in any given year. 

FoRMAL SocrAL PARTI CIPATION 

TOTAL PARTICIPATION IN ORGANIZATIONS 

Married hired men's families pa rticipated in formal 
organizations much less than did farm operators and 
th eir fam ili es. 8 This is shown in table 2. 

All farm operator families in th e sample belonged to 
at least one organization or attended meetings. However, 
one married hired man's family in every six belonged to 
no organization and attended no meetings. One-third of 
th e hired men 's families belonged to or attended the 
meetings of only one organization. More than another 
third belonged to only two or three organizations. L ess 
than one in seven of th e hired men 's families participat ed 
in more than three organizations. 

H alf of the operator families participated in six or 
more organizations. Only a fifth of the operator families 
participa ted in as few as three organizations. 

RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS 

Married hired men and their wi ves participated less 
in church and church-sponsored activities than did farm 
operators and their wives . 9 

Neither spouse belonged to any church in two-fifths of 

B A part of this diff erence results because families who m ove often 
join and atte nd f ewer organ izations than do families who live in one 
p lace longer. One would n eed to be able to hold m obili ty constan t to 
know how much of the difference in socia l participation to attribute 
to other factors . 

9 When cons iderin g the participation of husbands and wives in 
religious organizations. it is . useful both to separate and to com bin e 
membership and attendance. 

TABLE 2. ORGANIZATIONS BELONGED TO OR ATTENDED BY 
MARRIED HIRED MEN AND FARM OPERATORS AND 
THEIR WIVES, CHEROKEE COUNTY, IOWA, 1949. 

T otal number of 
organizations 
belonged to Employed Operator 
or attended couples couples Total 

0 17 0 17 
1 33 4 37 
2-3 36 17 53 
4-5 10 26 36 
6-11 4 53 57 

Total 100 100 200 

th e hired man couples and in one-eighth of the operator 
couples (see table 3). 

Three-fourth s 0£ the operator couples went to lialf or 
more of the r egula r church services. About half as man y 
employed couples a ttended half or more of th e r egular 
church ser vices. One employed couple in three and one 
operator couple in sixteen did not belong to a church or 
attend church at all. 

Sunday School was not attended by most fa rm ad ults 
in thi s a rea. Three-fourths of the operator couples 
neither a ttended nor belonged to a Sunday School, and 
more than nine-tenth s of the employed couples neith er 
a ttended nor belonged. 

If r eligious meetings other than regula r church and 
Sunday School-such as women 's associations and cl10ir 
-are called r eligious auxiliaries, then four-fifth s of the 
hired men couples and one-third of the operator couples 
neither a ttended nor belonged to a r eligious auxiliar y 
organization, including all other church groups. This is 
indicated in table 4. 

One should not conclude from th ese da ta tha t hired 
men are antichurch while farm operators support the 
church. Fewer hired men and their wives belonged to 
any organizations than did farm operator couples. Seven­
teen percent of th e employed couples belonged to no 
organization a t all ; in 37 percent of the employed 
couples one or both spouses belonged to a church but to 
nothing else; 36 percent belonged to a church and to 
some other organ ization, and only 10 percent of the 
em ployed couples belonged to some other organization 
but not to any church . Religious organizations absorbed 
the major portion of the employed couples' organiza­
tional efforts. 

N ONR EL IGIO US ORGAN IZATIONS 

Three of th e l 00 hired men belonged to a farmers' 
cooperative. Two-thirds of the farm operators belonged 
to a cooperative : one-third belonged to one coopera ti ve; 
one-third belonged to two or more cooperatives. Since 
a farmers' cooperative is an economic r ather than a social 
organization, one expects tha t more farm operators than 
hired men will belong. In this a rea, however, cons umer 
cooperatives for the purchasing of gasoline and oil were 

T ABLE 3. CHURCH MEMBERSHIP OF MARRIED HIRED MEN 
AND FARM OPERATORS AND THEIR WIVES lN 
CHEROKEE COUNTY, lOW A, 1949. 

