
 

Agriculture has played a central role in the 
growth and development of Oklahoma, funda-
mentally shaping the state’s economic and cul-
tural identity. Until the mid-20th century, 
more than half of the state’s inhabitants lived 
on farms, raising a wide variety of crops and 
livestock. Some owned their farms, while oth-
ers rented the land in exchange for a portion 
of their crop or a fee. These renters were 
called tenants, and, from 1910 to 1940, they 
made up the majority of Oklahoma’s farmers. 

In addition to Oklahoma’s strong agricultural 
tradition, the state also has a long history of 
labor advocacy. Labor advocacy takes many 
forms, but it usually involves a group of people 
from the same job or industry working together to improve their collective situation through activism 
or protest. Farmers recognized that they, too, could organize to advocate for their needs and potential-
ly bring about positive changes for themselves and their communities. These various farmer advocacy 
groups had many names and goals, with the union structure becoming particularly popular in the early 
20th century. 

 

 

 



 

Unions had existed in the United States for decades, mostly among industrial workers. They tended to 
be fairly organized and operated on a membership basis, with members paying dues to support union 
activities. Farmer unions differed from industrial unions in that they lacked a clear hierarchy to fight 
against, and their demands tended to be broader. While a union of miners could go directly to their boss 
and ask for better wages, farmers had to contend with shifting crop prices, expensive processing and 
transportation costs, and even competition from other farmers—issues which have many causes and 
few clear solutions. Still, farmers unions emerged across the country. In Oklahoma, with the state’s 
strong agricultural base and labor reform history, unions had a favorable environment for farm labor 
activism. 

Though there were organizations that spoke to the general experience and struggles of all farmers, 
many Oklahoma unions focused on helping tenants. As these organizations looked beyond the day-to-
day struggles of the farmer and began to question the fundamental power relations at play in a tenant 
system, they became increasingly radical. This radicalism and the backlash it aroused, along with the 
decline in tenancy that occurred during the 1930s and 1940s, effectively killed these tenant-focused or-
ganizations, while the less radical, more general unions survived. 

The history of Oklahoma’s farm unions demonstrates the power and potential of community activism to 
enact change. Though these organizations had various levels of success in achieving their goals, they 
were all initially inspired by a shared desire for individual and community betterment. Many people to-
day can empathize with that desire and, hopefully, learn from the past to change the future.  



 

Farming is a difficult profession, both physi-
cally and financially. Though their labor is es-
sential to nourish, clothe, and support the na-
tion, farmers have historically received little 
thanks or support and often struggle to make 
ends meet.  This was certainly true for the 
farmers of the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ry, who struggled to afford the seed, machin-
ery, and land necessary for farming with the 
meager profits they were able to make on 
their crops. This was due to a variety of differ-
ent factors, from low prices and high railroad rates to poor crop yields brought on by drought or soil 
depletion. To make a profit, farmers had to produce as much as possible, leading to an excess of crops 
on the market, causing prices to drop even further. 

Because there were so many factors, it was difficult for farmers to organize and fight against any partic-
ular issue. Education was sparse, so few understood the concept of supply and demand or best practic-
es when it came to crop planting and soil management. Still, some groups did form to encourage farm-
ers to organize and advocate for common goals. 

The Grange first emerged in the 1860s as a social and educational group, providing farmers a sense of 
community and a space to air their complaints. Through these discussions, farmers found that their 
neighbors struggled with many of the same issues. One major challenge was the expense of getting 
one’s crop to market, as railroad companies charged high rates to transport goods. Farmers depended 
on the railroads, as, even with high rates, it was much more profitable to sell their crops across the 
country than in their local farming communities, which already had an excess. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2003690771/


 

Frustrated with this unfair 
situation and inspired by a 
new sense of unity, mem-
bers of the Grange began 
lobbying the government 
to limit railroad companies 
and make them decrease 
rates. Politicians on both 
the state and national level 
passed “Granger Laws,” reg-
ulating fare prices and com-
batting price-setting between different railroad companies. 

Another focus of the Grange was the establishment of communal (shared) grain elevators, which were 
essential to the storage of farmer’s crops but were often owned and operated by businessmen who 
charged extremely high rates. If all the members of the local Grange chapter contributed some money, 
they could purchase their own grain elevator, allowing them to avoid paying high rates of those that 
were privately owned. This is an early example of a cooperative farming enterprise, which proved es-
sential to later farmers’ unions in Oklahoma and beyond. 

The Grange achieved moderate success, helping to bring about railroad reform and easing the burden 
on struggling farmers through the use of communal resources such as grain elevators. Perhaps its 
greatest accomplishment was the 1876 US Supreme Court case Munn v. Illinois, which concerned state 
regulation of a privately owned grain elevator. The lower court concluded that this was allowed, and 
decided that states could regulate private property “when such regulation becomes necessary for the 

public good.” This decision was 
later overturned by the Su-
preme Court, but it served as a 
testament to the Grange 
movement and its impact on 
the national political stage. It 
also set the precedent for later 
government regulation of 
commerce and industry be-
cause the court’s decision did 
not object to government reg-
ulation; they simply said it was 
the federal government’s job 
instead of the states. The 
Grange served as an early ex-
ample of farmer-led advocacy, 
inspiring many other similar 
movements and organizations.  



