
RICE UNIVERSITY 

THE IDEOLOGY OF TEXAS POPULISM, 

lG56-l39k 

by 

Charles A, Cannon 

A THESIS SUBMITTED 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMli/UT OF THE 

REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

Thesis director's signature: 

Houston, Texas 

May, 1968 
/ir.„ r.,. y ■ ' ' '' 

3 1272 00094 6929 



Abstract 

THE IDEOLOGY OF TEXAS POPULISM, l886-l89l» 

by 

Charles A. Cannon 

The relationship of Populism and ideology has been the subject 

of a great deal of recent historical scholarship. Historians have 

employed a number of concepts to define ideology in their studies, hut 

they have failed to agree on a mutually acceptable definition of the 

term. As a result, arguments of substance have often degenerated into 

arguments over semantics. Ideological issues have been obscured by 

disagreements over the meaning of such terms as oratory, values, rhetoric 

programs, etc. The purpose of this study is ti refold: first, to pro¬ 

pose a definition of ideology for use in historical analysis; and second, 

to apply this concept to a particular historical situation. 

The ideology of Texas Populism functioned as a leading ele¬ 

ment in the reform impulse that dominated Texas politics in the early 

1890's. The emotional language of Populist oratory provided an effec¬ 

tive vehicle for agrarian discontent. The ideology of the movement 

was not simply the irrational response of reactionary farmers to chang¬ 

ing economic conditions. The genuine economic problem's of the farmers 

were coupled with a growing sense of crisis about the stability of 

agrarian values. The convergence of these factors produced a reformist 

view of reality. 

The marginal farmer in Texas was the focus of the most severe 

economic pressures of the 1690's, find ho experienced the most acute 

sense of isolation from a rapidly developing urban-industrial environ- 



ment. It was among the low-income, white Protestant farmers that 

Texas Populism sought its political base. The rhetoric of Populism 

emphasized the cleavages that set the farmer apart from society and 

reinforced the cultural values of the agrarian community. The evangelis¬ 

tic technique of the Populist orator called the farmer to participate 

in a holy crusade against the forces of economic and political con¬ 

spiracy. The orator employed the symbols of agrarian superiority, 

religious virtue, and loyalty to the South to create a cohesive poli¬ 

tical movement among farmers. 

The program of the Texas Populists helped to define the issues 

of reform politics in the 1890’s. The farmers' proposals functioned 

as an educator of reform principles and as a source of pressure on an 

entrenched Democratic Party. The goal of Populist ideology was neither 

an idyllic past nor a quasi-socialist future. Populists asked for the 

preservation of what they understood to be equality of economic oppor¬ 

tunity. If Populism in Texas contained the seeds of sour illiberalism, 

as some have suggested, it also contained the seeds of a continuing 

reform impulse. 



Preface 

The relationship of Populism and ideology has been the 

subject of a great deal of recent historical scholarship. Historians 

have employed a number of concepts to define ideology in their stud¬ 

ies, but they have failed to agree on a mutually acceptable defini¬ 

tion of the term. As a result, arguments of substance have often 

degenerated into arguments over semantics. Ideological issues have 

been obscured by disagreements over the meaning of such terms as 

oratory, values, rhetoric, programs, etc. 

The purpose of this study is twofold: first, to propose 

a definition of ideology for use in historical analysisj and second, 

to apply this concept to a particular historical situation. The first 

chapter reviews the historical uses of the concept of ideology, out¬ 

lines the current scholarly debate over Populist ideology, and sug¬ 

gests a definition of the ideological process. The remaining chap¬ 

ters are an attempt to apply this definition of ideology to the 

pioblem cf Texas Populism as a test case for the theory. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Ideology: The Mirror of Reality 

While we look not at the things which are 

seen, but at the things which are not seen: 

for the things which are seen are temporalj 

but the things which are not seen are eternal. 

(II Corinthians h:l8) 

The historian, it may be argued, should confine his 

investigation to concrete events in the past. His task is to 

reconstruct past fact on the basis of objective evidence. 

But the objective circumstances of the past alone, tell us 

little about the human condition. The world we live in is set in 

motion only in part by objective factors. Man’s perception of real¬ 

ity is as important as economic and social factors in shaping his re¬ 

sponse to the world. The relationship of thought and action cannot 

be evaluated in a meaningful, way through the application of concepts 

that did not exist in the historical setting. The historian should 

employ subsequent analytical ideas in his evaluation of an ideology. 

Later intellectual developments, within the range of specific problems 

dealt with by that ideology, belong to the period in which they appear. 

The historian should be concerned with the interaction of ideas and 

activity within the perceptual framework that prevailed in the given 

period. He must penetrate the inside of events to discover their mean¬ 

ing. "For history, the object to be discovered is not the mere event, 

but the thought expressed in it."'*" To understand the past, the his- 

1 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford: The Clarendon 

Press, 191:6), p. 21l|7 
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torian must examine the language of its spokesmen in an attempt to 

uncover the meaning conveyed. He must learn to isolate from the rhetoric 

of an age its unifying values and the myths that provided social 

cohesion. 

.Alfred North Whitehead suggests that the concepts destined 

to become the unifying values of a society first appear as unarticulated 

forces. "Human life is driven forward by its dim apprehension of 

notions too general for its existing language. Such ideas cannot be 

grasped singly, one by one in isolation. They require that mankind 

advance/ in its apprehension of the general nature of things, so as to 

2 
conceive systems of ideas elucidating each other." Any attempt to 

isolate these driving forces that defy specific verbal formulation 

in a given period may seem to be a wasted effort, but it is in these 

forces that ideology receives its dynamic quality. The ideological sys¬ 

tems that order our lives were once part of a universe of vague symbols 

operating outside the limits of formal thought. It is the task of the 

historical imagination to penetrate the realm of these forces in search 

of the roots of formal ideologies. The activity and rhetoric of an 

age must be connected to the dynamic forces of myth and symbol, as well 

as to the objective conditions of life. 

I. The Historical Career of Ideology 

The word "ideology" means simply the science of ideas, but 

its uses in history have added a variety of connotations. Destutt de 

2 Alfred Worth whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (Hew York: Mentor 

Books, 1955 [1933] ),n. 32. ‘ 



Tracy coined the term in his Elements d1 ideologic in 1801. As a 

leader of a school of thinkers known as the “ideologues” under the 

Napoleonic regime, Tracy defined ideology as the science of determin¬ 

ing the origin of ideas. The ideologues rejected metaphysics and looked 

to anthropology, psychology and zoology as the basis of human thought. 

As the forerunners of positivism, they sought to define the natural 

science of the mind$ reason was to reveal an objective picture of human 
3 

nature which would form the basis of morality and civic virtue. 

The ideologues cooperated with Napoleon, but their thought 

formed an incipient criticism of existing cultural norms. Napoleon 

formulated the modem conception of ideology when he contemptuously 

labeled the group "ideologists”, suggesting that their ideas were un¬ 

realistic in practice. The political arena was the realm of reality, 

and ideology was futile when it cane to practical politics. "Cannon 

killed feudalism," he declared. "Ink will kill modern society."^ 

Faith in the power of ideas did not collapse under Napoleon's 

pragmatic attack. Hegel retained confidence in the power of reason 

despite his disillusionment "with the results of the French Revolution. 

The mind had the potential rationality to bring order out of chaos, 

but it was a special form of rationality. Individuals might act irra¬ 

tionally, but they participated in the reason inherent in history. 

3 Dante Germino, Beyond Ideology; The Revival of Politic a]. Theory 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1967} pp. 

Ij. Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, trans. Louis Wirth and Edward 
SVdls (wew York: Warcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1936) p. 72 j and 
George Liehlhedm, The Concept of Ideology and other Essays (New York: 
Random House, 19677 p. 1^7 footnote. 



The problem of ideology for Hegel was one of false consciousnessj 

the individual was simply a tool of history. Ilis particular role was 

concealed from him, and becane apparent only in retrospect. The "world 

historical individual" in Hegel’s system contributed action rather than 

insight: "Such individuals had no consciousness of the general Idea 

they were unfolding." The ultimate responsibility for action rested 

on impersonal, trans-personal, or super-personal forces whose evolu- 

tion was identical with the process of history. 

Marx responded to Hegel initially by rejecting a dialectic 

that swallowed up individuals. He escaped the dialectic of history 

by predicting the end of history itself. During the remaining period 

of "prehistory", however, theory was without critical function and 

consciousness was a simple function of existing institutions. "The 

mode of production in material life determines the general character of 

the social, political, and spiritual processes of life. It is not the 

consciousness of men that determines their existence, but, on the con¬ 

trary, their social existence determines their consciousness. 

Consciousness was ideological in history only because it was 

powerless to shape environment, but, when the revolution brings an end 

to history, consciousness.will become the tool of rationality. "The 

mature consciousness which in retrospect comprehends the necessity of 

this lengthy process of ’prehistory’ will not be an ideological one: 

5 • George W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree 
(New York: Willey Book Co., 3$DT), p. 30j” and Isaiah Berlin, 
Historica.I Inevitability (London: Oxford University Press, 19pi|), 
p. T. 

6 Marx and Engels, Basic Writings on Politics and Philosophy, ed. 
lewis S. Fewer (New York: Jiouble'dar/& lTompany,~Tn.cTr~l"yK9), P. U3* 
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it will be shared by all men, and will nark mankind’s understanding 

7 
of its own past." But for the period of history before the revolution, 

Marx effected a marriage of an individual's perception and his class 

position. Thinking no longer gave access to universal truth, and all 

thinking was ideological, i. e. the product of false consciousness. 

The false conscioxisness formi.ila of Marx was used as a weapon 

to "unmask" one's political foes in the nineteenth century. The attacker 

considered his own position to be absolute while labeling his opponent's 

ideas as the mere function of their social and economic origin. But 

this one-sided ideological criticism contained the logic of its own 

destruction. Eventually, all positions would be labeled "ideological." 

The reappearance of romantic criticism in the late nineteenth century 

hastened the demise of the false consciousness method. The unmasking 

of adversaries became a devastating tool in the hands of a thinker 

like Friedrich Nietzsche. His questioning of the roots of all systems 

of thought threatened the position of meaning itself. If man lives only 

by illusions, then history ceases to have meaning. "Thus the whole 

history of a thing, an organ, a custom, becomes a continuous chain of 

reinterpretations and rearrangements, which need not be causally connect¬ 

ed among themselves which may simply follow one another..,."While forms 
g 

are fluid, their 'meaning' is even more so." Human thought was less 

thaxi ideological, it was simply irrational. The exposure of the irra¬ 

tional by thinkers like Nietzche and Freud led to a search for new 

forces in human behavior. 

7 J.icthelm, op. cit., p. 21. 

8 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, trans. Francis Golffing 
(New York: Doubleday & Company, 19D^), p. 210, 
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Georges Sorel’s Reflections on Violence added a new dimension 

to the concept of ideology. "Myth" was something more than an idea; 

it was the driving force behind societies. It was not subject to 

rational argument, because it found its expression in action. "A myth 

cannot be refuted, since it is, at bottom, identical with the convic¬ 

tions of a group, being an expression of these convictions in the 

language of movement...." The myth is important only in its totality; 

its details are unimportant. Ideology in Sorel’s thought avoids the 

stigma of being mere theory by its association with myth. Ideology 

o 
represents rational formulation with its foundations in myth. 

At the same time that the irrational side of ideology was 

being exposed, new theories in the social sciences were being applied 

to the problem. Max Weber approached the problem of ideology by divorc¬ 

ing it from philosophy, and reinterpreting it in the light of.sociology. 

Ideology was no longer the problem of conscious or unconscious distor¬ 

tion of reality for special group interests. It was now seen as an 

intellectual reflex of determinate social processes. Relativism replaced 

the hope of ultimate rationality. "There is no way of transcending this 

situation, for the growth of rationality leads only to an awareness 

that it is not possible to ground value judgements in the universally 

accepted doctrine of human nature."'1'0 Ideology became a fixed point 

9 Georges Sorel, Reflections on Violence, trans. T. E. Hulme (New York: 
Collier Books, 196l)',p. 50; and Ben Kalpern, "’Myth1 and ’Ideology* 
in Modern Usage," History and Theory, vol I., No. 2 (1961),p. lko. 

10 Lichtheim, op. cit., p. 32. 
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in every system that could not be altered or avoided. Weber applied 

Marxian false consciousness to Marxism itself and produced ideological 

relativism: Marx no longer provided scientific perception. After 

Weber*s work, all points of view, including one’s own, had to be sub¬ 

jected to ideological analysis. 

Karl Mannheim developed Weber’s insights into a formal system 

which he called the sociology of knowledge. Ideology was the more or 

less conscious effort of the ruling .groups in society to produce a system 

of thought that transcended the potentially divisive elements in society. 

’’There is implicit in the word ’ideology’ the insight that in certain 

situations the collective unconsciousness of certain groups obscures 

the real, condition of society both to itself and to others and thereby 
\ 

11 
stabilizes it.” There was an inherent quality of static conservatism 

in the concept of ideology for Mannheim. 

The rise of iascism and the atrocities of World War Two prompted 

political theorists and historians to cast a cold eye on ideology. 

They concluded that ideology lay at the bottom of many evils in twentieth- 

century mass society. Ideology became a synonym for irrational thought 

and action. Studying the rhetoric of iascism that helped to produce 

emotional enthusiasm in the masses, these critics decided that politics 

must be freed from the shackles of ideology. Rationality was to be 

made the hallmark of political activity. Ideology in contemporary 

political analysis has come to mean simply, "the distortion of thought 

by interest—public or private, consciously or unconsciously known—and the 

study of such distortion. 

11 Mannheim, op, cit., p. I|0. 

12 Donald 0. MaCrae, Irieoiogy and Society (Now York: The Free Presses of 
Glencoe, 1961), p.' 6k, 
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In I960, Daniel Bell declared that ideology had come to an 

end. He Maintained that nineteenth-century ideologies could no longer 

claim truth for their outlook, and he reiterated the intellectual’s 

fear of the masses and any form of social action. "For the radical 

intellectual who had articulated the revolutionary impulses of the 

past century and a. half, all this (the experiences from 1930 to 19?0) 

has meant an end to chiliastic hopes, to millenarianism, to apocalyptic 

thinking—and to ideology. For ideology, which once was a road to 

13 action, has come to a dead end." ' Bell looked upon the association 

of ideology and passion and the dynamic quality of ideology itself 

with some misgivings. If ideology discovered truth only in the process 

of action, then he wanted it separated from politics. He deplored 

the tendency to convert concrete political programs into ideological 

formulations. This investment of passion and moral coloration into 

political conflict invited disaster for society. 

The concept of ideology has been the vehicle of varied and 

sometimes contradictory ideas. It cannot be suggested that the con¬ 

cept has emerged from its historical career as a value-free analytical 

tool, but its association with different ideas has given it a potential 

synthetic quality. The dynamic qualities and the nonrational character¬ 

istics that are associated with ideology are not included in many 

formal systems of political and historical analysis. With the proper 

definition,ideoJogy can .integrate these ideas into an analytical 

technique. A workable concept of ideology should provide a functional 

link between the perception of reality and the political activity of 

33 Danie] Be3.1, The F.nd of Ideology (O3.enroe, Illinois; The Free 
Press of Glencoe, .19el), P. 
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man. The weakness in most past uses of the term ideology has been 

the tendency to define it as a fixed quantity rather than a process. 

II. Toward A Definition of Ideology 

Ideology is the critical link between thought and action, 

the meeting place of knowledge and power. Social forces and factors 

of environment are brought together to produce a picture of the world 

that serves as the basis for action. The synthetic qualities of ideol¬ 

ogy may be regarded as either harmful or beneficial. Dante Germino 

suggests that from the "merging of theory and practice, we have the 

destruction of both realms and their transformation into the bizarre 

VTorld of ideological politics...."^1 Others describe ideology as an 

important element in human progress. Regardless cf one's judgment 

of the value of ideology, it is obvious that it defines tire link be¬ 

tween theory and action. 

The general notions driving society forward represent a 

continuing source of social, tension. Whitehead suggests that "a 

general idea is always a danger to the existing order. The whole 

bundle of its conceivable special embodiments in various usages of 
-| r 

society constitutes a program of reform."''^ These general ideas in¬ 

clude the symbols accumulated by a society over generations. They 

are important enough to exert influence over each succeeding genera¬ 

tion. The general ide as and unvoiced assumptions of a group or 

society may be defined as myths. Sorel's use of myth will form the 

lJ-l Germino, op. cit., p. 1;£. 

15> Whitehead, op. cit., p. 22. 
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basie definition of the term for this study. Myths represent the 

convictions of a group as they find expression in the language of 

action. A myth may or may not be "true", but its truth or falsehood 

depends more upon fundamental values than on the question of literal 

facts."^ Myths are the unifying cultural valu.es of a society or of S 

a social system within a society. They perform an integrative func¬ 

tion in the system, reinforcing common feelings through the language 

of symbols. "Political symbols bring out in concentrated form those 

particular meanings and emotions which the members of a group create 

17 
and reinforce in each other." 

One of the foundations of ideology is provided by myth. 

The common emotional energy and shared values of the group provide 

energy for and set the theoretical limits of an ideological program. 

Ideology, in one sense, is the rational formulation of these myth- 

forces. Ideas that bind the group together find specific embodiment in 

an ideological program. Tslcott Parsons suggests that there are 

non-enpirical beliefs which are defined as beyond the reach of the 

methodology of empirical science. These include ideas about the 

supernatural and about alleged properties of groups, individuals, 

and objects. This group of ideas provides the energy for ideology. 

Ben Halpcrn, in comparing Sorel and Mannheim, has suggested a 

schematization of ideology and myth which can be modified to fit the 

16 

17 

Franklin H. Littell, The Origins of Sectarian Protestantism; a 
Study of the AnabantisOTew of the ChurcKTriew Yorkl Theliacm ill an 

Comp zpf~~19CTd^ P. 73. 

