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Introduction

This book is about the flowering of the largest democratic mass
movement in American history. It is also necessarily a book
about democracy itseif. Finally it is about why Americans have
far less democracy than they like to think and what would have
to happen to alter that situation.

The passionate events that are the subject of this book had
their origins in the social circumstances of a hundred years ago

. when the American population contained huge masses of farm-
“ers. A large number of people in the United States discovered

that the economic premises of their society were working against
them. These premises were reputed to be democratic—America
after all was a democratic society in the eyes of most of its own
citizens and in the eyes of the world—but farmers by the millions

- found that this claim was not supported by the events governing

their lives.

The nation's agriculturalists had worried and grumbled about
“the new rules of commerce” ever since the prosperity that
accompanied the Civil War had turned into widespread distress
soon after the war ended. During the 1870’s they did the kinds
of things that concerned people generally do in an effort to
cope with “hard times.” In an occupation noted for hard work
they worked even harder. When this failed to change things
millions of families migrated westward in an effort to enlist
nature’s help. They were driven by the thought that through
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sheer physical labor they might wring more production from
the new virgin lands of the West than they had been able to do
in their native states of Ohio and Virginia and Alabama. But,
though railroad land agents created beguiling stories of Western
prosperity, the men and women who listened, and went, found
that the laws of commerce worked against them just as much in
Kansas and Texas as they had back home on the eastern side of
the Mississippi River.

So in the 1870's, the farmers increasingly talked to each other
about their troubles and read books on economics in an effort
to discover what had gone wrong. Some of them formed
organizations of economic self-help like the Grange and others
assisted in pioneering new institutions of political self-help like
the Greenback Party. But as the hard times of the 1870’s turned
into the even harder times of the 1880’s, it was clear that these
efforts were not really going anywhere. Indeed, by 1888 it was
evident that things were worse than they had been in 1878 or
1868. More and more people saw their farm mortgages fore-
closed. As everyone in rural America knew, this statistic inex-
orably yielded another, more ominous ome: the number of
landless tenant farmers in America rose steadily year after year.
Meanwhile, millions of small landowners hung on grimly, their
unpaid debts thrusting them dangerously close to the brink of
tenantry and peonage. Hard work availed nothing. Everywhere
the explanation of events was the same: “Times were hard.”

Then gradually, in certain specific ways and for certain specific
reasons, American farmers developed new methods that enabled
them to try to regain a measure of control over their own lives.
Their efforts, halting and disjointed at first, gathered form and
force until they grew into a coordinated mass movement that
stretched across the American continent from the Atantic coast
to the Pacific. Millions of people came 10 believe fervently that
a wholesale overhauling of their society was going to happen in
their lifetimes. A democratic “new day” was coming to America.
This whirlwind of effort, and the massive upsurge of democratic
hopes that acconmpanied it, has come to be known as the Populist
Revolt. This book is about that moment of historical time. It
seeks 10 trace the planting, growth, and death of the mass
democratic movement known as Populism.

INTRODUCTION IX

For a number of reasons, all of them rather fundamental to
historical analysis, the Populist moment has proved very difficult
for Americans to understand. Under the circumstances, it is
probably just as well to take these reasons up one at a time at
the very outset in an effort to clear away as much underbrush
as possible before turning our attention to the protesting farmers
of the 189g0’s.

There are three principal areas of interpretive confusion that
bear directly on the Populist experience. First, very little un-
derstanding exists as to just what mass democratic movements
are, and how they happen. Second, there are serious problems

‘embedded in the very language of description modern Ameri-

tans routinely employ to characterize political events. These
problems particularly affect commonly held presumptions about

‘how certain “classes” of people are supposed to “act” on the
; rage of history. Finally, and by all odds most importantly, our
f greatest problem in understanding protest is grounded in
§ contemporary American culture. In addition to being central,
F this cultural difficulty is also the most resistant to clear expla-
nation: we are not only culturally confused, our confusion makes

it difficult for us even to imagine our confusion. Obviously, it is
prudent, then, to start here.

