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Preface

The Encyclopedia of Populism in America examines the various populist impulses, political movements, organizations, personalities, and legacies that have uniquely marked American history and culture. Many of the entries in these two volumes detail the longest and most sustained populist upwelling that emerged, in the United States, during the late nineteenth century—a movement known as Populism. Anchor articles unpack the thorniest, most complicated elements of Populism itself, while midlength and shorter essays serve to whet students’ intellectual appetites by illuminating fascinating events or individuals who played key roles in the movement. Additionally, this work also informs students about the tropes of less-organized populist moments from the colonial period to the present, encouraging readers to see the past through a different lens and thus allowing “the people” to come alive on the page. The Encyclopedia provides a broad spectrum of the ways in which both populism, as a generalization, and Populism as a specific political, agrarian movement, have shaped the modern United States.

Organized alphabetically, the encyclopedia covers more than 400 years of American history, from the xenophobia of Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 to the populist rhetoric of Barack Obama in the twenty-first century. The bulk of the work delves deeply into Populism, the late-nineteenth-century political movement that sprang from the agrarian discontent of ordinary farmers and laborers. These men and women were determined to wrest power away from the entrenched economic and political elites and bring it back into the hands of the ordinary people who had created this wealth with their labor. In addition to the experiences of groups and people, the Encyclopedia of Populism in America addresses the specific political demands and platforms of the People’s Party; the significant events that shaped public opinion and changed laws; and the literature, music, and other cultural components of the era. But despite its influence, the Populist movement failed to create a viable third party and did not displace the traditional power of the two-party system in American politics.

Yet many of the demands of the Populists entered the lexicon of American reform. The Progressives of the early twentieth century; their heirs, the New Dealers; civil rights activists; and others became the legatees of the Populists’ concerns, using the very two-party system that had suppressed their political forebears. For this reason, we have included entries dealing with the Progressive Era as well as New Deal and Great Society legislation. Ideas such as the direct election of senators, the graduated income tax, the abandonment of the gold standard, and the enfranchisement of blacks and women became a permanent part of American life. Other ideas that the Populists supported, such as prohibition or cooperative commonwealths, were less successful. To treat the Progressive Era, the Cold War era, or the civil rights era without a thorough grounding in the Populist moment is to do a historical disservice.

Populism touched people of all races, sexes, classes, and religions, but these disparate groups’ and individuals’ experiences of Populism could differ widely. The Encyclopedia highlights the diverse regional aspects of Populism, with essays on the South, Texas, and the Midwest, for example, that show clearly the uniquely regional aspects of Populism in these areas, just as the cultures and political leanings of these regions differed widely from each other as well. Because race played such a key role in politics and the Populist movement, an essay on African Americans and Populism explores this topic in depth. Women raised their voices, published newspapers, and supported various Populist or Progressive ideas. The Encyclopedia features articles on Mary Lease, Jane Addams, Frances Willard, and other gendered topics. These entries, like those on labor activism, show how even those who were disadvantaged or disenfranchised were able to fight for their own share of political power and influence and strove to ensure their rights as American citizens. The Encyclopedia also examines the experiences of elites, many of whom embraced Populist or Progressive ideas, including Christian Socialism, antipoverty campaigns, temperance, or eugenics.

Moreover, the legacy of Populism is itself diverse. The Encyclopedia examines both right-wing and left-wing populist manifestations in American culture, such as the Sagebrush Rebellion, the Tea Party, Barry M. Goldwater, Social Christianity, popular culture, John Steinbeck, and the Ku Klux Klan. These entries are not meant to be exhaustive but are instead thought-provoking and informative. Students and scholars will find new ways of looking at the past, allowing them to use populism as a prism to reinterpret everyday events, to understand the actions of ordinary individuals in extraordinary situations, and to understand the political nature of all organizations from unions, to religious and social utopias, to neighborhood watches, and, finally, to hate groups.

Like the topics themselves, the more than 140 contributors to the Encyclopedia are diverse, relying on the knowledge and insight of highly respected academics, librarians, independent scholars, and advanced graduate students—the burgeoning intellectual leaders of the future.

The more than 330 entries are an invaluable resource for students and researchers of American history, from the tenured professional to the buff, from advanced degree programs to high schools. Extensive “See also” cross-references are included in every entry to draw readers deeper into the topics, showing the interconnectedness of populism with everyday life. Accessibly written, diverse in breadth and scope, and rich in subject, the Encyclopedia of Populism in America will be an invaluable historical reference for libraries and campuses worldwide.

Alexandra Kindell and Elizabeth S. Demers
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Abbott, Lyman (1835–1922)

Nathan V. Lentfer

Lyman Abbott was a Congregational minister who pastored Plymouth Church in Brooklyn after Henry Ward Beecher’s death. Abbott also was the editor-in-chief for the Illustrated Christian Weekly and the Christian Union, later called the Outlook. Through his periodical work, Abbott sought to provoke reform among the upper and middle classes.

Lyman Abbott was born on December 18, 1835, in Roxbury, Massachusetts. Abbott studied at New York University and, soon after graduation, began work as a lawyer with two of his brothers. Abbott passed the bar exam in 1856, and his law career was successful but short-lived. On October 14, 1857, Abbott married Abby Frances Hamlin. By 1859, Abbott had abandoned the law to become a minister. Although Abbott received no formal seminary training, he was ordained as a Congregational minister in 1860 and began pastoring in Terre Haute, Indiana.