Murray Edelman, The Symbolic Uses of Politics (Urbana: University 

of Illinois Press, I^SUJTp. 11. 
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problem of this study: 

Human Unction 

Irrationality 

Origin of Historic Pynarnism 

Source of Primal Social Consensus 

Rationality 

Perpetuation and Extension of . 

Dynamism 

Organization of Rational Interests 

The unifying cultural values of the group which have their origin 

in non-empirical beliefs, find expression in the language of ideology. 

Biological- drive and transcendental belief are preserved in ideology 

aid extended by effective rhetoric. The rationality of the ideological 

process exploits rather than destroys the energy of social values. 

Ideology is not, however, the simple translation of myth into action. 

Myth provides only one of the basic components of ideology. 

The environmental situation of a society or group also con¬ 

tributes to the formation of ideology. The problems of everyday 

life supply the concrete issues that those disillusioned with ideology 

would like to make the exclusive components of politics. The social 

and economic situation of a group is a basic factor determining its 

perception of reality. The physical tension produced by environment 

23 Talcott Parsons, The Social System (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free 
Press of Glencoe, 1323-329; and Halporn, op. cit., p. ilia. 

Concept Definition 

expressing both 
biological drive 
and transcendental 
belief. 

-Ideology 

-Ideology 

-Ideology 
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is a prlnary motive of action. Marx developed this idea 'when he main¬ 

tained that ideas are a function of economic relationships, but this 

theory had a tendency to discount the genuine contribution of cultural 

values and social myths in shaping ideology. It is the convergence 

of physical tension in the environment and philosophical tension in 

the realm of unifying cultural myths that produces a social crisis. 

This condition sets the ideological process in motion. Independently, 

the objective needs of the group or.the symbolic needs of the group 

can produce an ideological response, but their convergence creates an 

ideological, imperative. The convergence of tension in both systems 

19 
requires some form of resolution or adjustment. 

A Paradigm of the Ideological Function 

Unifying Cultural Myths Environmental Situ ation 

(Source of Social Consensus— 

non-empirical beliefs and dynamic 

social values expressed in symbols.) 

(Economic and social context 

of the group, expressed by 

cbj ecti.ve facts.) 

(Perpetuation of 

group dynamism.) 

Ideology 

(Synthesis to produce a 

description of reality.) 

1 

(Rational description 

society!« problems.) 

Program 

(logical, 

Rhetoric 

(Appeals to myth and 

symbol in oratory—rites 

cf group activity.) 

formal theory for action.) 

Action 

(Constitutions, Platforms, ei 

expressing existing reality 

and potential reality.) 

19 The distinction between myth system and environmental, situation 
may seem arbitrary, because these categories obviously overlap and 

interact. Cultural myths ore shaped to a large extent by objective 

conditions aid life situations arc influenced considerably by common 
value patterns. But this distinction provides valuable analytical 
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Ideology in this system is a functional agent. It presents a picture 

of reality that contains both the objective factor’s of existence and 

the underlying value orientation of the group. Although ideology is 

divorced from its foundations and its program in the paradigm, it should 

be clear that an adequate definition of ideology would include all four 

factors. Ideology is the process by which unifying cultural myths 
U 

y 

and environmental factors produce a program that includes a plan of 

action and a system of rhetoric. Ideology does more than describe 

the world; it attempts to give meaning to existence by producing a 

program. "It purports to tell us how the system is organized, which 

desired goals can be promoted, what agencies and channels can most 

effectively be employed to forward the goals in a given setting, aid 

what the required action will cost various groups in the short and long 

20 
run in terms of status, power, happiness, wealth, and so on." 

Ideologies are always functioning, but they find their most 

elaborate and intense expression in times of uncertainty. Social 

crisis produces a need for formal, legitimation of values. "Ideology 

raises the perception o.f social conflict to the level of conscious" 

21 ness."'" During times of social stability, ideology is relatively 

invisible, but in times of crisis and conflict ideology functions to 

preserve high level values from alteration. These values need not 

be those that cement existing social arrangements. Ideology is in¬ 

herently the exclusive tool of neither radical nor reactionary, re¬ 

former nor conservative. The ideological function operates to unify 

20 

21 

William E. Connolly, Political Science and Idcolo 
Atherton Press, l^o7), p. 2. 

Ludwig Mahler, "Ideology and History in America", 
vol. I, (Fall, 1961)^ 132. 

y (New York: 

Tbo Po] :Vto 
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the divisive elements within a society or within a smaller group. 

On the societal level ideology performs an integrative function 

among divergent interests in the sense that Mannheim used the concept; 

however, when it fails to create a balance between society's aspira¬ 

tions and achievements, ideology may serve as a disruptive social, 

force in much the same manner that "Utopia" served this purpose for 

Mannheim. The diagram above applies equally to the whole society or 

to a social system within that society. The ideology- of a disaffected 

group nicy serve to segregate and consolidate groups around rival 

special positions. 

The plan for action is ordinarily a logical proposal for 

preserving existing social structures or altering them to adapt to 

changing conditions. But such a plan need not conform to existing 

standards and values to be a valid expression of ideology. Ideology, 

by definition, attempts to resolve the conflict of changing values 

and conditions; it is often involved in questions of the potential 

and the probable. Ideals which appear to be impractical should be 

viewed as possible programs of reform. "Such a program is not to be 

criticised by immediate possibilities. Progress consists in modify¬ 

ing the laws of nature so that the Republic on Earth may conform to 

oo 
that society to be discerned ideally by the divination of Wisdom." 

Great care should also be taken to avoid condemning a particular 

ideology for simply appealing to past authority. An appeal to the 

past is not necessarily reactionary. Beeau.se primitivism is not 

essentially a theory of origins, but really a device "for passing 

2?. Whitehead, op. clt., p. 1;9. 



judgement on contemporary society, it is closely linked with views 

of the future.” .Another word of caution is appropriate for those 

who automatically reject programs that are apocalyptic or chiliastic 

in vision. If one were convinced that continued stability depended 

on the perpetuation of existing institutions and society appeared 

incapable of preserving those institutions, then a prediction of di¬ 

saster would be an appropriate response. 

Rhetoric is a key factor in transmitting the plan of ideology 

into action. It is the ideal tool of the political party, because it 

has persuasion as its goal. "Since we want not emancipation from 

impulse but clarification of impulse, the duty of rhetoric is to 

bring together action and understanding into a whole that is greater 
2li 

than scientific perception.” Rhetoric is designed to tap the energy 

of men’s feelings. It rests on the assumption that, our language is 

so intimately bound up in our emotions that it always carries a power 

beyond its objective meaning. The orator uses the language of symbol 

and analogy to link his program with the higher ideals and shared 

values of the society. In a sense, he reestablishes a direct tie 

between his listener and the guiding myths of his audience to legiti¬ 

mize the program of ideology. 

The orator is not bound by the objective conditions of his 

contemporary world. He dwells in the world of a more perfect, if not 

ideal, society. Richard Weaver suggests that "the discourse of the 

noble rhetorician.. .will be about real potentiality or possible 

actuality....” ' As in the case of the plan of action, the substance 

23 Httell, op. cit., p. 5l• 

2h Richard M. Heaver, The Ethics of Rhetoric (Chicago: Henry Regnery 
Company, 1953), p. 2lu ~ 
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of rhetoric need not be a perfect reflection of reality. The orator 

is interested in only one reality: that which is directly involved 

with his program. He walks the line between truth and falsehood. 

"The self-fulfilling prophecy is, in the beginning, a false defini¬ 

tion of the situation evoking a new behavior which makes the originally 

false conception come true." 1 The orator often pushes his ideas 

to the limits of his logical system. He anneals to tradition because 

ideology is the product of history,*and history offers a means of per¬ 

suasion and a criticism of contemporary society. 

Ideology is a process. It is a mirror of reality, but it 

is also a call to action as Bell suggests. The problems of everyday- 

life and the values of society produce tension and energy that is 

translated into a political program with its own system of rhetoric. 

The historian is usually confronted with the results of the process, 

and he must look behind the formal program and its rhetoric to dis¬ 

cover the foundations of ideology. The analytical divisions of this 

definition provide tentative categories of analysis for such an in¬ 

vestigation. 

III. Ideology, the Populists and the Contemporary Historian 

"It is safe to assum.e that further critical work is unneces¬ 

sary and that scholars con resume the study of the movement for its 

26 Robert K. Merten, Soci al Theory and Social Structure, revised and 
enlarged edition (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press of Glencoe, 

3957), p. h23. 
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?7 
own sake." With these words Nona on Pollack attempted to bring to 

a close a scholarly discussion of Populism that has been going on 

for the last fifteen years among American historians. His suggestion 

that Populism may now be studied for its own sake raises a question: 

for whose sake has it been studied in recent years? Most of the 

recent work has been done in the field of intellectual history, 3n 

particular, in the area of political ideology and rhetoric. Oscar 

Handlin began the new evaluation of the Populists in 195>1 with an 

article on American attitudes toward the Jew at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. He indicated that Populism might be one of the 

sources of twentieth-century American nativism end anti-Semitism. 

Victor Ferkiss extended the list of Populist descendants to include 

American fascism in an article published in 19$$. In that same year 

a collection of essays, The New American Right, was published under 

the editorship of Daniel Bell. The contributors to this collection 

used the term "populist" in a general sense to describe various irra¬ 

tional and reactionary phenomena' in American life rather than as a 

name for the ideology of a specific historical movement. Peter 

Viereck and Edward A. Shils developed the .fascist theme and linked 

27 Normm Pollack, ed. The Populist Hind (Indianapolis and New York: 
The Bobos-Merrill Company,” Inc. p. xxiv. 
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.. 28 
the Populists directly to McCarthyism in books published in 1956. 

Richard Hofstadter's Age of Reform appeared in 1955, and it 

remains the most thorough-going revision of an earlier progressive 

interpretation of Populism. The standard view of Populism as a frontier 

political response to agrarian economic problems, found in such works 

as John D. Hicks' Populist Revolt, was seriously challenged by Eofstadter. 

looking into the American past for the roots of McCarthyism in the 

1950*s, Hofstadter discovered a disturbing irrational, ethnocentric 

and anti-Semitic flavor in Populist rhetoric. He saw both a "hard" 

and a "soft." side to the agrarian mentality: the soft side made use 

of the yeoman myth and found expression in agrarian radicalism and 

third party movements, while the hal’d side saw the farmer as a business¬ 

man involved in cooperation and pressure politics. The Populist was 

a frustrated small capitalist attempting to recover his prestige 

and profits in the fact of exploitation and unfavorable markets. 

He was retrogressive, SOT history as a conspiracy, and used anti- 

Semitic. rhetoric. Hofstadter used the behavioral scientist's tools 

of status mobility and consensus in his reevaluation. His work was 

based primarily on the new insights that these tools provided rather 

29 than on new information. 

29 

Oscar Handlin, "American Views of the Jew at the Opening of the 
Twentieth Centurv," Publications of the American'Jewish Historical 
Society, XL (1951); Victor C. Ferkiss, ''Ezra"Pound and American" 
Facism,'" The Journal of Politics, XVII'(May, 1955) 5 Daniel Bell, 
ed,, The Hew American Right (New York: Criterion Books, 1955)? 
Peter^Vie'ceck, Trie Unad;justed Kan A Hew Hero for Americans; 
Reflections on the 'Distinction betireen"Conforming- OTcTcahserving 
t'BcistonT BeacorTPress, 195o') ; and Edward A." Shills’, fEcT'Tormeht~ 
of Secrecy: The Background and Consequences of America) Security 
Polioies~tGinncoe,~’ill :'i.cois: The"Free Press of'cTencoe, 

Richard Hofstadter, The A>TO of Reform; From Bryan to F. D. R. 
(New York: Vintage Look's, 1955) '* John D. Hicks, The Populist 
Revoltjt A History of the Farmers' Alliance aid the People's Party 
^.oncoln: University of Nebraska Press’," 19ol"~[l931i )"• ~ 
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The V7ork of the revisionist historians has been directed 

to the Populist rhetoric and, to some extent, to the cultural myths 

of the farmer. YJhile the standard view of Populism had dealt with 

the economic problems of the farmer and his proposed solutions, the 

revisionists stressed the irrational and reactionary tone of his 

political utterances. The traditional interpretation had ignored 

the dark side of Populist rhetoric, but many revisionists lost sight 

of the genuine problems of the farmer and his programs for reform. 

Many revisionists took the rhetoric of Populism out of its historical 

context to be used as an analytical tool in describing disturbing 

currents in the recent American past. This use of the image was, 

in itself, valid; however, the historical meaning of Populism has 

been obscured in the process. Instead of attempting to overcome the 

bias of a post-Nazi world view, many revisionists have confronted 

the movement with their value judgments intact. This is one sense 

in which Populism has not been studied for its own sake. 

The continued attack on the Populists brought a response 

from those historians who saw something of value in their program. 

John High an challenged the assertion that Populists were anti-Semitic 

in a series of three articles published between J.9.56 and 19?9. 

C. Vann Woodward came to the defense of Soxithern Populists in an 

article in 1959 and in a chapter of the Durden of Southern History 

that appeared in i960. He suggested that most .Americans of the 

1890's suffered from apocalyptic delusions and a belief in conspiracy, 

and that while there had been ’’thought control and racist bigotry 

and lynch-spirit," the Populists "were far more often the victims 

than the perpetrators" of such activities * Walter Nugent completed 
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a careful statistical analysis of the Kansas Populists in 1963. He 

concluded that there was some validity to their economic claims, 
30 

and that they were not nativist or significantly anti-Semitic. 

Norman Pollack is the most outspoken critic to date of the 

revisionists in general and Richard Hofstadter in particular. He 

has presented an alternative to the Hofstadter interpretation in 

a series of articles, a book, and a collection of readings published 

since i960. Pollack denies that the Populists were retrogressive, 

irrational, nativistic, or anti-Semitic. He rejects the consensus 

theory and maintains that the Populist critique of society was valid. 

He does not stop with a simple criticism of Hofstadter, but presents 

his own interpretation of the movement. He regards Populism as a 

class movement of farmers and workers which "accepted industrialism 

but opposed its capitalistic form....11 He maintains that "had 

30 John Higham, "Anti-Semitism in the Gilded Age: A Reinterpretation," 
Mississippi- Valley Historical. Review, XLUI (March, 1956); Hi eh an, 
^SocTiaL Discrimination against Jews in America, 1830-1930," 
Publications of the American Jewish Historical Society, XLVII 
’(SeptT, 19571; Higbam,""t'The Cult of the American Consensus," 
Commentary, XVJ.I( April, 195?) ; C. Vann Woodward, "The Populist 
Heritage and the Intellectual," American Scholar, XXIX (Winter, 
1959-60); Woodward, The Burden of SouthcrnTTjstory (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, l966*T"p. J.50; Walter T. K. 
Nugent, The Tolerant Populists; Kansas Populism and Pativlsm 
(Chicago: University of Chicago*~Press, 19*63); and Nugent,"^Some 
Parameters of Populism," Agricultural History, XL (Oct. 1966). 
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Populism succeeded, it could have fundamentally altered American 

society in a Socialist direction."^1 

The critics of the revisionists have carried on their 

argument within the areas of rhetoric and cultural values for the 

most part, John High am and C, Vann Woodward have suggested that 

Populist rhetoric was not irrational and anti-Semitic, but they 

have not reexamined the environmental situation of the farmer or his 

plan for action in any detail, Walter Nugent explored the economic 

and social factors behind the movement, but his analysis of rhetoric 

was guided by a search for nativism and anti-Semitism to the exclu¬ 

sion of other factors. Norman Pollack's suggestion that Populists 

were social revolutionaries reveals a concentration on the words of 

the movement's leaders that ignores the plan for action adopted by 

the membership. 

The argument between Hofstadter and Pollack provides the 

most important source of questions for an ideological study of the 
32 

Pcpxilists, Hofstadter maintains that Populism was an expression 

of the soft side of agrarianism; the farmer as a Populist saw him- 

31 Norman Pollack, The Populist Response to Industrial America: 
Midwestern Populist ThoughtTcambridgeT H’aFvS'd UniTerSrty"Press, 

P» 12; Pollack^"'“Hofstadter on Populism: A Critique of 
'The Age of Reform',"; Journal of Southern History, XXVI (Nov. i960); 
Pollack, ' The Myth of Populist Anti-Semxtism,11 American Historical 
Review, mill (Oct., 1962); Pollack, "Handlin o05n=33a$S£u— 
A Critique^of ' American Views of the Jew',", Journal of American 
History, LI (Dec., 196/}); and Pollack, "Feai^oTT-iSf: Plipulismj 
Authoritarianism and the Historian',1. Agricultural History. XXIX 
(April, 1965). ~~~ 

32 The Hofstadter-Follack argument came to a head at a session of 
the Southern Historical Association in*196U when pollack, Hondlin, 
Irwin Unger, and J. Regers Hollingsworth all presented their views 
on Populism. The discussion was published in Agricultural History, 
XXXIX ( April, 1965).   —~ 
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self as an independent yeoman at the mercy of vast impersonal forces. 

Hofstadter outlines five major components in the Populist ideology: 

first, the return to a utopia in the past; second, the natural har¬ 

mony of the producing classes; third, a dualistic social struggle 

between the people and the monied interests; fourth, a conspiracy 

theory of history; and fifth, the primacy of money policy as the 

solution to economic problems. Pollack disagrees on almost every 

point in this analysis. A comparison of Hofstadter and Pollack on 

these issues should yield some important questions. 

Hofstadter suggests that the orientation of the Populists 

was to the past. Their utopia had its origin in the early decades 

of the national experience when the farmer’s role in the life of the 

nation had been more important. This earlier age was superior to the 

conditions of the 1890's because the health of society was believed 

to be directly proportional to the influence of the agricultural 

community. >Jhat they really waited was to "restore the conditions 

prevailing before the development of industrialism and the commer- 

33 ciaJization of agriculture." 