 

The Farmers’ Alliance was one 
such movement, with its northern 
organization developing in the 
1870s directly from the Grange.  
A southern counterpart would 
emerge in Texas and spread to 
surrounding states, and this or-
ganization’s refusal to admit non-
white farmers would lead to the 
formation of yet another Farmers’ 
Alliance, this one for African 
American farmers. These three 
organizations mostly operated 
separately but were united by a 
common interest in helping poor 
farmers, establishing cooperatives, 
and increasing government regula-
tion of business. 

Building upon the legacy of the Grange, local Farmers’ Alliance chapters established numerous commu-
nal grain elevators, as well as cooperative stores. These stores provided an alternative to the exploita-
tive crop-lien system where farmers promised a merchant a share of their crops in exchange for farm-
ing supplies, as well as household goods and living necessities. If they were unable to pay their share at 
the end of the year, the debt rolled over. Then, the farmer was not allowed to shop anywhere else until 
the debt was paid. This trapped many poor farmers in an unending cycle of borrowing. Cooperative 
stores were significantly cheaper and run by the farmers themselves, providing customers an escape 
from the exploitative alternative.  
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Along with these forms of local action, a major pol-
icy focus of the Farmers’ Alliance was the reform 
of US currency. Farmers and other poorer Ameri-
cans advocated for the purposeful inflation of the 
US economy, most often in the form of unlimited 
silver coinage. They believed this would increase 
the general money supply and make it easier for 
them to pay back their debts. These calls directly 
led to the growing Populist movement, which 
would come to be a dominant political force of the 
1890s. Over time, the Farmers’ Alliance was over-
shadowed and absorbed into the Populist Party 
but proved fundamental in the initial shaping of 
the movement. 



 

Populism was a political ideology that 
emerged in the 1890s, largely in response 
to the tide of modernization that had just 
swept America and the many resulting 
social and political issues that emerged in 
its wake. The People’s Party, as the 
movement’s political arm was known, 
railed against unchecked industry, 
corrupt politicians, and abuses of the 
common working man. Some of their 
primary demands included free and 
unlimited coinage of silver, regulation of 
railroads, and the creation of federal 
warehouses. Many of these populist 
demands come directly from the ideas 
and policies of the Grange and the 
Farmers’ Alliance. 

Though the Grange and the Farmers’ 
Alliance sometimes involved themselves 
in politics, they were primarily focused 
on the life and finances of the farmer. 
The People’s Party was a full-fledged 
political party with a unified platform 
and aspirations toward all levels of the 
federal and national government. It also 
welcomed a more diverse group of 
constituents, from silver miners to urban 
industrial laborers, along with farmers. 
These different groups were united by a 
common desire for change and 
advancement, and by working together, 
they were able to make great strides 
towards these goals. 

The populists saw moderate success at a local and state level but were unable to secure the presidency 
in the noteworthy election of 1896. This led to the collapse of the party, though many of its ideas 
influenced the Progressive movement of the 1910s and, later, New Deal policies implemented to aid 
farmers and poorer Americans during the Great Depression. The Populist movement represents a 
coming-together of Americans from different backgrounds for their common good, also indicating a 
growing desire for power to be in the hands of people. 

 

 

 



 

Agricultural trends in Oklahoma were 
fundamentally shaped by the political 
history of the region. In early territo-
rial days, white farmers were explic-
itly banned from owning land in Indi-
an Territory. Therefore, their only 
option was to become a tenant, giv-
ing them access to the land in ex-
change for a portion of their crop or 
a fee paid to the tribal nations whose 
lands they inhabited, most often the 
Five Tribes. These tribal lands proved 
suitable for growing cotton, quickly 
establishing it as the primary crop in 
the eastern and southern regions of 
Oklahoma. Cotton was in high de-
mand and could be stored for long 
periods , making it ideal for tenant 
farming communities. Wheat and 
corn were also grown, but cotton 
would prove to be the primary driver 
of tenancy in the state.  

Early Indian Territory renting agree-
ments were generally fairly favorable 
for both parties and gave the tenant a 
great degree of personal and economic 
freedom. Although American Indians 
didn’t believe in personal land owner-
ship, individuals were able to settle a 
portion of the tribal land for their farm 
and homestead. Extra land within 
these plots could be rented to tenants, 
and, due to the lack of strict owner-
ship laws, contracts tended to be loose 
and informal. Tenants were encour-
aged to improve the land and stay in 
one area for long periods of time, 
providing stability and a sense of 
stewardship, if not ownership.  



 

This changed with the Dawes Act of 
1887 and the Curtis Act of 1898, which, 
in combination, broke up tribal lands 
and shifted ownership solely to the 
individual Native landowner, many of 
whom were pressured or tricked into 
selling their land to incoming white 
settlers or speculators. These sales 
were rife with exploitation and abuse, 
allowing some wealthy settlers to 
amass huge land empires for cheap. 

These speculators became the early 
tenant landlords and applied this same 
savvy, cutthroat business sense to 
their farming operations, conspiring to 
keep their tenants poor and powerless. 
Tenants were pressured to farm as 
possible, resulting in a shift towards 
solely growing cash crops. This also led 
to massive soil depletion, as land was 
overfarmed and stripped of its 
nutrients. Regular farm owners felt 
similarly pressured, if only to support 
their families and keep up with 
competition.  

Tenant farming peaked in the 1910s 
and 1920s, as an unstable economy and 
ecological challenges such as droughts 
made it difficult for small farm owners 
to hold onto their land, pushing them 
into tenancy. Tenant farmers faced a 
number of challenges that prevented 
them from escaping tenancy and 
buying their own farm. These included vague one-year leases preventing long-term improvement or 
cultivation and an unfair credit system marked by high-interest loans. For the next 30 years, census 
data would show that a majority of all farmers in Oklahoma were tenants, with some having been 
tenants since their arrival and others falling into tenancy due to economic hardship.  