While in Indiana, Abbott strongly supported the North and opposed slavery. At the end of the Civil War, Abbott left Terre Haute and became the executive secretary of the newly formed American Union Commission, which later became known as the American Freedmen’s Union Commission, based in New York City. The Commission sought to further educational efforts in the South but dissolved in 1869. While in New York, Abbott became the pastor of a small Congregational church in the city, but he resigned from the church in 1869 and devoted more time to periodicals.

In 1887, Abbott returned to pastoring by following in Henry Ward Beecher’s footsteps and succeeding him as the pastor of Plymouth Church in Brooklyn. Although Abbott did not have Beecher’s charisma, Abbott encouraged the church to become more active in the community. Interestingly, Abbott typically refrained from commenting in the pulpit about the political issues that he dealt with as an editor. Abbott continued at Plymouth until 1899.

Early in Abbott’s ministry, he held to conservative theology; as Abbott grew older, however, he shifted his emphasis to the emerging liberal theology that had been influenced by the cultural modernism of the late nineteenth century. This viewpoint manifested itself in several key positions. Abbott held to theistic evolution. He also embraced higher critical conclusions on the dating and authorship of various books of the Bible, which denied conservative views. When Abbott moved to liberal theology, he began to popularize his new beliefs among the laity and succeeded in doing so.

Throughout his life, Abbott worked with magazines. While he was executive secretary for the American Freedman’s Union Commission, he edited the American Freedman. After he left his first church in New York, he wrote and edited for Harper’s Magazine and wrote for other periodicals. Between 1871 and 1876, Abbott took the editorship of the Illustrated Christian Weekly, a periodical of the American Tract Society. He left the Illustrated Christian Weekly to work for Beecher’s Christian Union. Abbott became associate editor of the publication and advanced to editor-in-chief in 1881. He transformed the paper from a religious periodical into a magazine on current events. The name changed to the Outlook in 1893 to reflect this change.

[image: image]

Reverend Lyman Abbott was an American Congregationalist minister who worked not only to reform Indian laws but also to change white attitudes toward Native Americans during the late-19th and early-20th centuries.

(Library of Congress)

Through his work at the Illustrated Christian Weekly and later at the Outlook, Abbott influenced public opinion on almost every major political issue. Abbott attempted to be free from political party divisions throughout his career and actually proposed forming a new party. He used his position as a periodical editor to push for reform throughout the nation. Abbott targeted civil service, tariffs, and currency in particular for reform. He favored low tariffs and international bimetallism. Other issues that found his support included temperance, the international copyright system, and direct primary elections. Reflecting his religious background, he opposed Mormonism. Finally, Abbott opposed the introduction of the income tax and woman suffrage. In the 1880s, Abbott became involved in Indian policy reform. He advocated that the best policy for the Indians was to dissolve the tribe system and assimilate the Indians into citizenship. Abbott thus pushed Congress to break its treaties with the Indians and supported the Dawes Act.

Abbott did not hold to full-fledged socialism, but he maintained that the government should control the natural resources of the country. He also advocated that the government regulate railroads. In his relationship with the working class, Abbott sympathized with their plight but opposed strikes and attempted to find a middle way between management and the workers.

Although Abbott tried to distance himself from both the Republican and Democratic parties, he more often identified himself as a Republican, finding his greatest political ally in Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919). Abbott and the Outlook supported Roosevelt and became a part of his “kitchen cabinet,” often being consulted on policy. Abbott’s ties to Roosevelt strengthened when the president left office and became a contributing editor to the Outlook. When Roosevelt ran for president for the Progressive Party in 1912, however, his ties to the Outlook damaged the impartiality of the periodical because it was viewed as a publicity arm of the Roosevelt campaign. In 1914, Roosevelt left the periodical. The Outlook never recovered its previous popularity.

Abbott supported the imperial ambitions of the United States. Although he first opposed the Spanish-American War in 1898, he supported intervention in Cuba. He cast American imperialism in a theological light, seeing God as guiding the United States into imperialism. When war clouds broke over Europe in 1914, Abbott supported the Allies. He was against neutrality and isolationism in the Great War, and he popularized a Christian viewpoint for the United States’ involvement in the conflict. For his work supporting the Allies during World War I, the French awarded him the chevalier of the Legion of Honor in March 1922. Abbott died later that year on October 22, 1922, at his apartment in New York City.

See also: Bull Moose Party; Evangelicalism and Populism; Gilded Age; Modernism; Progressivism; Roosevelt, Theodore (1858–1919); Social Christianity
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Abolitionism

Matthew Whitlock

Abolitionists believed that slavery was morally wrong and should be abolished, and they hoped that their antislavery activism would put an end to racial discrimination, based on the idea of human rights. It stands in contrast to other variants of antislavery sentiments that were less values-based and more economically or socially/culturally based. These movements included colonization, free soil and free labor ideas, gradual emancipation, and compensated emancipation. Abolitionists generally, because of the moral implications of their arguments, expected immediate, uncompensated emancipation for slaves as the end result of their efforts. Abolitionists consisted of roughly 1 percent of northern society, making them the minority among those who believed in antislavery. They also struggled with related issues such as women’s rights, but they all strongly agreed on the need for the emancipation of slaves and the devastating consequences of human trafficking and slavery. The significance of these arguments would climax in the years prior to the Civil War, and they seemed to find their first expression in the Emancipation Proclamation and the later postbellum amendments to the U.S. Constitution. In the end, this movement helped free 4 million slaves and helped inspire a new alignment of social relations in the South in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

