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~~RI~;ULTURAi ECON~MIC~ tI~RARY 1 

.UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 
THE CONCEPT OJl EQUALITY OF INCOME FOR PEOPLE .DAVIS, CALIF. 95616 

ENGAGIDD IN OR DIRECTLY DEPENDENT UPON AGRICULTURE '}j 

by 

George M .. lPeterson 

University of' California. 

I shall discuss this topic in reverse orde~-,people first 9 income next, and then 
equality,, 

The people engaged in or directly dependent on agriculture cannot be-assumed 
to be the farm population aa reported in the census9 Although I believe th&t tha 
workers in packing sheds, canneries• etc~. are directly dependent on agriculturep for 
le.ck of de.ta. they will be left out of oonsideratlon a.nd the discussion confined to 
people represented by fa.rm operators and hire, empJ01ees· who work on farms, using 
California. de.ta for illustration~ 

The 1930 Census lists the California farm population on April l as 620 11 000r,, of 
which 4lp000 lived on urban farms and 580 9 000 on rural. fa.rm, .. Gainful workers in 
the rural farm population were! !arm owners and tenants l0lp400, managers and fore. 
men 59 900~ unpaid family workers 6~000~ paid farm laborers 83p400~ and gainful workers 
in other industries than agriculture 42~600~ or one such worker for every 2t ta.rm 
opera.tors_~ 

The number of workers in other industries living with families of urban and rural 
non-farm farm operators 9 where opportunities for such employment are greater, is not. 
given in the eensua~ 

Ely using census data pertaining to popula.tion 11 age, ee:x.~ race, school attendance,,, 
familiesl> occupationst a.nd agriculture~ a.nd by ma.ki.ng a. few a.asumptio-nss the moat 
questionable of which is that the workera in other 1nduetries the.n agriculture living 
on rural farme have no dependents~ the foliowing conolusions about the California 
ag:ricul turo.l population can be ma.de .. ?.11 

lv About 50v000 people~ mostly farm laborers, moved to farms in California 
between January land Aprill~ 1930, and this may be the normal seasonal movement 
to farma each year~ 

20 About 18 9 000 farms in California were unoccupied, the opera.tors living 
elsewhere. ma.inly-in cities and townso These farm operators represent a population 
of approxiwately S8p,000 persons not included in the census definition of farm 
population.,. 

3c, About lllp000 fa.rm la.borers" representing a population of 24011000 persons11 
were not living on farms on April J. and were also not counted e.s fa.rm population~ 

40 After excluding the workers in other industries who live on rural farms 
but not their dependents~ if they have any, the tot,a.l agricultural population was 

.:,,. ..,.. - ;... --- ... - • -- ~ - ..... .,, -· - ... .,. ........ .,... '""' - ... - - .... -- ... - .... - ....... - - ..... .,.... ;#• "" 1/.,. ;e.;er No.- The Giannini Foundation of Agricultural Eeonnm-lcs~ Presented a.t 7 
the American Farm Economic Association meeting, Atle.ntic Cit:,~ ~~J;., December 28i, 29 • 
and 30v 19-3'1" y _ Peterson~ George M~ Composition and Characteristics of the California Farm 
Population 0 • Manuscript to be published by the University of California~ 
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eatima.ted to be 886i>OOO. or 43 per cent greater than the census figure for :fa.rm 
populat1en9 This total 1s divided approximately helf and half between farm operators 
and f~rm laborerso 

# 

s .. RoughlJ one .... third of the so-called 8 farm operators•,, included in the above 
quoted totals worked for pay or income off the farm. Total days worked amounted to 
the fullwt1me equivalent of 25,000 workers~ 1»000 as farm laborers and l8p000 as 
workers in other industries than agriculture.. Adjusting the oceupationa.l cr1assi­
f1oation for these equivalent& raises the f&rm-la.bor population 9 including dependents9 

to the point where it excaede thct. farm-opera.tor popula.tion9 and on the basis of gain­
ful workers alone there were nearly two farm laborers to ever1 (ull•time equivalent 
farm opera.tor; and at least one worker in other industries than ·agriculture living on 
"farms to every two full ... fledged farm operators, both urban and rural<)' 