The reigning American presumption about the American
experience is grounded in the idea of progress, the conviction
that the present is “better” than the past and the future will

bring still more betterment. This reassuring belief rests securely

on statistical charts and tables certifying the steady upward tilt
in economic production. Admittedly, social problems have per-
sisted—inequities of income and opportunity have plagued the
society—but these, t00, have steadily been addressed through
the sheer growth of the economy. For all of its shortcomings,
the system works.

This is a powerful assumption. It may be tested by reflecting
upon the fact that, despite American progress, the society has
been forced to endure sundry movements of protest. In our
effort to address the inconvenient topic of protest, our need to
be intellectually consistent—while thinking within the framework
of continuous progress—has produced a number of explanations
about the nature of dissent in America. Closely followed, these
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arguments are not really explanations at all, but rather the
assertion of more presumptions that have the effect of defending
the basic intuition about progress itself. The most common of
these explanations rests upon what is perceived to be a temporary
malfunction of the economic order: people protest when “times
are hard.” When times stop being “hard,” people stop protesting
and things return to “normal”—that is to say, progress is
resumed.*

Unfortunately, history does not support the notion that mass
protest movements develop because of hard times. Depressed
economies or exploitive arrangements of power and privilege
may produce lean years or even lean lifetimes for millions of
people, but the historical evidence is conclusive that they do not
produce mass political insurgency. The simple fact of the matter
is that, in ways that affect mind and body, times have been
“hard” for most humans throughout human history and for
most of that period people have not been in rebellion. Indeed,

traditionalists in a number of societies have often pointed in’

glee to this passivity, choosing to call it “apathy” and citing it as
a justification for maintaining things as they are.

This apparent absence of popular vigor is traceable, however,
not to apathy but to the very raw materials of history—that
complex of rules, manners, power relationships, and memories
that collectively comprise what is called culture. “The masses™

P . . . -
do not rebel in instinctive response to hard times and explottation

‘because they have been culturally organized by their societies

ot o rebel._I'hey have, instead, been insiricied in deference.
Ne'emy, this is the kind of social circumstance that is not
readily apparent to the millions who live within it.

The lack of visible mass political activity on the part of modern

* Of course protest is not invariably an economic expression; it can also
emerge from unsanctioned conceptions of civil liberty, as illustrated by the
movements of Anti-Federalists, suffragettes, feminists, and blacks. While de-
monstrably important in their own terms, such movements historically have not

mounted broad challenges to the underlying economic structures of inherited
mggg_ﬂﬁﬁkmhat fundamentally sf!ape the parameters of American £
soticty. Even the one movement that most nearly approached this level oF

insurgency—abolitionism—actually challenged, in slavery, only a deviance within
the economic order rather than the underlying structure of the order itself.

e o
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industrial popuiations is a function of how these societies have
been shaped by the various economic or political elites who
fashioned them. In fundamental ways, this shaping process
(which is now quite mature in America) bears directly not only
upon our ability to grasp the meaning of American Populism,
but our ability to understand protest generally and, most im-
portant of all, on our ability to comprehend the prerequisites
for democracy itself. This shaping process, therefore, merits
some attention. '

Upon the consolidation of power, the first duty of revolution-
aries (whether of the “bourgeois” or “proletarian™ variety) is
obviously to try to deflect any further revolutions that necessarily
would be directed against them. Though a strong central police
or army has sometimes proved essential to this stabilizing process,
revolutionaries, like other humans, do not yearn to spend their
lives fighting down counterrevolutions. A far more permanent
and thus far more desirable solution to the task of achieving
domestic tranquillity is cultural—the creation of mass modes of

