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ABSTRACT

_

This thesis investigstes the history of North 2kota
during the era of the Nonpartisan League (rough:y 1315

¥pe!
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1

through 1921). A significant body of rzsearch on the Le

‘

exists, hut no study has yet svecifically addressed itself
) expiorinq the political culture Qf the League and of itz
opponents in such a way lhat the full nature of the
Nonpartisan “reve t” is madr. clear. The League wis indeed
the result of farmors perception nf economic exploitation
at the hands of big business, yet it was more basically a

proactive stiuggle for inclusion. While employing elements

o8}

cf agrarian ideclogy, the League was also the product of

I3

world dominated by the urban-based values of “business.’

1 "

Leaguers hoped, through occupationally-pased, coellective
political action; to gain power, dignitv, and material
sucéess withinbthat world. Although this conscicusness was
a departure from the received pclitical culture of the
1910s, in ofiar ways the Leaguers’ political culture was
fairly‘mainstream. The League’s program of politicali

inclusion, for example, kepu well within traditironal

gendered boundaries. Nor was the Leagque’s vision of

Vi



material progféss revolutionary.

Being a historical inquirv, the preparation of this
thesis is ﬁhe result of standard historical researcn
methodologies. In terms of theory, however, this project
has been informed by post-structuralist theories of
“language.” Thus, particular attention has been paid to the
process. of languvage building especially ducing the early
years of the Nonpartisan era. How Leaguers and their
opponents defined themselves and their world, inclusively

and“exclusively, provides a more subtle understanding of the

Nonpartisan “revolt.”

vii



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The story of the Nonpartisan League is one of the more
dramatic episodes in the history of North Dakota. Certainly
it is one of‘the,most frequently investigated, for a variety
of reasons. Some scholars nave been drawn to the League"
because it offeré a compelling, well-documented display of

successful grass-roots activism. Robert Morlan's Political

Prairie Fire, the standard work on the Nonpartisén League
since its publication in 1955, is thé prime exampnle of this.
Mcrlan portrayed the League as a forebear of later twentieth
century governmental liberalism.! Another generation of
historians also found the NPL to be a positive stagevin
North Dakota’s historical development. In 1981, Larry
Remele called the League “a beacon and a symbol of

democracy for the modern age.”? Scott Ellsworth, in his
1982 dissertation, wrcte of the NPL’s “Unusual mode of
nonpartisan politics, one which could easily be used
again.”?

Specialists in North Dakota history have alsb analyzed

the Nonpartisan League. Elwyn B. Robinson devoied two
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chapters of his monumental History of North Dakofa
(published in‘l966) to the rise and fall of the Leagué.
Among his other work on the League era, D. Jercome Tweton in
1981 wrote an important essay on the anti-League Indepenuéu
’»Voters Association (1IvAa).°

In the 1980s and 1990s, scholars increasingly subjected
the evidence to such categqries of ahélysis as ethnicity and
gender, revealing more about those.people who‘comprised the
League membership. For exémple, in 1986 Kathleen Moum
argued for the importance ofbcommunity relationships in the
‘League’s development.® In her 1994 article "'We ALl
Leaguers by Our House," Kim E. Wielsen explored thé ways
League women "stretched, tugged, and battled with the gender
boundariesvwhich determined much of their lives."’

Of course, not all League studies fall neatly intov
these categories. Rdbcrt'Bahﬁer's‘194l dissertat:ion, for
example, examined the ecohomics of the grain trade, the
inequities of which, he asserted, were responsible for the
League’s rise.? Other historians have cons’dered such
matters as the League’s relationship to national politics,
the precise nacure of the NPL program, and the League’s
progress in particular geographic areas.

Yet for all the research that has been done on the

Nonpartisan League, nearly all League scholarship is
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predicated on. a basic aSsumption tnat has remained
unexamined: that the Nonpartisan League was fundamentally a
protest movement (usually thought to be a radical one),
fighting against the control outside interests had‘over
farmers’ procuctive and social lives. With this in mind,
scholars have investigated thoée conditions that caused
Leaguers to “rekel,” and have shown how the NFL “revolt” was
carried out. Wh;le it would be ridiculous to suggest that
conflict be exéised from the NPL story, the assumption that
the,Léague was essentially and unequivocally oppos - i.oenal
(and thus radical) in nature has bebome imbedded 17 thw
histor;&graphy of the NPL. This has had three important
consegjuences.

First, viewing the'League as an expression “agaihét”
something obscures the fact‘thaf‘the NPL was more
importantly -- and fundamentally -- a struggle “for”
something else. As a result, researchers have tended to
overemphasize the acrimeny of the League era. Alice Poehls’
~conter:ion that the NPL experience constituted a social
“war"”” is generally representative of the attitude taken by
most League scholars. While the League leadership may have -
heecn ' he implacable foe of big business -- NPL president
Arthu: £. Townley was an accomplished hater -- Leaguers

thems-1lves wanted nothing so much as to be more pcowerful
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players within tie world of capitalism.  Getting rid o

Biz” was merely a2 means, not an end.

Uy

Next, by accepting the League as radical, histor.zo

WY

have continually spoken of fthe experimental nature of thb
League program, as if Leaguers sougnt to bring oown tne
goverrmenta. structures and dabble‘in socialism fcr the sarke
of curiosity. For the most part, rank—and—filé Leaguers had
little interest in theories of polit:cal economy but a great
deal of interest in being more competitive within the
eccnomic system. One scholar has made an cbservation abpout
Canadian agrarian novements that also applies to the NDL,
The radicalism of Leaguers |

consisted not so much in the extent of their economic
demands (which were not extreme) as in their conviction,
born of repeated frustration of these demands, that the
economic subordination from which they were suffering
was an inherent part of castern financial domination and
of the party system.: ‘

Leaguers hoped to participate as equals in the modern world.
Finally, the notion of the Nonpartisan League as an

essentially reactive force has made some strange

hisﬁoriographical pedfellows. This is not a problem in

itself, but unfortunately historians with very different

Ui

stories to tell have misinterpreted certain primary scources
in the same way. For example, Theodore Saloutos!'', Rober:

)

Morlan'?, and Dale Baum'® each made supstantial use of a

document by Leaque attorney f(and Socialist) Arthur LeSueur



to argue that the League m.ssagz ¢in3nlved struggling

V7SN -
Lallicrls

from persoral responsibiiity for their lot. For Saloutos,
this was‘further evidehce of the League’s radicalism.
Morlan cited LeSuéur to svugaest that this was an ardument
~for the Lcague having a strong ceiitralired leadership.
Baum, in one of the Iew frankly revisi~nist writings o~ the

's

M-

League, contended that it was an expression of the Leagu
“Manichean” world view.'* Yet each of‘these historians tonk
LeSueur’s statement at face value -~ itself 2 somewhat risky
mbve‘since in this piece LeSueur. élways a more dedicatcd
Socialist than Leaguer, was comparing the NPL unfaworably to
North Dakota’s Socialist pérty - - because each aséumed that
the League’s farmer recruits weréybasically ;eactive. Yet
as ;hapter five will argue. most Leaguers did not desire
absolution from their reSponsibilities, but rat®er sought a
means by which they could more “manfully” assume -- or
reéssume —- their domestic and social duties and
obligaticons.

Thus, with few exceptiohs, historians have presented
Nonpartisan Leaguers as pveople wino reacted to and struggled
against the forces of modernity. Although one author has
contended that the essence of the League lay, not in
oppositional politics, bubt in the'search for a new, poust-

agrarian “myth”,' the assumption that the League was
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fundamentally a protest movement has not. been sy

O .

Q3

tested. Tt 18 Lhe‘purpose of this tnesis to do
This study will argue that Nonpartisan Leaquers warse
motivated not by a .Jdesire to overthrow the reczived social
and goVernmental institutions, but rather by a desire to be
‘nclﬁdedbmore ful]y within them. As Rozanne Enerson has
observed, Leaguers fully belicved their program could
“succeed within and successfully challienge the existing
capitalist economic system.”!” Thus, the League’s much-
discussed “radicalism” will be called into question. It
will be argued that the League should not be seen as a
“novel exneriment,”! nor as a “great éocialist
experiment, ”*® nor as “a sympol of democracy.”!® Neither
should it be seen simply‘aﬁ the result of economic

2020

exploitation nor as a “neo-Populist movement. Leaguers
sought not political revolution but material prospe:ity,‘and
were not necessarily any more committed‘to democracy ahd
social justice than were small-town North [akota mercheats.
Defining themselves primarily through the same middle-ciass,
‘urban-derived sccial definitions as did their oppenents,
Leaguers sought self-respect and prosperity. NPL members
were encouradged to think of theirs as a class-—-based
movcment, founded on agrarian traditions, yet oné whose

implications of class stretched no further than allowing
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them to compete more effectively against other organized
interests. The Nonpartisan League was essentially

rr

reformist. 7 e‘League’é self-declared enemy was “Big Biz”,
but Leaguers felt a deep respect for private property and
had an ambivalent relationship with local business people.
Despite being labeled “bolshevistic,” the WPL accepted the
existing governmental strucfures. Although called
“socia;istic,” the League’s program embraczd capitalism.

And while branded “free lovers,”‘Leaguers operated within
conservative definitions of gender rclcs.

In order to better explicate thé breadth of the
counter-hegemonic process that characterized the Nonpartisan
League experience, this study will use the idea of political
culture as a conceptual framework. In employing a broad
definition of political culture such as that proposed by
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba ("the politicai_system'as
internalized in the cognitions, feelings and evaluations of
)21 |

the researcher must ask a wide variety

its population”)*®,

of questions about the period's intellectual, cultural,_and
social climates. Through the use of the paradigm of
pblitical cultufe, th very broad purposes will be achieved.
First, the League will be‘explored as a concrete expression
of popular tnought and emotion rather than as an objective

political structure. The second purpese, which will
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neceséarily be achieved in order to fulfill the first, is to
placé'people's internalized experience of the MPL within ﬁhe
context of naticnal intellectual life.

Basing a historical study upcn a set of questions
~essentially borrowed from pélitical science requires careful
attention to scholarly tools, since scme of those uvsed by
the social scientist -- such as the public opinion survey -
‘are not available to the historiaﬁ.' Instead, people's
thoughts and feelings must be accessed through whatever
paper tfail has survived. The process of attempting to
reconstruct the mental world of a particular group of people
at a particular time is difficult, but in this case it is
not impossible.

Political culture can be examined from a historical

O
U
2]
o

perspective. The theory that will be employed in this

t
jox
D

which carries with it a distinct methodology, involves

)

use of whaf has become known among labor historians as
"langﬁages approach." This approach assumes that :the
"language" of a historical movement is not simply an
expressioﬁ of a particular pre-existing social reality.
Instead, 1t proposes thét language itselfr through the wavy
meanings are constructed, helpe to shape the nature of

social phenomena. According to Gareth Stedman Jones, an
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'articulatebproponent’of "languagés"? its methodology calis
for |
exploring the systematic relatiohship between terms and
propositions within the language rather than setting
particular propositions into direct relation to a
putative experiential reality of which they f[arxe]
assumed to be the expression.??
Language co-exists with experience in a symbiotic
relationship, and to understand the discursive process of
the languagé—building‘of a partioular social movement, in a
large way,‘is to understand the movement itself. Explorino
~how such words as "socialism"”, "business", and "cliass"
interactéd with the League experience -- rather than viewing
them aS'inért guideposts along the road to historical
reality -- will clarify how the social and intellectual
currents in wnich North Dakotans found themselves received
expression in the political culture which produced the
League and its opposition.

An analysis based on languages carries another powerful
interpretive concept that is of particular use for examining
the Nonpartisan era. Accordina to historian Joan Wallach
Scott,

.. meaning is multidimensicnal, established
ralationally, directed at wmore than one auditor, framed
in an already existing (discursive) field, establishing
new fields at the same time. Positive cdefinitions
depend on negatives, indeed imply their existence in
order to rule them out. This kind of interdependence
hag ramifications well beyond literal definitions.?®
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With the understanding that meening is‘derived through the
process of differentiatidn) the implication follows that the
definition of a particular social phenomenon is arrived at
both by affirmation and by negation.

This project will attempt to treat political culture in
Norﬁh‘Dakota during the Nonpartisan Era with special
reference to three counties: Grand Forks, Burleigh, and
Wérd; These‘counties have been chosen for a numpber of
reasons. First, each had arcommunity with at least one
 daily newspaper during most of the NPL era, an important
fector in obtaining a steady supply of editorial comment on
local and state issues. Secondlv, these counties pro?ide as
much economic and social diversity as possible while still
fulfilling the first condition. Grand Forks county, in the
extremeveastern end of the state, hosted small grain and
potato farms while its main city of the same name -~ home of
the state university -- was increzsingly becoming an urban,
regional service center. The state capital of Bismarck is
in Bufleigh county, and is in the center of a major‘lignite
coal district. Ward county, in north—centrél North Dakota,
had both mining and agriculture while Minot, the county
seat, was a railway hub. While many of the primary

materials for this prcject come from these tirvee
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communities, documents from elsewhere‘in North Dakota and
the United States have also been used.
It should also be noted that this thesis makes no
attempt to retell the story of the League’s rise and féll.
: This wdrk has already been done more than adequatély by

Robert Morlan in Political Prairie Fire. Larry Remele’s

“Power to the People,” which was cited above, is a good

chapter-length account of the Nonpartisan Leagué.
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CHAPTER Il
THESE ARE STIRRING TIMES:

The League and Perceived Limits of the Possible

"It ié great to live in North Dakota-—— even if we dont
[sic] get any crops!" began a ietter from a Leaguer
commenting on the overwhelming succesg of the seven NPL-
sponsored measures in the‘statewide referendum Qf June 1919.
Despite the efforts of an increasingly organized opposition,
Leaguers in control of the state‘government had received
‘_public support for the exeéution of their program of state
ownership. Reporting to Henry Teigan, secretary of the NPL,
Velva jeweler Oscar Anderson wrote glowingly of what this
electorai triumph would mean to Nofth Dakdténs -- despite
the effect of that summer's drought on the wheat crop -- and
to Arericans: "Réaction is in the saddle all over, but North
Dakota is the one\bright spot -- the star that is going to
show the way for a greater Liberty and Democracy; the world
over."! Although it is likely that some ot Anderson's pro-
League enthusiasm was calculated to please Secretary Teigan,

wnom Anderson addresses as "Friend Henry," this letter is

14
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';quite’representative of other pro-NPL editorialsvand
correspondences.

Perhaps the most striking feature in pro-Leagus
rhetoric =-=- found in the letters of ordinary MNorth Dakotins

like Oscar Anderson, on the editorial pages of such League

ne wspapers as the Nonpartisan Leader and Fargo's Courier-
News, and among the official remarks of such prominent NPL
figures as Arthur lTownley, Lynn Frazier, and Charles Edward
Russell -- is its virtually unflagging optimism about the
League's possibilities.? Enthusiasts'weré sure that the NPL
‘was the means by which they would make their mark on the
world through the "New Day."?® As one Nonpartisan Leader
editorial triumphantly anncunced,.
The armies of progress are being organized. Their way
is lighted by enthusiasm and loyalty to the cause. The
bands are playing. The slogans of the people marching on
to new and better things £ill the air. The inspired
army 1is passing your door. It is marching on to victory
as certain as the rising sun tomorrow.?
-Despite the martial imagery, Leaguers saw themselves not as
revolutionaries but as redemptionists, responding to "a call
to patriotic action"® which would "restore health and vigor
to the political body."® The League's pboosterish optimism --
which can in part be attributed to the NPL's roots in
traditional agrarianism’ -- did not obscure the fact that

the League's political culture was based on an acceptanc- of

conflict as a feature (although perhaps not an inevitable
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feature) of politiéal and economi.c life. One farmer wrote
the Leader commenting on the "catalyptic [sic] fits that the
political géngsters of this Staté are having over this
’organizatién of the farmers," and questioned the sincerity
of those who ostensibly scught to prdtect the farmer from
demagogues, asking, "Is it‘their fear for the welfare of the
farmers -- or their fear of the maréh of justice?"?®

In many ways a product of the culture of "business"
itself, the League did nct zeek to distance itself from the
material aspects of twentieth‘century life, nor did it lose
faith in basic governmental structures. A Leader cartoon‘
wnich portrayed an "0Old Gang Politician" swinging a‘bludgedn
labeled "Political Power" against an archetypical farmer was
"not inﬁended to suggest that the democratic system itself
was evil. 1Instead, said the cartoon's caption, the "purpose
of the farmers' organization [the NPL] is to disarm this
gentleman with the club and transfer the weapon to the
farmers."? This‘cartoon captured the essertially
'utilitérian view of politics most Leaguexrs took. Political
Drograms -- whether they wére called “progressiie;”
“radicai," or anything else -- were to be‘judged on their
usefulness.v As a letter from a Grafton Leaguer indicates,
farmers felt "the need of organizatibn to effe&tnalize our

common want and recognize the necessity of accepting
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leadership."!® Yet lcaguers >uld not be farce-fed
ideology, for, to borrow a‘m aphor from steam enginzering
(or home brewing, each a pos. bHility in 1916 North Dakota),

‘No doubt these men who »1gége to canvass for

membership color their . speal with radical views

on government and finance. However, such

vaporings will become thoroughly cooled and

~condensed before they are codified.™
iThus,v"radical views“ were not to be rejected outright bgt
rather made use‘of in whatever ways that suited the
individual farmer.

