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ABSTRACT 

THREE ESSAYS ON LABOR AND MARRIAGE MARKETS:  

FARM CRISIS AND RURAL-TO-URBAN MIGRATION IN THE UNITED 

STATES, 1920-1940 

 

SEPTEMBER 2021 

 

JENNIFER WITHROW, B.A., SIMMONS UNIVERSITY 

 

M.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

 

Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

 

Directed by: Professor Carol E. Heim 

 

 

Race and gender create differential responses to, and outcomes of, economic 

crisis. In this dissertation, I study the intersection of race and gender in the context of 

steep declines in farm commodity prices during the U.S. farm crisis of the 1920s and 

1930s. Against this backdrop, women altered their marriage timing, increased their labor 

force participation, and migrated off-farm. Previous quantitative studies of this period 

typically omitted women due to challenges linking women from one historical census to 

the next after marriage. I create new datasets following women over both decades and 

draw on archival sources to explore the impact of the crisis on Black and white women as 

well as men. 

Chapter 1 examines to what extent the decline in farm commodity prices reduced 

farm tenure mobility (from wage worker to tenant to owner) and the “marriageability” of 

men in the South and Midwest. Using an instrumental variable approach leveraging 

changes in global farm commodity prices, I show that the crisis reduced white Southern 

tenure mobility, and white Southern women delayed marriage as a result. Racial 

differences in access to land ownership and regional differences in inheritance practices 
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insulated Southern Black families and Midwestern white families from some effects of 

the crisis. 

In Chapter 2, I create a novel dataset of over 200,000 women linked from the 

1920 to 1930 or 1930 to 1940 U.S. population censuses to understand the economic, 

societal, and familial drivers of women’s off-farm migration. Women, facing a more 

limited set of economic opportunities, were more likely to migrate than men. Racial 

segregation in both urban employment and farming led to significant differences among 

women, as Black women were more constrained by family responsibilities and had fewer 

opportunities for urban work that rewarded education.  

Finally, Chapter 3 evaluates migration outcomes for women who left. I find that 

migrants were more likely to be employed in wage-earning work, earn more, and have 

marriage partners with above-median occupational income scores. I combine these results 

with qualitative evidence to highlight how female migrants to the city sought not only 

better employment opportunities or marriage partners, but autonomy. 
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 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Becoming a trifled bored with this [farm work’s] unexciting round of toil, the farmer’s 

daughter casts an understanding eye at the farmer’s son who has been hanging around 

her ivy-clad porch, reflects upon what he has to offer, and catches the next train to 

Squedunk or New York. 

– excerpt from The Literary Digest, 1920 

 

When Della Thompson, a young white woman from rural Virginia, was interviewed 

by the Southern Women’s Educational Alliance in 1930 as to why she wanted to go to the 

city, she described a farm that was lost to foreclosure and a family that was struggling to 

support her and her nine sisters. She explained that in the city she could earn her own money 

and “she would like to marry a professor or next best, a rich man and ‘go in for everything’” 

(Hatcher 1930, 16-17). Minnie Whitney, a Black woman who was interviewed as part of an 

oral history project on the Great Migration, described her early realization that she had many 

years ahead of her working the fields under the supervision of her father as her main reason 

for leaving:  

. . . my dream was that I would grow up at home, have a big house and six kids and be 

[a] farmer’s wife. . . I would be taking care of the children while he was in the field 

making the living. That was my dream. But when I found out that. . . my dream wasn’t 

coming true, and I was going to still work. . .  I realized that was too many years that I 

had to stay under the bondage of the family, so I left. (Whitney 1984) 

 

The U.S. farm crisis of the 1920s and 1930s, defined by steep drops in farm 

commodity prices and rising foreclosure rates, arrived at a time when a transition was already 

taking place in the farming community: rural-to-urban migration. In 1910, 34.7 percent of the 

U.S. population was in farming. By 1940, it was 23.1 percent, and by 1960, only 8.7 percent. 

A large part of this migration consisted of women, who I find were more likely than men to 

migrate off-farm during both decades. The family farm presents a unique economic 

organization, as women worked side-by-side with their husbands, and children with their 
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parents, in both home production and market production. Women’s access to farming was 

often only through marriage, and while early twentieth-century women contributed many 

hours to the farm, their work was often invisible. Often recorded by the U.S. Census of 

Population as “unpaid family workers,” for these women the farm was a place of hard work 

with little personal monetary reward. Discrimination based on race further limited economic 

opportunity and social mobility on the farm. Black farmers were routinely denied ownership 

opportunities, and many Black farm families lived their whole lives on sharecropping farms 

with few opportunities to acquire the land or capital to move up the farm tenure ladder to 

ownership.  

In this dissertation, I follow the lead of feminist economists, historians, and 

sociologists by taking an intersectional approach, looking at how gender intersected with race 

in responses to, and outcomes of, the farm crisis. The crisis highlights the unique 

relationships among the labor, marriage, and land markets in farming, and how all three 

determine economic outcomes in the context of these identities. As women experienced the 

upheaval of the farm family and altered their expectations and actions regarding acquiring 

farmland through marriage and working under the supervision of their husband, or pursuing 

independent wage work or other marriage opportunities, the crisis fundamentally changed 

rural life. In outlining the mechanisms that influenced these reactions and outcomes, I 

explore how they were conditioned by historical and structural sources of discrimination 

based on race and gender. 

To date, economic scholarship on women during this period has been limited by 

challenges in data collection. As many studies on migration within and to the United States 

during this period rely on datasets of individuals linked from their place of origin to their 



3 

destination over time, finding women who changed their names after marriage has proven 

difficult. Using marriage certificates, this dissertation provides the first economic analysis of 

linked census data of both married and single women who took part in rural-to-urban 

migration during the first half of the twentieth century. Excluding women from the 

documentation of rural-to-urban migration of the twentieth century not only neglects a major 

part of the story, but ignores the reality that women were more likely than men to leave the 

farm. These results are complemented by primary qualitative sources containing women's 

own voices. In oral histories, autobiographies, and interviews conducted at the time, women 

speak to the reasons they left the farm, and about what happened to them once they arrived in 

the city. By focusing on women, the following chapters explore how gender and racial 

dynamics, and their intersection, can change family formation, influence migration flows, 

and alter migration outcomes. 

The dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter 1 addresses to what extent exposure 

to the farm crisis reduced the marriageability of farm men and whether women delayed 

marriage as a result. The chapter addresses how not only the loss of male economic mobility, 

but also the loss of family wealth through land, has effects on women’s marriage behavior. 

Chapter 2 examines women’s rural-to-urban migration off-farm. It takes a critical view of the 

simple Roy model of migrant selection, meaning an analysis of the characteristics of those 

who “selected” into migration compared to those who stayed. The simplest versions of the 

model consider the individual migrant as genderless or, more often, male, and if the 

household decision is considered, it is seen as occurring without conflict. Both Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 3 challenge the use of the simple Roy model for understanding migrant selection, 

especially in the case of rural-to-urban migration during this period. They advocate for more 
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complex versions that directly study the role of the patriarchal household and socio-cultural 

expectations based on gender. In this chapter, I highlight how labor markets that were 

segregated by gender and race directly influenced who among potential migrants made the 

journey. Finally, Chapter 3 asks what happened to the women who left the farm. Did they 

achieve their hopes of economic independence, better marriage partners, and greater 

autonomy? Were the expectations that propelled women off-farm aligned with the reality 

facing the women who left, including those women who were further disadvantaged by their 

race or farm-class background? This chapter explores how women’s sometimes-conflicting 

desires for independent work opportunities and societal expectations of their labor force 

participation before and after marriage (including on-farm versus off), collided in women’s 

expectations about their work and marriage lives post-migration.  

 Together, these chapters not only document women’s experiences during the farm 

crisis, but also challenge the lack of gender analysis in studies of economic crisis and 

migration. By incorporating systematic quantitative data on women during this period in 

addition to qualitative sources in the form of oral histories, autobiographies, and interviews, 

this dissertation aims to provide an approach to this period that centers race and gender, and 

emphasizes the necessity of an intersectional approach in order to fully understand historic 

economic events.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

1 FARM CRISIS AND MARRIAGEABLE MEN: TENURE MOBILITY AND 

FAMILY FORMATION DURING ECONOMIC CRISIS 

 

1.1 Introduction 

Over the course of the early twentieth century, more and more women rejected their 

country upbringing for life in the city, upending farm family formation. These changes were 

compounded by the farm crisis that occurred during the 1920s and 1930s. In this chapter, I 

estimate to what extent the steep decline in farm commodity prices during the U.S. farm 

crisis of the 1920s and 1930s was a catalyst of changes to women’s marriage rates, fertility, 

and participation in off-farm work. U.S. farm women in the United States during this period 

had limited access to independent work opportunities apart from their labor in family farm 

production and household work. Farm family tenure mobility, meaning movement from farm 

wage workers to tenancy to farm ownership, was the primary avenue for women’s economic 

mobility, and they typically could access it only through marriage. When the farm crisis 

arrived in 1920 and farm tenure mobility declined, women in rural agricultural areas faced a 

decline in the marriageability of their potential male spouses amid personal and familial 

financial struggle. I explore how they adjusted their marriage, fertility, and off-farm labor 

force participation in response. 

The farm crisis during the 1920s and 1930s was the result of steep drops in farm 

commodity prices following a decade of agricultural boom during which many farm owners 

took out debt and expanded production.  In addition to the farm foreclosures that followed, 

federal recovery programs like the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA), which paid farmers 

to take land out of production, led to increased mechanization of farming, reduced demand 
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for sharetenants and sharecroppers, and reduced farm sector employment as former farmers 

left for jobs in cities (Whatley 1983; Fishback, Horrace, and Kantor 2006). In this chapter, I 

focus specifically on the drop in farm commodity prices, isolating the impact of decreased 

earnings opportunities in farming. If the drop in farm commodity prices made it more 

difficult to afford the capital necessary to farm on one’s own, and if the result was an 

upending of men’s ability to buy land and support a new family on the farm, women may 

have looked elsewhere for “marriageable” men and adjusted their marriage timing as a result.  

This chapter examines how women altered their marriage timing, fertility, and labor 

force participation in the context of increasing uncertainty about the stability, longevity, and 

mobility of the farm family in a sector strongly rooted in patriarchy and family work. I 

leverage geographic variation in declines in crop prices using a shift-share instrument, which 

weights a county’s exposure to the crisis by the share of land devoted to each crop. This 

strategy follows closely that used in Autor, Dorn, and Hanson (2019). The instrument allows 

me to causally estimate to what extent declines in farm earnings affected the farm tenure 

mobility of men and their families. I use complete-count United States census data to follow 

men over time, tracking movements from wage worker to tenant to owner over each decade. 

I then test whether the fall in farm earnings had significant effects on this mobility, on the 

patterns of early or late marriage, on fertility, and on women’s decisions to take off-farm 

work. I examine the South and Midwest separately to highlight how Black farmers’ limited 

access to farm ownership or ability to sell their own crops (due to sharecropping contracts) 

may have partially insulated them from the effects of the crisis in prices. These effects would 

be independent of other aspects of the bust, such as AAA policies, that had devastating 

effects on Black farmers further down the tenure ladder.  
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The effects of this crisis were likely to be dramatically different depending on race, 

socioeconomic status, and region. Those who were able to hang on to a family farm or 

acquire the capital and land with which to move a new family during the crisis, largely 

benefitted from access to those resources. A family that owned its farm or had a tenancy 

contract based on cash rent had an elevated socioeconomic position, opening up more 

education opportunities and better marriage prospects for its children. If tenants were 

working family land, and family inheritance played an important role in tenant mobility, as 

was the case in the Midwest, they may have been somewhat insulated from the shocks to 

farm finances. In the South, where inheritance played a smaller role in acquiring a new farm, 

mobility was much more susceptible to crisis. Black men and women were routinely denied 

opportunities for farm ownership as a result of both federal initiatives and resistance by 

private individuals, and when mobility barely existed at the outset, these farmers were less 

likely to be affected by declining mobility opportunities. These differences by both race and 

region in access to farming are reflected in my results, as I find that it is Southern white 

mobility that is most affected, and it is Southern white women who are delaying marriage to 

a greater degree. I seek to disentangle the roles of race and class and their intersection with 

gender in the family formation patterns of rural women during this farm crisis.   

This chapter contributes to a larger literature on how adverse shocks to the supply of 

marriageable men can change family formation patterns. Studies of other periods show how 

marriage patterns were altered by changes in the supply of marriageable men, and highlight 

how especially in adverse labor market conditions for men, women will marry at lower rates 

(Wilson 1987; Blau, Kahn, and Waldfogel 2000; Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan 2015; 

Brainerd 2017; Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 2019). Other historical work on farming 
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communities shows the impact on marriage rates of environmental shocks such as the boll 

weevil infestation of 1892-1922 (Bloome, Feigenbaum, and Muller 2017) and how when the 

availability of either land or capital that would enable the support of a new farm family 

declines, marriage is also delayed (Hajnal 1965; Landale 1989; Block 2000). My chapter  

also complements the recent working paper by Kitchens and Rodgers (2020), which 

examines how the boom in farming in the 1910s and the first decade of crisis, and the 

resulting increased opportunity cost of having children due to higher farm wages for women, 

reduced their fertility. I examine a different mechanism in changes to farm family formation: 

tenure mobility. I also highlight how women’s limited independent access to earnings or 

farmland underscores how the labor, marriage, and land markets interacted in the farming 

sector to reduce the attractiveness of the farm family and marriage for many women during 

the crisis. 

 This chapter makes three major contributions. First, I show that declines in farm 

commodity prices resulted in reduced white farm tenure mobility in the South and pushed 

Midwestern farmers off the ladder.  However, they had no effect on Black tenure mobility. 

These differences underscore the diverse tenure experiences in the Midwest versus the South, 

as well as the role of race in limiting tenure mobility long before the crisis occurred. Second, 

I link the farm crisis to marriage rates. In counties in the South hit hardest by the farm crisis, 

I find declines in ever-married rates among white women. Among Black and Midwestern 

white women, there is a smaller effect, likely due to the subdued impact of the crisis on 

tenure mobility for those groups. Finally, I show that the decline in farm commodity prices 

had little effect on women’s off-farm labor force participation but did negatively impact 

Black women’s fertility, once again highlighting specific aspects of family farm labor that 
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existed for those relegated to lower rungs of the tenure ladder.  Sharecroppers had the least 

resources to care for additional children. These results underscore that an adverse labor 

market shock to men’s economic mobility, and by extension the farm family’s economic 

mobility, can have a substantial impact on women’s marriage rates and family formation, but 

that these are mitigated by social and economic stratification that may limit mobility from the 

outset.   

1.2 Theoretical background 

1.2.1 The marriage market and the labor market 

 Neoclassical economic theories of the family and family formation discuss how 

within married couples, there is often specialization that takes place between market and non-

market work (Becker 1981). In the early twentieth-century United States, men generally 

specialized in market work and women in non-market work. Women who wanted to get 

married were faced with the choice to either enter the marriage market (and possibly exit 

market work) or to remain in the paid labor market for a longer period before marriage. 

Whether a woman enters the marriage market or stays in the labor market can depend on the 

supply of “marriageable” men, meaning a supply of potential male partners who are high 

earners with stable employment. This often-idealized status of middle-class marriage was 

often not achievable for poor white women and most Black women. Poor white women and 

Black couples who faced racial discrimination in both hiring and wages often had to have 

both partners working. Jones (1985) describes this reality for Black women: 

Marriage intensified the differences between black and white working-class women. 

Although many young working girls might have indulged in romantic fantasies about 

marriage, few black women could count on a wedding to end their days of sustained 

wage earning. And the white mistress-black maid relationship preserved the 

inequalities of the slave system (in fact that is the analogy some domestics made), and 
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thus a unique historical legacy compounded the humiliations inherent in the servant’s 

job. (150) 

 

Many studies of more recent time periods show changes in marriage patterns due to 

changes in the supply of marriageable men. In instances where there are worse labor market 

opportunities for men (or better labor market opportunities for women), marriage rates 

among women fall (Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan 2015). Blau, Kahn and Waldfogel (2000) 

show that among white women between 1970 and 1990, improved labor market conditions 

for women and worse marriage markets (defined by level of adult male unemployment) 

lowered marriage rates among young (16-to-24-year-old) women. Wilson (1987) shows how 

the loss of jobs among Black men contributed to the rise of single-parent households. Others 

(Darity and Meyers 1990; Bennett, Bloom, and Craig 1989) explore how mass incarceration 

of Black men has led to a rise in Black female-headed households. When examining the 

effect of Chinese import penetration on manufacturing communities in the United States, 

Autor, Dorn, and Hanson (2019) show that a decline in manufacturing due to Chinese import 

penetration from 1990 to 2007 reduced the supply of marriageable men and thereby reduced 

the prevalence of marriage and fertility, particularly in dual-parent households.  

Early literature on marriage market behavior generally traces two types of marriage 

patterns: the European marriage pattern and the traditional, non-European marriage pattern 

(Hajnal 1965). The European marriage pattern is characterized by later unions and higher 

prevalence of unmarried individuals; it follows a decline in available farmland. Traditional 

marriages typically take place when the individuals are younger. Age at first marriage is 

usually determined by the availability of a spouse, the feasibility of marriage, and the 

desirability of marriage largely conditioned by social norms (Dixon 2011). Family formation 

in U.S. farming communities in the early twentieth century was characterized by early 
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marriage and high fertility. Recent work on environmental catastrophes such as the boll 

weevil underscores how crises in the farm sector can disrupt these patterns. The boll weevil’s 

destruction of Southern cotton farms from 1892-1922 altered farm family structures as the 

failure of many tenant farms caused the average age of marriage to rise (Tolnay 1984, 1999; 

Bercaw 2003; Bloome, Feigenbaum, and Muller 2017). The farm crisis of the 1920s and 

1930s is an example of another negative shock to men’s “marriageability” due to the 

increased barriers to acquiring a farm to support a new family unit.  

Even prior to the crisis, marriage on the farm did not conform to the “idealized” 

version of marriage where the husband specializes in market work and the wife in non-

market work. Particularly during this period, a wife being able to stay home and not 

participate in field work or any work outside of the home was a social achievement. A 

mother in Nebraska in 1938 wrote to a newspaper advice column about the sadness she felt 

for her daughter who finished high school and was working in town but who was determined 

to marry a farmer, “‘They will start farming with a load of debt. When I think of the struggle 

ahead for her, I actually ache. I didn’t plan this kind of life for her, but what can I do about 

it?’" (Fink 1992, 121). In North Dakota, another mother had a similar concern:  

Carrie Young’s North Dakota farm mother, Carrine Berg, committed herself to 

securing education for her children that would allow them to enjoy opportunities the 

countryside did not offer. One of her great regrets was that one of her educated 

daughters married a farmer. Instead of reaping ‘the rewards of the independence she 

had earned to make her life easier,’ she had taken ‘on the kind of hard work. . .  [her 

mother] had always had.’ (Danbom 2002, 661) 

 

In farming communities, the family’s ability to own its own land and to have the resources to 

hire outside labor allowed women on farms to reduce their amount of field work. The farm 

crisis of the 1920s and 1930s can be thought of not just as an adverse shock to the supply of 

marriageable men in farm communities in terms of earnings, but also to a particular type of 
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marriageable men that would allow women to realize society’s ideal of wives who only 

specialized in work within the home, rather than the field as well.  

1.2.2 Non-market work and the farm 

 Neoclassical theories of the relationship between labor markets and marriage markets 

do not always do an adequate job of characterizing the trade-off facing women on farms in 

the United States in the early twentieth century. Framing women’s decision at this time as a 

choice between marrying and staying in the farming community (and thus exiting market 

work) compared to leaving for work in a city or town does a disservice to the value of 

women’s work in farm families. When and if a woman became a farm wife, she did not cease 

working. U.S. Census enumerators would often declare her as either having no occupation, 

despite doing some farm work, or having the occupation of “unpaid family worker.” 

Economist Hildegard Kneeland (1928) estimated that farm women worked on average 63 

hours a week. Both mothers and daughters would take on all housework, as well as 

significant amounts of farm and field work. Folbre and Wagman (1993), who measured the 

household production of farm women between 1800 and 1860, argue that farm productivity 

is likely overstated as it relies heavily on the “hidden” market work done by women (and 

children) on farms. Children were also an important source of labor on the farm; young girls 

were exposed to the realities of farm work in addition to household work and contributed to 

farm output. The importance of children on the farm meant that fertility was a valued 

contribution of a woman to the farm labor process.  

 For women who were weighing their option of marrying, becoming a farm wife, and 

staying in their farming community, their decision was just as much influenced by their 

potential husband’s earning opportunities as by their own. Farm work for women meant 



13 

many hours with little control over the earnings of their work. As many women state in their 

personal accounts of their decisions to leave farming, the drudgery as well as back-breaking 

work that came with being a farm wife seemed less and less desirable as other independent 

earnings opportunities became available to them off-farm (Kneeland 1928; Hatcher 1930; 

Jones 1985). For many women, Black or white, who did not come from farm-owning 

families or families with the income to hire farm hands, the prospect of staying on the farm 

was not desirable. The tradeoff facing a woman considering marriage on the farm or 

elsewhere was a tradeoff between marriage and work in a farm community with little control 

over the value and output of her own work, or marriage and/or work in an urban area where 

she might have the chance to earn her own money over which she may have some control.  

1.3  Historical background 

1.3.1 Marriage and the U.S. farm family 

The farm sector in the United State demonstrates a particular type of marriage market 

behavior. It is commonly assumed that in agricultural communities, the greater the 

availability of land (meaning marriage is more feasible), the earlier the average age of 

marriage. In the case of the United States, high availability of farmland for many years was 

associated with a low average age of marriage for both men and women (Landale and Tolnay 

1991). For tenant farmers and in particular sharecroppers, multiple studies of the early 

twentieth century period have shown that they were incentivized to marry young (Tolnay 

1984, 1999; Landale and Tolnay 1991; Bercaw 2003; Bloome and Muller 2015). When land 

became more expensive, or when natural disasters such as the boll weevil reduced the 

number of farms with viable crops, the number of individuals who married young fell (Block 

2000; Bloome, Feigenbaum, and Muller 2017). The incentive to marry early, however, was 
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due to more than just the availability of land. Particularly in the South, landowners relied on 

patriarchal supervision in sharecropping which made it particularly difficult for single 

women to get their own tenant or sharecropping contracts (Bercaw 2003). As a result, women 

and men would marry earlier to gain access to farming. Furthermore, the labor needs of a 

family farm meant that those families with more children produced higher yields, 

incentivizing earlier marriage for greater fertility (Landale and Tolnay 1991).  

 In general, I define the family farm as a farm or part of a farm that is lived on and 

worked by a family unit. This follows closely Fink’s (1992) description of the origin of the 

terminology in the United States: 

In the twentieth century, the farm that was organized around the labor and economic 

support of a nuclear family came to be called a ‘family farm.’ This usage, which 

appeared in the early years of the century, became common in the late 1930s, when 

such industrialists as Henry Ford were proposing capitalist farm production systems. 

Family farms contrasted with both large-scale capitalist farms and socialist collectives. 

Family farm terminology captured an agrarian feeling by identifying the farm with a 

family unit, which in turn evoked men’s responsibility and women’s moral presence. 

The family as a unit for organizing production invoked kinder, more cooperative, more 

altruistic characteristics than could be found either in the evil corporations controlling 

production in the cities or the evil government controlling production on socialist 

collectives. (28) 

 

Family farms of the early twentieth century typically had a male household head and a farm 

wife and were characterized by a greater number of children than families in urban areas. 

Despite these common patterns, family formation in agricultural communities was not 

identical across the United States. Regions had different types of farming organization, from 

the multi-generational family farm and emerging commercial farms worked by white 

families in the Midwest, to the prevalence of sharecropping Black and white family farmers 

in the South on both plantation and smaller farms, to large-scale farming with hired labor in 

the West. The characteristics of the family farm also changed over time in the years 
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preceding the crisis: increases in the share of farm wage laborers, commercialization, and 

specialization of U.S. farms were a reality facing new families trying to ascend the 

agricultural tenure ladder from wage work to tenancy to ownership. Wright (1988) 

demonstrates how a blend of farmer commercial intentions previously constrained by high 

transport costs and lack of access to markets, changes in attitudes and behavior, and forces 

pushing farmers into product and capital markets contributed to changes in farming in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The farm crisis of the 1920 and 1930s would 

accelerate many of these changes. 

1.3.2  The 1920s/1930s farm crisis 

 The farm crisis of the 1920s and 1930s was characterized by farm foreclosures and an 

acceleration of a structural transformation already taking place: mechanization and the 

decline of the small family farm. The farm crisis was primarily the result of the 

overproduction of farm commodities during and immediately after World War I. World War 

I and the Russian Revolution disrupted European agriculture and created uncertainty about 

supply, allowing the United States to increase farm production. Farmers planted more and 

borrowed more, but when European agriculture rebounded faster than expected, farm 

commodity prices fell by 41 percent from 1920 to 1921. There was a modest rebound 

between 1922 and 1925 and in 1934, but prices remained lower than their pre-crisis levels 

throughout the 1930s (Olmstead and Rhode 2006). The negative effects of the rapid drop in 

prices were compounded by a ballooning of credit availability prior to the crash. Rajan and 

Ramcharan (2015) find that the increase  in credit availability fostered by the boom led to a 

greater incidence of bank failures, lower land prices, and fewer banks. As a result, the 

incidence of farm foreclosures increased. From 1926 to 1940, an average of 19.8 farms per 
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thousand were foreclosed. Prior to 1926 the foreclosure rate had never exceeded 3.2 farms 

per thousand (Alston 1983). Those farms that took on the most debt in the boom and lost the 

most earnings power during the bust were the most likely to be susceptible to the crisis. 

In response to the farm crisis, the federal government passed the Agricultural 

Adjustment Act of 1933 (AAA). The AAA paid farmers to take land out of production. 

Though the payments went directly to farm owners, in principle these owners had to secure 

permission from their tenants to begin limiting production, and then had to share the 

payments with them. Sharecroppers received no government money directly but rather were 

promised parity payments from the landowner for the proportion of the crop that was theirs. 

Frequently, however, farm owners did not share payments with their tenants and there was 

little government enforcement (Seavoy 1998). Landowners often used those funds to 

purchase labor-saving machinery, such as the motorized tractor and combined 

harvester/thresher, instead (Whatley 1983). Most importantly, AAA payments created the 

incentive for landowners to remove sharecroppers and tenants from their land; without them, 

landowners would receive the total payment from the government and could better control 

labor costs by hiring temporary wage labor. The Depression years of the 1930s enabled a 

marked change in the structure of Southern farming, as a lack of urban jobs and prevalence 

of federal farm recovery programs reduced the cost for planters experimenting with hired 

wage labor rather than tenants (Alston 1981; Whatley 1983; Wright 1986; Seavoy 1998). 

Taken together, these changes contributed to what scholars termed a “prolonged agricultural 

depression” which was symptomatic of a larger structural change happening in the United 

States: urbanization and the decline of the family farm (Altschul and Strauss 1957). Removal 
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of tenants from the land and into wage work drastically reduced the attractiveness of farm 

and rural living for those hoping to rise up the farm tenure ladder.  

1.3.3 Economic mobility and the agricultural tenure ladder 

A major outcome of the farm crisis was the disruption of social and economic 

mobility in farming, defined most frequently as the ease and speed at which a potential 

farmer can rise up the farm tenure ladder. The farm tenure ladder in its simplest form has 

three different rungs: farm wage worker, tenant farmer, and farm owner. The reality of this 

tenure ladder, however, is not so straightforward. The middle rung occupied by tenant 

farmers can be further broken down into at least five categories, from worst-off to best-off: 

sharecropper (or cropper), livestock-share tenant, crop-share tenant, share-cash tenant (the 

previous four categories can be combined into one “share tenant” category), and cash tenant 

(U.S. Census Bureau 1952, 2 General Report:915). The Census Bureau changed these 

definitions and categorizations in census enumerators’ instructions over the course of fifty 

years as certain categories became more or less prevalent. For example, croppers were only 

enumerated after 1920 and through 1950, but certain years such as 1940 do not show cropper 

shares separately from other sharetenants in digitized county-level data. Table 1.1 shows the 

distribution of farm operators among these rungs by both region and race in 1920.  
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Table 1.1: Share Tenure Type by Region 
 South Midwest 

All   

Share Owners 0.562 0.673 

Share Tenants 0.428 0.316 

Share Croppers 0.144 N/A 

White Only   

Share Owners 0.632 0.673 

Share Tenants 0.355 0.316 

Share Croppers1 0.116 N/A 

Black Only   

Share Owners 0.422  

Share Tenants 0.569  

Share Croppers1 0.297  
1Cropper data by race only available in 1925. 

Notes: Table shows the share of all farm operators falling into 

each tenure category in 1920 or 1925 (croppers only). Tenant 

category includes all types of tenants, including sharecroppers. 

Cropper data were not enumerated in the Midwest. While Black 

farmers were present in the Midwest, analysis is only done on 

the white population due to their small number. Data Source: 

U.S. Census of Agriculture (Haines, Fishback, and Rhode, 

2018). 

 

The distribution of farm operators among these categories highlights some key differences in 

tenure structure between regions. Black farmers were much more likely to be in the 

sharecropping category than white farmers and Midwestern white farmers were slightly more 

likely to be owners than tenants than were Southern white farmers. Sharecropping was 

virtually non-existent in the Midwest, to the extent that enumerators did not even bother to 

tally the share of operators in the cropper position. Figure 1 shows changes in the share of 

farm operators who were owners or tenants from 1900-1950 as collected by the US Census 

of Agriculture. During the crisis years, there is some bottlenecking occurring at the tenancy 

rung: the share of tenants grows over time at the expense of a decline in owners.   
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Figure 1.1: Share of Farm Operators who are Tenants or Owners, 1900-1950 

 

 
(a) Share of Farm Operators who are Tenants 

 
(b) Share of Farm Operators who are Owners 

 
Notes: Figure shows the share of farm operators by race who were either 

tenants or owners from 1900-1950. Shaded region encompasses years of the 

farm crisis. Data Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture (Haines, Fishback, and 

Rhode, 2018). 

 

Ownership provided economic stability and social standing for those who achieved it. 

As three Agricultural Extension Service researchers wrote at the time,  

. . . Farm ownership may make possible a degree of stability in family living not 

enjoyed by the tenant who has a smaller investment in farm business resources. Also 

the owner may have a better standing socially and economically in the locality or the 

community. (Kirkpatrick, McNall, and Cowles 1933, 21) 
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As for how a farmer could achieve ownership status, a 1928 report out of the South Carolina 

Agricultural Experiment Station states that (1) savings, (2) “Free Gift” meaning inheritance 

of land, livestock, or farm equipment, (3) access to credit, and (4) tenancy opportunities were 

some of the most important ways for a farmer rise to farm ownership (Jensen and Russell 

1928, 34-35).  In the Midwest, it was expected that young men would take over the family 

farm at around 26 years of age1 (almost half of farm tenants were related to their landlords), 

but that required that the farm be large enough to support two generations (Timmons and 

Barlowe 1949; E. J. Long 1950; Charlton 1954; Wright 1988). While this was often not the 

case for poorer or smaller family farms, many Midwest owners reported that part of their 

acquisition of their own land involved some sort of family gift or inheritance. Among male 

owners in the North Central Region, 40.4 percent acquired land through purchase from 

relatives or some combination of relatives and non-relatives; through gift, will, or estate 

settlement; or had some sort of family assistance. Only 2.4 percent of men acquired land with 

absolutely no family assistance (Timmons and Barlowe 1949, 939). In the South, inheritance 

was not nearly as prevalent but still an avenue toward ownership.  In his study of farm 

tenancy in the corn and cotton belts, E. A. Schuler compared tenure mobility among white 

and Black farmers:   

For every Negro farmer who reports receiving a boost up the agricultural ladder, there 

are two among Southern white and three among Northern farmers. Practically nine-

tenths of Negro farmers report no inheritance of any kind, whereas the same is true of 

four-fifths of the Southern white farmers, and of less than two-thirds of the Northern 

farmers. (Schuler 1938, 25) 

 

In addition to Southern farmers having less access to inheritance, Black Southern farmers 

were further locked out of ownership opportunities compared to white Southern farmers. The 

 
1 This is also within a year of the average age at first marriage for men during this period (Fitch and Ruggles 2000). 
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failure of land redistribution after the Civil War and denial of land sales to Black farmers by 

white landowners meant that for many, landownership was not within reach (Ransom and 

Sutch 2001). Even for those Black farmers who rose to ownership status, their farms were 

often smaller, meaning the opportunities for passing on land to their children were less 

realizable. In a study of 152 owner-operated farms in South Carolina, Black-owned farms 

were significantly smaller. The average size of a white-owned farm in 1933 among eight 

representative counties was 178 acres, whereas Black-owned farms averaged 68 acres (Aull 

1938, 8). Smaller farms could not support multiple generations of farmers, and Black farmers 

also had significantly fewer opportunities for inheritance because most of their familial 

lineages included former enslaved persons.  