Pollack argues that the Populists wore in no way tied, to 

the past. He maintains that they borrowed selectively from the past 

in order to establish standards of right applicable to all periods 

of time. The Populists did not attempt to restore an earlier way of 

life; they "accepted industrialism but opposed its capitalistic form, 

seeking instead'a. more equitable distribution of wealth."'’4 This 

class movement of faimers and laborers looked to the future for a 

33 Hofstadter, op, cit«, pp. 61-2. 

3h Pollack, The Populist Response, p. 12. 
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solution to its problems. 

The use of the pest is an important element in ideology, 

and several questions should be asked of the Populists. What use 

did the Populists make of the past? Was it the source of meaningful 

, social values to be employed in persuasion, or was it simply a collec¬ 

tion of irrelevant and worn-out slogans? Were the unifying cultural 

myths of the group reinforced by references to the past? Did the 

ideas and experiences of the past contribute to a realistic plan for 

action, or did they obscure the real problems facing the Populists? 

To what extent did the Populists use the past as a critique of present 

institutions and as a legitimation of their program? 

Both Hofstadter and Pollack discovered that the Populists 

accepted the concept of the natural harmony of the agric\iltural and 

laboring classes. They also agree that the Populists saw a simplified 

social struggle between the producing classes and the monied interests. 

Hofstadto* describes these assumptions as a delusive simplicity that 

glossed over complex social relationships and made the Populists 

susceptible to simplistic solutions. Pollack, on the other hand, 

finds these assumptions to be a realistic response to the problems of 

the 1890's. The structure of American society had produced a dual- 

istic social conflict and provided for the common interests of laborers 

and fanners. "The underprivileged were being disadvantaged by a 

common system, industrial capitalism; they were all assuming the same 

position at the bottom of the social structure, and were being kept 

divided so as not to coalesce in a united challenge to existing arrange- 

ments,,The ideological questions in this area should be directed 

3> Pollack, Populist Mind, p. xlvii. 
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primarily to the environmental situation. Did the economic and 

social conditions of the 1890's justify a simplified vicv.T of common 

interests and class conflict? If conditions did not justify these 

views, then what cultural factors account for this kind of response? 

Hofstadter’s conspiracy theory includes most of the evils 

that he associates with Populism. The belief in an international 

money conspiracy reveals the inherent provincialism, nativism, 

isolationism and anti-Semitism in the movement. The apocalyptic 

vision, and the anti-urban, anti-business, anti-labor feelings of 

the Popxilists fit into this pattern. The Populists did not single out 

a few conspiratorial acts; on the contrary, they wove a vast fabric 

of social explanation out of nothing but skeins of evil plots," 

The irrational base of the Populist program provided fertile ground 

for leaders with paranoid tendencies who could turn their psychic 

disturbances into political assets. It is the best example of a 

peculiar American "proneness to fits of moral cid^sading that would 

be fatal if they were not sooner or later tempered with a measure 

of apathy and of common sense *"'5 Pollack vigorously denies that 

Populism was an intellectually bankrupt response to economic problems. 

He suggests that their critique went beyond immediate economic prob¬ 

lems to deal with the problem of the individual’s dehumanisation 

and loss of autonomy in an increasingly more complex society. 

"Populism was a movement of great intellectual ferment: farmers 

met at school-houses and in picnic groves to discuss issues, editor 

followed national events closely and commented extensively on govs 

mert policies and economic conditions, and meetings were held to 

36 H o jTr> Jc cid "t- (>y* op. 
.■-r-... ■ pp. 71, 15. 

s 

■rn- 
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o? 
draft resolutions.” It was a vital and realistic political movement. 

The conspiracy theory suggests some important ideological 

questions. To what extent did the Populist rhetoric contain the 

irrational tendencies that Hofstadter's analysis suggests? Was 

a conspiracy theory justified by the condition of the economy end 

society of the 1890*s? Was the negative response of the farmers more 

important to their, ideology than their program for reform? To what 

extent did they ignore the genuine issues of their day? Did the ab¬ 

stract symbols of conspiracy provide anything of value to the move¬ 

ment? 

The final weakness in the Populist ideology for Hofstadter 

was the doctrine of the primacy of money. The acceptance of monetary 

reform as a key to economic problems was a mistake; the free-silver 

panacea obscured the real issues confronting society. Pollack main¬ 

tains that the Populists’ program was a comprehensive plan to solve 

society's problems. It was the rejection of industrial capita].ism: 

"had Populism succeeded, it could have fundamentally altered Meric an 
38 society in a Socialist direction.” What kind of an alternative 

did the Populists offer to their contemporary society? Was it one 

that accepted the capitalist-industrial order, or was it an attempt 

to destroy this structure and replace it with a new order? Was 

the program a thorough-going reform of society or simply the acceptance 

of attractive panaceas? 

37 Pollack, Populist Mind, p. xxxdx. 

33 Pollack, The Populist Response, p. 12. . 
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The scholarly discussion of Populism in recent years has 

revealed new facets of the movement and raised important questions 

about its ideology. There has, however, been a tendency among many 

historians to examine isolated aspects of the movement. The Populist 

rhetoric has been the subject of frequent study, but its relation¬ 

ship to the environmental situation, the unifying cultural myths and 

the program for action of the farmer has often been overlooked. 

Richard Hofstadter is one of the few'historians who has examined the 

unifying cultural myths of the agrarian society, and he has attempted 

to relate these values to Populist rhetoric. His effort has uncovered 

some important questions, but his analysis tended to minimise the 

impact of genuine economic problems ‘andthe programs for action on 

the rhetoric of the movement. Others have studied the relationship 

of the environmental conditions and rhetoric, but have avoided the 

question of cultural myths. 

Populism in Texas will provide the setting for this study 

of the ideology cf the farmers' movement. There will be an attempt' 

to relate the unifying social values of the agrarian community to the 

institutional, structure and group dynamics of the 1890's. The re¬ 

lationship of the fitt'mer's economic situation and his plan for reform 

will be explored. The rhetoric of the movement will be linked to 

non-empirical group forces in an attempt to discover what the Populists 

themselves understood their words to mean. The process whereby 

\inifying cultural myths and environmental circumstances produce a 

perception of reality and program for action will be explored, and 

the plan for action and the rhetoric which results from this pro¬ 

cess will also be analyzed. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Populist Impulse in Texas 

The Populist impulse found many different forms of expression 

in Texas. There were weekly meetings of the local Alliance, campaign 

speeches of People's Party candidates, military parades of Gideon's 

Band and songfests by Populist glee’clubs. But the most distinctive 

feature of the Populist technique was the compmeeting. Following 

the pattern of an evangelical revival, the campmeeting combined many 

forms of Populist activity and held out the promise of spiritual and 

political renewal to the faimer. The following section describes a 

gathering that might have taken place in Texas during the summer 

months of any year in the early 1890's. It is not a description of 

a specific meeting, but of the pattern for such a meeting. 

I. Political Revivalism on an August Day 

All morning long the wagon loads of farmers continued to 

arrive at the picnic grove. Many had come great distances] some 

had even arrived the night before. The delightful smell of a camp¬ 

fire breakfast still hung in the air when several hundred people 

gathered before the speaker's platform which was draped in red, 

white and blue. Around the edges of the campground one could see 

tents being pitched and stalls erected. Soon signs would appear 

advertising all kinds of refreshments for sale, games and entertain¬ 

ment, end the latest political tracts. As the sun rose higher in 
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the sky, the leaders took their places on the platform, and stray 

children were gathered up as families sought a comfortable patch of 

grass or a bit of welcome shade. The carnival of confusion and good 

humor gave way to an attentive atmosphere as the meeting was called 

to order. 

The opening prayer called down the blessings of God upon 

these humble tillers of the soil; these people who suffered the abuse 

of men just as their Savior had suffered nineteen hundred years before.; 

these people that had gathered together to hear the political gospel 

of universal emancipation. Scon the strains of "Jesus, Lover of My 

Soul" could be heard on the morning breeze as the last of the farmers 

pulled their wagons to a halt at the edge of the campground. After 

a few announcements about the day's activities, the group was addressed 

by the first speaker. 

The opening address was given by Reverend A. W. Dumas, 

a Presbyterian with a reputation as one who preaches politics from 

the Bible and who uses the good book in every one of his speeches 

to prove that the Populist platform is the voice of universal 

39 Christianity. His address was not a simple explanation of the 

relationship of Christian principles to Populism; it was a two-hour 

journey through the Old and New Testaments. After establishing the 

essential nature of man in Genesis as a toiler who is to eat the bread 

by the sweat of his face, Dumas gathered evidence from the histories 

of the Old Testament to show the evils of exploitation. By the time 

39 The Galveston Daily Hews, Sept. 28, iQjIi. 
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he reached the story of Job, his words were bringing tears to the 
c Y 

eyes .to his audience. The plight of this man, he suggested, was not 

unlike that of his audience at the hands of the money lenders: 

They drive away the ass of the fatherless, 

they take the widow's ox for a pledge. 

They turn the needy out of the way: the poor 

of the earth hide themselves together. 

Behold, as void asses in the desert, go 

they forth to their work: • rising betimes for 

a prey,... 

They pluck the fatherless from the breast 

and take a pledge of the poor. 

They cause him to go naked without 

clothing, and they take away the sheaf from 

the hungry. (Job, 2ii: 3-5, 9-10) 

Dumas continued to weave his fabric of scripture and politics until 

he had convinced his listeners that the sub-treasury plan was ordained 

by divine wisdom. He showed them how the word of God forbids mort¬ 

gages, usury, and alien ownership of land. When he reached the New 

Testament, his pleas for charity by the wealthy of the laid brought 

loud approval from the crowd: 

But when thou makest a feast, call 
the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind; 

.And thou shalt be blessed; for they 
cannot recompense thee: for thou shalt 

be recompensed at the resurrection of the 
just. (Luke 1.5: 13-Ht) 

His speech came to a close in Bevel at ion with the opening of the 

seven seals. "On the day that the sun is darkened and the moon turned 



red with blood," he declared, "the great and rich men will seek to 

hide from the face of God, but it will be in vain." Ke assured his 

audience that justice would be done. 

An official of the local Alliance addressed the group for 

the remaining hour of the morning session, and the group was then 

dismissed for the barbeque that had been prepared. The children ran 

off to the amusement park while their elders sat in the shade ex¬ 

changing the latest gossip from the neighboring county. Soon a 

group had gathered around the barbeque pit to sing the songs of the 

People’s Party. The sound of the chorus of "The People's Jubilee"^ 

soon attracted a large crowd: 

The working people are getting tired 

of having no home nor landj 

So now, they say, to run this government, 

They are going to try their hand. 

There's gold and silver in the White House cellar, 

And the workers all want some 

For they know it will be all counted out 

Yflien the peoples' party comes. 

Chorus: The people laugh, ha, haj 

The bosses, oh I how blue! 

It must be now the jubilee is coming 

In the year of ninety-two. 

^0 Songs for the Toiler, pp. 26-27, as quoted in Roscoe C. Martin, 
The People's Party"in Texas; A -Study in Third Party Politics 
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YJhen the festivities of the early afternoon had calmed down, the 

afternoon meeting was begun. 

The featured speaker of the day was "Cyclone" Davis, or 

"Methodist Jim" as some people called him. From under his seat, 

James Davis picked up a ten-volume set of the works of Thomas 

Jefferson which he set on the table beside him on the platform. 

The sun was now very hot, but the people didn’t seem to mind, perhaps 

because they knew that they were about to hear the words of the found¬ 

ing fathers from a man who knew their words well. James H. Davis 

was one of the most popular Alliance lecturers in the state, and the 

people had been anxiously awaiting his visit for weeks. The handsome 

young lawyer did not disappoint his audience. The clear voice of 

the toll figure on the platform had soon transformed his audience 

into religious crusaders out to restore the fundamental principles 

of the Constitution. 

Davis' target was the corporation. This "creature in law" 

was an unnatural and unholy being. It was not made by God and it 

was not given dominion over the earth. Davis then proceeded to 

review the history of the United States to show how the principles 

of justice had been altered to bring misery and suffering on the 

people. He found the greatest problem in American history to be the 

transfer of Congress' right to act directly on ihe people to private 

corporations. He showed how the platform of the People's Party would 

restore to the hands of the people the powers of government that 

had been celebrated by Jefferson and Madison. Each plank of the plat¬ 

form W£ts a crucial element in the restoration of democratic princi¬ 

ples. The mission of the party was to break up the unholy combination 
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of corporate greed and judicial usurpation. This could be done only 

by abolishing the National Bank and issuing currency directly to the 

people. 

Davis maintained that the farmer was like the humble Kaz arena 

who had found no place to lay his head. He delivered a poem to 

express the feelings that overwhelmed him as he contemplated Jesus 

Christ laying aside his workman’s tools to put on heaven's robes: 

The hand of labor smote the earth, 

And a thousand blessings came; 

But he whose labor brought them forth, 

Is forbid to use the same. 

I 

His hands have decked the earth with homes, 
Yet he must homeless be; 

No earthly spot to call his own, 

Ho where from sea to sea. 

He's filled the earth with food and clothes, 
Yet he is hungry end cold; 

A slave, a hopeless, helpless slave, 

Just as they were of old. 

His hands have leveled mountains down, 
And filled up gorge and vales, 

IIe*s strung the earth with lightning veins, 
And belted it with rails. 

He's geared the flames in iron lings, 

With flying homes on wheels; 
Yet he must tramp, or else nob go 

While others ride in these. 
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He's builded churches, grand, sublime, 
Where others go to pray; 

Yet if he goes to worship there, 

He's rudely pushed away. 

This life to him is a weary night 

of toil, dismay and gloom; 

His soul corrodes with sin end vice, 

And hell his hopeless doom/1^ 

Davis described the crisis that faced Christian civilization. The 

retrogression of agriculture in American society promised only national 

decay and eventual ruin. But he left a door open to redeem civili¬ 

zation: that door was the People's Party. He closed with a stirring 

prediction of success for the movement: "The Bible is our model, 

the Constitution our guide, the writings of Jefferson, Madison, 

Calhoun, Jackson and Lincoln our finger boards, raid the People's 

Party platform is our vestibule! limited train with a compound 

engine, and those who stand in the way must clear the track or be 

,,h 2 run over." 

Following the afternoon meeting there was another meal 

and more informal, entertainment, but that was not the end of the 

day's activity. Another meeting was held by torchlight in the 

evening, and afterwards the men gathered in small groups. They 

discussed the ideas they had heard that day far into the night. 

The day had been one full of excitement and activity, but the camp- 

1;1 James H* (Cyclone) Davis, A Pol itic al Revel at ion (Dallas: The 
Advance Publishing Co., I89I4),p',~132. 

Jj? Ibid, p. 
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meeting was far from over. The same kind of program would continue 

for four or five d?ys, and on the last day of the encampment the 

local gathering was expecting a visit from a leader of the national 

organization. The sponsors of the event had promised that either 

Mary E. Lease or General James B, Weaver himself would be present 

to address the group, and a crowd of 5,000 to 10,000 was expected 

for the event.^ 

The appeal of the encampment was not simply the anticipa¬ 

tion of a holiday from the routine drudgery of rural life; the meeting 

presented an opportunity for spiritual and political rebirth. In 

addition to the barbeque pit, the amusement park and the community 

sing, there was an opportunity to live and breathe the stuff of 

reform. The eternal truths of the People’s Party were celebrated in 

hymns, prayed for vocally, and debated for days at a time. Besides 

the merry-go-rcund, the dancing pavilion and the amateur talent 

show, the farmer reestablished his sense of community with his 

neighbor. For that one week, at least, he was part of a wonderful 

spectacle. He was part of a movement that would bring civilization 

back from the brink of disaster. 

II. The Origins of the Impulse 

John D. Hicks suggests that Populism had its origin in the 

real or imagined suffering of the farmer at the hands of the rail- 

TO TKe encampment described above did not actually take place, but the 
events included all took place at one time or another during camp 
meetings in the 1890’s. Descriptions 2nd announcements of these 
proceedings abounded in the July and August issues of the Southern 
Mercury. The summer of 1895 was a particularly active summer for 
these activities. See the issues of the Southern Mercury for July 
18, July 25, Augustl, and August 29, l89£T"and the Galveston Dally 

Mews, October 31, 1893. 
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roads, the trusts, the middlemen, the money-lenders end the currency 

system. The convergence of these factors produced falling prices of 

agricultural products between 1870 and 1897; a credit system that led 

to increased mortgaging, tenancy and a one-crop agriculture; and 

unfair governmental credit regulation, currency control, taxation and 

tariff rates. The sense of frustration in the agricultural community 

was intensified by the decline in available new farming lands. 

The frontier had been turned back oh itself. Farmers who had once 

escaped frustration by packing up and moving West were nowT forced to 

remain where they were and face their problems, Richard Hofstadter 

suggests that the closing of the frontier did not actually take place 

until the Populists had disappeared from the scene. The real problems 

of the farmer were in the international market, where an international 

price decline from the 1870’s to the 1890’s determined the domestic 
Mi ^ 

price of products that were exported in large quantities. 

The arguments of both Hicks and Hofstadter have relevance / 

in describing the origin of the Populist impulse in Texas. The formers 

in Texas did suffer from falling prices and an inflexible credit 

structure, but they also saw that their problems were linked to the 

international market. Farm mortgages steadily increased, along with 

the one-crop, crop-lien, and tenancy systems. While open lands con¬ 

tinued. to be available in Texas, much of the land in choice agricul¬ 

tural regions was passing into the hands of the railroads, large 

ranchers, and foreign land speculators. To compound these problems 

ill* H3cks, on, cit., pp. 36-95; and Hofstadter, op, cit., pp. *>0-56» 
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a severe drought began to hit western regions of the state in the 

l880's, and it continued into the nineties. These factors were im¬ 

portant to the Populist impulse that swept across Texas and the South 

after 1835. The Greenback movement had ceased to be an important- 

factor in Texas politics after the election of I88I1. Fusion with the 

Republicans and incorporation of important parts of their program 

into the Democratic platform had destroyed the movement, but in less 

than two years the Farmers' Alliance was posing a new threat to 

Democratic control. 