. thought that literally make the need for major additional social

changes difficult for the mass of the population to imagine.
When and if achieved, these conforming modes of thought and
conduct constitute the new culture itself. The ultimate victory
is nailed into place, therefore, only when the population has
been persuaded to define all conceivable political activity within
the limits of existing custom. Such a society can genuinely be
described as “stable.” Thenceforth, protest will pose no ultimate
threat because the protesters will necessarily conceive of their
options as being so limited that even should they be successful,
the resulting “reforms” will not alter significantly the inherited
modes of power and privilege. Protest under such conditions of
cultural narrowness is, therefore, not only permissible in the
eyes of those who rule, but is, from time to time, positively
desirable because it fortifies the popular understanding that the
society is functioning “democratically.” Though for millions of
Americans the fact is beyond imagining, such cultural dynamics
describe politics in contemporary America. It is one of the
purposes of this book to trace how this happened.

It can be said, in advance of the evidence, that this condition
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of social constraint is by no means solely an American one; it is
worldwide and traceable to a_ common source: the Industrial

Revolution. Over the last eight generations, increasingly sophis-
Ticated s§Stems of economic organization have developed
throughout the western world, spawning factories and factory
towns and new forms of corporate centralization and corporate
politics. Through these generations of the modern era, millions
have been levered off the land and into cities to provide the
human com age of machinery. Meanwhile, own-
ership of both industrial and agricultural land has been increas-
ingly centralized. Yet, though these events have caused massive
dislocations of family, habitat, and work, creating mass suffering
in many societies and anxiety in all of them, mass movements
of protest have rarely materialized. This historical constant
points to a deeper reality of the modern world: industrial
societies have not only become centralized, they have devised
rules of conduct that are intimidating to their populations as a
whole. 'Though varying in intensity in important ways from
nation to nation, this has now happened everywhere—whether
a particular society regards itself as “socialist” or “capitalist.”
When people discover that their intellectual autonomy has
become severely circumscribed and their creativity forcibly
channeled into acceptable non-political modes of expression (a
not unfrequent circumstance in socialist systems of economic
organization), they are told that their autonomous hungers are
“decadent,” “individualistic,” and, if obstinately pursued, will
be seen as “revisionist” and “counterrevolutionary” in intent. On
the other hand, when people discover they have far fewer
opportunities than others of their countrymen (a not infrequent
circumstance in capitalist systems of economic organization),
they are told—as Populists were told in the 18go’s and as blacks,
Appalachian whites, and migrant laborers are told today in
America—that they are “improvident,” “lazy,” inherently “de-
* prived,” or in some similar fashion culturally handicapped and
at fault. These stigmas (which in earlier times were also visited
upon Irish, Jewish, Italian, and other immigrants to America)
generate fears; people are driven to undergo considerable
indignity to earn sufficient status to avoid them. Accordingly,
they try to do those things necessary to “get ahead.” The result
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js visible in the obsequious day-to-day lives of white-collar
corporate employees in America—and in the even more obse-
quious lives of Communist Party functionaries in the Soviet
Union. Though life clearly contains far more options in America
than in Russia, the persistence of these varying modes of mass
deference in both countries illuminate the social limits of dem-
ocratic forms in modern industrial societies generally. [t is
interesting to observe that each of the aforementioned adjectives,
from “counterrevolutionary” to “lazy,” is offered in the name of
preserving corporate or state cultures self-described as “demo-
cratic.” It is clear that the varied methods of social control
fashioned in industrial societies have, over time, become suffi-
ciently pervasive and subtle that a gradual erosion of democratic
aspirations among whole populations has taken place. Accord-
ingly, it is evident that the precise meaning of the word
“democracy” has become increasingly obscure as industnaliza-
tion has proceeded. It is appropriate to attempt to pursue the
matter—for problems inherent in defining democracy under-
score the cultural crisis of modern life around the globe.