In New England the ratio of workers 1n other industries living on farms to full~ 
t1me=equivalent farm operator~ is 5 to 6~~ 

Similar figures for the whole United States~ without any adjustments for work 
$ff farm by operatorss show a tot.a.l of l 9 500p000 workers in other industrie• living 
on rural farms~ or about one worker 1n other industries for every four farn both 
rural and urban .. 

From my study of oansus data espeeie.lly for Ca.liforniai- the follewing conclusio19,s 
relative to a discussion of fa.rm income se8111 justifiedo · 

lo January l oensua total of farm population is an erroneous figure to use fo~ 
determining por...caplta farm income from agricultural productlono A figure later in 
the rear would be better but still practically no good. Income must be related to 
what people do and not where they happen to liveo 

2~ Ga.inful wo?icers in other industries living with farm f8.!.llilies 9 their 
dependents it a.nf i, and their income imlat be a.ceount~d for in the method used for 
estimating income to people engaged in s.griculture9 

5., Inoome to people engaged in agriculture should be related not QnlJ to 
source a.nd what peopl.e do, but also ·to time spent in agriculture with due allowance 
Lor neQeasary idle time on part of the fa.rm operators and the farm laborers~ 

4o California ma.y be the only state in the union in which the farm-labor 
population equals or exceeds the farm-operator pop9lation& but it is a pa.rt of the 
union~ so how can we be huwan and leave farm laborers out of consideration in a 
national agricultural po11cy1 Is it more important "to give to him that hath" through 
soil conservation payments tha.n to conserve human resouroesl · 

Let us eonslder income brie:fly o . ·T.he two ma.in sources of lnoone are from human 
effort and from property rights. Sinoe income from human effort tends to be e.8 

unequal as hUll)8.ll ability modified by. unemploYtDen-t.. an<i since income· frOl!l propert7 
tend&. to be as unequal as propert7 holdings• the tote.1 incom from all sources will 
be ~er1 unequal<> 

~ ~ ~ ~ - ...,.. - ~ ~ ~ - ~ • ~ ~ • ~ ~ - ~ ~ - •· ~ ~ ~- ~ - - ~ r - - - - - - - ~ ~ - ~ ~ 

Y Peteraoni, George, M-<> Gainful workers in the rural farm population.. Journal 
ot Farm Eeonomice11 August l937 .. In this note Isa.:, "about one to cme.,.• Iri R.H .. 
Allen~s repl1. he eatimates-3 to~ but after careful rechecking of de.ta.I ar.rive at 
the ra.tto s to 6(, 
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To discuss equality of income without considering inoome from property is almost 

unscientific; to suggest modification of cur social instit,1tlon of propert1 rights 
and ,the aq1.1a.liza.tion of income from property is dangerous even for a scientist; but 
-~o a.asWX1e inequa.li ty between e.grioul ture and other lndustries and to spread mea.ning-

,1ess slogans &bout equalization of income for re.rm people is good political propaganda? 

Unless we tackle the difficult questions of eque.lizing income from property and 
subsidizing those with inferior human abilities~ we must limit our discussion to the 
concept of equalit1 under conditions of inequalitf9 or~ in brlefi to a discussion of 
the corresponding segments of skewed frequenoy distributions ot income to people en~ 
gaged in agriculture and to other peopleo 