Interestingly, tenancy rates were significantly higher among white farmers than African American 
farmers, setting Oklahoma apart from the South, where the tenancy system evolved directly out of 
slavery and disproportionately affected African Americans. Still, despite not being the majority, there 
were many African American tenants in the state, in addition to American Indians, creating a tenant 
culture that was uniquely diverse.  
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The tenant lifestyle was difficult and 
unsettled, as families moved extremely 
often. Homes tended to be extremely poorly 
maintained, lacking basic necessities such as 
running water or electricity. Landlords were 
largely indifferent to these inadequacies, and 
the tenant themself had little incentive to 
improve the home or land, as they knew they 
would soon move on, only to be replaced by 
a new family with the same mindset. Tenant 
farmers were forced to plant the same cash 
crops in the same fields year after year, 
whereas farm owners had the time and 
financial freedom to grow a variety of crops, 
switching fields often to avoid nutrient 
depletion. Over time, these unsustainable 
farming practices caused tenant plots to 
become less productive, forcing tenant 
families to farm even more intensely to 
support themselves. 

Tenancy also took a psychological toll. 
Because they were constantly moving, 
tenant families never had enough time to 
settle into a home or community, leading to 
a feeling of isolation. Children were 
constantly forced to switch schools and 
were frequently called away from their 
studies to help with farm labor. Many 
families couldn’t afford quality food or 
medicine, leading to malnutrition and 
disease.  



 

Tenants were not the only people to struggle with 
poverty, poor living conditions, and other related 
challenges during this time. Small farmers also had 
to deal with low prices and the challenges of farm 
life, in addition to the financial strain of land 
ownership. However, tenancy promised that these 
problems would never be solved, as it was nearly 
impossible for families to hold onto anything, be it 
land, money, or a sense of home. Their constant 
mobility kept them from putting down roots that 
would allow them to gain financial security. A 
primary and often overlooked role of farm unions 
and other similar organizations was to provide a 
sense of community and belonging that tenants 
often lacked. Additionally, it gave them a feeling of 
ownership, if not of the land than of the movement 
in which they participated. 



 

Organized labor has a strong history in Oklahoma, with the first unions 
emerging to support miners as far back as the 1880s. Various groups 
would launch their own unions in coming years, advocating for better 
working conditions, fewer hours, and higher pay. Unions often planned 
and engaged in protests, some of which were successful and resulted in 
concrete change, while others were violently suppressed or simply 
ignored. These organizations were often inspired by the Knights of 
Labor or the American Federation of Labor, two national labor unions 
that paved the way for later advocacy. These organizations show two 
different approaches to union activism; the Knights of Labor embraced 
laborers across a variety of disciplines, hoping to unite the working 
class to achieve common goals. In contrast, the American Federation of 
Labor represented a smaller and more select group of skilled workers 
and had more practical aims of ensuring better working conditions for 
its members. The question of whether to accept a wide variety of people 
or limit membership to a specific group would continue to be an issue 
for unions across time and geographic regions including in Oklahoma. 



 

The Farmers’ Union is an example of a more generalized union that found great success by advocating 
for the practical needs of all farmers. Though it was founded in Texas in 1902, the Farmers’ Educational 
and Cooperative Union of America, commonly known as the Farmers’ Union, quickly made its way to the 
Oklahoma and Indian Territories. After a brief period of separation, the two branches united into one 
organization, first called the Indiahoma Farmers’ Union and eventually simply the Oklahoma Farmers’ 
Union. 

This union was heavily modeled after the Farmers’ Alliance, with a primary focus on the establishment of 
cooperative businesses ranging from grain elevators and stores to insurance companies and 
newspapers. The business enterprises helped farmers escape the exploitative systems that trapped 
them in debt, while the union newspaper provided political content alongside practical farming tips. 



 

The Farmers’ Union advocated for 
small farm owners and tenants 
equally, recognizing that they 
shared many similar problems and 
could work together to improve 
their collective lot. They railed 
against the greed and exploitation 
of bankers and land speculators—
enemies of both groups—and ex-
plicitly banned them from joining 
the organization. 

Still, the Farmers’ Union remained 
largely apolitical in practice and 
kept their advocacy in the range of 
the current political and economic 
system. Whereas other unions ar-
gued for the end of landlordism 
and the redistribution of land, the 
Farmers’ Union provided economic 
support in the form of communal 
resources and a sense of camara-
derie between small farm owners 
and tenants. This strategy proved 
fruitful, and the Farmers’ Union 
remains in operation today. 



 

In 1906, as the Twin Territories prepared to become 
one state, different interest groups met to prepare for 
the Constitutional Convention. Different groups had 
their own goals for what the Constitution of the State of 
Oklahoma would eventually look like, and this included 
the unions such as the Farmer’s Union. The Twin Terri-
tories Federation of Labor, the Oklahoma Farmer’s Un-
ion, and several groups of railroad workers met in Au-
gust to discuss what they wanted in the Constitution 
and how they should make sure their views were in-
cluded. At this meeting, which took place in Shawnee, 
these groups agreed on the “24 Demands” or, as they 
are now known, “The Shawnee Demands.”  