While some Western Europeans believed there were inferior social and ethnic groups, some Anglo-Americans found it difficult to justify the enslavement of Africans despite the need for cheap labor in the expansive colonies from New York to the Carolinas. Intellectual currents emanating from the Enlightenment and the Great Awakening emerged to challenge assumption that slavery was part of the natural order, and the members of the Society of Friends (Quakers) added their voices to antislavery prior to the American Revolution. Rejecting the static relationships of subjects and monarchies, Enlightenment thinkers argued that there was no fixed state of being, that is, inferior or superior, and therefore people could improve their conditions through education and other means, allowing them to achieve happiness and form governments to protect their natural rights to live freely and equally within their social-political context. Philosophy turned to religion as the Enlightenment encouraged the need for new religious beliefs and the need for progression. While Christianity did not promote or condemn the need for slavery in the Americas, it did illustrate that God would look over everyone, including slaves, opening the eyes of some Americans to the notion that slaves might have rights; but it would be the Quakers—both English and American—who laid the seeds of the abolitionist movement.

Members of the Society of Friends openly condemned the notion of slavery as an institution beginning in the 1740s. The Quaker community arrived in the early years of the colonies, and some families owned slaves, but they struggled to justify owning another human being with their religious beliefs. Most Quakers lived in the colonies of Pennsylvania and New Jersey, and between 1700 and 1766, slave ownership rose and declined depending on the crops being raised and the availability of indentured servants. By the 1740s, New Jersey Quaker John Woolman journeyed to the southern colonies, preaching about the immoral nature of slavery and advocating the eventual manumission of slaves. Between 1758 and 1774, the Quaker yearly meeting began the process of manumission within the society. Quakers who still owned slaves were expelled from the society after 1774. Quakers then began visiting politicians, as they had their own members, to urge emancipation on a national scale.

Abolitionist sentiment grew during the revolutionary and early national periods as Quakers and some other northerners extended the rhetoric of independence to the idea of freedom to those in bondage. The years during and following the Revolution would prove effective for the Quakers’ cause, as their strong opinions about slavery as religiously immoral combined with their new ability to incorporate the revolutionary vocabulary to implicate northerners for their adherence to slavery. The northern states responded with the gradual emancipation of slaves in the states of New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, and Rhode Island. Massachusetts residents viewed their new state constitution as an antislavery document. While there were southern sympathizers to the abolitionist cause, most still incorporated racism into their arguments to justify slavery on their plantations, especially since the invention of the cotton gin in 1793 made cotton agriculture on the mainland of North America into a profitable enterprise. The discomfort southerners felt regarding slavery was soon replaced by aggressive defensiveness as the abolitionist movement heated up and the acreage of cotton increased simultaneously.

Non-Quaker antislavery advocates had put their efforts into the American Colonization Society established in 1817, but by the 1830s, the society failed to provide a practical vehicle for eliminating slavery and failed to soothe the consciences of those who believed slavery to be immoral and intolerable. Two important and well-known contributors to the newspapers were Benjamin Lundy, a Quaker who published the newspaper Genius of Universal Emancipation, and William Lloyd Garrison, editor of the Liberator. Both pushed the need for more active antislavery movements and the need for immediate emancipation. Garrison’s demands for uncompensated, immediate emancipation, as well as his moral indignation, activated others who wanted to see the abolition of slavery and ignited a southern backlash prior to the Civil War. Frederick Douglass became another important contributor to the abolitionist movement. Born a slave, Douglass grew up to become a prominent speaker and free man. He not only published his personal narratives; he also established the North Star, a newspaper designed to reach out to abolitionists and blacks and encourage equality between blacks and whites. Free blacks and former slaves, including Sojourner Truth and Harriet Jacobs, supported the abolitionist movement through writing in abolitionist newspapers, speaking in public, and publishing their autobiographies.

By 1860, the abolitionist movement reached new heights with numerous contributions of newspapers, abolitionist lectures, and John Brown’s zealous pursuit of abolition as seen in his actions in Kansas and at Harper’s Ferry. The pitch and tone of the abolitionists put southern slaveholders and their allies on the defensive, leading to a political statement prior to Abraham Lincoln’s election to the presidency. Despite Lincoln’s commitment to uphold the Constitution, including slavery, southerners expected the end of their “peculiar institution” with the election of a candidate from the Republican Party, an exclusively northern party. Not all abolitionists desired war or slave rebellions, yet the onset of the Civil War brought the abolitionists’ cause to the forefront, and Quakers spent much time praying with President Lincoln to pursue the war in a righteous manner, explicitly or implicitly hoping for the emancipation of slaves. While the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 was a policy shift for the administration, abolitionists also changed their goals to racial equality for freedmen. After the Civil War, abolitionism as a movement dissolved during the Reconstruction era. Its ideals of equality were resurrected during the civil rights era, during which the rights gained by freedmen that were soon trampled upon during Reconstruction were regained through major constitutional victories brought on by the political power of ordinary people.

See also: Democratic Party; Douglass, Frederick (1818–1895); Emancipation Proclamation; Evangelicalism and Populism
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Addams, Jane (1860–1935)

Liz Marabeas

Jane Addams devoted her adult life to helping the poor, supporting equality for all, and promoting peace. In the late nineteenth century, in response to the needs of people living in overpopulated American cities, Jane Addams cofounded Hull House in the slums of Chicago, Illinois. Addams was among those who established the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) and was a charter member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Addams participated in the International Women’s Peace Conference held in the Netherlands in 1915 and rallied for peace throughout World War I. In 1931 Addams became the first American woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize. She died in 1935.