Another key aspect of ascension from tenant to owner, and even within the tenant 

category from cropper to share tenant or cash tenant, is the ability to accumulate capital or 

work stock. For this reason, access to credit is a key constraint for tenure ladder mobility. 

This has important racial implications when comparing the Black farmers in the South to 

white farmers in the South and Midwest, as well as historical implications for the period 

under consideration here: a boom facilitated by high credit availability in certain areas was 

followed by a bust in agricultural prices that made it difficult to meet interest payments on 

land and equipment (Wickens 1931). Access to credit was one of the major contributors to 

farm stress through foreclosure (Kirkpatrick, McNall, and Cowles 1933). Black farmers had 

difficulties securing credit from banks to purchase farmland, and Black farmers’ debt to local 

merchants reflected a system of high interest rates and debt peonage (Ransom and Sutch 

2001). Despite these obstacles to landownership, Black farm landownership nonetheless 
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peaked in 1920, but after the start of the crisis Black farmers continuously lost farmland for 

at least the next 80 years (Sommer et al. 1995, 40).  

The effects of declining farm commodity prices during the crisis years would thus 

have specific racial effects. While programs like the AAA in the South reduced the 

attractiveness of contracting with tenants, falling farm commodity prices themselves had a 

much more subdued effect on planters’ transition from contracting with tenants to hiring 

temporary farm wage labor. As Whatley (1983, 922) concludes, falling farm commodity 

prices increase the crop-specific wage for hired labor as long as the nominal wage remains 

steady. A higher crop wage will instead incentivize planters to take on tenants, especially 

sharecroppers. While white farm owners were experiencing the crisis as defined by declining 

prices through foreclosure, it was more likely Black farmers were somewhat insulated from 

the direct effect of depressed farm commodity prices. Black farmers instead were more likely 

to be detrimentally affected by federal programs like the AAA, which displaced 

sharecroppers. The changes in mobility among white farmers were likely to be the driving 

mechanism through which white women delayed marriage. As it became more and more 

difficult to get to the socially and economically secure status of farm owner due to lack of 

land, credit, and capital, white women would turn their attention off-farm for better marriage 

and earnings opportunities, and delayed marriage as a result. For Black women, on the other 

hand, delayed marriage would not be due to Black farmers’ decreased tenure mobility as a 

result of the crisis. 
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1.4 Data and empirical strategy 

1.4.1 Data sources 

I use the decennial United States Censuses of Agriculture to construct a three-period 

panel of farm conditions from 1920 to 1940. These censuses have county-level information 

on tenancy, number and size of farms, farm debt per acre, the ratio of mortgage debt to value, 

and crop mix. I use the decennial United States full count Census of Population to add race-

specific county-level information on marriage rates, sex ratios, population density, 

occupation, school attendance,2 and fertility. I then use complete count census data (meaning 

complete names are included) to link over time male individuals working on farms during 

these years, following Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson (2012). These linked data allow 

me to assess mobility of farmers up (or down) the farm tenure ladder. The historical United 

States Censuses of Agriculture are available through ICPSR (Haines, Fishback, and Rhode 

2018) and the complete count Census of Population data are accessed through the National 

Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) and Ancestry.com. I compile U.S. farm commodity 

price data from the Historical Statistics of the United States (Olmstead 2006) and global farm 

commodity price data from Blattman, Hwang, and Williamson (2007).  

1.4.2 Measuring local exposure to the farm crisis 

Across the United States, farmers experienced a drop in the prices they received for 

their products throughout the 1920s and 1930s in comparison to the boom years of 1919 and 

1920. The severity of the farm crisis in each county, however, depended on a variety of 

factors. First, the different crops that were grown in each county were differentially affected 

by the drop in prices. Second, it mattered how much debt there was (debt prevalence) and 

 
2 For 1920 and 1930, a person was “attending school” if they had attended school any time after September 1 of that year. 
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how burdensome the debt was (ratio of mortgage debt to value) in each county. Farms with 

more of both experienced greater rates of foreclosure (Alston 1983). For farmers who 

primarily produced for home consumption, who had little debt, or who produced a wide 

variety of crops, the effects of the crisis were less severe, even if the prices they received fell 

overall. 

To causally identify the effect of the farm crisis on tenure mobility, marriage rates, 

off-farm labor force participation, and fertility, I follow a strategy similar to that of Autor, 

Dorn, and Hanson (2019) by measuring exposure to the farm crisis by employing a Bartik 

shift-share instrumental variable approach. I define exposure to the farm crisis in a county as 

the sum of the products of the change in each price for six main farm commodities (wheat, 

corn, cotton, tobacco, rice, and sugar) and the share of each county’s farmland devoted to 

that crop. Figure 1.2 shows the trend of the price indices of these crops during the first half of 

the twentieth century, where 1909 is the base year.3  

  

 
3 1909 was chosen as the base year because it is the first year that the U.S. prices for all crops of interest are available. 
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Figure 1.2: Changes in Farm Commodity Price Indices, 1900-1940 

 

 
Notes: Author’s graph. Figure shows the farm commodity price index based on the national price data 

for rice, corn, tobacco, sugar, cotton, and wheat from 1900 to 1940. Base year is 1909, price is on y axis. 

Data Source: Historical Statistics of the United States (Olmstead 2006). 

 

These crops are selected based on availability of data as well as level of importance in U.S. 

agriculture as a whole.4 The farm crisis index is defined as: 

∆𝐹𝐶𝑖𝜏
𝑈𝑆 =  (∑

𝐴𝑖𝑐20

𝐴𝑖20
∆𝑃𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑒𝑐𝜏

𝑈𝑆

𝑐

) ×  −1           (1.1) 

 where ∆𝐹𝐶𝑖𝜏
𝑈𝑆 measures the exposure to the farm crisis in county i over period 𝜏, either 

1920-1930 or 1930-1940. It is equal to the sum of the share of each county i's farmland 

acreage A devoted to agricultural commodity c in at the beginning of the period (1920), 

multiplied by the change in potential earnings of that product based on changes in U.S. prices 

 
4 I do not have data on share of acres devoted to livestock. Livestock was an important farm output during these years and 

also experienced a drop in price during the crisis. Livestock prices would also be strongly correlated with corn prices, as 

corn was a main source of feed. Omission of livestock would bias my estimates toward zero, meaning less exposure to the 

farm crisis.  
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for wheat, corn, cotton, tobacco, rice, and sugar over 𝜏. I then multiply this measure by 

negative one for the regression results to ease interpretation (a one unit increase in the 

indicator represents a one-unit greater exposure to the crisis). In practice a one unit increase 

in the farm crisis index is equivalent to the inverse of a one percent decrease in farm 

commodity prices, weighted by that county’s exposure share. Figures 1.3 and 1.4 show the 

severity of the negative change in potential earnings across counties in each region (Midwest, 

South East, and South Central) and descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1.2. While the 

loss of potential earnings is widespread, the role of debt was much greater in the Midwest. To 

account for this, all specifications include controls for farm debt prevalence and burden, as 

well as the interaction between the two.  

Figure 1.3: Change in Crop Price Index, 1920-1930 

 
 
Notes: This figure shows the geographic variation in the depression in my farm commodity price index from 1920 to 1930, 

weighted by the share of farmland devoted to each crop. Darker shades indicate slower growth or negative growth in the 

index over the decade. Data Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture (Haines, Fishback, and Rhode, 2018). 
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Figure 1.4: Change in Crop Price Index, 1930-1940 

 
 
Notes: This figure shows the geographic variation in the depression in my farm commodity price index from 1930 to 1940, 

weighted by the share of farmland devoted to each crop. Darker shades indicate slower growth or negative growth in the 

index over the decade. Data Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture (Haines, Fishback, and Rhode, 2018). 

 

 

Table 1.2: Mean and Percentiles of Decadal Change in Crop Prices 
 All South Midwest 

 Mean P25 P50 P75 Mean P25 P50 P75 Mean P25 P50 P75 

 A. Full Period 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US 

Prices)  

-3.46 -6.22 -0.13 0.71 -3.04 -5.81 -0.70 0.93 -4.31 -8.27 -0.37 0.72 

N 5283    2292    1936    

 B. 1920s 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US 

Prices) 

-7.54 -10.8 -6.08 -3.02 -6.85 -9.26 -5.58 -3.33 -9.27 -12.9 -8.22 -4.10 

N 2642    1146    968    

 C. 1930s 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US 

Prices) 

0.79 0.36 0.72 1.11 1.05 0.54 0.95 1.45 0.73 0.44 0.72 1.00 

N 2641    1146    968    

Notes: Table presents summary statistics of my endogenous measure of farm crisis exposure for the full period (1920-1940), 

and each decade by region.  
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 The concern with OLS estimates using this measure is that a county’s exposure to the 

farm crisis measured by national prices may be correlated with other characteristics of the 

location that also determined changes in county tenure mobility, marriages rates, off-farm 

work participation, or fertility. For example, decreases in U.S. prices for farm commodities 

may be correlated with increased productivity in farming because of farm mechanization 

(such as tractors) which reduces reliance on family farm labor and increases the capital 

requirements for becoming a farm owner. This may in turn reduce mobility or delay 

marriage. I adopt a shift-share instrumental variable approach that exploits each county’s 

variation in the share of the farmland devoted to particular crops and global commodity 

prices. Global crop prices should be exogenous to developments such as technology shocks 

within the United States. The instrument is defined as: 

∆𝐹𝐶𝑖𝜏
𝐺 =  (∑

𝐴𝑖𝑐20

𝐴𝑖20
∆𝑃𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑒𝑐𝜏

𝐺

𝑐

) ×  −1           (1.2) 

This expression differs from equation (1.1) above by its substitution of ∆𝑃𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑒𝑐𝜏
𝐺   (global 

changes in farm commodity price indices) for  ∆𝑃𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑒𝑐𝜏
𝑈𝑆.  

1.4.3 Instrument validity 

 The expression above will causally identify the effect of declines in farm commodity 

prices on my outcomes of interest if my instrument is relevant and satisfies the exclusion 

restriction. First stage results are presented with second stage results in Section 1.5 and show 

the significant correlation between the instrument and the endogenous regressor. 

Of particular importance for my identification strategy is whether my instrument is 

uncorrelated with the error term, meaning there is no relationship between global prices and 

local changes in mobility, marriage, fertility, and off-farm work rates. In other words, global 
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prices affect these outcomes through no channel other than national prices. Recent literature 

on Bartik shift-share instruments highlights the need to defend an instrument’s exogeneity of 

either shock (here: change in farm commodity prices) or exposure share (here: share of land 

devoted to each crop) (Adao, Kolesar, and Morales 2019; Goldsmith-Pinkham, Sorkin, and 

Swift 2020; Borusyak, Hull, and Jaravel, forthcoming). In my case, I argue that my 

instrument is identified via exogenous shocks, meaning my instrument is valid if global 

shocks to farm commodity prices are uncorrelated with unobserved confounders that may 

affect both national price shocks and local mobility, marriage, fertility, and off-farm work 

rates. While this provides a plausibly exogenous channel, I conduct further tests to show 

additional evidence that my instrument likely meets the exclusion restriction. Firstly, as 

outlined in Borusyak, Hull, and Jaravel (forthcoming), shock exogeneity usually requires a 

large number of shocks. However, as used in Autor et al. (2013) and used again in Autor et 

al. (2019), if a smaller number of shocks has sufficient variation, they may still satisfy the 

requirement that they be conditionally uncorrelated with each other. The descriptive statistics 

outlined in Table 1.3 suggests a reasonable amount of variation despite having only six 

shocks. 

Table 1.3: Shift-Share Instrument Descriptive Statistics 
 All South Midwest 

 Mean 
Std. 

Dev. 

Interquartile 

Range 
Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

Interquartile 

Range 
Mean 

Std. 

Dev. 

Interquartile 

Range 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

-4.39 15.73 25.89 -4.64 16.31 27.38 -4.80 16.98 8.99 

N 5283   2292   1936   
Notes: Table presents summary statistics of my instrument for each region. 

 

Second, I perform falsification tests, regressing my instrument on 1910-1920 changes 

in mobility, marriage, fertility, and off-farm work. The 1910-1920 period is chosen as it is 
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the only prior period for which all baseline control variables used in the original analysis are 

available. These results are presented in full in Section A.1 of Appendix A. Overall, there is 

little evidence of a relationship between my instrument and 1910-1920 changes, adding 

further support to instrument exogeneity. 

1.4.4 Effects of the farm crisis 

1.4.4.1 Farm tenure mobility: linking men across censuses 

 Studies that examine tenure ladder mobility and that rely on cross-sectional data run 

the risk of incorrectly evaluating what type of mobility was occurring (or not occurring). 

Comparing changes in the shares of, for example, tenant farmers versus owners could mean 

greater upward mobility from the wage worker category into tenancy, or a falling down the 

ladder of farm owners who lose their farms to foreclosure (Kirkpatrick, McNall, and Cowles 

1933). It also fails to count how many individuals left farming altogether. Linked census data 

allow me to obtain information on farm tenure ladder mobility among the same men over 

time. These men represent the potential marriage partners of women who wished to remain 

on the farm.  

Research using linked census records has boomed in recent years, including the 

linking of other administrative records to census records. Prior to the advent of social 

security numbers, unique identifiers for individuals in the U.S. census did not exist. I follow 

the method outlined in Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson (2012) to match male individuals 

between censuses. Links are established on fields that should not change among men 

between years: first and last name, year of birth, and state of birth. Otherwise known as the 

ABE Method or Iterative Method, the version I employ in this chapter and throughout the 

dissertation links individuals based on exact name matches in a one-year age band and 
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involves the standardization of first and last names using the New York State Identification 

and Intelligence System (NYSIIS). It will not link if there is no exact name match, if there 

are multiple candidates for a match, or if no matches exist within the age band. It then 

expands the search for an exact match from one to five years around the reported birth year. I 

also match men based on reported race. Based on multiple studies of the efficiency and 

accuracy of different linking methods, I chose the ABE method due to its consistent 

performance as well as its widespread use in the literature (Bailey et al. 2020; Abramitzky et 

al. 2020).  

This process is imperfect due to several problems that arise in census enumeration 

and transcription. Age misreporting and heaping, misspellings of names, and numerous 

people with the same name and year and place of birth are just a few examples. This 

imperfect process results in two types of error: Type I in which there are false matches, and 

Type II in which there are missed matches. The strategies of linking used represent trade-offs 

between these two errors. These challenges can also cause certain individuals to be more 

likely to be linked. For example, men are more likely to be linked if they were literate, had a 

higher socioeconomic status (for example, home ownership), or were white (Abramitzky et 

al. 2012; Bailey et al. 2020; Abramitzky et al. 2020). My matching procedure is outlined in 

detail in Section A.2 of Appendix A.  

When I observe a man in 1910 and 1920, 1920 and 1930, or 1930 and 1940 I can 

measure to what extent he was able to move up the farm tenure ladder over the course of the 

decade. I begin with the male population in either 1910, 1920, or 1930 that was either living 

on their own farm or working in the farm sector and match individuals forward over the 

decade. Match rates by decade and race are outlined in Section A.2 of Appendix A and 
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conform with those common in the linking literature (J. Long and Ferrie 2013). I define men 

aged 18-40 as “employed in farming” if they are either living on a farm or working on a farm 

in some capacity based on their occupation code.5 I split these workers into three categories. 

Because of the nature of occupational data in the decennial census, I can only categorize my 

linked men into three rungs: farm owners, farm tenants, and farm laborers, in addition to 

those who left farming completely. Farm owners represent the upper rung of the farm tenure 

ladder, farm tenants the middle rung, and farm laborers the lower rung. Using my linked 

dataset, I measure the share of men among each race group r, aged 18-40 at the start of the 

decade, who were able to move up or down (i.e., at least one rung or step s) from time t-1 to t 

for each county.6,7  

𝑀𝑜𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑡 =  (
𝑀𝑎𝑙𝑒 𝐹𝑎𝑟𝑚 𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑟,𝑠±1+,𝑡

𝑀𝑎𝑙𝑒 𝐹𝑎𝑟𝑚 𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑟,𝑠,𝑡−1
)

𝑐𝑡

            (1.3) 

I then measure the change in mobility in my two decades of interest (1920-1930 and 

1930-1940) as the change in the share of men who are able to move from wage worker to 

tenant, tenant to owner, or who fall down the ladder from owner to tenant or leave farming, 

in the 1920s compared to the 1910s, and the 1930s compared to the 1920s. I expect positive 

changes to farm tenure ladder mobility to be a key determining factor in women’s desire to 

 
5 I use farm status, ownership status, and census-defined 1950 occupation codes to label men aged 16-39 as part of the male 

farm workforce. 1950 occupation codes were created to allow for harmonization across years. The relevant occupation codes 

are: 100 (farm owner or tenant), 123 (farm managers), 810 (farm foreman), 820 (farm laborers, wage workers), 830 (farm 

laborers, unpaid family workers) and 840 (farm service laborers, self-employed). I define those who are living on and 

working their own land as either farm owners or farm tenants based on the census ownership variable. If a man is listed as 

living on a farm that is owned, he is a farm owner regardless of his occupation code within those listed above. Using this 

method, I exclude farm owners who do not live on their own farm and capture men who own farmland but may list their 

primary occupation as something other than a farm owner. Those men who live on their self-owned farm are the top of the 

farm ladder. If a man is listed as living on a farm that he does not own, he is a farm tenant regardless of his occupation code 

within those listed above. Those who are not living on a farm but have an occupation code as listed above other than 100 

(owner or tenant) are considered farm laborers. 
6 The denominator includes those who left the farm population by the end of the decade. 
7 Mobility is measured only for counties for which I am able to follow at least 50 Black or white men over the decade. 



33 

get married, have more children, and spend less time working off-farm. A negative change in 

the share of men who were able to rise from tenant to owner, or a positive change in the share 

of men who fell from owner to tenant, would both be indicators of decreased farm tenure 

mobility within a county. 

1.4.4.2 Marriage rates among women 

 I examine marriage rates for women aged 15 to 39 and among five age subgroups: 

aged 15 to 19, 20 to 24, 25 to 29, 30 to 34, and 35 to 39. Among women living on farms in 

1920, by 19 years old 71.8 percent of women were never married. Among Black women, that 

number is 61 percent and among white women that number is 74.4 percent. By age 20, that 

number drops to 55.8 percent of women were never married, 45.1 percent among Black 

women and 58.9 percent among white women. I create two measures of marriage: “ever 

married” and “currently married.” I measure this separately for Black and white women.  

1.4.4.3 Fertility 

While consistent birth data are not available for these decades, I use the census 

variable capturing number of own children under five living per woman aged 16 to 39. Given 

the age of these children, women and their husbands would have been making fertility 

decisions in the context of the farm crisis. I sum the number of children under five among 

married women 16 to 39 and divide that number by the number of ever-married women in 

the county separately for Black and white women. I expect fertility to fall during these 

periods because of earnings uncertainty on farms and the costs of additional children during a 

period when a family’s ability to earn income was negatively affected. 
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1.4.4.4 Off-farm work 

Women, faced with a decline in the feasibility of marriage, may have looked 

elsewhere for work and/or marriage. As such, participation in off-farm work for women may 

have risen; if women delayed marriage, they may have spent more time in the paid labor 

force.  Additionally, for both single and married women on farms, taking an off-farm job 

would help the family to make mortgage payments in the midst of falling farm earnings. This 

variable is measured as the share of women aged 15-39 currently living on farms who are 

listed as employed in a non-farm occupation, by race. 

1.4.5 Estimating equation 

 I follow a similar empirical strategy to Autor, Dorn and Hanson (2019) by examining 

changes in local exposure to economic crisis in counties and their effects on local marriage 

markets. I implement a shift-share instrumental variable strategy to address endogeneity 

present in my measure of exposure to the farm crisis. I estimate regressions separately for 

white men and women and Black men and women by region. Due to low Black population 

numbers in the Midwest, only white outcomes are measured for that region. Since counties 

that had the highest levels of debt and debt burden were most affected by hallmarks of the 

crisis such as farm foreclosure, I control for the share of farms in debt (debt prevalence) and 

the ratio of mortgage debt to farm value (debt burden) and the interaction of the two. I also 

include, following Borusyak, Hull, and Jaravel (forthcoming), the lagged share of total crop 

exposure to the farm crisis due to the fact that my instrument is constructed with 

“incomplete” shares. Appendix A, Section A.3 shows the OLS estimates of the impact of 

depressed earnings on tenure mobility, women’s marriage, off-farm labor force participation, 

and fertility. Regressions are estimated as follows: 
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∆𝑌𝑟𝑖𝜏 =  𝛼𝑡 + 𝛽1∆𝐹𝐶𝑖𝜏
𝑈𝑆 + 𝑋𝑟𝑖𝑡

′ 𝛽2 + 𝛿𝑠 + 𝜀𝑐𝑟𝜏           (1.4) 

∆𝑌𝑟𝑖𝜏 is the decadal change in the outcome of interest during time interval 𝜏 (1920-1930 or 

1930-1940) in county i among race group r. 𝑋𝑟𝑖𝑡
′  is a vector of start-of-period county controls 

that are race-specific where data allow and include the lagged share of crisis exposure, share 

of farmers indebted, the ratio of farm mortgage debt to value, the interaction of the two, and 

race-specific population density. Regressions looking at mobility also include controls for 

average farm size and the race-specific share of individuals attending school8. Regressions 

looking at marriage rates include race- and age-specific male-to-female ratios. 𝛿𝑠 are state 

fixed effects. I estimate Equation 1.4 by stacking the ten-year first differences of my outcome 

variable and include 𝛼𝑡 as a dummy variable for the second decade (1930-1940). ∆𝐹𝐶𝑖𝜏
𝑈𝑆 is 

the exposure to the farm crisis variable detailed in Section 1.4.2. and is instrumented with 

∆𝐹𝐶𝑖𝜏
𝐺 . 

1.5 Results 

1.5.1 Tenure mobility 

 Table 1.4 shows the estimates of the effect of depressed farm earnings on farm tenure 

mobility both in the South (Panels A and B) and the Midwest (Panel C). The variable “Crisis 

Exposure (US Prices)” corresponds to the reduced form of Equation 1.4. A one-unit increase 

in crisis exposures is equivalent to the inverse of a one standard deviation decrease in the 

farm commodity price index, weighted by the share of that county’s farmland devoted to that 

crop. The inverse is used to ease interpretation. For example, a one standard deviation 

increase in crisis exposure (otherwise known as a one standard deviation decrease in my 

 
8 Alston and Ferrie (2005) show that schooling had a positive effect on a Black individual’s ability to rise up the tenure 

ladder (and avoid falling down it).  
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weighted farm commodity price index) led to a decrease in the share of white Southern 

tenants who rose to ownership over ten years by about 5.4 percentage points. 

Table 1.4: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Farm Tenure Mobility, All 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
Wage Worker 

to Tenant 

Tenant to 

Owner 

Owner to 

Tenant 

Owner to Non-

Farm 

Tenant to Non-

Farm 

 A. South, Black 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
.014 .0023 .022 -.028 .017 

 (.048) (.0088) (.024) (.025) (.012) 

N 434 625 624 452 634 

Mean Dep. Var -0.067 -0.022 -0.003 0.024 0.027 

1920s Level 0.610 0.167 0.359 0.171 0.150 

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
.058** .064** .062** .059** .062** 

 (.0039) (.0035) (.0031) (.0041) (.0032) 

F-stat 274 615 512 324 486 

 B. South, White  

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
.07* -.054** .034** -.011+ -.016* 

 (.028) (.0086) (.0056) (.0058) (.007) 

N 1,097 1,917 1,918 1,920 1,888 

Mean Dep. Var -0.015 -0.051 0.020 0.009 0.023 

1920s Level 0.448 0.382 0.158 0.164 0.188 

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
.059** .061** .061** .061** .061** 

 (.0032) (.0022) (.0021) (.0022) (.0022) 

F-stat 444 899 896 878 852 

 C. Midwest, White 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
.049 .005 .0031 .02** .026* 

 (.03) (.014) (.0095) (.0073) (.011) 

N 1,315 1,703 1,705 1,702 1,680 

Mean Dep. Var -0.010 -0.065 0.027 0.003 0.002 

1920s Level 0.282 0.411 0.205 0.161 0.213 

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
.027** .029** .029** .029** .029** 

 (.0019) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) 

F-stat 267 347 350 349 320 
Notes: Dependent variable is the change between the 1910s and the 1920s, or the 1920s and the 1930s, in the share of 

men aged 18 to 40 at the start of each decade who ascended or descended each rung of the tenure ladder by the end of 

the decade. Observations are at the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to data availability of matched men. Panel A 

analyzes Southern Black men, Panel B analyzes Southern white men, and Panel C analyzes Midwestern white men. First 

stage results are presented in the bottom of each panel. All models include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure, a 

dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm 

debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and debt-to-value, average farm size, and race-specific 

population density and rate of school attendance. Also included are controls for AAA spending during the 1930s and 

state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors clustered 

at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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 Overall, this table underscores how declining farm commodity prices affected only 

white farmers’ tenure mobility. From Panel B, a one standard deviation increase in exposure 

to the farm crisis increased the share of Southern white farm wage workers rising to farm 

tenancy by 7 percentage points but decreased the share of tenant farmers rising to farm 

ownership by 5.4 percentage points and increased the share of farm owners falling down the 

tenure ladder back to tenancy by 3.4 percentage points. While mobility among white farmers 

declined, there was a decrease in the share of individuals leaving farming altogether. This 

pattern may reflect how white farmers in the South moved to poorer quality land during the 

Depression as a form of informal insurance (Boone and Wilse-Samson 2021). Among white 

Midwestern farmers, a one standard deviation in crisis exposure increased the share of 

tenants who left farming by the end of the decade by 2 percentage points and the share of 

owners who left farming by 2.6 percentage points. There is no statistically significant 

relationship between my measure of crisis exposure and Black tenure mobility. 

I purposefully estimate the effect of crisis exposure separately for the South and the 

Midwest due to the different nature of the tenure ladder in the two regions and to highlight 

the different patterns by both race and region that reflect ongoing social and economic 

stratification. As discussed earlier, the South was defined by a system of sharecropping that 

added an extra step to the "tenant" category of the tenure ladder. Sharecroppers had 

significantly less control over land, they had fewer opportunities to acquire capital to move 

up the tenure ladder than cash tenants, and sharecropping was the category to which many 

Black tenant farmers were relegated. Southern tenant farms of all types tended to be smaller, 

and Southern farmers who moved up to ownership status were less likely to get there through 

inheritance than in the Midwest. In the Midwest, family inheritance as a means of mobility 
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was more common, farms were larger and had the ability to support more generations of 

families, and those farmers who did fall into the tenant category had much more ability to 

acquire capital and often rented from relatives.  

What was it about these differences in tenure structure and mobility that caused white 

Southern tenure mobility to be more affected by the crisis than Black Southern or, to a 

certain extent, white Midwestern mobility? First, Black farmers' lack of access to the final 

rung, ownership, likely meant that many of those who began the decade in the "tenant" 

category were sharecroppers who already had few opportunities to accumulate capital to 

move up to owner. As described in a report by the Federal Emergency Relief Association 

(FERA) in 1935,  

So-called financial loss to the sharecroppers resolved itself largely into loss of social 

status and increased dependence upon the landlords, since in most instances the 

sharecroppers had no finances to lose. . . Climbing the so-called agricultural ladder was 

largely a fiction for these families. Whereas only 9 percent of those who started out as 

croppers became owners, 8 percent of those who started as owners became croppers. 

(Hoffsommer 1935, 1–2) 

 

In a separate report conducted by Works Progress Administration, the authors also discussed 

how the removal of tenants, the majority of whom were Black, from plantations was less 

frequent than the removal of tenants from smaller farms, who were more likely to be white. 

. . . the relief and rehabilitation rate among plantation families has been considerably 

lower than that among farm families in general in the Eastern Cotton Area, owing 

perhaps to the fact that displacement of tenants has been less frequent on plantations. 

Evidently, those tenants located on small, individual farms on the fringes of the Cotton 

Belt have been more likely to apply for relief than have families on plantations. The 

concentration of Negroes on plantations, with whites more generally on small farming 

units, is, therefore, an important explanation of the under-representation of Negroes on 

rural relief rolls in this area. (Woofter et al. 1936, 153) 9 

 
9 Black farmers also had difficulties in acquiring aid of any kind. While Black sharecroppers on plantations may have been 

less likely to be evicted than white or Black sharecroppers on smaller farms, discrimination in relief was playing an 

important role in Black farmer’s relief rates. For example, Jones (1985) describes how FERA agents in the South “tended to 

assume ‘that the Negro is better adapted to the open country environment than is the poor white and hence in less need of 

relief.’ At the national level, FERA policymakers put their official stamp of approval on this view when they suggested that 
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Second, while Black farmers were detrimentally affected by programs such as the 

AAA which incentivized the removal of sharecroppers in favor of hired wage labor, declines 

in farm commodity prices, which are captured by my measure of crisis exposure, actually 

made farm wage labor more expensive by raising their relative wages, and allowed 

landowners to pay tenants, and in particular sharecroppers, the relatively cheaper crop 

commodity (Whatley 1983). So while price effects themselves and Black farmers’ 

concentration on plantations reduced the adverse effects of the farm crisis on their tenure 

mobility compared to white farmers, other aspects of the crisis, such as the AAA, have been 

shown to be much more detrimental to Black families’ ability to retain their connection to the 

land. This remains an area open for further investigation in the context of tenure mobility as 

well as changes in family formation.  

In the case of the Midwest, the tenant/owner relationship was often familial and may 

have remained a robust safety net for those tenants still hoping to rise to the level of owner. 

Rather than acquiring the funds, capital, or credit necessary to rise to ownership on their own, 

family assistance helped tenants to rise to ownership regardless of level of crisis exposure.  

My results instead indicate that while the same share of tenant farmers was rising to 

ownership over each decade, an increasing share was leaving tenancy altogether. There is a 

similar rise in the share of owners leaving farming completely. These results align with other 

literature on the farm crisis that emphasizes foreclosure, especially in the Midwest, that 

would remove entire long-standing farm families from the land (Alston 1983). While it is 

possible strong ties on family-owned farms still enabled the same share of farmers to rise up 

 
‘food and clothing cost less for the Negro family not because the needs of the Negro are necessarily less but because he is 

accustomed to getting along with less'" (187). 
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the tenure ladder, the crisis caused an increase in the share of those families leaving farming 

altogether through land loss.   