Ch urch me mbers hip Employed Operator 
possessed by: couples couples T otal 

Both spouses 47 82 129 
One spouse 13 5 18 
Ne ither 40 13 53 

T otal 100 100 200 

TABLE 4. MEMBERSHIP IN A RELIGIOUS AUXILIARY OR­
GANIZATION AMON G MARRIED HIRED MEN AND 
FARM OPERATORS AND THEIR WIVES IN CHEROKEE 
COUNTY, IOWA, 1949. 

Membership in a religious 
auxi li ary organization 
( not church or Sunday Employed 
Sch ool ) possessed by : cou ples 

Both spouses 5 
One spouse 11 
Ne ither 84 

T otal 100 

Operator 
couples 

12 
50 
38 

100 

T otal 

17 
61 
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200 
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Fig. lA. Occupational histories from birth to 1949 of young married hired men, Cherokee County, Iowa. 
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Fig. lC. Occupational his tories from birth to 1949 of older m arried hired men , Cherokee County, Iowa. 

32 

33 

33 

33 

33 

34 

35 

35 

36 

37 

37 
37 

38 

38 

38 

38 

39 
40 

40 

41 

41 

41 
43 

44 

44 

45 

45 

45 

46 

46 

47 

48 

48 

48 

49 

50 

51 

52 

52 

53 

53 

54 
54 

54 

55 

56 

56 

59 
64 

65 

u5 iD 
~ -t> c,, tO 



(D 

CD 
0 

t ttt/cj FARM REARED 

~ NON FARM REARED 

liillLABORER 

lllll SINGLE HIRED MAN 

-MARRIED HIRED MAN 

k >I TENANT 

c::==iowNER 

~ ARMED SERVICES 

::.:,:-:- 32 

· 32 

33 

33 
· ············. 33 

34 

35 

35 

:::-:-:-:::::: 35 

<<:-:::-:::.:::: 37 

· .. · .. · 37 

·::.::•:-:-:-:-:-:-:-: 37 

37 

38 

38 

38 

39 

40 
· · ·. · .· · ·. · · ·. · · · .· -:-: · :;: ;:; : : :; : -: : :; : : : : :; : -:: : :: : : < :;: :::: : :: :: :: . 4 0 

· · ·.· .:-:; :;:;:;: ;::;:;:;:;: 41 

;:;:;:;:;:;:;:;:;:;:;:;::::;:::::::::;:::: 41 

42 

43 

43 

44 

44 

45 

46 

47 

47 

47 

47 
48 

::;;;:::::::::::;;;;;;;;::=m;.~-.:.;.;.;.;.;.;.;.;.;_~~,;_;,;.;~~,;_;,;.;~;.;;,;,;.=~~L--------149 49 

(D 
CD 
(JI 

F ig. ID. 

~;,;;~;,;;;;;;;;;;;;;:;::;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;;rnrn::::::::::::::::::::~50 

CD <D CD CD <D io 
0 0 0 OI 

I'\) I'\) 

0 0, 0 OI 

Occupationa l histor ies from b irth to 1949 of older married 

iii CD CD 
(>I (>I ~ 
0 (J1 0 

<D 
~ 
(JI 

far m opera tors, Cherokee Coun ty I I owa. 

CD 
~ 
CD 

50 
50 
52 

53 

53 

54 

55 

56 

56 

58 

58 

60 

62 

127 



es pecially strong, and most hired men owned automo­
biles . The potential membership of hired men in these 
coopera tives was not as limited as was their actual p ar ­
ticipa tion. 

N ine-t enths of the hired men and one-fourth of the 
farm operators had not joined the F arm Bureau and did 
not a ttend its meetings. The r emainder either belonged 
or a ttended or both. Seven p ercent of the hired men's 
wives and 36 percent of the opera tors' wives attended the 
ext ension home demonstration meetings near them. 

Nine-tenths of the hired men and four -fifth s of the 
operator families did not belong to any fr at ernal organi ­
zation. E ven f ewer hired men or their wives a ttended the 
meetings of a fr a ternal organization . 

The only organizations in which the membership and 
attendance of employed couples and operator couples was 
not significantly different were the pa rent-t eacher s' 
associa tion and vet erans' organizations. However, the 
majority of both married hired men and farm opera tors 
did not pa rticipat e in either the PT A or th e vet erans' 
organizations. 

One-eighth of the employed couples and nearly two­
fifths of the operator couples pa rticipated in some other 
organiza tion not previously discussed in this r eport. 