_However, while the Nonpartisan League did not call for
an ovefturning of the political structure, it did seek a
shift inkpolitical culture. The League challenged what was
perhaps the cenﬁral myth in popular pblitical culture: that
Zmerica was a classless society, and that class-based
political movements were therefore a dangerous perversion of
"Americanism". However, Leaguers thought thet the NPL was a
necessity to allow farmers to compete against other
organized interests in an increasingly bureaucratized world.
- As League organizer Ray McKaig insisted, the NPL was “ﬁhe
modern product of a modern, economic and industrial and
governmental need."!?
Whether or not the League program lived up to the

optimistic hopes of its suppor:ers is not a relevant

gquestion for this inv-.stigation. In that regard, it is
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'vltél_to avéid the weil baQt@d hisﬁotical‘trap of assuming
“that while the materiel werld of the ea-ly Nonpartisans was
fundamentally different from our own, the underlying
cultural assumptions that ‘ormed the background for the
chQices and‘understandingsbqf daily life were bhasically the
same. 13 Thus, when discuésing political cualture, the danger
is that we project our own ideas about the r=lationship
between the individual and government onto these dead
people. ‘Léwrence Goodwyn made exactly this point about the
:Populists, that it i1s "quite difricult for people to grasp
the scépe of popular hopeslthat were alive in an earlier
time when democratic expectations were larger than those
people permit themselves to have today."! And yet, while
the democratic expectations of Nonpartisaﬁ League membefs
were large by today's standards -- and even, it should ke
noted, by the standards ot their contemporary opponents --
chey Aare no larger than those allowed by thé "agrarian
myth"?® whose spirit of "lusty democracy and social
equality"!® formed an important part of the foundation of
the NPL's political culture. = The point here is not whether
'kthe League "led to" any other historic phenomena; it is
vrather that~Leaquers believed the NPL offéred a viable means
of overcomiﬁg social and economic oppression and

inaugurating a "New Day".
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In Political Prajrie Fire, Robert Morlan made the
observation that |

It nas often been statea that the Republican part;, of
‘North Dakota was captured in 1916 by the Nonpertisan
League. It would actually be fully as correct to say.
that the Republican party was captured by the Republican
-voters of the state, who were using a political party as
‘it is theoretically supposed to be used -- as & vehicle

for carrying out the will of the majority of its
members. !’

~In one sense, Morlan is absolutely correct. An important
aspect of NPL rhetoric did emphasize that the League was
nothing more thah a tool by which farmers could recover
their loét political rights. As Charles Russell éontended,
farmers themselves‘Were.responsible for their lack cf
political power since “they had the power at the ballot box
and would not exercise it for themselves.™® In his 1916
gubernatérial,campaign, Lynn Frazier insisted that Leaguers
were "law abiding citizens and vere exercising their
‘constitutional rights in seeking to elect men to publib
office" who would carry out the will of the majority of
voters. A Minot newspaper, mildly supporting the Leaque,
subtitled this story "Frézier's Calm Address."? In this
respect (although not in others), the League identified
itself as poliﬁically moderate, and no differert in théory
from the received political culture. Both Leaguers and
their opponents recognized that openness and.moderation‘——

two esscential characteristics of a stable democracy,
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according tec political scientists Almond and Verba''-- were

[ &

cherished myths of the received politicél culture. Just z
vthe League emphasiZed that one part of their political
culture -- rnhasserting guaranteed cohstitutional‘rights -=
wés moderate, Leaguers joined Repub;icans, Democrats and
P:ogressivés in calling for an end to the shedy back room
deals of old-fashioned, bossist politics. The Leader, for
example, promised it would be "a séarch_lighﬁ . . . thet

will illumine the secret chambers and expose to the gaze of

“the public the mysteries of the political conclave.”?*

John Fiske's Civil Goverpnment, a conctemporary High Schocl
éivics textbook cited positively in the IVA pamphlet
"Treatise on‘Townleyisﬁ{" made a very similar point. 1In a
passage arguing for New England town meetingsvas the
apotheosis of the democratic way, Fiske contended,
"gevernment by town-meeting is the form of government most
effectively under watch and control. Everything is done in
the full daylight of‘publicity."”‘ And the chapter‘entitled
"Let There Be Light" from Woodrow Wilson's New Freedom
illustrates that the theme of openness as the sclution to.
political and industrial injustice was a part of mainstream
political thought. Said Wilson:

The people of the United Statés have decided to do a

healthy thing for both pelitics and big business

They are going to open the doors; they are going
to let up the blinds; they are going to drag sick thinas
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~into the open air and into the liéht of the'sun.‘*3
While oppoﬁenﬁs would brand the League leadership as‘

un-American, Leaguers saw themselves as heirs to the legacy
of American pétricts standing up for their rights. For
example, one weader cblumnist connected the farmers’ plight
‘to the American Revolution®:

We farmers are over three—fourths‘of the people of the

state and have about one-quarter of the representation

in the state legislature. If that isn't taxation

without representation what is?%
Similarly, a Leadexr advertisement urging NPL members to
elecﬁ convention delegates, which included a strong dose of
VPopulistic rhetoric (as well as a brief tangent into
Utilitarianism)”, nevertheless tied the NPL message into a |
féirly‘consefvative American mythology by featuring a
léortrait of George Washington, citing the Declaration of
Independénce in its headline, and telling readers that
Washington -- a disinterested, abdlitical patriot -- should
be the model for delegateé they selected. "Many twentieth
century Washingtons are among you," assured the nggggf In
an address commemorating Lincoln's birthday, League
newspaperman David C. Coates (whom the Bismarck Tribune
idehtifjed as the League's evil genius for a few months in
the spring of 1916*') also looked to American history --
albeit rather fancifully -- for the League's ideological

forebears, contending that the sixteenth president's'
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"revolutiohary épirit and support of the péople in theif'
right to thfow bff existing constitutions or forms of
government when they became burdensome" was in lirne with f
what the NPL sought to do.?® Thus DalevBaum’s argument that
the League was founded on radical, millenarian principles
and that A.C. Townley’s rhetoric “had takén the League cut
of history itsélf””‘is challenged by an abundance of
:evidence suggesting that Leaguers understood themsélves to
be firmly footed in Aﬁericah historical traditions.

Another fairly conservative aspect of the League's
political culture dealt with race and gender. While the
League’s‘political culture called for the increased power of
- 1ts constituency (farm men), and to some dégree for members
of the working class, its vision of inclusion did not extend
far beyohd those categories. True, the League endorsed
women's suffrage -- in 1917 Frazier opined that "if the men
can't take enough interest in public affairs to clean things
ﬁp,vlet us franchise the women and let them try it"3° -- but
this was not a very radical view in 1917. 1In terms of race
relations, the Nonpartisan League also had something of a
centrist stance. While not condoning the theme of
~anglophilist chauvinism which sometimes found.voice in the
popular press®' -- the Commercial West, a regional financial

journal, made the illogical observation that victory over
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Germany in the European War was due to Anglo-Saxon
superiority32 -~ the League was apparently not far outéide
its time with regards to non-European races. One of fﬁe few
a?ailable referénces toinon—European races in NPL-related
literature concerns Native Americans. A suggested answer in
the League correspondence‘course tc the objectibn, "Suppose
we do ¢ lect the farmers to office, they will not know enough
.to run things," told the wavering potentiél Leaguer, "Don't
worry, the men who have the brains to run the farming
industry of this country, have brains enough to run the
state." And if farmers were not intelligent enough to "run
~'things", then "we should be treated like Iﬁdians and made
‘wards'of the‘state."33 This hints that, while the NPL arose
in responée to a politidal culture of exclusion, like the
received political culture»it had no radical program for

inclusion by race or gender.

While in several ways the received political culture
had much in common with that of the Nonpartisan League,
there were also great differences. The League clearly
recogniied that their organization was a sharp break from
the received political culture's emphasis on moderétion for>
its an‘sake, on routine, and on classlessness. In a cover
story jauntily entitled "The 'Good Old’Déys‘ are Gone," the

Leader acknowledged as much:
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In the "go ! old days" of party politics, the various
bosses of . - various parties simply put up the various
candidates. Then they tipped off the daily press and
the daily pro tipped off the country weeklies and the
country weeki. . tipped off the farmers and the thing

was done.’
The League self—conséiously sought to end this practice.
Pexrhaps thevmost convincing evidence of how complétely
the LeagUeimeséage permeated North Dakota society comes,
interestingly enough, from the MNPL's opposition. Lewis F.
Crawford, himself an IVA supporter, gave a first-hand

account of the NPL era in his 1931 History of North Dakota

(not-to be confused with Elwyn Robinson's work of the same
name):

We had League picnics, women's auxiliaries, public-
debates, newspaper controversies, iva's, special
legislative sessions, HB 44 [House Bill 44, which
outlined a new state constitution in line with NPL

~principles], farmer-owned bapks,‘neWbpaperu, stores and
what nots . . . initiatives, referendums, and i zalls
that consumed the energy and disturbed the peace and
guiet of every citizen from the mere voter to the

- Supreme Court. This controversy was not confined .
officials, candidates for office or professional
politicians. The daily life of even the common citi:zen
wag a round of bitter political acrimony in which each
freely backed up his beliefs, however ill-founded many
of them were, with his time and money.?

Crawford's book has been cited as primary evidence of the
stormy North Dakota social and political climate of the late
- 1910s and eALly 1920s.%  For our purposes, it is another

1llustratzon of the degree to which the League message found
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’;its.way‘ihto‘the conséiousness of‘friendvand foe alike. Yet
Crawford's remérkable statement is useful in another way.
The present diséussion seeks to explicate how the
Nonpartisan League constituted -- during its five years in
power‘~— a partial shaﬁtering of the bouhdaries and
definitions of the feceived political culture. By cloéely
examining Lewis Crawford's description éf the NPL era, we
can begin”to‘draw an éccurate picture of that political
culture.

-Social conservatism.was perhaps_the most striking
'féature of the political culture‘outlined by Crawford. Much
value was pladed on "peace and-quiet",vwhile the person
supporting his political‘beliéfs with "time and money"
possessed, not the courage of his‘convictions, but a
‘dangeroué level of political partisanship. BAlso clearly
enunciated in Cfanord's statement was the belief that‘the‘
"mere voter" had a relaticnship to the political system
.significantly different, and significantly more passive,
than that of "officialsf. As chapter three will show, this
political culture was in part an aspect of the rise of the
urban, middle-class, business standard as a central myfh of
American citizenship. To the representatives of fhé state's

existing power structures, the League's political nature was

truly dangerous. The Grand Forks Herald, the League's most
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consistent and articuléte critic, clarified this pointjin an
editorial e;ntitle‘dy "The "Rig‘ht “and the Wrong Way," which
contrasted the activities of the So;iety of Equity’with
those of the NPL. While launching a standard attack against
the League as "beiny managed in an'autocratic, dictatorial
and thoroughly un—American manner" by "C.A. Townley [sic]

a bolitical shyster and business incompeteht," the‘
‘article‘s title gives away its mdre basic message:‘that
" class-based political action on the part of farmers was
"wrong".‘ The’Equity was "a business organization
concerned with lightening tﬁe labors and improving the
condition of men and womén on the farms." The>League, on
the'other hand, was an o;ganizatioh "whose avowed object is
the capture of the state legislature and executive and
administrative officers «f the state, " making it, the Herald
charged, "a political organization pure and simple.™¥
(chapter three will discuss how the words‘"business" and
"politics" were used as rhetorical polarities, the formef a
label of legitimacy and | he latter a badge of‘corruption.f
Thué“the Herald, like Lewis Crawfofd and many other North
Dakotans of the day, saw intense politicel partisanship as
~an aberration. At best it meant a benighted return to the
bad old days of "irresponsibility in a disorganized

society". At worst, thd .caguc's partisanship seemed to-
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Signal a future of "occupétional préjudice, and class hatreoc
and’mutual suspicions among'citj..zer;s‘."39 Making a rather 
similar pbinﬁ, League newspaperman Charles E. Russell argued
before the Amefican Sociological Society that, befbre the
coming of the NPL, it was "under the cloak of partisan |
fervor that the agents of the corporation got into office
and controlled the state's affairs." ‘Thus both the
‘pfoponents of the_received poiitical‘culture and thoce of
‘the NPL agreed that "partisanship” was unhealthy. However,
wéll aware that the League célled for a new conception of
.how citizeﬁs’related to government, Russell distanced his
oréanization from the taint of partisanship, for the League
"meddled with no man's politics"“——'aftér all, was it nof‘a
fnonpaftisan" league?

While the NPL rejected the gospel of moderation in all
things politicel (meanwhile attempting to avoid
"partisanshipﬁ), it was an article'of‘faith for the
bpposition. For the Bismarck Iribune, this meant aﬁ
adherence to the existing two—party system that proscribed
extra-party tactics. "If the farmers‘cannot bring about
nécessary reforms through the Republican and bémocratic
warty," editorialized the i;;bggg, "they certainly will
nevef reach the desired goal‘by a non-partisan organ-

ization."*® This faith, however, also contained a strong
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element of what Lawrence Goodwyn haé.called "political
fesignation"43 since, the Tribune believed, "it is
‘impossible to compel good times or to legislate
prosperity."! This idea, as has been shown, was in direct
conflict with the NPL's culture‘of pélitical optimism
‘(élthough‘both Leaguers and their opponents tended to be

"boomers" when it came to a belief in material progress).

>>The attitude of Minot'S’Optic—Reborter is particularly
‘useful in clarifying the nature of the received political

" culture as during‘the 19i6'priméries the paper was still
attemptiﬁg to maintain an objective editorial stance toward
ﬁhe Ncnpartisan League. Early in June the Qptic-Reporter
gently accused the anti—Léague Grand Forks Herald of
immoderation,_While reassuring readérs as to the essential

moderation of the state's rural population, saying “hat

pinions of the Grand Forks

Q

"from reading the editorial
Hefald, one would think the North Dakota'farmer was an
anarchist rather than a peaceful, law—abiding citizen."¥
However, the Minot newspaper was well aware that North
Dakota had seen nothing like the 1916 political cémpaign‘for
years, and in an editorial entitled "The Slaughter of the
Innoéents,“ suggested that politicaljéontroversy was a sign

of democracy at work. Furthermore, the campaign proved that
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North Dakota's voters could "not be led by the nose: nor have
their minds made up for them by others."*®
Certainly the 1916 campaign was very different from

those before it. On the eve of the 1912 primaries, the
Grand Forks Herald declared that it was endorsing no
candidates, because

the selection of candidates within the party is largely

a matter of personal preference, and, taking for granted

the general fitness of the men who offer themselves for

those positions, voters will naturally be influenced

largely by their acquaintance with the men, and their

personal friendship for them. For the important places
on the ticket there are plenty of good men to choose

from.*
Thus the paper that led the anti-League crusade beginning
almost with the League's birth abstained from taking sides
in the 1912 split within the Republican party. Also evident
is a curiously apolitical interpretation of the political
system. Voters, it assumed, would be swayed not by debates
over substantive issues nor by appeals to party loyalty, but
rather by social reasons, the bonds of "personal
friendship." The Bismarck Tribune made similar points about
the 1912 elections, finding that

after a glance over the state papers of the past week,

we have concluded that never before in the history of

the state have such capable and patriotic citizens

yielded to the solicitations of their friends [and]

become candidates for public oftice.?'®

Again, here we see a political culture based on social

relationships, and not necessarily on party loyalty. It
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 sthld be noted tha: while the NPL experience did stfetch‘
the definitions'of political‘culture, the League also made
use of pre-existing commﬁnity and social relationships in
‘building up its political organization.*®®
An even more consistent theme in the 1912 campaign,‘

however, was an attempt by party leaders to distance
themselves and their candidates from the old-fashioned taint
df party politics. 1In the - party platform for that year,
North Dakota's Democrats eschewecd the interparty challenges
of 1908 and, looking back tb the election of 1896, located
"the birth of a nonpartisan ideology. "We have witnessed in
the last sixteen years," said the platform,‘

the growth and development of the principles advocated

- by that fearless leader of the people, Hon. W.J. Bryan

~of Nebraska, and we realize that through his great

efforts the truths and principles for which he has

fought, are receiving the endorsements cf Democrats

and Republicans alike throughout the United States.®®
The central issue facihg North Dakota Repurlicans in 1912
was how to deal Qith Theodore Rooéevelt‘s'Qboit" from‘the

party.following the nomination of William Howard Taft for

the presidency. In order to avoid further division within

the state party -- between the "stand-pat" conservatives and
the "insurgents" -- the State Committee endorsed neither
candidate. "While we remain firm in our allegiance to the

Republican party, " stated the‘Committee,‘"we insist that the

support of the presidential nominee shall not be avtest of
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pafﬁy‘loyalty."51 Thus in the mood of:the‘political culture
vof 1912, the party sidestepped the knotty issue of
partisanship.