 These results on mobility highlight how crisis exposure had different effects based on 

local patterns of mobility defined by race and family resources. While Southern white tenant 

mobility was negatively affected by crisis exposure, Midwestern white and Southern Black 

mobility were not affected in the same way. Southern Black farmers were to some extent 

spared the direct effects of falling commodity prices as a result of their lack of opportunity 

for tenure mobility at all. For white Midwestern farmers, a higher reliance on family 

inheritance for mobility (especially through the purchase of land or capital) likely helped the 

share of those farmers able to rise through the ranks remain steady, although with the caveat 

that those without such family resources were the ones to leave farming altogether, with little 

available land for them to acquire for subsistence farming.    

1.5.2 Marriage  

Tables 1.5, 1.6, and 1.7 show the effect of the farm crisis on ever- and currently 

married rates in the South and Midwest. Beginning with ever-married rates, Table 1.5 shows 

that a one standard deviation increase in crisis exposure reduced the share of 20–24-year-old 

Black women ever married by about 1 percentage point and the share of 30-34-year-olds ever 

married by about 0.8 percentage points. Table 1.6 shows that ever-married rates for Southern 

white women fell due to crisis exposure by about 0.4 percentage points among the 15–19-

year-olds, about 2 percentage points among 20–24-year-olds, and about 0.7 percentage points 

among 25–29-year-olds. Table 1.7 shows that a one standard deviation in crisis exposure 

reduced the share of white Midwestern ever-marred women aged 20-24 by about 1 

percentage point and increased the share of ever-married women aged 35-39 by about 0.5 
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percentage points. Overall, effects on ever-married rates are concentrated among Southern 

white women, emphasizing the role of decreased tenure mobility in delayed marriage. These 

results for Southern white women align with other evidence from earlier periods that 

emphasized declines in tenure mobility as a major mechanism for delayed marriage. For 

example, Block (2000), showed that increasing farm capital requirements between 1850 and 

1920 led to delayed marriage among white women, and Landale (1989) showed a similar 

pattern as a response to declining land availability in 1900.  

Table 1.5: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Black Marriage Rates, South 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Age Groups: 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

A. Ever Married 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
-.014** .00081 -.012* -.0045 -.0083* .00051 

 (.0031) (.002) (.0051) (.0046) (.0034) (.0032) 

N 1,499 1,492 1,499 1,499 1,499 1,499 

Mean Dep. Var -0.008 -0.003 -0.018 -0.016 -0.010 -0.007 

Level in 1920 0.659 0.070 0.684 0.849 0.902 0.935 

 
 

First Stage 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
.064** .064** .064** .064** .064** .064** 

 (.0023) (.0024) (.0023) (.0023) (.0024) (.0023) 

F 1499 1492 1499 1499 1499 1499 

       

B. Currently Married 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
-.022** -.00042 -.021** -.016** -.025** -.02** 

 (.0035) (.002) (.0047) (.0053) (.0054) (.006) 

N 1,499 1,492 1,499 1,499 1,499 1,499 

Mean Dep. Var -0.004 -0.002 -0.010 -0.007 -0.004 -0.010 

Level in 1920 0.596 0.088 0.634 0.773 0.801 0.816 

       

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
.064** .064** .064** .064** .064** .064** 

 (.0023) (.0024) (.0023) (.0023) (.0024) (.0023) 

F 1141 1175 1122 1143 1116 1123 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in the share of women ever married or currently married by age group. 

Observations are at the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. 

Panel A shows the change in the share of ever-married women and Panel B shows the change in the share of currently 

married women. First stage results are presented in the bottom of each panel. All models include the 1920 total share of 

crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers 

indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and debt-to-value, race-specific population 

density, and race- and age-specific male-to-female ratio. Also included are controls for AAA spending during the 1930s and 

state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors clustered at the 

county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01  
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Table 1.6: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on White Marriage Rates, South 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Age Groups: 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

A. Ever Married 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
-.011** -.0037* -.017** -.0073** .0007 .0015 

 (.0023) (.0017) (.0032) (.0021) (.0023) (.0016) 

N 2,280 2,273 2,279 2,280 2,280 2,278 

Mean Dep. Var 0.005 0.002 0.008 0.004 -0.000 0.001 

Level in 1920 0.638 0.070 0.625 0.825 0.891 0.915 

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
.062** .063** .062** .062** .062** .062** 

 (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) 

F 1520 1516 1554 1475 1470 1460 

B. Currently Married 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
-.011** -.0037* -.017** -.0075** .000017 .0021 

 (.0023) (.0017) (.0033) (.0023) (.0027) (.0019) 

N 2,280 2,271 2,279 2,280 2,280 2,278 

Mean Dep. Var 0.005 0.002 0.009 0.005 -0.000 -0.001 

Level in 1920 0.611 0.068 0.605 0.795 0.850 0.858 

       

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
.062** .063** .062** .062** .062** .062** 

 (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) 

F 1520 1517 1554 1475 1470 1460 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in the share of women ever married or currently married by age group. 

Observations are at the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. 

Panel A shows the change in the share of ever-married women and Panel B shows the change in the share of currently 

married women. First stage results are presented in the bottom of each panel. All models include the 1920 total share of 

crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers 

indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and debt-to-value, race-specific population 

density, and race- and age-specific male-to-female ratio. Also included are controls for AAA spending during the 1930s and 

state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors clustered at the 

county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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Table 1.7: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on White Marriage Rates, Midwest 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Age Groups: 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

A. Ever Married 

Crisis 

Exposure (US 

Prices) 

.0056+ -.00024 -.0099+ .0017 .0034 .0046+ 

 (.0031) (.002) (.0053) (.0037) (.003) (.0028) 

N 1,936 1,933 1,936 1,936 1,936 1,936 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.001 0.001 0.011 0.007 0.001 0.000 

Level in 1920 0.605 0.049 0.534 0.790 0.875 0.906 

 First Stage 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

.032** .032** .032** .032** .032** .032** 

 (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) 

F 529 587 543 523 527 499 

B. Currently Married 

Crisis 

Exposure (US 

Prices) 

.0061* -.00037 -.011* .0016 .0057+ .0075* 

 (.0031) (.0019) (.0054) (.0038) (.0033) (.003) 

N 1,936 1,932 1,936 1,936 1,936 1,936 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.001 0.001 0.012 0.008 -0.000 -0.002 

1920 Level 0.584 0.048 0.521 0.766 0.843 0.863 

 First Stage 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

.032** .032** .032** .032** .032** .032** 

 (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) (.0017) 

F 529 588 543 523 527 499 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in the share of women ever married or currently married by age group. 

Observations are at the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. 

Panel A shows the change in the share of ever-married women and Panel B shows the change in the share of currently 

married women. First stage results are presented in the bottom of each panel. All models include the 1920 total share of 

crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers 

indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and debt-to-value, race-specific population 

density, and race- and age-specific male-to-female ratio. Also included are controls for AAA spending during the 1930s and 

state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors clustered at the 

county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

While delaying marriage as a response to decreased male economic and social 

mobility was likely an important mechanism, at least among white women, other aspects of 

exposure to the farm crisis were likely just as important and may help to explain the modest 
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effects among the 20-24 range among Black southern and white Midwestern women, in 

addition to Southern white women. For example, fewer opportunities to even enter the farm 

tenure ladder at all due to lack of credit and capital meant that there was a decline in the 

number of men seeking wives to help with farm work. Men rarely set out on their own to 

farm without the aid of a farm wife, whose labor both in the home and in the field was 

essential (Fink 1992; Jones 1985). In a 1939 study on rural Black and white youth, the 

American Youth Commission found that the primary reason that young men and women 

delayed marriage was due to “inadequate income” and “no opportunity” (Lister and 

Kirkpatrick 1939, 69). In short, rural women were delaying marriage because men were.  

Women also delayed marriage to assist their families, whether on-farm or off. As 

Jones (1985) described: 

The Depression placed additional financial strains on all black households, and 

women responded accordingly – by welcoming new members in a position to 

make an economic contribution, offering to care for kin or friends in need, and 

encouraging young people either to postpone marriage so that they could help 

support their siblings or to strike out on their own in order to lessen their parents’ 

burdens. These adaptive struggles – often cited by scholars and government 

officials as evidence of black communities’ social ‘disorganization and instability’ 

– enabled black families all over the country to adjust their size and composition 

to match their resources. (189-190) 

 

In Texas and Alabama, federal reports and oral histories from the 1930s showed increases in 

“combined households” in rural areas, meaning more adult women were staying home to 

assist their farm families (Jones 1985, 190). The same could also be said for white 

households, especially as families shifted to relying more heavily on subsistence farming 

when crop prices fell. A 1935 study showed that among Nebraskan farm households, about 

40 percent of family consumption came from own-farm production, a rate much higher than 

less-affected farms in Illinois. In general, the response to the farm depression was to lower 
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household consumption while at the same time shifting a greater share of that consumption to 

goods produced on the farm by wives, daughters, and other female family members (Fink 

1992, 107). These transitions to subsistence measures also helped families to stay on the 

land. In these instances of declining rates of ever-married women among lower age brackets, 

declines in tenure mobility, lack of available men to marry, and a family’s reliance on 

working adult daughters both on-farm and off likely all contributed to rising rates of delayed 

marriage in greater-suffering counties.  

 My results also bring to light some interesting consequences of the crisis in terms of 

the share of women currently married, meaning those who are married with a spouse either 

present or absent. While there is little difference between the coefficients on ever-married 

and currently married among white Southern women, meaning that changes in marriage rates 

are primarily driven by changes in the number of women who delayed marriage, results on 

Southern Black women indicate that, while some delaying of marriage occurred in the 20-24 

range, an increase in crisis exposure also decreased the share of currently married women, 

especially among older age groups. I find that among women 20-24, 25-29, 30-34, and 35-

39, the share of currently married women fell by 2.1, 1.6, 2.5, and 2 percentage points 

respectively. This means that as a result of the crisis, the share of Black women who were 

either widowed, separated, or divorced increased. This pattern is further revealed in the 

overrepresented share of not currently married female-headed Black tenant families on relief 

rolls during the Depression: 

Only 1 family in every 100 enumerated was classified as a displaced tenant family, that 

is, a family without a definite crop or work agreement with the landlord. . .  Families 

with widowed or unmarried females as heads were found most frequently in the 

unemployable group. (Woofter et al. 1936, 165) 
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Violence against Black men in the South was common, and one possible reason for 

the rise in widowed Black women in the counties hit hardest by the crisis could be an uptick 

in the amount of lethal violence against Black men.10 For example, the formation of the 

Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union in Arkansas during the 1930s as a response to increasingly 

poor conditions for croppers and tenants was met with violence from white planters (Dyson 

1973; Jones 1985). Another potential reason for the fall in currently married Black women 

could be that, as in urban areas, federal relief programs were often only given to families 

without a male household head. Black families in particular struggled to access relief due to 

discrimination, and some fathers were forced to “desert” their families so that they might 

qualify for relief (Jones 1985, 189).  

An opposite pattern existed to a smaller extent among currently married Midwestern 

white women. As shown in Table 1.7, a one standard deviation increase in farm crisis 

exposure increased the share of 30–34-year-old Midwestern white women who were 

currently married by about 0.6 percentage points and the share of 35–39-year-old women 

who were currently married by about 0.8 percentage points. In general, counties that were hit 

hardest by the farm crisis saw a decrease in the share of older, separated women. White 

women usually were only the sole operators of farms after inheriting them from their 

husbands upon their death. It is likely that it became more difficult for these newly single 

women to keep farms going during bad times and white women in this situation had greater 

opportunity than their Black Southern counterparts to move on to the city for other work, 

especially during the Depression. While results on the mechanisms driving declines or 

 
10 Violence against Black men and women as a determinant of the outcomes I explore both in this chapter and in Chapter 2 

is an important topic in need of further research. Recent studies such as Cook, Logan, and Parman (2018a, 2018b) are 

examples of scholarship that connect violence against Black men and women in the form of lynching to economic, social, 

and political outcomes and can serve as a roadmap for future research.  
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increases in currently married rates are not fully clear from the results presented here and 

warrant further investigation, there is a clear relationship between decreased tenure mobility 

and delayed marriage among young age groups, exemplified by the significant effects of the 

crisis on both Southern white tenure mobility and white ever-married rates.  

1.5.3 Fertility and off-farm work 

As Table 1.8 shows, increased crisis exposure had little effect on the other outcomes 

of interest (off-farm work and number of children), except among Black women in the South. 

I find that, as shown in Table 1.8, column 2, a one percent increase in crisis exposure resulted 

in a decrease of about 4 children per hundred ever-married Black women aged 16-39.  

Changes in mobility and marriage rates as a response to the farm crisis are not further 

reflected in women’s changes in behavior in terms of off-farm work and fertility. Except for 

the number of children born to Black women, there is no effect of the farm crisis on the other 

outcomes of interest. Still, the drop in fertility among Black women is worth noting. Why did 

Black women’s fertility decline in the South as a response to the farm crisis, while white 

women’s did not? Family farming in the United States, especially sharecropping farms, often 

relied on children’s labor as well as that of the adult members of the family. It is likely that as 

Black women in the age group of 20-24 delayed marriage and started fewer sharecropping 

families, there was a similar decrease in the number of children per woman. Additionally, 

sharecropping farms had the fewest reserve resources with which to raise more children. 

White families, on the other hand, typically had greater resources to care for additional 

children and thus there is no significant association between the crisis and white women’s 

fertility as a result of them delaying marriage. These patterns may also be driven by the 
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decline in the share of currently married Black women in hard-hit counties. Without 

husbands, it is unsurprising that the number of children would also fall to some extent.  

Table 1.8: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Other Outcomes, All 
 (1) (2) 

 Share w/ Off-farm Work Num. Children 

A. South, Black 

Crisis Exposure (US Prices) .0051 -.038** 

 (.0032) (.0077) 

N 1,474 1,499 

Mean Dep. Var 0.022 -0.039 

Level in 1920 0.025 0.699 

   

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure (Global Prices) .064** .064** 

 (.0024) (.0023) 

F 1141 1171 

B. South, White 

Crisis Exposure (US Prices) .0011 -.0009 

 (.0018) (.0047) 

N 2,259 2,280 

Mean Dep. Var 0.023 -0.118 

Level in 1920 0.025 0.898 

   

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure (Global Prices) .064** .064** 

 (.0024) (.0023) 

F 1141 1171 

C. Midwest, White 

Crisis Exposure (US Prices) .0013 .0066 

 (.0025) (.0049) 

N 1,920 1,936 

Mean Dep. Var 0.022 -0.084 

Level in 1920 0.097 0.828 

   

 First Stage 

Crisis Exposure (Global Prices) .032** .032** 

 (.0017) (.0017) 

F 543 542 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change share of women working off farm and the number of children under 5 per ever-

married woman aged 16 to 39. Observations are at the county level. Panel A analyzes Southern Black women, Panel B analyzes 

Southern white women, and Panel C analyzes Midwestern white women. First stage results are presented in the bottom of 

each panel. All models include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, 

and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share 

indebted and debt-to-value, and race-specific population density. Also included are controls for AAA spending during the 

1930s and state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors 

clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

1.6 Conclusion   

In this chapter, I measure the impact of the fall in farm commodity prices, isolated 

from other aspects of the crisis, on mobility, marriage, fertility, and work outcomes for 
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women and men on farms in the U.S. South and Midwest. I find that farm tenure mobility 

was significantly hindered by the crisis among Southern white farmers but had little impact 

on Black farmers, because limited access to farm ownership made Black farmers less 

susceptible to disruptions in tenure mobility. In the Midwest, I find that crisis exposure 

caused tenants and owners to leave farming altogether, but that reliance on family inheritance 

likely enabled mobility up the ladder to remain strong.  Challenges to tenure mobility caused 

by the crisis are further reflected in changes in women’s marriage rates: Southern white 

women were more likely to delay marriage as a result of the crisis, especially at younger 

ages. There is some evidence, though not as pronounced, that Southern Black women and 

Midwestern white women were also delaying marriage. In addition to changes to tenure 

mobility, family farm consolidation and reliance on women’s subsistence farming activities 

were also important motivators for encouraging young women to delay marriage. 

Results also indicate varied outcomes regarding the share of women currently married 

in counties most affected by the crisis. For example, among Southern Black women, 

currently married rates fell across almost all age groups because of the crisis, suggesting that 

racial disparities in relief access or the violence inflicted upon Black men might be leaving 

more separated women on farms. Finally, women did not respond to decreased earnings 

potential on farms by taking off-farm work (except through migration, which I explore in the 

next two chapters), but there was some decline in Black women’s fertility, possibly due to a 

decline in labor needs on sharecropping farms as a result of the crisis.  

The relationships between shocks to the marriageability of men in agricultural 

communities, shocks to the availability of the resources to obtain farm land and capital, and 

delayed marriage among women are well supported by my findings, which add further 
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support to the pattern found in other studies (Bloome, Feigenbaum, and Muller 2017; 

Landale 1989; Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 2013). This chapter further expands on this pattern 

to explore the connection between the labor, land, and marriage markets. It highlights how 

not just declining marriageability of men, but also the unique labor and financial needs of 

farms during crisis, especially for women’s subsistence farm labor or women’s wage labor 

off-farm to support those on farm, also helped to delay women’s marriage. Additionally, 

differences by both race and region in access to farmland and farm capital highlight how 

family aid in addition to racial discrimination can determine who is able to keep the farm. 

This chapter focused on the women who stayed in these counties hit hardest by the farm 

crisis. In the next two chapters, I will expand my analysis to understand more about the 

women who left as a result of the crisis: who they were, what they hoped to find in the city, 

and how they fared once they got there.  
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CHAPTER 2 

2 “THE FARM WOMAN’S PROBLEMS”: FARM CRISIS IN THE U.S. SOUTH 

AND MIGRATION TO THE CITY 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In 1920 the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) published a report titled 

The Farm Woman’s Problems aimed at better understanding why rural women were 

choosing to leave farm life and migrate to urban areas. Whether for better job opportunities, a 

better standard of living, or better marriage prospects, the exodus of women from farming 

meant many found themselves physically separated from their family networks for the first 

time. The Farm Woman’s Problems (Ward 1920) and similar reports from the USDA 

expressed concern about the future of the farm family and captured a larger structural 

change: a transition of the U.S. labor force from one primarily based in farming to one based 

in urban wage work. The farm crisis during the 1920s and 1930s, defined by dramatic drops 

in farm commodity prices and foreclosures, further accelerated this transition, altering 

women’s opportunities for work and marriage on-farm, while the Great Depression in the 

1930s altered women’s opportunities off-farm. The period of the 1920s and 1930s provides a 

unique historical example of the ways in which an ongoing crisis in a rural area, and 

changing macroeconomic conditions that affected urban areas, can alter gendered migration 

decisions and opportunities. 

Studies of this rural-to-urban transition have focused almost exclusively on men. In 

this chapter, I provide evidence that women were more likely to migrate to urban areas than 

men. I also center the role of race and its intersection with gender in this migration. I focus 

my analysis on the U.S. South, which during the same period of farm crisis was in the midst 
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of the first wave of the Great Migration, from 1910 to 1940, when more than 1.5 million 

Black men and women left the South for the urban North. I test whether the farm crisis had a 

role in accelerating women’s exodus and examine the ways in which gender and race 

conditioned the migration decision, looking at selection into migration based on individual 

and family characteristics and how the farm crisis affected farm families. I argue that the 

specific racial and gendered aspects of Southern farming – gendered division of labor and 

paternalism in farming, a system of sharecropping in which racial discrimination and 

violence were embedded, and the declining ‘marriageability’ of young men during the farm 

crisis – created an intolerable situation for many women on farms.  

Over the course of the farm crisis, I find that Black women were up to 12 percentage 

points more likely than Black men to migrate, and white women were up to 6 percentage 

points more likely than white men to migrate. These differences persist after the inclusion of 

both individual and county-level controls as well as after comparing individuals within 

households. Women’s greater likelihood of migration, I argue, reflects ongoing structural 

inequalities in farming that limited women’s access to their own land, control over their own 

earnings, and a better life. I use the changes to farm family socioeconomic mobility brought 

about by the farm crisis to highlight how these gendered aspects of farm economic life 

disproportionately limited a woman’s choices for work and marriage should she remain on 

the farm. Women’s access to farming was mostly through marriage, and socioeconomic 

mobility was dependent on the farm family’s ability to rise from wage worker to tenant to 

owner. Limits to farm family economic mobility created by debt, foreclosure, and federal 

recovery spending, which incentivized the removal of sharecroppers and tenants during the 

crisis, were stronger predictors of women’s outmigration from farming than men’s. I also 
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find that characteristics of both the individual and the household highlight how racial 

segregation in urban work and in farming had important implications for Black women’s 

migration compared to white women’s. I find that Black women were more hindered by 

family care constraints than their white and male counterparts, and that access to education 

made Black women less likely to leave the farm than those with less access, reflecting Black 

women’s constrained position in both the patriarchal family farm that relied on their care 

work at home and in the urban work force due to racism. 

Evaluating the realities of the “Farm Woman’s Problems” is essential for 

understanding women’s role in the larger rural-to-urban transition and women’s increasing 

participation in the off-farm labor force. To do this, I created a new dataset, which follows 

over 200,000 women and 500,000 men from 1920 to 1930 and 1930 to 1940 using complete 

count census data. My dataset is one of a handful that link women longitudinally, and the 

only one that I am aware of that links them from the 1920 to 1930 and 1930 to 1940 U.S. 

censuses.11  Over the last five years, there has been an explosion of work that relies on linked 

datasets using complete count census data examining the Great Migration and other, 

international migration events during the first half of the twentieth century (Abramitzky, 

Boustan, and Eriksson 2012; Collins and Wanamaker 2014, 2015; Boustan 2017). Until 

recently, these studies have been limited to men due to challenges linking women 

longitudinally after maiden names are forgone for their husbands’ last names. I address this 

problem by using marriage certificates from the genealogy website FamilySearch.org. These 

 
11 Marchingiglio and Poyker (2020) link women who were either always married or never married during their two periods 

of interest (1910 and 1920). Price et al. (2019) harness individual public contributions to family-tree data from 

FamilySearch.org and a machine learning approach to link women from 1900 to 1920. Craig et al. (2019) use marriage 

certificates to link husband-wife pairs in 1880 and 1910 to their childhood homes in 1850 and 1880. Olivetti and Paserman 

(2015) create “pseudo links" which link men and women based on their first names alone from 1850 to 1940. Feigenbaum 

and Gross (2020) use a genealogy-based linking method with information from FamilySearch.org Most of these methods 

require access to restricted complete count census data. 
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contain information on marriage year and maiden name and allow me to find a woman in the 

census based on her maiden name before marriage, and her married name after marriage. By 

seeing women before and after their migration took place, I can isolate the impact of gender 

on migration propensity among Black and white men and women, regardless of post-

migration marriage status. 

To inform my research questions and to better understand the mechanisms behind my 

quantitative results, I draw on archival material that explains women’s attitudes toward farm 

work and farm marriage, and why urban living offered them more in terms of independence 

and social and economic mobility than their male counterparts. This material also offers 

glimpses into the consequences of the farm crisis for women. These sources include surveys 

from the time period, personal accounts of women in the form of autobiographies and oral 

histories of those who took part in this migration, and the observations of social scientists 

concerned by the exodus of rural youth. 

This chapter builds upon several literatures. The first is that of migrant selection and 

sorting in the Great Migration (Collins 2021). Studies of the first wave of the migration have 

demonstrated that Black male migrants from 1900 to 1950 were more likely to have more 

years of education and to be literate (Margo 1990), have higher occupation and income 

scores from 1910 to 1930 (Collins and Wanamaker 2014, 2015), and come from both the top 

and the bottom of the occupation distribution in 1940 (Boustan 2017). Many, including 

Vigdor (2002), emphasize how the traditional Roy model of migration, which would predict 

that Black male migrants from the South would have fewer years of education, is better 

revised to highlight the role of the social and political freedoms outside of the Jim Crow 

South as a major motivating factor. In this chapter, I examine the Great Migration in the 
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context of a larger rural-to-urban transition. I focus specifically on farm-to-urban migration, 

exploring the ways in which, in addition to an individual’s education and literacy status, a 

family’s farm characteristics, such as ownership or debt, enabled or hindered migration. This 

also allows me, following the theoretical framework of Harris and Todaro (1970), to address 

how the Great Depression, which increased uncertainty about employment in urban areas, 

functioned in the migration decision (Boustan, Fishback, and Kantor 2010). The effects of 

individual and farm characteristics varied by gender and race, and by comparing Black and 

white, male and female, I am able to explore the role of patriarchy in farming families and 

racism in the South in conditioning this migration. 

My chapter also aligns with studies of the U.S. farm crisis and with feminist 

migration scholarship. The causes of farm distress (Alston 1983; Rajan and Ramcharan 

2015) and labor and migration effects of federal recovery policies (Whatley 1983; Fishback, 

Horrace, and Kantor 2006) have been well studied. However, the specific effects of this 

period of crisis on women’s migration have been overlooked. I add to this literature by 

explicitly considering the role of resources and gendered expectations within the family, 

building on the work of feminist migration scholars. I expand the framework of the Roy 

model to also include questions about how motivations, costs, and benefits differed for 

women, and to what extent power dynamics within the household affected selection into 

migration (Pessar 1999). Scholars of other movements of women have emphasized migration 

that was specifically for marriage (Diner 1983; Friedman-Kasaba 1996; Fan and Huang 

1998). I follow this literature by exploring evidence in my archival sources for migration not 

only for work but for better marriage opportunities. 
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The rest of the chapter is organized as follows. In Section 2.2, I briefly summarize the 

role of the farm crisis in internal migration and the history of the Great Migration. In Section 

2.3, I introduce archival evidence that speaks to the gendered nature of this internal migration 

and I draw on theoretical literature to outline the major mechanisms at play. In Section 2.4, I 

describe the construction of my linked datasets. Section 2.5 walks through my empirical 

strategy. Section 2.6 describes my results and Section 2.7 concludes. 

2.2 Historical background: farm crisis and the Great Migration 

The farm crisis of the 1920s and 1930s was defined by steep drops in farm 

commodity prices, farm foreclosures, and the decline of farm tenure mobility (see Chapter 1). 

Not only the declines in farm profitability, but also farm debt made the establishment of new 

farm families very difficult. The distress caused by this boom-and-bust period, however, was 

just one of many challenges facing the farm sector. A falling farm population and rapid 

mechanization were further accelerated by federal efforts to stabilize farm prices during the 

1930s with legislation such as the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933 (AAA). For example, 

Fishback, Horace, and Kantor (2006, 15–16) find that a one standard deviation increase in 

AAA spending caused a reduction in the net migration rate into a county of 0.13 standard 

deviation. The removal of sharecroppers and other tenants as a result of the AAA was a 

primary avenue through which the establishment of new farm families was eroded. The 

exodus of farmers, especially of young people and women, was a concern of many officials 

during the period (Smick and Yoder 1929; Hamilton 1933). Throughout the 1920s and 

1930s, the farm population fell by an average of 521,000 people each year (Olmstead and 

Rhode 2006). In this chapter, I examine not only the drop in farm commodity prices, but also 
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the role of farm debt and the AAA in conditioning women’s exodus from farming due to 

changes in farm family viability. 

There is also a large body of literature that looks specifically at internal migration in 

the United States. The period of the farm crisis falls during the first wave of the Great 

Migration that stretched in its entirety from 1910 to 1970. During that time, more than 6 

million Black men and women migrated from the South to the North. This study focuses on 

the first wave from 1910 to 1940, when the share of Southern-born Black men and women 

living outside of the South rose from 5 percent to 15 percent. White men and women moved 

in smaller but not insignificant numbers as well. In both the 1920 and 1930s, white and Black 

outmigration from the South exceeded in-migration (Fligstein 1981; Berry 2000). The Great 

Depression slowed these migrations as unemployment rose in Northern cities, especially for 

Black individuals, but by the mid-1940s Black outmigration would reach its peak (Boustan 

2017). 

This chapter alters the frame through which the Great Migration is viewed. I place the 

Great Migration in the context of rural-to-urban migration, focusing on how migration 

patterns can change in the context of macroeconomic shocks in both rural and urban areas. 

For many Black men and women who left the South, there was often an initial move to a 

Southern city which would pave the way in terms of experience in urban jobs and knowledge 

of migration routes, and those migrants may look fundamentally different from the ones who 

made direct routes North (Gottlieb 1987). 

The difficulty of compiling a linked sample of women has meant that questions about 

gender differences in migration behavior have so far been limited to cross-sectional analysis. 

For example, White (2005) shows that in 1920, Black female migrants from the South living 
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in an urban area were 3.5 times more likely to be employed than their non-migrant 

counterparts. However, she cannot give an indication as to whether they were positively 

selected on the basis of transferrable urban skills (such as previous work as a domestic 

servant). Highlighting gender differences in the context of the family also allows me to 

consider whether the migration decisions of these women were not based merely on 

individual utility-maximization decisions. For many women, decisions were likely made on 

the household level; they would be expected to migrate after families determined they could 

no longer support an unmarried daughter and to send home some of their earnings. In 

particular, as the dominant farm organization transitioned from small family-farming to 

larger, mechanized farming, women became less of an asset on the farm as the number of 

tasks deemed appropriate for women fell. Meyerowitz (1988), looking at white rural-to-urban 

migrant women in Chicago, also emphasized how a single daughter was often seen as a 

burden to the family, despite these daughters’ unmonetized roles in childcare and household 

and farm production. Especially in working-class, tenant farm, and small farm families with 

precarious financial situations, daughters often migrated in search of work when the income 

earned by the father did not suffice to support the entire family. 

2.3 Mechanisms in gendered rural-to-urban migration 

By studying migration during the period of the farm crisis, I am able to better 

understand how an ongoing crisis in a sending region characterized by gender segregation in 

access to work and land, and how the context of changing opportunities in receiving areas 

brought on by the Great Depression, altered migration decisions. In the decade following the 

first World War, cities in the United States gained a net 5,000,000 individuals, nearly all of 

whom came from the farming areas of the county (Baker 1933, 61) . Better marriage 
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opportunities, better earnings opportunities, and a better standard of living all functioned as 

important pulls to urban living. 

Figure 2.1 shows the male-to-female ratio of individuals age 15 to 35 living, working, 

or living with a parent who works in farming in each census year. An upward sloping line 

indicates an increase in the number of men per woman, whereas a downward sloping line 

indicates a decrease in the number of men per woman. The figure shows how after over 40 

years of an increasing share of the number of women compared to men on farms, the farm 

crisis period, indicated by the shaded area, exhibited a reversal: the number of men per 

woman began to rise. This pattern is consistent with reports of the period expressing concern 

about the exodus of women from farming, and in the following sections, I explore some 

reasons why women were more likely to leave the farm than men. 

Figure 2.1: Farming Population Male-to-Female Ratio 

 

Notes: This figure shows the male-to-female ratio of individuals aged 15-35 

who were either living, working, or had a live-in parent or spouse working 

on a farm in the South.  

 

2.3.1 Roy Model of migrant selection 

Economic models of migrant selection typically generate predictions about who is 

most likely to receive the greatest economic benefits from migration. Those who are 
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expected to benefit the most are expected to leave in the greatest numbers. Studies of 

migration selection to and within the United States have primarily been grounded in the Roy 

(1951) model. The Roy model is the most widely used model of selection, applied to 

immigration theory by Borjas (1987). The Roy model predicts that migrants who are more 

“skilled” (often defined as more years of education or job experience) are more likely to 

migrate if they can expect to gain higher returns away from their home community. In that 

case, migrants would be positively “selected” on the basis of skill from their sending 

community. Conversely, there is negative selection on the basis of skill when low-skilled 

migrants leave expecting to gain higher returns away from their home community.  