L E ADERSHIP 

One in 20 married hired men or their wives were 
officer s or committee members in one or more organiza­
tions ( t able 5) . In one-third of th e farm operator 
couples, either the husband or the wife or both were 
committee members or office holder s. 

I NFORM AL So c rA L P ART I CIP AT IO N 

F REQUENCY 

W age-earning families visited other homes approxi­
mately once a week. The farm operator famili es visited 
other homes twice as often . One employed family in 12 
never visited in other homes. No farm operator family 
fa iled t.o visit oth er homes at all. Infrequent visiting was 
more often found among the hired men and fr equent 
visiting was most o ften found among the operator fami ­
lies . D ata on visiting fr equency of both groups a r e pre­
sented in t able 6. 

The fr equency with which married hired men and farm 
operators entertained guest s or visitors in their homes 
was approximately the same as their visiting other homes . 
A third of the employed fam ilies reported visitors once 
a month or less. 

P LACES VI Sl 'l'E D 

H alf of the fa rm operators visited r ela tives who lived 
in the same community. M ost of the other farm opera­
tor s vis ited relatives who lived close to the community. 
A fourth of the married hired men visited rela tives who 

TABLE 5. ORGANI ZATIONAL L EADERSHIP AMONG MARRIED 
H IRE D MEN AND FARM OPERATORS A ND THEIR 
W IVES IN CH EROKEE COU NTY, IOWA, 1949. 

A t leas t one of f icership Employed Operator 
or com mi t teeship held by: couples couples Total 

Both spouses 1 12 13 
One spouse 4 21 25 
Neither spouse 95 67 162 

Tota l 100 100 200 
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TABLE 6. I NFORMAL VISITING l N OTH ERS' HOMES BY MAR­
R IE D HIRED MEN AND FARM OPERATORS AND 
THEIR W IVES IN CH EROKEE COUNTY, IOWA, 1949 . 

Frequency of inf orm al • 
v is it in g in others' E mployed Operator 

homes couples couples T otal 

Not a t all 8 0 8 
L ess than once a week 34 13 47 
Once a week 25 25 50 
More than once a week 33 62 95 

T otal 100 100 200 

lived in the same community, and almost half of the 
hired men went outside the communities where they were 
employed to visit kinfolk. 

N onrela tives visited by farm operators wer e more 
often near a t hand than were those visited by married 
hired men. One hired man 's family in four visited non­
relatives who lived outside the community only; they 
visited none in the communities where they were em­
ployed nor in adj acent communities. 

ASSOC ! A'l'ES 

In th eir exchange o f visits, married hi red men and 
their wi ves were more likely than farm operators to visit 
other l1ired men and people in clerical, skilled and un­
skilled labor occupations. Farm operators were more 
likely to visit other fa rm operator families and business 
and professional people. 

Married hired men and their employers seemed either 
to be boon companions or to avoid each other almost 
completely. Both tendencies a r e under standable. The 
men would p erhaps see so much of each other in their 
working hours tha t each would seek other associat es when 
not working. If husbands, wives and children of both 
the employer and employee families were congenial, the 
nearness of their homes would enable them to see each 
other very often . Comments made by members of a f ew 
employing families indicat ed that they thought those 
working for them were their social inferiors. As many 
or more employer famili es indicated that they made 
special efforts to assure their employees that they were 
r egarded as highly as anyone else. 

So c 1AL S T A'l'US 

P erhap s the simplest and best measure of social st atus 
for r ural families is the long form of the Sewell socio­
economic st a tus scale.1 0 Scores of married hired men 
a nd farm operator families a r e compared in fig. 2. The 
average score for the married farm laborers on this scale 
was 176 ; fo r the comparison group of farm op erators, it 
was 205. 

Analysis of variance shows the difference in sta tus 
scores between the hired men and the fa rm operator s in 
this study to be highly significant. 

A supplementary indicator of social st atus is the occu­
p a tions of the siblings of hired men, farm oper ator s and 
their wives . Differences were st ati stically significant. 
The siblings of hired men included fewer fa rm owners 
and farm tenant s, more hired men, fewer professional 

10 Sewell , W. H ., The construction an d standardization of a scale 
for the measurement of the socioeconomic status of Oklahoma farm 
fa milies. Okla. Agr. Exp. Sta. T ech. Bui. 9. April , 1940. 