The Bismarck Tribune, however, did make a Repubiican
preeidential endorsement for 1912, and the languvzge used
shows that paper's conception of the evolution of North
Dakotan political culture. Comparing.the two candidates,
the T:ibgne charaCterized Roosevelt as "energetic,
impulsive, ambitious, fiery, and magnetic," admirable
qualities to be‘sure, but ones which, according to the
Bismerck paper, were artifacts from America's stormy
politicalkpast. Instead, Taft's "Jjudicial, sane, [and]

' conservative" outlook was the prescription for the ills of
modern America and the preventative medicine for a healthy
future,'Since "we alreadykknow'what the problems are before
the people. The thing to do is work them out."*? So in the
last presidential election before the Nonpartisan Era,
political rhetoric emphasized moderation,‘mild partiSanship
(1f not outrigh; nonpartisanship), and, as chapter three
will discuss, businesslike efficiency‘ ASFJe have seen,‘
these qualities were not obvious in the 1916 election.

‘It was from this ideological environment that the
League's political culture emerged. While often empioying

the language of moderation, League proponents and their foes
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reqogniZed that“£he NPL was not politics as usual. IE has
been observed that seizure Qf‘the mebhanism of‘state
government was only an immediate objecﬁive for the League, a
means of obtaiﬁing much larger -~ and somewhat more nebulous
- goals. Following‘the NPL's electorél»successes in
November of 1916, Charles E. Russell reported that.the
‘Leagque was "committed to a‘program of social reforms more
fadical than any state in this Unioﬁ has undertaken or
“contemplated."®® 1In the words of A.C. Towniey, the League‘
had '"the power to not only wrest control of the state from
ﬁhekBig Plutocrats,but to enable you:to become an
independeﬁt»férmer and enjoy life in the way that you are
entitled to enjoy it."'5'1 ‘And‘Leagﬁe opponents, to whom the
éppearande of the NPL cbnsticutcd‘a‘“very real and presént
danger, " Were also convinced that the farmers' organization
represented'something new and powerfu’l.55 What this power
: réprésented, aﬁd what it threatened, ‘deserves closer
scrutiny.

To &arying'degrees, écholars analyzing the motivation
for the League's opposiﬁion have concluded that a fear of
"socialism" was a factor. This argument is not withouﬁ
_merit’ for example, the Bismarck Tribupne's labeling of the
League‘leadership as "a group'of Socialist and I.W.W.

agitators"®® in the spring of 1916 was not an‘atypical
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désdription by the oppositién press, and references to
socialism would flourish following the country's enﬁry‘into
the World War in 1917. HowéVer, Robinson's contention that
‘League opponents were nqt "ready for state socialism on a
broad front, nor were they willing co turn the state over éo
ToWnley and a group of Soéialists" seems to overstate the
- role of socialism as a divisive issue{57 ‘Certainly, by 1920
the word "socialism" was a key weapon in the anti-League
arsenal. &n editorial of that year in the Bismarck Iribune
presented the "Case of North Dakoté Against Townley" and
bitterly accused the League president of "stealing the
Republican organization and exploiting it for socialistic
purposes." Furthermore, said the Tribune, Townley operated
on "principles of socialism, bolshevism; éndvcommunism"
while Leaguebcandidates were "in every instance avowed
SOCiaiists and in many instances registered socialists."SS
Four years earlier, however, aisd in the Tribune, a-simila:
piece appeared, equally adamant in opposing the League. Yet
in the entire text of this lengthy advertisement (this time
actually iabeled as such), "socialism" was only mentioned
twice, and in a rather different way. Certain members‘éf‘
the League, said the ad,

had been identified with the Socialist organization of
the state, but had failed to make great headway in the
working out of plans for their personal advantage
because others, who were honestly convinced of the
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Jsoundh@ss of the principles of Sbéialism, dbj@rfed to
the exploitation of the organlzatlon for prlvate
advantage.® .
’ E&én in the Grand Forks ﬁg;glg, aﬁti;Léague editorials
‘befbre the 1916 primaryyelectiOn placed emphasis, not on
"socialism", but on such matters as the preSUmed
irresponsibility of League leédership, the NPL's appeal tco
occupationally-based class divisions, and on role of farmers
in economic‘and political life. |
‘Thus; in 1916 the word "socialism" had a cachet of near

respectability."ActiViSt Henry Martinscn recalled that in
-the years beforé the League’s rise, Socialists were
frequently treatéd wifh tolerance by locél business people.
In Minot,‘saideartinson,‘they |

theorized, if the crazy socialists want to hold

meetings, sing their songs and make their speeches

without kothering us too much with their peculiar

ideas, we can manage to live with them.®°
Howévér, by'l920 “socialism” had lost hearly all meaning for
North Dakota’s éonservative element except as a pejorative.
And yet the Bismarck editorialist in 1916 was clearly
disturbed about the League, as was the Herald, which daxkly
called the NPL primary victories "one of the‘greatest
political upheavals in the history of the state."® As has
been éuggested;‘it was not simrply, or solely, "sécialism"

that motivated such reactions. Therefore, one must look for

additional clues in locating the fundamentally disturbing
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element in the‘League_messagei As hars already been
‘suggested, and as chapter five will argue in detail, the
League's organization of political power con the basis nf
class was at the heart of the controversy.

Returning to Morlén's suggestion that the League's
"seizure" of the Republican party was nothing more than a
political’party achievihg its theoretical purposé,,it‘can be
saidthét in a span of a little over one year, NPL members
crossed the bridge from democratic myth to political
rreality. Quife suddenly in North Dakota therevceased to be
a gulf between how citizens in a democracy are legally
permitfed to act and what théy'acﬁually do. North Dakotans
were éware that "the ordinary éitizen is not an ideél
citizen" inkterms of making‘demands of the political
system.® As a pamphlet promotiné the League's recommended -
reading list indicates, the NPL was’conscious‘that‘the
political culture wasrbeing stretched in new ways. "These
are stirring times," intoned the pamphlet‘s author, "Events 
are moving rapidly. History is in the makiﬁg befeore your
eyes . . . you want to be able to have a paft in the big
fight for political confrol in the campaign."® Yet despite
the rhetoric of change, the new political culture of the

Nonpartisan League was a tool for inclusion, not an ideology
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of revolution. As the ébévévexample>illustrates, Leaguers

wanted “control” within'the twentieth century world.
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CHAPTER III
THE STATE IS A GREAT BUSINESS ‘CORPORATION:

The Language of Business and the Politics of Hegemony

I

As Chapter‘two has demonstrated, the Nonﬁartisan<League
represented a break from and a challenge to the predominant
political culture of North Dakota in the 1910s. While
League leaders obviously saw themselves as foes of business
"in the sense of "unshaékliﬁg the farmers from the blighting
jrasp of Big Busineés,"1 it is also clear that the 3ﬁti—
"business"»stance bf the League‘wés a reaction not onily
against the economic‘exploitation oI grain beers and
railroads but‘to "the‘rulé df busiﬁess goals and methecds in‘
govermrnent."k2 For although North Dakota was a predominately
agricultural state, the business standard had penetrated tc
the heart of the'state’s political culture. Indeed, many
observers told farmers they needed to come to

a realizétion \f‘the fact that if ﬁheir business is to
succeed 1 must be conducted with the same attention to
business metl.ods that has been found necessary in the
management of comrercial or a manufacturing business.?
However, farmers were not‘-— at leest not immediately -- to

become middle-class businessmen equal to the merchants and

43
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professionais in town. Rather, they were to‘accept the
paternalistic guidance of‘metchants and banrers --
‘ partiéularly bankers -- who had, it was insisted, the same
interests as the farmer. While League farmers accepted the
material'«f and to a limited extent, cultural -- aspects of
‘modernity; tﬁey specifically rejected the implication built
inté the prevéiling definition of "business" which cast them
as increasingly passive éubjects to the economic aﬁd
.political workings\df twentieth century‘America. By-thé
late 1910s, "business" was a shibboleth for political,
economic, and social equality. It was against this range of
definitions, implying submission and‘humiliation for Lhé,
farmer, that the Nénpartisan Leégue rebelled, while never
denying that farmers were eéger to compete in‘a modern worid
economy. An examination of how the meaninés of "business"
‘were construed in the first half of the decade illustrates
the prevalence of the business world tco which the League was
opposed.

In 1912, the yeér of the last presidential election
before the Nonpartisan Era, the most popular wbrd in the
" vocabulary of North Dakota political campaigners was
"pbusiness'". In preparation for the state's June prirwaries
_ Qf'that year, the Bismarck Daily Tribune endorsed Louis B.

‘Hanna for governor. Said the Tribune, "The state of North
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“Dakota needs at this time above all thinrgs a busineszs
administration of jﬁs'affairs." and ayvote for the
ﬁepﬁblican Hanna would be‘"aonte for business competency."*
Fargo attorney James E. Robinson, running for a seat on‘the‘
North Dakota supremé court; listed as one of his
qualifications ﬁa'practical kncwledge of law and of common
business affairs." Frank S. Henry,ba candidate for
Secretary of Stéte, opined that "the state offices are a
bﬁsineés proposition."ey'"Business" qualifiéations were also
-important in local races. The lgggung‘backed E.H.L.'
vVeéperman for Fifth District Burleigh Coﬁnty Commissiouer
because, "if there is a county office that‘requires the
services §f a successful business man it is the board of
county commissioners."”’  So pdtent was the word "business"
that a few candidates identified thehselveé in contrast to
it. Harry W; Sims, running for Burleigh County register'of
deeds,‘acknowledged and rejeéted the business standard by
stating in his political announcement "I am not a Real
Estate Agent, insurance Agent or Money Loaner, buf a working
‘man."® The Iconoclast, official organ of North Dakota
socialism, made much the same peint about campaign rhetorié;
Slamming the "Demo-Rep. papers of the entire state," the
Minét—based paper jeeréd;‘"every man mentioned for any

office these jobberwocks laud as a business man."?
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Obviously, the werd‘"bueiness" had povwerful aesociations.
.Yet‘why‘did such a cohceptj ostensibiy connected with
commarce and urbanity, have such relevance in a state whose
1910 pepulation was 72% rural?!® 7 we will see, a reference
‘to'"busineSS"vbrought with it a hcst of understandings, both
aniusive and exclusive.

In the broadest sense, the rhetoric of business
demonstrates a connection between North Dakota politicel
culture and some of the main themes of Progressivism,‘“the
‘ ehly reform mo&ement ever experienced‘by the whole American
nation."!! As a solution to the uneertainties of a world In
flux, Erogressive‘leaders‘SOught'to iméose rational eontrols
upon. society through methods of efficiency, professionalism,
and scientific process.

InvNorth:Dakota, historians have pointed to the
administration of Governor John Burke (1906-1912; as the
‘"high point" of state L’rogressiviém.12 In its 1908 platform;
North Dakota's Democratic Party praised Burke's record in a
statement that reveals much about the state's political
cuiture and the influence of Progressivism:

| We congratulate the people of this state for their
independence, wisdom, and patriectism in rising above
. the desire for party success and voting for a Governor
who places the welfare of the state above political
expediency . . . Since the day of his qualificaticn he
has given his entire time and attention to the office,

and has been and is now Governcr in every sense. He
has not been content with merely performing the duties
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of his own office, but has irn addition thereto,

exercised a supervision and control over every other
department within his sphere. He has been efficient,

2

faithful, and fearless . . .?%°

The point must be made that the Progressive era was a
time of fluctuating party lines. While the split within the
national Republican party before the 1912 electicn is well
known, North Dakota Repubiicanism was also highly factional
during‘thé pre;League era, with the‘party divided between
,conservatives‘and "progressives." Business virtues were
sﬁpposed to be an answer to the stress of political
factionalism. To the Progressive—-leaning Ward County
Reporter, in a 1910 editorial, good government was simply
‘éhother‘form of éommerce: "The state 1s a great business
’cbrporation erected and maintained by the people. The
voters are the directors and elect the officials."“

The Democrats' endorsement of Burke's govérnorship is a
fine illustration of the political manifestation of
Progressivist ideology, which, according to Robert H. Wiebe,
called for "trained, professional éervants [who] would staff
a government broadly and continuously involved in societj‘s
operations."! According to the statemént, Burke devoted
his full ﬁime to the gove;norship. prever, he acted as an
"efficient"‘administrator rather than as a party boss
working with an eye to "ﬁoliﬁical expediency." There was no

fear of big government expressed here, no sense that Burke's



interest in other state départments‘might.bé'rgéd‘as a
symptom of an inordinately powerful QXecutive branch.
Inétead, the Democratic endorsement pointed toward an
optimistic‘faith.in "che aimost unlimited potentialities of
science and administraticn"'® that characterized
Progréssivism.

The Stéte;s other political parties (with the,exception
of the Socialists) also promised a brighter future viea
_éfficiency. The 1612 platform of the North Dakota
Prqgressives, for example, condemned the "corrupt
servants"!’ of both the Republiéaﬁ‘and Democratic parties
and boldly claimed, "nevef doubt that a braver, fairer/ |
cleaner America surely will come; that a better and-brighter
life for all beneath the'flag surely will be achieved."*®
Thus it is difficult to'support Dale Baum’s contention thaf
the Nonpartisan League was unique in attempting to bury “a
corrupt past”*® and build‘é shining future. At least before
the European war, allkpolitiCal factions in Noith Dakota
(excluding, perhaps, radical socialists) were of a similar
opinion in this regard.

In the years immediately preceding the League's rise, -
one notes in poiitical discourse an effort to separate
governmental businesslike efficiency -- depicted as an agent

of betterment -- from politics, which had become a word
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loaded with associations of corruption.”’® A pblitical
‘advertiseMentvfor George J. Smith, who sought the Republiban
gubernatorial nomination for 1916, illuétrates heow packed
with meaning the terminology had become. In the ad, a head-
vahd—shoulders photo of Smith (whom the Leagﬁe would revile .
as an “Old Gang”-style politician for seeking the NPL
endorsement)lhovers Magritte-like over the state capitol
building. Across the top of the advertisement reads "George
J. Smith for Governor," and, below the illustratibns, runs
the ad's entire text, in‘bold letters: "Business-Not
éoJ.itics .l

While a connection between Proéressivist reform and the
language of busiﬁess seems clear, it should be acknowledged'
that reform as the businéss of government in the State of
Worth Dakgta did not spring directly from the brains of
Progreséive leaders. Language relatihg "business" tc
- politics existed longvbefofe the Prog;essive Era. For
example, John Fiske's civics text, which influenced IVA
‘thought, told students that "questions bf civil govérnment
are practical business questions."? Yet thle Fiske in his
uhdefstanding of “business" already posited professionalé at
the governmental helm -- either men with "some special
training" or those able to devote all their "time and

attention" to the task? -- he did not envision new and
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sweeping rbléé for government as an agent of social
betﬁerment,‘wheréés Leaguers, and in a‘different wéy
Progressives, would.