These groups supported goals that benefitted labor, 
farmers, and the general public, such as the demand for 
free textbooks and mandatory education. Populists de-
sire for election reform appeared in the demands for 
the initiative, referendum, recall, and a primary for 
statewide elected offices. They opposed banning the 
state from any engaging in any kind of industry. They 
supported early worker’s compensation reform by al-
lowing compensation if a worker was injured by another 
worker’s error; in most states, courts found that the 
employer was not at fault in those cases. These groups 
supported an eight-hour workday for several different 
industries. The Shawnee Demands included sought sig-
nificant regulation and oversight by the government in 
the economy and people’s lives, including electing com-
missioners of labor and agriculture, a mine inspector, a 
corporation commission, and a tax commission. All of 
these regulators would have the power to compel cor-
porations and owners to comply with their demands. 
They supported health inspections of homes and busi-
nesses.  

 



 

The authors of the Shawnee Demands also 
opposed several policies. They wanted to ban 
child and convict labor, with the exception of 
allowing prisoners to work on road mainte-
nance. They wanted to ensure that employees 
could make their own political and economic 
decisions, free from the interference of their 
employers. They opposed speculation in farm 
products and wanted the practice to end. 
They also supported a range of limits on cor-
porate behavior, from banning railroads from 
owning mines to requiring corporations to 
acquire a charter before they could do busi-
ness in the state.  

Once these demands were arrived at, local 
newspapers debated the points through arti-
cles, announcements of candidacy, and letters 
to the editor. The decision of these organiza-
tions to create a platform with their prefer-
ences for the constitution before delegates 
were elected meant supporters of the de-
mands could assess each candidate according 
to how warmly they supported the list.  

These demands were shared with potential 
delegates to the Constitutional Convention, 
and most Democrats often proudly cam-
paigned on their support of them in their ef-
fort to be elected to the Convention. A total of 
70 delegates—67 Democrats and three Repub-
licans—that had committed to the Shawnee 
Demands were elected out of 112 seats. The 
vast majority of the Shawnee Demands were 
incorporated into the Oklahoma Constitution, 
a major achievement for both the Farmer’s 
Union and the labor unions. The result of 
farmer and labor advocacy was the most pro-
gressive state constitution written up to that 
time.  

 

 



 

The Oklahoma Renters’ Union, 
founded in 1909, was one such 
group. They evolved directly from the Oklahoma Socialist Party and had high hopes of ending land com-
petition between tenants, abolishing landlordism, providing tenants with better housing and education, 
and, eventually, creation of a program where tenants could rent and buy state land at reduced rates. Re-
cruitment proved difficult, however, due to discrimination by landlords, with many refusing to rent 
land to tenants who were members of the organization. Additionally, the group would not allow African 
American or American Indian tenants to join, limiting their support base. These external and self-
inflicted challenges made the organization largely ineffective, and the Renters’ Union soon faded into 
obscurity. 

The Renters’ Union was not the only group to restrict membership based on race. Many labor organiza-
tions refused to admit African American farmers, despite sharing similar struggles and desires for 
change. Some groups did allow American Indian farmers to join, but this often came with more subtle 
forms of prejudice, as can be seen in a Farmers’ Union constitution specifying that American Indian 
members must be of “industrious habits.” Later activists, most notably the founders of the Southern 
Tenant Farmers’ Union, realized that class united the farmers more than race divided them and wel-
comed diversity in their organizations. Still, it’s notable that even amongst those who were economically 
progressive for their time, racism was still prevalent. 

Alongside general unions such as 
the Farmers’ Union, there were a 
number of unions that expressly 
and solely advocated for the tenant 
farmer. These groups began to 
question the power relations of ten-
ancy and propose increasingly more 
radical measures. They were often 
inspired by or directly associated 
with the Socialist Party, which had 
started to grow in popularity in Ok-
lahoma and the United States as a 
whole. 



 

While some organizations mainly engaged in the theoretical, others focused on actions over ideals, 
such as the subversive and ultimately explosive Working Class Union (WCU). Founded in 1913, the WCU 
rejected the doctrine of nonviolence embraced by similar groups. The WCU was formed after the In-
dustrial Workers of the World, a prominent national labor union, refused to admit tenant farmers. The 
platform of the new union differed little from similar organizations of the time, advocating for the end 
of tenancy and various improvements to working conditions. Still, the WCU is distinguished by its use of 
violence and conspiracy to achieve its aims. Members would harass landlords and even rob banks, in 
addition to more conventional political action. 

The unconventional advocacy of the Working Class Union would reach its peak with the Green Corn 
Rebellion of 1917, an armed revolt protesting the draft for World War I. Aside from arguments about 
personal liberty and opposition to the war itself, tenant farmers also feared the loss of a significant por-
tion of their labor force. With crop prices increasing rapidly due to wartime demand, farmers needed 
their young men more than ever. However, no exemptions came, and thousands of men were called to 
fight. 



 

Fight they did, though not against the Central Powers. Instead, on August 2, 1917, hundreds of men gath-
ered at a farm in central Oklahoma with a plan to march from Oklahoma to Washington, DC, where they 
would demand an end to the war, surviving on green corn along the way. Obviously, this was impossi-
ble, and they instead began destroying public property before being met by a local militia. The ensuing 
conflict left three protestors dead and many others arrested. This event, though highly localized and 
minimally destructive, caused a great media frenzy and resulted in the collapse of the Socialist Party in 
Oklahoma, and the Working Class Union itself. This event reveals the deep discontent and instability 
felt by the state’s tenants, and the power of collective organizing to mobilize a large group towards a 
common, if misguided, goal. 