The scores of the farm laborers approximate the scores for the Okla­
homa open country population that Sewell used to standardize t h e 
scale. The scores of the operator comparison group are almost all 
above the mean scores for farm laborers and Oklahoma farm operators. 
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persons and more unskilled laborers than were found 
among farm operators' siblings. If the status hierarchy 
of occupations usually found in community prestige 
studies is used as a guide, the siblings of hired men and 
their wives worked in occupations of somewhat lower 
pres tige rating than did the siblings of farm operators 
and their wives. 

Although the Sewell socio-economic sta tus scale is 
sufficient for analyzing the social status of farm opera­
tors and farm wage workers, a comparison of some of the 
sp ecific level-of-living items may be of desc riptive 
interest . 

Highly significant differences were found on the fol­
lowing: Hired men more often had small houses than did 
farm operators. They more often used bare floor s or 
linoleum instead of carpets and rugs. Fewer hired men 
had telephones in their homes. Ninety-nine percent of 
the farm operators owned r efrigera tors compa red with 
53 percent of the hired men. More of the hired men drove 
old model automobiles of the cheaper makes; more farm 
operators drove late model automobiles of more exp ensive 
makes and had a garage. Ninety-one percent of the farm 
opera tors owned life insurance compared with 56 p ercent 
of the married hired men. More hired men than opera­
tors did not have their furniture insured. Employed 
families subscribed to fewer magazines and newspap er 
than did farm operators, but neither hired men nor fa rm 

operator families owned many books or were members of 
a book club. 

More farm operators possessed kitchen sinks and had 
plumbing in their homes. More farm operators had elec­
tric or gas kitchen stoves instead of kerosene or wood 
ranges, and more of them had a locker or owned a freezer 
unit. More operators had r adios in their cars. Operators ' 
houses were not newer but were of better typ e construc­
tion. 

The two groups were not significantly different in 
having electricity or power washing machines in their 
homes. These were almost universally present. 

Both farm operators and married hired men were 
asked how well they thought ma rried hired men's fami­
lies were r eceived in th e communities where they lived. 
The tw o sets o.f opinions were not significantly different. 
About three-fifth s of both groups thought married hired 
men 's families were r eceived about the same as other s. 
Occasionally th e opinion was expressed th a t communi ­
ties and neighborhoods mad e special efforts to be nice to 
th e wage earning families . One-fifth thought tha t em­
p loyed fam ilies were neglected or ignored. 11 The r est 
either thought that the hired man group was not accepted 

11 A remark heard while interviewing could have been made by any 
of several of the older hired men : "I was good enough to stack their 
s traw, but not good enough to eat ice cream with them at the thresher 
meeting." 
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or they did not comment. A few per sons among operator, 
employe r and employee families were outspoken and in ­
dignant about what they regarded as community mis ­
treatment of hired men and their families. 

OP1N10Ns ABo U'l' O ccuPA TIO N AL PROSPECTS 

Almost two-thirds of the farm operators expressed the 
opinion that most hired men would never be able to start 
farming for themselves . Nearly a third of the operators 
expressed the opinion that half of the married hired men 
might sometime start as farm operators. Very few 
operators expected that a majority of hired men would 
sometime become operators . 

The employers of the hired men were asked the same 
question. The employers were no more optimistic about 
the likelihood that most hired men would start farming 
than were farm operators. Hired men th emselves were 
not much more optimistic about the likelihood that they, 
as a category, would ever become farm operators. 

D espite this pessimism on every hand concerning the 
occupational prospects of other married hired men as a 
category, each man as an individual was more optimistic 
about himself. Forty-two percent of the men exp ected to 
be farm operators within 5 years. Eight p ercent ex­
pected to be in nonfarm work; 25 percent expect ed still 
to be working as hired men on farms; and 25 percent 
said they did not know what they would be doing within 
5 years. Almost all indicated that they would like to 
become fa rm operators. 

GETTING STARTED FARMING 

Previous research has shown that fam ily background 
is a major factor in getting started in farming in the 
Midwes t.1:! A beginner 's fam ily can give him both 
direct and indirect. help . From thi s point of view, the 
parents ' occupation about the time that th e young man 
comes of age is important. 