Boustan (2017), showing how inequality was greater in the South than in the North, 

explains that the simple Roy model would predict that Southerners at the low end of the 

income distribution would have the most to gain by moving North. As Boustan (2017) and 

other have pointed out, however, there are many ways in which the simple Roy model does 

not adequately explain the first wave of the Great Migration among Black men. They show 

positive selection on the basis of farm ownership and higher socioeconomic status (meaning 

farm owners and children of those whose families owned farms were more likely to migrate) 

because the poorest of farmers did not have access to adequate resources, information, or 

health to make the journey (Margo 1990; Logan 2009; Boustan 2017). Black South-to-North 

migrants also had higher levels of literacy (Hamilton 1959) and education (Tolnay 1998) and 

were more likely to have previously lived in an urban area and gained skills more 

transferable for urban work (Collins and Wanamaker 2015). Boustan (2017), recognizing that 

one issue in many of these models is that certain characteristics like education can be jointly 

determined with the decision to migrate, looks at father’s occupation as a proxy for positive 
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or negative skill selection. She finds that Black male South-to-North migrants were selected 

both from the lowest-skill households and the highest-skill households. In this chapter, I take 

a similar, critical view of the simple Roy model, and argue for a more complex version, 

which considers not just the racial aspects but also the gendered aspects that may encourage 

or limit migration.  

Theories of rural-to-urban migration also offer predictions about selection and 

migrant behavior in the internal migration context. In their classic model of rural-to-urban 

migration, Harris and Todaro (1970) posit a dual economy – rural and urban – between 

which workers migrate back and forth based on actual rural wages and expected urban wages 

taking into account the unemployment rate in the city. This model can be expanded to 

incorporate rural unemployment, which is particularly relevant for the rural farming sector 

during the Great Depression. As long as the expected wage is higher in urban areas than 

rural, there will be movement toward the city. As in the Roy model, the wage rate in cities 

may be higher for those with more education or training, and thus a city might experience in-

migration from individuals positively selected on the basis of skill. 

Micro-level theories of migration tend to characterize the migration decision as taking 

place on an individual or household level. The neoclassical view looks at wage differentials 

across space that help an individual migrant to determine both the pecuniary and mental costs 

and benefits of leaving one’s home (J. R. Hicks 1932; Sjaastad 1962). Others look at 

migration at the level of the household. A household may collectively act to maximize its 

expected income while minimizing risks (Massey 1999). In these theories, the individual is 

most often thought of as a genderless or male migrant, and the household decision is seen as 

occurring without conflict. A feminist approach asks how the scale of female and male 
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migration might differ, whether receiving-area reactions to migrants are gendered, and the 

ways in which migration influences and reflects gendered relations (Pessar 1999; Green 

2012). The role of gendered social norms and the constraints they place on who moves, 

where, and for what purpose, must also be considered. A household may choose whether or 

not to send a daughter away to work, for example, based in part on how that decision would 

be perceived by community members and without giving much choice to the migrant herself. 

Gender-segmented employment opportunities can also create differential incentives between 

men and women (Pessar 1999). For example, in the United States, gender and race were used 

as reasons to keep wages low for female-dominated or Black-dominated occupations (Amott 

and Matthaei 1996) and conditioned Black women’s migration choices.  

2.3.2 The farm crisis and other push factors 

In farming areas, economic mobility largely depended upon an individual’s ability to 

ascend the farm tenure ladder (moving from farm wage worker to sharecropper to tenant, to 

owner). As shown in Chapter 1 and elsewhere, men’s marriageability declined when they no 

longer had the resources to own or rent land to which to move their new families, and 

movement up the farm tenure ladder slowed or stopped altogether (Wickens 1931; E. J. Long 

1950; Alston and Ferrie 2005). Studies of more recent time periods show how long-run 

changes in marriage patterns in the United States can reflect changes in the supply of 

marriageable men. Where there are worse labor market opportunities for men (or better labor 

market opportunities for women), marriage rates among women would be expected to fall 

(Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan 2015). When examining the effect of Chinese import 

penetration on manufacturing communities in the United States, Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 

(2019) show that a decline in manufacturing due to Chinese import penetration from 1990 to 
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2007 reduced the supply of marriageable men, reduced the prevalence of marriage, and 

reduced fertility, particularly in dual-parent households. Many examples exist of women 

migrating not only for better work opportunities, but better marriage opportunities (Pedraza 

1991; Fan and Huang 1998). For example, Diner (1983) shows that young, single emigrant 

Irish women during the Irish famine left not only because of poorer economic conditions, but 

because of fewer chances for marriage. Friedman-Kasaba (1996) writes that a desire for more 

“acceptable” marriages was one reason Jewish women migrated from Russia to the United 

States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (40). The deteriorating conditions 

for small family farms in the rural South also led many young, single women to leave not 

only for work but for better marriage prospects. 

The period of the farm crisis upended family farm formation and the small family 

farm, and increasing shares of both women and men, especially young women and men, left 

farming for good throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Young men faced challenges in securing 

their own land or tenant contacts in both decades, reduced farm commodity prices led to 

foreclosure, mechanization made farm labor less necessary, and the AAA coincided with two 

periods (1933-34 and 1935-37) of widespread tenant and sharecropper evictions in the South 

(Adams 2006). With sharecropping and tenant contracts hard to secure, Black former farmers 

in particular either stayed in the area working as farm wage workers or seasonal farmers or 

migrated to the city. For many, that first migration to the city would occur within the South. 

These two decades of structural transformation compounded a situation in rural areas 

that already concerned national and local observers: the exodus of young people, particularly 

women, from farming. The 1920 report mentioned in the introduction of this chapter was one 

of a larger collection of reports from both the federal government and independent 
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organizations that sought to explain why young men and women were leaving the farm. 

These were part of a large-scale effort that included the Country Life movement, Home 

Extension Service, and 4H Clubs working to keep young people, families, and especially 

women on the farm through home and farm improvement. Many of these official federal 

efforts focused exclusively on white farmers and thus the situations of Black women on 

farms are not well represented in any of these surveys and reports. In a letter to the 

Commission on Country Life in 1908, W. E. B. Du Bois implored the commission to 

thoroughly examine the plight of the Black farmer. He wrote: 

The very center of the farmer problem in the South is the Negro Problem, and any 

attempt to treat it as though the race problem did not exist would be very unfortunate 

not to say untrue. A plain unbiased statement of the real facts ought to be made, not 

simply for the sake of the Negro, but for the sake of the white farmer. There is, as you 

know, in the South a widespread system of peonage varying all the way from the share 

system tenancy with systematic cheating and company stores, to practical slavery (Du 

Bois 1908, 1). 

 

Black farmers especially faced a range of inhumane treatment and living conditions, 

particularly on sharecropping farms (Bizzell 1921; Dickins 1928). Black sharecropping 

farmers were often perpetually in debt to their landlords who refused to pay their tenants 

what they were owed. Lack of recourse meant payment disputes often ended in violence 

against Black farmers, including lynchings (James 1988; Tolnay and Beck 1992, 1995; 

Wilkerson 2010; Equal Justice Initiative 2017). The realities of the exceptionally poor 

conditions for Black farmers in addition to the violent and non-violent racism experienced in 

daily life in the South highlight racism as one of the most important reasons that rural-to-

urban moves among Black migrants differed from those of white migrants. 

Many studies of white and Black young men and women leaving rural communities 

focused on (1) the lack of good educational opportunities (Caliver 1935), (2) the lack of good 
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jobs for those who did have an education, did not have access to farmland, or who were 

single women (Sanderson 1924), and (3) the relentlessness and intensity of farm work, 

particularly for farm wives and daughters who had little control over the farm’s earnings 

when working on a family farm (Ward 1920; Sanderson 1924). One commentary on the 

future of the farm family focused on the growing role of education, awareness of the urban 

luxuries of city life, and the widening earnings gap between the farm and the city, as major 

threats to the traditional farm family: 

This tendency of urban values and ideals to dominate the rural mind inevitably weakens 

the farm family unless there is a recognition of this danger and a definite attempt is made 

to develop a discriminating appreciation of the possibilities of rural life and an earnest 

effort to enrich the life of the farm home. (Sanderson 1924, 9) 

 

Recognizing that country life was becoming less and less desirable, multiple government and 

nongovernment organizations sought to address the “problem” of rural youth. The Country 

Life Movement, which was very active in the twenty years leading up to the farm crisis, 

addressed everything from soil erosion to adult education to, most relevant here, raising the 

morale among the rural population to keep them on the farm. The hope was to keep the 

agricultural population strong and productive to feed the growing needs of urban centers 

(Danbom 1979; Ramey 2014). Similarly, the Home Extension service operated locally for 

both white and Black families, though the agencies were segregated by race. The service 

aimed to teach farm wives how to be more efficient and reduce some of the back-breaking 

work of maintaining a family farm, but in doing so reinforced gendered divisions of labor 

and racial segregation (Walker 1996; Jones-Branch 2014). 

Despite these efforts, and these programs’ specific focus on farm women, 

contemporary regional and state studies repeatedly showed a gendered imbalance in 

migration: women were leaving at a greater rate than men (Ward 1920; W. A. Anderson and 
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Loomis 1930; Hatcher 1930; Thurow 1934). A study of white farm families in Wake County, 

North Carolina in 1929 showed that among both farm owners and farm tenants, there was a 

higher proportion of daughters over 14 years old who had left home than sons. Among 

tenants, 49 percent of daughters versus 33 percent of sons had left. Among owners, 54 

percent of daughters versus 51 percent of sons had left (W. A. Anderson and Loomis 1930, 

7). In a larger study looking at North Carolina as a whole, the authors concluded that more 

white and Black daughters of farmers migrated to cities than sons. Additionally, while white 

sons migrated in larger numbers than Black sons to cities, the opposite was true for Black 

and white daughters (Hamilton 1934, 43). 

Archival and empirical evidence as well as theory suggest three avenues through 

which I examine patterns of selection and sorting in migration. First, I focus explicitly on 

how gendered this migration was by looking at the effect of being female on an individual’s 

propensity to migrate and on the type of migration undertaken: (1) intra-state, (2) interstate, 

within South, and (3) interstate, out of South. Second, I examine how hallmarks of the farm 

crisis – change in potential earnings, debt, and AAA spending – interacted with gender to 

alter propensities to migrate. Finally, I modify the approach of the Roy model to examine 

how selection based on access to education functioned differently for Black versus white 

men and women. I also extend the Roy model to focus on the role of the family: resources, 

family size, and parents’ literacy. 

2.4 Data 

2.4.1 Creating a linked dataset of women and men 

Following the ABE method (Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson 2012) outlined in 

Chapter 1, I construct two linked datasets of men and women who were single, aged 5 to 30, 
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and who were living or working on a farm or had a parent working on a farm in either 1920 

or 1930. I specifically target young men and women who were single at the start of each 

decade to capture potential migrants as they make decisions about careers, marriage, and 

family in the context of the farm crisis. I then follow them forward to 1930 (for those I see in 

1920) or 1940 (for those I see in 1930), linking each individual in two different census years 

10 years apart. Data for record linking come from the complete count census provided by the 

Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) through Ancestry.com and the National 

Bureau of Economic Research (NBER). These complete count census data are the digitized 

censuses from the years 1920 to 1940 that include the full names of the individuals recorded. 

To address the reality that many women changed their names after marriage, I use marriage 

certificate data to assign maiden names to individual women in each census year based on 

year of marriage, which allows me to include women who married between census years. 

I downloaded marriage certificates from FamilySearch.org, which has digitized 

millions of historical records available for public search and manual download. Given time 

and resource constraints, I conducted a targeted search to maximize my chance of 

downloading the most relevant marriage certificates. I searched for women who were born in 

counties with greater than 50 percent of the land devoted to farming in the Southern states of 

Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, 

Virginia, and West Virginia, and who married between 1920 and 1940.  After keeping only 

women whose record included their year of birth, maiden names, and year of marriage, I 

have a sample of 130,517 marriage certificates, 91,556 of which I use to make linkages.12  

 
12 The sample of marriage certificates decreases due to age restrictions I imposed after collection. 
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With few exceptions (Olivetti and Paserman 2015; Craig, Eriksson, and Niemesh 

2019; Price et al. 2021; Marchingiglio and Poyker 2021; Feigenbaum and Gross 2020), 

papers that have linked census records over the years for which complete count census data 

are available (1790-1940) have dropped women entirely due to the fact that most women 

change their last names after marriage. Using marriage certificates, my dissertation is the first 

of which I am aware that uses linked census records for women before and after marriage in 

an analysis of migration. 

To link between marriage certificates and censuses, and between census years, I 

expand on the method created by Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson (2012). The version of 

the ABE method that I expand on is the same described in Chapter 1, which matches 

individuals over time based on race in addition to name, age, and place of birth. To 

incorporate marriage certificates, I first link from the marriage certificates to the 1920 and 

1930 censuses, attaching information on marriage year and married name when a link is 

made. I then take the entire sample of both single and to-be-married women from 1920 and 

1930, and with the additional information created by the marriage certificate matches, link to 

the 1930 and 1940 censuses based on married name if a woman was ever married or maiden 

name if a woman was never married. This process is visualized in Figure B.3 of Appendix B, 

Section B.1. 

Additional information from both the marriage certificates and the census data allows 

me to add further restrictions to linking criteria which should reduce the likelihood of Type I 

error but increase the likelihood of Type II error. These alternative datasets serve as 

robustness checks against my main match. I construct one alternative dataset using NYSIIS-

cleaned parents’ first names and spouses’ first names to reduce the probability of false 
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matches from the marriage certificates to the census years (matching to a parent’s first letter 

of their first name in 1920 or 1930 and husband’s first letter of his first name in 1930 or 

1940). This alternative dataset does not apply to my male matches. I then construct a second 

alternative dataset that restricts the matching criteria to match on unique names within five-

year bands. This dataset applies to both female and male matches. Results are consistent 

across datasets. Overall, my match rates fall within the range suggested by Long and Ferrie 

(2013) and are detailed in Appendix B, Section B.1. The secondary match of married women 

is higher than usual match rates, but this is likely due to the initial match keeping only unique 

individuals.  

After matching, I keep all individuals who lived in a rural area13  and who at the start 

of the decade were in some manner participating in agriculture: living on a farm, or working 

on a farm, or having a parent with whom they were living who was working as a farm.14 

After keeping only those who were part of the farming population in each start year, my final 

linked dataset for analysis consists of about 30% of my total matched sample of women and 

50% of my total matched sample of men. I use the U.S. Census definition of urban to indicate 

whether an individual is a farm-to-urban migrant between 1920 and 1930, or between 1930 

and 1940. An individual is a migrant if they moved to an urban area in a different county15 

 
13 The U.S. Census defined a rural area as a place with a population under 2,500 persons during 1920, 1930, and 1940. 

Urban areas were incorporated areas with a population of 2,500 or greater. In 1930, the definition of urban was extended to 

townships and other subdivisions that were not incorporated as municipalities but had populations of 10,000 or more or 

density of more than 1,000 persons per square mile. This added 28 places to the “urban" category that were not considered 

urban in 1920. None of these new urban places were located in the South and thus do not affect my results. 
14 I keep those with an occupation code (1950 basis) (or who have a parent with an occupation code) of 100, 123, 810-840 

or who list themselves as living on a farm. 
15 Average county size in the South East and South Central census regions was 640 square miles in 1920. In the Midwest, 

the average size was 716 square miles. It was 2907 square miles in the West and 746 square miles in the Northeast. 
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between decades.16 A non-migrant is an individual who was still residing in the same county 

and still part of the farm population a decade later. The matching procedure is described in 

further detail in Appendix B, Section B.1, along with details on sample selection and match 

rates. 

2.4.2 Linked sample vs. population 

My dataset follows men and women who were 5 to 30 years old in either 1920 or 

1930, and who encountered the farm crisis early in their lifetimes. In Tables B.6 and B.7 of 

Appendix B, Section B.1, I compare the sample means of my main match to the entire 

population of interest at each start year on key variables of interest to assess the 

representativeness of my sample. Due to higher-status individuals having more unique 

names, the likelihood that matched individuals are better-off socially and economically 

means that they are likely to be more literate or more likely to own their home (Abramitzky, 

Boustan, and Eriksson 2012; Bailey et al. 2020; Abramitzky et al. forthcoming). This pattern 

is emphasized in the characteristics of the married linked sample, and is unsurprising given 

the monetary resources, time, and literacy level required to apply for a marriage certificate. 

Bailey et al. (2020) recommend reweighting the linked sample to match the 

population characteristics using inverse propensity score weights.17  I use these weights to 

match based on differences in state of residence, age, and home ownership in the pre-

migration year.18 The results of this reweighting are presented in Tables B.8 and B.9 of 

 
16 Results are consistent if women who moved within county to the city are included. Including this group of women 

increases the number of migrants in my sample by about 13 percent. Future analysis looking at differences in selection based 

on different types of migration (within-county, out-of-county, out-of-state, etc.) is an important avenue for further study. 

17 The probability that an individual is matched is 𝑃𝑖(𝐿𝑖 = 1|𝑋𝑖). Weights are constructed as 
1−𝑃𝑖(𝐿𝑖 = 1|𝑋𝑖 )

𝑃𝑖(𝐿𝑖 = 1|𝑋𝑖 )
∗

𝑞

1−𝑞
 where q 

is the share of records that are linked. 
18 Single women are overrepresented in my sample as I am limited by the accessibility of digitized marriage 

certificates. Due to the much higher socio-economic status of my linked married women, weighting on 1940 marriage 

status further reduces the representativeness of my linked sample even when also weighting on ownership and other 
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Appendix B, Section B.1. Due to my large sample size, some differences remain statistically 

significant, but these differences are quantitatively small. Additionally, migrant and non-

migrant means of both are biased in the same direction in comparison to the population, 

indicating that a comparison using migration status should still be consistent.  

2.4.3 Farm crisis variables 

I use geographic variation in exposure to the farm crisis to assess how the crisis had 

differential migration effects by gender. I examine three key aspects of the crisis: 1) 

depressed farm earnings defined by the decadal change in crop value per acre, 2) farm debt 

burden and prevalence defined by the ratio of mortgage debt to farm value and share of 

farmers in debt, and 3) AAA spending. Figures 2.2 to 2.4 show geographic variation in both 

debt and AAA spending. Data on county-level measures of the farm crisis come from the 

U.S. Census of Agriculture, available through the Inter-university Consortium for Political 

and Social Research (ICPSR), and from the U.S. Census of Population, also available 

through ICPSR (Haines, Fishback, and Rhode 2018). Information from the census is at the 

county level and includes the ratio of mortgage debt per acre to farm value, crop value per 

acre, share of farmers indebted, share of the county’s population in urban areas, and number 

of manufacturing establishments. Data on AAA spending per capita over the fiscal years 

1933-1939 by county come from Fishback, Horrace and Kantor (2006). My main crisis 

variables of interest in both decades are (1) log change in crop value per acre in county c over 

each decade (t equal to 1920 or 1930) equal to log ∆ (
𝐶𝑟𝑜𝑝𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒

𝐴𝑐𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑐,𝑡:𝑡+1
) = ln (

𝐶𝑟𝑜𝑝𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒

𝐴𝑐𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑐,𝑡+1
) −

 
variables. Since I am most interested in the migration of women to urban areas before marriage, and in pre-migration 

characteristics, I do not expect this oversampling of single women to make my results depart dramatically from 

historical reality. This process is further described in Appendix A. 
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ln (
𝐶𝑟𝑜𝑝𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒

𝐴𝑐𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑐,𝑡
), representing changes in farm earnings, (2) share indebted, which is a measure 

of debt prevalence, (3) ratio of mortgage debt to farm value, which is a measure of debt 

burden, and (4) AAA spending per capita. Table 2.1 presents summary statistics for these 

variables. 
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Figure 2.2: Debt Prevalence 

 
(a) Share Indebted, 1920 

 

 
 

(b) Share Indebted, 1930 

 
Notes: This figure shows the geographic variation in the share of farms indebted at the 

beginning of each decade. Darker colors indicate a greater share of farms indebted. Data 

Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture (Haines, Fishback, and Rhode, 2018). 
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Figure 2.3: Debt Burden 

 
(a) Debt/Value, 1920 

 

 
(c) Debt/Value, 1930 

 
Notes: This figure shows the geographic variation in the ratio of farm mortgage debt to 

farm value at the beginning of each decade. Darker colors indicate a high ratio. Data 

Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture (Haines, Fishback, and Rhode, 2018). 
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Figure 2.4: AAA Spending Per Capita, 1933-1939 

 
 

Notes: This figure shows the geographic variation in AAA spending per capita. Darker 

colors indicate more spending. Data Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture (Haines, 

Fishback, and Rhode, 2018). 

 

 

 

Table 2.1: Farm Crisis, Summary Statistics 

 1920s  1930s 

 Mean Min Max Std. Dev.  Mean Min Max Std. Dev. 

Log ∆t:t+1 Crop  

Value/Acre 

-9.78 -66.37 -0.01 9.74  -4.37 -82.94 -0.01 4.57 

Share Indebtedt 0.22 0.02 0.49 0.08 
 

0.32 0.00 0.77 0.12 

Debt/Valuet 30.34 11.10 46.70 5.76 
 

35.93 11.21 59.18 6.99 

AAA per capita, 

1933-1939 

     4.27 0.00 20.67 2.96 

Notes: This table shows summary statistics for key farm crisis variables. “1920s” refers to those used in evaluating 1920 to 

1930 migrants and “1930s” refers to those used in evaluating 1930 to 1940 migrants. Data Sources: U.S. Census of Agriculture 

(Haines, Fishback, and Rhode, 2018), AAA Spending from Fishback, Horrace, and Kantor (2006). 

 

2.5 Empirical approach 

To understand how certain pre-migration characteristics at the individual, family, and 

county level influenced the urban migration of farm women and men, I employ a series of 
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linear probability and multinomial logit models, focusing on the interactions between 

individual, family, and county-level push factors and gender and race. My sample comprises 

exclusively women and men who were between the ages of 5 and 3019 in 1920 or 1930, were 

born in Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, 

Tennessee, Virginia, or West Virginia, and still resided in the South20 in 1920 or 1930.  They 

also must have been engaged in farming either by living on a farm, working on a farm, or 

having a live-in parent who worked on a farm in the first year of the decade. Individuals to 

whom I assign a migration status by 1930 must have met all of those criteria in 1920, and 

those to whom I assign a migration status by 1940 must have met all of those criteria in 1930. 

I estimate a linear probability model to determine whether women were more or less 

likely than men to migrate during both decades: 

𝑀𝑖𝑔𝑖𝑐𝑡+1 = 𝛼 + 𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑖  × 𝑋′𝑖,𝑐𝑡 +  𝜃𝑐,𝑠𝑡 + 𝛾𝑎 + 𝜀𝑖𝑐𝑠           (2.1) 

Where 𝑀𝑖𝑔𝑖𝑐𝑡+1 = 1 if individual i lived in a rural area in county c in 1920 or 1930 and 

migrated to an urban area in a different county in time t+1 equal to 1930 or 1940, 0 if the 

individual had not moved counties, was still in a rural area, and still participating in the 

farming sector. 𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑖 is a dummy variable equal to 1 if the individual is female.  𝑋′𝑖,𝑐𝑡 is a 

vector of start-of-period individual or county c controls and 𝜃𝑐,𝑠𝑡  are county-of-origin or 

state-of-origin fixed effects depending on specification. 𝛾𝑎  are age fixed effects. I further 

modify 𝑀𝑖𝑔𝑖𝑐𝑡+1 to be a categorial variable representing three types of rural-to-urban 

migration: (1) intra-state migration, (2) inter-state, within-South migration, and (3) inter-

 
19 Those individuals would be between 15 and 40 when I see them the following census year.  
20 My analysis covers all the Southern states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia. Texas and Oklahoma are omitted due to low 

marriage certificate data availability at the time of collection, and to exclude counties further affected by the Dust Bowl in 

the 1930s. Future research can expand this sample as digitization in other states is ongoing. 
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state, out-of-South migration. I estimate this multinomial logit using the same specification 

as Equation 2.1, replacing my binary migration indicator variable with a categorical variable 

based on migration type. 

When testing for gender differences in coefficients, I pool my two samples by race 

and interact my Female dummy with all explanatory variables. For instances where I am 

interested in racial differences between women, I pool my Black and white female samples 

and interact a dummy variable 𝐵𝑙𝑎𝑐𝑘𝑖 = 1 if the individual is Black with all explanatory 

variables. All regressions use robust standard errors that are clustered at the county-of-origin 

level. Each specification is estimated separately for the 1920s and 1930s and samples are 

pooled based on interaction of interest (gender or race). 

2.6 Results 

2.6.1 Gendered migration streams 

2.6.1.1 Gender differences in farm-to-urban migration 

My initial analyses focus on establishing key facts about gendered migration during 

this period. I begin by examining to what extent gender is a predictor of migration from the 

farm to an urban area. Table 2.2 shows the results of a series of linear probability regressions 

that pool my male and female samples by race, weighted to be a representative sample of 

stayers and migrants from farms based on 1920 and 1930 characteristics as described in 

Section 2.4.2. I run these regressions separately on each sample: 1920s migrants and 1930s 

migrants. I first run a model that includes no controls, testing the difference between men’s 

and women’s overall likelihood of migration. These results are shown in columns 1 and 4 of 

Table 2.2. I find that Black women are about 6 percentage points more likely than Black men 

to migrate during the 1920s and about 12 percentage points more likely to migrate during the 
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1930s. White women are about 3 percentage points more likely to migrate than white men to 

migrate during the 1920s and about 6 percentage points more likely to migrate during the 

1930s. I then look at households containing at least two individuals who are in my linked 

sample and include additional individual controls: age fixed effects and farm tenure status 

before migration. These results are presented in columns 2 and 5. After the inclusion of these 

controls, the difference in men’s and women’s likelihood of migration remains relatively 

unchanged or increases, meaning that the difference between migration likelihood is not 

explained by differences in other background characteristics.  

Table 2.2: Gender and Migration Likelihood 
 Black White 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 1920s 

       

Female=1 0.063** 0.046** 0.074** 0.033** 0.038** 0.058** 

 (0.007) (0.005) (0.010) (0.004) (0.004) (0.006) 

       

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Household FE No No Yes No No Yes 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.457 0.754 0.754 0.274 0.698 0.698 

R2 0.004 0.074 0.506 0.001 0.066 0.478 

N 184,901 48,586 48,586 531,425 112,491 112,491 

 1930s 

       

Female=1 0.124** 0.114** 0.173** 0.063** 0.090** 0.157** 

 (0.006) (0.005) (0.010) (0.003) (0.004) (0.008) 

       

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Household FE No No Yes No No Yes 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.382 0.709 0.709 0.203 0.659 0.659 

R2 0.015 0.089 0.475 0.005 0.083 0.456 

N 175,496 39,518 39,518 527,294 81,689 81,689 
Notes: This table shows the coefficients on linear probability models estimating individuals' likelihoods of migration. 

Dependent variable is equal to 1 if the individual moved off-farm between either 1920 and 1930 or 1930 and 1940. Controls 

include age and farm tenure status before migration. In columns 2 and 5 the sample is limited to households in which I see at 

least two individuals. All specifications use robust standard errors clustered at the county-of-origin level. + p < 0.10, * p < 

0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

Next, I use household fixed effects (columns 3 and 6) as an additional robustness 

check for any observed or unobserved aspect of the household that might lead to women 

being more likely to migrate than men. The results indicate that women are still more likely 
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to migrate than their brothers. Black women are still almost 4 percentage points more likely 

to migrate during the 1920s and 8 percentage points more likely during the 1930s. White 

women are about 3 and 6 percentage points more likely to migrate than men during the 1920s 

and 1930s, respectively.  

As false matches may be correlated with migration status, I conduct additional 

robustness checks to create a lower bound for the main migration likelihood estimates. I first 

conduct the same analyses on my conservative datasets. More conservative matching 

procedures should reduce the number of false matches. These results along with the original 

“Main Match” results are presented in Table B.10 of Appendix B. While the coefficient on 

Female falls, it remains both statistically and economically significant. As an additional 

check for the 1930s migration likelihoods, I use the 1940 census question about place of 

residence and farm status in 1935. Looking at women and men aged 15 to 40 in 1940 who 

were single and living on a farm21 in 1935, I find that white women were 3.5 percentage 

points more likely than white men to migrate off-farm and Black women were 3.3 percentage 

points more likely to migrate than Black men. These results are statistically significant. 

These initial descriptive results indicate that women are more likely to leave the farm 

than men, and that the gap in men’s and women’s migration propensities grows during the 

Depression years.  These results are consistent with the overwhelming conclusion that was 

published in the form of smaller survey studies: the farm regions of the United States were 

experiencing an exodus of women. Evidence from surveys and biographical sketches of 

women who decided to leave rural farming areas for urban centers provides some context for 

why this disparity between migration propensities existed and why the disparity might have 

 
21 My definition of the farming population used in my analyses includes farm wage workers, who were not included in the 

1935 question on farm-to-urban migration. 
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grown during the Depression. Better marriage opportunities and opportunities for 

independent livelihoods are two of the major themes that emerge in archival material. Of 

particular importance when considering gendered migration streams is the motivation of 

marriage, and it is highly relevant here as the profitability of farmland fell during the farm 

crisis. A move to the city meant not only better job opportunities, but also a broader set of 

potential marriage partners who had other forms of income and who offered a different 

lifestyle and economic mobility. 

Surveys of female migrants during this period reflect marriage as an incentive for 

migration. While interviewers for the Southern Women’s Educational Alliance (SWEA), an 

organization with the goal of increasing rural girls’ education and keeping them in rural 

areas, commented on the lack of direct evidence of white women’s marriage motivations for 

migration, they did consider them an important underlying cause: 

It should be said, too, that although little was explained on this point by the girls 

themselves. . . there was probably in the drive of most of them towards the city the 

desire for a more normal amount of social contact with boys or men, and so for an 

opportunity to marry according to their own ideas of successful marriage. . .  among 

those who come from heavily underprivileged homes, [who] are driven to the city by 

loneliness and general dreariness, little is heard of the word ‘career,’ and marriage is 

thus likely to have its more traditional unimpeded appeal. (Hatcher 1930, 52–53) 

 

Della Thompson, one interviewee in the same study, followed up a discussion of the stressful 

uncertainty of farm prices with a wish that she would “marry a professor, or next best a rich 

man” when she moved to the city (16-17). This dissatisfaction with farmers as husbands was 

present too in some Black women’s accounts of their relationships. In an oral history 

interview from the Black Women Oral History Project, then schoolteacher Alice Allison 

Dunnigan and later the first Black female Congressional reporter, describes her first marriage 

to a farmer: 
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It was 1925, the next year, that we were married. I tried hard to make a go of it. . . but 

he was a rural farmer, and of course we had different views and different values. . .  He 

vowed that teaching or not, I must help him with the farm work as other farmers’ wives 

did. . .  After a while I became very tired and couldn’t keep up the pace. My husband 

was sharecropping with his father. . .  But at the end of the year, they came out with no 

money at all. In fact, they were in debt to the landlord. This was not unusual among 

sharecroppers. . . . (Dunnigan 1977, 13–14) 

 

This anecdote highlights a key aspect of many women’s, Black and white, dissatisfaction 

with becoming a farm wife: the lack of control within the household over the fruits of their 

own labor. Unpaid work on the farm meant women were not compensated monetarily for 

their efforts and had less control over the collective earnings of the farm. For Black women 

on tenant farms, debts to white landowners meant that staying in farming areas also meant 

even less control over the returns of her family's labor.  