 

Despite the protests of some, World War I did offer a brief 
period of relief for struggling farmers as prices increased 
due to wartime demand. Farmers and other workers were 
targeted with patriotic calls to support their nation through 
their labor and were urged to put aside their activism for 
the sake of the country. This period saw a lapse in union 
involvement, as there wasn’t a pressing economic burden 
that needed addressing. A fundamental driver of labor re-
form is simple financial need, and farmers found themselves 
in a good position, if only temporarily. 

This prosperity was not to last, however. In response to the 
high crop prices brought on by the war, many farmers 
greatly increased production, sometimes by purchasing ex-
pensive machinery on loan. This resulted in an excess crop 
supply, causing prices to plummet. This event would herald 
a period of deep economic hardship for farmers that would 
linger through the 1920s and 1930s, only ending with the 
rise of a new model of agriculture that made tenants un-
necessary and pushed family farms out of business. 



 

The 1920s were a difficult time for 
farmers in Oklahoma and beyond. 
Prices were low, forcing farmers to 
produce more to support their fami-
lies. This overproduction led to a sur-
plus, causing prices to go even lower. 
The fields which had once been fertile 
and reliable had become depleted of 
their nutrients after generations of 
over-farming, causing crops to fail. 
Scientists preached crop diversity, but 
the average Oklahoma farmer simply 
couldn’t afford to produce anything 
besides cotton. They also couldn’t af-
ford the new technologies of the era 
designed to make farming easier and 
more efficient, forcing them to work 
even harder to keep up with the com-
petition.  

The Great Depression made things 
even more difficult, as getting the 
loans farmers had come to rely on be-
came significantly harder. Since cash 
was in short supply, lenders required 
collateral such as livestock or ma-
chinery, things tenants often lacked 
and family farmers couldn’t afford to 
lose. However, many had no choice 
and were forced to take out these 
loans, causing them to lose everything 
when they inevitably defaulted. This 
resulted in a significant rise in Okla-
homa’s tenancy rate, with thousands 
of families losing the farms they had 
worked for generations.  



 

As financial instability returned, so, too, did the 
labor movement. Some organizations from the 
past experienced resurgences, as was the case for 
the Oklahoma Farmers’ Union. Others emerged 
specifically in response to the conditions and 
landscape of the time, such as the Farmer-Labor 
Reconstruction League. Founded in 1921 by a 
group of Farmers’ Union representatives, Social-
ists, and labor activists, this organization sought 
to pool support behind Jack Walton, a Democratic 
candidate for Oklahoma governor. They hoped 
that Walton would support their platform in ex-
change for their combined support, which includ-
ed calls for state-owned grain elevators and 
mines, free textbooks, and a home-ownership 
program for tenants. 

Though they succeeded in getting Walton elected, 
he proved unpopular with the state legislature and 
was eventually impeached. Still, in his short time in 
office, he passed several laws benefiting farmers, 
supporting cooperatives, and establishing state ag-
ricultural warehouses, in addition to a campaign 
seeking to expose and eradicate the Klu Klux Klan 
in the state. Unfortunately, Walton’s impeachment 
and the conflict between the different groups it en-
compassed caused the Farmer-Labor Reconstruc-
tion League to crumble. 



 

While some activists advocated for political solutions to farmers’ financial woes, others focused on es-
tablishing cooperatives in their communities. These enterprises provided direct economic support to 
tenants and farm owners alike, and even helped to raise crop prices and reduce processing rates at non-
cooperative businesses. 

With the success of local cooperatives, calls emerged for larger, state-wide organizations. The Oklaho-
ma Cotton Growers’ Association was established in 1922 and quickly amassed 52,000 members, includ-
ing many tenants. Cotton growers would pool their cotton to be sold at a set price, thereby reducing 
competition between individual farmers. The cotton was stored in association-owned warehouses until 
the market was best for selling, resulting in a higher profit for all members. However, this also meant a 
delayed profit, which was unattractive to landlords and tenants alike. Many tenants abandoned the as-
sociation as they believed the benefits they were promised had not appeared. Despite this, the Cotton 
Growers’ Association would continue serving Oklahoma’s farmers for many years. It would prove to be a 
robust model of cooperative marketing on a state-wide scale.  



 

As the Great Depression wore on, 
farmers continued to suffer. Crops 
were failing, prices were low, and in-
creasing numbers of families were be-
ing forced into tenancy or out of Ok-
lahoma altogether. Finally, in the early 
1930s, the government began to ad-
dress farmers’ troubles on a larger and 
more substantial scale. 

Oklahoma’s state government had 
made various attempts at helping 
struggling farmers, such as by intro-
ducing regulations on ginning rates and 
improving rural roads. There was also a 
short-lived homeownership program, which provided tenants loans to buy their farm. However, demand 
for these loans was much higher than the money allotted, meaning only a small number of farmers actu-
ally received the aid. 

Despite these gestures, the state government simply didn’t have the funds to support all those in need. 
The federal government, on the other hand, did. In response to the Great Depression, President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt championed the New Deal, which included a number of programs to provide financial relief 
and aid to struggling farmers. However, Oklahoma farmers were unable to reap the benefits of this pro-
gram for a number of years, as then-Governor William “Alfalfa Bill” Murray resisted the implementation 
of New Deal policies in the state, believing that relief money should be administered solely by states. It 
wasn’t till 1935, the end of Murray’s term, that New Deal aid would enter the state. These programs had 
varying levels of success, with some providing concrete aid and others undermining the very industries 
they had set out to help.  