A difference is found between the occupations of farm 
operators' parents and hired men 's p a rents at the time 
that the sons were in thei r early maturity. More oper­
ators' parents owned farms then. More hired men's 
parents were themselves married hired men, unskilled 
laborers or farm tenants. More farm owners were found 
among the p arents-in-l a w of operators than were found 
a mong the parents-in-law of l1ired men at the time when 
the wives were young women. 

The majority of th e farm operators intervi ewed were 
actually helped in various ways by their fami li es to get 
started. Approximately half of them beg·an on farms 
owned by relatives, and another fifth found their first 
farms with the assistance of rela tives. The farm oper­
ators with nonlocal family background more often than 
other farm operators found their first f a rms without help 
from relatives. 

Three- fifth s of the marri ed hired men reported that 
tl1 ey could not expect rela ti ves to help th em star t farm­
ing for themselves . Occas ionally it was mentioned that 
a relative could help but that he probably would not help . 
A few said that they would not accept or ask aid from 
relatives . Those who thought they might be helped by 
r elatives r egarded the lending of machinery as the most 

12 Rohwet", Robert A. Beginning as a farm operator. Rural Soc. 14: 
325-335. Another indication is the numerous bulletin s published by 
s tate colleges on the topic of father-son farming agreements. 

130 

likely type of aid. To borrow machinery effectively the 
beginner would need to f ind a farm fairl y near the rela­
tive's fa rm- a very difficult requirement in Cherokee 
County in l 950. 'I:'o find an avail able fa rm at all would 
be diffi cult. 

Occasionally a ma rri ed hired man was about to begin 
as a farm operator with the help of l1is employer. Most 
of the other hired men who had any sort of definite plan 
for beginning farm operation in the near future were 
planning with their relatives. When and if they started, 
it was likely that they would return to the communities 
in which they were reared. 

Some of the hired men had been farm operators before. 
As compared with the farm operator group, th ey had 
started with less help from rela tives, on poorer farms 
and with a more precarious set of beginning financial 
arrangements. 

THE EMPLOYERS AND THEIR FARMS 

Most of th e employers of these married hired men 
were themselves active farmers. Two-thirds of them 
were between 30 and 50 years of age. The oldest was 
67; the youngest 23. 

Few employers hired more than one man. Th e average 
size of their farms was 340 acres. L ess than l in lO 
of the employers' farms was over 500 acres. Farms of 
200 acr es or less on which a married hired man was 
employed were more numerous than those over 500 acres. 
On some of the smaller farms, a married hired man was 
employed because the employer suffered ill health. 

The employers were more likely than the comp arison 
group of farm operators to have attended college. Em­
ployers' wives and other farm operators' wives did not 
differ significantly in the years of schooling r eceived. 

Seven percent of the employers had at one time been 
married l1ired men. A third of them had worked as single 
hired men. The farm experience of the majo rity of em­
ployer s had been only as farm operators or as workers on 
the home farm. 

Employers averaged 6 years older than the married 
hired men. One em ployer in four was younger than the 
man he hired, in some cases from l 0 to 30 years 
younger . 

Half of the employers were tenant operators. The 
others were O•wn ers and part owners. A third of the 
employe rs operated farms that included two sets of 
buildings. Very few cont rolled three or more sets of 
buildings. 1 :i The employers preferred a married man to 
a single man, usuall y because a married man did not 
share the employe r's home. 

About half of th e employers- made some effort to en­
co urage th e hired ma n to share in th e management of 
the fa rm. The others did not. A third of th e employers 
thought th ey co uld safely leave th eir hired man in charge 
of the fa rm for a month or more. Almost a third thought 
they would need to instruct their hired man daily. These 
employe r opinions probably reflect both the p erformance 
of the hired men and the temperaments and habits of the 
employers. 

13 The operation of two or more farms and farmsteads by one 
farmer and his employee was s ingled out for unfavorable comment by 
nume rous farm operators and hired men interviewed, espec ia lly when 
the two places had formerly been operated as two separate farms by 
owners or renters w ithout employees. 