In America, an important juncture in the political consolida-
tion of the industrial culture came some four generations ago,
at the culmination of the Populist moment in the 18g0’s. Because
the decline in popular democratic aspiration since then has
involved an absence of something rather than a visible presence,
it has materialized in ways that are largely unseen. Politically,
the form exists today primarily as a mass folkway of resignation,
one that has become increasingly visible since the end of World
War I1. People do not believe they can do much “in politics™ to
affect substantively either their own daily lives or the inherited
patterns of power and privilege within their society. Nothing
illustrates the general truth of this phenomenon more than the
most recent exception to it, namely the conduct of the student
radicals of the 1966’s. While the students themselves clearly felt
they could substantively affect “inherited patterns of power and
privilege,” the prevailing judgment of the 1g70’s, shared by both
the radicals and their conservative critics, is that the students
were niive to have had such sweeping hopes. Today, political
life in America has once more returned to npormal levels of

resignation.
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Again, the folkway is scarcely an American monopoly. In
diverse forms, popular resignation is visible from 1llinois to the
Ukraine. It does more than measure a sense of impotence
among masses of people; it has engendered escapist modes of
private conduct that focus upon material acquisition. The young
of both societies seek to “plug in” to the system, the better to
reap private rewards. Public life is much lower on the scale of
priorities. Indeed, the disappearance of a visible public ethic
and sense of commonweal has become the subject of hand-
wringing editorials in publications as diverse as the Chicago
Tribune in the United States and [zvestia in the Soviet Union.
The retreat of the Russian populace represents a simple ac-
knowledgment of ruthless state power. Deference is an essential
ingredient of personal survival. In America, on the other hand,
mass resignation represents a public manifestation of a private
loss, a decline in what people think they have a political right to
aspire to—in essence, a decline of individual political self-respect
on the part of millions of people.

The principal hazard to a clear understanding of the meaning
of American Populism exists in this central anomaly of contem-
porary American culture. Reform movements such as Populism
necessarily call into question the underlying values of the larger
society. But if that society is perceived by its members to be
progressive and democratic—and yet is also known to have
resisted the movement of democratic reform—the reigning
cultural presumption necessarily induces people to place the
“blame” for the failure of protest upon the protesters themselves.
Accordingly, in the case of the Populists, the mainstream pre-
sumption is both simple and largely unconscious: one studies
Populism to learn where the Populists went wrong. The con-
descension toward the past that is implicit in the idea of progress
merely reinforces such complacent premises.

Further, if the population is politically resigned (believing the
dogma of “democracy” on a superficial public level but not
believing it privately) it becomes quite difficult for people to
grasp the scope of popular hopes that were alive in an earlier
time when derhocratic expectations were larger than those
people permit themselves to have today. By conjoining these
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two contradictory features of modern culture—the assumption
of economic progress with massive political resignation—it is at
once cvident that modern people are culturally programmed,
- as it were, to conclude that past American egalitarians such as
- the Populists were “foolish” to have had such large democratic
- hopes. Again, our “progressive” impulse to condescend to the
t merely reinforces such a presumption. In a society in which
' sophisticated deference masks private resignation, the demo-
¢ cratic dreams of the Populists have been difficult for twentieth-
century people to imagine. Contemporary American culture
: itself therefore operates to obscure the Populist experience.

A second obstacle to a clear perception of Populism is embed-
ded in the language of description through which contemporary
Americans attempt to characterize “politics.” A central interpre-
tive tool, derived from Marx but almost universally employed
today by Marxists and non-Marxists alike, is based upon goncepts
$%  of class: that is, that the intricate nature of social interaction in
¢ “history can be rendered more intelligible by an understanding
2t of the mode and extent of class conflict that was or was not at

work during a given period. Needless to say, many psychological,
social, and economic ingredients are embedded in concepts of
class, and, when handled with care, they can, indeed, bring
considerable clarity to historical events of great complexity.