The new organizers swept through old Granger strongholds 

picking up members from the older organisations and adding new converts. 

Farmers in Texas joined the Alliance in droves; in the year between 

August 1885, and August 1886, the Texas membership increased from——" 

six or seven hundred to twenty-seven hundred. The dynamic growth 

of the movement during this period was not limited to the South; 

however, national membership increased more than four times between 

1885 and 1890. The membership of 232,000 had grown to more than 

1,050,000 by 1890, 

h$ Robert C, Cotner, James Stephen Hogg; a Biography (Austin: Uni¬ 
versity of Texas Press/ 19597»PP» 325-6; Martin, op. cit., pp. 
18-21; Roscoe C. Martin, "The Greenback Party in Texas7n"~Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly, XXX (Jan., 1927) pp. 161-177; and RalpK 
A. Smith, T77he Grange Movement in Texas, 1873-1900^. Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly,XLII (April, 1939),pp. 297-315. 

Ii6 Theodore Salcutos, Farmer Movements in the South, 1865-1933 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Ca!ifornTiTTress, I960), 
pp. 70-72; Ralph Smith, "The Farmers' Alliance in Texas, 1875- 
1900',', Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XLVIII (Jan., 19/I5), 
pp. 3h6-5697 and Robert L. Tcntz,' "Memberships of General Farmers' 
Organizations, United States, l87lt-196oy . Agricultural History, 
XXXVIII (July, 196)4),p. Dt7. Tontz derives his”'figures'' from ” 
estimates of 0. M. Kile's The Farm Bureau Movement,and N« A. 
Dunning's The Farmer's Alliance History! 
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Historians have explained the sudden growth of Northern 

and Southern Alliances that finally resulted in formation of the 

People's Party in a number of ways. Richard Hofstadter has suggested 

that the agrarian revolt was related to the threat of industrial 

, society to traditional values. The farmer felt that he was losing 

his status in society. At the heart of the farmers' movement lay 

the question of rank in society. It was his sense that the upper 

and middle, urban classes were displacing him, that led the fanner 

to take action. Theodore Saloutos described the development of 

Alliance strength as a part of a broadly-based social upheaval of the 

late 3.580's. The growth of the Alliance coincided with the rapid 

expansion of the Knights of Labor. "Perhaps the labor disturbances 

of l88J.t-l836 and the victories against the railroads, the giant 

corporations of the di^r, had a chain reaction on the farmers and partly 
I17 

accounts for the sudden growth of the Alliance.1' 

The rapid development of enthusiastic support for the 

Alliance in Texas was related to both the economic conditions of 

the farmer and his cultural values. The Populist impulse was not simply 

the result of an agrarian myth slipping from its position of priority 

on the ladder of social emulation, nor was it simply part of a nation¬ 

wide social reform movement. The farmers of Texas had some genuine 

economic grievances that produced a plan for action when they were 

joined with the force of communal values. The ideology of the Texas 

Populists was not a purely rational analysis of economic ills, nor 

was it simply an expression of irrational forces in an emotion;!, 

rhetoric. From the objective economic and social, context of their 

ii7 Hofstadter, op; cit., pp, 33-35-J and Saloutos, op. cit., p. 72. 
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lives and from the non-anpirical and dynamic forces of their community, 

the Texas Populists produced an image of reality that served as the 

basis for their diagnosis of society’s problems and their suggested 

cure for those problems. 

III. The Environmental Situation of the Texas Farmer 

The dramatic economic and social changes that took place 

in Texas in the late nineteenth century contributed to the instability 

of the agricultural community. The simple factor of growth provides 

an important dimension of change. In an address to the Boston Chamber 

of Commerce in 189U, Governor Hogg described the changes that had 

taken place in Texas between 1870 and 1893. The population had grown 

from 818,000 to 2,^00,000. The acres of farmland under cultivation 

had increased from 1,800,000 to more than 9*000,000. Cotton produc¬ 

tion had increased six times, corn production four times, and wheat 

production had gone from Ul£,000 bushels to 6,££3*000. The 320 miles 

of railroad completed in 1870 were then part of a 9*2£0 mil e network. 

Generalized percentage figures conceal the dynamic changes that vrere 

talcing place in the society. Those engaged in agricultural production 

made up 70 percent of the population in 1870. This figure had dropped 

only £ points to 6£$ by 1900, but this apparent stability masks the 

fact that the nonagricultural wage earners grew from 7*000 in 1870, 

to over 2£,000 in 1893* while the number of farmers increased from 

1,£00,000 in i860, to 3*000,000 by 1900.^ The simple fact of growth 

it8 Robert C. Cotner, ed., Addresses and State Papers of James Stephen 
Hogg (Austin: University of Texas Press, 19f>l7^pp.~3£5-37'37”h'5:tj'n, 
People's Par by, pp. 16-17j and Cotner, James Stephen Hogg, p. 32£. 
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itself contributed to the dislocation and disorganisation of large 

segments of the Texas population in the Populist era* 

In the midst of these changes, the farmer in Texas was faced 

with a number of problems* The most important economic factor in 
l,o 

his discontent was the price of crops. The major crop in Texas was 

cotton; 2 million bales were produced in the state in 1890. The price 

of cotton fell steadily in the United States and on the international!, 

market after 1873* A bale of cotton that had sold for more than $.15 

per pound in the middle of the 1870's would not even bring $.06 per 

pound in the mid-nineties. As prices continued to decline, the farmer 

in debt discovered that he was meeting his obligations with appreciated 

money. The farmer found that his own costs were rising: laid prices 

continued to increase and good lands were fast disappearing. Equip¬ 

ment, seed and fertilizer continued to rise in price, and the cost 

of hired labor increased. Not only did hired labor cost more, but 

it was more difficult to obtain because of the lure of better wages 

30 in urbai industry. The farmer was caught in a price squeeze that 

pushed from two directions simultaneously. 

The Texas farmer looked to the credit system for relief from 
/ 

his dilemma, but that alternative was also fraught with dangers. 

Although Texas fared much better than many Southern states, its 

banicing system was inadequate to the task of financing cotton and 

li9 "Price declines, more than ary single factor, have a relevance 
in interpreting and predicting agrarian revolt. Farm insurgency 
is not a matter of type of farming, it is a response to extreme 
price and market fluctuations." John L. Shover, Cornbelt Rebellion; 
The Farmers1 Holiday Assoication (Urbana: University of IllanoXs” 
Press," l?cjFJ^p/ 12* 

50 Hicks, op, cit,, p. 56; and LaWanda F. Cox, “The American Agricultural 
Wage Earner, 1865-1900',1

; Agricultural History, XXII (April, 19l|8)? 
pp* 95-llU. * 
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grain marketing. The number of national banks had increased from 

eighteen an i860 to one hundred and eighty-nine in 1890; deposits 

had grown from $2 million to $30 million in the same period. Never¬ 

theless, in vast areas the interest rates on crop loans were so high 

<1 
that they were out of the reach of the average fanner. More often, 

the farmer sought credit from his local merchant who lent money on 

a. contract that obligated the farmer to plant a particular crop, usually 

cotton. Once the marginal farmer was tied to this crop-lien system 

it was only a question of tine until he fell into bankruptcy or be¬ 

came a tenant ffirmer. 

Land values continued to rise in Texas during this period, 

but the high rates of interest on mortgages produced another drain 

on the farmer's resources. The rate in Texas varied between 8 and 

12 percent in the 1890's. The farmer saw his neighbors and himself 

slipping into tenancy in the late nineteenth century. In i860, 

37.6 percent of those working the land in Texas were tenants. 

By 1890, this figure had jumped to i;l,9 percent, and by 1900 almost 

half of the farmers in Texas, i;9.7 percent, did not own the land 

they tilled.^ 

The problem of land was not limited to the burden of high 

mortgage rates, foreclosure, and tenancy. The farmer saw the open 

lands in West Texas and the Panhandle falling under the domination 

of large ranchers and land speculators. Twenty-six new counties 

$1 Cotner, J fuTiGS Stephen Hogg, pp. 325-326. 

52 Ibid, p, 326; and E. V. White and William E. Leonard, Studies 
ThFarm Tenancy in Texas (Austin: University of TexasT T9i3>7, 
p7 12. 



were created in the Panhandle alone between 1876 ard 1886, and most 

of the land in these regions was held in large tracts. In addition 

to the problem of large ranchers fencing in the open land that he 

wanted for settlement, the farmer saw foreign corporations taking 

possession of vast tracts of land. The most famous example was the 

3 million acre tract of land that was later to become the XIT Ranch. 

The State of Texas had pledged the land to a group of Chicago finan¬ 

ciers who had agreed to finance the building of the State Capitol. 

The contract required /merican ownership of the lands, but the 

E>3 
Chicago firm, caught in a squeeze, had sold its stock in England. 

The publicity that surrounded these dealings aroused the farmer 

to call for an elimination of alien ownership of land. 

. The question of landholding also involved the railroads. 

Besides charging the farmer what he thought were exorbitant rates 

for shipping his produce to market, the railroads had been given 

vast tracts of land to help finance their construction. The farmer 

felt that these lands should be returned to the state and opened 

up for settlement. The government had provided lands and capital 

to aid the railroads, and in the farmer's eyes, they had responded 

by developing monopolistic power over the community. The farmer 

wanted the benefits of the railroads to be placed at the public's 

disposal. 

In the midst of these conditions, the Farmers' Alliance 

was born in western Texas. The spark that set the fire of radical 

£3 J. Evetts Kaley, The XIT Ranch of Texas (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 19537* pp. U9, ff. 
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enthusiasm, destined to sweep eastward across Texas and the South, 

V3S the freeze of l88J;-l88£ and the drought that followed.'' By 

1886, the crops in western Texas were almost a complete failure due 

to the drought, and the Farmers1 Alliance was on its way to becoming 

a national movement. The problems of falling commodity prices, an 

inadequate credit system, decreasing ability to buy and hold land, 

and increasing costs of marketing products were forged into the 

Populist impu3.se in the heat of a drought that continued to plague 

Texas into the nineties. The Texas farmer, surveying his situation, 

saw much to displease him, but this discontent would probably not 

have produced the Populist response by itself. The farmer also saw 

his traditional institutions and values being threatened by changes 

in society. 

IV. The Cultural Values of the Texas Farmer 

The unifying cultural myths of a group are not simply 

instrumental ideas. The transcendental beliefs and symbols that 

have survived through generations of experience are not tied to the 

attainment of a specific goal. These non-empiricaL beliefs are of 

such importance to the group that their preservation is deemed 

essential to the continued existence of the group. Cultural values, 

however, do not remain staticj unifying myths are continually chang- 

5>it Kalph Smith, "The Cooperative Movement in Texas, 1870-1900’,1 

Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XLIV (Ju3y, 19lt0) pp. hh-U5* 
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ing in limited ways. This evolutionary process comes under severe 

strain in times of rapid social change. The various symbols and 

myths that have been collected by a group may become the weapons of 

opposing interests in an ideological struggle. 

The Populist movement in Texas gained its greatest follow¬ 

ing among the subsistence or marginal farmers. Unlike the prosperous 

farmer of the fertile black soil regions of eastern Texas, the mar¬ 

ginal farmer of West Texas and the post oak strip had limited con¬ 

tacts with the institutions beyond his local community. Ilis economic 

condition denied him frequent contact with commercial and urban 

institutions. The unifying cultural myths of this group of marginal, 

farmers are the most important ones for the study of Populist ideology. 

The essential ingredient in a Texas farmer’s value system 

was, quite naturally, the primacy of farming as a way of life and 

the superiority of the farmer's role in society. The primary myths 

of a group ordinarily focus on the position of the group itself. 

The farmer sat? himself as the key figure in civilisation, practicing 

the fundamental, employment of man. "Our civilization nay be likened 

to an endJ.ess chain, which is turned by a pinion representing the 

farmer; when the farmer moves everything moves." Other occupations 

existed only to aid agriculture; the only essential producers in the 

economy were farmers. In addition to being the source of society's 

wealth, the agricultural conanunity was the dwelling place of its 

Harry Tracy, The Sub-Treasury Plan, published as an appendix to 
James H. Davis, A. Political Revelation (Dallas: The Advance 
Publishing Co., idylT/, p. 53l, 
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essential spiritual and political values: 
t 

The farmer is the great conservative element 

in American politics that keeps things steady and 

can always be relied upon to cast his whole weight 

in favor of home and right. Ilis life is more 

isolated and alone, and, as a consequence, is 

conducive to depth and breadth of thought, while 

the life of nearly every other class of society 

is spent in contact with his fellown an, and is 

thereby more conducive to polish and address than 
56 

to depth and breadth. 

The alleged properties of fanning were that it was the basic employment 

of man yielding society's genuine wealth, and that it produced politi¬ 

cal and spiritual virtue in the farmer. These ideas did not require 

empirical validation for the farmer to accept them. 

The farmer felt that his central position in American society 

was being challenged in the l880's and the l890's, and he saw this 

as a dangerous drifting from the moorings of his fathers, American 

society was rapidly approaching a crisis as a civilization; the nation 

could not long withstand the degradation of the farmer. "Retrogression 

in American agriculture means national decay and utter and inevitable 

ruin," declared Leonidas Polk in 1891. "Powerful and promising as 

is this young giant, republic, yet, its power and glory cannot survive 

57 
the degradation of the American farmer." 

56 Letter from C. W, Macune in the Southern Mercury, April 19, 1888. 

57 Message of L. L. Polk at Ocala, Florida, December 2, I89O5 
ibid, December 18, 1890. 



The myth of agriculture as a superior way of life was re¬ 

lated to the pastoral ideal of the eighteenth century. Nature was 

the source of values. Anything that promoted the harmony of man 

and. nature was judged to be beneficial. Land had a special signifi¬ 

cance to the marginal farmer. Since true wealth was produced by the 

application of labor to land, landholding was seen as being essential, 

to. genuine security. It was the farmer's interaction with nature 

by working the soil that produced his special virtue. If he were 

forced off of the land, his tie with nature would be broken and his 

virtue would be destroyed. 

Richard Hofstadter maintains that the central feature of the . 

myth of agricultural life was the picture of an independent yeoman 

.farmer. He suggests that the conflict in American society which pro¬ 

duced the agrarian revolt was primarily one between folkways and 

folklore,on the one hand,and the application of scientific rationality, 

on the other. The myth of the self-reliant yeoman became stronger 

as it grew more fictional in fact. As the faimer was gradually forced 

to become more of a commercialized businessman, he held more tenaciously 

to noncommercial values. "While the marginal farmer placed a pre¬ 

mium on self-reliance, he was not tied to a yeoman image. What he 

really wanted was simply to remain a farmer, regardless of the type 

of farmer. Paul Johnstone diagnosed the values of the farmer in 

terms that are similar to Ilofstadter's: "This concept of the farm 

as a gentle haven from the world's strife is in flat contradiction 



to the tendencies toward commercialization, mechanization, speciali¬ 
ty 

zation, and urbanization...," The farmer was not so much opposed 

to these developments as he was to the fact that they threatened his 

ability to remain a farmer of any kind. 

The central position of agriculture in the values of the 

Texas farmer was not a simple reflection of a desire to return to 

an earlier simplicity. The myth of agrarian life had a dynamic quality 

that served to underwrite changing institutions and ideas. Because 

the myth was a generalized value not tied to particular goals, it 

functioned to relieve the tension among specific goals in the farmers' 

movement. The farmer was not opposed to mechanization and industriali¬ 

zation. There was tension between the farmer's fear of corporations 

and his desire for progress, but he recognized the need of manufactur¬ 

ing to provide prosperity. "The people have been told over and over 

again...that the sure road to perpetual prosperity, especially in the 

agricultural districts, was to secure the location of manufactories 

in their midst," declared Harry Tracy, "aid no one- denies this," 

As for the commercialisation of agriculture, the farmer was continually 

calling for more railroads into agricultural regions and a deep water 

port on the Gulf of Mexico to improve his position in the international 

market. The farmer also accepted the necessity for large-scale organi¬ 

zation in a world that was rapidly becoming more specialized. An 

editorial in the Southern Mercuiy proclaimed that the farmer was 

living in an age of organization and cooperation: one could scarcely 

50 Iiofstadtcr, op. cit., pp, 2U-l|6j and Paul H. Johnstone, "Old Ideals 
Versus New Ideas in Farm Life". The Yearbook of Agriculture 
(Washington, D. C.: Government Printing Office, l$>IJO),p. To£. 



hl- 

find an occupation that was not characterized by its leagues and 

associations. Organization was "no longer a question of policy, 

do 
but one of necessity." 

The position of religion was closely related to the agrarian 

values of the farmer. Hen lived on the earth by nature’s law and by 

God’s law. It was God who had given man dominion over the earth 

and commanded him to live by the sweat of his face. Agriculture 

was the way of life given to men by God. More important than this 

fact, hoi-raver, was the fact that Christ had come to live on earth as 

a simple laborer; the Son of God had lived in a condition not unlike 

that of the farmer. Thomas Nugent, a Populist candidate for gover¬ 

nor, described this striking similarity in these words: 

He was a carpenter, clad no doubt in 

coarse raiment and pursuing His vocation 

with diligence and skill. He was poor, very 

poor....Ye tennanto that labor and stint that 

landlords may flourish and grow fatten upon 

your toil, behold your sympathising brother— 

the landless Savior....No, Christ was not a 

land monopolist. Neither was he a money 

monopolist....Yes, Christ’s mission is especi¬ 

ally to the landless, moneyless toilers.^ 

The People's Party became the party of righteousness. Its program 

was supported by extensive evidence from the scriptures. Opponents 

$9 Harry Tracy, oj>. cit., p. 583. A letter in the Southern Mercury, 
November 20, lo$>0, proposed railroads running north and vesiTfrom 
the Gulf Coast, and talk of a deep .water port was common in the pages 
of the Mercury during 1888 and l88$>. Southern Mercury, December i;,l8$C. 