 

The Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA), passed in 1933, 
was meant to curb agricultural overproduction by pay-
ing farmer owners to reduce their farmed acreage. Offi-
cials hoped this program would reduce the crop surplus 
and give over-farmed land a much-needed break. Addi-
tionally, they intended for the payments to be split be-
tween farm owner and tenant, helping both parties. 

Though the AAA did help curb overproduction, it proved 
disastrous for tenants. Landlords realized that instead 
of reducing their own production, they could simply 
evict their tenants, thereby reducing the total farmed 
acreage and allowing the landlord to pocket the total 
payment. This caused a huge displacement of tenant 
families, many of whom were forced out of the state en-
tirely in search of jobs in the West. This mass exodus of 
Oklahoma migrants is often blamed on the Dust Bowl, 
but a vast majority of those leaving the state were ten-
ants who had been evicted from their farms more due to 
AAA and the changing economy than the drought.  



 

The poor execution of the AAA, as well as the general 
state of tenancy during the Great Depression, prompted 
a group of cotton farmers in Arkansas to form the 
Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union (STFU). This group, 
founded in 1935, advocated for tenants and sharecrop-
pers and was particularly notable for its lack of segrega-
tion, making it the first interracial farm labor organiza-
tion in the United States. The group quickly gained foot-
ing in Oklahoma, in large part due to the tireless work of 
Odis Sweeden, (Cherokee) who united white, Black, and 
Native tenant farmers across the state into one unified 
group. 

The STFU directly participated in a state commission on 
tenancy, which resulted in the Landlord Tenant Rela-
tionship Act of 1937. This act sought to improve relations 
between the two groups, encourage long-term tenancy, 
and establish Landlord-Tenant Relationship Department. 
Unfortunately, this act was repealed in 1939, but it still 
represents one of the most concrete products of farm 
union advocacy in the state. In the following years, STFU 
would undergo a series of mergers with other organiza-
tions, accompanied by dramatic splits, that rendered it  

somewhat ineffectual. The 
Oklahoma branch would fade 
with the loss of its charis-
matic leader, Odis Sweeden. 
However, its legacy of multi-
racial, unified advocacy re-
mains an inspiration to this 
day.  



 

Other New Deal programs implemented in Okla-
homa included small loans for livestock and ma-
chinery and the establishment of federally-owned 
cooperative farms. One property, the historic 101 
Ranch, was split amongst a number of tenant fami-
lies who paid rent directly to the government in 
exchange for a plot. Though the rollout was lim-
ited, this demonstrates an attempt by the govern-
ment to help tenants through unconventional 
means.  

One New Deal program that actually helped ten-
ants on a larger scale was the Farm Security Ad-
ministration’s homeownership loan program. This 
program provided tenant families long-term loans 
to buy their farm, an idea that had been tried be-
fore in Oklahoma but failed due to insufficient 
funds. Created in 1937 and operating until 1944, the 
Farm Homes Corporation gave out loans resulting 
in the purchase of 16,000 farms, with nearly 3,000 
tenants receiving support in Oklahoma.  



 

The intended recipients were struggling, though not destitute, farmers who had lived on one farm for 
an extended period and planned to continue living there for at least five years. This excluded many of 
Oklahoma’s poorest tenants who weren’t considered established or industrious enough. Despite the 
definite positive effect on those who received these loans, the implementation was not widespread 
enough to help the state’s many struggling tenants. 



 

Oklahoma’s poorest tenants felt that they were out of 
options. They had suffered through an unstable mar-
ket, been pushed off their farms, and advocated all they 
could, yet, they had nothing to show for it. Their only 
choice was to move to where the jobs were, often 
westward to California. There, they became migrant 
farmers, even more mobile and placeless than they had 
been in Oklahoma. Tenancy in Oklahoma was not so 
much overcome as it was rendered obsolete.  

Small farm owners didn’t have it much better, as a new 
agricultural model emerged—that of the agribusiness. 
These family farmers couldn’t afford the new technolo-
gies employed by large-scale farming corporations, 
pushing them out of the market in much the same way 
as the tenant.  



 

As tenant farming disappeared, so, too, did the tenant unions. They simply lacked a base to draw from, 
as all their members flocked west or to the cities. Some broader organizations were able to stay afloat, 
such as the Farmers’ Unions, which remains in operation today. However, these organizations no longer 
play as large of a political and social role as they once did. As awareness of unions and labor activism 
dwindles, people lose a blueprint for creating change in their industries and in their lives. Although the 
economic and social landscape has changed, one can still look to the farm labor activist of the past to 
see the power and potential of community activism and cooperative action.  



 

 



 

 

Did you know that Oklahoma still has tenant farmers?  

Check out this report from the Oklahoma State University County Extension: extension.okstate.edu/
fact-sheets/oklahoma-cropland-rental-rates-2020-21.html.  

Use this table or the Excel file below to learn about the prevalence of tenant farming in Oklahoma dur-
ing early statehood. Use the table to determine whether the number of owned farms is greater or lesser 
than the number of farms operated by tenants. Assign a color for the counties with more owned farms 
than tenant farms and a different color for the counties with fewer owned farms than tenant farms. Use 
that data to create a map.  

Don’t forget to include a title and a map key! 