Nevertheless, as an interpretive device, ‘class” is a treacherous

tool if handled casually and routinely—as it frequently is. For
example, offhand “class analysis,” when applied to the agrarian
revolt in America, will merely succeed in rendering the Populist
experience invisible. While classes in agricultural societies contain
various shadings of “property-consciousness” on the part of rich
landowners, smallholders, and landless laborers (“gentry,”
“farmers,” and “tenants,” in American terminology), these dis-
tinctions create more problems than they solve when applied to
the agrarian revolt. It is a long-standing assumption—not so
] thoroughly tested in America by sustained historical investigation
: as some might believe—that “landowners” must perforce behave
in politically reactionary ways. The political aspirations of the
landless are seen to deserve intense scrutiny, but the politics of

“the landed” cannot be expected to contain serious progressive

RS
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ideas. The power of this theoretical assumption can scarcely be
understated. It permits the political efforts of millions of human
beings to be dismissed with the casual Aourish of an abstract
category of interpretation. One can only assert the conviction
that a thoroughgoing history of, for example, the Socialist Party
of the United States, including the history of the recruitment of
its agrarian following in early twenticth-century America, will
not be fully pieced together uniil this category of political
analysis is successfully transcended. The condtiion of being
“landed” or “landless” does not, @ prion, predetermine one’s
potential for “progressive” political action: circumstances sur-
rounding the ownership or non-ownership of land-are centrally
relevant, 100. The Populist experience in any case puts this.

proposition to a direct and precise test, for the a%tian move-
ment was created by landed and landless . The platform
S the movemeAT argued T DeRalF of the landiess because that
platform was seen as being progressive for small landowners,
t00. Indeed, from beginning to end, the chief Populist theore-
ticians—“landowners” all—stood in economic terms with the
propertyless rural and urban people of America.

In consequence, neither the human experiences within the
mass institutions generated by the agrarian revolt nor the
ideology of Populism itself can be expected to become readily
discernible to anyone, capitalist or Marxist, who is easily consoled
by the presumed analytical clarity of categories of class. The
interior life of the agrarian revolt makes this clear enough.*
While the economic and political threads of populism did not
always mesh in easy harmony (any more than the cuiltural
threads did), the evolution of the political ideology of the
movement proceeded from a common center and a common

* Though European and Asian conceptions of agricultural “classes™ can be-
applied 10 America only if one is willing to accept a considerable distortion of
reality, Populism car with a stretch of the imagination be seen as 3 product of
the organizing efforts of middle peasants engaged in recraiting both their own
“kind” and lower peasants. But one must immediately add that such interesting
examples of agrarign “unity” can be more swiftly explained through recourse
cither to the labor theory of value or to simple historical observation rather than
to class categories.
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. experience and thus possessed an instructive degree of sequential

consistency.t

The use of the word “sequential” provides an appropriate
introduction to the final hazard confronting the student of the
agrarian revolt—the rather elementary problem of defining just
what “mass movements” are and how they happen. The sober
fact is that movements of mass democratic protest—that is to
say, coordinated insurgent actions by hundreds of thousands or
millions of people—represent a political, an organizational, and
above all, a cultural achievement of the first magnitude. Beyond
this, mass protest requires a high order not only of cultural
education and tactical achievement, it requires a high order of
sequential achievement. These evolving stages of achievement are
essential if large numbers of intimidated people are to generate
both the psychological autonomy and the practical means to
challenge culturally sanctioned authority. A failure at any stage
of the sequential process aborts or at the very least sharply limits
the growth of the popular movement. Unfortunately, the over-
whelming nature of the impediments to these stages of sequential
achievement are rarely taken into account. The simple fact of
the matter is that so difficult has the process of movement-
building proven to be since the onset of industrialization in the
western world that all democratic protest movements have been
aborted or limited in this manner prior to the recruitment of
their full natural constituency. The underlying social reality is,
therefore, one that is not generally kept firmly in mind as an
operative dynamic of modern society—namely, that mass dem-
ocratic movements are overarchingly difficult for human beings
to generate.

How does mass protest happen at all, then—to the extent that
it does happen?

The Populist revolt—the most elaborate example of mass
insurgency we have in American history—provides an abun-
dance of evidence that can be applied in answering this question.