Most of th e employers thought it unwise to encourage 
married hired men to have separa te enterpri ses of their 
own, such as chi ckens or cows, while working for some­
one else. Many thought that the man 's own enterprises 
would be given hi s best attention . H alf of the employers 
had a t leas t given a thought to the possibility of helping 
th eir employee get started as a farm operator . Some had 
already helped one or more men to begin farming for 
himself. Many employers were not well enough estab­
lished themselves to give major thought to helping some­
one else. 

CON CLUSIONS 

The foregoing findings justify the following conclu­
sions which apply to th e area of investigation at th e time 
of the inter viewing: 

( l ) Married hired men and their families p articipate 
in the organized life of the rural community much less 
th an do farm operator families of th e same age. 

(2) The wage earning farm fam ilies live a less ac tive 
informal socia l life than do the self-employed farm fami­
lies. 

( 3) The social status position of marri ed farm labor­
ers is lower than tlrnt of farm operators of comparable 
age. 

( 4) The backgrounds and experience of th e hired men 
are different from those of the farm operator comparison 
group: The families of operators interviewed had deep er 
roots in the community, as indicated by much longer local 
residence and more farm ownership by parents. The 
hired men had fewer years of formal education. They 
had spent more yea rs away from home, off farms and 
working for others than the operators had spent. 

( 5) Farm people generally are p essimistic a bout the 
likelihood tha t married hired men will start farming for 
themselves . Yet most of the hired men surveyed wa nted 
to st art farming for themselves, and more than two­
fifth s of them expected to start within 5 years. 

DISCUSSION 

These findings also have relevance for some broader 
propositions concerning social and economic phenomena. 
The data from thi s limited study are far from conclusive 
ev idence for these propositions, of course, but they do 
support certain theori es concerning current trends, and 
detract from others. Possibly some of their p ertinence 
should be pointed out. 

In the northern states formal socia l participation is 
often not significantly associated with farm tenure. H 

The findings of this report reveal a contras t between th e 
pa rti cipation of fa rm operators and married hired men. 
This suggests tlrnt parti cipation differences among 
tenure classes in th e northern states will be found if the 
full range of tenure categories- laborer families , as well 
as owners and tenants- is included. 

14 A typical illustration is a finding in Greene County, Iowa: uThere 
is a distin ct lack of tenure class differences in socia l partic ipation 
among farmers Jiv ing· in the prosperous area that we studied." Ander­
son, C. Arnold and Ryan , Bryce. Social participation differences 
among tenu re c lasses in a prosperous commerc ia lized farming area. 
Rural Soc. 8: 281-290. Sept. 1943 . 

A mitigating fac tor should be noted concerning ou r 
first conclusion th at married hired men a nd their familie s 
participa te in formal organiza tions less than do farm 
operator families. Participation is often found to· in ­
c rease with length of residence in the community. 1" The 
married hired men had lived fewer years in the com­
muniti es where they worked than had the farm operators. 
One would need to hold mobi li ty as well as age const ant 
in order to know how much of differences in social p ar ­
ticipation to attribute to tenure and other factors. 

The agricultural ladder is the name given to the 
expect a tion that a young man will begin as a farm 
laborer, climb successive step s such as t enancy and part 
ownership and finally become an unencumbered farm 
owner. 1 G The finding th a t married hired men in this 
area were younger than farm operators, on the average, 
suggests that they may still have opportunity to move to 
th e nex t rungs of th e ladder. On the other hand, finding 
one-third of the married hired men 40 years old or older 
and more than another fourth .of them between 30 and 
40 year s of age casts doubt on the expectation that they 
will r each the top of the ladder in the active years r e­
maining to them. 

Social scienti st s are recognizing the importance of 
fami ly and kinship ties in present day rural life,1 7 in 
spite of the larger trend of increasing secula riz ation with 
its specialization, division of labor and commercializa­
tion.1 8 In thi s local area, farm operators were related 
to land-owning parents or parents-in-law more often than 
were men of the same age who were employed by other 
farmers. The operators also had r eceived more family 
help in starting as farm operators than the hired 
men exp ected to r eceive. These findings support the 
contention that the importance of kinship in rural a r eas 
is persisting a nd that the fami ly unit may help its mem­
bers to survive economically in a society th at is becoming 
more secular and p ecuniary. 