Do you notice any patterns as you look at this information spatially that were not obvious on the table? 
Can you draw any conclusions about farming in Oklahoma based on this data? What questions do you 
have about farming in Oklahoma after creating this map? 

https://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets/oklahoma-cropland-rental-rates-2020-21.html
https://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets/oklahoma-cropland-rental-rates-2020-21.html


 

 

 

The idea of citizenship has changed over time, in particular, who should have it and what it means. At the end of 
the 19th century, unions, farm organizations, and the Socialist Party formed into large, national organizations. 
Each of these groups developed ideas about citizenship that went beyond voting every couple of years. Read the 
excerpts below and find examples of what they believed good citizens should and should not do.  

Nagle, P. S., The Tenant Farmer,  May 1915. 



 

 



 

Summarization is an important communication skill. Summarizing means 
providing a shortened version of a longer piece. When you summarize, you 
are trying to give the reader or listener a basic statement about the main 
ideas, or the most important information from a longer work. It is im-
portant that your summary is accurate and that you do not add infor-
mation. You also need to put it in your own words. A good way to practice 
is to read an article or watch a video and write down the main ideas. Once 
you have the key information ,you can put it in your own words. Try to 
practice your summarization skills as you learn about cotton: 

The importance of cotton as a crop to the United States can not be 
overstated. Cotton production caused many Southerners to en-
slave a large number of people and forced them to work on cotton 
plantations. The desire for land to expand cotton production was a 
major reason for the removal of American Indian Tribal Nations in 
the southeastern portion of the United States. The wealth generat-
ed from cotton as a cash crop resulted in the capital, or money 
that can be invested, to start the industrialization of the country.  

The History of Cotton  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lsz1PA-JYKU 

Growing and Harvesting Cotton  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lCidlr_pbI4 

Life on the Plantation as Told by Elvin Shields 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hof7n6VdiEE 

Now, take your notes and create a summary of these videos. You can write 
your own summary or present your summary in a video.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lsz1PA-JYKU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lCidlr_pbI4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hof7n6VdiEE


 

activism: the action of advocating for political and social change. 

agribusiness: highly commercialized form of agriculture dominated by large corporations and high-tech 
practices, which often excludes and pushes out smaller farmers. 

agriculture: the science and practice of farming, including the growth of crops and raising of livestock. 

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA): law passed in 1933 as part of President Roosevelt’s New Deal, which 
paid farmers to reduce their production in the hopes of reducing supply and increasing prices. It played 
a large part in the end of tenancy, as it prompted widespread tenant evictions. 

apolitical: not involved in politics. 

aspirations: goals, intent towards. 

camaraderie: a sense of community and shared goals. 

cash crops: a crop specifically grown to be sold, such as cotton, wheat, or corn; cash crops are often 
grown in large amounts and as a farmer’s main or sole crop. 

collateral: physical objects such as a home or livestock promised in case the borrower fails to pay back a 
loan. 

collective: shared by a group of people. In farm business, can either refer to a resource such as a grain 
elevator that is partially owned by lots of farmers giving them all access, or to a situation where multiple 
farmers pool their crops to be sold together for a better price. 

communal: similar to collective. Something a whole community can share. 

conspiracy: illegal or destructive action planned in secret. 

constituents: the people or groups a political party caters to. 

cooperative: similar to collective, but more strictly business centered. A cooperate business is one that 
is owned and operated by its members, granting them all equal access to the services or profits provid-
ed. 

credit system: loans and how they are administered. For example, a banker might give someone $100 
with the condition that they pay back that $100 in two years, plus an extra $20 as interest. A different 
banker might ask for an additional $40, making it a high-interest loan and potentially a bad deal. 

crop-lien system: a system in which farmers would promise merchants or store owners a certain por-
tion of their crops in exchange for seed, machinery, groceries, and other necessities. If, at harvest time, 
they couldn’t pay back the crops they had promised, their debt rolled over. 

crops: plants grown on a farm; in particular the final product that is harvested. 

currency: money, especially physical money. 

defaulted: when someone can’t pay back their loan.   



 

destitute: extremely poor and in bad living conditions with little chance for significant improvement. 

discrimination: unfair treatment or exclusion due to a person’s identity or background. 

displacement: when a large group of people leave or are forced out of their homes, often without a clear 
destination. 

disproportionately: out of proportion, at a higher rate than would be expected. 

diverse: representing a wide variety of people or things. 

doctrine of nonviolence: belief that groups or movements should never engage in violence. 

draft: a policy enacted in wartime that requires people to go to war and fight, potentially against their 
will. 

drought: a period marked by significantly little rainfall, which can lead to widespread plant die-off and 
other issues. 

ecological: relating to the environment or the natural world. 

exploitative: unfairly taking advantage of someone or something, often for financial gain. 

external: coming from outside. 

The Farmer-Labor Reconstruction League: a group formed in 1922 by people from many different back-
grounds with the primary goal of getting Jack Walton elected as governor of Oklahoma. Walton’s im-
peachment, as well as differing goals and ideas between the groups different members, resulted in the 
league’s collapse. 

The Farmers’ Alliance: an 1870s farmer advocacy movement that argued for free and unlimited silver, in 
addition to establishing cooperative business. Technically, it comprised three separate groups: one for 
the North, one for the South, and one for African American farmers due to discrimination by the South-
ern branch. 

The Farmers’ Union: a specific group formed in 1902, which catered to the needs of all farmers through 
cooperative businesses and community building. It embraced tenants and farm owners alike and re-
mains in operation today. 

farmer unions: general term for unions formed by and for farmers.  