1 For example, five sequentially related stages of this ideological process, all
contradicting conclusions implicit in perfunctory class analysis, are treated on
PP. 75-76, 78-80, 84-87, 91—93 and 108-13.
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The sequential process of democratic movement-building will
be seen to involve four stages: (1) the creation of an autonomous
institution where new interpretations can materialize that run
counter to thase of prevailing authority—a development which,
for the sake of simplicity, we may describe as “the movement
forming”; (2} the creation of a tactical means to attract masses
of people—“the movement recruiting”; (3) the achievement of
a heretofore culturally unsanctioned level of social analysis—
“the movement educating”; and (4) the creation of an institu-
tional means whereby the new ideas, shared now by the rank
and file of the mass movement, can be expressed in an auton-
omous political way—"the movement politicized.”

Imposing cultural roadblocks stand in the way of a democratic
movement at every stage of this sequential process, causing
losses in the potential constituencies that are to be incorporated
into the movement. Many people may not be successfully
“recruited,” many who are recruited may not become adequately
“educated,” and many who are educated may fail the final test
of moving into autonomous political action. The forces of
orthodoxy, occupying the most culturally sanctioned command
posts in the society, can be counted upon, out of self-interest,
to oppose each stage of the sequential process—particularly the
latter stages, when the threat posed by the movement has become
clear to all. In the aggregate, the struggle to create a mass
democratic movement involves intense cultural conflict with
many built-in advantages accruing to the partisans of the estab-
lished order.

Offered here in broad outline, then, is a conceptual framework

~ through which 1o view the building process of mass democratic

movements in modern industrial societies. The recruiting, ed-
ucating, and politicizing methods will naturally vary from move-
ment to movement and from nation to nation, and the relative
success in each stage will obviously vary also.* The actions of

* American factory workers, for example, were unable for generations to

successfully complete step one of the process because their initial strikes for
recognition were lost and their fragile new unions destroyed. They thus were
unable to create 2utonomous institutions of their own. See pp. 4142, 11718,
and 174—76.
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. poth the insurgents and the defenders of the received culture
" can also be counted upon to influence events dramatically.
" Within this broad framework, it seems helpful to specify
eertain subsidiary components. Democratic movements are ini-
- giated by people who have individually managed to attain a high
jevel of personal political self-respect. They are not resigned;
they are not intimidated. To put it another way, they are not
culturally organized to conform to established hierarchical
forms. Their sense of autonomy permits them to dare to try to
change things by seeking to influence others. The subsequent
stages of recruitment and of internal economic and political
‘education (steps two, three, and four) turn on the ability of the
democratic organizers to develop widespread methods of inter-
nal communication within the mass movement. Such democratic
facilities provide the only way the movement can defend itself
to its own adherents in the face of the adverse interpretations
certain to emanate from the received culture. If the movement
is able to achieve this level of internal communication and
democracy, and the ranks accordingly grow in numbers and in
political consciousness, a new plateau of social possibility comes
within reach of all participants. Tn intellectual terms, the gen-
&rating force of this new mass mode of behavior may be rather
simply described as “a new way of looking at things.” It constitutes
a new and heretofore unsanctioned mass folkway of autonomy.
In psychological terms, its appearance reflects the development
within the movement of a new kind of collective self-confidence.
“Individual self-respect” and “collectiv -confi ” consti-
* tute, then, the cultural building blocks of mass democratic
politics. Their development permits people to conceive of the
" idea of acting in self-generated democratic_ways—as_distinct
from passively participating in various hierarchical modes be-_
* queathed by the received culture. [n this study of Populism, I

Rave given a name to this plateau of cooperative and democratic
conduct. I have called it “the movement culture.” Once attained,
it opens up new vistas of social possibility, vistas that are less
clouded by inherited assumptions. 1 suggest that all significant
mass democratic movements in human history have generated
this autonomous capacity. Indeed, had they not done so, one
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cannot visualize how they could have developed into significant
mass democratic movements.*