Jane Addams was born on September 6, 1860, in an upper-middle-class home in Cedarville, Illinois. Her mother, the former Sarah Weber, died when Addams was two, leaving her with four older siblings. While still a child she suffered from Pott’s disease, or spinal tuberculosis, which left her with a deformity of the spine. The loss of her mother and the spinal condition she endured increased her sensitivity to the misfortunes of others.

John Huy Addams, Addams’s father, was a godfearing, hardworking man whose self-discipline, industriousness, and love of learning influenced his daughter’s life. When Addams was three years old she went into her father’s study, where she saw a young black man. Signaling for her to leave the room, her father later told her to not talk with anyone about the man who had been at their home. It was not until many years later that Addams learned her father had been helping escaped slaves through the Underground Railroad. He also served on the Illinois state senate and was friends with Abraham Lincoln, whose life and ideals influenced the child as well.

Addams’s first glimpse of poverty came when she was almost seven years old. While accompanying her father on a business trip to a nearby town, they passed through an impoverished section where small houses were built close together. When Addams asked her father about the neighborhood, he explained that the people living there were poor, uneducated, and lacked opportunities. Addams decided then and there that when she grew up she would live in a large house among small crowded houses.

Five years after her mother’s death, Addams’s father married Anna Hostetter Halderman, the widow of John Addams’s business competitor. Halderman had two sons.

Cedarville had a one-room schoolhouse that Addams attended from the age of 9 until she turned 17. She wanted to go to college but her father disapproved. Although she was accepted into Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, Addams complied with her father’s wishes and went instead to Rockford Female Seminary in Rockford, Illinois. At that time the seminary was undergoing changes to qualify as a college. Determined to earn a college degree, Addams excelled in her studies of philosophy, history, literature, Latin, Greek, French, and higher mathematics.

During her second year Addams was chosen to represent Rockford at the Interstate Oratorical Contest in Jacksonville, Illinois. This was a rare opportunity for women to compete. Addams, considered a good debater, found herself up against peers that included William Jennings Bryan, who later became the presidential nominee for both the Democratic and People’s parties in 1896. To the disappointment of her classmates, Addams did not win the contest. Putting the event behind her, she wrote for the Rockford Seminary magazine and in her senior year became its editor. Addams graduated in 1881 with honors and was selected to be valedictorian of her class. It was not until the following year, after Rockford had established itself as a college, that she was awarded the degree she had so long coveted.

That summer Addams accompanied her family on a trip to northern Michigan. While traveling, her father died of appendicitis. In the autumn Addams moved to Philadelphia with her stepmother and attended the Women’s Medical College. However, she found it hard to concentrate due to her grieving the loss of her father and her constant back pain. After the first term was over she entered a hospital for treatment of a nervous condition. Later that year she had spinal surgery, from which it took months to recover.

At this time there were not many opportunities for women. Addams did not want to return to medical school but was not sure what to do with her life. An inheritance from her father enabled her to live comfortably, and she decided to take an extended trip to Europe with family and friends. They explored the cities, villages, and countryside of Ireland, Scotland, and England during the first part of the tour.

While in London, Addams witnessed an event that made a lasting impression on her. One Saturday evening she and her party were taken to Mile End Road, where they saw the auction of rotting produce to impoverished, starving people who had gathered to bid on decaying fruits and vegetables. It was then that Addams decided upon her life’s work of helping the needy, and she thereafter visited poor sections of London whenever she could.

The European tour continued on through France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Austria, and Holland. Although Addams enjoyed seeing the churches, art galleries, and museums, she took time to explore the impoverished areas of the large cities. During her travels Addams corresponded with her good friend Ellen Starr, whom she had met at Rockford, describing to her the scenes of poverty. After nearly two years of travel, Addams returned to Cedarville.

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, industry and technology changed the way Americans lived and worked. Products formerly made in people’s homes as cottage industries were now produced in cities by machines and manufacturing. Men and women left rural life behind to seek work in urban factories and businesses. Cities were flooded with millions of immigrants but were ill equipped to handle this influx of people. Provisions for housing, education, health care, and sanitation were inadequate to meet the growing needs of the new city dwellers. Moreover, the Industrial Revolution had widened the gap between the rich and poor, and except for pockets of wealthy neighborhoods, the largest U.S. cities became sprawling slums. Addams, who lived a privileged life, felt guilty knowing that so many people lacked basic comforts and wanted to help them. She just did not know what exactly to do.

In 1887, Addams joined Ellen Starr, who was travelling in Europe. It was during this time that a definite plan of action took shape in Addams’s mind. Her idea was to rent a house in an impoverished urban neighborhood. From there she could reach out and help people in practical ways, filling the house with books, art, and ideas that would uplift and enrich their lives. Starr not only understood what Addams was saying, she vowed to help her with this undertaking.

To gain ideas for implementing her plan, Addams attended a missionary conference in London. She visited Toynbee Hall, a settlement house located in a poor section of the city, where male university graduates lived and worked among the poor, helping them in any way they could. Addams also visited the People’s Palace, a neighborhood center built in a poor section of London. The Palace contained a library, gymnasium, and swimming pool for the community to enjoy.

Upon their return to the United States, Addams and Starr began to put their plan into action. They decided to settle in Chicago and in 1889 found an empty brick mansion wedged between a saloon and a funeral home. The house had been built by Charles Hull, a businessman, 33 years earlier when the area had been open country. The city had grown around the house, and its first floor was used for offices and warehouses. Behind the mansion a factory had been built.