Sinqe wealthy people diversify their holdings and seldom engage directly in 
agricultural production, most of their inoomea a.re excluded from incomes to peopl• 
engaged in agriculture even though the7 may live on farms., · The f'requenc1 distribu 0 -

t1on for inoomee to people engaged in agriculture will ther·efore be much shorter than 
that for other peopleff Under these conditions. the arithm~tio average or incomes to 
people engaged in agriculture will always be leas than the e.rithmetio average of 
incomes to all other people un1-ess the poor pe-ople not in l:'-&rleulture fall as far-
below the poor in agriculture as the wee.lthy rise .above., '1'his 9 of courser, is impossibl~-­
for the lower limit of income for all poor la subsistence, but the upper limit for 
the wealthy is up in the millions~ Corresponding portions of frequency distributions 
of income for the two groupe may~ however, be identical and indicate equality as far 
a.a eque.li ty can be considered within our social system of property rights., 

Unfortunately~ data pertaining to the distribution of incotUes by size are meager 
and unreliable except for income-tax returnsi, a.nd only a small peroente.ge of the 
people have sufficient inoome so they must fila returns,,, The present methcd o! 
calculating national income and the income to farm people~ by estimating totals and 
divid1ng9 results in non-comparable but polltica.lly expedicmt a.vera.ges" 

Census de.ta on distril;>ution of gross fa.rm inoome and crop·le.nd harvested in 
ca.llfornla a.re both equally slcewed but less skewed than the distribution of all land 
in farms,,. If the fe.ct that. several banking insti tutiona me.y own several thousand 
farms ea~h ia ignored~ these distributions on the be.sis of the census number of farms3 
a.re e.bout a.s skewed as the distribution of a.11 family incoines in the Unit.ad State.a e.s 
estimated in Amerioa. 0 s Qtip&city l,g__ Consume by Brookings Institution.. However,, since 
the number of f'e.rma represent only a.bout half of the agricultural population., the 
other half being la.borers e.t the lower end of the income scale., the 1neque.U.ty of 
incomes among people engaged in a.gd.culture in California appears to be greater than 
the inequality of inoollles among all families within the na.tion" 

Even if compa1·e.ble. data were availa.ble for the distributions of incomes bf 
si~e for various occupational group•~ the problem of analysis and comparison of 
equality would be difficult~ Lorenz ourvea and percentage distributions 0£ total• 
will not work? My tentative suggestion would be 'to plot income from e.ll sources by 
income classes for groups of people on semilogarithmic paper. I would consider 
identical slopes for corresponding segments Of such curves as the greatest degree rf 
equality attainable under our aooial institutionso 

Five years a.go I gave a pa.per entitled 11Wes.lthl> Income and Living" y at a. 
meeting ot this aeeooiation.,. In this e. comparison of income of farmers and other 
groups we.s attempted= Incomes of over $5p000 net were eliminated, because averages 
of corresponding segments of skewed distributions are more comp&rable than averages 
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0f the entire distributJon$ ~ The conclusions I me,de at th!:1-t time have not been 
altered by the collect.ion and publication of ·t,etter data sinoeo The results of the 
Bu;rpa.u atudieB which nave been under way for over two years ma.y lead to different 
oonolusions and, therefore~ I aiJi anxious to see the resultao 

Agricultural po:Uciea directed at raising the average income to farme1"S ma;r 
lead t© greater inequality by making the distributions more skewed within the fa~ro~· 
operator olass 9 and they are very likely to create greater inequality for the peopl® 
enge.ged in a.grieulwre if the gains to large fa.rm operators come from curtailing ~he 
amount of work to be done by paid farm laborers.,. 

In no case can we rely on simple arithmetic aver&89B as measures of equality for 
people engaged in or directly dependent on agriculture,, Such averages ma.y fool many 
farmers and oongreasma.n; tha.t. is to be expeotedo The sad part a.bout the contlnued 
indiscrim1inate use of average-income data, however~ seems to be thatp atter·a while~ 
"the statistics dee.den the higher bra.in cells 11.§ie.nd some persons who,, by education., 
training" s.nd experience should know bett.eri seem to fool themselves into believing 
that the differences between such averages prove that there is inequality., 

. . 
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Washington~ DQC~~ l935r. 
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