Democratic politics hinge fundamentally on these sequential
relationships. Yet, quite obviously the process is extremely
difficult for human beings to set in motion and even more
difficult to maintain—a fact that helps explain why genuinely
democratic cultures have not yet been developed by mankind.
Self-evidently, mass democratic societies cannot be created until
the components of the creating process have been theoretically
delineated and have subsequently come to be understood in
practical ways by masses of people. This level of political analysis
has not yet been reached, despite the theoretical labors of Adam
Smith, Karl Marx, and their sundry disciples and critics. As a
necessary consequence, twentieth-century people, instead of
participating in democratic cultures, live in hierarchical cultures,
“capitalist” and “socialist,” that merely call themselves demo-
cratic. |

All of the foregoing constitutes an attempt to clear enough
cultural and ideological landscape to permit an unhampered
view of American Populism. The development of the democratic
movement was sequential. The organizational base of the agrar-
ian revolt was an institution called the National Farmers Alliance
and Industrial Union. Created by men of discernible self-pos-
session and political self-respect, the Alliance experimented in
new methods of economic self-help. After nine years of trial
and error, the people of the Alliance developed a powerful
mechanism of mass recruitment—the world’s first large-scale
working class cooperative. Farmers by the hundreds of thousands

ook
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* The political terminology offered in this study is meant to be inclusive rather
than exclusive. The terms “movement forming,” “movement recruiting,” “move-
ment educating,” and “movement politicized,” plus the sub-categories of “in-
dividuat self-respect,” “collective self-confidence,” and “internal communica-
tions,” together with the summary phrase, “movement culture,” all embrace a
certain measure of abstraction. More precise terminology would be*helpful and
clearly needs to be developed. On the other hand, the spacious Marxist
abstraction, “class consciousness,” is simply too grand to have precise meaning,
Though the term was pathbreaking when first developed, it is too unwieldy to
describe human actions with the kind of specificity needed to make sense of the
hierarchical hazards and democratic opportunities existing within complex

twentieth-century social systems.
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community. It engendered within millions of people what Martin
Luther King would later call a “sense of somebodiness.” This
~sense” was a new way of thinking about oneself and about
democracy. Thus armed, the Populists attempted to insulate
themselves against being intimidated by the enormous political,
economic, and social pressures that accompanied the emergence
of corporate America.

To describe that attempt is to describe their movement.

L.G.
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tieth-century struggle between the East and the West. It came,
therefore, at a time when the range of cutturally sanctioned
political traditions was broader than two. As children of the two
spreading cultures of intellectual conformity that are a product
of that conflict, modern people live in a time of extreme
politicization of knowledge throughout the world. Rigid modes
of thought and terminology dominate the schools and colleges
of both traditions. The young of both can imbibe the particular
received wisdom of their theoretical tradition (however distorted
by the events of history that theoretical tradition has become)
or, if they are somehow unconvinced and can cope with the
ostracism involved, they can adopt the rival mode. Within the
perceived limits of this most_ideologically confined of recent
centuries, one is surely right: man is either a competitive being
or a cooperative being. However all those who are not persuaded
by this speculation—or faith—soon discover how difficult it is to
express their disbelief in terminology that the confined partici-
pants in twentieth-century culture can understand. Capitalist
“modernization theory” and Marxist “democratic centralism,”
ff -together with supporting linguistic accoutrements, have left
' mankind in our time with few conceptual options through which
10 assert believable political aspirations to the mass of the world’s
peoples. In both traditions, one “believes” or one does not, but
in terms of sanctioned categories of political language, the option
for the unconvinced is an option of one. So be it. The Populists
did not know that the Russian Revolution, the Chinese Revo-
lution, and the ascendancy of the multi-national corporation
were to be the coercive and competitive products of the industrial
age. Spared the ideological apologetics and narrowness of a later
time, Populists thought of man as being both competitive and
cooperative. They tilted strongly toward the latter, but they also
confronted the enduring qualities of the former. They accepted
this complexity about mankind, and they tried to conceive of
a society that would be generous—and would also house this
complexity. With all of their shortcomings, including theoretical
shoricomings, the Populists speak to the anxieties of the twentieth
century with their own unique brand of rustic relevance.
Out of their cooperative struggle came 2 new democ1ji>