In a frontier society there t ends to be a nnmmum of 
class distinctions, but social stra tification tends to become 
more rigid with the passing of time.1 D Family tradition 
and family sta tus then become prominent among the fac ­
tors affecting the rural class structure. In the Cherokee 
a rea it was found that farm operators tended to come 
from families th at had li ved in th e community a long 
time and that marri ed hired-men were comparative ne w­
comers. The operators' higher social status was indicated 
by th eir sco res on th e Sewell scale, the occupations of 

15 Bea l s ummarizes severaJ studies: "Most research s hows that those 
who live in a g iven community over a long period of time are more 
apt to be members of associations than t hose who have res ided in the 
comm un it ,- a relatively short time." Beal, George M. The roots of par­
tic ipation in farme l' cooperatives. Distri buted by the Iowa State Coll ege 
Bookstore, Am es, Iowa. 1954. page 38. 

Lti W . J. Spillman's article is usually c ited as the c lassic statem e nt of 
th is concept. Spil lman, ,v .J. The agricu lt ural ladder. Amer. Econ. Rev . 
Supplemenc. March I\J19. pp. 170-179. 

17 Marshall Harris has propoaed "A New Agricultural Ladder" on 
wh ich the rungs are heav il y in tra-fa mil y compared with t he origin a l. 
H arris, Marshall. A new agr icul tu ra l ladder. Land Econ . 26: 258-266. 
Aug. 195 0. 

18 T . Lynn Smith has expressed essentiall y this point, c it ing t h e 
persistence for centuries of the Jews and Span ish Americans in urban 
environments which "suggest(s) that on ly the possession of stron g 
family organization enables a society to cope successfully with the per­
plexing problems of urban ization ." Smith, T . Lynn. The sociology of 
rur al life (rev. ed.) . Harper & Bros., N.Y. 1957. page 382. 

19 Sanderson, Dwight. Rural soc iology and rural soc ial organization. 
John Wiley and Sons, Inc., N.Y. 1942. Ch . 25, pp. 587 -610. 
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their siblings, their cho ice of informal associates and 
their greater formal social participation and leadership. 
These findings point to the r elationship between family 
affiliation and social rank and to t he correctness of 
Sanderson's assertion that " there ar e more class distinc­
tion s due to family ties in almost every older rural com­
munity th an is appa~·ent to t,he outsider." 20 

The most rigid form of social stratification is the 
caste, for in a cast e syst em "there is no opportunity for 
members of the lower groups to rise into the upper 
groups or for the members of the upper to fall into the 
lower ones ." 21 If one evaluates th e occupational pros­
pects of these I 00 married hired men from the theory of 
caste, expecting th a t no farm wage worker would eve r 

20 Ibid ., pp. 602-603. 

'2 1 W arn er W L. American caste a nd class. Am er . Jour. Soc . 42 :234. 
Sept. 1936. ' . 
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become a farm operator, he finds considerable rural 
social mobility. If one evaluates the occupational pros­
pects of these wage worker s with the expectation tha t 
every hired man" should some day fulfill his hope to be­
come a farm operator, so fa r as upward mobility within 
the farming occupation is concerned one find s consider­
able rigidity of social classes. 2 2 

2·2 The bel ief that they could rise to a higher ten ure status was 
s trong in t h e thinking of the hired me n interviewed. This hope for 
ultimate self -employment appeared t o be a state of mind in congruous 
with the r eali ty w ithin w hich it f ou nd itself, for employer s , farm op­
erators in the community and even indi vidual hired m en estimatin g t he 
chances of most other f arm la borers were pess imistic. Yet a lmost 
every hired m a n wanted to become a f a rm operator. Many wer e con­
fident that t hey would start for t h emselves rather soon. The hope of 
becoming self-employed f a rmers seems to be what k eeps m a n y of the 
hired m en in agricul tu re. 

Most of the 100 farm wage workers interviewed did not ref er to 
themselves as " farmers," in spite of t h e fact t hat they worked full 
t ime in farmin g. P r obably they regard self-employment as a more 
important part of be in g a farmer t h an the fact that they work ed fu11-
t ime tend in g an im a ls a nd pla n ts and operatin g farm machinery . 