Just;as the link betweeﬁ politics and business was not
simply the creation of Progressives, the reaction against
'thé implications of that relationship‘was not born with the
Nénpartisan‘League. Issueé such as electoral reform,
increased @ublic éupport for education, and regulation of
big business (particularly raieradS) were very much a part
- of Pbpulism. These ahd other themes were sufficiéntly
- germane to bring about the electicn of a Populiét North
Dakota governor in 1692. However; state Populism uhdér
governor Eli Shortridge was, accordaing to Elwyh Robinson, "a
failure."? Yet the Populist experience remained relevant
during the Eroqressive and NPL eras. On the ohe hand,i
Populism was a source of reformist ideas, while on the other
- hand it Served as a political reference point for the League
and its enemies as an example of fafm—baséd political |
movements gone wrong, which one researcher has called the
~"'lesson' of Populiém" for North Dakota's farmers.? Ever
on the offensive, the Grand Forks Herald in June of 19i6
warned that the NPL was akin to the "wild and reckless
experiment" of Kansas Populism, only worse. Whereas Kansas

Populism was at least "a popular movement" -- albeit one



that appealed:to pecple "who did not stop to think" -- fhe
NPL was the artifiéial creation of "agitatois . . . in
respohse t0~no‘popular]demand and who sought to give
expression t§ no popular sentiment. "2 |
Yet the underlying ideological similarities between the

Nonpartisan League and the People’s_Party were clear to
6thers besides. the adamantine JerryrBacon; editor of the
Herald. In early 1921(’a cattle dealer from McLeod
commented on the NPL's recent political setbacks and judged
that the League would eventually make "a complete failure of
everything like Farmers Alliance Ithe farm organization
~which formed an important Populist power basej did in 91 &
92."¥  Indeed, the’Leégue usﬁally‘tried to distance itselif,
ﬁot‘from the agrariansim of Populism,‘bgt from Populism as a
politidal movement. ‘As NPL organizer Ray McKaig told one
audiénce:

Don't‘think thé Farmer's Non-~Partisan Political League

is a revival of the Populist party. It isn't. 1It's the

modern product of a modern, economic and industrial and

governmental need. It's not an invention. It's an
evolutionary movement,? '

In his statement, McKaig made three important points; The
NPL, he insisted, was not to be seen as a child of failed
political movements of the past. Second, the League waé
modern, proactive, forward-ldoking,vand no enemy of

scientific and technological progress ("an evolutionary
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MOVEment“i. Aﬁdtthird, the NPL was not the artificial
v‘ creaﬁion of a‘gang‘of demagogUes but a natural a
("evolutionéry")_;eaction to econdmié and‘induétriai
cenditions in the United States.

The political culture of the NPL acceptéd that
competition waé é part of economic life, and the League
program called for farmers to unite as a class to compete
within it. It,specifically did not ask farmers to remove‘
themselves from‘fhé struggle. The received pdlitical
culture alsb saw life as competitive,?® but looked for
individual'stfiving rather than class combinations as a sign
éf a healtﬁ§>society.‘ Woodrow Wilson's "men who are on the
make"? were the ideal citizens. The Bismarck Tribune's
endorsement of W.P. Tuttle‘fOr U.S. Congressman from the
Second District also illustrates this concept. Thé paber
called 1912 "a practical age in a pracﬁical,state" and
stfessed that Tuttle, "a big man physically, mentaitly, and
in the world of businessf believed "that humanity has the
first claim to the attention of the succeésful man."
However, Tuttle "wants all classes treated alike."3! Thus,
Tuttle's business successes were thought to give him é
special obligation to serve, but also by implicatién'a
special qualification. Who better to represent a practical

state than a practical (and successful) man of affairs? The
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Mandan EiQHéQL in backing L.B. Hanna for_govefnqrumade the
point of business qualifications even more clearly:

There is no question that the interests of the people

and the great middle classes of business men have

suffered, especially in North Dakota, because of the

dislike of competent business men to get into

politics.?
 Also present in the endorsements of both Tuttlz and Hanna is
the ideé‘that no "class" meri£5~privileged treatment, which
meant,bat least to many Republicans, that no‘"special
: interest“ should expect governmental‘protectibn. Instead,
governmeht‘s role, in Théodore Roosevelt's words, was to
foster a "square deal" which would allow "a‘more substantial
equélity 6f opportunity and of reward for équally gocd |
‘service."” Wilsoniaﬁ Democrats héd a similar appreciaticn
for free'competition‘in which go#ernment's job shoﬁld be "té
break every kind of monopoly, and to set men free, upon a
’footing of equality, upon a footing of opportunity, to match
‘their brains and their energies."® This was an obvious‘
contradiction to the League's spirit of collective acticn.

"Business", then, in the pre-League era also had a

definite taste of Social Darwinism. Tracy R. Bangs,
prominent Grand Forks attorney, told the 1916 graduating .
class «f Minot High School that "the world does’not owe any

‘one a living but it does offer the opportunity to earn a

living."?®® Speaking editorially to the same graduates, the
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Minot Bego;teg portrayed an even harsher picture of modern
life.  Said the Reporter:
The world is pittiless {sic]. He who is unable to stand
masterfully in the severest competition will go down
like the poor speller in the old-time spelling contests.

Only those who are strong can survive . . . . The one
who shirks nelther 1rksome effort nor tiresome drudgery

comes in a winner.

Thus, on the eve of the Nonpartisan League's rise,
understandings of "business" were a central ideclogical
‘featore in Notth Dakota's political cUlture. Politicians,
journalists, and other public fiqures supposed that these
associations were mostliy p051t1ve, w1th images of order,
thrlft, and yrofe551onal efficilency; the antidotes to what'
were seen as chaotic political ano social environments. .
This view, although it embraced refor1, was essentiallyv
- conservative, whether it was propounded‘by Democrat
Republican, or Progressive Lawrence boodwya in The Fopulist
Moment has characterized this attitude as a "sophisticated
despair, grounded in the belief-that hierarchical American .
socilety couid, perhaps, be marginally 'humanized’ out;could
not be fundamentally democratized."!” The Nonpartisan |
League, when it emerged, recognized that American, and North
Dakotan, society was indeed hierarchically oxdered, but it.
set out to upset that order in the farmer’s favor. In the
yords of one Leaguer, the’NPL marked "an epoch in the hatd,

bitter struggle of the producing class towards the ultimate



| 55

‘;goél‘bf industrial and political justice."“’ As we have

Seén, the Leagﬁe‘s bfaSH optimism about its ability to

deliver social justice marked a basic philosbphic difference

between itself and opponénts. A tract produced by the anti-

League Independent Votefs‘Association (IVA) argued that
Progress,haé been méde in the matter‘of making the eartn
a better place for man, but to think that anything even

approaching perfection can be cbtained by political
action or a sudden overthrow of established methods, is

a dream.%

In identifying business as the very framework of the
existing sociai énd ?olifical ofder, Leaguers obviously
oppbsed the‘top—hatted,‘Minheapolis-dwelling agent of “Big-
'Biz.” Put théy did not‘necessarily reject every definition
implied in the word "business." Indeed, Leaguers accepted

=1

the gapitalist-worlg_as a givei’(although they did not
accept the idea of their subordination within it). For
ekéﬁple, for a time the Leader had a‘tegular page relating
to what later generations would call agribusiness, telling
readers that farming really was a business that required
"hrain work, "° and urgihg them to keep better records,
practice methods of soil conservatidn, and so on. . As cone
historian‘has observed, the League leaderéhip did make a .
.concerted effort “to attack and destroy the image of the

yeoman farmer”'’ as it urged farmers toward modernization,

effiziency, and collectivity. Thus Leaguers did not rebel
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-against the buéiness world but, through the League’s program
. of state ownership, reached for a more powérful position
within it. Some researchers have found this pesition:
somewhat‘ambiguous. To one scholar analyzing sélected
speéches'of A.C. Townley, Vit appéar[ed} antithetical that
Townley‘sd strongly suppbrted state—ownership'while
prbclaiming the democratic principles.bf majority rule and
free‘entefprise,”b Yét as this theéis‘has argued, Leaéﬁers
génerally took abﬁtilitarian view of the NPL program.
Whether or not étate owﬁership constituted “socxalism" was' a
less relevant:queStion than whether it wdrkéd.  League
litérature‘aléo madé the point_that‘farmers were not like

businessmen in town, contending "the farmer is the only

_ ; .
tence who sells at wholesale and buys

business man in exis at
retail."? Farmers were to become businessmen, not in
order to surrendér to "business" but to compete with it.

The League's selection and rejectibn of various aspects
of the business standard also ledvtp a scomewhat ambivalent
attitude toward the merchants and bankers in the local |
Commercial‘clubs. The language ol business expressed a
“booming vision of progress. The ~“uvhadvno quarrelvwith
this bart of the definition of "business".: As we have seen,

‘the League took from the agrarian creed an "extraordirary

optimism" for the future, a spirit that probably no
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Commercial Club in the state would have»disputed. " The
Leader did not vilify {and even démonize) locél bankers,
merchants, and professionals to the exteﬁt it didvthe city-
dwellingbstOOges of "Big Biz." Indeed, League leaders
‘emphasized thaﬁ local business people were not necessarily
- the farmers' enemy, since they also suffered frem the price-
‘fixing of corporate America. As Léague oratof 0.M. Thomason
told a Minbt audiehceﬁ
We warn you [local businessmen] not to accept without
salt the servile tools c¢f big business and the |
whimpering whine of the screhesaded politicians. This is
a business proposition. Look at it like level-headed
and sensible business men. We are not trying to
eliminate the local business man. We are trying to save
him -- from big business by first saving ourselves.®
Even while claiming that local business vas’hot an eneny,
however, Thohason also made clear that farmers and business
| people did not have identical interests, and that férmers
‘were able to liberate themselves without assistance. Yet
the League and the Commercial Clubs had a similar cohception
of the role of the individual relative to thevcommunity}iﬁ
the great work ahead.? A correspondence coursé fcr NPL
brgahizers recommended that as part of the field worker's
sales pitch, farmers should be reminded that "Things are
moving pretty-fast thesé days," and "The farmer who realires

conditions, who wants them changed but won't heip change

them, is a slacker."!’ Similarly, the readers of the Grand



| 55

Forks Commeréial Cluh's‘BgligLia‘wége‘infofmed that ”Grand
Forks resideﬁts who take no part.in affairs of.civic énd
busineés ndvancement are steéling riles on the chariot of
progress. " However, while'agreeing.that the chariot wouid
be named "prcgress”, the NPL and the Commercial Clubs
disagreed sharply over who would ke driving it.

‘Ulse of the wofd "business" included én app=al to social»
and political stability, $i1t it also implied the hegemoﬁy’
of the business standatd‘—— in the words‘of a.contemporafy'

nd4y

observer, "the discipline of the city's dormination
and'thus'the political, sogial; and economic subordiration
bof thekfarmér. Minot's ngngglgﬁg well recognized the darkp
side of the language of busiﬁess,rwhen‘it charged "'business
men and buéiness interests' absolutely ana completely
dominate the expressed principles of meh in all walks of
‘1ife" while "'business men and business interests' make our
laws, prost’tute our press, fill the broﬁhels with’out
daughters, the prisons‘with our becys [and] the potter'é
field with our_dead."50 | |
However, one need not look only to the socialistkpress
to find evidence 6f antagonism between ﬁha farmer and thé
local business cdmmunity. Tne ,eague leadership cohtinual;y
emphasized that farmers should be suspicious, and especidily

to beware oi those businessmen, who, in the words cf a
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contemporarytSociologist, "took it for granted‘thatfthe b
populations [farmers and villagers] have the same inter=sts

and nature."® Most Leagurrs felt that such commonality did

not exist -~ as Thomascn's address cited above suggests -- ,
and ‘a Leader editorial made this point verv plain: "It is

useless to deny that there is a growing hostility between
'"local' business men and the farmer."$?! An interesting
document locater among the papers of Arthur LeSueur, Minot
socialist and NPL attorney, provides an insightful
contemporary analysis into the phenomencn:
The catch words under which these farmers [League
members] habitually speak of their antagonists are
(a). "Big Business,” and (b) "The Commercial Clubs,™
-~ the latter being the trade organizations oZf business
concerns in the country towns. These are credited at
the same time with an irresponsible control of the local
authorities, and, in a degree. of the state authoritie

as well. Hence the political character of the '
Nonpartisan League.® :

Prepared at the béhest of the United Staﬁes Food
Administrétion (possibly by Thorstein Veblen) to investigate
farm labor conditions in the Grain Belt, this memorandum |
provides an outsider's view of the fafmerubusihess
relationship.

It is important to recognize that the bﬁsiness standard
was not merely a self-conscious canard put forth by greedy
small-town North Dakota businessmen. An English‘observer_

who toured the United States in 1920 was struck by the
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country's "adulation of'bﬁsiness." America, said the:
viSitor,

feels that‘business is the finest, as well as the most

valuable, function of man; she perceives in the

businessman the gualities of a hero; in her view, he is

doing the best that can he done by man . >
Echoing tﬁe'theme of‘"buSineés"‘és the solution to the graft
and greed of old-style politics, N.E. Franklin of the South
Dakota Banker;s Associatioﬁ told an audience of bankers that
"the sunset of‘the politicél agitator, muck-raker, and
reformer is fast approaching"®® and thet the future belonged
not to *he politician but to thebbusinessman. National
‘ suécess,‘suggested Franklin;'would come "only throggh
business, big and little."S® This attitude waé certainly a
‘part of the mental Qniverse of Nérth Dakota businessmeﬁ ih»
years surrounding the‘N?L era. Yet iy local merchants were
sincere in following the national cultural trend of business
worship, they were also, like farmers, "men much concerned
with the exploited status of the state."’ Even if some
farmers viewed local merchants as the lackeys of big
business, the merchants would certainly not have identified
chemselves that way. Furthermo.re, thé theme of rural-urban
interdependence was a part of mainstream social thougnt.
Carl Vrooman, U.S. assistant secreﬁary of agriculture in the
Wilson administration, insisted that

It is high time for both farmers and businessmen to
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learn that it is more profitable to work together for
‘their common interests than to squabble with one another
over cnnflicting interests, real or imaginary. This
‘means cooperation.®® .
" While Vrcoman also made the fine but essential distinctien
that commonality of interest did not imply identity of

interest,® other observers made no such distinction. In a

commentary entitled "Class Antagonism a Poor Asset,” the

regional financial journal Commercial West contended that
"when‘fhe farmers of this country understand investmert
fscience coe they will realize that their interests are
identical and not antagonic;ic to other capitalists."®®
Rural sociologist Dwight‘sénderson, wfiting a few years
1ater, prosted that rural-urban animosity was indeed a -
false issue, easily solved once evéryone came around to the
right way éf thinking. "The root of the whole trouble,"
‘said Sanderson,

lies in the imaginary division of the community into

town and country. With the realization that their

common interests are essential and that their

differences are due to lack of proper adjustment,

many of these difficultjes will be alleviated.®
But this meant that the farmer wés tobadapt himself to the
new, the modern, to the standards of “business". As
Saunaerson gently reminded his readers; "the city owes its
existence to the farm, but without the city the farm would
go back to the hoe}and thé sickle and the "age of

| homespun. "*’ In fact, the farmer was told he needed to
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become a bUsihessman in order to survive; Editorials
informed farmers that
if their busine.s is to succeed it must be conducted
~with the same attenticn to business methods that has
been found necessary ‘in the management cf commercial or
a manufacturing business . . . the farm is, in a scznse,
a factory.® :