For women who were weighing their option of marrying, becoming a farm wife, and 

staying in their farming community, their decision was influenced by their own earnings 

opportunities as well as by their potential husband’s. For Black women, the decision was 

further affected by consistently low wages for Black men. Black women often entered the 

labor force earlier and stayed in it much longer than their white counterparts. For many white 

women, by contrast, paid employment would be temporary until marriage. As both Black and 

white women state in their personal accounts of their decisions to leave farming, in addition 

to pursuing better marriage partners, if their families were not farm-owning or did not have 

the income to hire farm hands, they found urban living a more desirable prospect than staying 

on farms where they experienced drudgery, back-breaking work, and a lack of control over 

their earnings. 

Surveys of young women who left their farming communities consistently underscore 

the desire for a better standard of living than what being the wife of a farmer could provide. 
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This might be obtained through independent wage-earning opportunities, which many 

women could not access on the farm. The definition of a better standard of living ranged 

from access to modern technologies such as electricity or running water, to access to 

independent earnings, entertainment such as movies, or just the excitement a city contained. 

Many of the women who left talked about a need for “freedom.” For Black and white 

women, this notion of “freedom” had some similarities, but the realities of racism in the 

South and particularly in Southern agriculture meant that Black women faced a starkly 

different set of limits on their behavior, earnings, and livelihood than white women. 

Although racism also pervaded Southern and Northern cities in the form of job and wage 

discrimination and violence, a Black woman could have more control over her earnings if she 

were a domestic worker or in some other off-farm job. 

The length of the farm workday was another major factor in women’s dissatisfaction 

with farm life. Long hours coupled with a lack of control over the fruits of their own labor, in 

contrast to the growing number of jobs and higher standard of living available in the city, 

made the choice of becoming a farm wife intolerable for many. Referencing a survey of 

farms in the North and West of the country, Ward (1920) states: “In industries where love 

and service are not the ruling motives, a walkout might be foreshadowed by conditions [on 

the farm]" (7). She writes that the average working day for over 9,000 farm women was 11.3 

hours. Eight years later, economist Hildegard Kneeland estimated, based on a survey of 700 

farm women, that they worked on average 63 hours a week, or 9 hours a day. If she were able 

to get data from every farm in the country, she remarked, “the average would probably be 

even higher” (Kneeland 1928, 620). Mothers and daughters took on all housework as well as 

significant amounts of farm and field work. While these surveys focused on white women, 
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the reality of the workday on the farm would have been much the same – or worse – for 

Black women, especially since Black families had far fewer resources with which to buy 

labor-saving technology or home care help for children. 

In an oral history interview, Minnie Whitney, one of the many Black women who left 

the South as part of the Great Migration, describes that one of the reasons she left was the 

unyielding nature of farm work: “I started doing that [working on the farm] when I was about 

seven years old. . .  So when I became 10, my father hired me like a boy to work for him. 

That was round the clock. . .  he said go, you go. When he say get up, we get up and go” 

(Whitney 1984). She would later run away from home to escape the farm. After a discussion 

with her mother that concluded that she could not marry and leave the farm until she was 21, 

she “realized that that was too many years that I had to stay under bondage of the family, so I 

left” (Whitney 1984). 

Besides the back-breaking work on the farm, she also talked about how, in many 

respects, her family working as sharecroppers meant they were still living “kind of under the 

bondage of slavery” (Whitney 1984). Sharecropping often meant a life of debt with limited 

upward mobility (Alston and Ferrie 2005). For Black women in particular, a move cityward 

was a way to escape not just the patriarchal farm family but also some of the effects of 

racism and poverty fueled by white owners’ unwillingness to sell or lend to potential farm 

owners (Ransom and Sutch 2001). A move to a city in the North was a further step toward 

leaving the racism of the South behind, though Black women certainly were met with racism 

in the North as well. 

Finally, legal limits on movement are also likely to contribute to gendered disparities 

in migration. For Black female and male potential migrants, the vagrancy and anti-
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enticement laws played an important role in limiting migration. Vagrancy laws allowed local 

police to arrest anyone from the streets they saw without an obvious occupation. While white 

men and Black women (and children) were arrested under these laws in the South, Black men 

were disproportionately targeted (LeFlouria 2015). White planters, concerned about the loss 

of their low-wage workforce to labor recruiters both from the South and the North, sought to 

limit Black men’s movements to other work through violence, intimidation, and the law (C. 

Anderson 2016). Anti-enticement laws were common throughout the South and officials 

levied huge fines and jail time on those agents caught recruiting Southern labor. These 

measures were effective in limiting some movement. Naidu (2010) finds that a 10 percent 

increase in the enticement fine in Jefferson County, Arkansas lowered the probability of a 

sharecropper moving from one farm to another by 12 percent. These legal limits on mobility 

reflect a starkly difference set of migration costs facing Black migrants and are important to 

emphasize when comparing racial and gender differences in migration. 

2.6.1.2 Types of farm-to-urban migration 

I next use a multinomial logit model to measure to what extent male or female 

migrants were likely to move (1) within the same state (intra-state), (2) inter-state, out of the 

south, or (3) inter-state, within the South. I control for farm-tenure type, age, and state of 

origin. Results are presented in Table 2.3. Among migrants of the 1920s, Black women were 

12 percentage points less likely to move inter-state, out of the South than to move intra-state 

compared to Black men and were about 1 percentage point more likely than Black men to 

move inter-state within the South rather than intra-state. In general, this indicates that Black 

women were more mobile within the South, whereas Black men were more mobile out of the 

South. White women in the same period were less likely than white men to move interstate 
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within (1.4 percentage points) or out of (12 percentage points) the South than move within 

state, meaning that white women who migrated were, in general, staying closer to home. In 

the 1930s, both Black and white men were more likely to move interstate within the South 

than in the same state as compared to women. Black women, however, were just as likely as 

men to move interstate out of the South rather than stay in the same state, meaning that, 

during the years of the Great Depression, Black women were just as likely to leave the South 

as Black men. 

Table 2.3: Multinomial Logit, Migrant Sorting 
Dependent Variable: Migration Type (reference category: intra-state migration) 

 

 A. Black B. White 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 1920s Migrants 1930s Migrants 1920s Migrants 1930s Migrants 

Inter-state, South 

Female=1 0.009* 0.037** -0.014** -0.029** 

 (0.005) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) 

     

Inter-state, out-of-South 

Female=1 -0.121** -0.002 -0.122** -0.050** 

 (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.004) 

     

     

Age FE Yes Yes Yes Yes 

State-of-Origin FE Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Tenure Status FE Yes Yes Yes Yes 

N 77,438 60,571 134,359 97,038 
Notes: This table reports the average marginal effects of gender on type of migration by race via a multinomial logit model. 

Type of migration is in reference to an intra-state rural-to-urban move. Robust standard errors clustered at the county-of-origin 

level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

Gender differences in expectations for work and migration and racial differences in 

opportunities for work, both on the farm and in urban areas, are playing important roles in 

these results. In the 1920s, women’s reduced likelihood of migrating longer distances can be 

attributed to gender norms on how appropriate it was for a young woman to be far from her 

family (Meyerowitz 1988; Clark-Lewis 1994). Women often were sent to a city that had a 

family member in it, or one that had been visited before with family, and these women would 

be expected to visit home often. For both white and Black women, there was also concern 
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about the city’s effects on a woman’s conduct and morals, and the further away she was, the 

more challenging it was to maintain control over her actions (Meyerowitz 1988; C. Hicks 

2003). The family’s control over whether and to where a woman migrated is reflected in the 

oral histories of many women. For example, among Black farmers, there was often a process 

of preparation for migration taken at the family level as adult members coordinated with 

urban kin before the daughter would even be aware that she would be expected to leave 

(Clark-Lewis 1994, 57). Additionally, it is likely that shorter, preliminary moves within the 

same state or within the South helped motivate and facilitate women’s eventual moves out of 

state or out of the South, because they acquired transferable urban work experience. 

White women’s relative ease in getting jobs in the South also contributed to them 

staying in the South as compared to their Black counterparts who, especially during the 

Depression, were routinely shut out of job opportunities. Throughout the whole period, 

violence against Black women in the South, both in agricultural areas and, in particular, 

within the white homes where Black women were domestic servants, likely contributed to 

Black women leaving the South at the same rate as men by the 1930s. By contrast, there is no 

evidence that white women moved to the North at the same rate as white men in either 

decade. 

2.6.2 The farm crisis and gender segregation on the farm 

Looking at dynamics of migration in response to the farm crisis can illuminate the 

ways in which gender segregation on the farm and women’s constrained access to 

independent earnings opportunities can create gender gaps in migration propensities. For 

many women, their only access to economic mobility on the farm was through marriage and 

being part of a family farm. For example, sharecropping contracts, which relied on 



87 

patriarchal supervision of labor, were given almost exclusively to men (Bercaw 2003) and 

very few women worked as independent farm wage workers, an avenue for working on farms 

that was much more common for men. Among women employed in farming in some 

capacity in 1920, only 3 percent of white women were listed as farm wage workers, along 

with only 13 percent of Black women. It was also very unusual for a woman to be the sole 

owner of a farm. In the South in 1920, an average of only 4 percent of farms were owned by 

sole female operators, the overwhelming majority of whom were white. Depressed farm 

earnings and the slowing down of tenure mobility caused by farm foreclosures and AAA 

spending threatened the socioeconomic mobility of the family farm. Women, who were 

already constrained in farm economic life, thus were likely to respond to a greater extent than 

men to their sole avenue for economic mobility being eroded when urban opportunities 

remained promising. 

To what extent were migration responses to the farm crisis gendered? I directly 

measure the gender differences in coefficients on my measures of farm crisis exposure 

(decadal change in crop value per acre, share of indebtedness, the ratio of farm mortgage 

debt to farm value, and per-capita AAA spending (1930s only)). The farm crisis was defined 

by the major drops in farm prices at the beginning of each decade and I limit my sample to 

those counties that experienced declines in crop value per acre during each decade. Crop 

value and AAA spending are change variables, whereas all others including controls are 

taken at the start of each decade. Statistically significant differences in coefficients between 

men and women indicate that women were responding differently to the changing economic 

opportunities brought about by the farm crisis than men were. These results are presented in 

Tables 2.4 and 2.5. I find that correlates on farm debt and AAA spending mattered more for 
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female migrants than male migrants, highlighting the ways in which women were more 

responsive to limits placed on the mobility of farm families. For women in farming, their 

options for staying and working on farms were overwhelmingly limited to just one: being a 

part of a farm family. Men, on the other hand, could engage in farm wage labor, were more 

likely to be the beneficiaries of inheritance of land or capital, or were able to start a farm on 

their own, though would be expected to have a farm wife if living on-farm. Challenges that 

arose during the farm crisis to farm tenure mobility when sharecropping, tenant farming, and 

farm-owning were for the most part family-based, thus were likely to limit women’s access 

to socio-economic mobility even more than men’s. This helps to explain women’s greater 

likelihood of off-farm migration during the farm crisis. 
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Table 2.4: Gendered Responses to the Farm Crisis, 1920s 
 Black White 

 Female Male 

Coefficient 

on Gender 

Interaction 

Female Male 

Coefficient 

on Gender 

Interaction 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Log ∆ Crop 

Value/Acre 
-0.080** -0.116** 0.036 -0.063** -0.087** 0.024 

 (0.021) (0.014) (0.025) (0.013) (0.011) (0.016) 

       

Sh. Indebted 0.001 -0.011 0.012 0.032** 0.024** 0.009 

 (0.019) (0.012) (0.022) (0.008) (0.007) (0.009) 

       

Log Debt/Value -0.073* -0.091** 0.019 0.036* -0.006 0.042* 

 (0.034) (0.023) (0.038) (0.015) (0.014) (0.018) 

       

Tenant Family -0.095** -0.097** 0.002 -0.069** -0.059** -0.010 

 (0.015) (0.009) (0.015) (0.016) (0.008) (0.016) 

       

Farm-owning 

Family 
-0.142** -0.116** -0.026+ -0.156** -0.111** -0.045** 

 (0.014) (0.009) (0.015) (0.015) (0.008) (0.016) 

       

Age FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

State FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Mean Dep. Var 0.500 0.438 0.460 0.296 0.264 0.275 

R2 0.110 0.139 0.132 0.059 0.076 0.071 

N 58,663 108,280 166,943 156,386 334,899 491,285 
Notes: This table reports the results of linear probability models estimating the relationship between county-level farm crisis 

characteristics and migration likelihood among Black men and women. The dependent variable = 1 if the individual is a farm-

to-urban migrant. Log change in crop value per acre is over the 1920-1930 period. All other coefficients are at 1920 level. 

Coefficients on tenure status are in reference to a farm wage-working family. Columns 1-2 and 4-5 estimate the models 

separately by gender, Columns 3 and 6 pool the samples and show the interaction term with Female = 1. All models include 

additional controls for urban opportunities within county: population density and number of manufacturing establishments. 

Robust standard errors clustered at the county-of-origin are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

In the 1920s, white women were significantly more likely to migrate than men from 

counties with a greater ratio of farm mortgage debt to value at the start of the decade (Table 

2.4, column 6). While there is no significant association between the debt-to-value ratio and 

men’s migration likelihood, a one percent increase in the debt-to-value ratio increases white 

women’s likelihood of migration by about 4 percentage points. The dramatic increase in farm 

debt obligations during the boom, and the subsequent challenges in meeting those obligations 

as crop prices and land values fell during the crisis, increased the probability of foreclosure 

and deprived many families of land and other farm capital. For the children of farmers, 

ascension up the farm tenure ladder was aided by inheritance, and the farm crisis hindered 
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many families in having the resources to provide their children with the capital necessary to 

help them move up the farm tenure ladder. This is one example of how white women were 

more responsive to threats to family mobility than white men. When the farm was suffering, 

white daughters could help contribute to the family more by working for wages in an urban 

area and sending those wages home. Additionally, white men still had opportunities in farm 

wage labor, whereas white women, whose only major avenue for economic mobility on the 

farm was through the family, had less reason to stay. In contrast, Black farmers faced specific 

challenges to farm ownership due to discrimination in both obtaining credit and buying land. 

They also, as discussed in Chapter 1, had fewer intergenerational resources to help keep land 

in the family if it was acquired. These challenges facing Black farmers working toward land 

ownership may help explain why no similar difference in response to farm debt exists 

between Black women and men. 

As explored in Table 2.5, AAA spending during the 1930s helped to keep white men 

on the land but helped to push both Black men and women off. These patterns highlight a 

more direct measure of the specific threats to Black tenure mobility than debt. For many 

Black farmers, the tenure ladder ended with sharecropping. AAA spending had particular 

implications for tenant-heavy Southern states in its unintended incentives to push tenants and 

sharecroppers off the land in favor of wage workers. Furthermore, since Black farmers were 

more likely to be sharecroppers than white farmers, the AAA was particularly harmful to 

black farmer mobility. Table 2.5 shows that while a one dollar increase in AAA spending per 

capita is significantly correlated with a reduction in migration likelihood among white men, a 

one dollar increase in AAA spending is correlated with an increase in migration likelihood 

among Black men. Previous evidence has shown that AAA spending caused increased 
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migration out of farm counties (Fishback, Horrace, and Kantor 2006). My results suggest that 

a large part of this outmigration consisted of women. Table 2.5 shows a one dollar increase in 

AAA spending per capita is associated with a 0.6 percentage point greater likelihood of 

Black women migrating off-farm than Black men, as Black women were more responsive in 

terms of migration to each dollar of spending than Black men. Among white women, a one 

dollar increase in AAA spending per capita is correlated with a 0.3 percentage point greater 

likelihood of migrating off-farm than white men. This pattern among white farmers is driven 

by white men, the primary beneficiaries of AAA spending, being more likely to stay. I argue 

that Black women were more responsive in terms of migration to the AAA and white women 

were less responsive in terms of staying because of the AAA’s effects on farm family 

socioeconomic mobility.  
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Table 2.5: Gendered Responses to the Farm Crisis, 1930s 
 Black White 

 Female Male 

Coefficient 

on Gender 

Interaction 

Female Male 

Coefficient 

on Gender 

Interaction 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Log ∆ Crop 

Value/Acre 
0.026 -0.011 0.037 0.037* 0.002 0.035* 

 (0.021) (0.016) (0.023) (0.016) (0.011) (0.015) 

       

Sh. Indebted -0.037** -0.018 -0.019 0.038** 0.035** 0.003 

 (0.014) (0.012) (0.017) (0.009) (0.006) (0.010) 

       

Log Debt/Value -0.040 -0.016 -0.024 0.009 0.018 -0.009 

 (0.027) (0.019) (0.031) (0.015) (0.013) (0.016) 

       

AAA per capita 0.011** 0.005** 0.006* 0.002 -0.002** 0.004* 

 (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

       

Tenant Family -0.067** -0.100** 0.031* -0.100** -0.074** -0.022 

 (0.014) (0.011) (0.016) (0.013) (0.008) (0.014) 

       

Farm-owning 

Family 
-0.144** -0.126** -0.018 -0.160** -0.121** -0.040** 

 (0.014) (0.011) (0.017) (0.013) (0.008) (0.015) 

       

Age FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

State FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Mean Dep. Var 0.465 0.343 0.386 0.246 0.185 0.204 

R2 0.125 0.098 0.121 0.068 0.054 0.064 

N 50,511 94,453 144,964 133,288 286,345 419,633 
Notes: This table reports the results of linear probability models estimating the relationship between county-level farm crisis 

characteristics and migration likelihood among Black men and women. The dependent variable = 1 if the individual is a farm-

to-urban migrant. Log change in crop value per acre is over the 1930-1940 period. All other coefficients are at 1930 level. 

Coefficients on tenure status are in reference to a farm wage-working family. Columns 1-2 and 3-4 estimate the models 

separately by gender, Columns 5 and 6 pool the samples and show the interaction term with Female = 1. Columns 2, 4, and 6 

add additional controls for urban opportunities within county. Robust standard errors clustered at the county-of-origin are in 

parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

2.6.3 Selection into migration: education and the family 

While individual characteristics cannot fully explain differences in gender 

propensities for migration during this period, they can expose important racial and gendered 

differences in ability and incentives for migration. The Roy model of migrant selection 

explains migration on the basis of earnings differences between locations, relying on 

measures of “skill” (usually defined as job experience or years of education) as the major 

determining factors in who migrates. Feminist theories of migration, in contrast, emphasize 
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the role of the family in inhibiting or supporting a woman’s migration and the unequal power 

dynamics within families, in addition to gender segregation in the labor market. I first look at 

school attendance and parents’ literacy as rough measures of “skill” in determining positive 

or negative selection on education into migration. I then explicitly examine four 

characteristics of the family I can measure from census data: number of brothers, number of 

sisters, birth order, and tenure status. Using a similar strategy as in my investigation of farm 

crisis variables, I estimate separate regressions for Black and white women, then run a pooled 

model with an interaction term to measure racial differences among women (Black = 1). I 

then estimate regressions for Black and white men and once again use a gender dummy 

variable (Female = 1) to directly measure gender differences by race. 

Table 2.6 shows differences in migration propensities based on individual and family 

characteristics over the 1920s, and Table 2.7 the 1930s. While information on years of 

education is not available until 1940, I use school attendance as a rough indicator of 

educational experience and/or access to education, as many rural children lived far away 

from school or had field work that took them out of school for months at a time. I also look at 

parental literacy, which is highly correlated with others’ literacy within the household, and 

can indicate a family that either valued education or had greater resources with which to 

secure their children an education. In general, the Roy model would predict negative 

selection into rural-to-urban migration as urban areas were paying more to unskilled labor 

than agricultural areas during the farm crisis (Hatton and Williamson 1992). When 

examining specifically South-to-North migration, Collins and Wanamaker (2014) show that 

among Black and white men from 1910 to 1930, school attendance and literacy mattered 

rather little in migration to the North, and they, like others, highlight other incentives for 
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migration, such as increased political freedoms (962). I find that, in contrast, for both Black 

and white men in the 1920s, education, or at least access to it, mattered more (Table 2.6, 

columns 4 and 5). By focusing on farm-to-urban migration rather than generalized South-

North migration, and by looking only at the farm population, I am able to show that 

education and parental literacy had a much more important role to play in the migration of 

the worst-off or most isolated men than among those potential migrants of all economic 

backgrounds. It is thus difficult to interpret these findings as purely “negative” or “positive” 

selection on the basis of “skill” and as a response to wage differentials. If anything, parental 

education or school attendance are instead reflecting access to monetary resources and 

knowledge, which are essential for migration out of rural areas (especially those most 

isolated). 
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Table 2.6: 1920s Migrant Selection: Individual and Family Characteristics 

 
Black 

Women 

White 

Women 

Coefficient 

on Race 

Interaction 

(Women 

Only) 

Black 

Men 

White 

Men 

Coefficient on 

Gender 

Interaction 

(Black Only) 

Coefficient on 

Gender 

Interaction 

(White Only) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

Literate 

Parent 
-0.008 0.015** -0.023** 0.025** 0.060** -0.033** -0.045** 

 (0.006) (0.005) (0.008) (0.004) (0.003) (0.007) (0.005) 

        

In School -0.004 -0.002 -0.002 0.005 0.008** -0.009 -0.010* 

 (0.006) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004) (0.002) (0.007) (0.005) 

        

Num. 

Brothers 
-0.023** -0.005** -0.017** -0.015** -0.002* -0.008** -0.004* 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) 

        

Num. Sisters -0.022** 0.007** -0.029** -0.016** -0.003** -0.007** 0.010** 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) 

        

Birth Order 0.009** -0.002+ 0.012** 0.010** 0.002* -0.001 -0.004** 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) 

        

Tenant 

Family 
-0.086** -0.071** -0.015 -0.085** -0.051** -0.000 -0.020 

 (0.014) (0.015) (0.021) (0.009) (0.009) (0.016) (0.016) 

        

Farm-

owning 

Family 

-0.142** -0.165** 0.024 -0.114** -0.114** -0.028+ -0.052** 

 (0.015) (0.015) (0.021) (0.010) (0.008) (0.017) (0.016) 

        

Age FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

County FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.483 0.303 0.352 0.408 0.251 0.434 0.268 

Pseudo R2 0.146 0.087 0.131 0.148 0.096 0.152 0.095 

N 49,204 131,317 180,521 86,040 263,002 135,244 394,319 
Notes: All specifications include age and county-of-origin fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the county-of-

origin are in parentheses. I measure school attendance for individuals between 6 and 18. These regressions are thus limited 

to women and men aged 6 to 18 in 1920 or 1930. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

Racial segregation in women’s work during this period, and especially during the 

Depression, is reflected in the results on Black and white women’s selection into migration 

based on school attendance and parent literacy. Table 2.7, column 1 shows that Black women 

who were attending school in 1930 were 3 percentage points less likely to migrate by 1940 

than those who were not and about 2.4 percentage points less likely to migrate if they had a 
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literate parent. White women, on the other hand, were 1.2 percentage points more likely to 

migrate if they had a literate parent and about 0.8 percentage points more likely to migrate if 

they were attending school in 1930 than those who were not. For white women in particular, 

urban areas offered independent earnings opportunities, better pay (or any pay), and better 

hours for those with more years of education. Following World War I, there was an 

expansion of white collar work in areas such as teaching, social work, and clerical work that 

opened up “nice” occupations for white women (Amott and Matthaei 1996; Goldin 2006). 

For Black women, however, the set of available job opportunities off-farm was limited by 

racism and did not depend as much on time spent in education or training. In 1930, 53.5 

percent of all employed Black women worked in private household service (Amott and 

Matthaei 1996, 158). For a Black woman leaving a farm in search of other employment, 

domestic service would likely be the job in which she ended up. Job prospects for Black 

women outside of farm work were further limited by the Great Depression. While white 

women actually experienced job gains during the 1930s, Black women’s employment was 

more sensitive to the downturn of the Depression and they were some of the first to be laid 

off (Blackwelder 1997). 
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Table 2.7: 1930s Migrant Selection: Individual and Family Characteristics 

 
Black 

Women 

White 

Women 

Coefficient 

on Race 

Interaction 

(Women 

Only) 

Black 

Men 

White 

Men 

Coefficient on 

Gender 

Interaction 

(Black Only) 

Coefficient on 

Gender 

Interaction 

(White Only) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

Literate 

Parent 
-0.024** 0.012* -0.036** 0.009* 0.026** -0.034** -0.014** 

 (0.006) (0.005) (0.008) (0.004) (0.002) (0.007) (0.005) 

        

In School -0.032** 0.008+ -0.039** -0.024** 0.010** -0.007 -0.002 

 (0.007) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004) (0.002) (0.007) (0.005) 

        

Num. 

Brothers 
-0.017** -0.001 -0.016** -0.012** -0.003** -0.005* 0.002 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) 

        

Num. Sisters -0.019** 0.005** -0.024** -0.012** -0.004** -0.007** 0.005** 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) 

        

Birth Order 0.007** -0.005** 0.011** 0.004** 0.000 0.003 -0.005** 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.003) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) 

        

Tenant 

Family 
-0.070** -0.085** 0.015 -0.078** -0.062** 0.008 -0.023 

 (0.014) (0.014) (0.019) (0.010) (0.008) (0.016) (0.016) 

        

Farm-

owning 

Family 

-0.131** -0.152** 0.022 -0.104** -0.112** -0.027+ -0.040* 

 (0.014) (0.014) (0.020) (0.010) (0.008) (0.016) (0.016) 

        

Age FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

County FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.447 0.258 0.308 0.302 0.170 0.354 0.198 

Pseudo R2 0.159 0.092 0.142 0.107 0.073 0.146 0.091 

N 45,550 125,966 171,516 80,569 258,107 126,119 384,073 
Notes: All specifications include age and county-of-origin fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the county-of-

origin are in parentheses. I measure school attendance for individuals between 6 and 18. These regressions are thus limited 

to women and men aged 6 to 18 in 1920 or 1930. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

As shown in Tables 2.6 and 2.7, women from higher rungs of the tenure ladder 

(tenant or owner) were less likely to migrate than those on the lowest rung (farm wage-

working families). For both white and Black women, those who were on family-owned farms 

at the beginning of each decade were the least likely to migrate off-farm. In general, based on 

ownership status, family resources, and access to education, Black women who were the 
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“best off” were the least likely to migrate, highlighting how the limitations to Black women’s 

gains from migration as a result of racism led to many of those who perhaps had a better 

quality of life than most other Black women on farms to stay in the rural South. 

Among Black farm families, these results also indicate that there were barriers to 

children from large families migrating. One more brother or one more sister is associated 

with about a two percentage point decrease in Black women’s propensity to migrate in the 

1920s and 1930s. Family care needs that often fell to oldest Black daughters may have 

created large barriers to their ability to leave the farm, in addition to a strain on the amount of 

resources available for families to help send their daughters to the city. This reality is 

reflected in Black women’s decreased likelihood of migration relative to white women for 

each additional sibling and in cases when a Black woman was the oldest sibling. For 

example, the first-born daughter is 0.7 percentage points less likely to migrate than the 

second, the second 0.7 percentage points less likely to migrate than the third, and so on 

(Table 2.7, column 1).  

Black daughters on the farm were needed to help take care of younger siblings, 

sometimes to a greater extent than white daughters. In an interview with Clark-Lewis (1994), 

Pernella Ross describes the expectations placed upon her and most girls on the farm: 

They’d start you watching the young ones and getting water from the spring. That’s on 

the day you stood up! By four, you’d be doing some feeding and a little field work, and 

you’d always be minding somebody. By six you’d be doing small pieces in a tub every 

wash day and you’d bring all the clear water for the rinsing clothes. By eight, you’d be 

able to mind children, do cooking, and wash. . .  From the time a girl can stand, she’s 

being made to work. (42) 

 

Additionally, families needed the funds to buy their daughters train tickets or secure 

accommodation for them in the city for them to be even able to make the journey at all. The 

more children, the more likely those resources were difficult to obtain.  The reliance on girls 
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not only for field work but for care work, in addition to the low gains to migration that 

awaited them in destination cities, may explain why oldest Black daughters of large families 

may have had their urban migrations delayed or stopped altogether. 

White women, on the other hand, whose education was more likely to be rewarded by 

higher wages in urban areas, as well as who overall had access to more job opportunities than 

Black women, were often more helpful to their families working in the city and sending 

money home. As shown in Tables 2.6 and 2.7, oldest white daughters were more likely to 

migrate than their younger siblings, and the more daughters in the household, the more likely 

a daughter was to migrate (Column 2 of both tables). In one woman’s description of her life 

before she began working in urban industry, she described being born on a farm in North 

Carolina, but “[My father] was killed when I was fifteen months old, and my baby brother 

was born in August. This left my mother, helpless, on a farm, with five children to bring up" 

(Southern Summer School for Women Workers in Industry 1931, 23).  Julia Johnson, a 

young girl who took part in SWEA’s unpublished study “Fifty Rural High School Girls,” was 

described by the study’s authors as being expected to assume financial responsibility as the 

oldest girl.  

A farmer with only an elementary school education, handicapped with disease, 

struggles along for several years to support his wife and six children, and then dies, 

leaving them only a small home. The main family effort is concentrated on giving the 

oldest child, Julia, a high school education, so that she may assume financial 

responsibility for the family. . . Upon her graduation from high school in 1928, the 

pressure of family need of money was so great. . . she entered a training school for 

nursing and is now pursuing her course there. The fact that the training can be had 

without cost was a determining factor in her decision. (Southern Women’s Educational 

Alliance 1930, 313)   

 

Expanded work opportunities for white women off-farm that paid well can help explain why 

white women from larger families or who were oldest were more likely to migrate than 
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similarly-situated Black women. Racial segregation in urban employment and lack of returns 

to Black women who were able to access education made their labor more important on 

farms, especially as they cared for younger siblings. The cost of sending a Black woman to 

the city to work was more likely to be greater than the return in the form of money sent back 

home.  

2.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I create a novel dataset of women linked across census years to 

provide evidence for how economic and social constraints based on gender and race can alter 

migration outcomes during rural crisis. The farm crisis of the 1920s and 1930s, along with 

the first wave of the Great Migration and the Depression, highlight how women’s limited 

opportunities for agricultural economic activity outside of the family, and racial segregation 

in both farm and urban opportunities and economic mobility, created significant differences 

in propensities for migration. My analysis indicates that women were more likely to migrate 

than men in both decades, suggesting that women were experiencing the transitions taking 

place on the farm differently than men, and were both propelled off-farm and limited by the 

gendered dynamics of farm work and living. 

My findings reveal that it is largely independent economic opportunity that is keeping 

men on farms, whereas a decrease in family-farming opportunities coupled with growing 

urban opportunities for women tends to drive (and draw) women off-farm at a greater rate 

than men. Furthermore, differences between white and Black women highlight how systemic 

and structural inequalities in land ownership, opportunities for work, and availability of 

migratory resources led to patterns of Black female migration that differed from those of 

white female migration. For example, Black female migrants’ education and literacy were 
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less important for migration than those of their white or male counterparts, they were more 

likely to travel greater distances than white women, and they were just as likely to leave the 

South as Black men. By documenting the facts about rural-to-urban migration during this 

period, and specifically the roles of gender and race, this chapter opens the door to future 

research. Potential topics include how the selection described above had important 

implications for the trajectories of both the sending and the receiving destinations. Research 

is also needed on how other factors, such as legal limits on migration that target migrants by 

race or gender, help to explain the gender gap in migration propensities. Black men were 

more likely to be arrested for vagrancy than Black women or white migrants.  
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CHAPTER 3 

3  IN THE CITY: OUTCOMES FOR SOUTHERN RURAL-TO-URBAN 

MIGRANT WOMEN 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The first half of the twentieth century in the United States saw a sizable shift of the 

rural farm population to the city and, in particular, the marked migration of women. In this 

chapter, I examine the urban outcomes for women who left farms during the farm crisis of 

the 1920s and 1930s. As I showed in Chapters 1 and 2, socioeconomic mobility up the farm 

tenure ladder from wage worker to owner slowed in this period, men’s marriageability 

declined, and women’s ability to make the kind of life they wanted for themselves on the 

farm suffered. I study to what extent rural-to-urban migration rewarded those women who 

left farms with greater access to jobs, higher wages, and better marriage partners, as well as 

whether – as many women put it – they realized the “freedom” that could come with 

migration away from patriarchal supervision on family farms.  