INTRODUCTION

ived hierarchy and the demands imposed on themselves by
pendent political action. As third party tacticians, they had
pir moments, though most of their successes came earlier in
political phase of their movement than later. And, finally,
. participants in the democratic creed, they were, on the
beidence, far more advanced than most Americans, then or

But American Populists did not parachute in from Mars. They
gw up in American culture and felt the pull of its teachings.

ugh they knew they were pioneers, and earnestly endeavored
ersuade others of the merit of what they had learned along
Jeir own path of democratic innovation, they did not always do
e free of inherited cultural barnacles. They had earlier learned
frumber of things taught by the dominant culture; and more
a few people stumbled into the movement with many of
ir traditional inheritances almost wholly intact. The tension
tween these modes of conduct persisted within the agrarian
pvement throughout its life. Populists also encountered more
ific hazards. They sought to enlist the urban working class
fithout understanding the needs, nor the barriers to autono-
gious political expression, that informed life in the metropolitan
ghettos of the nineteenth-century factory worker. Populists
ght to enlist landless black sharecroppers {and in so doing
xplored new modes of interracial political coalition) without
timately shaking off the more subtle forms of white supremacy
at fundamentally undermine the civility of American society

“th our own time. And Populists tried through democratic politics
- bring the corporate state under popular control without fully
. anticipating the counter-tactics available to the nation’s financial

and industrial spokesmen. In summary, though Populists gen-
erated a vibrant democratic movement, they were not unfailiﬁgly
guided by genius. Their shortcomings as well as their achieve-
ments contain much that is useful to all those who study history
because they continue to nurse aspirations for an industrial
society in which generous social relations among masses of
people might prevail as a cultural norm.

A final prefatory comment. It is helpful to bear in mind that
the Populist moment in America came before the global twen- ;;
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flocked into the Alliance. In its recruiting phase, the movement
swept through whole states “like a cyclone” because, easily
enough, the farmers joined the Alliance in order to join the
Alliance cooperative. The subsequent experiences of millions of
farmers within their cooperatives proceeded to “educate” them
about the prevailing forms of economic power and privilege in
America. This process of education was further elaborated
through 2 far-flung agency of internal communication, the
40,000 lecturers of the Alliance lecturing system. Finally, after
the effort of the Alliance at economic self-help had been defeated
by the financial and political institutions of industrial America,
the people of the movement turned to independent political
action by creating their own institution, the People’s Party. All
of these experiences, stretching over a fifteen-year period from
1877 to 1892, may be seen as an evolutionary pattern of
democratic organizing activity that generated, and in turn was
generated by, an increasing self-awareness on the part of the
participants. In consequence, a mass democratic movement was
fashioned.*

Once established in 1892, the People’s Party challenged the
corporate state and the creed of progress it put forward. It
challenged, in sum, the world we live in today. Though our
loyalty to our own world makes the agrarian revolt culturally
difficult to grasp, Populism may nevertheless be seen as a time
of economically coherent democratic striving. Having said this,
it is also necessary to add that Populists were not supernatural
beings. As theoreticians concerned with certain forms of capitalist
exploitation, they were creative and, in a number of ways,
prescient. As economists, they were considerably more thought-
ful and practical than their contemporary political rivals in both
major parties. As organizers of a huge democratic movement,
Populists learned a great deal about both the power of the

* % Since Populism was a mass movement (and one that attempted to be even
more “massive” than it was), the sequential stages in the recruiting and politicizing
of its mass consgiguency are the core of this study. The stages of this sequential
development may be found on pp. 26-35. 3941, 49, 58-59, 64-66, 78. 75-87.
9198, 108-15, 125-36, 148-64, and 172-82. The mass movement reached its
practical range of politicization in 1892 (pp. 175-82). The summary interpre-
wation of these sequential democratic stages is on pp. 293-310 and 318-19.
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