Addams rented the second floor and a large room on the first floor. She and Starr cleaned and decorated the rooms with beautiful paintings and fine furniture and filled them with books and magazines. The women decided to call their settlement Hull House after its original owner. Word quickly spread about the project, with articles appearing in newspapers and magazines. On September 18, 1889, Addams and Starr moved into this house in the 19th Ward of Chicago.

It was not long before the people in the community turned to the two women for help. Hull House provided something for all ages. There was a nursery and kindergarten for young children, cooking and sewing lessons for young girls, and a club for teenage boys. Addams gave book readings and hosted public lectures featuring speakers such as Susan B. Anthony, John Dewey, and Clarence Darrow. Other educated and idealistic men and women were drawn to Hull House, sharing their unique talents and abilities with the community. Each year Hull House served thousands of people in countless ways.

Seeing children forced to work long days in sweatshops and young people dying of typhoid, the Hull House group became politically active on behalf of children as well as working women. They worked for laws to regulate child labor and improved sanitation practices in the area. In 1903 Addams was among those who established the WTUL, which strove to provide safe working conditions and living wages for factory workers. The WTUL held its meetings at Hull House until it moved its offices in 1908. Addams helped found the National Child Labor Committee in 1904, which sought a federal minimum age law.

In 1894, Addams and Starr incorporated Hull House, and by the 1960s its work spread to locations throughout Chicago’s neighborhoods. The Jane Addams Hull House Association provided services to the community until just recently.

Addams worked within a variety of organizations with the hope that she might improve local, state, and national issues. She desired equality for all and was an early member of the NAACP, founded in 1909. Interested in women’s rights, Addams attended her first meeting of the National American Woman Suffrage Association in 1906 and was elected its vice president in 1911. Calling herself a pacifist, Addams was a proponent of peace. In 1915 the Women’s Peace Party was formed and elected Addams as its head. Soon after, the International Congress of Women was formed to promote peace throughout the world. They met in the Netherlands at The Hague and asked Addams to be their leader. In 1931 Addams received the Nobel Peace Prize but was unable to travel to Norway due to failing health. She donated the $16,480 in prize money to the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. Addams was a prolific writer and wrote many essays, articles, and books, including Twenty Years at Hull-House and Democracy and Social Ethics.

Addams’ health had never been good, but in the 1920s it began to worsen. She had a tumor removed and suffered a heart attack. Soon after being diagnosed with intestinal cancer, she died on May 21, 1935. Thousands of people attended her funeral at Hull House. She was buried by her mother and father in the Cedarville Cemetery.

See also: Progressivism; Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL)
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African Americans and Populism

Debra Ann Reid

African Americans have pursued populist-type reform since the seventeenth century. Politically conscious blacks articulated their grievances and organized their resources in mass opposition to the systemic injustices they experienced, which intensified during periods of political and economic transformation or power consolidation. They participated as members of the rank and file, and they provided leadership. They did all of this despite laws that deprived them of fundamental rights and full citizenship. Independent politics provided opportunities otherwise unavailable to them as they sought freedom and equality.

People of African descent participated in the populist rebellion that erupted in the Virginia Colony in 1676. Africans, along with people of mixed race, marched with Nathaniel Bacon against the royal governor. These protestors exhibited a range of conditions of servitude from free to slave, evidence of the fluid nature of colonial law, which already linked status to race. They may have believed that they shared grievances with those with whom they marched, given their relatively isolated life on the periphery of the settlement, but they lost more as a consequence of their participation in Bacon’s Rebellion than did the gentry. Reactions to this populist rebellion led to stricter regulations for indentured servants and free blacks and harsher punishment for slaves.

Slave revolts during the 1700s and early 1800s conveyed black frustration with ill treatment, often resulted from communication between white laborers (free and unfree) and black slaves, and could represent the radical populist fringe. More often, African Americans, slave and free alike, engaged in less risky collective action. By the American Revolution and throughout the nineteenth-century abolitionist movement, blacks used petitions to convey populist sentiment to elected representatives. Some formed independent black organizations such as the National Negro Convention, which convened in Philadelphia for the first time in 1830. Others, however, resorted to violent resistance or protest, and those incidents, more than petitioning or politicized organizing, captured the public’s attention and generated the most backlash.

Diverse antislavery tactics indicated a lack of consensus among black abolitionists over the best activities to pursue. Some resisted the growing interest in political involvement because they believed that politicians reached solutions through compromise rather than problem solving and because securing the vote and campaigning for candidates would distract abolitionists from the moral dilemma at the heart of slavery. Independent political activity slowly gained advocates, however, because, as Omar H. Ali argues, “the balance-of-power voting strategy—that is, supporting individual candidates with antislavery sentiments to sway elections” could effect political change (Ali, In the Balance of Power, 32). Yet many remained disenchanted because they believed politics limited, rather than liberated, blacks. They remained committed to independent collective action under the auspices of social and benevolent societies, church organizations, and self-help initiatives.

The few enfranchised black voters prior to the Civil War rallied behind the new Republican Party after 1854. Free blacks and slaves helped make the Civil War a war to end slavery through “disruptive and communal behaviors” as described by Steven Hahn (15). Slaves defied masters, formed organizations, identified spokespersons, and exercised individual choice but engaged in collective action nonetheless, all behaviors that Hahn considers “the very essence of political beings” (15). The slaves’ politicized actions, or populism, in concert with national mobilization, ended slavery.