When immigration from abroad slowed due to both legislation and international 

conflict, urban employers turned to the countryside to recruit labor, including women. For 

many of these migrating women, a move to the city would be the first time they were away 

from close family members. This physical separation dramatically altered a woman’s 

relationship with her family. No longer participating in unpaid family labor, migrant women 

were marrying into smaller households, working wage jobs outside the home, and 

experiencing a completely new environment of expanded work and leisure opportunities 

(Jones 1985; Meyerowitz 1988). Despite these dramatic changes, social norms continued to 

dictate where women could work, and any gains in terms of access to jobs or higher earnings 
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were overshadowed by persistently lower wages than those of their migrant male 

counterparts. This combination of freedom and persistent wage discrimination was 

compounded by racial discrimination, as Black women faced stricter limits on which jobs 

they could work and where they could move. 

Most studies of migrant selection, assimilation, and outcomes in this time period have 

looked exclusively at men (Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson 2012; Collins and 

Wanamaker 2014, 2015; Boustan 2017). In this chapter, I again focus my analysis on women 

of the South to better estimate the roles of gender and race in conditioning migrant outcomes. 

I create a novel dataset of women linked from their 1920 census records in their Southern 

childhood farm homes to their records in the 1940 census to understand to what extent 

women benefitted from this migration. As I showed in Chapter 2, migrants were not 

randomly selected into this migration, and there was significant selection along both 

individual and household characteristics. Measuring the returns to migration without 

accounting for selection can lead to either over- or under-estimates of the magnitude of those 

returns.  

For example, I found in Chapter 2 that women from families doing farm wage work 

were more likely to migrate than those from farm-owning families. Women whose families 

had fewer resources may have had more barriers to gathering information about where to go, 

how to find jobs, or how to make connections in the city. If women with the least resources 

were the most likely to migrate, this type of migrant selection may have dampened their 

returns in terms of employment, wages, and better marriage partners. To address to what 

extent family background may have negatively affected migrant women’s outcomes, I follow 

approaches from studies that compare outcomes across siblings. Abramitzky, Boustan, and 
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Eriksson (2012), for example, compare brothers who migrated to the United States to those 

who stayed in Norway. Collins and Wanamaker (2014) compare brothers who took part in 

the Great Migration to those who stayed in the South.  These studies compare OLS estimates 

of the returns to migration to within-household estimates using brother-pairs to account for 

selection into migration that took place on the observed and unobserved household level.  In 

this paper, I similarly use sister-pairs, where I compare one sister who stayed in her rural 

farming community to one who left for the city.  

I estimate that there were significant returns to migration for women who left. I 

empirically measure the outcomes of migration as the likelihood of being employed, income 

and income rank, as well as education achieved. While education is often seen as something 

to be achieved before migration, limited access to schooling beyond grade school was a 

major motivator in women’s accounts of their migration. I find that migrant women were 35 

to 50 percentage points more likely to be employed, earned 50 to 80 log points more if they 

were employed, and gained at least one more year of schooling than those who stayed. 

Additionally, those women who migrated were up to 39 percentage points more likely to 

have a husband in an occupation with above-median earnings in their 1940 county. Except 

for the schooling achieved by white migrants, these gains were not driven by household 

selection, meaning, for example, a woman leaving from a family on the lowest rung of the 

tenure ladder (farm wage workers) was no less likely to be able to secure employment or 

higher wages than one from the top of the tenure ladder (farm owners).  

 Despite these broad gains to migration experienced by both Black and white women, 

important differences existed between the two groups. I find that while absolute gains were 

quite high for white women (in terms of likelihood of independent employment and weekly 
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income), relative gains (in terms of above-median occupation scores) were low. White 

female migrants were about 24 percentage points less likely to be in an occupation with an 

above-1940-county-median earnings score in urban areas versus their non-migrant 

counterparts in rural areas. For Black women, there was no association between migration 

and changes in relative earnings. This difference reflects both gender and racial segregation 

in employment. The few off-farm jobs available to white women in rural farm areas tended to 

be high paying and reward education, such as teaching. In urban areas, a greater variety and 

number of jobs existed for white women that did not always require education, such as 

factory work. For Black women, however, the type of job open to them was largely the same 

in both rural and urban areas: domestic service and, in less common cases, factory work. 

Thus, there was little occupational upgrading to be accessed by Black women regardless of 

where they were. Despite these limited gains in relative economic standing, the absolute 

gains in terms of employment and wages were also strong for Black women. 

Beyond empirically estimating how those outcomes differed, this essay also explores 

what the factors were in determining these outcomes for migrants using qualitative evidence 

in the form of surveys from the period and oral histories. Specifically, how did the physical 

separation from close family networks and home-based income generation play a role in 

improving or worsening gender asymmetries? I draw on both primary and secondary sources, 

as well as descriptive data, to highlight the ways in which this migration helped women gain 

more autonomy. 

 This chapter is organized as follows: in Section 3.2, I provide a brief theoretical 

background on migrant selection and feminist migration theory, as well as summarizing 

major historical scholarship on women’s internal migration during this period. In Section 3.3, 
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I present my data and key descriptive statistics. Section 3.4 outlines my empirical strategy. I 

discuss my results in Section 3.5 and Section 3.6 concludes.  

3.2 Theoretical and historical background 

3.2.1 Gender equality and social mobility as pull factors 

 In Chapter 2, I discussed how a woman’s decision to migrate off-farm was not only 

her own, but also a function of family and societal expectations about a woman’s place in the 

household, labor force, and society. In this chapter, I expand on this analysis to highlight how 

differences in these expectations in rural areas compared to urban areas, as well as the ability 

of women to subvert those expectations in both areas, affected women’s perceived benefits of 

migration. Greater gender equality can serve as an important pull factor in a migration 

process steeped in gendered expectations and barriers.  

Many studies centering the role of gender address recent national and international 

gender streams from and within developing countries. Although they examine more recent 

periods than the one under study here, they provide a framework through which one can 

analyze any gendered migration flow, keeping in mind the history of each place and time. 

For example, Huh (2017) shows how female immigrants to the United States between 1980 

and 2006 from countries with low levels of gender inequality were more likely to migrate if 

they had more years of education, emphasizing how not just wage inequality but gender 

equality in receiving areas can incentivize women to migrate to places where their human 

capital is better rewarded in the labor market. Fan and Huang (1998), using a structural 

approach to understand migration motivations, argue for migration for marriage as a way for 

more disadvantaged women to achieve not just economic but social mobility in the context of 

rural China. They show how for rural Chinese women, migration out of peasant rural areas to 
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achieve household status in more economically developed areas can lead to increased 

employment opportunities and other social benefits. The benefits are determined by the 

historical conditions dictating both women’s role on the farm compared to other households 

and employment benefits based on place of birth.  

As marriage opportunities through migration are one way for rural young women to 

take control over their futures and directly affect their social and economic mobility, so was 

it true for the rural women of the United States during the farm crisis. As suggested by the 

delayed marriage behavior shown in Chapter 1 and highlighted in Chapter 2, more attractive 

marriage opportunities were a major pull factor for women to leave the farm. “Better” 

marriage partners in terms of economic resources allowed a woman more control over her 

work life, especially in her ability to limit her non-household work life should she choose. 

The amount of field work required especially of poorer farm women was a major push factor 

for migration. That reality, coupled with the fact that many women who engaged in field 

work had no control over the monetary fruits of that work, led to a dual hope for many 

women who took part in rural-to-urban migration: opportunity for independent wage work in 

the short run, and opportunity for a marriage that would allow them not to work in the long 

run. The cult of domesticity argued that women belonged to the domestic sphere and the 

presence of a wife who did no labor outside of the home beyond charity work was the 

pinnacle of family social achievement. Additionally,  

A woman’s labor force participation also reflected on her husband or father. Since poor 

families were more likely than wealthier families to send their wives and daughters into 

the workforce. . .  a woman who worked for pay signaled a husband’s or father’s failure 

to provide adequately for his family. Married women’s labor force participation thus 

acquired a social stigma. (Amott and Matthaei 1996, 302) 
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For Black women, it was often not possible to stay out of the paid labor force, as 

persistent wage and occupational discrimination against Black men made it difficult to 

support the household on just one income. Despite this reality, Black organizations such as 

the Urban League promoted Black women’s economic reliance on men. As Banks (2006) 

outlined in her analysis of the Urban League in Philadelphia between 1916 and 1930, the 

League encouraged the white ideals of the cult of domesticity for Black households as an 

avenue toward racial uplift.  

The farm crisis occurred at a pivotal moment in the evolution of women’s wage work, 

as the decline of the cult of domesticity began around 1920 and both single and married 

women were entering the workforce in greater numbers. The entrance of many women into 

the paid workforce during the World Wars as well as an increasing reliance on store-bought 

rather than home-made goods and services, began to normalize married women’s presence 

working outside the home. For the women migrating to the city, they were met with these, in 

some ways, conflicting pressures: a desire for independent wage work and economic 

independence as well as a search for a well-off husband that would allow them to conform to 

society’s ideals of the cult of domesticity. As Jones (1985) wrote,  

For most of these [single, working] women, marriage would mean a radical retreat from 

their brief social and economic independence. But for a few months or years, they 

experienced a way of life never encountered by their mothers, who, as young women, 

had gone directly from their father’s cabin to their husband’s cabin. (159) 

 

3.2.2 Women’s work in the early twentieth century 

This chapter also contributes to a large body of scholarship on the history of women’s 

labor force participation, particularly in wage labor outside the home, and migration for 

economic gain. Leading up to and during the years of the farm crisis, women began 

completing high school in greater numbers. Often, education is seen as something achieved 
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before migration and dictates how well immigrants do once they arrive at their destination. In 

the case of women leaving farms for urban areas, the migration itself might allow them to 

achieve higher levels of education, which in turn could allow for better access to 

employment. In the following analyses, I look at education as an outcome of migration, not 

just a characteristic influencing migrant selection. On farms, education was much more 

difficult to complete. Between schools often being a great distance away, a lack of secondary 

school options within any reasonable commuting distance, and the labor needs on farms 

during harvesting season that led to many young children missing months of their education, 

many rural children could only continue or complete their education through migration 

(Wilkerson 2010; Margo 1990; “Autobiographies, Various School Districts” 1933). In the 

records of the Southern Women’s Educational Alliance, many young white women 

considering moving to the city from rural Virginia in the 1920s and 1930s cited continuing 

their education as a major motivation (Hatcher 1930).   

In the face of declining opportunities on farms, both white and Black women were likely 

to pursue alternative work in towns or cities. Racist and sexist attitudes played a key role in 

determining with whom, where, and for how long a woman could work. Black women faced 

a much more limited set of job opportunities outside of agricultural work. While World War I 

had opened doors into factory work for them due to high demand, after the War, Black 

women were once again largely shut out. A significant share of rural Black women was 

employed in agriculture, single Black women were often domestic servants, and job 

prospects outside of farm and domestic work were further limited by the Great Depression 

(Blackwelder 1997). This period of migration also led to the feminization of many jobs, 

meaning traditionally male occupations such a clerical work paid less and were created in a 
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way that assumed the clerical worker would leave upon marriage (Goldin 1990; England and 

Boyer 2009). 

For women, migration likely meant going from a scenario where they had few or no 

opportunities to get an education or earn an independent wage to many opportunities to do so 

in the city, although they were perhaps low-paying jobs or were considered temporary. But, 

as highlighted above, any analysis of the gendered aspects of migration must also recognize 

how other identities, such as race, determine to what extent these expectations of greater 

equality or opportunity were realized. White (2005), in one of the few studies of selection 

and economic outcomes for Black as compared to white women during the Great Migration, 

explores racial differences between white and Black South-to-North migrants in 1920, 1940, 

and 1970. She finds that Black women who migrated out of the South were more likely to be 

employed and in jobs with lower socioeconomic index scores than white women, and that 

this gap was wider between migrants than between non-migrants. This is despite lower 

overall inequality in the North and is a result of white women’s more greatly expanded 

occupational opportunities in Northern urban industries. Additionally, unlike their white 

counterparts, continuing education was not likely to help Black women obtain access to 

higher-paying work opportunities. As emphasized by Hine (1991) when discussing Southern 

migrants to the Midwest during the interwar years, this outcome was not unexpected by 

Black female migrants:  

None were so naïve as to believe that genuine equality of opportunity actually existed 

in the North or the Midwest, but occasionally black women migrants did anticipate that 

more awaited them in Cleveland and Chicago than an apron and domestic servitude in 

the kitchens of white families, segregated hotels, and restaurants. (139) 
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The city still presented a chance for increased autonomy and independence, but those better-

off Black women in the South, as shown in Chapter 2, may have decided to stay due to poor 

opportunities for economic mobility.  

3.2.3 Urbanization, anonymity, and autonomy 

Urban areas presented women the anonymity to behave in ways that might be barred 

in rural areas, and autonomy in the form of opportunities for work, activism, entertainment, 

and sexual freedom all awaited women in the city (Hall 2019; Hartman 2019; Hunter 1998; 

Fine 1990; Meyerowitz 1988). Dissemination of information from urban areas to women in 

rural areas helped to increase expectations of those opportunities. Serialized romances in 

newspapers, radio, and letters and stories from sisters, cousins, and friends who made the trek 

cityward all helped to create an image of an urban land of opportunity for women off-farm. 

The opportunity and anonymity of the city allowed a blurring of the boundaries between the 

public and private spheres, and as more places emerged for women in cities, such as 

settlement houses, women’s clubs, and department stores, opportunities were slowly 

emerging for women to be on their own (Spain 2014). 

Studies that center gender in the migration narrative combat the conventional 

framework of the autonomous migrant as male. In that framework, it is only within family 

migration that we observe women (Morokvaśic 1984). When a woman is the autonomous 

migrant, she is often not just in search of better employment opportunities or economic 

mobility but also the social mobility that may come with improved gender equality in 

receiving places. Tienda and Booth (1991, 53) identify four mechanisms through which 

migration can alter gender asymmetries: “(1) access to productive resources and/or 

ownership of the means of production; (2) control over the labour process in both domestic 
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and market spheres; (3) mode of remuneration (in kind or cash) [to which women have direct 

access]; and (4) consciousness about inequities in power and authority in the public and 

private domains.” For young rural farm women during the farm crisis, the city offered 

avenues toward greater autonomy through the four mechanisms above. In rural areas, 

women’s access to farming was most often only through marriage, they were usually 

supervised by their father or husband and had no control over the monetary fruits of that farm 

labor, and they were brought up with the social norm that their unpaid work on the farm was 

for the greater good of the farm family. The city offered independent wage-earning 

opportunities, freedom from patriarchal supervision at both work and at home for single 

women who migrated without their parents or relatives, and exposure to burgeoning public 

spaces open to women in cities, which allowed them greater autonomy.  

Women’s in-migration can also alter gender asymmetries in the places that receive 

them. Watkins-Owens described how migration from the Caribbean to New York City 

opened up more opportunities with greater status for Caribbean women through opportunities 

for leadership positions in benevolent associations (1996, 73–74). In a study of internal 

migrants, Meyerowitz (1988) chronicles white women who lived away from their families in 

Chicago between 1880 and 1930. She discusses how working-class women created their own 

communities away from their families and shifted cultural norms about women’s sexuality. 

Similarly, Fine (1990) tells the story of how white clerical workers in Chicago between 1870 

and 1930 sought to legitimize their work through the development of clerical education and 

organization of local charities and groups to help place women in these jobs. In the yearly 

scrapbook from the Southern Summer School for Women Workers in Industry held from 

July to September 1927 in Sweet Briar, Virginia, many white girls recounted their 
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participation in various strikes at different factories across the South. One, Ruth Caully, 

penned a song to the tune of “Jingle Bells” that described how she felt about the importance 

of labor movements: 

Southern girls awake, Southern girls arise 

Better conditions make, get your share of the prize 

Although there’s work it’s true, if we will dare and do 

We’ll get a decent living wage and a little surplus too. (Caully 1927, 16) 

These women, moving from rural communities to urban environments, helped challenge 

popular ideas of where, when, and with whom a woman should be seen.  

3.3 Data and descriptive statistics 

3.3.1 Linked women: migrants and non-migrants 

Data for this chapter come from the complete count digitized U.S. Censuses of 

Population for 1920 and 1940, available through the NBER and Ancestry.com. To match a 

woman from her childhood home in 1920 to her census record in 1940, I follow the same 

strategy as in my second chapter, using information from marriage certificates to match 

women who married between 1920 and 1940 based on their married names, and using the 

basic ABE method to match women who remained single from 1920 to 1940 based on their 

maiden names. The basic ABE method requires that individuals with unique names within 

their birth year be matched based on first and last name, age, and state of birth (Abramitzky, 

Boustan, and Eriksson 2012). I also match based on marriage status and race. I first match 

from my dataset of marriage certificates to the 1920 census, attaching marriage information 

to those I am able to match. I then match forward to the 1940 census. Match rates are detailed 

in Table C.1 of Appendix C. From my matches, I then keep all women aged 0 to 25 living 
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and born in the South22, and who were part of the farm population23 at the start of the farm 

crisis. Unlike in my second chapter, I separate my married and unmarried samples to measure 

different gains to migration between groups. I define a woman as a “migrant” if she was part 

of the farm population in 1920 and moved to an urban24 area in a different county by 1940. 

“Non-migrants” are those women who were part of the rural farm population in 1920 and 

were still part of the rural farm population in the same county in 1940. Labor and marriage 

market outcomes are observed for each woman in 1940. 

Following Bailey et al. (2020), I reweight my matched samples using inverse 

propensity score weights to align them with sending-population characteristics.25 My 

matched and un-matched samples are compared in Tables C.2 and C.3 of Appendix C, and 

describe what characteristics may be associated with a woman being more likely to be linked 

than another. While statistically significant differences still exist, they are quantitatively 

small. Of particular concern is that my matched married Black women are much better off in 

terms of literacy and school attendance. In Table C.4, I compare matched migrant and non-

migrant Black married women to the un-matched population in my states of interest. Both 

matched groups are biased in the same direction, so differences are not likely to affect my 

estimates of returns to migration, at least among the more well-off married Black women.  

 

 
22 My analysis covers all the Southern states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia. Texas and Oklahoma are omitted due to low 

marriage certificate data availability at the time of collection, and to exclude counties further affected by the Dust Bowl in 

the 1930s. Future research can expand this sample as digitization in other states is ongoing. 
23 I keep those with an occupation code (1950 basis) (or who have a parent with an occupation code) of 100, 123, 810-840 

or who list themselves as living on a farm. 
24 The U.S. Census defined a rural area as a place with a population under 2,500 persons during 1920, 1930, and 1940. 

Urban areas were incorporated areas with a population of 2,500 or greater. 

25The probability that an individual is matched is 𝑃𝑖(𝐿𝑖 = 1|𝑋𝑖). Weights are constructed as 
1−𝑃𝑖(𝐿𝑖 = 1|𝑋𝑖 )

𝑃𝑖(𝐿𝑖 = 1|𝑋𝑖 )
∗

𝑞

1−𝑞
 where q is 

the share of records that are linked. 



115 

3.3.2 Women’s lives on the farm and in the city 

Initial descriptive statistics of my single and married samples highlight some key 

features of the outcomes for women who migrated. I begin by comparing single movers’ and 

stayers’ relationship to household head. This will give some indication as to what share of 

movers are living outside of the patriarchal family household. Table 3.1 shows the 

distribution of single women in 1940 by relationship to household head. While “living with a 

parent” was the largest group among both migrants and non-migrants, among migrants, a 

significant portion (24.88 percent of Black women and 24.14 percent of white women) lived 

as lodgers. Less than half of Black migrants (42 percent) and about half of white migrants 

lived with family members. In contrast, of those who stayed in the rural farming community, 

over 95 percent of Black and white women were living with a family member. These 

descriptive results highlight one of the key ways in which city migration allowed for women 

to achieve some degree of autonomy. Just as U.S.-born and immigrant women of the 

nineteenth century found avenues for freedom, activism, and protest within the Lowell mills 

and shoe factories of New England, by moving out from under the patriarchal household 

head, these migrant women had more opportunity to engage in work and recreational 

opportunities, and (though perhaps not their original motivation) find their voice through 

activism (Dublin 1979; Blewett 1991; Gordon 2002).  
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Table 3.1: 1940 Relationship to Household Head, Migrants and Non-migrants: Single 

Women 
 Migrants Non-migrants 

Rank Relation Freq. Percent Relation Freq. Percent 

 Black 

1 Child 7,425 29.29 Child 8,506 79.13 

2 Lodgers 6,303 24.88 Sibling 700 6.51 

3 Head/householder 3,878 15.30 Head/householder 387 3.60 

4 Sibling 2,034 8.02 Grandchild 187 1.74 

5 Sibling-in-law 950 3.75 Sibling-in-law 180 1.67 

6 Nephew, niece 932 3.68 Nephew, niece 180 1.67 

7 Servant 777 3.07 Lodgers 172 1.60 

8 Maid 747 2.95 Stepchild 113 1.05 

9 Cousin 472 1.86 Cousin 77 0.72 

10 Roomer 439 1.73 Servant 69 0.64 

 Total: 23,957 94.53%  10,418 98.33% 

 White 

1 Child 13,950 37.15 Child 41,874 86.88 

2 Lodgers 9,060 24.13 Sibling 2,845 5.90 

3 Head/householder 3,602 9.59 Head/householder 724 1.50 

4 Sibling 2,184 5.82 Sibling-in-law 652 1.35 

5 Sibling-in-law 1,698 4.52 Nephew, niece 449 0.93 

6 Nephew, niece 840 2.24 Grandchild 347 0.72 

7 Nurse 701 1.87 Lodgers 340 0.71 
8 Maid 696 1.85 Stepchild 249 0.52 

9 Partner 635 1.69 Housekeeper 163 0.34 

10 Boarders 633 1.69 Servant 98 0.20 

 Total: 33,999 90.48%  47,741 99.05% 

Notes: Table shows the top ten categories of “relationship to household head” among my single migrants and 

non-migrants by race. Total shows the number and share of all my observations that fit into one of the top ten 

categories.   
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 In Table 3.2, I compare the top ten largest occupational categories outside of unpaid 

family farm work for Black and white movers and stayers. These shares underscore the 

occupational segregation between white and Black women, and also to what extent there was 

a variety (or lack of variety) of jobs available to women in both urban and rural areas. 

Unsurprisingly, my data show that Black women were predominantly relegated to the 

domestic service sphere, especially those who were migrants. White women who did not face 

racial discrimination in the labor market were much more likely to be in occupations such as 

manufacturing, clerical, nursing, or teaching. Among Black women who remained in rural 

farming communities and engaged in wage work, there was slightly more diversity of 

occupations, and a significant portion hold positions in teaching or farm wage work. Among 

white women, there was less diversity of occupation in rural areas as compared to urban 

areas, particularly in the growing clerical sector.  
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Table 3.2: Wage-Earning Occupations, Migrants and Stayers 
 Black White 

Urban Wage-Earning Jobs, Migrants 

Rank Occupation Freq. Percentage Occupation Freq. Percentage 

1 Private household 

workers 

13,110 60.75% Operative and kindred 

workers 

6,785 18.96% 

2 Operative and kindred 

workers 

1,270 5.88% Stenographers, 

typists, and secretaries 

4,818 13.46% 

3 Teachers 861 3.99% Nurses, professional 3,317 9.27% 

4 Service workers, 

except private 

household 

815 3.78% Teachers (n.e.c.) 2,986 8.34% 

5 Housekeepers, private 

household 

769 3.56% Salesmen and sales 

clerks (n.e.c) 

2,791 7.88% 

6 Laundresses, private 

household 

711 3.29% Clerical and kindred 

workers (n.e.c) 

2,127 5.94% 

7 643: Laundry and dry 

cleaning operatives 

608 2.82% Private household 

workers (n.e.c) 

2,087 5.83% 

8 Waiters and waitresses 445 2.06% Waiters and 

waitresses 

2,033 5.68% 

9 New worker 418 1.94% Bookkeepers 1,355 3.79% 

10 Laborers (n.e.c.) 365 1.69% Housekeepers (private 

household) 

945 2.64% 

 Total 19,372 89.76%  29,244 81.79% 

 Rural Wage-Earning Jobs, Non-migrants 

1 Private household 

workers (n.e.c) 

2,211 39.53% Teachers (n.e.c) 5,315 27.70% 

2 Farm laborers, wage 

workers 

1,619 29.85% Operative and kindred 

workers (n.e.c) 

4,174 21.76% 

3 Teachers (n.e.c) 711 12.71% Private household 

workers (n.e.c.) 

1,481 7.72% 

4 Laundresses, private 

household 

311 5.56% Housekeepers, private 

household 

1,203 6.27% 

5 Housekeepers, private 

household 

295 5.27% Salesmen and sales 

clerks (n.e.c.) 

1,178 6.14% 

6 Laborers (n.e.c) 108 1.93% Stenographers, 

typists, and secretaries 

1,040 5.42% 

7 Operative and kindred 

workers (n.e.c) 

62 1.11% Clerical and kindred 

workers (n.e.c.) 

699 3.64% 

8 Cooks, except private 

household 

52 0.93% Laborers (n.e.c.) 509 2.65% 

9 Practical nurses 37 0.66% Farm laborers, wage 

workers 

451 2.35% 

10 Laundry and dry 

cleaning operatives 

32 0.57% Bookkeepers 446 2.32% 

 Total 5,438 98.12%  16,496 85.97% 

Notes: Table shows the top ten occupation groups among my single migrants and non-migrants by race. Total 

shows the number and share of all my observations that fit into one of the top ten categories.   
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 I next take the occupations of migrant versus non-migrant single women and order 

them by their 1950 earnings score created by IPUMS.26 This earnings score is the median 

total income of all persons (male and female) in that occupation. Using the 1950 scores 

allows for comparability across time. I then overlay the distributions of the two groups 

(migrant and non-migrant single women). Figure 3.1 shows these distributions by race. These 

figures underscore what is also apparent from Table 3.2, which is that there is more 

occupational diversity among white women in urban areas compared to both white non-

migrants and Black women, and that Black non-migrant women have slightly more diversity 

of occupation than Black migrant women, due in part to the option of farm wage labor.  

  

 
26 The census variable ERSCOR50, used here, assigns someone an occupation based on 1950 categories and earnings based 

on 1950 reported earnings. This variable, as well as the OCCSCOR50 (occupation score) variable, run the risk of 

incorporating the “Great Compression” (Collins and Niemesh 2019) in wages in the ranking, which would not be applicable 

in my 1940 period. A simple comparison of ERSCOR50 and OCCSCOR40 (1940 basis) overall preserves the ranking, and 

as my outcome of interest is a binary indicator of above- or below-median occupational earnings score, I do not expect it to 

bias my results to a significant extent. However, future research could construct a 1940 occupational ranking based on the 

method outlined in (Collins and Niemesh 2019, 39–40), paying special attention to farmers’ earnings where data are 

available. 
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Figure 3.1: Occupation Rank in 1940, Migrants vs. Non-migrants 

 

 

 
(a) Black 

 
(b) White 

Notes: Figure 3.1 shows kernel density plots. Panel (a) shows the occupational distribution of Black single 

migrant and non-migrant women in 1940. Panel (b) show the occupational distribution for white women. 

Occupational rank is based on 1950 earnings score data provided by IPUMS, in which the median earned 

income reported is standardized as a z-score and then converted to percentile rank. 
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Because the pull factors for women’s migration included not only their own ability to 

rise up the occupational ladder, but also the potential to find a more “marriageable” husband, 

I conduct this same exercise using husbands’ occupations in my matched married sample. 

Figure 3.2 shows that for both Black and white women, there was occupational upgrading in 

terms of husband’s occupations for women who migrated.27 This was largely due to the fact 

that farmers, even farm owners, are ranked lower in terms of occupation score than other 

occupations more common in urban areas. 

  

 
27 Occupation ranking encompasses only income, and not necessarily the social mobility that may come with marrying 

someone of a certain occupation. For example, as Della Thompson remarked in Hatcher (1930), she would “like to marry a 

professor, or next best a rich man. . . " (16-17). 
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Figure 3.2 : Occupation Rank in 1940, Migrant Husbands vs. Non-migrant Husbands 

 

  

 
(a) Black 

 
(b) White 

Notes: Figure 3.2 shows kernel density plots. Panel (a) shows the occupational distribution of Black migrant 

and non-migrant women’s husbands in 1940. Panel (b) show the occupational distribution for white women’s 

husbands. Occupational rank is based on 1950 earnings score data provided by IPUMS, in which the median 

earned income reported is standardized as a z-score and then converted to percentile rank. 
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 With these patterns in mind, I formally test to what extent migration was associated 

with four key outcomes for single women: (1) likelihood of being in the independent, wage-

earning labor force, (2) log weekly income, (3) likelihood of having an occupation that places 

her above the median occupation earnings score28 in her 1940 county, and (4) highest grade 

in school completed. A woman is considered an independent wage worker if she is currently 

employed outside of unpaid farm work (which includes sharecropping as long as she was 

encoded as an “unpaid family worker.”) Median occupation score is calculated by race and 

gender for the county in which a woman lived in 1940. I then look at five key outcomes for 

married women: (1) age at first marriage, (2) age at first child, (3) number of children, (4) 

likelihood of having a husband with an occupation above the median occupation score, and 

(5) highest grade achieved.  

3.4 Empirical strategy 

To measure the outcomes from migration among single women, I follow a similar 

strategy to that of Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson (2012). Equation 3.1 estimates the 

naïve returns to migration comparing migrants to stayers: 

𝑌𝑖 =  𝛼 +  𝛽1(𝑀𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑖) +  𝛽2(𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑖) + 𝛽3(𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑖
2) + 𝜀𝑖           (3.1) 

𝑌𝑖 is the 1940 outcome of interest: (1) an indicator variable showing whether a woman is 

employed in an independent wage-earning occupation, (2) an indicator variable showing 

whether she is in an occupation with mean earnings above the county’s median, (3) her log 

weekly income, or (4) her highest achieved grade. 𝑀𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑖 is a dummy variable equal to 1 

 
28 Median is based on 1950 earnings occupation score data. 
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if the individual was a farm-to-urban migrant between 1920 and 1940. 𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑖 and 𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑖
2 are 

individual i’s age and age squared in 1920.  

 Recognizing that the value of 𝛽1 would only be a true measure of the return to 

migration if migrants were randomly selected from the sending population, I estimate 

Equation 3.2, which includes household fixed effects for each household j. These fixed 

effects, shown by the household portion of the error term, 𝛼𝑗 , absorb variation in returns to 

migration that are a result of family background characteristics, such as farm tenure status, 

parents’ education levels, or geographic location of the household. For example, wealthier or 

more educated parents, or a more economically and geographically connected family farm 

location, may have helped women acquire the information necessary to find jobs in cities, 

pay for private education, or arrange better marriage partners, allowing them to be more 

“successful” in their migration outcomes.  

𝑌𝑖 =   𝛽1
′ (𝑀𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑖) + 𝛽2

′ (𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑖) + 𝛽3
′ (𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑖

2) + 𝛼𝑗 + 𝑣𝑖𝑗           (3.2) 

The subsample of households for the comparative naive OLS results includes all 

households in which I observe two or more individuals, regardless of whether, one, more, or 

none of them migrated. When I include household fixed effects, I include only those 

households where at least one sister is a stayer and one sister is a mover. A comparison 

between 𝛽1 and 𝛽1
′  will show to what extent household selection into migration was playing a 

role in migrant women’s ability to, for example, out-earn their non-migrant counterparts. 