The idea‘of efficient farming practices mirroriﬁg, or
having to compete Qith, tbose of industrial America abound.
According to‘J.H. WQrst, preéident of North Dakota
Agricultural Coliege, "The appliéation of business
principles to farming is as necessary‘as thg application of
business principles to banking or merchandisiﬁg’."64
Another writer in the 1911’N95th>DaKg; Farmer's Instituc
Anngél emphasized the point that all America was falling
under the loomiﬂg‘shadow of big'business. "[T]he déy of the
smail, detached, indepeﬁdent, gd—it—alone>farme; is over,"
he began. "Business, outside the field of agriculture, is
fast passing into what we know as the Great Trusts stage,”
therefore, farmers had to behave go—operatively to compéte,
for "the fact of such industrial organizétion stares us in
the face as the one shpreme‘and insistent problem of-fa:m )
life."% While this author's recipe for rural éurVivél,
which stressed large co-operative units rather than family

farms, ran counter to the more conservative attitude which

"saw rural farm )life as ideal, if only it could be upgraded
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to match urban‘ecéhomic.éhd cultural levels,"® his message
of the appiication>of business practices‘to farming Waé very
much in line with prevailing’attitudes. a Fargo editbf'said‘
‘in 1911 that "the rej.venated, revolutionized,.urbanized
farm is now a cbmmon topic of commcnt;"67 Llthough advicéi
such as this was given with the intehtion of promoting
"progress™, at times‘it approached the éimple—minded. In
July of that same year, the Minot hewspaper ran an editorial
about 1912's harvest worker shortage, suggesfing that a way
out of that reéurrent problem would be for farmers to
'diversify theiruoperations, and\So have "a reasonable amouﬁt
of work for him and his men allrthe year instead of a rush
during harvést}"“"Farmers‘hardly needed journalists ﬁo
remind them of the probleﬁs associated with single-crop
férming. What they‘ne@dedbwas + solucica to price gouging
‘by’railroads ahd grain buyers, and they would have to tend
to that themselvés,

The ultra-reactionary Red Flame, whose purposé was to
destroy the League‘s control of state government, laudédv
buéiness as the benefactor of man through the mass
production of matexial goods. ‘HOWever, what accompanied
material progress was a "modern world, dominated by big
business."$® As one agricultural historian writing from the

perspective of the late 1930s noted, abundant consumer goods
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"have resulted in a higher standard of living,‘but they have
“also involved the surrender of economic independence."’
Mahy‘newspaper‘editorials proposea that, since farming;was,a
part of the business-dominated world, farmers needed to co-
operate more closely Qith businessmen in towh. In urging
farmers to vote against the League candidafes in the 1916
'primary, the Bismarckiigipggg érgued that
~ours 1is a‘great co-operative community,‘with agriculture
as its foundation, and with all its other industries and
cccupations existing because they have been created and

arranged to meet the needs and serve the purposes of the
farmer.” :

While this depiction‘of farmers as the center of the state's
economic universe would have struck most farmers as nothing
less than the truth -- indeed, a belief in "agricultural
fundamentalism" was a key component of agrarianism’ -- the
League recognized that implied in such stateménts was a
hegemonic relationship in which the businessman cared for
the farmer. As one L=ader editorial-expressed it:

Business men continually harp on the importance of

cooperation between themselves and the farmers, and

‘then when the farmers rise up and demand an effective

volce in the law maxing body of the state they become

very hostile . . . [farmers] don't wanhk others to tell

them what is good and what is not good for them.’s

Yet whether or not they wanted it, Nortlh Dakota farmers

did receive a good deal of advice from editors and business

people who, "disturbed by the anti-business rhetoric of the

agrzrian movement and mindful of their own stake in farm
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~ prosperity, began self-consciously to woo the farmefs.““'
The stete s Cbmmercial Ciubs, fdrebeérs to the Chambers of
Comﬁerce,‘rad the farmer much in mind. For example, in 1913
the Grand Forks club sponsored a contest to honor "the bestb
arranged; equipped and operated farms in this [Grand Forks]
county."” Séven years later, it hosted a banquet for the
local Farﬂ‘Bureau which, it‘claimed, helped to "wfpevout
class pre udice and tc tear down the walls of indifference
betweeﬁ t wn and country."’s ‘The Minot Commercial Club
 addressed itself to helping‘secure liVestock.feéd for
'fafme:a in the summer of 1910,” and in the winter of 1911
decided to fuhd demonstration work at area farms. . This was
frankly éeen as a means of tying the farmer more closely to
town. "What we want . . . is a man [meaning a demonstraticn
ageht] who:will make it his busiuéss to get the farmervto
~come to him for advice, and instruction."’ By the middie
19103; however, the business‘community already had such a
nan. |
More so than merchants, bankers played a‘significant
role as community leaders and advisors to farmers. The:
relaticnship beﬁweén farmers and bankers could have some
positive effects. Dﬁring the 1919 fuel crisis, with winter
bearing down and fuel supplies dwindling, communities'

requests for coal that reached Governor Frazier's office
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sometimeé Qere writtén‘oh-bénkvstationery-by'bankvofficérs.
For example, Geo:gé'Janda, viée presidént of Selfridgé State
Bank, aékéd that "our people" be allowed to dig coal on
schbol lands for their household use.” And as Velva natiﬁe
BEric Sevareid pointed'OUt in his autobiogréphy,
cqnsciéntious small—town'bankers_suffered thfough the boom-
and-bust qycles of one-crop agriculture along with the
farmer;‘ Sevareid‘remembéred‘that his father, the town
banker, "was more a confessor than the Catholic pfiést."80
Thus, it is necessary to observe that the League press was
fréquently‘overwzealous in chéraéterizing iocél merchants
and bankers as the &enal agenté of “Big Biz”,ﬂinterestediin
whothihg but their own ppéketbobks, oﬁ, as the Leader flatly
stated, "local busiﬂess men, as a rule,'take the side of
every exploiting agency in the country against the‘
farmer."® As one labor historian has noted, "because-a
grocer owned his oWn business and a héyor pfesided cver é
bank, it does‘not mean they sympathized’wiﬁh the social
policies of a large factory owner."’82 Certainly, it would
be difficult to explain the NPL eXperience strictly as an
uprisihg of the propertyless against the propértied, sincé
many Leaguers owned théir‘own‘farms; and that unfair |

taxation {(which in North Dakota during the 1910s usuélly
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meént property tax) was an impbrtantvissue in the League's
rise. |
However, neither does paternal benevolence on the nart

of bankers and merchants imply (as anti—League rhetoiic
‘proposedj complete unity of economic interest or homogeneity
of class. No matter ﬁow kindly it was offered, paternalism
was still tantamount to social coentrel, a tangible social
control that was: deepiy resented. As one Leader stoxy
érgued, o

Thinkvof the unwarranted paternalisn small_town‘business

mern attempt to assume when they take it upon themselves

to decide who are fit persons for farmers to listen to,

as if the farmers were a lot of sheep under their

‘special care and as if they had wisdom and patrlotlﬁm

beyond that which farmers possess. 83
Farmers needed no clesarer exemple of middle-class
péternalismkthan the situation that deveiopad over the way 1
number of banks hanoied checks paving NPL membership dues.
In some cases banks flatly refused to pay such checks. The
ngggg reported that the Férmers‘and Merchants Rank of
Robinson refused to pay "about 100" such checks, althoughi
most were drawn or accounts with sufficient funds. Mofe_
common than returning checks unpaid, nowever, was bankers'
exerting their influence 6ver would-be Leaguevs and
convincing them to cancel their memberships. In Tuttle, the
Leader reportedly found one such “banker who thought his

mission in life was to act as dguardian to the farmers and
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séfeguardbtheix mohey égainst ahyvuséssxcept ni=s {[the
banker’s]."“ ‘Similar‘situations, said the Leader, ezisted
in Antler and in Souris, where dwelt "a 'farmer's friend' in
the person of a banker|[,; ]Watchful of the 'interests' c¢f his
“*flock'."® In some cases, bankers even tookbit upon
themselvesito write to Leaguefheaquarters, informing “he
N?L that a pérticular faimer wanted to quit the organizétion
‘.énd have his‘membershlp'dues returned. % Thus the paternal
gu1dance of bankers was an important aspect of the
'hlelarchlcally ordered soc1ety of the "business" culture.

Whlle thc tone of most such advice ifcr farmers was
péternalistic in the pre—Leagﬁe‘cra, it took on a note of
shoCk‘and befuddlement after the League's stunning‘elecﬁoral,
successes in 1216. This was a'reflectisn of the business
community's attitude toward the farmef, wao, not meeting the
standards as articulated in the va;ious'meanings of the word
"business"; was treated‘as less thah equal. As a
contemporary sociologist observed, the "attitude of
townspeople to farmers in general is iikely to be that ofv
superiors to inferiors."® The Rﬁg_bkgmg clarified the
nature of what it regarded as the proper relat ionship
between'farmer and local businessman in a cartoan that
reveals much about power in social organizatisns. A tarmeﬁ

shaking hands with a merchant says,’"John, I want you to
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forgive me} wevwere friends‘un;i1‘them darn‘agitators came
around, now I am beginﬁing to reélize thét the farmer needs
the'business‘man énd ﬁhe business man needs the farmer."
The‘prosperous+looking bﬁsinessman replies, "Yes Hiram, when
you had no mqney and wanted groceries T trusted you . . . I
always helpedryou out when you were in ne.d %w s now I
gladly forgive you.f“"Here, despité the reference to the
:theme of "co-operatiocn", clearly the farmér is depicted as a
humble, eveh cbildlike,‘penitent while the merchaht is
petient and forgiving, who, despite his kindliness, holds
the power to forgive‘or not»forgive, just as he chcoses. In
'this’presentation cf thé ideal farmer-business relationship,
Hiram is grateful to John, who, being the representativé ot
the middle-class power structure —-- the "voice of
bureaucracy", to borrow a phrase from Marshall‘McLuhaL,~—,
can afford to be benevolent.®® This was a contradiction
for, as Eugene Genovese has observed in his Qd:k on anoiner
‘hégemonic agrarian society, "gratitude implies eguality."?®
Farmers were tbld‘that they should both accept the |
subordination implied in th: standard of business anQ feel
"~ the gratitude which bnly afises among eguals. Leaguers'
resentment was, at least in pért, based on this p2rceived

social inequality and logical discordance. As chapter five'



70
- such as " anlxnes*" and "insolence" -- revealed that

‘Leaguers indeed felt the sting of paternalism, and that the
NPL experience'was a proactive effort to regain equality as
much as it was an atte mpt to secure higher prices for farm
cormadities. When the NPL later reached ouvt to organized
labor, primarily in Minnesota, it was both an zttempt to
build political power® and a conscious refutation of the
standard cf "business"

While rejecting the subordination of farmers implied by
the business standarc, the League was not tnerefore
retrogressive or anti-modern. It instead attempted to
combine agrariariem with the hard-headed professionalism
‘which wés’one aspact of “"business™. Speaking to a North
Dakota farmer's convention, President Worst -- later to
become Commissioner of Immigration Worst in the Frazier
administration -- presented his vision of the ntw
agriculture, in which a belief in modern methods would be
combined with the Jeffersonian noticn of farners as the
nation's bedrock:

The soner (~ic) agriculture is raised to the ra.k of

a learned profession and made an attractive and
lionorable carcer for ambitious and scholarly voung

men, the sooner will the nation be fortified against
want and national cecay . . . We who today enjoy the
~institutions that the fathers of the Republic purchased
with their blood more than a centuxy ago should bea

no less patriotic in t*ansm;tt;nq to future generations

a soil capable of sustaining the increased millions
that will live under our flag.™
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ih'Worst‘s vision,‘farmérs vouxd still bé América's bulwark
»againét national deéay, as he zssumed they always had beesn.
Yet while making use «f the truditional "honorable" image of
‘farmers as sturdy, yeomanly, and‘saltFOf»the—eartu; Worst
addéd the characteristics of the new urban America --
"ambitious" and "scholarlyf" He assumed America~would‘grow‘
by "increased‘millioné", $nd the farmer would be a vital
‘part’of,that progress_ Soil conservation was not only sound
SteWardship; it was nothing less than a patfiotic duty.
" Thus the farmer, deriving an almost mystical strength “rom
hiﬂ'rélatiOnship to‘ﬁhe>earth, would boldiy lead his country
into the futureo

The language of‘business, thén, reflected and helped
shape North Dakbta reformisin dufing‘the Progressive and NTL
eras. It meant an attempt to‘pufify corrupt politics with
good administration, and o deal rationally with social
changé. However, 1t also meant an ac.eptance of middle
class, urban values aé the standard which told farmers they
must change and become businessmen tied into the commercial
world, or fade into political oblivioh. Yet-while'farmeré
confidently attempted to shape a new role for themselves
within the social and political system through the use of

the Nonpartisan League, they also sought a new relationsiip
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~ith the economic system and attempted to control the forces

- of an incieasingly industrialized America.
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‘ CHAPTER -V
THE MEN IN THE CAB ARE ONLY THE C(IPANY’S TOOLS:
The Role of Material and Prod: tive Life
in Shaping the League's Politi al Culture

. This thesis has suggested that the Jonpartisan League
offered its,membership é self-consciousi ' new paradigm for
political culture. Chapter three explOaéd ways in which the
Léague defined itself relative to cultural understandings
implied in the word "business." This chapter will shcw how
tﬁé Leagué‘s activist, class-based message gehérally
‘inculdated the Qork cUlturé and time sense of industrial
Americé, ‘While Leaguers certainlyv:ebelled against the
contfol outsiders exerted over their lives -- “0ld Géng”
politiciahs_in Bisharck,‘or “Big Biz” grain dealers in
Minneapolié - they basically accepted that their productive
lives were bound up in a national, or even world, eccnomy.
The NPL did not call for a returh to‘thé task-orientation!
of a pre—industfial world, did not eschew materialism, but
rather hoped'to usé such putative agrarian vaiues4as
neighborly cooperation and earthy common‘sense to‘harness'

the clanging chariot of progress. ©Like labor unions fdr‘
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| urban~WOﬁkef$ (an analogy NPL leaders often made) the League
was the means by‘whiéh farméfs wndld sé3ure their piece of -
the future. This future, true enough, included a Ford and
an up—to—date_kitcheh fof everyone, but it would also
"fulfill the ndssion of struggling humanity té a higher and
better civilization.'? |

‘Previous chapters have shown that while‘North Dakota
in the 19105 was a predominately.agricultural‘sfate, its
pecple époke'the languége of business. Leaguers fecognized
that "business" meant efficiency and increased profits, but
"business" also indicated political and social hegerony.
Similarly(‘North Dakotans were increasingly familiar with
the méterial products df business America. Here again
’ réSted a'dﬁaiity. People generally appreciatéd the products
of indusﬁry but‘recognized‘that wiﬁh industrialization came
a new felationship to productive processes, in which the
individual was subjeétktokpowerful forces beyond his or her
control. An example from the‘Minot'area:makes clear fhat in
the Nonpartisan1era and the years immediately p;eceding it,
Nortn Dakotans were aware that material progress céuldvhave
a human price. -

The eastboﬁnd Fast Mail‘was running‘Six minutes latev
when it pulled out of Minot one Saturdayvnight in Novaﬁber

1911 and headed into a snowstorm. Enginee- Isaac Wright, at
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ﬁhe throttle of the G:eét Northé:n locqmbtive, was
determiﬁed to make up'theitlme.’ BAs Wright's Fast‘Méil
' huf£led east;:another trein proceeded.westbon the samé
track.. Henry Acker,.engineer of the westbound freight, was
to‘havé taken the east switch onto the sidinq at Tunbridge,
‘thus‘clearing the track for the eqstbouhd train. However,
"Acker5missed.the-§ast approach in the howling storm, and
continﬁed on with the intention of backing his train into
Tunbridge from the west. When the freight passed the
western switch ahd prepared to reverse, fireman B.J. Owenc
peered out’hisrcab window and saw the headlight of the Fast
Mail bearing down. With a shoot to Acker; the fireman ‘and
engineer jumped from ﬁheir engine just asz the eastbound
train slammed into the freight "with a report that could be
heard for several miles."?

Art Q'Leafy, firemah of the Fast Mail, was killed
insﬁantly, ¢rushed when thé tender's front gate collapsed.
Ehgineer Wright was "frightfully bruised and scalded."® He
died whilé being transported to the hospital in Rugby;
Several other crew members from both trains were injured,

The railrcad workers of Minot mournéd. It was xéported
that "nearly a hundred sorrowing brother railroad men"

- turned out the next day, and formed a procession escorting

Wright's body -- O'Leary's had been sent to his hometown in
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Wisconsin -- from the railyard to a downtown funerzl home.®
'Wright‘was giﬁen_an elaborate funetal; as befitted his
:cohsiderébie sociél status as o locomotive engineer ~-
indeed, the Minggvmgilyrﬁggggggz referred to Wright's body !
' lying "in state, "’ and commented that his and Q'Leary's
‘deaths‘had "cast a deep glcom over the entire city."?