The Republican Party transitioned rapidly from an independent movement involving enfranchised African Americans to the largest party in the nation and the party in which freedmen placed their trust after the war. Freedmen registered to vote and cast ballots for white and black Republican candidates after ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870. Just as rapidly, however, the Republican Party lost its leverage and will as Democrats regained control of state legislatures and the U.S. Congress, and Republicans became complicit in restricting liberty and denying equality on the basis of race. Thus, African Americans quickly had reason to become disillusioned with the party that had helped them secure their freedom and had involved them in democratic reform.

The failure of Reconstruction prompted many to reinvest in populist action. Conditions for blacks worsened as white southerners refused to extend the agrarian ideal of landownership to the mass of freedmen and banished most freedmen to neoslavery under the crop lien system. Moreover, many Americans experienced financial hardships as the Panic of 1873 deepened into an economic depression. Laissez-faire economic policy allowed corporations to operate with few regulations, and labor unions faced serious restrictions on their right to bargain and protect the interests of their members. Employee or labor relations worsened as a consequence. White and black Populists synchronously mobilized in response to the consolidation of wealth and power that restricted workers, including agricultural laborers’ rights and the personal liberty of small-scale landowners.

Numerous special interest groups appeared to ease members’ burdens. When black farmers and laborers organized unions, they often met under the auspices of existing organizations such as churches, community-aid organizations, or fraternal or benevolent orders. The unions operated secretly, in keeping with well-honored traditions of other societies; this offered some protection to members who could be perceived as threats to the white Democrats’ status quo. Additionally, African American sharecroppers utilized tactics from both agrarian and labor organizations as their status fell within both categories. Black farmer unions appropriated the ideas of cooperative purchasing and marketing from the National Grange of the Order of Patrons of Husbandry. This offered them some protection from the debt spiral associated with the crop lien system. They also engaged in collective action as touted by the Knights of Labor. Thus, they launched strikes to increase laborers’ wages when the crops in the fields required tending and landowners were at their most vulnerable. Also in keeping with the Grange model and with earlier abolitionists’ commitment to moral suasion, they pledged themselves to nonpartisan activities and focused on self-improvement. They collected funds to provide for ill and disabled members and their families as seen in urban mutual benefit societies. They offered educational programs that ranged from lectures on civics and economic government and scientific agriculture to discussions on how to respond to local challenges. Finally, black farmers published newspapers to facilitate communication.

White Alliances published newspapers, too, and most extant evidence of black Alliance activity comes from these sources. Milton George, proponent of the Northern Alliance and editor of the Chicago-based Western Rural, took direct action by organizing a black Alliance in Prairie County, Arkansas, in 1882, even before the Sons of the Agricultural Star formed in neighboring Monroe County. About this time, white farmers in the county organized the Agricultural Wheel, and the Knights of Labor began organizing in the area later. Such appeals from the less overtly racist Northern Alliance could have diverted blacks from membership in the more radical Knights of Labor assemblies.

Nearly a decade later in 1891, the Southern Alliance newspaper, the National Economist, sounded self-serving and paternalistic when it called for white farmers to look out for the economic interest of black farmers and protect them from exploitation, an indication of the hardening of racial tension during the Populist movement. White opinion, however, did not reflect black thought or deed. Unjust white landlords exploited black agricultural laborers. African American activism indicated that blacks understood this situation and could make their own decisions about which organizations to join. Further, black political views ranged as broadly as did those held by whites, so conservative blacks sought nonpartisanship, moral suasion, and economic self-help, while others sought radical approaches associated with direct action and party politics.

African Americans organized across the South; they pursued similar goals but were driven by local contexts. For example, the Arkansas Mississippi Delta proved a hotbed of activity for Populist organizing as black farmers in Monroe County, Arkansas, formed a union in 1885 that they called the Sons of the Agricultural Star in the heart of the cotton-poor Delta region. It grew rapidly, and members of the white Arkansas Agricultural Wheel recognized the strength in numbers that the Sons could offer. When the Arkansas Wheel launched a national organization in July 1886, it abandoned the “whites only” membership restriction. At the same time, the Knights of Labor created local assemblies across the rural South and welcomed white and black men and women as members regardless of their occupation. In Arkansas, a rural black Knights assembly near Little Rock launched a cotton pickers’ strike during the summer of 1886, demanding a wage increase from 75 cents to $1 per day. The strikers did not win, but the Knights exercised the political philosophy “in the balance of power” by endorsing the Republican opponent to the Democrat sheriff who had put down the strike, nearly defeating him. In 1886, a disgruntled white Knights organizer created a new union for black laborers in the Carolinas, the Cooperative Workers of America. It appealed to workers in the Carolinas and Georgia on the basis of its economic (higher wagers, shorter hours, better working conditions, land reform, inheritance tax), educational (free schools) and political (repeal of the poll tax) goals. Black clubs of the Florida Farmers’ Union formed to address farmers’ concerns rather than those of wage laborers, and the union acknowledged that black and white farmers shared interests. Yet the union reneged on its support of black farmers’ interests when it merged with the all-white Southern Alliance.

The frantic pace of Populist organizing by African Americans in Texas indicated the interest in maintaining separate and independent organizations. The black Alliances emerged in the aftermath of the white alliance state convention in Cleburne, Texas, in August 1886. The Alliance took a controversial political stance at the convention in defiance of Democrats. A committee issued 17 demands known as the Cleburne Demands. Several conservative Alliance men, in defiance, created the Grand State [Farmers’] Alliance in the name of nonpartisanship and civic education. The Texas Alliance mediated the crisis and experienced unprecedented growth as a consequence, claiming 200,000 members in 3,000 suballiances by January 1887.