Bias will be introduced into the naïve estimate if there are aspects of family background that 

are associated both with a woman’s probability of migration off-farm and with her labor 

market outcomes. If 𝛽1 <  𝛽1
′ , it would indicate that 𝛽1 was biased downward, meaning 

negative selection, or selection from households with perhaps fewer resources that dampened 
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the estimate of potential gains from migration. If 𝛽1 >  𝛽1
′ , it would indicate that 𝛽1 was 

biased upward, meaning positive selection.  After accounting for household effects, 𝛽1
′  may 

still reflect migrant selection on the individual level. For example, it might capture individual 

ability, intelligence, or resilience. As highlighted in Chapter 2, many aspects of selection 

occurred on the family level, including family resources, number of siblings, and parents’ 

education. Therefore, 𝛽1
′  should be quite close to the “true” return to migration and, more 

importantly for the questions under study here, shows whether the household of origin could 

determine how well a migrant did in the city. 

While my limited sample of married women does not allow me to conduct the same 

analysis using household fixed effects, I conduct a similar exercise to measure returns to 

migration for migrant women who married, including a vector of household controls to proxy 

for household fixed effects. 

𝑌𝑖 =  𝛼 + 𝛽1(𝑀𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑖) + 𝑋′𝑖,𝑗 + 𝜃𝑐 + 𝜀𝑖            (3.3) 

𝑌𝑖 represents the 1940 outcomes of interest specifically for married women: (1) age at 

marriage, (2) age at first child, (3) number of children, (4) an indicator variable if the 

woman’s husband has an earnings score above the 1940 county median, and, as for single 

women, (5) highest grade achieved. 𝑋′𝑖,𝑗 includes the number of siblings, the number of 

brothers, and farm tenure status. For regressions looking at husbands’ earnings and highest 

grade achieved, individual’s age and age squared are included. 𝜃𝑐 are county-of-origin fixed 

effects.  
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3.5 Outcomes of migration 

3.5.1 Single women 

For women who were leaving the farm, the gains to migration encompassed not only 

increased earnings potential, but also the independence associated with leaving the 

patriarchal supervision of the family farm. In Table 3.3, I estimate Equation 3.1 using my 

matched single women. These estimates represent the naïve measures (meaning unadjusted 

for household effects) of the outcomes of migration, including the likelihood that a woman is 

employed in an independent wage-earning job, the log of her weekly wages, whether her 

occupation score puts her above the median occupation score among her race and gender in 

her 1940 county, and her highest grade achieved. A woman’s opportunity to get a wage-

earning job at all, earn an income she controls, or improve her economic and social mobility 

through a higher-status job or increased access to education, are all signs of increased 

independence. They, just as much as increased earnings potential, are evidence of returns to 

migration.

 

 

  



 

 

Table 3.3: OLS Estimates of Outcomes of Migration, Single Women 
 Black  White 

 Employed 
Log Weekly 

Income 

Above Median 

Earnings 

Highest Grade 

Achieved 

 
Employed 

Log Weekly 

Income 

Above Median 

Earnings 

Highest Grade 

Achieved 

          

Migrant=1 0.386** 0.801** 0.015+ 1.218**  0.510** 0.541** -0.156** 1.791** 

 (0.007) (0.023) (0.009) (0.051)  (0.003) (0.011) (0.006) (0.028) 

          

R2 0.137 0.119 0.002 0.060  0.267 0.149 0.033 0.069 

N 36,100 20,284 19,591 35,259  85,741 40,599 42,076 83,739 
Notes: All results include controls for age and age squared. Regressions are weighted using the method described in Section 3.1. Standard errors in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 

0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

  

  

1
2
7
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For both white and Black women, I find that migrants were 51 and 39 percentage 

points, respectively, more likely to be employed in an independent, wage-earning job than 

non-migrants. Among those in an independent wage-earning occupation, Black migrants 

earned about 80 log points (123 percent) more per week than Black non-migrants, and white 

migrants earned 54 log points (72 percent) more per week than white non-migrants. The 

estimates for Black female migrants are similar to those in Collins and Wanamaker (2014) 

comparing Black migrant and non-migrant brothers during the Great Migration. They find a 

nominal earnings benefit for the brother who left of about 89 log points, meaning Black 

women gained just as much as Black men in terms of earnings from migration (236). Overall, 

jobs in urban areas appeared to be paying women more than in rural areas, unadjusted for any 

selection. For both white and Black women, these wages could be used for their own support 

and enjoyment, but often at least a portion of a woman's wages went to support her family. In 

“Rural Girls in the City for Work,” a study conducted by the Southern Women’s Educational 

Alliance about young girls who left rural Virginia for nearby cities, 37.6 percent of the 230 

white respondents used some money to support their families. Most of these women were 

living with their families in the city at the time. Notably, “only about one-fourth listed any 

expenditures for recreation" (Hatcher 1930, 64). 

Given the greater number of wage-earning occupations available to women in urban 

areas, these gains to migration are not surprising, and they are consistent with the idea that 

both independence in terms of access to wage-earnings opportunities and absolute gains in 

earnings were strong pull factors. Additionally, opportunity for relative economic upward 

mobility could also have been an important pull. I test this by measuring whether a woman’s 
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wage-earning occupation was above the median earnings score among women of the same 

age range and race in her 1940 county. I find that for Black women, there is a small 

correlation between likelihood of migration and above-median occupational standing. For 

white women, those who migrated were 15 percentage points less likely to have an 

occupation score above the median than those who stayed. This is despite both Black and 

white women who migrated having more than one additional year of schooling as compared 

to their non-migrant counterparts, indicating that more education does not appear to be 

translating into occupational upgrading in urban areas. As I show in Chapter 2, there is little 

positive selection of Black women into migration in terms of education during the 1920s and 

negative selection during the 1930s, and modest positive selection among white women. 

Individual access to education does not appear to be driving gains in occupational standing 

(or their absence).  

The results on occupational standing underscore the difference in the types of jobs 

available to Black and white women in rural versus urban areas. White women who were 

wage workers in rural areas were more likely to be teachers – a good-paying job – than to be 

in any other occupation. However, white women were much less likely to be employed in 

rural areas and instead were mainly doing unpaid farm labor. Once in the city, paying jobs 

for white women with little education were available (such as factory work). This can help 

explain the lack of occupational upgrading when comparing employed white migrants and 

non-migrants. For Black women, job opportunities were similar in both rural and urban areas 

(with the exception of farm wage work), but they had somewhat more diversity of 

opportunity in rural areas, which may help to explain their only slight increase in relative 

standing.  



130 

That migration did not always lead to better jobs, but did lead to improved life 

satisfaction, is reflected in the accounts of white girls and women who made the move. 

Among white girls who moved to either Durham or Richmond from rural areas and who 

were interviewed by the Southern Women’s Educational Alliance, a large majority said their 

status (defined not just economically, but in terms of their social and recreational life, 

educational resources, religious resources, and balance of free time and home duties/chores) 

had improved, despite the sometimes low-status or low-paying work they found themselves 

performing:  

When it is remembered that in almost every case these girls were holding low grade 

positions yielding poor or rather poor earnings and long working hours, the fact that 86 

percent of them felt that they had materially improved their lot by coming to the city 

for work, will convey some idea of the loneliness and barrenness of their lives in the 

country and of the hard work expected of them there. (Hatcher 1930, 84) 

 

Black women also expressed the view that the city offered some respite from farm life, but 

these benefits were often eroded by the conditions that awaited them, especially as domestics 

in white households. The aspiration expressed in 1926 by Rossa Cooley, an advocate of 

Black women’s education, was not always realized:  

The gauge that freedom set to these Negro women of the southern countrysides was 

not to become housemaids to be had for wages by city dwellers; but to become home-

makers and mothers, the cultural leaders and farm women for their own rural 

communities. (Cooley 1926, 81) 

 

Despite the absence of large gains in terms of relative economic standing, moving did 

increase both Black and white women’s ability to earn money at all. This was a major draw 

for many women off-farm, either in order to help their families back home, to earn their own 

spending money, or just to have the “freedom” of being out from under the patriarchal 

supervision of farm labor.  
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 Finally, both Black and white women who migrated finished about one to two more 

years of schooling relative to those who didn’t migrate. As described in Chapter 2, there was 

little selection on education among both Black and white women during the 1920s, but Black 

women who had less education were more likely to migrate during the 1930s, and white 

women with more education were more likely to migrate during the 1930s. It is thus possible 

that a white woman’s education gains could be overstated if her schooling was finished 

before she migrated, and Black women’s understated. I will explore this selection a bit 

further in the next section. Whether these education gains translated into more job 

opportunities for Black women, though, is unlikely given discrimination. Melnea Cass, Black 

civil rights activist, described this reality,  

I couldn’t get a job when I came out of school, I told you, in any of the stores or any 

place else. The only resort for most black people was domestic work. . .  You always 

could make a living. But it wasn’t always what you wanted to do. But you had to do it. 

. . .  I could have gone in as a trainee in some of these offices, receptionist, and all these 

things I see people doing now, I could have easily done it in my young days. But they 

wouldn’t hire me, because I was a colored woman. . .  That’s how they [Black women] 

educated their families and did everything else, doing domestic work. (Wolcott 1996, 

65) 

 

While education for education’s sake was a strong motivator for migration, the payoff for 

Black women was not realized in access to better-paying jobs as it was for white women. 

3.5.2 Household selection and migration outcomes 

In Chapter 2, I found that there was significant selection into migration from those at 

the lowest end of the tenure ladder: wage workers and tenants. Additionally, I found that 

Black women were less likely to migrate from households where one or both parents were 

literate, whereas white women were more likely to migrate from those households. Following 

Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson (2012), I conduct a similar exercise to measure whether 

the characteristics of these households were playing a role in migrant women’s outcomes. 
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For example, those whose families relied on farm wage work and did not own their own land, 

or had more children, may have had fewer resources with which to help secure their 

daughters high-paying jobs in cities or to help them attend private schools away from home. 

Using Equation 3.2, I can directly compare naïve OLS estimates and within-household 

estimates. If the estimates are significantly different, that indicates that women’s childhood 

circumstances were helping to determine better or worse outcomes after migration, 

depending on the direction of the bias. For example, if  𝛽1 < 𝛽1
′ , that would indicate that the 

gains from migration are understated, and women’s childhood resources may be limiting how 

well they do in the city. For these comparisons, I only keep women from households in 

which I observe at least two members, including migrant-migrant, migrant-stayer, and stayer-

stayer pairs.29 When household fixed effects are added, my sample is then limited to only 

those households in which there is a migrant-stayer pair.  

In Table 3.4, I compare the naïve OLS estimate (𝛽1), which assumes no household 

selection into migration, to the within-household OLS estimate (𝛽1
′ ). When including 

household fixed effects, the estimate of the coefficients on migrant are all slightly higher than 

naïve estimates. This indicates some level of negative selection from households and aligns 

with my results form Chapter 2. However, Chi-squared tests indicate that the differences 

between the OLS coefficients and the within-household OLS coefficients are not significant 

for either Black or white migrants and non-migrants in most of the regressions. This means 

that any selection that exists then must come from within the household, such as individual 

 
29 Households from which I was able to link more than one individual may have been fundamentally different from those 

where I only located one individual. Comparing women only in households with at least two individuals allows for a more 

accurate comparison. 
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attributes that may correlate with migration and with the outcomes above, but not with 

household status itself. 

 

  



 

 

Table 3.4: OLS and Within-Household Estimates of Outcomes of Migration, Single Women 
Coefficient on Migrant= 1 

 Black  White 

 Employed 
Log Weekly 

Income 

Above Median 

Earnings 

Highest Grade 

Achieved 

 
Employed 

Log Weekly 

Income 

Above Median 

Earnings 

Highest Grade 

Achieved 

          

OLS 0.345** 0.785** 0.021 1.099**  0.512** 0.488** -0.235** 1.059** 

 (0.026) (0.085) (0.034) (0.194)  (0.012) (0.040) (0.027) (0.106) 

          

R2 0.075 0.097 0.002 0.052  0.233 0.142 0.033 0.020 

          

          

Within 

Household 
0.366** 0.873** 0.064 1.233** 

 
0.521** 0.502** -0.217** 1.312** 

 (0.035) (0.135) (0.048) (0.249)  (0.016) (0.083) (0.035) (0.119) 

          

R2 0.631 0.633 0.568 0.660  0.690 0.526 0.593 0.676 

          

Chi-squared 0.505 0.592 1.014 0.334  0.363 0.047 0.312 3.944* 

p-value 0.477 0.442 0.314 0.563  0.547 0.829 0.577 0.047 

          

N 2,776 1,036 1,123 2,711  5,772 2,839 3,062 5,663 

Sister-pairs 851 155 189 809  2,562 607 729 2,457 

Notes: All results include controls for age and age squared. Regressions are weighted using the method described in Section 3.1. Samples are limited to only 

those households in which I observe two women. Standard errors in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

 

1
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The only significant difference that does exist is between coefficients on highest 

grade achieved among white women. The difference is small (less than half a grade) but 

could indicate that white women who remained single during the whole period were coming 

from households that limited their ability to finish more grades of school. Negative selection 

could be due to pre-migration lack of access to schooling, or post-migration lack of resources 

with which to attend school. This result is interesting given my finding in Chapter 2, showing 

that during the Depression years, white women were more likely to come from households 

where one or both parents were literate and who were attending school in 1930. It is thus 

likely that it was the households whose inability to access or afford more schooling for their 

daughters beyond what could be achieved in the local area, in addition to the family’s value 

placed on their education, that were the most likely to send daughters to the city. 

3.5.3 Married women 

Finally, I look at the outcomes of migration among married women using Equation 

3.3. While I cannot use household fixed effects due to data constraints, I control for many 

aspects of the farm household that I found were highly correlated with women’s off-farm 

migration. From Table 3.5, estimates show that for Black women who married by 1940, 

migration has no correlation with age at first marriage or age at first child, but those who left 

the farm had about one less child than those who stayed and were about 39 percentage points 

more likely to have a husband with an occupational earnings score above the county median 

for Black men. There is no difference between the level of school achieved by married Black 

migrants and non-migrants. Among white women, migration is also correlated with fewer 

children, but there is no difference in age at first marriage or age at first child. White female 

migrants were also about 22 percentage points more likely to have a husband with an 
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occupation score above the county median and to have about one more year of schooling. 

Results on number of children align with patterns of high fertility common in farming areas 

(Tolnay 1996).  

 

 

  



 

Table 3.5: OLS Estimates of Outcomes of Migration, Married Women 
 Black White 

 
Age at 

Marriage 

Age at First 

Child 

Num. of 

Children 

Husband 

Above 

Median 

Earnings 

Highest 

Grade 

Age at 

Marriage 

Age at First 

Child 

Num. of 

Children 

Husband 

Above 

Median 

Earnings 

Highest 

Grade 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

           

Migrant=1 0.137 -1.457 -1.195** 0.386** 0.367 -0.007 -0.004 -0.685** 0.215** 1.099** 

 (0.714) (0.938) (0.408) (0.073) (0.722) (0.284) (0.389) (0.178) (0.048) (0.259) 

R2 0.749 0.792 0.562 0.723 0.685 0.560 0.594 0.514 0.563 0.570 

N 772 469 772 549 763 2,484 1,835 2,484 2,181 2,457 

Notes: All results include controls for age and age squared, as well as pre-migration controls for the number of siblings, number of brothers, farm tenure type, 

and county-of-origin fixed effects. Regressions are weighted using the method described in Section 3.1. Standard errors in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** 

p < 0.01 
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Correlation between migration and higher-earning husbands highlight how more 

“marriageable” men were a major pull factor for women’s migration. As women’s access to 

socioeconomic standing, even outside of farming, was dependent on her husband’s earnings 

(not just her own), making a “good match” in terms of marriage could be one avenue toward 

mobility. This was especially true in rural farm communities, where there was a high 

correlation between childhood economic status and married household economic status, 

indicating little upward mobility through marriage (Charlton 1954, 28–29). As the least well-

off women (in terms of farm ownership status) were the most likely to leave, migration for 

marriage was an important avenue for economic and social mobility. For Black female 

migrants, whose partners in rural farm communities were mainly sharecroppers whose ability 

to earn and collect the capital necessary to become farm owners was severely limited by 

racism, migration to urban areas could provide an opportunity for “better” marriage partners. 

While racial discrimination in both jobs and wages existed for Black men in the city as it did 

for Black women, Black men had a wider range of better-paying jobs (including 

manufacturing jobs) available to them than they did in a rural farm community. White 

women, whose potential marriage partners in rural areas were much more likely to be able to 

rise up the farm tenure ladder to farm owner, did not see as large gains from migration in 

terms of husband occupational upgrading, though significant upgrading was possible. Urban 

areas were thus more important for Black women than for white women in providing access 

to “marriageable” men, since their potential husbands were not bound by the same 

constraints of racism in cities.  Still, in both rural and urban areas, marriage was more likely 

to bring economic mobility for white women.  
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3.6 Conclusion 

This chapter explored to what extent women who left the farm fared better in terms of 

access to independent wage working opportunities, earnings, relative socioeconomic status, 

and education than those who stayed. It also asked whether those who married secured more 

“marriageable” partners in terms of spousal earnings and whether any other significant 

differences existed in age at first marriage, age at first child, and education. I find that there 

were significant gains: both Black and white single women who left the farm for the city 

were more likely to have an independent wage occupation, earn up to 80 log points more in 

nominal wages, and gain more than one year of additional schooling. Black women’s 

increased earnings are comparable to what has been shown for Black men who migrated 

during the same period. As also explored in Chapter 2, I measured to what extent selection, 

whether on the place-based, household, or individual level, was key in estimating the actual 

returns to migration. I tested whether the sending household played a role in allowing some 

migrants to achieve better outcomes than if a random subset of Southern women had left and 

find that household status mattered very little. Switching my attention to women who 

married, I confirm what many women mentioned in their accounts of why they left the farm, 

which is that the city offered potentially better marriage partners. Women who migrated were 

about 20-40 percentage points more likely to have a husband with an occupation earnings 

score above the county median.  

Explorations of the gains to migration for women, further disaggregated by race, have 

the potential to broaden our understanding of how both gender and race can condition the 

benefits from migration in addition to conditioning individual or household selection. My 

findings go beyond studies of migration that focus only on wage differentials; they also 
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explore other outcomes that are gender specific. I also qualify my conclusions based on race. 

Women’s migration out of farming to cities is likely to be highly consequential for both the 

farms they left and the cities that received them.  Research on the impact of these women’s 

movements on patterns of family formation, women’s labor force participation, and other 

outcomes remains an important area for future investigation. 
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4 CONCLUSION 

The U.S. farm crisis of the 1920s and 1930s serves as a valuable case study in how 

economic crisis in a sector rooted in traditional gender roles and with a long history of racial 

segregation and discrimination can alter outcomes in women’s marriage, migration, and labor 

force participation. My dissertation asked three major questions about this period: (1) how 

did the farm crisis affect family formation on the farm, (2) how did race and gender influence 

who was most likely to migrate off-farm during the crisis, and (3) what were the labor market 

and marriage outcomes for women who left?   

To address these questions, I created a new dataset of over 200,000 Black and white 

women linked across the 1920 to 1930, 1930 to 1940, or 1920 to 1940 U.S. Censuses of 

Population. Studies of internal migration during this period using linked census data have 

overwhelmingly been limited to men due to challenges linking women before and after 

marriage.  This dissertation is the first to use marriage certificates to link women who 

married in the context of rural-to-urban migration during the early twentieth century in the 

United States. Since most women in this time period married, it is important that my dataset 

links them as well as single women. I also relied on archival material in the form of oral 

histories, surveys from the period, and personal accounts of farm women. My large-scale 

quantitative work revealed widespread patterns in women’s marriage and migration behavior 

and my qualitative sources helped me to contextualize the realities facing women on the 

farm. This dissertation fills important gaps relating to race and gender in the economic and 

historical literature on U.S. internal migration in the twentieth century. 

In Chapter 1, I examined the role of the farm crisis in changing family formation on 

the farm. Focusing on links between the labor, land, and marriage markets, I showed how the 
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challenges to farm tenure mobility created by the farm crisis, and the subsequent decline in 

“marriageable” men, caused women to respond by delaying marriage. Using shift-share 

instrumental variable techniques, I highlighted how racial and regional differences in access 

to farmland and inheritance practices led to Southern white farm families being the most 

affected by the decline in farm commodity prices. Black farmers, who were already denied 

tenure mobility before the crisis began, and Midwestern white farmers, who were more likely 

to inherit land or capital from their family, were insulated from the direct detrimental effects. 

Previous literature such as Autor, Dorn, and Hanson (2019) noted the connection between 

declining labor market opportunities for men and decreasing women’s marriage rates. My 

work builds upon and adds to this research by focusing specifically on the mechanism of 

farm tenure mobility as a major avenue through which women in farming communities adjust 

their marriage behavior.  Because acquisition of land for an independent farm was an 

important route to upward mobility, and loss of land through foreclosure during the farm 

crisis often led to downward mobility, the farm family's position in the land market directly 

affected women's marriage and labor-force behavior. 

A key finding of this dissertation is that women were more likely to leave the farm 

during the crisis years than men. In Chapter 2, I focused on how gender differences in access 

to economic and social mobility on-farm, and racial and gender segregation in employment 

off-farm, led to different patterns of migrant selection among women and men. This chapter 

altered the framing of the Great Migration by examining not only South-North moves but 

rural-to-urban moves more broadly, including those within the South. In both Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 3, I took a critical view of the simple Roy model that focuses exclusively on wage 

and income inequality differentials. Following feminist economic scholarship, I broadened 
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the analysis to show how women’s limited opportunities in farming created by the patriarchal 

farm family had significant ramifications for women’s migration. Women were more likely 

to migrate than men who had a wider range of options in farming communities.  

Chapter 1 showed that the farm crisis had significant effects on family formation, 

whether through changes to tenure mobility or other factors that incentivized women to delay 

marriage. Chapter 2 added additional context to those results by using linear probability and 

multinomial logit models to examine how debt and AAA spending affected women’s 

response to the crisis through migration. My results also highlighted the ways in which 

gender and race intersected to generate different patterns of migrant selection. For example, I 

found that Black women’s migration was slowed by family care responsibilities and racial 

segregation in the labor market that limited their work opportunities. Black women who had 

access to educational resources were thus less likely to migrate than those who did not. These 

results contrast with those presented by Collins and Wanamaker (2015) who emphasize that, 

at least up until 1930, school attendance and literacy were associated with some increased 

likelihood of migration among Black men. Conversely, white women’s migration was 

incentivized, especially during the Depression years, by their greater compensation for 

skilled work.  

Finally, in Chapter 3 I asked what happened to the women who left the farm. I 

showed that many were able to achieve what they outlined as goals in their personal 

accounts: access to independent wage-earning jobs, greater income, and some degree of 

“autonomy”, as indicated by a greater share of women living on their own, outside of the 

patriarchal household. Despite these overall gains, the racial segregation limiting the jobs 

available to Black women, already highlighted in Chapter 2, remained a barrier to their 
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occupational upgrading. Both my analysis of the distribution of occupations and my OLS 

regression results show that even after migrating, Black women were overwhelmingly 

relegated to domestic work. By using household fixed effects, I also demonstrated that single 

migrant women’s family background (whether their families were tenant farmers or farm 

owners), had little effect on their outcomes once in the city. This suggests that urban 

opportunity was widespread (though differing by race) if a woman was able to get to the city. 

Finally, in this chapter I explored upward mobility through marriage as an important outcome 

for those women who migrated. I found that migrants’ urban husbands were likely to earn 

more than the husbands of those who stayed on the farm. Combined with my findings on 

marriage in Chapter 1, these results showed that while women who stayed on-farm delayed 

marriage, those who left may have found more suitable partners in the city. This aspiration, 

mentioned in women's personal accounts, appears to have been a realistic one for many 

women.   

This dissertation makes large strides forward in helping to document women’s 

experiences during this period, while also presenting many opportunities for further study. 

Firstly, observing women only every ten years can obscure important life events that 

occurred before or after migration. For example, I may be overlooking many women who 

migrated and then returned home to the farm between census years. I may also be missing 

women who became homeless in the city and were overlooked by census enumerators. More 

detailed case studies of migrant women in particular cities could help to shine light on post-

migration realities for those not captured in my sample. Such studies may also provide 

further context for understanding how women linked using marriage certificates may differ 

from the general population. Finally, looking at the individual and familial differences 
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between women who chose to migrate short distances (such as to an urban area within her 

county) and those who migrated as far as cities in the northern United States may help to 

further illuminate the role of gender dynamics, education, and family resources in facilitating 

(or not) longer moves.  

Secondly, research on legal and institutional factors affecting migration, such as anti-

vagrancy laws, anti-enticement laws (both of which disproportionately targeted Black men), 

and social welfare programs in areas receiving migrants, can provide new insights enhancing 

our understanding of women's greater propensity to migrate. Black men were routinely 

targeted by both state-sanctioned and other forms of violence, often as deterrents to 

migration, and had less access to relief once in the city. Future research that examines 

gendered dimensions of Black migration within and out of the South in terms of law, state 

policy, and private institutional responses through relief organizations such as the Urban 

League, can help to further explain the patterns I found.  

Finally, women’s delayed marriage, the exodus of women from farming, and racial 

differences in who left the farm and their outcomes once in the city, likely had important 

implications for the economic development of both sending and receiving communities. 

Further analysis of farm communities that lost significantly more women – or lost more 

women than men – than other communities, or of cities that experienced large in-migrations 

of single and/or married women, could help illuminate the direct role of women’s migration 

with respect to important topics in the literature on migration (both international and 

internal). These include migrant socioeconomic assimilation, the development of migrant or 

welfare policy, and changes to women’s labor force participation rates and expectations 

about family formation. 
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A. APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 1 

 

A.1 Falsification tests 

 

Table A.1: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Farm Tenure Mobility, 1910-1920 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
Wage Worker 

to Tenant 

Tenant to 

Owner 

Owner to 

Tenant 

Tenant to Non-

Farm 

Owner to Non-

Farm 

 A. South, Black 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices)  
-.0014 -.00034 -.00045 .00043 .00084 

 (.0011) (.00041) (.0013) (.00056) (.00084) 

N 96 96 95 91 49 

 B. South, White 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
-.00086 -.00031 -.00027 -.00015 .000024 

 (.0012) (.00046) (.00032) (.00041) (.00031) 

N 202 269 268 171 183 

 C. Midwest, White 

Crisis Exposure 

(Global Prices) 
-.00062 .000012 .00048+ .00019 .00006 

 (.00078) (.0005) (.00025) (.00031) (.00022) 

N 212 242 241 167 196 
Notes: Dependent variable is the change between the 1900s and the 1910s in the share of men aged 18 to 40 at the start of 

each decade who ascended or descended each rung of the tenure ladder by the end of the decade. Observations are at the 

county level. Sample size fluctuates due to data availability of matched men. Panel A analyzes Southern Black men, Panel B 

analyzes Southern white men, and Panel C analyzes Midwestern white men. Results show the reduced form using my 

instrument to predict changes prior to the crisis. All models include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure and start-of-

period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and 

debt-to-value, average farm size, race-specific population density, and rate of school attendance. Also included are state 

fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors clustered at the 

county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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Table A.2: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Southern Marriage Rates, 1910-1920 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

 A. Black, Ever Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

-.000039 -.000015 .000085 .000098 .000042 -.000011 

 (.00014) (.000091) (.00025) (.00016) (.00014) (.00012) 

N 232 231 232 232 232 232 

 B. Black, Currently Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

-.00013 -.000044 .000055 -1.5e-06 -.00012 -.00013 

 (.00013) (.00009) (.00024) (.00019) (.00018) (.00017) 

N 232 231 232 232 232 232 

 C. White, Ever Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

.000092 .000055 -.000054 .00016 -.0001 .000058 

 (.000093) (.000061) (.00016) (.0001) (.000099) (.000087) 

N 354 351 354 354 354 352 

 D. White, Currently Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

.000092 .000059 -.000055 .00005 3.4e-06 .000094 

 (.000092) (.00006) (.00016) (.00011) (.00011) (.0001) 

N 354 350 354 354 354 352 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in women ever married or currently married by age group. Observations are at 

the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. Panels A-B show the 

changes in the shares of married Black women and Panels C-D show the changes in the shares of married white women. 

Results show the reduced form using my instrument to predict changes prior to the crisis. All models include the 1920 total 

share of crisis exposure and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the 

interaction between share indebted and debt-to-value, race-specific population density, and race- and age-specific male-to-

female ratio. Also included are state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. 

Standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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Table A.3: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Midwestern Marriage Rates, 1910-

1920 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

 A. Ever Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

-.000055 .000019 -.000015 -.000038 .000022 -.00013+ 

 (.000091) (.000052) (.00018) (.000099) (.000076) (.000075) 

N 335 335 335 335 335 335 

 B. Currently Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(Global 

Prices) 

-.000056 .000016 .000019 -.000063 7.5e-06 -.00012 

 (.000082) (.000053) (.00017) (.000097) (.000085) (.000082) 

N 335 334 335 335 335 335 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in women ever married or currently married by age group. Observations are at 

the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. Panel A shows the 

change in the share of ever-married women and Panel B shows the change in the share of currently married women. Results 

show the reduced form using my instrument to predict changes prior to the crisis. All models include the 1920 total share of 

crisis exposure and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction 

between share indebted and debt-to-value, race-specific population density, and race- and age-specific male-to-female ratio. 

Also included are state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard 

errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

Table A.4: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Other Outcomes, 1910-1920 
 (1) (2) 

 Share w/ Off-farm Work Num. Children 

 A. South, Black 

Crisis Exposure (Global Prices) .00011 .00045 

 (.000095) (.00058) 

N 304 344 

 B. South, White 

Crisis Exposure (Global Prices) .00007 -.00013 

 (.000061) (.0002) 

N 366 369 

 C. Midwest, White 

Crisis Exposure (Global Prices) -.000012 .00015 

 (.00006) (.00014) 

N 312 312 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in share of women working off farm and the number of children under 5 per 

ever-married woman aged 16 to 39. Observations are at the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of 

married women under 19 years old. Panel A analyzes Southern Black women, Panel B analyzes Southern white women, and 

Panel C analyzes Midwestern white women. Results show the reduced form using my instrument to predict changes prior to 

the crisis. All models include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, 

and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share 

indebted and debt-to-value, and race-specific population density. Also included are state fixed effects. Results are weighted 

by the share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 

0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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A.2 Matching men 

 

A.2.1 Matching procedure 

I began by creating a sample of all Black and white men who in each start year (1910, 1920, 

or 1930) were aged 18 to 40. Matching was conducted using the ABE method, which 

matched individuals across years based on full names, age, and place of birth. First and last 

names are cleaned using New York State Identification and Intelligence System (NYSIIS) 

Table A.5 shows the match rates for the full sample, as well as by race. These match rates are 

consistent with those seen in studies that linked men over similar years. 

Table A.5: Match Rates 
 1910-1920 1920-1930 1930-1940 

A. Full Sample 

Potential Matches 17,971,993 20,894,223 25,112,419 

Actual Matches 3,549,748 5,153,502 6,428,724 

Match Rate 19.8% 24.7% 25.6% 

B. Black 

Potential Matches 2,264,611 2,466,573 2,844,286 

Actual Matches 294,896 338,442 451,358 

Match Rate 13.0% 13.7% 15.9% 

C. White 

Potential Matches 15,707,382 18,427,650 22,268,133 

Actual Matches 3,254,852 4,815,060 5,977,366 

Match Rate 20.7% 26.1% 26.8% 
Notes: Table shows the match rates overall and by race for my 1910-1920, 1920-1930, and 1930-1940 links.   
 