60 Thomas L. Nugent,- Speech at San Marcos, July 21, l6?2, in Catharine 
Hugent, Life Work of Thomas L. Nugent (Stephenville, Texas: 
Catharine Nugent^ Id967, p. 1&T» 
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of the credit structure could point to the fact that usury was for¬ 

bidden by Gcd in the Scriptures no less than one hundred end sixty- 

three times. The movement often became involved in the temperance 

campaign on the side of "righteousness," and many of its leading 

'spokesmen were men of the cloth.^ 

The religious character of agrarian life produced an en¬ 

vironment in which converts to Populism became faithful followers 

of a holy cause. Religion provided the most important myths for the 

movement. Beliefs about the supernatural and the divine sanctioned 

the Populist organization end program as elements of a holy crusade. 

The scriptures offered a source of absolute truth which could serve 

to condemn existing evils or to legitimize programs of change, while 

the tradition of evangelical revivalism functioned as an unmatched 

producer of social cohesion. 

Almost as close to the heart of the Texas farmer as his 

religion; was his love for the South and its military heritage of 

the Civil War. The Populists had a larger share of Civil War veterans 

for their size than either of the other two parties. The military 

records of leaders like "Stump" Ashby and Harry Tracy were the sub¬ 

ject of frequent discussion. A Populist militia was formed with its 

own military jargon and sense of armed conflict for the cause of 

justice. The farmers saw the People's Party transformed into the 

6l Martin, People1 s Party, pp. 165-167; and the Galveston Daily News, 
September 20, iSplT. The Hews article, entitled "Proacher'Pbpulistsj,', 
described the activities of fourteen clergymen who were also 
Populist leaders. For a similar condition in the labor movement 
see Herbert Gutman, "Protestantism and. the American Labor Move¬ 
ment: The Christian Spirit in the Gilded Age," /merican Ilistori- 
cal Review, 111II (Cot., 15>66),pp. 7H-101. ' ' 
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62 
’’People's Array" in the excitement of military parades. 

The allegiance of formers to the South was matched by a 

loyalty to the Democratic Party. The party that had freed the state 

from the grip of radical rule was more than a political organization 

in the eyes of the people; it was the symbol of Southern civilization. 

The loyalty of the people to the Democratic Party was a continuing 

problem to agrarian leaders. The Greenback Party of the 1870’s and 

l880's had made sone inroads into solidly Democratic regions, but 

Populists were, in their Democratic neighbor's eyes, "not merely 

political apostates but traitors to civilization itself...." The 

Houston Post had no patience with the "malcontents, republicans, and 

hoodlums...in their foolish venture to fight for reform under the 

nondescript banner of the so-called people's party.The fact that 

the People's Party was able to draw a considerable amount of support 

from the Democrats indicates that the farmer's plight was serious 

enough to allov* him to reject an important social value. 

The final element in the farmer's value system was his 

belief in what he called "justice." This \:as related to the myth of 

agrarian Idle, but it found a more specific expression. The farmer 

believed that land was ultimately the source of all wealth. Applying 

his sense of justice, the farmer reasoned that a man was entitled to 

the land required to make a living. He also deserved a fair return 

on his investment of labor. Where the "natural" order had been 

disturbed by the intrusion of man-made institutions, he wanted the 

balance restored. He also wanted a natural distribution of ’wealth 

62 Hartdn, People's Party, p. 163. 

63 Hicks, op. cib., p, 243; and the Houston Post, August 23, 1891. 
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in vhich all classes would receive compensation for labor performed 

on the basis of skill, intelligence, frugality and industry. He 

equated .justice with equal opportunity: 

The demand which labor makes is, not that 

it be fed by the charity of government or indi¬ 

viduals, but that it be given fair opportunities 

to exert itself; that social and economic condi¬ 

tions be so adjusted that every laboring man will 

find...that he can hold in his firm and honest 
6U 

grasp all of the fruits of his labor. 

The ultimate sources of value for the farmers were God and 

nature. The course of his life was determined by divine sanction 

and natural harmony. It was God who had placed man on earth and set 

nature in motion. The belief in the superiority of agrarian life 

had its origin in God's admonition to Adam to subdue the earth. 

Land was a gift of God to man, and man was under obligation to till 

the soil. The evangelical tradition reinforced the farmer's aware¬ 

ness that he was in constant touch with the divine. His special 

political and spiritual virtue was related to his unique contact with 

the forces of nature. This intimate contact was also the source 

of his sense of justice. Specific cultural symbols such as the idea 

of the South or the Democratic Party might become the tools of oppos¬ 

ing factions in the community, but the final struggle was decided on 

the ideological battleground of religious conviction. Any political 

movement that sought the farmers' support had to have divine sanction. 

6I4 Nugent, cp. cit., pp. 222-3. 



The economic condition of the Texas f arraer was extremely 

difficult in the last two decades of the nineteenth century. The 

problems of his everyday life, however, were not the only factors 

that produced his radical response. The values of his community 

' were also in a state of flux, aid that instability contributed to 

his discontent. The myth of agrarian life was faltering in its 

ability to explain a society whose relationships were becoming in¬ 

creasingly more complex. The primacy of the farmer in the social struc¬ 

ture was no longer taken for granted. The continued decline in his 

economic condition weakened his faith in traditional institutions, 

such as the Democratic Party,to provide for his welfare. His sense 

of justice was offended by the apparent decline in economic opportunity 

at the hands of the railroads and middlemen. His religion seemed 

to require that society change its course to restore justice, and 

his religious leaders became the advocates of economic and political 

heresy. The network of forces affecting the farmer's life seemed 

to become more tangled end contradictory as time went by. The farmer 

was ready for a new direction. 



CHAPTER THREE 

The Ideology of the Texas Populists 

I. The Farmers’ Alliance and the People’s Party 

The Populist impulse in Texas took many organizational 

forms. The term "Populist" includes the Alliance and the People’s 

Party in its most common application, but these movements in Texas 

reveal a direct link to earlier Granger and Greenback movements. 

The membership and leaders had a strong tendency to overlap between 

■the earlier and later movements. For example, Jerome C, Kearby, 

the People’s Party candidate for governor in 1896, had been active in 

the Greenback Party, the Union Labor Party, the Anti-Monopoly Party 

and the Alliance before actively supporting the People's Party. 

The Grange had reached its most active phase in Texas between 187U 

and 1878, holding to a strictly nonpartisan position and limiting 

its activity to cooperative buying and selling and improving the social 

life of its members. The Greenback Party became the spokesman for the 

Texas farmer after the Granger’s nonpartisan petitions on the currency 

inflation issue failed to produce results. The Greeribaclcers never 

seriously challenged Democratic power in the state and did not put 

up candidates after l881|.^ 

The Alliance had its origin in Lanpasas County in 1875. 

The farmers had banded together to catch horse thieves and strays, 

65 Walter Prescott Webb, The Handbook of Texas, 2 vols. (Austin: 
Texas State Historical Association, l^STJTvol. I, p. 9h0', aid 
Martin, People's Party, pp, 21-23* 
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and to purchase supplies collectively. The first group died out, 

but one of its members reorganized the movement in Parker county in 

1879. The Grand State Alliance was chartered as a “secret and benev¬ 

olent association" in 1880, and by l88f> claimed to have 50,000 mem¬ 

bers. The rapid growth of the Alliance after 1885 made it an impor¬ 

tant political factor in Texas within a year.^ 

The Texas Alliance had posed as a social organization in 

the early years of its history, but the business and political inter¬ 

ests of the group came to the surface in the state convention at 

Cleburne in 1886. The resolutions adopted by the convention included 

the traditional endorsement of education for the agricultural classes, 

moral behavior and social cooperation within the community, and a 

nonpartisan course for the movement. The body also adopted a set 

of demands that included prohibition of alien ownership of laid, an 

interstate commerce law, and inflation of the currency. These 

"political*1 demands came under fire from a group that waited the 

Alliance to take an economic direction. They called for the establish¬ 

ment of a business plan that would enable farmers to pool economic 

resources in order to function in the market as a single unit. They 

predicted that the farmers of Texas could save a million dollars a 

year under such a system. The potential divisiveness of the situa¬ 

tion was avoided by the skill of C. W. Macune, the new chairman of 

the executive committee. Under his direction the movement pursue*d 

its political goals through a vigorous program of expansion through- 

66 Kicks, op. cit«, pp. lOlj-5; and Saloutos, op. cit., p. 72. 
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out the South, while organizing an Exchange within the state to 
! /o 

satisfy the business' interests. 

The Alliance began to exert a visible pressure on the Demo¬ 

cratic Party in Texas after 1886. Concessions to the farmer appeared 

in the Democratic platform of 1888, and in 1890 they nominated James 

S. Hogg in an obvious gesture of sympathy for the farmer's problems. 

Hogg ran on the issue of creating a state railroad regulatory 

commission, but the platform of 1890 also contained planks calling 

for abolition of national banks and the free and unlimited coinage 

of silver. Hogg was elected with the support of Alliancemen, Grangers, 

and the Knights of Labor. The farmers had been kept out of third 

party politics, and Governor Hogg enjoyed a honeymoon of several 

months while a railroad commission was created, an alien land law 

passed, and laws regulating public and private securities and convict 

. . ,68 
labor were approved. 

The decision of the Texas Farmers to embark on a policy 

of third party politics was the result of both unfulfilled political 

promises and political infighting. In the fifteen year period between 

l8?5 and I89O most native Texans were Democrats by force of circum¬ 

stances, but each new wave of reform drew off another segment of 

Democratic solidarity. The Confederate tradition on the one hand 

demanded party loyalty, but on the other it counseled rebellion 

against tyrannical authority. As the condition of the farmer either 

67 Ibid, p. 72;JLicks, op, clt., pp. 105-110; and W. L. Garvin and 
S7"0. Daws, History of the National Farmers' Alliance and Coopera¬ 
tive Union of America (Jacksbcro, Texas: I. H. Rogers~&~c61~ 

w?y,^n^7Y7 
63 C. Vann Woodward, The Origins of the Hew South, 1887-1913 (Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1951) 9 pp. 20 2-20);, 
238; and Martin, People's Party, pp. 2li-26. 



declined or remained the same over the years he gradually came to 

look upon his political leaders with distrust. The first People's 

Party in Texas was organised tinder the direction of Thomas Gaines 

in Comanche County. The drought of 1886 brought the greatest poverty 

to that agricultural community that it had ever known or would ever 

experience in the future. The farmers called for mass meetings in 

the school districts to take control from the political "bosses." 

The "Human" Party, as it was labeled by the Democrats, took control 

of the county. Erath county had a similar experience in 1886, and 

in 1838 third parties were organised in Lampasas, Robertson, Navarro, 

69 
and Red River counties. ' 

Agrarian third party movements appeared throughout the 

state between 1886 and 1890, but the leaders of the Alliance managed 

to keep most of the organised farmers out of politics, /in Anti- 

monopoly convention was held in 1886, and a convention of Farmers, 

Laborers, and Stock Raisers, a convention of the Union Labor party, 

and a. nonpartisan convention were held in 1888. The nonpartisans 

nominated Evan Jones, the President of the State Alliance, for gover- 

70 
nor, but he refused the nomination. The concessions of the Demo¬ 

crats to the farmers in I89O temporarily retarded the growth of 

agrarian third parties, but problems reappeared in 1891. 

Governor Hogg met many of the farmers' demands, but he 

was soon under the attack of the Alliance legislative committee 

led by Harry Tracy. The committee criticized the appointive feature 

69 Burly a. 
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of the new railroad commission, and was outraged when the governor 

failed to appoint S. D. A. Duncan, an .Allianceman, to one of the 

positions on the commission. At the same time that troubles were 

developing in Texas, C. W. Macune, from his position as editor of 

the Southern Alliance's National Economist in Washington, D. C., 

'began to push the Texas Democrats in Congress to sponsor his sub- 

treasury plan. Senator Reagan wrote to Hogg that the Democrats 

"ought to throw Macune and his set overboard" because they were 

breaking up the party. The issue came to a head in March, 1891,with 

the issuance of the "Austin Manifesto" by a group of Alliancemen 

who supported Governor Hogg and opposed Macune and Tracy. This event 

marked the beginning of the split between anti-subtreasury Alliance- 

71 men and the subtreasury Alliancemen. 

The anti-subtreasury faction proceeded to organize the 

Grand State Farmers' Alliance which would follow a strictly non¬ 

political course. They rejected all forms of economic heresy, and 

were in agreement with the conservative policies of the Grange. 

Grangers saw their organization as an "impregnable bulwark against 

the communistic, and socialistic and the agrarian heresies" that 

were abroad in the agricultural community. The two organizations 
72 in Texas effected a merger in May, 1893* 

71 Cotner, James Stephen Hogg, pp, 2li8, 250- 25Uj and a letter from 
John H. Reagan to James S. Hogg, November 36, I89C, Hogg Papers 
(Typescript copy at Rice University.) 

72 Ralph Smith, "The Grange in Texas','; p. 307} and The Proceedings 
of the Twenty-Fourth Session of the National Grange", Atlanta, 
Georgia, 3.b90 (Philadelphia: J". A. Wagenseller", 18907,p. 66. 
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Macune, when questioned about the possibility of a third 

party for farmers following the "Austin Manifesto", replied that 

it depended "altogether on how the people are treated by the Demo¬ 

cratic Party." The subtreasury Alliancemen endorsed the Macune plan 

and the Ocala Demands at their regular convention in August, 3891. 

The Democrats v;ere faced with the problem of compromising on matters 

involving economic heresy or forcing the organised farmers into a 

third party position. They decided that a good Democrat could not 

be a subtreasury man. In the "Coi.c Incident" and in a statement by 

the State Democratic Executive Committee, they made this point clear: 

an Al3.ia.nceman could not be a Democrat. Good Democrats who were also 

Alliance members responded by organizing the "Jeffersonian Democrats" 

early in 1892. This rump Democratic Party had 70,000 members and was 

73 subsequently drawn into the People's Party. 

The People's Party of Texas vras born of economic distress 

and political intrigue and it possessed the characteristics of both 
/ 

parents. The People's Party, however, was not simply a collection 

of o3.d organizations and programs. It made its own distinctive 

contribution to political life in Texas. The local unit of the 

Alliance and the People's Party in Texas was the club. If the doors 

wore closed for its meetings, it was the Alliance. If the doors 

were open for its meetings, it was the People's Party. For all 

practical purposes the organizations were identic ail in Texas after 

73 Interview with C. ¥. Macuno, Dallas Morning News, March 8, l091j 
Cotner, J mos Stephen Hogg, pp. 2ol-*2o6; Bid "Martin, people's 
Pari?/-, pn. 36437 The “Cole Incident" involved the expulsion of 
V/. iC Cole, an AIJiasnceman and a Democrat, from the Democratic 
Party by the Dali as County Democratic Executive Committee in 
October, 1?'91. 
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1891. The club served both a social and a political function in the 

communityj entertainment and parties were as familar to the halls as 

was political discussion. There was hierarchy of county and state 

offices above the local club, but it was the main unit of Populist 

strength. The organizational strength of the Populists was one of 

the reasons that they posed a serious threat to an entrenched, but 

loosely organized Democratic Party in Texas. The sponsorship of 

glee clubs, the Young People's Reform League of Texas, and the Home 

Industry Club Associatipn prepared young people for later political 

activity, while the martial appeal of the Industrial Legion and 
Ml 

Gideon's Band strengthened the ties of their elders to the parly, * 

The appeal of the People's Party was broader than that of 

earlier farm organizations. There was a genuine attempt to bring the 

laborer into the party. The Populists maintained that economic self- 

interest transcended race. They made open appeals to the German 

community, and, most alarming of all, they attempted to fit the 

Negro into their coalition. The State Convention in 1891 named two 

Negroes to the executive committee and Negroes served on the committee 

until 1900. Historians have suggested that the Populists courted 

disaster when thy sought the Negro vote, because no group in the 

South had stronger feelings on race than the small white farmer. 

The Populist appeal for direct government action, however, found a 

sympathetic audience in the Negro community. "Negroes became committed 

7U Ibid, pp. Ih6-l50, l55'-l£8 ■ and Southern Mercury, April 2, 1896. 

I 



very early to a policy of federal control and extension of federal 

power—a point of view from which they did not depart throughout the 

nineteenth century." In addition to the ideological position of the 

Negroes, they also accounted for 22 percent of the state’s population 

in 1890. 

Despite the broad appeal of the Populist movement, its success 

was limited to a homogeneous group of white, Protestant, marginal far¬ 

mers. The attempt to van the urban laborer was a failure. The Popu¬ 

lists had the support of organized labor, but few laborers were organized 
\ 

in Texas in the 1890’s. The Populists never carried an election in 
^ 4<£V 

a significant urban region of the state. The prosperous farmer was 

also immune to the Populist impulse. The rich agricultural regions 

of the state remained the stronghold of ihe Democratic Party through¬ 

out the nineties. Populists made headway only in regions where 

large-scale farming in fertile black lands was impossible and where 

the drought had taken its toll. The division in political affiliation 

and prosperity followed this same pattern even within individual 

counties. The only other agricultural interests in the party were 

the sheepmen who were suffering from falling wool prices after the re¬ 

moval of tariff protection under Cleveland. The attempts to win 

foreign elements of the population and Negro voters vrare also failures. 

The Populists showed their greatest strength in regions where there 

75 T. Harry Williams, Romance and Realism in Southern politics 
(Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press’, 196T)^’ppT32-53j 
Jack Abrsaouits, "The Negro in the Populist Movement" Journal 
of Negro History, XXXVIII (July, 1953),pp. 267-85 Elsie M. Lewis, 
T4he~P61iticol Mind of the Negro, l865-'J9 GO1,' , Journal of Southern 
history, XXI (May, 1955),p. 196. 
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were neither Negroes nor foreigners; end in regions where these 

groups were predominant they usually polled fewer votes than either 

Democrats or Republicans. 