Farm Security Administration: agency established in 1937 as part of the New Deal that provided some 
farmers with loans, including some intended to help tenant farmers buy their land. 

government regulation: when the government involves itself in commerce by giving business rules they 
have to follow. 

grain elevator: storage building for grain. Necessary for farmers to sell their crop, but could be expen-
sive with owners charging high rates for usage. Cooperative grain elevators—elevators owned by the 
farmers who used it—became a popular tool of farmer advocacy groups and unions. 

 
 



 

The Grange: one of the first farmer advocacy groups in America, formed in 1867. In addition to establish-
ing cooperative grain elevators, Grange advocates succeeded in getting a number of “Granger Laws” 
passed, which regulated railroad rates and increased the government’s ability to regulate commerce. 

Great Depression: a period of great economic hardship that gripped the nation in the late 1920s, lasting 
until the late 1930s. Many people lost their jobs or couldn’t afford to support their family. It ended only 
with the implementation of New Deal aid policies and the start of World War II. 

Green Corn Rebellion: a 1917 armed uprising organized by the Working Class Union in central Oklahoma 
to protest the World War I draft. Although it was quickly suppressed, it became national news and re-
sulted in the collapse of the WCU, in addition to the Oklahoma Socialist Party. 

hierarchy: a clear ranking of authority, with various levels and degrees of power. 

high interest loans: loans where the borrower must pay back the initial amount, plus a high portion of 
the original amount as interest. For example, if someone took out a loan of $100 with 40 percent inter-
est, they would have to pay back $140. 

industrial: having to do with industry. Industrial labor tends to be urban and often involves factories or 
manufacturing. 

inflation: when you can buy less with the same amount of money due to a changing economy. 

inhabitants: people who live in one place or area. 

interracial: including people of different races. 

labor advocacy: activism concerning workers’ rights. 

landlordism: a system where one person owns land (the landlord) and rents it out to others (the ten-
ants). 

landlords: landowners who rent a portion of their land to tenants. 

lobbying: advocating for political change, usually by going straight to politicians or lawmakers. 

malnutrition: lacking nutrition, which can lead to many health issues. 

merchant: someone who sells things, often in a store. 

migrants: people who move from one place to another. 

modernization: the process of adapting to the modern world, driven by changing technology, cultural 
ideas, and economic trends. Largely prompted by the Industrial Revolution, modernization transformed 
the United States from a rural, agrarian nation to one that was increasingly urban and mechanized. 
However, some were left behind and others saw their way of life disappear completely, leading to social 
and poltitical angst. 

New Deal: a group of programs introduced by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the 1930s the combat 
the Great Depression. Primarily focused on providing aid and improving the economy, many New Deal 
programs tried to help struggling farmers, with varying degrees of success. 

 

 



 

obscurity: no longer relevant or active. 

Oklahoma Cotton Growers Association: an organization established in 1922 that allowed cotton farmers 
to pool their cotton so that it could be sold for higher prices, with this higher profit being split amongst 
the members. It proved unpopular with tenants and landlords, but remained in operation for many years 
as a successful cooperative enterprise. 

The Oklahoma Renters’ Union: a group that emerged in 1902, advocating for radical social and political 
reorganization. Faded away fairly quickly due to landlords refusing to rent to members of the organiza-
tion, as well as the organizations refusal to admit Black or American American Indian tenants. 

organized labor: when workers join together and advocate for themselves, forming one social or politi-
cal force. 

platform: the issues and beliefs that a political party advocates for. 

plots: the land someone inhabits or farms. 

political party: a political group formed by people with similar beliefs and interests to accomplish cer-
tain goals by getting like-minded people elected to political office. 

Populism: a political movement that emerged in the 1890s advocating for power to be placed in the 
hands of the people. Very focused on the needs of farmers and the working class, and the support of 
these groups launched them onto the national political stage in the Election of 1896. The loss of their 
candidate cause the movement to crumble and the party to disappear. 

prevalence: how common something is. 

protest: to speak or act against the existing political or social structure. 

radical: politically extreme. 

railroad rates: fees charged by railroads to transport farmers’ goods. 

recruitment: getting people to join your organization. 

redistribution of land: a belief that land should be taken from landowners and split equally among all 
people. 

rendered obsolete: when something is no longer necessary due to modernization or other factors. 

savvy: intelligent, wise, especially in relation to business. 

Socialist Party: a political party founded in the United States in 1902 that found moderate success 
amongst working class Americans before being suppressed at the start of World War I. It is based on so-
cialism, a political ideology loosely advocating for community ownership of businesses and land. 

soil depletion: when the soil loses nutrients and becomes less healthy due to overfarming. 

 



 

Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union: a union popular during the Great Depression in the south and south-
west that sought to improve conditions for tenant farmers and sharecroppers.  

speculators: businessmen who would buy lots of land and sell it off for higher prices to poorer settlers. 
They played a large role in the development of the American West.  

stewardship: taking care of the land. Implies some sense of personal, if not financial, ownership. 

subversive: undermining convention or authority. 

tenants: people who live on land in exchange for a fee or a portion of their crop paid to the landowner. 

theoretical: only in theory, not in real life.  

unions: groups formed by workers to create change in their workplaces or industries. Members pay 
dues that support social or political action. 

unsustainable: not possible in the long term. 

Working Class Union: a tenant-advocacy group founded in 1913, distinguished for its use of violence in 
achieving its goals. This strategy culminated in the Green Corn Rebellion of 1917 protesting the WWI 
draft. This unsuccessful uprising resulted in the group’s collapse. 
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