Yet while the tone of bereavement is obvious in such
newspaper reports, anqther far more‘interesting theme can be
‘seen in these énd‘subsequentlstorieS‘on the accident. and |
funeral. A close examination shows that the accident was
seen by contemporaries not as a regrettable piece of bad
.luék or merely}as_the Cénsequences of znother deadly Ncrth
Dékota blizzard.é Instead,‘the train wreck was portrayed os
nothiﬁg less than a hérbinger of the new induétrial America
in which the individual strﬁggles mightily -- and pérhaps
fruitlessly -- to'récéncile within'himself the traditicnél
attitude cf individualism with the new and growing pressurés
Aéf mechanization, standardizetion, and industrialization.‘
In its réport on Wright's funeral, the Reporter observed:

Brave and fearless ard:yet not reckless he has driven
his engine through storms and dargers that the public
can little realize, to comply as closely as possible,.
with the 3chedule the company furnishes. '"Ike" had
grown in knowledge, as the motive power of the road had
grown in equipment.!® ‘ '

Here, Wright is depicted as a couragecus man, but one vhose

human virtues are used to feed abstractions. He is asked to
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‘:fiék his life by a faceleés,corpbrate éntity; ”thé'compahy,"‘
~for the sake of an.arbitrary temporal construct; "the
schedule." .Iké Wright is‘confronted,by growing forCes that
are beyohd him -- beyond,'in'fact} any one person. The
éomment on Wright's increased kndwledge is a compliment to
“his workmanlike attitude. -And yet there is é’foreboding ‘
feel to the ohrase referring to the waking "moﬁive‘power‘of
‘ﬁhe‘roéd." That Wright's skills so cldsely paralleléd
mechanical advénces suggests tﬁat humans are pe:haps only
nominéily in‘conﬁrol,of what they'createf
Another comment on the Fast Mail accident appeared in

the‘nggggég a few days léter, in the fo#m of a poem
‘entitled "bon't Blame the Engineer,"'Whose auﬁhor is
idenfified only’és "a Minot womaﬁ". The‘poem was intended
‘to exonerate the crews of both trains; however it is, all in
‘all; a‘rather:remarkable articulétion of thé main‘fhemes of
~early twentieth—centufy American work cuiture. First, the
'anonymous poet contends that the engineer is only{é cog in
the industrial méchine:

. you kndw fhere's the power behind the man / And

it's there that they make the rules / And the men in the

cab, on right and left'!/ Are only the company's tools /

It is only their duty, to hark and heed / With never a

thought of fear / The orders -- make haste -- make time

-- more speed / Don't blame the enzineer.'?
According to the poet, the engineer has givén himself over

to power, the corporate power of the railroad company and



: the.thhanical‘perr of thé locomotive. He is loyal to the.
.powerstructuré; does not question it, ”He;s been a
faithful, patient man, / Lbcking forQard to something
higher."? His explicit-loyalty to tHe railroad is
accompanied by a ﬁacit‘adherence to thé success myth,>thé
idéa beiﬁg that‘c,WOrker need only'perform his duties
faithfully and he will ke rewardéd. Hefe, the poet is quitei
correctly pointing towérd a»breékdown in the systew of
reciprocal obligaticns and rewards; for Ike Wright the wages
of loyalty were, not‘success,‘but geath.

ﬁDon“t Blame the Enginéerﬁ‘also asserts the basic
dignity of work in the’face of‘a éociety embracing
scientific notions of efficiency in manufacturing, under
which labor‘prdceSSes are simpliy anéther/variable to be
studied and régulated. The poet asks, ﬁYou who sit by a
fire warm and bright, / What can you know of the life of
these men / Inbthe cold, and the storm( and the night?2"
She suggests that there is some value in labor bevond that
which thé worker aCtually produces. Although working peoplé
ﬁust reconcile themselves to the machine, it is clear
through éuch expressions of working class pride that, as one
labof historian has noted, "Men and women who sell their
lébor to an employer bring more to a new or changing work

situation than their physical presence."!®



The preceding Chapﬁers have shown thaﬁiNorth Dakota
Popuiismband Piogressivism eachkéddressed themselves to the
problemsﬁof society in thé indﬁstrial'age; ‘As’the above
‘examﬁle suggests, concérns over the =ffects of business and
.,co:porate coﬂtrol on human life were not the exclusive
préserve‘ofvpoliticiéns and‘journalists. Indeed,‘the NPL
was basedvpartially onbthe réjection of the hegemony of
“business.” Most farmers wodld have needed little |
coﬁvincing that féilroads were a disquieting though
'essential presencé in their lives. Fgrthermore, people
living during the first twovdecades of the‘twenﬁiéth century
witnessed noching less than a revolution in material life.

North Dakota was indeed following thebbrbad national
pattern of incréased urbanization andkmechaniiétion of daily
iife. In 1910, the popuiation of North Dakbta»was 577,056,
‘with 72%‘of that population living in rural areas.!® In
1911 and 1912, North Dakotans had nearly 30‘times as many-
horses’as they had registered automobilés.” By 1925,
howe&er, the state's population was 65%‘rural, While there
were 641,192 Nbrth Dakotans in 1925} the state's horse
population had féllen frcm‘488,628 in‘1911’to 477,278 .18

Duriﬁg the Nonpartisan era, automobile ownership
inéreased markedly. In the early years cof the centufy[

autos were primarily "playthings of the rich,"! but with
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the developmént of‘low—priced, reliable models, most notably"
»the Ford Model T in l90é, automobile ownership loét its
"frivolous" stigmatizétion'and fell»within the reach of
_;‘;ommonbpeople.20 A’1921 extension study of the economics of
operationskén 126 North Dakota farms found that while forty-
" nine Qf)th@ farms operated ¢t “sctors -- Which ware not,
according to the bulletin's aui hor "Suffiéiently used to-
ovefcome the high relati§é overhead cost of interest and
depreciatién"‘f—‘ 114 of the 126 farms had automobiles.?!
In 1923, an inveétigation of the living conditions éf
MidWesternnfarﬁ wives revealed that 56.6% of North Dakota
'farm‘househoids included in the study had cars, while 46.8%
had telephones. Running water and gasvor elecﬁricity were
présent in.bnly 6% and 5.8% of the homes, respectively.?
From 1911 through 1912, North Dakota took in $45,294.00 in
automobile reéistration fees.23 For 1925, however,
‘registiation of Ford passenger cars.aloné resulted in
$491,813.90, with another $443,217.45 for non-Ford models.?

As at least one historian has contehded, it is o
necessary to recognize that rural America did'ﬁot pass from
muscle-driven to mechanized overnight. Automotive inroads
on farm life were smoothed by rural familiarity with other
forms of techﬁology. For example, "before Americans had

ever seen an automobile, approximately seventy-five thousand
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farh engineeps weré driving tﬁeir steam éngines achsé the
fields in the major}graiﬁ~prdducingregions of the
nation."? . Non-automotive, non-domestic farm technologies
touched rural productive life quite directly in that farm
bperatidns required fewer‘hiréd hahds; In 1910 North
Dakota, there were 40,777 farm laborers.?® By 1924, the
figufe had dropped té 27,_823.27 While it would,be too much
'to:suggest'that this decrease was dué solely to‘the effect
of new farm equiﬁment“, it is useful to note that in 1924 | | }
91,475,466 bushels of épring,‘duruﬁ} and‘winter wheat were |
harvested in comparison with 40,412,893 bushels in 1910.%
~ Also, the persistencé of the gendered syéteﬁ in which henv

'wére expectéd to do field work and women domestic work?0

combined with thevfaét that 35% fewer mén and only 21% fewér

women worked as farm laborers, gi&es an»indication that farm
workers,‘especially men wbrking in the fieldé, were to sore-

degreé being replaced by machines. In a 1918 University of
‘Minnesota extension bulletin examining tractor ownership in

that stafe, it was found that eighty-eight out of 145
farmers using tractors reported that they could thereby éut

back on hired help while continuing to farm the same number

of acres.31 The same study reported that, on average, two

work horses were replaced by each trac‘torkin'operat’ion.32

Despite the impact of machinery, it is important to note
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‘that people at the timé, even eXperts,'did not ﬁniformly’see
a horséless future fér the farmer. ~ 1917 extension |
bulletin attributes the rise of powered équipment in Nofth
Dakota not to the pervasiveness'of technology,‘but to poor
‘férm management practiceé: |
‘The priﬁCiple reasoh why the truck and farm tractor have
made the progress they have has been the failure of
horse production to keep pace with the demand and the
consequent inability of prospective purchasers to secure
horses suitable to their needs.™ '
Yet evén in this passage, whose author iskin no sense
enamored with the,possibilities of mechanization, a sense of
vekisting within a power-driven world is evideht.

Yetvif automobilés, farm equipment, and doméstic’
'technoiogies werevaspects of material life in business
America, the ClQCk was its very symbol. Although.they livea
in an agricultural state, North Dakotans were well
acquainted with temporal regulation. As was discdssed at
the beginning of this Chapﬁer; people wesre accustomed to the
time schedules»of the railroads, and‘an hourly pay schedule
prevailed in fhe workplace -- from the office to the har&est
field. Two contemporary adVertisements, for‘example;‘“
suggest the time-centered (and male-dominated) nature of the
workplace. A 1911 Fargo ad shows a disqruntled—looking‘
young woman polishihg a kéttle,'rollinq 1er. eyes toward tﬁe

clock which sits on a shelf above her lc:t shoulder. The
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adverfisémentfaSSUres réaders‘that even if‘"you‘lose youf
Servant Giri’Q . ; Yéu‘can have énothér in a few hours by
using of reading our little Want Ads."® 1In a 1921 ad for
, thé wry ahd E! Direct‘Name Filing System"”, another yoUng‘
woman, smiling this time, stands béfore a filing cabinet.
Ovef the filing cabinet looms a giant-sized male hand
clutching a pocket watch. Tﬁe text urges "you"'to "take
your watch" and‘test the clerk’s speed at retrieving files.
In this ad, the copy writers took for granted ﬁhat "you",
the boss, would be‘male.apd the clerk young,’female,’and
probably unmarried,»since the prevailing attitude as$umed
that, for wOmeh, mafriage and paid werk were incompatible.
Aﬁd'both ads are domiﬁéted by that symbol of regulation and
standardiiation, the clock.x
| .Mubh agficultural work:alsd rén‘by thé‘clock, since the
siie and nature of grain farms usually required the hiring
of paid laborers.3 Furthermoré, a shift was underway.which
saw the employment of fewer hired hands and more hafveSt
~workers. Harvest workers were quite di#tintﬁ from hired .
hands. The latter were often local young>men and women who
worked for the same family throughout muéh of the yeacr.
Farm families‘dften treated hands virtually as members of
the family. It was these people the state Commissioner of

Agriculture reports attempted to count, and whose numeric
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dgéiiné_ancther‘report‘noted, observing that‘"farm'labo: is
‘becoming horé t:ansient," and that‘ﬁfhe demoératic
relationships are more difficult to maintain."? Hired
hands were likely to be'firmly rooted‘in the work culture of
the'time, dn thé’way Up.the égricultural career iadder, in
‘which "farﬁ sons and‘daughters would bégin as wage laborers
én‘néighbbring’fatms, save their earnings to become farm
tenants or renﬁefs, and then éventually become owners of
farms themselves.”*® Jonhn Morris Gillette'reported that in
the early 1920s sons—iﬁ—law-accoﬁhted,fér 24% of all tenant
’farmers‘in the Dakotas.” To be a hired hand carried no |
burden'of shame, and a 1918 Leader féature on Governor
Frazier's homéépUn Mohday,luncheon meetings‘at the state
capitol was proudly entitled, "a State That is Rﬁn by Hired
Hands."!® Harvest workers, by contrast, were regarded as
énother sort, often seen as little better tﬁén vagrants.
Eric Sevareid recalled them as

hordes of itinerant workers, I.W.W.'s (which meant
"I won't work," according to the businessmen of the
town). . . [who] hunched like tatterea crows on the
hitching rails, spat tobacco juice 3t the grasshoppers
on the dusty street, and frightened the nice women of
the town.?!
This image was prevalent. During its média campaign against
the Nonpartisan League, the IVA depictéd the‘NPL leaderéhip
as friendly to harvestvworkers, who‘were invariably

portrayed in IVA literature as vicious, shiftless bums.%
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Yet the harvest labor force was not simply an army of
tramps; according to one agriculture historian, it was
’composed in roughly equal proportions of small farmers,
urban industriél laborérs, and’artisansvout to make
‘additidnal money.*? The shift from hired hands to itinerant
workers resulted in the increasing importahCe of the hourly
wage system.' Hired hands were, in some ways, farm
apprentices on the way up the agricultural ladder.
- Itinerant workers were simply paid employees.

Even with regards to himself and his family, the farmer
was inéreasingly encouraged to think in terms of cost
efficiency and hourly wages. A 1912 editorial in the Minot
newspaper Commented on the disparity betvieen urban and rural
work hours (and alluded to the problem of flight to che
cities by young rural people):

The farmer and his family»muSt'be able to earn a good |
profit on ten or twelve hours a day. The time has
passed when intelligent, ambitious people will be
content, even under the favorable conditions of the o
- great outdoors, to labor sixteen or eighteen hours a day
merely to make a living. Women are not allowed to work
in stores and factories more the eight or nine hours;
but on the farm they work sixteen or eighteen.®
Of course, North Dakota was not the only farm state where
the rhythms of industry were being felt in agricultural
pursuits. Responding to a U.S. Department of Agriculture
query as to how the Department could help improve the lives

of rural women, a Kansas farm wife suggested legislation
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‘which would serve to shortenvwoménfs work hoﬁrs. Since
wOmen'Qere at work getting breakfast beféré the'mén‘left‘fbr
the field, and chtinued working long after the men were in
“for the‘night, she suggested that "farmers quit at a fixed
timé, like‘facfory people, and that a law be passed making
more than 10 hours' work a‘day in the fields a
misdemeanor."*® Clearly, these exampieé are an articulation
of’farming in‘industrial America, with farming‘depicted not
as a semi—myétical craft but aé a wage-paying business.
There are hints that,‘at least in some areas of the

~ state tbuched by-the_NEi, tﬁére was what ﬁight be called a

‘ffontier between a time-centered and a f ““-oriented work
 culture. ‘In éne instance, the éditor of the Minot Reggg;gf
"condemned one of "the habits of tﬁe city," némely, "the
dispbsitibn of those ih charge of pﬁblic entertainments of
delaving the opening of the same until a2 half hour or an
hour after the time specified for the program to begin;"
While bemoaning the inconvenience such a_practiéé brougﬁt'to
those who did show up on time, the writer placed the blame
squarely on the fact that such "entertainments" were not
reguiated by the exigencies of the cash nexus. "These
delays do not occur at the'moving picture shows," said the
editor. "There the operator is paid for his time and he has

no interest in waiting any longer than is absolutely
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z-xec‘esséa-r‘y."'16 Thé solution, he insisted, was that events
should begin on’schedﬁle'ho matter how many pebple‘were‘or
were not'piesent.