The Populist coalition did not measure up to the hopes 

of its leaders for a broad social base beneath the party structure, 

but it did attract many elements that created problems for the party. 

The People's Party, despite the efforts of its leaders, enveloped 

the Prohibition movement. Socialists, woman suffragettes, and mem- 

bers of the American Protective Association all tried to win over 

the party to their own ends with varying degrees of success. The 

close ties of the movement with religion made it particularly sus¬ 

ceptible to the Prohibitionists and the A. P. A., but the People's 

Party, at least in its formal statements, avoided a rigid position 

on these issues. The Texas Populists were a religious people and 

demanded a "Christian" program, but they were not troubled by fac- 

77 
tional strife or sectarian warfare. 

The leadership of the Texas Populists was drarm primarily 

from the ranks of disenchanted professionals. In a group of nine 

important leaders of the Texas movement, there were four lawyers, 

two teachers, two farmers, and one minister. The farmer himself 

was often too busy to be bothered with the details of administer¬ 

ing a political movement, and he depended on a small group of pro¬ 

fessionals to take core of that problem. Texas seems to have fol¬ 

lowed the pattern that Hofstadter found in the national movement. 

76 Martin, People1s Party, pp. 58-113. 

77 Ibid,pp. 80-68. There was some evidence of anti-Catholic feel¬ 
ing among marginal farmers, but leaders of the various protest- 
ant sects functioned within the movement with a minimum of 
friction. 



61- 

Farmers did not draw their leaders from their own ranks, but from 

"a ragged elite of professional men, rural editors, third-party 
78 

veterans, and professional reformers*..." 

Charles W. Macune was the most important early leader of 

the Texas farmers. His skill preserved the structure of the Alliance 

in 1886. He was born in Kenosha, Wisconsin, in l85l, and before arriv¬ 

ing in Texas in 1871 had lived in Illinois, California, and Kansas. 

He practiced law in Milam County, and hearing that Georgetown would 

be on a railroad route, he leased a hotel there, but the depression 

of 1873 stopped construction on the line. This event seems to have 

been the trigger that set Macune looking"for solutions to larger 

economic problems. He studied medicine and pharmacy for a few years, 

but in 1885 he joined the Alliance and rapidly rose within the organi¬ 

zation to head its executive committee by 1886. He organized the 

Farmers' Alliance Exchange and was responsible for the combination 

of the Agricultural Wheel and the Alliance that produced the National 

Farmers' Alliance and Industrial Union. He became editor of the 

National Economist, the official organ of the Southern Alliance, 

in 1889, and from that position introduced the subtreasury scheme 

in 1890. Macune was discredited in 1892 when it was revealed that 

he had aided the Democrats in publishing documents designed to induce 
79 Alliance men to vote the Democratic ticket. 

78 Hofstadter, gp. cit., pp. 101-102. 

79 Interview with Charles V/. Macune, Jr., March 16, 1968j Robert C« Cotner, 
"Charles William Macune," Dictionary of American Biography, vol. XXII, 
Supplement Two (New York: Charles Scribnei,Tb Sons, 193AT5”P. br&\ 
Fred A. Shannon, "C. V/. Macune and the. Farmers' Alliance^. Current 
History, XXVIII (June, 19££),pp. 330-333; and John D. Hicks7~,:;lTie- 

Sub-Treasury: A Forgotten Plan for the Relief of Agriculture;, 
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XV (Dec,, 1928),pp. 372-373. 
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Macune's career includes some characteristic patterns that 

were true of most Texas farm leaders. The most, important aspect of 

his career was his flexibility. He was always seeking new solutions 

to the problems of the farmer. One program was hardly underway before 

he vras proposing a new idea; after trying cooperation for several 

years and finding it insufficient, he turned to the subtreasury plan. 

He was not wedded to a single organization for the farmers. He per¬ 

sonally directed several organizational shifts in the movement. 

Mac lane's personal misfortune in the depression of the 1870's was common 

to at least two other prominent leaders. Although these events may 

not have produced the turn to reform, they seem to have served as a 

catalyst in the lives of these individuals. 

The one qualification of a Populist leader in Texas that 

Macune did not have was a distinguished record of service for the 

Confederacy. Two of the gubernatorial candidates of the Populists 

had such records. Thomas L. Nugent had served with distinction and 

Jerome C. Kearby was called the "boy soldier" because he claimed to 

have been the youngest enlistee in the Civil War. Kearby was also 

flexible in his political career. He was a lawyer whose twenty-five 

years of dissent included affiliation with the Greenback, Union Labor, 

Anti-Monopoly and People's parties. Thomas Nugent was the most 

thorough political theorist among the Texas leaders. Populism pro¬ 

vided the political expression of a kind of social gospel movement 

for Nugent. He was certainly bound by no particular program for the 

farmerj he sought a new morality to fit new relationships. Having 

been influenced by Swedenborgian philosophy, Nugent rejected any 

rigid institutional arrangements and looked for a gradual working 



out of the Second Coming through social reform. He vras vailing to 

8o 
support any program that would further this process. 

Nugent and Kearby were the statesmen of the movement, but 

the work of organising and spreading the Populist faith was done 

most effectively by James H. Davis, H. S. P. Ashby and John B. Rayner. 

These three leaders traveled back and forth across the state during 

the nineties. "Cyclone" Davis vras a young lawyer who had a reputa¬ 

tion as the finest stump speaker in the state by 1890. The panic of 

1873 had deprived Davis of a college education and convinced him that 

panics were inherent in the existing system. He joined the Grange 

at age 18, and continued an active role in agrarian politics through 

the nineties. "Stump" Ashty vras also a vigorous organizer for the 

People’s Party. After service in the Confederate army, Ashby 

attempted fanning and school teaching, but he found his place riding 

an old roan pony as a circuit preacher to the outposts of Christian¬ 

ity in Navarro, Limestone and Freestone counties. Ashby vras second 

only to Davis on the speaker's platform where he preached the gospel 

of viniversal emanicipation to liberate the minds and bodies of men. 

He described himself as a preacher of "politics during the week 

and religion on Sunder." John B. Rayner vras born a slave in North 

Carolina in 1830, but he obtained a college education following the 

Civil War and tried his hand at teaching and being a deputy sheriff. 

After coming to Texas in 1801, he attempted teaching and preaching 

and soon became involved in politics. Rayner saw Populism as an 

80 Webb, cp. clt., p. 9ii0; Nugent, o_p. cit,, pp. 13-16 , 297-317; 
Wayne Alvord", "T. L. Nugent, Texas Populist!^.. Southwestern His- 
t or leal Quarterly, LVII (July, 1933), pp. 63~8l7 "* 



opportunity for the Negro to advance and became the movement's most 

x- • , . 81 active organizer and orator. 

The orators and organizers of the Populist movement were 

supported by a group of what may be called executive or managerial 

leaders. Harry Tracy, Milton Pork, and Evan Jones wore unfailing 

workers for the party although they seldom shared the publicity of 

the gubenatorial candidates or the orators of the movement. Harry 

Tracy returned from the Civil War to take up farming in Texas. By 

1865, Tracy had established himself to such an extent that he turned 

over the core of his farm to a younger brother and went into the 

field as an Alliance lecturer. He was a key figure in the formation 

of the "Jeffersonian Democrat" movement and then become a leader in 

the People's Party. Tracy's gift was in executive work and he was 

responsible for much of the organizational strength of the party in 

election years. He was also an effective lobbyist for the movement. 

Milton Park served with distinction for the Confederacy. 

He was a teacher and the head of a Baptist seminary before becoming 

involved in agrarian politics. He served as editor of the Southern 

Mercury during the crucial transition from Alliance "demands" to 

People's Party politics. He also served for several years as chair¬ 

man of the Populist National Executive Committee. Evan Jones was 

8l James H. Davis, Memoir by Cyclone Davis (Sherman, Texas: The 
Courier Press, 1935),pp. 16, 19; Marshall L. Williams, The Poli¬ 
tical Career of Cyclone Davis (Commerce, Texas: unpublished 
Rasters TheshsJ East Texas State Teachers College, 1937),p. 16; 
Galveston Daily News, April 20, Sept. 28, I89I1; and Jack 
Abramowitz, ,:John B. Rayner—A Grass-Roots Leader.journal of 
Negro History, XXXVI (April, 1951),PP« 360-193. 
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the only true farmer among the leaders of the Texas f aimers’ movement. 

He served as President of the State Alliance for several years, and 

8? slowly came to accept the policies of third party politics. 

The Texas farmer depended on a small group of professional 

men to direct his organizations. The leaders that emerged were 

sensitive to the farmer's discontent, and they were willing to attempt 

various programs to bring relief. The leadership functioned with 

a reasonable amount of internal cooperation and compromise. They 

were continually locking for new ideas and programs, and they carried 

on a vigorous debate of these various alternatives both in public 

and. in private. Their words and activity gave the farmer a sense 

of direction and community at a time when social and economic rela¬ 

tionships seemed to be disintegrating all around him. 

II. The Plan for Action 

The program of agrarian revolt in Texas was not wedded 

to a single principle. The fluid character of the Populist proposals 

created an atmosphere of experimentation. The organizations of the 

farmer would support a program until its principles found expression 

in law, were adopted by the Democratic Party, or proved unworkable. 

Once a program fell into one of these conditions, the Populists 

turned to new ideas. In this way, the Texas Populists were able 

82 Martin, People1 s Party, pp. 128-9; Who's Who in America, vol. 
VII, 1912-3.913 (Chicago: A. N. Marquis & Go., 1913),p. 1599; 
and Webb, op. clt., V. I, pp. 923-U* 



66- 

to function as the cutting edge of reform in the state during the 

nineties. Beginning witlj the Cleburne demands in 1886, the Populists 

proposed a series of reform measures that helped to shape Texas 

politics. 

The ideological process produces a plan for action that 

ordinarily conforms to the existing society, but the third party 

situation created a special role for the plan. When hope of victory 

is limited, the plan for action may provide an educational], tool. 

Ey stressing the probable or the potential over the hard facts of 

reality, the plan became a tool for informing the community about the 

possibilities of reform. The orator's abstract ideas took on new 

force when they were linked to a specific proposal. Thomas Nugent 

realized that his candidacy for the governorship had little chance 
O ^ 

of success, but he pursued it as an opportunity to educate the masses. 

The proponents of each succeeding Populist plan described 

their own solution as a panacea for the former's ills, but this 

label belongs to the field of rhetoric, and should be seen as pri¬ 

marily a tactical device to stimulate enthusiasm. This is not to say 

that- they did not expect great benefits to flow from the implementa¬ 

tion of their programs, but they were not unaware of the rhetorical 

value of a panacea.. The Galveston Daily News suggested that "the 

grand party of the people has made its start under the manipulation 

of vote catchers, to trim and straddle aid lure votes.... The 
» 

83 Nugent, on. _r.lt., p. l£. Nugent's wife maintained that he "considered 
the canvass hopeless except for its educational, effects upon 
the people...." 

8k Galveston Daily Nows, June 23, 189!;. For a discussion of Populist 
symbol manipulation see ibid, June 22, 23, l89lu 
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fact that the Texas Populists refused to adopt any program, even 

the free silver solution, as orthodoxy indicates that the movement 

was not tied to a single program. 

The main effort of the Farmers’ Alliance in the mod- 

eighties was in the field of cooperation. Cooperative buying was 

not new to Texas in 1385. The Grange had been operating the Texas 

Cooperative Association out of Galveston since 1873. The Grange 

cooperative had failed to take advantage of the lower cost of goods 

brought by the newly completed railroad system, and continued to 

buy its goods in Galveston. It operated on the cash system of the 

Rochdale Plan, andin the drought of 1886 the Patrons from West- 

Texas demanded credit to see them through the crisis. The Alliance 

responded by setting up cooperatives in the local sub-Alliances 

in which the members made joint notes to cover the cost of equipment ^ 

and supplies necessary for the next year. This makeshift arrange¬ 

ment was replaced by County Farmers' Alliance Cooperaitive Associations 

and the Cooperative Manufacturing Alliance of Texas early in 188?. 

A factory site at Marble Falls was purchased for the purpose of even¬ 

tually processing cotton and woolen goods. Stock in local coopera¬ 

tive stores was put up for sale to Alliance members at five dollars 
. . . . 8$ a share on a. cash basis, 

Macune realized that these disjointed efforts would not 

improve the position of the farmer in the market, so he proposed 

85 Ralph Smith,'-’The Cooperative Movement in Texas',’ pp. U0-li5; 
and Ralph Smith, "'MacuneismJ. or the Farmers of Texas in 
Business',', Journal of Southern History, XIII (May, 19i;7), pp. 
225-226. 
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a comprehensive plan for the Farmers’ Alliance Exchange of Texas 

in August, 1887. The plan established a central exchange in Dallas 

and authorised the exchange to sell farm produce, livestock, and 

real property of the Alliance. The exchange was to purchase all 

commodities required by the farmer and build warehouses for storage. 

During the twenty months that the exchange was in business it attempted 

to strengthen the farmers’ position in the market by a process of mar¬ 

ket quotation and standard classification. The local buyer was by¬ 

passed because the exchange guaranteed the quality and delivery of 

cotton and had immediate information on rising prices. The coopera¬ 

tives failed because of poor management and credit problems. Crops 

were already mortgaged, and noteholders determined their disposition 

regardless of dunging market conditions. The exchange handled its 

own credit operations, and by March 1888, notes exceeded capital 

three to one. Banks refused to honor exchange paper, and the exchange 

86 was soon headed for financial ruin. 

The failure of the exchange set Macune on a search for 

different economic solutions that would result in the proposal of 

the subtreasury plan, but there were other marketing proposals before 

the Alliance in the interim. The economic proposals of the Texas 

farmers indicate a realization that the key to their prosperity lay 

in the international market. They were continually exploring new 

methods to improve their position in world trade. A convention on 

the question of a deep water port on the Gulf of Mexico in 1888 stimu¬ 

lated a great deal of interest in the pages of the Southern Mercury. 

86 Ibid, pn. 228-233? Hicks, Populist Revolt, PP. 135-1375 end 
Garvin and Daws, op. clt, pp. 63-77. 
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The Democratic Party included an endorsement of the plan in their 

state platform of 1888, but the Alliance added a new twist to the 

idea in the nineties. The following letter appeared in the Southern 

Mercury on November 20, 1890: 

Great railway systems build great cities 

and create great states and great peoples. 

Without them deep water anywhere is a delusion..,. 

I want to see great systems of continental 

and international railways standing with their 

most important terminus on our gulf shore, and 

running north and northwest instead of east 

and northeast..,. 

The farmers developed this idea into a plank of the People's Party 

state platform in 1892. They suggested that all convict labor be 

employed in building double track railroads, to be owned and opera¬ 

ted by the 3tate, from the "deepest water on the Gulf to the most 

eligible point on Red River and other similar roads." They also 

endorsed the building of a Nicaraguan canal in their 189k platform 
fi 7 

to further strengthen their trading position. 

Macune's search for a solution for the Southern farmers' 

problems led him to first suggest a secret binding union of all 

cotton producers that would give them the power to go on strike so 

8? Southern Mercury, November 20, 1B90J Winkler, op. clt., pp. 263-£, 
299, 332-33in The use of convict labor was acceptable because 
the building of a state-owned railroad would presumably not in¬ 
volve citizen labor. The labor plank of the platform required 
only that "convict labor be taken out of competition with citi¬ 
zen labor." 



that they could force the merchants and bankers to accede to their 

demands. When this proposal met with little enthusiasm he proposed 

the subtreasury plan. The details of the plan varied from time to 

time but it basically involved the establishment of government 

warehouses in counties producing $300,000 worth of wheat, cotton, corn 

oats and tobacco annually. The farmer was to be given legal tender 

up to 80 per. Cent of the value of his commodities in storage at an 

interest rate of 2 per cent per year. The farmer would receive the 

balance of his payment by selling his product at peak market values 

during the year. The plan was to have the dual effect of increasing 

the supply of money at harvest time when it was usually scarce and 

granting the farmer credit at a low rate of interest. Critics 

charged that the plan would produce wholesale inflation, subject the 

farmer to speculators, ana penalize the small farmer. They also 

accused the farmers of promoting class legislation. The following 

diagram appeared in the Southern Mercury to illustrate the sub¬ 

treasury principle 

88 C. W, Macune, Address Before the Committee on Agriculture and 
Forestry, April 22, 1890 (Washington,' i), ~D.: The' National 
Economist Publishing Co., 1890); Harry Tracy, op. cit., pp. 3k7- 
36lj Southern Mercury, August 27, 1891; and N.”B. AsKEy, The 
Riddle of the Sphinx (Des Koines, Iowa: Industrial Publishing 
Company, 1890),pp. 302-316. 
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The subtreasury plan was one of the few agrarian proposals 

that the Democrats in Texas were unable to absorb in one form or 

another. They branded the proposal ss the worst kind of political 

heresy. The People’s Party in Texas proposed its own local version 

of tho sub treasury plan in 1891. They called for an "amendment of 

our state constitution authorizing the loaning of our permanent 
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school fund not otherwise invested upon the lands of the people of 

this state at a low rate of interest, with proper limitations upon 

the quantity of land and the amount of money." This proposal had 

a precedent in Texas because the state had been loaning these funds 

for railroad construction, but the Democrats labeled the plan "the 

rankest kind of socialism," The Houston Post rejected the Populists 

and called for total war: 

It is strange indeed that in this day and 

generation such idiotic schemes as the sub- 

treasury and land loan follies should receive 

a moment's toleration from sensible reflecting 

men.... 

From this point on it should be 'war to the 

knife and knife to the hilt' against such non¬ 

sense held out as a glittering bribe by unprincipled 

demagogues. 

Although the Democrats had split into two factions in 1892, they 

united to condemn "communism and state socialism" as well as "the 
89 existing war upon the rights of property in this state." 