A.2.2 Matched versus un-matched sample comparisons 

 In general, differences between my matched and unmatched populations in both the 

distribution of farm tenure and literacy are not substantial and fall within the range of a 

similar study of tenure mobility conducted by Alston and Ferrie (2005). That said, as with 

most linked data, matched individuals are slightly better off than un-matched individuals, as 

shown by higher rates of ownership and literacy. Overall, this would likely bias my results 

toward zero, as better-off individuals would likely have the financial resources to be more 

resilient to economic crisis. Table A.6 show the properties of my un-matched and un-

matched samples for each start year. 
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Table A.6: Un-Matched vs. Matched, 1910 
 Black White 

 A. 1910-1920 Match 

 Un-Matched Matched Difference Un-Matched Matched Difference 

Age, 1910 28.059 27.648 -0.411 28.480 27.323 -1.156 

Literate 0.656 0.689 0.033 0.952 0.966 0.014 

Owned Farm 0.184 0.202 0.017 0.572 0.618 0.046 

Tenant Farm 0.594 0.592 -0.002 0.327 0.298 -0.029 

Farm Wage 0.222 0.206 -0.016 0.101 0.084 -0.017 

N 772,387 132,764  3,401,055 1,176,349  

       

 B. 1920-1930 Match 

Age, 1920 28.503 27.565 -0.938 29.170 27.601 -1.570 

Literate 0.691 0.736 0.045 0.958 0.975 0.017 

Owned Farm 0.181 0.205 0.024 0.560 0.589 0.029 

Tenant Farm 0.706 0.693 -0.014 0.373 0.354 -0.019 

Farm Wage 0.113 0.102 -0.010 0.067 0.058 -0.010 

N 672,444 146,939  2,939,025 1,518,201  

       

 C. 1930-1940 Match 

Age, 1930 27.948 27.015 -0.933 28.933 27.459 -1.473 

Literate 0.724 0.769 0.045 0.961 0.974 0.014 

Owned Farm 0.162 0.182 0.020 0.497 0.520 0.023 

Tenant Farm 0.742 0.730 -0.012 0.442 0.428 -0.014 

Farm Wage 0.096 0.088 -0.008 0.060 0.052 -0.009 

N 650,844 163,482  2,942,172 1,533,460  
Notes: Table shows the differences in start-of-period characteristics between my matched and un-matched samples.  
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A.3 OLS results 

 

Table A.7: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Farm Tenure Mobility: OLS 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
Wage Worker 

to Tenant 

Tenant to 

Owner 

Owner to 

Tenant 

Owner to Non-

Farm 

Tenant to Non-

Farm 

 A. South, Black 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
.021 -.011+ -.0033 .0056 .018 

 (.035) (.0065) (.02) (.021) (.011) 

N 434 625 624 452 634 

 B. South, White 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
-.026 -.026** .023** -.0065 -.005 

 (.021) (.0062) (.0048) (.0046) (.0045) 

N 1097 1917 1918 1920 1888 

 C. Midwest, White 

Crisis Exposure 

(US Prices) 
.017** -.0047 -.012** .003 .0019 

 (.0051) (.01) (.0034) (.0027) (.0044) 

N 1703 1315 1705 1702 1680 
Notes: Dependent variable is the change between the 1910s and the 1920s, or the 1920s and the 1930s, in the share of men 

aged 18 to 40 at the start of each decade who ascended or descended each rung of the tenure ladder by the end of the decade. 

Observations are at the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to data availability of matched men. Panel A analyzes 

Southern Black men, Panel B analyzes Southern white men, and Panel C analyzes Midwestern white men. All models 

include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-period 

controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and debt-to-

value, average farm size, and race-specific population density and rate of school attendance. Also included are controls for 

AAA spending during the 1930s and state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to 

farming. Standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

Table A.8: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Black Marriage Rates, South: OLS 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

 A. Ever Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US Prices) 

-.0074** -.00036 -.0047 -.0035 -.0026 .00056 

 (.0024) (.0015) (.0039) (.0035) (.0027) (.0021) 

N 1499 1492 1499 1499 1499 1499 

 B. Currently Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US Prices) 

-.011** -.00063 -.0083* -.0075+ -.0094* -.0069 

 (.0027) (.0015) (.0036) (.0041) (.0043) (.0044) 

N 1499 1492 1499 1499 1499 1499 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in women ever married or currently married by age group. Observations are at 

the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. Panel A shows the 

change in the share of ever-married women and Panel B shows the change in the share of currently married women. All 

models include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-

period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and 

debt-to-value, race-specific population density, and race- and age-specific male-to-female ratio. Also included are controls 

for AAA spending during the 1930s and state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to 

farming. Standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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Table A.9: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on White Marriage Rates, South: OLS 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

 A. Ever Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US Prices) 

-.0047** -.0018 -.0063* -.0024 .00068 -.00011 

 (.0017) (.0011) (.0025) (.0018) (.0016) (.0011) 

N 2280 2273 2279 2280 2280 2278 

 B. Currently Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US Prices) 

-.0043* -.0018+ -.0063* -.0015 .00091 .00045 

 (.0017) (.0011) (.0026) (.0019) (.0019) (.0013) 

N 2280 2271 2279 2280 2280 2278 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in women ever married or currently married by age group. Observations are at 

the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. Panel A shows the 

change in the share of ever-married women and Panel B shows the change in the share of currently married women. All 

models include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-

period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and 

debt-to-value, race-specific population density, and race- and age-specific male-to-female ratio. Also included are controls 

for AAA spending during the 1930s and state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to 

farming. Standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 

Table A.10: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on White Marriage Rates, Midwest: 

OLS 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 15-39 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 

 A. Ever married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US Prices) 

-.0019 .00036 -.0055* -.0023 .0017 -.00033 

 (.0014) (.00073) (.0022) (.0015) (.0011) (.0012) 

N 1936 1933 1936 1936 1936 1936 

 B. Currently Married 

Crisis 

Exposure 

(US Prices) 

-.0021 .00022 -.0059** -.0033* .0022 -.00062 

 (.0014) (.00072) (.0022) (.0015) (.0013) (.0016) 

N 1936 1932 1936 1936 1936 1936 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in women ever married or currently married by age group. Observations are at 

the county level. Sample size fluctuates due to lower numbers of married women under 19 years old. Panel A shows the 

change in the share of ever-married women and Panel B shows the change in the share of currently married women. All 

models include the 1920 total share of crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-

period controls for the share of farmers indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and 

debt-to-value, race-specific population density, and race- and age-specific male-to-female ratio. Also included are controls 

for AAA spending during the 1930s and state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the share of the county’s land devoted to 

farming. Standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



153 

 

Table A.11: Depressed Farm Earnings Impact on Other Outcomes, All: OLS 
 (1) (2) 

 Share w/ Off-farm Work Num. Children. 

 A. South, Black 

Crisis Exposure (US Prices) .0037 -.01* 

 (.0023) (.0049) 

N 1474 1499 

 B. South, White 

Crisis Exposure (US Prices) .0023+ -.0083* 

 (.0012) (.0034) 

N 2259 2280 

 C. Midwest, White 

Crisis Exposure (US Prices) .0016+ .0015 

 (.00091) (.002) 

N 1920 1936 
Notes: Dependent variables are the change in share of women working off farm and the number of children under 5 per 

ever-married woman aged 16 to 39. Observations are at the county level. Panel A analyzes Southern Black women, Panel B 

analyzes Southern white women, and Panel C analyzes Midwestern white women All models include the 1920 total share of 

crisis exposure, a dummy variable for the second period 1930-1940, and start-of-period controls for the share of farmers 

indebted, the farm debt-to-value ratio, the interaction between share indebted and debt-to-value, and race-specific population 

density. Also included are controls for AAA spending during the 1930s and state fixed effects. Results are weighted by the 

share of the county’s land devoted to farming. Standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. + p < 0.10, * p 

< 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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B. APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 2 

 

 

B.1 Matching women 

 

B.1.1 Matching procedure 

Traditional census matching of men relies on certain fields that are “time-invariant,” such as 

birth year (and thus age), birthplace, race, and first and last names. This method does not 

work for matching women. Most women marry (86 percent by age 30 in 1930 among women 

born in my Southern states of interest), and most when they marry change their last names. In 

order to link women beyond those who remained single between 1920 and 1940, I use a 

sample of 130,517 marriage certificates downloaded from FamilySearch.org. These 

certificates have information on marriage dates and husbands’ last names, two essential 

pieces of information when linking women. Due to restrictions on web scraping, I manually 

downloaded these certificates 75 to 100 at a time, filtering my search to target women who 

married between 1920 and 1940 and who were born in farming communities with greater 

than 50 percent of the land devoted to farming in 1920. These counties are shown in Figure 

B.1. 

Marriage certificate accessibility is subject to the extent of records digitization in states. 

Therefore, my sample of marriage certificates comes from a distinct subset of states. These 

states are listed in Table B.2 and shown in Figure B.3. Furthermore, I limit my married 

sample to women born in counties with greater than 50 percent of the land devoted to 

farming in 1920. Due to variation in records digitization by state, women who were married 

in Virginia, Indiana, North Carolina, and New York are over-represented in my married 

sample. 
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Figure B.1: Birth Counties of Married Women 
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Table B.1: Place of Marriage 

Marriage Place Number Share 

ALABAMA 4,774 4.6 

ARIZONA 1 0.0 

ARKANSAS 1 0.0 

DELAWARE 49 0.0 

FLORIDA 888 0.9 

GEORGIA 2 0.0 

IDAHO 66 0.1 

ILLINOIS 302 0.3 

INDIANA 21,025 20.3 

IOWA 701 0.7 

KENTUCKY 1,041 1.0 

MICHIGAN 321 0.3 

MISSISSIPPI 4 0.0 

MONTANA 285 0.3 

NEBRASKA 11 0.0 

NEVADA 2 0.0 

NEW HAMPSHIRE 2 0.0 

NEW YORK 8,048 7.8 

NORTH CAROLINA 8,818 8.5 

OHIO 4,868 4.7 

PENNSYLVANIA 37 0.0 

SOUTH CAROLINA 1 0.0 

TENNESSEE 9 0.0 

TEXAS 65 0.1 

UTAH 146 0.1 

VERMONT 1 0.0 

VIRGINIA 49,357 47.7 

WASHINGTON 34 0.0 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 173 0.2 

WEST VIRGINIA 2,485 2.4 

Total 103,517 100.0 

Notes: This table shows the source states of digitized 

marriage certificates used in linking. 
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Figure B.2: State Sources of Marriage Certificates 

 

 

 

I expand upon the automated linking technique proposed and used by Abramitzky, 

Boustan, and Eriksson (2012, 2014, 2017) (ABE Method). The ABE method lends itself to 

several variations. The first I term the “Main Match,” which matches based on NYSIIS-

cleaned first and last names, age plus or minus two years, race, and birthplace. The ABE 

method requires that an individual had a unique name within his or her birth year. If two 

individuals had the same name, the same birth year, and the same characteristics among all 

other included match variables, both will be dropped from the sample. I then tighten some of 

these criteria. For married matches specifically, I use additional information found on 

marriage certificates beyond the wife’s name, age, state of birth and husband’s last name: the 

first letter of parents’ first names and the first letter of the husband’s first name. I call this 

match “Extra Names.” I then create another match I term a “Conservative Match” which 

matches individuals with unique names within a five-year age band rather than a one-year 

band.  

  I first link from my sample of marriage certificates to the 1920 and 1930 censuses 

based on marriage year. If the marriage certificate shows that the individual was married 

between 1920 and 1930, I match that certificate to 1920. If the certificate shows the 

individual was married between 1930 and 1940, I match to 1930. I use several fields present 

in the certificates to match: first and last (maiden) name, birth year (age), and birthplace 
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(state). The marriage certificates do not have information about race. I then do another match 

that adds two additional variables noted above: parents’ and spouses’ NYSIIS-cleaned first 

names. Figure B.3 visualizes this matching procedure and Table B.3 shows the match rates 

for each sample (marriage certificates to the 1920 census and marriage certificates to the 

1930 census). 

 

Figure B.3: Matching Women using Marriage Certificates 

 

 

I attach the information garnered from the marriage certificates to the full sample of 

women in 1920 and 1930. I then match the 1920 census to the 1930 census and include the 

additional information of women who married between 1920 and 1930. I do the same thing 

from the 1930 to the 1940 censuses. These match rates are shown in Table B.4. For women 

for whom I have marriage information, I match to women who indicate their marital status as 

something other than “Never Married.” For women for whom I have no marriage 

information, I only match women who maintain that they were “Never Married” in 1930 or 

1940. Among single women “Potential Matches” indicates women who are unique in their 

first and last names, age, race, and birthplace in 1920. Among women for whom I have 

marriage information, "Potential matches” are those matches gained from the 1920 and 1930 

to marriage certificate matches. Male matches are described in Table B.5. 
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Table B.2: Marriage Certificate-to-Census Match Rates 
 MC to 1920 MC to 1930 

Potential Matches 54,320 37,236 

Black Matches 3,492 3,014 

White Matches 9,875 8,380 

Total Matches 13,367 11,394 

Match Rate 25% 30% 

Notes: This table reports the match rates from matching on first 

name, maiden name, birth year and birth state from marriage 

certificates to the 1920 and 1930 complete count censuses. “MC 

to 20” means marriage certificates to 1920 census match. 

Marriage certificates are used only if the marriage date was 

between census years. For example, 54,320 marriage certificates 

indicated a marriage year between 1920 and 1929. 

 

Table B.3: Census-to-Census Female Matches 

 1920-1930 1930-1940 1920-1930 1930-1940 

 Married Women Single Women 

Potential Matches     

Black 3,492 3,014 1,706,074 1,750,323 

White 9,875 8,380 3,556,265 3,949,580 

Total 13,367 11,394 5,262,339 5,699,903 

Matches     

Black 1,152 1,057 264,986 281,570 

White 4,809 4,053 805,116 884,287 

Total 5,961 5,110 1,070,102 1,165,875 

Match Rate     

Black 32% 35% 16% 16% 

White 49% 48% 23% 22% 

Total 45% 45% 20% 20% 

Notes: This table reports the match rates from matching on first name, maiden name, birth year, birth state, 

race, and marital status from 1930 to the 1920 and 1930 to 1940 complete count census with added marriage 

information. 
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Table B.4: Male Matches 
 1920-1930 1930-1940 

Potential Matches   

Black 1,822,933 1,864,969 

White 4,013,459 4,466,405 

Total 

 
5,836,392 6,331,374 

Matches   

Black 409,878 435,530 

White 1,383,858 1,510,395 

Total 1,793,736 1,935,925 

Match Rate   

Black 22% 23% 

White 34% 34% 

Total 31% 31% 

Notes: This table reports the match rates from matching men on first 

name, last name, birth year, birth state, and race from the 1940 to 1930 

and 1930 to 1920 complete count censuses. 

 

B.1.2 Matched vs. Un-matched sample comparisons 

 I conduct my main analyses on my “Main Match.” My “Conservative Match” and 

matches that rely on parents’ and husbands’ first names serve as datasets for robustness 

checks, and results are consistent across these different datasets. After completing the 

matching, I only keep men and women between age 5 and 30 in 1920 or 1930, who did not 

live in an urban area and were either living or working on a farm or had a parent who was 

working on a farm, and who resided in one of my Southern states of interest in 1920 or 1930. 

This reduces my sample size for each dataset. 

 Matching introduces biases, and no current method of linking will regularly produce a 

sample that is representative of the population (Bailey et al. 2020). Men who are linked tend 

to be of a higher socioeconomic status than those who are not. This can, in part, be attributed 

to higher literacy among men of a higher socioeconomic class (who are more likely to fill out 

the census), as well as a higher prevalence of unique names. In their study of automated 

linking methods, Bailey et al. (2020) recommend inverse propensity weights to reweight the 

linked sample to better represent the population on observed characteristics. Comparisons 

between un-matched and matched samples are shown in Tables B.6 and B.7.  
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Table B.5: 1920-1930 Sample: Un-Matched vs. Main Match, Unweighted 

 Women Men 

 Un-Matched Single Matches Married Matches Un-Matched Matches 

Black 

Age, 1920 12.203 9.637 15.637 12.561 12.464 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.807 0.809 0.889 0.709 0.733 

In School, Age 6-19 0.643 0.654 0.720 0.583 0.600 

Oldest Child 0.334 0.274 0.463 0.257 0.252 

Owned Home 0.244 0.260 0.474 0.250 0.275 

Owned Farm 0.235 0.250 0.466 0.238 0.262 

Tenant Farm 0.724 0.709 0.494 0.714 0.691 

Farm Wage 0.042 0.042 0.040 0.049 0.047 

N 823,459 102,970 642 881,765 186,262 

White 

Age, 1920 12.343 9.930 16.013 13.109 13.038 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.961 0.964 0.977 0.933 0.943 

In School, Age 6-19 0.777 0.794 0.765 0.743 0.759 

Oldest Child 0.350 0.283 0.439 0.281 0.281 

Owned Home 0.642 0.655 0.752 0.639 0.661 

Owned Farm 0.637 0.650 0.747 0.632 0.654 

Tenant Farm 0.345 0.333 0.236 0.345 0.325 

Farm Wage 0.018 0.017 0.018 0.023 0.021 

N 1,421,193 257,784 2,782 1,652,751 563,116 

Notes: This table shows the averages of different observable characteristics measured in the complete count census in 

1920 for the comparable population and the matched samples. Age is in years and all other variables are in shares. The 

population is all men or women who were either living or working on a farm, or were living with a parent who worked 

on a farm in the Southern states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia in 1920. 
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Table B.6: 1930-1940 Sample: Un-Matched vs. Main Match, Unweighted 

 Women Men 

 
Un-Matched Single Matches 

Married 

Matches 

Un-Matched Matches 

Black 

Age, 1930 12.432 10.144 16.782 12.954 12.806 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.857 0.853 0.917 0.760 0.780 

In School, Age 6-19 0.718 0.730 0.732 0.640 0.662 

Oldest Child 0.325 0.266 0.470 0.251 0.242 

Owned Home 0.219 0.235 0.360 0.224 0.245 

Owned Farm 0.207 0.221 0.338 0.208 0.228 

Tenant Farm 0.747 0.731 0.614 0.737 0.720 

Farm Wage 0.046 0.048 0.048 0.055 0.052 

N 746,573 95,189 518 827,968 180,477 

White      

Age, 1930 12.483 10.551 16.986 13.421 13.467 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.972 0.971 0.980 0.945 0.953 

In School, Age 6-19 0.791 0.807 0.707 0.739 0.753 

Oldest Child 0.340 0.278 0.458 0.281 0.283 

Owned Home 0.558 0.573 0.681 0.553 0.579 

Owned Farm 0.553 0.568 0.674 0.545 0.571 

Tenant Farm 0.426 0.411 0.303 0.428 0.403 

Farm Wage 0.022 0.021 0.023 0.027 0.025 

N 1,408,660 250,714 1,804 1,691,614 569,828 

Notes: This table shows the averages of different observable characteristics measured in the complete count census in 

1930 for the comparable population and the matched samples. Age is in years and all other variables are in shares. The 

population is all men or women who were either living or working on a farm or were living with a parent who worked 

on a farm in the Southern states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia in 1930. 

 

My sample is biased on two fronts: my matched women are more well-off than my 

unmatched women in terms of ownership, literacy, and school attendance, and I have over- 

sampled single women. My matches of married women are limited by the number of 

marriage certificates I can feasibly download with constrained time and resources. I chose to 

weight based on pre-migration-year characteristics, as I am most interested in the effect of 

pre-migration characteristics on migration. The tradeoff that comes from using a sample in 

which single women are over-sampled is between sample size and representativeness. Using 

the population dataset and matching its age distribution to that of my combined married and 
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single sample, I find that 74.4% of the population of black women should be married by 

1940, and 74.6% of white women. My final sample consists of less than 1% married Black 

women and about 1% married white women. When I weight on this particular 1940 

characteristic, however, I find that my sample becomes even less representative of the 1920 

population. Matched married women are even more better off as compared to  un-matched 

women than matched single women are as compared to un-matched women. In light of the 

way a weight based on 1940 marriage status would counterbalance any weights on other 

observable characteristics such as ownership that would make my sample more 

representative, I weight only on 1920 characteristics, recognizing that I am thus describing 

the experience mostly of women who remained single for a longer period of time. Since I am 

most interested in the experiences of younger women who migrated before or for marriage, I 

believe my results provide accurate insight into these patterns.  The results of this re-

weighting exercise are presented in Tables B.8 and B.9. 
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Table B.7: 1920-1930 Sample: Un-Matched vs. Matched Samples, Weighted 

 Women Men 

 Un-Matched Matched Difference p-value Un-Matched Matched Difference p-value 

Black 

Age, 1920 12.203 11.990 -0.213 0.000 12.561 12.531 -0.030 0.026 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.807 0.811 0.004 0.062 0.709 0.727 0.019 0.000 

In School, Age 6-19 0.643 0.657 0.014 0.000 0.583 0.597 0.014 0.000 

Oldest Child 0.334 0.329 -0.005 0.034 0.257 0.256 -0.002 0.193 

Owned Home 0.244 0.245 0.001 0.554 0.250 0.250 0.000 0.919 

Owned Farm 0.235 0.236 0.001 0.382 0.238 0.239 0.001 0.303 

Tenant Farm 0.724 0.724 0.000 0.828 0.714 0.717 0.004 0.001 

Farm Wage 0.042 0.040 -0.002 0.019 0.049 0.044 -0.005 0.000 

N 823,459 103,612   881,765 186,262   

White 

Age, 1920 12.343 12.148 -0.195 0.000 13.109 13.092 -0.017 0.049 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.961 0.963 0.002 0.002 0.933 0.942 0.009 0.000 

In School, Age 6-19 0.777 0.798 0.021 0.000 0.743 0.756 0.013 0.000 

Oldest Child 0.350 0.330 -0.020 0.000 0.281 0.284 0.003 0.000 

Owned Home 0.642 0.644 0.002 0.035 0.639 0.639 0.000 0.906 

Owned Farm 0.637 0.640 0.003 0.008 0.632 0.632 0.001 0.266 

Tenant Farm 0.345 0.343 -0.002 0.152 0.345 0.346 0.001 0.095 

Farm Wage 0.018 0.017 -0.001 0.000 0.023 0.021 -0.002 0.000 

N 1,421,193 260,566   1,652,751 563,116   

Notes: This table shows the population and matched sample characteristics after inverse propensity weighting of the 

matched samples based on age, state of residence, and ownership status in 1920. Age is measured in years and all other 

characteristics are the share of the sample or population. The third columns under men and women are the matched sample 

measure minus the population measure and the fourth columns are the p-value of that difference. 
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Table B.8: 1930-1940 Sample: Un-Matched vs. Matched Samples, Weighted 

 Women Men 

 Un-Matched Matched Difference p-value Un-Matched Matched Difference p-value 

Black 

Age, 1930 12.432 12.255 -0.176 0.000 12.954 12.913 -0.042 0.003 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.857 0.859 0.003 0.129 0.760 0.778 0.019 0.000 

In School, Age 6-

19 

0.718 0.733 0.015 0.000 0.640 0.659 0.019 0.000 

Oldest Child 0.325 0.316 -0.009 0.000 0.251 0.246 -0.005 0.001 

Owned Home 0.219 0.220 0.001 0.691 0.224 0.224 0.000 0.933 

Owned Farm 0.207 0.208 0.001 0.624 0.208 0.210 0.001 0.164 

Tenant Farm 0.747 0.747 0.000 0.872 0.737 0.741 0.004 0.001 

Farm Wage 0.046 0.045 -0.001 0.197 0.055 0.049 -0.005 0.000 

N 746,573 95,707   881,765 186,262   

White 

Age, 1930 12.483 12.327 -0.157 0.000 13.421 13.403 -0.018 0.042 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.972 0.971 -0.001 0.062 0.945 0.952 0.007 0.000 

In School, Age 6-

19 

0.791 0.807 0.016 0.000 0.739 0.751 0.012 0.000 

Oldest Child 0.340 0.322 -0.019 0.000 0.281 0.283 0.002 0.024 

Owned Home 0.558 0.561 0.003 0.016 0.553 0.553 0.000 0.961 

Owned Farm 0.553 0.556 0.003 0.005 0.545 0.546 0.001 0.230 

Tenant Farm 0.426 0.424 -0.002 0.074 0.428 0.429 0.001 0.187 

Farm Wage 0.022 0.021 -0.001 0.000 0.027 0.025 -0.002 0.000 

N 1,408,660 252,518   1,691,614 559,196   

Notes: This table shows the population and matched sample characteristics after inverse propensity weighting of the 

matched samples based on age, state of residence, and ownership status in 1930. Age is measured in years and all other 

characteristics are the share of the sample or population. The third columns under men and women are the match sample 

measure minus the population measure and the fourth columns are the p-value of that difference. 

 

 As a further check as to whether my limited supply of marriage certificates may be 

either biasing my results or only presenting the patterns common among women who 

remained single longer, I rerun all my analyses comparing women and men who married by 

1930 or 1940 and comparing women and men who were still single in 1930 or 1940. Overall, 

patterns remain the same: women are more likely to migrate than men, women are more 

likely to migrate as a result of aspects of the farm crisis that particularly harm farm family 

mobility, and patterns based on individual and family characteristics, such as Black women 

being less likely to migrate from larger families or from families with more access to 
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education, are consistent across both comparisons.  These results highlight the gains to be had 

by using what information we have on women, though it may be incomplete for now, to 

understand their migration. 

 

B.2 Robustness 

 

Table B.9: Baseline Migration Rates, Alternative Samples 
 1920s 1930s 

 Main Conservative 
Extra 

Names 
Main Conservative 

Extra 

Names 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 White 

Female=1 0.063** 0.042** 0.061** 0.033** 0.020** 0.031** 

 (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.457 0.361 0.457 0.274 0.226 0.273 

R2 0.004 0.002 0.003 0.001 0.000 0.001 

N 184,901 116,469 184,309 531,425 368,934 530,407 

 Black 

Female=1 0.124** 0.107** 0.124** 0.063** 0.048** 0.060** 

 (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Mean Dep. 

Var 
0.382 0.282 0.382 0.203 0.158 0.202 

R2 0.015 0.013 0.015 0.005 0.004 0.005 

N 175,496 110,899 175,731 527,294 363,003 528,995 
Notes: This table shows the coefficients of linear probability models estimating individuals' likelihoods of migration. 

Dependent variable is equal to 1 if the individual moved off-farm between either 1920 and 1930 or 1930 and 1940. Individual 

controls include age, farm tenure status before migration, and marital status after migration. All specifications use robust 

standard errors clustered at the county-of-origin level. + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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C. APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 3 

 

C.1 Matching women  

 

C.1.1 Matching procedure 

 I follow the same matching procedure as outlined in Chapter 2, except that in this 

chapter, I match from the 1920 census to the 1940 census. Match rates are presented in 

Table C.1.  
 

Table C.1: Match Rates, Full Sample 

 MCs to 1920 
Married Matches to 

1940 
Single Matches to 1940 

Potential Matches, All 91,305 25,464 5,250,242 

Potential Matches, Black  6,665 1,702,901 

Potential Matches, White  18,799 3,547,341 

    

Actual Matches, All 25,464 10,963 394,355 

Actual Matches, Black 6,665 2,140 95,583 

Actual Matches, White 18,799 8,823 298,772 

    

Match Rate, All 28% 43% 8% 

Match Rate, Black  32% 6% 

Match Rate, White  47% 8% 
Notes: Table shows the match rates from marriage certificates (MCs) to the 1920 census, and the subsequent match rate 

from my single and married samples to the 1940 census. Match rates are higher from 1920 to 1940 for those with marriage 

certificates due to the previous match from the marriage certificates to 1920.  

 

C.1.2 Matched vs. un-matched sample comparisons 

 Matched and un-matched samples are compared before and after weighting on 

1920 characteristics in Tables C.2 and C.3. Samples were weighted following the 

procedure outlined in Bailey et al. (2020)  
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Table C.2: Single Un-Matched vs. Matched Samples 
 Un-Matched Matched Weighted Difference p-value 

Black 

Age, 1920 9.827 6.247 9.643 -0.184 0.000 

Literate, Age 

10+ 
0.808 0.806 0.799 -0.009 0.012 

In School, Age 

6-19 
0.643 0.644 0.647 0.004 0.221 

Owned Home 0.227 0.238 0.229 0.002 0.328 

Owned Farm 0.218 0.227 0.218 0.001 0.795 

Tenant Farm 0.734 0.719 0.731 -0.002 0.310 

Farm Wage 0.049 0.055 0.050 0.002 0.111 

N 1,016,831 58,176    

White 

Age, 1920 9.691 7.017 9.529 -0.162 0.000 

Literate, Age 

10+ 
0.962 0.962 0.960 -0.001 0.157 

In School, Age 

6-19 
0.777 0.789 0.792 0.015 0.000 

Owned Home 0.604 0.623 0.608 0.004 0.012 

Owned Farm 0.599 0.618 0.603 0.004 0.019 

Tenant Farm 0.379 0.360 0.376 -0.003 0.060 

Farm Wage 0.022 0.022 0.021 -0.001 0.110 

N 1,734,932 145,573    
Notes: Table compares the 1920 characteristics of my matched and un-matched single Black and white women. 

 

 

 

Table C.3: Married Un-Matched vs. Matched Samples 
 Un-Matched Matched Weighted Difference p-value 

Black 

Age, 1920 9.631 11.547 9.546 -0.085 0.867 

Literate, Age 

10+ 
0.808 0.885 0.916 0.108 0.000 

In School, Age 

6-19 
0.643 0.749 0.720 0.077 0.161 

Owned Home 0.228 0.446 0.236 0.009 0.798 

Owned Farm 0.218 0.432 0.229 0.011 0.730 

Tenant Farm 0.733 0.522 0.741 0.008 0.824 

Farm Wage 0.049 0.046 0.030 -0.019 0.087 

N 1,073,719 1,288    

White 

Age, 1920 9.478 11.675 8.855 -0.623 0.033 

Literate, Age 

10+ 
0.962 0.976 0.972 0.010 0.130 

In School, Age 

6-19 
0.777 0.781 0.783 0.006 0.713 

Owned Home 0.605 0.690 0.605 -0.000 0.984 

Owned Farm 0.600 0.684 0.601 0.000 0.991 

Tenant Farm 0.378 0.293 0.368 -0.009 0.660 

Farm Wage 0.022 0.023 0.031 0.009 0.201 

N 1,875,162 5,343    
Notes: Table compares the 1920 characteristics of my matched and un-matched married Black and white women. 
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Due to the large differences that remain between Black matched married women 

and un-matched Black women, Table C.4 looks at the differences between matched 

migrants, matched non-migrants, and those un-matched. Given that the direction of the 

bias among matched married women is the same for both migrants and non-migrants, it is 

unlikely that bias introduced by the matching procedure is having a significant effect on 

my measures of outcomes as a result of migration.  

 

Table C.4: Married Un-Matched vs. Matched Samples, Black (Migrants vs. Non-

migrants) 
 Un-Matched Matched Non-migrants Matched Migrants 

Age, 1920 9.631 10.708 12.240 

Literate, Age 10+ 0.808 0.924 0.877 

In School, Age 6-19 0.643 0.788 0.751 

Owned Home 0.228 0.443 0.466 

Owned Farm 0.218 0.439 0.452 

Tenant Farm 0.733 0.547 0.498 

Farm Wage 0.049 0.014 0.050 

N 1,073,719 212 622 
Notes: Table compares the 1920 characteristics of my matched migrant and non-migrant married Black women to un-

matched Black women. 
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