Any direct correlation between the white momentum and black formation has yet to be documented, but nonetheless, black Alliances formed in the midst of an actively Populist state. One, organized during October 1886 in Caldwell County, Texas, perhaps through the efforts of farm owners in the black settlement of St. John’s Colony, carried the moniker Grand State Colored Alliance. Members reputedly invited white Farmers’ Alliance members to speak to their group. Another, the Consolidated Alliance, began in Lee County, Texas, during the fall of 1886, likely among freedmen previously enslaved by the family of Andrew J. Carothers, a farmer and son of a Confederate veteran. This Alliance expanded institutionally as the National Colored Alliance, and geographically into all other southern states by 1889. It claimed to have a membership of 250,000. A third Alliance began in December 1886 with the support of farm owners in the freedman community of Vistula in rural Houston County, 150 miles north of the city of Houston in east Texas. Members selected a white farmer, Richard M. Humphrey, a former Confederate with prior political experience in the Union Labor Party in Texas, as superintendent. Milton George’s encouragement may have affected formation of this alliance, originally named the Alliance of Colored Farmers of Texas, but the members had experience with community formation and self-help independent of his influence.

Black farmers could use farmers’ organizations to facilitate rural development. Railroads passed through Lee and Houston counties during the 1870s, which created market opportunities for some and development opportunities for others including, perhaps, the black farm owners who formed the Alliance. Houston County had a larger black population in proportion to white residents and a less diversified agricultural base, with more blacks involved in cotton farming than in Lee County. Lumbering also began in the eastern portion of Houston County during the 1880s, while ranching and corn and hog production remained important in Lee as well as in Houston County. Historian Charles Postel has made clear the connection between local development and white Alliance activity. This apparently motivated Texas’s black farmers. It also helps to explain why independent Alliances continued to develop in east Texas. A fourth organization, the Texas Colored States Alliance, began in Robertson County, midway between Houston and Lee counties, in June 1887. The lines of the Houston and Texas Central Railway passed through the freedman community of Hammond and intersected with the International-Great Northern Railway in Hearne. The increasingly diverse rural economy in postwar Texas held potential for growth rather than entrapment in sharecropping. This could have fostered political activism among laborers, croppers, tenant farmers, and small landowners who turned to alliances as the means to further their goals.

One hundred forty miles separated the counties, but lecturers from both the Lee and Houston county alliances obviously competed for members far beyond the state. Thousands of suballiances, assemblies, and unions with tens of thousands of members existed across the South, partially because of the competitive expansion of the two Texas colored Alliances. By the time they merged into the Colored Farmers National Alliance and Cooperative Union of the United States (Colored Farmers’ Alliance) in early 1890, the pressure had exacerbated community tensions in the Texas counties, divided schools and churches, and exhausted members. How much of this reflected differences of opinion about political activism versus business reform remains to be explored. The Alliance membership based in Houston County had emphasized nonpartisanship, but the political stance of the Lee County Alliance has not been documented, nor has the economic philosophy of either Alliance been scrutinized, given the paucity of evidence.

More evidence exists on the Colored Farmers’ Alliance than other black Populist organizations because Humphrey, the organization’s white superintendent, documented the Alliance’s history. He was born in South Carolina, served in an Alabama infantry unit during the war, and then taught school in Texas. He served black Baptist congregations as a lay minister before rising to fame with the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. His flair for promotion led him to publish “History of the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Cooperative Union” in The Farmers’ Alliance and Agricultural Digest (1891). He positioned himself favorably therein, claiming that formative meetings of the Houston County Alliance occurred on his farm in Lovelady, Texas, and documenting his efforts on behalf of black members. Most believe that Humphrey inflated alliance membership claims of 1.2 million in the aftermath of the merger, including 300,000 women, 150,000 young men and 750,000 adult men. The figures could represent the number of rural blacks in the population in each of 11 southern states that reported membership. They could represent the number of congregants in black churches that hosted suballiances. Some scholars contend that membership might have been closer to 250,000. Whatever the number, rural residents recognized the merits of political organizing.

Yet racial tensions marred Populist experiences despite Humphrey’s positive reporting. Terse words captured the animus that existed between white and black Alliance members. “If white organizations shall positively prohibit the [admission] of colored men to its membership, colored organizations shall prohibit the admission of white men to membership”—so reported the Southern Alliance’s National Economist on March 14, 1889 (Postel 42). As J. W. Carter, a black from Georgia who worked as a legislative spokesman for the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, argued, “You white people attend to your business and let us alone. . . . The politicians and lawyers say you must keep us Negroes down. But that is not right” (Gaither 63). During the fall of 1887 the Southern Alliance merged with the Agricultural Wheel and reimposed its “whites only” membership policy. The Colored State Agricultural Wheel in Arkansas then merged with the Colored Farmers’ Alliance in 1888, but as evidence of local determination, Colored Wheels in Tennessee remained independent.

Lack of trust existed among Colored Farmers’ Alliance members. Black members of the Georgia Colored Farmers’ Alliance considered Humphrey’s manipulation of black intent relative to third-party formation at the Ocala meeting in late 1890 demeaning and a violation of the black members’ trust. Others grew frustrated with Humphrey’s purportedly reprehensible tactics. His major white competitor among black Populists, Andrew Carothers of Texas, along with E. A. Richardson, the black superintendent of the Georgia Colored Alliance, questioned Humphrey’s more radical methods, such as calling for a cotton strike, because Carothers and Richardson believed these tactics would create more racial conflict. Richardson went so far as to wonder “why [Humphrey] did not belong to the white people’s Alliance instead of the colored Alliance” (Postel 180). Humphrey lost credibility after the 1891 cotton pickers’ strike failed.