While the clockuwaé a symbol‘éf‘the culture of
"buSiness,"‘the Nonpartisan‘League did not attempt to
6verthrow the timéfCGntered culture of work}'but ins#ead',.
- sought merély to‘dpminate it. For éxample, the‘Leagué?

controlled étate government brought about minimum’wagé énd
hour‘legislation‘and‘worker'S'compensation, hardly thé work |
of an orgénization that sougﬁt, as its opponents ch;rged, to
overturn American society. While the League's oéposition~
wés wont to acéuée the NPL,of'"I.W.W.ism"‘(according té the
GrandiForks ngalg, in botﬁ the League ahd the 1IWW "the
‘éppeal is made in eaéh:cése‘to'an unréasonable class
>spirit"”), thé NPL and the Industrial‘workers of‘thé World kb
had fundaﬁentally different philosophiés and goals. The
League had great faith that fhe political system itself was
sound and could be revitalized‘through claés-based action
once the fo:ées of Corruption -- “0ld Gang” politicians and
thé minions of “Big Biz” -- were removed from power. For
the IWW, on;the other hand, the entire political and

economic system was unsalvageable, and the Wobblies‘ goal

was nothing less than "the interment of capitalism in

America."® The NPL's attempt at coatract negociations with
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tﬁe IWW&affiliated‘Agricﬁltural Wérkers'Union te secure
harvést;workers'fcr'1917, which to‘Leagdé oppénents seémed‘a
clear case of céllusion with the Wobbly mehacé, méy simply
" have been What League~president Townley suggested it was: en
aéreement between an organizatidn of pfoducers‘and a labor
 union, ﬁuch like other "agreements és exist in most‘lineé of
“indu3£ry‘today."”‘ Indeed,'a copy of the wouléébé ag:eementt
deals, not with‘syndicalism or‘revqlution, buﬁ with'ﬁages
($4;OO be? day for a ten hour day), oVertime pay,,bréa?
time, and coﬁditions of board and lodging for itinerant
wor_kéré.50 |

Members of the Nonpartisan Leagué, aé ha$.been
suggested, did not dfaw back fea:fully‘ffom this ocean of
technology of which the clock was but one aspect. In fact,
evidence suggests that most farmers welcomed machines and
what they represented. In 1910, with the Model T only ﬁwo
years into‘its production run, Mihot‘s Reporter found it
necessary‘to rebuke people who:compléined that»automobile
use‘was a sign of frivoliﬁy and decadence. The Reporter
told such "pessimists" that farmers used cars in legitimate
ways.>* The thought ofkfarmers‘gallivanting in their
automobiles was apparently a common fear, héwevef, for in
1915 the nggg; responded to the samé charge, hoping’"to see

‘the day when every farmer will own an automobile. On the
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averége the farﬁér déeé too much work ahdlnot‘énough
motoring. "% Here, the ngdgx‘proposed that farmers, like
city people, had‘a right bqth to cars and to leisure time.
- In a prize contést for Christmas 1915; the Leader asked
: high—schoOi aged réaders to submit responses to a éet of
riine questiohé} most of which related to the amcunt of moﬁey
lost to North Dakota,farmefs throﬁgh grain dockage”,'and
‘what this lost money codld have pufchasedq Significantly,
 ‘qﬁéStion>two aSked,»"How ﬁany auﬁémbbiles at $460 each would
Vthat amouht buy?"’ This was an obviOus suggestion that |
férmers Qere béing‘cheated out'df'sométhiﬁg they désérved,
 namely autémobiles. Incidentally, questioﬁ four indicates’
‘that‘leisure was also becoming a part of thé‘Leaguers'
vdcabulary. It asked how many farmers' wives andjéhildren
could take a months' Qacaﬁion with the money lost to |
unscrupulods grain buyers.>! Leaguers’also conéidered‘the
recreétional use of automobiles to bé‘a legitimaté need.
Since "leisure" was by définiﬁion time not spent working,
this is further evidence that North.Dakotan scciety was
following’the broad national pattern of the separation of
"work" ftom "life" that characterized industrial culture.

‘It’is clear that the NPL was enamored of technoloay on
many different levels. To begin with, there was the

League's use of "dozens of Fords"® in its organization work
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L= accordihg to CharleS‘E.iRstell §£‘the Lg@gﬁx, the Ford
fleet‘was 14O in Deceﬁber of 1916.°°, HHéwever;‘the‘Léague”s
aécepténce of technolcgy was not limited to a passion for
'aﬁtambbiles. For example, Leader columnist Audrey A. Harris
made the argument that "bankers should advance mcney for
washing machines and other convenienées on the farm just as
'teadily as ﬁhey lend money to the farmers for threshing
machines and silos."” The fatiohalé for this was simple:
not only did drudgery contribute to farm youngsters'
;emigraﬁion to‘citie:, bﬁt it had serious consequences for
thevhealﬁh Qf‘férm,Wives. "Coffins are the most expensive
chmCdity sold, " Said Harris,‘"It is‘better to invest in
labor saving devices."® As historian Katherine Jellison
‘has pointed out, American farm womén embraced mechanization
‘not only to ease their workload bﬁt also to "gain greater
.statﬁs and cdntrél within the farm fahily vvork unit.ﬁ”
Technology, then, was seen not as an intrinsically evil by-
product of business but as a potentially controllable tooi
of advancement. One Leaggr editorial‘made this point Very,
clearly, arguing that the farmer
must be equipped with complicated farm implemehts. He
must have the latest and most convenient farm
improvements. He must have telephones, daily
newspapers, and automobiles that will enable him to
keep in communication with the markets. He must

utilize, directly or indirectly, the great factory; for
there is where machinery comes from.%° '



99

" The farmer was to accept thélmbdefnitf,ihpliéd in
underétandiﬂgs-of "busineSé",‘with»an_emphasis on
»pfofesSionalism and material progress; however, he was
specifically to reject‘the subordihation also’implicit in
the standard of "business," for "being compelled to utilize
the instruments of'modern advancement he must not be made
the victim of them."® Whereas train engiheer Ike Wright
had been‘a ?ictim of one of the instruments of‘modern
advancement —; the railfoéd -- the activist pblitical»
culture of the NPL‘offered its members a way to control and
benefit from changes in material life.

The League’s acceptance of the material aspect of
industrial Aﬁerica was related to that of its opposition.
An éditorial‘in the Grand~Forks'Hegalg,[entitled "NQt So
Long Ago," was based on tﬁe premisé ﬁhat Since "[t]oday all
‘are sharing in a Condition of general prosperiﬁy", farﬁefs
| ~had no‘céuse to get involved_with the NPL. To the Bismarck
‘Tribune, acquisitiveness was a healthy sign. "We get out of'
our énergetic‘money—making," enthused the paper, "powet-and
independence and enjoyment.-- things'that are‘good for us.™"
The seli-made man was not humble about being nouveau‘riché,
rather "he is_glad that he made his pile, himself."® Of

course, Leaguers sought to bring about the blessings of
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matéfial proSperity‘énd ;manfﬁlly” function as equals'with
other members bf so¢iety.

The &igorous acceptance. of emerging technologies
paralleled, and supportéd, the Nohpartisan League's activist
’political cultu;e. While embracing the tcols themselves, -
thé League'rejécted the‘control of thoSe who made and sold
the tools. In seeking a mere powerfﬁl role relative to
“business,ﬁ the NPL reached out to organized labor, which
was‘in part, as Morlan has suggested, é'political maneuver
to form a farmer-labor ccalition which would have potency in
| Statés where the labor movement was much larger.63 However}
cﬁapter fiﬁe will argue that'the establishment of a farmer-
labor alliance also had greét ideological Significance. A
short examination of the North Dakota labor movement wiil
reveal features of the work culture‘which emerged, like the
bNonﬁartisan League, from the culture of industrial America.

Iﬁ North Dakota,‘aévin'the rest of the United States;'
labor organizétions during the fifst'two decades of the
twentieth‘century represented only a fraction of working
people. However, this era did seé the fhigh ﬁide“ of é
genuine North Dakota labor movement;“‘ In its twelfth
biennial repqrt, the state commissioner of agriculture and
labor found that in 1910, only one labor ovganization {(in

Burleigh county) existed in North Dakota, and that it had



‘7twénty‘membefs.5 Yet by 1921, the North Dakbta"FederétiQn
of Labor reported that ﬁhere,were ﬁ4‘lOCals‘in the étaﬁe |

| wiﬁhvaébroximaﬁely336QO‘mémbers, with miners} building

" trades, énd‘failroadiworkers comprising well over haif the
membership.®® These figures are to be used with cautioﬁ.
‘Aé at least one labor hiStorién has reéoénized, in general
relctively few workers‘throughoqtiAmérican history have
‘belonged to‘tradé unions; and the experienceé‘and feelings
of thoéé‘who did belong are‘not‘neceééarily identical to
th&se of workers who diant belong. " Furthermore, these
statistics clearly do not account foi all union membership
within the state. The NDFL figures, for example, oniy
’include unions affiliated with the Fedération; In 1911,
‘when the state repdrtéd only‘one union local in operation,
'other laboi organizations were obviously in existence. For
example, the labor news.page of the Fargo Forum for the wéek
of February 4, 1911,ioffered a schedule of meéting nights
for several local unions, including those of musicians,
tailors, plumbers, bookbinders, machiniéts, and

~ bricklayers.® ‘thably absent is ahy reference to the
Industrial Workers of the World, Who were nevertheless a
presence in North Dakota ——»espeéially in the harvest |

fields, hobo jungles, and nightmares of business people.
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However,‘it is wérthwhile to look at thevNDFL fdr what
it reveals about the abéve~mentionéd ﬁhemes. Founded in
kiéll, the NDFL.prepared 2 constiﬁutibn whose preamble
employéd the-langﬁagé of class conflict:

A struggle is‘going.én in all nations of the civilized
world between the oppressors and the oppressed of all
countries. A .struggle between the capitalists and the
laborers( which grows in intensity from year to year.®®

Yet‘eveﬁ while a¢khowlédging-the existence of class
‘'struggle, the NDFL was apparently nOt‘inﬁerested;in
révblution;- One League-historian’has portrayed the NDFL
(along with the Sccialist Party) as a pre-League protest
mOverﬁent.70 While any labor organization is in one sense an
‘instrument of‘“proteét”, it is perﬁaps‘more'useful to see
the NDFL as reformiét, for its self-identifiéd goal was to
;achiéve the "best'possible wages aﬁd best treatment to the
laboring'classesbby all honorable means.‘"j1 The
Federation's essentially gradualist program'was solidified
throughout the 1920s. 'Economic demand number sixteen éfvthe
NDFL's 1921 chstitutioh explicifly endorsed worker
educatiOn and political,aétion, intending “to stimulate the
political‘education of the members: of organizéd labor to-
~understand their political rights and the use of the ballot
intelligenfly,_thru their political organizaﬁions.” The
language »f class sﬁruggle was still-prominent‘inbthe 1921

constitution's preamble. Yet when issues of class were
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diSCussedélsewhereduring the 1§2i cthénti)n, the rhetoric
 used was én interesting hybrid bétween rigid cless analysis,
,populistic resentment of the‘eastern ﬁoney‘power (muéﬁ_like
that'usgdby the anonymous Minot poet in "Don‘t Blame the
Enginéer), and»the‘cﬁlture_of ldyalty'tb’the material
aspects éf the new indﬁStrial America‘—Q all of which had'
much in'common with the méssage of the Nonpar  isan League.‘
'NDFL presidéﬁt Lee Brundage articulated this ; bsition in the
,1921‘convention proceedings, when he “shouted” on paper: "IT .
IS TIME FOR THE ORGANIZED WORKERS/ EARMERS, ANQ SMALL
"BUSINESS‘MEN TO STOP RAILING AT THE MONEY POWER AND TO.BEGIN
TO‘COMPETE_WITH IT"'[capitalizatioﬁ is from the original
textJ.”  While Leaguers would have béen hesitant to group
themSélves along with small business people, the essential
message of opposition to.éontrolbby'urban, industrial
interests‘was the same.’

Clearly, the NDFL sougﬁt to work within the ystem to.
improve conditions for workers, which can be rega,ded as a
reflection of the attitudes of most NDFL-affiliated union
imembers. This attitude became more prbnounced as the
crucialkyeér 1919 passed. The convention proceedings for
that year show an organization wéking in powef, roooarting on
the success of an AFL organizing drive in Grand Foir 1,

calling for government ownership of industrial concerns,
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| ‘cémmehting on the "splehdid‘progrgss" ih‘wagés énd working
‘ﬂconditidﬁs fof Nortthakota raiiroad‘workers (up from‘18 %
‘-éents'a hour for a ten hour day to 45 cents an hour for
eiqht.houfs),_and péséing a resolution endorsing the
Winnipeg General Strike.’ Springing frdm a number c¢f
jfruitful orgaﬁizing drives, and‘no doubt benefiting from the
-succéss of Tthe 1919 striké‘by the NDFL~af£iliated UnitedI
Mine Workers, the NDFL increased in‘membershipiby 38%
between 1920 and 1921.7°

One other issue discussed by the' Federation that year
is very reveéling; Said bne,delegaté, "we should be
promoting and working for 01d Age Pensioh legislaﬁion."”v
That this subject was brought up is some indication of the
way the relationship among’thekworker, the émployer, and
government had evolved since the early years of the centuiy.
NéWspaper stories from around 1910’reveal a free market,
free contract attitude_concerning the relatiqnship between
employesz and émployer. The employe:‘had’very few
obligations‘td the worker besides paying wages. & stofyf~
appearing in the Fargo Forum in February 1911 makés this
point abundantly clear.‘ Entiﬁled "Faréo Laborers are Not
Céreful," the story reports on é number of ia@suits in the

~Fargo area brought against employers by workers injured on
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the job. The Forum noted that the court actions were
dismissed, and editorialized,
The results of these actions should be a lesson to the
local laboring men, and cause them to examine every
thlng with which they are working before starting on a
job, and inform the employer of any neglected conditions
that might cause an accident . . . . [Clarelessness in
not making such an examination has lead {sic] to the
courts finding a verdict agzainst the laborer on the
grounds of contributory negligence.’ ‘
Qf‘course, this attitude was not restricted to Fargd.
According‘to a state report, pric:z > the passage of the
Workmen's‘Compehsation Act in 1919 only 20% of workers
injured on the job received compensation of ‘any kind.”
While the Forgm’article does portray the laissez-faire
‘attitude of employers, it also shows that workers had a
consciousness of their own rights, and were willing to fight
for them. Another example of the clash between the'ideology
of free contract employment and working class consciousness
was the 1912 strike by a group of section hands near Mandan.
Informed that they could no longer have free use of
discarded railroad ties "as fuel for their cave bake.ovens,"
the 25 "Italian laborers" went on strike. That the workers
~had the self-confidence to strlke for a perceived right --
even lowly section hands in a state with a very limited
tradition of labor activism -- suggests that while the work

~culture of twentieth century America was engendered by the

world of industry and commerce, it was fashioned by the
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'IWOrkers themseivés. ,Perhaps more to the‘point. howeve;, 18
}the‘facﬁ‘that the'Bismarck’I;ibung reported the incident as
vcéusing‘"considerable amusement."’® The condescénsion
implied in that phrase -- thch overlooks the fact that at
.:$1.85yfor a ten hour dav, free fuel may have been more than
a luxufy —-‘is‘obvious, but it also illustrates that the
fuller meaning of such aéfions were.clearly misunderstood.
When the Nonpartisan‘League arose three years later, the
xrigune ahd other ?apers like it continued to view claés—
bésed protésts\as unfathomable aberrations. Yet for
students of subéequent American history, these examples are
a reminder that '"the modern 'welfare sﬁate"was not just the
child of concerned and sehsitiVe eérly twéhtiétﬁ~century
‘uppéf4 and middle-class criticé‘of industrial capitalisxﬁ,"go
but alSd the resﬁlt of activism on the part of the wofking
class. .So, the historién may recqgnize at least a kernel>of
Atrﬁth in the statement John J. Héndley of‘the Wisconsin
Federation §f Labor’made to the NDSFL, to the‘éffect that :
VEvery step of proyress has been made thru the efforts of
the Qorking people in one form or’ar‘lother."Bl

Most of Handley's NDFL‘audiehcé would probably have
accepted his proposition -- that wofking people are agents
~of social change -~ as a statement‘aboutvreality, not as a

“handsome and wishful piece of oratory. The Nonpartisan
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Leégue”Was itself a graphic’deﬁonstration'of grass—rooﬁs
power. Althbugh the NPL's power base was the farm, the
League was unquestionably pro—labbf. Two prominent NDFI.
members, S.S.‘McDonaid and Frank Milhollan, were also
significant figures in the Frazier administration. The NPL
passed a variety of‘léborFfriendly laws relating to worker's
cémpensatibh, minimum wages and maximum hours for women,®?
aﬁd'mine‘inspection,vall during the‘heady legislatuive
session of 1919. Frazier himself spoke at the 1921

_ Fedéfatién of Labor convention. Referring to his own
.'férming’backéround, Frazier éxpressed tﬁe theme of
brotherhood betweén farmers and wcrkers, based on
produdership, that ran through the.NPL,énd the North Dakota
labpr mofément: "I know what it means to labor, as I have
beén a‘worker’aimost.all my life,' It seems to me that
organized labof and the farmer'aféup againét the same
proposition."83 Nor was the executivé the cnly branch of
stéte gbvernmenﬁvwhere the Federation:of Labor could find
support. During the same convention, the Fedération’s
Legislative Committee reported on nine bills it had céused
to be introduced into the legislative assembly ﬁhrough
Representétive»George Lakie, a member of the Brotherhood of