The Texas Democrats found the subtreasury heresy too J 

much to endure, but most of the farmers' proposals were incorporated 

into the orthodoxy of the Democratic platform in the nineties. 

The Cleburne demands of the Alliance had called, among other things, 

for an alien land law, restrictions on dealing in futures, the elimi¬ 

nation of national banks, issuance of legal tender notes by the 

89 Winkler,' op, cit., pp, 297, 320, 32li; .and the Houston Post, 
July 1U, 18*91. ' ~ 
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Treasury, full coinage of silver and gold, and the elimination of 

convict labor. Following this declaration in 1886, the Democrats 

proceeded to incorporate these ideas, in whole or in part, into their 

pro gran. The restriction of alien land ownership became a plank in. 

the Democratic state platform in 1890, and in 1891 an alien land law 

was signed by Governor Hogg. The platform of 1&92 contained a strongly 

worded plank on the restriction of dealing in futures. A qualified 

rejection of the national banicing system in the 1888 platform was 

replaced by the following plank in 1390: "V/e are opposed to the 

continuance of the National banking system, and demand the abolish¬ 

ment thereof as soon as by law the same can be done.” The 1890 

platform also contained a call for the free and unlimited coinage 

of silver which was strengthened in 1896. The elimination of con- 

90 vict labor was endorsed by the Democrats in 1892. 

In addition to accepting the majority of the Cleburne 

demands, the Texas Democrats made concessions to later Populist 

proposals. The Alliance was a leader in the support for the rail¬ 

road commission that was established in 1891. Despite the* dissatis¬ 

faction the farmer had with the appointive commission, the passage 

of the law represented a victory for agrarian forces. A strong 

point in the 1883 demands of the Alliance condemning the formulation 

of trusts and monopolies 

on the subject in I89O, 

tion vmder Governor Hogg 

was matched by a vigorous Democratic plank 

The Democrats also passed significant legisla- 

establiehing guidelines for incorporation 

90 Winkler, op,, cut., pp, 235-5, 258-9, 266-7, 288, 319-32)!. The 
Alien I,and Law is included as an appendix in Cotnor, Addresses 
end Panels of J, S. Hogg, pp. 5)19-552. 
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and limiting trusts. The Populists proposed to improve the democratic 

process by having direct elections for the President, Vice-President 

and United States Senators in 1888. The Democrats endorsed the 

direct election of Senators in 18 96. Finally, the Populists proposed 

■ the imposition of an income tax in 1891. The Democrats were willing 

to endorse such a measure for federal purposes in their platform of 

1G92.91 

The process of assimilation by the Democrats left the 

agrarian radicals with little they could call their own. By the 

time of the fusionist efforts in 1896, the only major demands of 

the Texas Populists that were either unfulfilled or unadopted by 

the Democrats were the recognition of organized labor, some special 

forms of land reform, and government ownership of the railroads. 

Government ownership was put in the same category as the subtreasury 

plan by the critics of Populism. This was the worst kind of social¬ 

ism. Government ownership was the attempt of the f armor to break 

\ip what he believed to be the ’’unholy, unjust, un-American, undemo¬ 

cratic, un-Republican combination between corporate greed and judicial 

usurpation." The true Democrat responded by applying the label of 
92 Socialism to such a plan. 

The greatest threat to the Populist movement in Texas was 

absorption by the reform wing of the Democratic Party. The election 

of 1692 involved a multi-party struggle: the reform Democrats, the 

91 Winkler, op. cit.^pp. 288, 293-299, 315, 319-3214. The Railroad 
Commission Law, the Perpetuities and Corporation Land Law, and the 
Railroad Stock and Bond Law are included as appendices in Cotner, 
Addresses and Papers of J. S. Hogg, pp. 535-5h9, 552-561. 

92 Davis, Political Revelation, p. 199. 



75- 

conservative Democrats, the "Lily-white" Republicans, and the Populists 

all had candidates in the field. The function of the party was altered. 

Seymour Lipset suggests that parties in this situation seek to win 

support from a limited base by stressing the cleavages which set it 

apart from other groups. "The party’s function as a representative 

of a group is separated from the function of integrating the group 

93 
in the body politic...." The emergence of a new Democratic coalition 

in I89I4 posed a new danger of assimilation to the Populists. If the 

Democrats had succeeded, discussionof the farmers' problems would 

have been swallowed up in the internal workings of the party. The 

task of integrating the Populists into the body politic was performed 

admirably by the Democratic Party; survival of the Populists was 

dependent on their ability to produce a program that would distinguish 

them from the Democrats. 

The People's Party of Texas was left with only the most 
v' 

radical elements of its program after 1896. Host of its demands 

had become law or part of the Democratic orthodoxy. It may be argued 

that the adoption of agrarian principles by the Democratic Party in 

Texas was not simply a resonse to the demands of agrarian radicals, 

but the Farmers' Alliance and the People's Party were in the vanguard 

of the reform impulse that dominated Texas politics in the early 

''nineties. The political life of Texas was profoundly influenced by 

the third-party pressure of the Populists. 

93 Seymour Martin Lipset, The First New Nation; The United States 
in Historical and Comparative Perspective (New York: Basic 

Books'^ ♦ ~30f. 



76- 

III. The Populist Rhetoric 

Rhetoric perforins the function of persuasion in the ideologi¬ 

cal process. It preserves cultural myths and translates dynamic 

social values into political action. Appeals to group symbols extend 

group energy to support new ideological programs. Rhetoric is not 

inherently either deceptive or irrational; it is functional. Kenneth 

Burke finds the origins of rhetoric "in an essential function of language 

itself, a function that is vjholly realistic, and is continually born 

anew; the use of language as a symbolic means of inducing cooperation . 

in beings that by nature respond to symbols." The orator does not 

convert issues into ideological problems or invest them with moral 

color and emotional content as Daniel Bell has charged. The issues 

of political conflict in human society are born into a world of morel 
oh 

coloration and emotional, charge, 
Of> ' J !-■ 

Populist rhetoric was a rhetoric of crisis. TheJit...-Louis 

platform of 1892 proclaimed that ;,we meet in the midst of a nation 

brought to the verge of moral, political and materiel ruin." The 

vision of a community in crisis was also common to the rhetoric of 

Texas spokesmen for the farmer. The sense of community had been lost. 

Growing numbers of farmers begen to see themselves as outsiders; 

the familiar symbols of security were threatened. The guiding 

principles of the community had been lost. "VJe are rapidly drift- 

94 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (New York: Prentice-IIall, 
Inc., 1950),p. 113; an3“T)an‘icT’Bell*,~"Passion and Politics in 
America',' Encounter, VI (January, 1936), p. 6l. 
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ing from the moorings of our fathers, and stand today in the crucial 

era of our free institutions, of our free form of government, and 

9f> 
of our Christian civilisation.” 

The violent events of the early nineties convinced the 

Texas farmer that the nation was rapidly being divided into two 

camps for a final struggle. Thomas Nugent, although rejecting its 

violence, described the Pullman strike as a genuine social conflict: 

"Capital—organised, arrogant, intrenched in special privileges and 

inspired by confidence born of recent victories—stands confronted 

by labor, smarting under defeat, alert, resentful, holding its lines 

tin the fateful hours shall comee" The•Populists were not content 

to describe a simple dualistic social struggle* They seldom described 

the class conflict without evidence; they described in detail how 

"one-twentieth of one per cent of our population own three-fiffclis 

of the entire wealth of the country." The lines of battle were 

96 
being drawn between the very rich and the very poor. 

The justice of existing institutions was questioned by 

the Populists. They had a feeling that government was beyond their 

influence and that laws were imposed to exploit the poorer classes. 

The first People's Party platform in Texas, adopted in August, I89I, 

described the increasing frustration and decreasing confidence of 

the farmer: 

9$ Hicks, Populist Revolt, p. !J36; and Southern Mercury, December 
18, 1890. : 

96 Nugent, op. cit., pp. 179, llil. 
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They (the existing parties) have loaned the 

money to banks, expositions, and railroads but 

refuse such relief to the producer. They have 

built warehouses for the importer's merchandise 

and the whiskey mans' spirits, National parks for 

the pleasure seeking usurer and speculator, costly 

Federal buildings to enhance real estate values 

in many cities, but refuse to accomodate the 

producer with a warehouse, by which he can para¬ 

lyze the damning influences of speculators aid 

shylocks. They have loaned money for various 

purposes and now find it wrong to assist the debt, 

mortgage, and usury ridden people of this country, 

who, under the guise of freemen, are shivering in 

the wintry blasts of poverty and fast approaching 

the crisis which all free nations before us have 
97 

come to—national decay and loss of national manhood. 

The language of moral crusade was the obvious vehicle for ‘ 

an ideology of crisis. In a time of shifting cultural values, reli¬ 

gious images provided effective unifying symbols for a political 

movement. Mention has already been made of the religious fervor 

and moral enthusiasm of the Populist camp meetings. The evangelistic 

tradition had educated many Populist leaders to be expert agitators. 

They knew the methods of crowd manipulation and produced ai enthu¬ 

siastic mass response. The language of the Populists was not arti¬ 

ficial; however, in their zealous devotion tc principles, "they gave 

98 
the movement the appearance of a great religious crusade." 

97 Winkler, op. clt«, pp. 293-295. 

98 Robert G. Gunderson, "The Calamity Howlers',' Quarterly Journal of 
Speech, XXVI (Oct., X9U0),p. i;ll. For a description of the impact 
of the campmeeting see Charles A. Johnson, The Frontier Camp 
Meeting (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1P55T, 
pp. 122-115, 208-229. 
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Populist orators who had been circuit preachers and evan¬ 

gelistic leaders had the instruments of persuasion at their command. 

Enthusiastic religion was not unlike enthusiastic poltics, and the 

preacher was the first to recognize this. Henry Ward Beecher cautioned 

against an "attempt to excite in a community or in a church a very 

wide-spread, deep, and general moral excitement while the whole community 

is burning and blazing with political excitement; because you cannot 

have two such excitements at the same time...." Beecher included this 

admonition in a series of lectures on preaching published in l88l. 

Being one of the foremost evangelical preachers of the day, bis comments 

may be viewed as a general statement of revivalist technique. He 

suggested that intellectual argument should be joined by appeals 

to emotion, imagination and prejudice. The preacher must be a student 

of human nature and appeal to the particular values of his listeners. 

"There are certain states of mind of transcendent importance in 

preaching," Beecher maintained, "which never come to a preacher ex¬ 

cept when he stands at the focal point of his audience and feels 

99 
their concentrated sympathy." Both the Populist orator and his 

ctudience had been trained to respond to this situation. 

The speeches and writings of the Populists were filled with 

religious images and scriptural references. Nugent often referred 

to Jesus Christ as the first great reformer: "Christ stood forth 

in that olden time as the redeemer and glorificr of labor, as the 

Divine King of industry...." Cyclone Davis' suggestion that "the 

99 Henry Ward Beecher, Yale Lectures on Preaching, 3 vols. (New 
York: Fords, Howard, & Kulbert, 18BT),vol. II, p. 261; vol I, 
pp. 58, 213. 
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Bible is our model’1 describes the content of much of the Populist 

oratory. The first session of the I89J4 People’s Party convention 

was opened with a prayer that declared that "God is with the Populists 

in their efforts to regain their liberty and escape from the bondage 

in which they had been placed."'*'^ 

The object of the agrarian crusade was conspiracy. The 

looney power, the monopoly and the railroad were in an unholy alliance 

that the moral crusade of the farmers sought to destroy. The farmer 

saw himself as a victim in the hands of a "foreign and eastern 

oligarchy," a "conspiracy of tyrants." One had only to look at 

history to see the deliberate contraction of currency by the federal 

government and the alarming number of business failures at the hands 

of Wall Street speculators. Populists recognized that "agreements 

among gentlemen" might be considered within the law, but they chose 

to call these combinations conspiracies because the sole aim of the 

participants, in their eyes, was to filch the masses. The conspiracy 

label was a convenient way to "teach the masses to regard those who 

in their methods disregard justice and equity, as moral lepers..,." 

The conspiracy approach was another way of explaining that society 

was fundament ally out of balance, ftugent maintained that "the spirit 

of plutocratic capitalism is the dominating force in our organized 

social and industrial life." The entire social structure needed 

„ „ 101 
re 1 or in. 

100 

101 

Kugent, op. cit., p. l69j Davis, Political Revelation, 
Galveston Daily Mews, June 21, lS^Iu ' 

Davis, Political Revelation, p, 273J Southern Mercury, 
33881 and ilugent, op. cit., p. 183. 

p. and 

August 21, 
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The Texas Populists worked within an ideology of crisis. 

Their chiliastic and apocalyptic vision led them to describe late 

nineteenth-century American society in terms of a great conspiracy ^ 

against the farmer. This technique, in and of itself, however, did 

not mean that Populism was sour and illiberal as Hofstadter has 

suggested. It remains to be asked what function this rhetorical 

device performed. It is in the nature of rhetoric that it should 

confront an enemy: "Since persuasion so often implies the presence 

or threat of an adversary, there is the 'antagonist' or competitive 

stress." The Populist campaigner made full use of his religious frame 

of reference and his evangelical bent. He called for "a commitment 

10? 
to do battle with the forces of light against the powers of darkness." 

The apocalyptic image was an effective call to action, 

but it was not a call for ^revolution. While the farmer, on the one 

hand, might describe his movement as "a gigantic wave of world wide 

movement of the race" that was "shaking today, the very foundations 

of the civilization of the nineteenth century," he cautioned, on 

the other hand, that his movement could "only hope to achieve a 

victory worthy of the name by strictly peaceable and orderly methods." 

The fear of an impending disaster became an effective tool of 

pressure politics in the hand of the Populist orator. The chiliastic \y 

language of his appeal served to unify the deeply religious marginal 

farmers, while, at the sane time, it activated the common fear of 

social upheaval in the urban community. The Houston Post ran head- 

Burke, cp. jci_t., p. £2j and H. R. Dieterich, "Revivalist As 
Reformer—Implications of George D. Heron's Speaking',1, Quarterly 

Journal of Speech, XLVI (December, 1960),p. 39U. 

10? 



(3 2- 

lines daily during the summer of 1891 on the state militia in training, 

and a feature article on mob control maintained that "artillery is 

most effectual for cleaning streets," and that a "mob once broken 

should be kept on the move until every man, woman and child has reach- 

103 
ed his or her home or been arrested by the police...." The Populist 

discussion of an impending apocalypse functioned as a threat of mob 

violence to wring concessions from urban Democrats. 

The conspiracy theory provided a unifying force in the 

agricultural community. Coming at the end of a twenty-five year 

period of economic decline for the farmer, the Populist movement 

could provide him with an object for his frustration and suggest 

a simplified division of society between the exploiters and the 

exploited. Populist leaders were willing to use the symbolic value t 

of language as a means to the end of social cohesion within the farmers' 

movement. A critic described the manipulation of language by the 

People's Party in these terms: "It bids for the support of the 

citizens of given convictions without employing the terms which 

have become scare words under the manipulation of their hostile critics. 

The ability of Populist leaders to exploit political symbols 

did not involve any lack of belief in conspiracy on their part. 

Their use of the concept did not eliminate their genuine fears about 

the future of society. "The other and more dangerous snag is to be 

found in the radicalism which may be evolved from among the brethcren 

103 Southern_Mercury, January 1, 1891; and Houston Post, July 2k, 1891. 
For a discussion of the common fear of the apocalypse see C. Vann 
Woodward, The Burden of Southern History, pp. 158-60. 

10l> Galveston Daily News, June 22, l39h. 
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as they grasp the enormity of the crimes which are daily perpetrated 

against them...." This editorial in the Southern Mercury in 1888 

indicated that there were limits to the use of' the conspiracy symbols 

by Populists. C. V/. Macune, sensing the dangers of excessive radicalism, 

suggested that if the order meant anything at all it meant "justice, 

right, law and order, and therefore must be the very antipode of all • ' {/ 

10? forms of anarchy, both avowed and disguised." A constant tension ^<3 ^ 

existed within the movement between the farmers' role as a conser- -v 

vative citizen and his role as a member of a revolutionary crusade. 

The conspiracy against the farmer was also described as 

one of values. The spiritual values of agrarian life were being threat¬ 

ened by the crass materialism of the urban industrialism. Wot only 

had the "remorseless princes" of the land surrounded themselves in 

kingly splendor by reducing the productive masses to a condition 

of economic slavery, but they had perverted values as well. James 

Davis described the ill effects of the materialism of the rich in yvv J ! t 

these terms: t-- >■ 

The insidious poison of this example 
permeates every rank of lifej it gives to 
cupidity abnormal force, excites extravagance 
in those unable to afford it, feeds a 
spirit of speculation and multiplies the 

victims of bankruptcy and suicide. 

10? Southern Mercury, May 3, l888j and C. W. Macune, Message of 
President C. W. Macune to the National Farmers1 Alliance and 
Cooperative Union of /merica at Meridian, Mississippi,’ December 
f>, 1880 (Dallas: Circular Letter Office71B8B*J7p. l'.'  ” 

106 Davis, Political Revelation, pp. Ill, 128, 2l|6. 



The function-oriented culture of the industrial city seemed to stress 

short run achievements rather than the lasting value of character. 

The mobility of the city appeared as a threat to lasting rural virtues 

in the farmer’s opinion. 

The rich perverted the values of society with a new material 

ism, but they also subverted the values of an earlier age in an 

attempt to justify their economic practices. Nugent described the 

perversion of Jeffersonian truths by a "crude generation" that "appro¬ 

priated them only to the demands of an extreme, selfish individualism, 

but Nugent predicted that the People's Party in "the opening epoch 

will appropriate them to the demands of social and political justice." 