Scholars have used the term “Black Populists” to identify these African Americans who participated in “democratic and decentralized opposition to the planter and business elite affiliated with the Democratic Party,” and one could add that the term also recognizes the willingness of African Americans to risk their security for citizens abandoned by their government and at the mercy of unscrupulous employers, landlords, and even elite members of their own race (Ali, In the Balance of Power, 74). Populists faced numerous challenges, so pursuing a common purpose proved daunting. The label Black Populist can imply that a constituency existed and a coherent purpose prevailed, and generally, Black Populists favored publicly funded education, collective purchasing and marketing, local laws that protected personal property from seizure by landlords, and market regulation. They also favored antilynching laws, convict leasing regulation, and voter protection. But the federalist system of local and state authority independent of national oversight resulted in unique local situations that only Civil War–like national mobilization, in combination with Populist support, could have solved, and the national government did not mobilize during the “Populist moment” of the late nineteenth century. This left Black Populists at the mercy of their major opponents, the politically and economically elite.

Scholars have described Black Populists as independent decision makers, pawns of white agrarian organizers, and tokens of interracial cooperation. Without question, independent members made the Colored Farmers’ Alliance a formidable organization, but they could not withstand the backlash they endured because of controversial boycotts, labor strikes—specifically a national cotton-pickers strike in 1891—and disfranchisement. Some argue that Black Populists expressed a more communitarian view of landownership, advocating less for private ownership and more for access. Yet black landowners facilitated community development as their financial investment in land theoretically freed them from white oversight. Black tenants controlled more productive resources than sharecroppers, including draft stock, equipment, and family labor, and this gave them some economic leverage in negotiating contracts. Sharecroppers represented the epitome of powerlessness, dependent on landlords and more likely to incur their wrath if caught organizing. Despite the research done to date, some questions remain unanswered. Which class constituted the majority in the ranks of Black Populists—which defined the platform? Did the Colored Alliance’s platform address the needs of the propertyless more than the property-owning class? Rural Black Populists who pursued wealth redistribution apparently wanted to break white landowners’ monopoly on tillable acreage rather than impose public ownership of land to benefit the propertyless. More research will explicate nuances of class conflict and their effect on Populist goals within the Colored Farmers’ Alliance specifically and among Black Populists generally.

Certainly the lessons learned by generations of African Americans sustained Populists through disfranchisement. Without independent decentralized resistance to the elite, often under the auspices of existing church groups and benevolent and fraternal societies, activists could never have sustained the civil rights movement. Individual action took the form of personal resistance, court cases that challenged the constitutionality of discriminatory legislation, and formation of organizations such as the Congress on Racial Equality, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Council, and other more localized, less visible boycotts and sit-ins. What Steven Hahn has described as slaves’ politics mutated into Black Populist politics and then has sustained community organizers and civil rights activists to the present day.

See also: Agricultural Wheel; Bacon’s Rebellion; Cleburne Platform (1886); Colored Farmers’ Alliance (CFA); George, Milton (1833–unknown); Granger Movement; Knights of Labor; Pattillo, Walter Alexander (1850–1908); The Press and Populism; Rayner, John (1850–1918); Texas, Populism in
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Agrarianism

Patrick Callaway

Agrarianism is a social, economic, and political system that promotes the values associated with agriculture and the proximity to the land. Many of the parables within the Bible present spiritual lessons in the language of farmers, thereby providing a moral and ethical basis for agriculture that is absent from other pursuits in commerce or industry. In U.S. history, agrarian values are associated with Thomas Jefferson’s veneration of the yeoman farmer and Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential frontier thesis.

Many promoters of agrarianism have found inspiration in the Bible. In the 13th chapter of the book of Matthew, Jesus Christ presents the parable of the sower, in which the soil is blessed when good seed is planted onto good ground. The analogy is to the word of God being received, understood, and propagated. A good agricultural crop is analogous to a good spiritual crop that is blessed by God. In the parable of the weeds, the good seed is compared to the sons of the kingdom, while the bad seed that produces weeds is analogous to the devil. In both of these parables, the cause of righteousness is represented by a farmer with good seed and good soil producing a crop blessed by God, while the devil is represented by poor seed, poor ground, and a useless crop. Americans in the nineteenth century still relied on the Bible and religion for understanding much of their lives, especially in periods of great change. For that reason, agricultural reformers and great thinkers, including Thomas Jefferson, used terminology that resonated with farmers, who were the majority of nation.

After the American Revolution and the establishment of the first federal government, ideas of civic virtue and the survival of the new republic occupied the thoughts of many of the Founders. According to Thomas Jefferson and other Founders interested in establishing a true republican nation, the only way that the American republic could survive was through the promotion of freehold yeoman farmers who, unlike those who labored in commerce or industry, lacked a dependence on others for subsistence. A yeoman farmer was, thus, a true independent citizen and not beholden to others for survival. The civic morality of those who lacked economic dependence preserved the morality of the republic. The conflict between agrarian and commercial interests in the United States was a foundational debate among the Founders. The most eloquent proponent of an American agrarian economy was Thomas Jefferson. According to Jefferson, the only means by which the social and political gains of the American Revolution could be protected was through the establishment of a society of small, independent yeoman farmers. In query XIX of his Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson cites those that cultivate the earth as “the chosen of God.” In Europe, the masses were compelled to work in manufactures only because access to the land was denied to the poor. This lack of access rendered the people dependent on a corrupt
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