The Texas Populists used the past more often as a critique 

of the present than as an ideal utopia. The leaders of the past 
A 

had suggested the primary values of society, and history displayed 

the continuing conflict that the Populists found themselves involved 

in. Jefferson and Jackson were the central figures of authority 

in Populist rhetoric, and they were joined by Madison, Calhoun 

and Lincoln. The words of great men provided both eternal principles 

of right and criticism of existing institutions. To reinforce 

the agrarian myth, Jefferson's words on the virtues of the farmer 

were quoted: "farmers whose interests are entirely agricultural... 

are the true representatives of the great American interest, are 

alone to be relied on for expressing the proper American sentiments," 

To attack trusts and monopolies, James Davis used Jefferson's opinion 

of corporate institutions: "we affirm to you that Jefferson looked 

107 Nugent, op. cit., p. 177. 



upon corporations as he looked upon royalty.” Populists argued that 

the Constitution was the product of the forces of right triumphing 

over the monied interests. The provisions for a direct issue of 

currency to the people by Congress and government ownership of 

public transportation were won in a struggle that had continued 

through .American history. Jackson’s struggle against the banks was 

seen as the same kind of struggle that the People's Party waged 

■ against the giant corporations. The divisions of the Constitutional 

Convention continued to exist: "the East has done, through corpora¬ 

tions, railroads and banks, just what it tried to make provision 

for doing through the Constitution.” The old villains of the Fed¬ 

eralist cause could be found among the politicians of the 1890's. 

"Cleveland is our Hamilton, and...Carlisle, Mills and most of all the 

108 
leading Democrats have had their heads shorn by the harlot England.” 

Populists did not present a past utopia as the goal for 

the farmers' movement. They did not want to turn the clock back 

to an earlier agrarian age. They saw their ideal in the future, 

when social relations had been readjusted to allow the farmer to 

enjoy the benefits of an industrial society. Their call for govern¬ 

ment ownership of the railroads was not reactionary; they merely 

wanted what they understood to be an equal footing in the new economic 

order. Thomas Nugent expressed the Populist ideal in these words: 

"and what is redeemed society but redeemed and glorified industry?” 

He condemned those reactionaries who "cling with death-like tenacity 

to social and political institutions long after they have ceased to 

108 Davis, Political Revelation, pp, 1?9, 168, lp6, 178 
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be useful or serviceable to the human race—yes, long after they 
109 

have become the instruments of injustice and oppression." 

Ideas about the future were important to the Populists. 

They lived with the feeling that they were on the threshold of a 

new era. They understood that institutional arrangements in their 

society were shifting. Terrell, an Alliance lecturer, suggest¬ 

ed that "the dawn is breaking and he (the farmer) now organizes for 

his own protection." C. W. Macune often reminded the farmer of the 

same trend: "the progress of material development has brought about 

such peculiar conditions in this day and time that to avoid organiza¬ 

tion is to refuse the benefits of enlightened cooperation.,.." 

He maintained that trusts and combines responded to r,o resistance 

except organization. Thomas Nugent described the forces at work 

that had produced the change in these words: 

Gradually government became more and more 

complex and powerful as vast interests 

arose demanding something more than the 

simple functions of an agency for their 
protection.... The individual began to 

be merged into the corporation and society 
to separate itself into classes as special 

interests and privileges sprang into existence. 

The Populist understood that his world was rapidly being transformed 

. ^ u- 
110 

before has eyes. 

109 Nugent, op. cit,, pp. 173-U, 161. 
110 Southern Mercury, July 12, 1888j Macune, President's Message, 

lBBB,~p. 2j"and-Nugent, op. cit., p. 170. 



The Populist's sense that he was part of the new era, 

however, went beyond his understanding of institutional change. 

The Southern Mercury described the farmers' movement as a "movement 

of the masses" that was shaking the foundations of civilization. 

Farmers were part of "a gigantic wave" of a "world wide movement 

,<f the race." The first People's Party platform in Texas conveyed 

the sense of dramatic change in these words: 

In view of the great social, industrial, and 

economic revolution now dawning upon the 

civilized world, and the new living issues 

confronting the .finerican people, we believe 

that the time has now come for the crystalli¬ 

zation of the political reform forces of our 

country. 

The farmers saw themselves, in effect, as the bearers of the new 

111 
age. 

The goal in Populist rhetoric was the restoration 

of justice, and justice, in the farmer's eyes, was equality of 

opportunity. Populist orators framed their appeal in the terms of 

the old Jacksonian formula oi' "equal rights to all, special privileges 

to none," but it was not a naive formula. The Populists recognized 

that most economic measures imposed by government were "class 

legislation, and were so intended by those who enacted them...," 

They felt, however, that their program was one that "favors one 

class and at the same time benefits the public generally....". 

Ill Southern Mercury, January 1, 1891; and Winkler, op. cit., 
p. *29PT 
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The responsibility for success and failure was still to rest squarely 

on the shoulders of the individual. The government assumed no new 

responsibility for the economic welfare of the citizen; it merely 

opened the door of economic opportunity for him. James Davis described 

the goal of the People's Party platform as the encouragement of "in¬ 

dividual industry in the acquisition of property and the enjoyment 

of the samej establishing an aristocracy of industry, merit and 

honor, instead of an aristocracy of wealth, arrogance and idleness." 
* 

Further evidence of the desire for opportunity rather than security 

is provided by a plank of the platform of l89lt. Rather than calling 

for government aid to the unemployed, the party requested "amendment 

of the vagrant lavra as will prevent the prosecution as criminals of 

112 
industrious laboring men while in a condition of enforced idleness." 

The Texas Populists used the language of crisis in 

their rhetoric. Visions of the apocalypse and discussions of class 

conflict were common in their oratory. They appealed to the values 

of the agrarian community. References to the superiority of the 

farmer, the importance of his religion, and the clarity of his sense 

of justice pervaded the language of the Populists. The agrarian lead¬ 

ers convinced the farmer that he was part of a close-knit, holy 

crusade to rid the world of the evil conspiracy of the trust and mono¬ 

poly. But they did not call for a radical change of existing insti¬ 

tutions . They urged that a program of reform be instituted to re¬ 

store justice to the market place. Their language often pushed at 

112 Tracy, op. cit«, p. 333; Davis, Political Revelation, pp. 92-3; 
and Winkler, op. clt., p. 334. 
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the limits of existing institutions, but it did not become the rhetoric 

of violent revolution. Their program was sufficiently limited to 

be absorbed by the dominant party, and much of it later became law. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

An Evaluation of the Ideology of Texas Populism 

An editorial in the Galveston Daily News in the summer of 

I896 complained that the Democratic Party had been courting the votes 

of a "large watery-jointed and idiotic giant','. the People’s Party. 

The writer saw clearly that the Populists had scored tactical vie- 

tories on both the national and local levels: 

Wild as are its dreams, and they are as wild 

as the veriest nightmare, the democrats have 

harkened to them and adopted many of them. 

Crude as are their ideas that great old busi¬ 

ness party, the republican party, has sought 

an alliance... 

What the editor failed to understand was that the program of the 

Populists was neither wild nor idiotic. The reform program of the 

People's Party fit comfortably within the boundaries of America's 

larger social goals. Freedom and equality could hardly be described 

as un-American objectives. Frustration and tension in the farmer's 

economic situation and in his value system had produced an ideology 

of reform which found expression in the language of crisis. 

The Texas farmer lived in a society of revolutionary change.^ 

The growth of the population and the economy shattered any stability 

113 Galveston Daily News, August 9, 1396. 
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that might have prevailed in the agrarian community. The economic 

improvement of some groups in society stood in glaring contrast to the 

marginal farmers' static or declining position. Falling prices, re¬ 

stricted credit, and high marketing costs were coupled with a single 

crop agriculture, the restriction of open lands, and a serious drought. 

With increasing frequency, the farmer fell victim to the crop-lien 

system, high mortgage rates, and tenancy. He might have been able to 

withstand these setbacks if they had been temporary hardships, but 

the long decline in prices from 1873 to 1896 had a cumulative effect 

on the agricultural community. Frustration and despair became the 

common lot of the farmer; failure hung over his head as a constant 

threat to his security. 

Objective changes in the economic situation of the farmer 

were no more important to Populism than the farmer's growing conscious¬ 

ness that his way of life was separated from that of the city-dweller 

by a widening cultural gap. He wanted to enjoy the benefits of in- 
. J 

dustrialism and organization, but he was not sure that the values - - ».i>' 
vTc** 

of the urban-industrial environment were worthy of appropriation, V'\^- 

This growing sense of identity was a "process by means of which the 

rural populations acquire a more vivid consciousness of themselves 

and of their life-situations."'1''1^ It provided Populism with its most 
« \ f 

important cohesive force. 

llii Bruno Ecnvenuti, Farming in Cultural Change (Assen, Netherlands: 
Royal Van Gorcum Ltd. ,"1952), p. So. ""RoBeBiWiebe suggests that, 
the Populists themselves were responsible for this situation: 
"The same country spokesmen who fostered the illusion of a 
monolithic city also perpetuated the myth of the united farmers...." 
Robert Wiebe, The Search For Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1967’),p. 15. 



92- 

Texas Populists were free to emphasize the cleavages which 

set the farmer apart from society, because they had little hope of 

electoral victory. They saw themselves as educators of the masses 

and as spokesmen of an important pressure group acting on the Demo¬ 

cratic Party. The call for a moral crusade against a conspiracy of 

the monied interests was the expression of a genuine belief in a 

social crisis. Nevertheless, it functioned as an extremely effect¬ 

ive tool in marshaling the support of the marginal farmer. While 

the conspiracy theory performed a cohesive function within the move¬ 

ment, it would have been dysfunctionaL in the general political sys¬ 

tem. The proliferation of the conspiracy image might have seriously 

damaged the general consensus of the .American political system.The 

call, for a holy crusade reinforced the cultural myths of the agrarian 

community which saw the farmer as a superior political find spiritual 

being: he was the ideal crusader for truth and right. Religious values 

provided an unchanging standard of right against which all insti- 

tutions and programs could be judged. ' Populism became the move¬ 

ment of righteousness. 

Populist rhetoric rested on the assumption of the evangelis¬ 

tic technique: language was intended to be sermonic "because of its 

nature and of its intimacy with our feelings, it is always preach¬ 

ing." Populists practiced the art of total persuasion by appealing 

to the common values of the marginal farmer. The orator invoked the 

lli> Herbert Gutman has suggested that the contemporary labor move¬ 
ment used traditional religious values in a manner similar to 
Populism as "absolute values in a time of rapid social change...." 
Gutman, op. cit., p. 97. 



the symbols of agrarian superiority, religious virtue, loyalty to 

the South, and loyalty to the spirit of rebellion in the Confederacy. 

He learned the techniques of mass enthusiasmj "by speech, gesture, 

tonality, order, image, attitude, idea" he made his ways the ways 

of his audience. 

The dark side of Populist rhetoric was not absent from the 

Texas scene. Nativism found its way onto the pages of the Southern 

Mercury in the form of letters: "the worst and most dangerous part 

% 

of the population of the United States are foreigners....we want 

neither Bohemians nor Chinamen...." Harry Tracy made rhetorical use 

of anti-Semitism when he suggested that to reject the subtreasury 

plan was "to defend Shylock and destroy the liberties of the people 

and of their prosperity." Nativism and anti-Semitism appeared in Populist 

rhetoric, but their incidence was rare and they never found expression 

in programs. The Populists made frequent appeals to foreign groups 

in Texas by special concessions in their program. Their support of 

an alien land law was directed to a genuine economic problem rather 

117 
than against an ethnic or national group. 

The suggestion that Populism was anti-urban and anti-labor 

finds some application in Texas. Anti-urban and anti-labor feelings 

among marginal farmers frequently came into conflict with programs 

which sought the siipport of the urban laborer. While farmers deplored 

116 Richard K. Weaver, Visions of Order; The Cultural Crisis of Our 

Time (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,' ), p. 69; 

Burke, op, cit., p. 55. 

117 Southern Mercury, October 9, December 6, 1888 j and Harry Tracy, 
op. cit.V p’l 30U. The discussion of Populist nativism and anti- 

Semitism can be examined by referring to the articles on the 

subject listed in the footnotes on pages 18, 20 and 21 of this 

study. A good summary of scholarship cn the problem appears in 
Walter Nugent, Tolerant Populists, pp. 3-31. 
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urban conditions in which people were "packed like sardines in a box, 

surrounded and forced to come constantly in contact with all kinds of 

vice, disease and death," they did not propose to turn the city-dweller 

into a farmer. They did, however, propose to alter the city by pro¬ 

viding it with "wide streets and every modern improvement," and by 

making "each head of a family an independent homeowner." The farmer 

could not accept the urban environment tinless it preserved essential 

rural institutions. The Populists made an open bid for the support 

of organized labor. The hostility toward this group in the agricultural 

community was recognized by a Populist supporter of organized labor 

in 1888: "labor will continue to organize. You may sneer, sneeze, 

cough, weep, laugh or howl, the fact remains and you can't rub it 

out." The Populist program, however, contained frequent pro-labor 

planks, and the farmer supported the idea that "the laborer is worthy 

n *j O 

of his hire no matter what branch of industry he is engaged in." 

Tension existed between the program of the Populist leaders which 

stressed cooperation between the farmer and the urban laborer and 

the hostility of the marginal farmer toward cities and organized 

labor. 

The plan for action of the Populists served as the leading 

edge of a powerful reform impulse in Texas during the l890's. The 

People's Party program was a flexible economic plan which rested 

not on the issue of free silver, but on the assumption that full 

118 Harry Tracy, op.cit., pp. 386-33?; and Southern Mercury, December 

13, 1888, January 10, 1889. 
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"monetary relief can only cone to the country from a comprehensive 

financial scheme." The party refused to adopt any single solution 

to the farmer’s economic problems. It resisted fusionist efforts and 

the adoption of free silver as a primary issue in 1896: 

But experience has taught the people that 

free coinage is not the panacea for all 

political ills that we are heir to, and for 

that reason it is useless and unreasonable 

to ask the people's party to cast off all 

else and enter the campaign upon that one 
issue. 

The delegates to the 1896 convention from Texas were known as the 

"immortal 103" by their fellow Texans because of their efforts in 

resisting fusion and the adoption of free silver as a panacea. The 

Populist program in Texas functioned as an educator of reform 

principles and as a continuing source of pressure on the Democratic 

Party. The Populists were never in control of the apparatus of 

government, but their ideas played a leading role in shaping Texas 

politics. 

Production control did not become a Populist program. 

Kacune proposed an embargo by all cotton producers at one point, 

but it was a temporary measure designed to secure concessions from 

merchants and bankers rather than to control the market. Production 

119 T. Hugent, op. cit.,p. 2$1; and Southern Mercury, May 21, 1896 
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control violated the cultural myths of the agrarian community, 

120 
particularly the values of the marginal farmer. Divine ■will 

demanded that the farmer till the land and bring forth crops. The 

farmer who allowed his fields to lie idle would lose touch •with 

nature and abandon his special virtue. Production control would 

have required some form of subsidy for the marginal farmer to sur¬ 

vive, and this would have violated his sense of justice. Men were 

to be rewarded for their effort and contribution, not for their 

failure to produce. Production control was ideologically impos¬ 

sible for the marginal farmer. 

The most serious criticism of Populist ideology has been 

that it contained sour, illiberal and illtempered elements which 

found expression in later reactionary political activity. The para¬ 

noid tendency of the Populist leadership is said to have infected 

later movements. This criticism has little application in Texas. 

Populism made important contributions to later reform interests in the 

121 
state such as the National Farmers Union and the Socialist Party. 

120 Frederick Fliegel suggests that !,low-income farmers can be ex¬ 
pected to respond poorly to education and action programs which 
emphasize an aggressive commercial approach to agriculture." 
Frederick C. Fliegel, "Obstacles to Change For the Low- Income 
Farmer," Rural Sociology, XXV (September, I960), p. 318. 

121 For examples of the influence of Texas Populism on these movements 
see John A. Crampton, The National Farmers Union: Ideology of a 
Pressure Group (Lincoln: University of Nebraska~Pres's, 1965), pp. 

3-75 Louis B. Schmidt, "The Role and Techniques of Agrarian Pres-, 
sure Groups," Agricultural History, XXX’(.April, 1<?£6), pp. U9-f?l5 
and James VJeinstein, The Decline of Socialism in America, 1912- 

192f> (New York and London: Monthly Review Press, 1967), pp. 16- 
lUT 
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Southern Progressivism was a direct descendant of Populism, and modern 

liberal forces in Texas draw suppoi’t from old Populist strongholds. 

A recent study revealed that in 195>7 liberals carried lf> of 20 im¬ 

portant Populist counties in the state which have not had significant 

122 
population changes since the decline of Populism. If Populism 

in Texas contained the seeds of sour illiberalism, it also contained 

the seeds of a continuing reform impulse. 

The goal of Populist ideology was neither a past utopia nor a 

quasi-socialist future; the Texas farmer wanted neither earlier pas¬ 

toral simplicity nor future totalitarian socialism. Texas Populists 

asked only that their society ,!give free play to competition within 

✓ 
the proper sphere of individual effort and investment, and steadily 

oppose those extreme socialistic schemes which seek by the outside 

pressure of mere enactments or systems to accomplish what can only 

1 23 
come from the free activities of men...." ' Their goal was economic 

aid political reform and to a large extent their demands we re either 

met or absorbed by the Democratic Party. 

The ideology of Populism functioned as an important reform 

impulse and as an effective vehicle for agrarian discontent in Texas. 

The economic aid social problems of the marginal farmer vie re joined 

with the unifying cultural myths of the agricultural community to pro¬ 

duce a reformist view of reality. The ctuaiging program of the Populists 

became a vigorous call for reform. The rhetoric of the movement was 

an effective cohesive force within the farmer's community, and it 

functioned as an important force in the political arena in Texas. 

122 George D, Tindall, The Emergence of the New South, 1913-19^5 (Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 19*67)^~.”Tf oncT James R. 

Souicup, Clifton McCleskey and Harry Holloway, Party and Factional 
Division in Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 19GU), pp» 99-10 

123 T. Nugent, op. clt., p. 105. 
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