Railway Fireman."
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. The culture of productive life in North.Dakota of‘the
ulQiOS‘waS, iike'that df.ﬁhe United Staﬁes; deeply infiueﬁced
by technology and business. Similéxly,<the state's work |
culture was also arranged by gender distinctiohs. This may
‘be recarded in part as an illustrationldf the different ways
men and. women rélated‘to the industrial system in terms of
work’culture; Whére ﬁwomen's‘employment,was shaﬁed afound
the family . Q‘man;é‘work, iﬁ a”reai sense, shaped the
family.‘85 - That society saw a woman's work as an adjunct to
her domestic role 1is clear‘after even a casual glance at
primary_documenté. Newspapers, for instance, categorized
helééwanted’ads‘by sex. ‘Teaching and nursingiwere assuned
to be‘women’s:profeésions, the fotmef because "the cﬁild and
 the edﬁcation 6fbthe child are,‘and'always have been,‘the
peculiar province of woman's activities"®® and the latter
because it‘involved "doing good for others."¥ Jobs in
lhousehold‘sérvice, viewed as another aspéct:of the domestic
‘Sphere, were thought to be suitable for women, as were |
suppb:t—level clérical‘positions in business.®

| The working lives of rural North Dakota women were
similar to those of urbanites;‘at least in S0 far as they
related to existing power structures. Tn common withrfarm

women throughout the nation, those in North Dakota were part

of
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a géndered work system in which mén‘were primarily

~responsible for performing cash-producing field work,

(and] women's labor in the farmhouse, vegetable garden,

and poultry house was viewed as secondary.69
Ih 19i5;'the U.SL Department of Agricultufe-prepéred a
series of feports on the lives of fural wcmen.v‘The UsbDa
solicitedvinpﬁt from the wives of croo éorrespondents as to
how the Department could help "farm QOmen in their imporﬁant
‘ tasks of homemaking and domestic manufacturing."90 ‘This
Obviously‘reflected‘the attitude that a woman's place was
" not ih,the field. State agricultural agencies had a similar
view. A 1923 Minnesota bulletin featured the results of a
study'of farm’women in which a@proximately four percent of
.respondents explicitlyéaid‘they sometimes did work in the
field._ This findingbworried‘the builetin's‘soéiologiSt’ :
author: "Farmiﬁg can not be very promisihg when we fihd SO
- many Women doing the work of a man . . . The best interests
of the community can not be'coﬁserved, if ﬁhis is a common
practice."91 Instead, the woman was to be encouraged ta
stay in the domestic realm, and extension readily providéd
her with information on dutieS-dixectlybrelated to that
Arole, on such subjects as canning and.préserving fruits and
'4vegetables, édvice oh labcrmsaving kitchén arrangements,‘and
information concernihg child care.

For both urban and rural‘women,,producihg and raising

sturdy children was enshrined as ths ideal form of work, and
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women’s'participétion in political Lifé Qas ofteh juétiﬂi@d
as a defense df the faﬁily, a logical extensiocn cf‘the role
of protector and‘nurturer. According to Ruby Kraft, a |
driving force behindkthe developmenﬁ nf womers Nonpartisén 
Clupbs, "a faﬁily is the 'Heart of Politics' énd‘who Should
be intereSted in the affairs of the world if not the
mothers{?]"92  The Minot Reporter editor articulated his
- vision Qf the placé of WOmeﬁ‘in sbciety. Condemning-the
éctivism'oﬁ "club-meeﬁ" and ﬁshemalé‘conQentions;" he |
;oncluded |

Nine out of ten of these women who spend thelr time
“~drafting resolutions condemning everythlng and _
everybody for imaginary short-comings, would be of far
more service to humanity caring for a brood of healthy
" youngsters in a happy home . ?3

The Mlnnesota soc1ologlst who was concerned over women in
the fields oplnea that thuse who spoke glowlﬂgly of
motherhood and the farm life had a healthy attltude' "The
nation needunoﬁ look forward with dismay or nesitancy when
the méthers of rural America have a philosophy_as safe,. as
- sound, and as reassuring as that of the wisest sages."¥

As these examples indicate, the work roles of women
were undergoing a pfofound transformatidn. The Nonpartisan
League, one of whose planks was women's sﬁffrage,“ realized
' this, aé a short‘articlé in the Leader iliustrates. - The

article included a picture of two women in work clothes
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étandihg iﬁ'a_fiéld; whom Lhe wfiter identified as "two
North Dakoﬁé farmers." Aware‘that‘ﬁhe reader’woold éick up
.ﬁhe irony ofvthat phraée, since ”farmer" was gender-typed as
implying Vmalé,? the writer went on to suggest that |
"cohmercial cihbs,'réal estate agents and booster clubs™
‘would»be particularly disturbéd.by this mixing 6f gender 
folésQ The article ended with a cheeky argumedt for women's
suffrage, sayihg the “two farmers pictured above are woinen
and are forbidden to have a‘VOte in changing conditions; It
wOuid'not do, you know, for "womah's‘pléce is in the‘
home. "% |

Yet despite the NPL’s support of women as voters,
chapter five will sth how the Leacgue’s vision of political
actibh’as ah‘extension of"“manly? reéponéibility left‘women_'
"to-remain in a subordinate‘role; However, while home and
mdtherﬁood was regarded as the bedrock of wbmen’s‘produC£iVe
life, the work lives of some women were'illustrations of
non-domestic "competency," fathér similar to the notions of
businesslike professionalism urged for men.

By the early 1920s, then, a new work culture was
emerging on the northern plains that reflected that of the
United States. Even'thoughVWOrKing Norﬁh Dakotans faced
peculiar problems, such as isolation, especiaily for farm

people, even more so for farm wives, they were subject to
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‘the‘cglﬁuﬁal pressur@Q aé$ociatud with méChdnLZdLLup
urbaﬁization;v Althoughmost people's workiﬁg lives were
probably living expfessions of adherence toc one
editorialist'svcode of "avsteady Diet of Hard and Faithful
Wérk -- eight Hours and more . . . that's what all the World
needé}"97 they wéré not unwitting‘recipients of a received
culture of work with hierarchical and gendered elements.
The North Dakota Federation of Labor still enddrsed the
ideology of class conflict thle fighting to improve daily
living and Qorking ‘cdnditioné. During the great North
‘,Dakota.lignité strike‘of 1919; Uhited Mine:Workefs mémbe:s
followed the‘directidn of national union leadershipvénd
stiuck despite ¢§nfidence‘among North Dakota mine operatorS'
 ‘ that their employees were happy and unconcerned about events
vbéyond the state.® Responding to a USDA survey, a North
‘Dakoté‘fafm wifé‘sought political solutions to hard times on
hér‘farm,.but used the 1an§uage of rural radicalism: "I
don't understand how thé farm women can be helped whéﬁ'the
man is put in the sweat béx from the power of the money
sharks." Another rural North Dakotan understood cleariy
that'other visions were available: "I doh’t belong té the 'i
won't Qorks,‘ but would like a little pay."?® Nor were farm
‘women universally oppréssed by the patriaréhy of‘husbands,

for
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men and women in a number of Midwestern farm families
developed systems of cooperation, reciprocity, and

‘mutual dependence Lhat‘a110wed for & mcre equitable
distribution of labor and resources among farm family

members. 00

Durihg the Leégﬁe and‘pre~League eras, men and women of
North Dakofa existed in a boomlng matellal world that was an
éspect of "business" Amerlca, and_thls'experlence helped to
shape a~new work culture. However} aithough the prevailing
- structures urged people to meéSure‘the fuifillment of human
~potential by neréonal and‘ﬁaticnal economicv"progress,"
'worklnq people retained a sense of the prlde vf laber and a
‘consc1ousneub of thelr own worth The farmers of the
Nonpartisan League alsd faced the products of the ihduétrial

world directly, and sought to control that world with

agrarian values.
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CHAPTER V
'SHAKE HANDS ACROSS THE PLAINS AND SO BUILD FOR BETTER THINGS:

Class, Gender, and the Nonpartisan League

A little hore than a mcenth before the hotly—cdntested
p:imaries of 1916, the Grand Forks ﬂg;glg printed an
edita:ial'thaf, if taken out of the;contekt‘ofvfhe battle
o#er the~Nonpartisan'League,‘seems almost,incomprehensible.
"In this countri," said the ﬂg;glﬁ, "there is just one basis
for'political'action., That basis is neither race, nor
Creéd, nor‘séx; nor wealth, hor occﬁpation. It is just
‘Aﬁerican citizehship;"l This statement, which might
otherwise bé reéd aé a self-deluded paean to the noticn of
Ameriéa~as a great melting pot, wés insﬁead avflank'attack
on tﬁe Leégue as a creator'of class antagonism, for.
according to agother Herald editorial, |

the farmers are toid that all who are not farmets,‘the :
merchants, the manufacturers, and what,not, are arraved
against them and that if their rights are to be
protected they must stand together as a class, arrayed
in hostility against every other class.?
_?revious sections bf this thesis have provided a sampling of
vthe rhetoric used in attécking the League -- as a group'bf‘

carpetbaggers, communists, and so on. Howaver, here,

122
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‘aCCordidg‘to'the“ObPOSitioh,iléy‘the éS@@ﬂtial‘danger of‘ih&
Leaguéf it‘waS a class-based political movement which, with‘
its call for a new cohception of political'culture,‘ |
threéténed‘to overthrow all governméhtal and social
structures. As chap-er three hés argued, the‘wofd
"sociaiism" as used‘in‘tﬁé lexicon of the anti—League préss
»was transfo:med‘into another térm of derision, rdﬁghly
 synonymous with such words és "Bolshevism", "radicalism",
énd3"I.W.W.ism," Yet( especialiy‘ih‘the‘early yearé o; the
‘NPL, féocialismﬁ'had‘two undérlying'meanings'gpon‘which the
‘wbrd;s pejnxatiVe connotation was based. ~First, “"socialism”
cou.d sigéify a program éf public ownership of the means‘cf
production.énd distribution. However, "socialisﬁ" was also
thought tec mean class—bésed_éoCiai and nolitical activism.
Wwhile many members of the Leégue‘s oppositiod'were opposea
to gouvernment éwnershié -- an IVA'pamphlet opined that "one
of the Qisest statesmen once said that government ownership
'Qas the coming for.a of siavery"3k—¥, there was‘a certain
flexibility on the issue. For example, when the IVA came to
power in 1921 it pledged support for the state mill and
elevator project.?! As the Leader never tired of po:nﬁing
ouﬁ, state ownership was not reaily the point of centention
for I.eague enemies who feared "socialism";‘for

the state cf North Dakota already operates a school
system, a penitentiary, an insane asylum, a twine plant,
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a street car Systéﬁ and éevéral'othef enterpzises fo:

public purposes . . . The city of Willistecn 1is operating

an electric light and power system . . . Are not these

all evidences‘oﬁ "Socialism'?? ‘
“Government ownershio céuld even be cauée‘for levity --
l‘élbeit grim levity -- as whern, fOllowing the Frazier
‘ administratiQn5s seizure of‘34 ptivately-owned lignite mines
‘during‘fhe 1919 miners' étrike, Jerry Bacon of‘the Herald
quipped_that Frazief nbw had a pretext to "seize the -
'blacksmith:shops,'fhe farmé,‘and the peanﬁt étandS'Qf the
éntire s*.v:a“:ve."‘6 Yet "socialism" as ciéss conflict was seen
neitﬁer aé an intellectual exercise in political economy nor
as a joke, for the idea of the Nonpartisan‘League as an
eXpression of class-based political power was perhaps the
L.ost basic departuie from the received politiéal culture of
the day. Although they attacked the Leagué for many
different reasons ——‘ranging'from the substantive, such as
the "complete fiasco" of the Homé‘Building BAssociation’ to
such inaneiy trivial matters as Lynn_Frazier's recéding
hairline® - opponents recognized‘that the Léague was, in
the words of one observer, "abclass'organization, Seeking
class advantage, aﬁd rest[ing] on a sentiment of class
antagonism."? iAnd, anti—Leaguers believed, it was the:efo:e
dangerous.
| Class must be used judiciously as a categbry df

historical analysis. According to Lawrence Goodwyn, because
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éf‘the "many psychological, social, and economic ingredients

embeddéd in the concepts of class . . . "class" is a
‘treacheious tool if han&léd casﬁally and routinely."m‘ As
‘Goodwyn pointed out in one of his wocrks dn Populism, class
is a»particularly troublesome concept whzn dealing‘with
.agrarian movements.. Lahd—owning farmers; not a landless
rﬁialproletériat (aithough the League alsc included tenant
 farm~rs)é made up the larvyes: proportion of the League
membéréhip. With Marxism and its emphasis on property
:OWnership and class formation as one of its intellectual
"‘forebears, class énalysis‘would seem of limited valué in
discussing thé Nonparﬁisan League.™  Yet the question of
what‘“class” meant to Nbrth Dakotans of the 1910s must
certainly be asked, for it was an impdrtant part of the
political dialégue Qf‘the Nonpsrtisan era. One need not be
a Marxist to recognize this. Furthermofe,‘little work has
been done investigating the League from the standpoint of
'class.. Philip Brewer’s 1933 thesis proposed that the NPL,
like eérliér agrarian movements, had similar “elements of
class wartare.”!? Unfortunately, Brewer’é work took a
rather romantic view of the Leaguefs fise, and'madé the
highly arguable suggestién that ceaseless animosity between

farmers and small-town merchants “turned the wholz movement
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“Aihtp‘é bitter ﬁiass <:<jr1.t'f‘ln'.¢.t.v”’.13 AS:We‘have seen, matters
were mQCh‘moré cdmplicéted. | |

‘Whether or not Leaguers’fit iﬁto a partigular,
extérnally—defined definition of class, they did possess a
coilective‘consciousness baséd on their occupational status
as farmers.“ Because of the hegemony of the business
'standard, because of the preSsures of the material world,
‘and, as this chapter wiil discuss, because of their
ruralness, Leaguers felt themselves to be a distinct social
'and economic group, and this was the most common_definition
6f'“class",as the word waé actually used. One might almost
ball Leaguers a class in thé analytical sense. As E.P.
Thcmpson has contended,

clasé happené whan some men, as a result of coimon

experiences (inherited or shared), feel and articulate

- the identily of their interests as between themselves,
~and as against other men whose interests are different

from (and usually opposed to) theirs.® ‘
As this thesis has argued, however, the League was most
significantly a proactive effort by farmers to gain a more
péwerful}position within the world of “business.”
“Business” was the enemy only insofar as it implied a
hegemonic relationship in which the farmer was of inferior
statué, and Leaguers did not want to bring down the btsiness[
world so much as they wanted their piece,of it. Thus the

NPL probably should not be thought of as a “class” in the
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techniCal sense} ,Yet.While NPL members night have Shared a
,number of geals and.culﬁural values with other groups,
- Leaguers, much like‘membeis of consefvative lapor unions,
did.believe'that farners were in dire need of eolleccive
action:to pretect their interests against other organized
groups, br “classes.”!® o |

As chapﬁer'three argued; the Nonpartisan Leagﬁe
bqrrowed from Populism the credo of agrarianism. The League:
embreced snchvagrarian‘eoncepﬁe as agricultural |
fundamentalism, Ehe idea that all human activities are based
upon agriculﬁure. .HOWever,‘one agrarian idea that the NPL
,implicitly -~ and frequently’explicitly -- rejected in the
formatiOn of class-based activism was (as Philip Kouth has
observed!’) the notion ~f "Rugged Individualism,"vwhich‘
" pictu. ©d the faimer‘as an independent, self—supporting'
entity. According to a modern rural sociologist, "a major
contradiction of agrarian ideology is revealed when the
Rugged Individualist tradition is set'alongside~agrarian
ponulism."18 Leaguers recognized this contradiction. As a
"Leaden editorial entitled "The Passing of.the Independent
Farmerg argued} "There was a time when the farmer]was‘truly
‘independent. = But times haveﬁchangeﬁ. He is not an isolated

atom anymore but is an integral part of society}" The same
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author insisted that class-based organization was made
‘necessary by modern conditions:
The farmer is independent no more. He is a part of
- the great social structure and he cannot avoid his
responsibility to society and should not ke denied
his share in the future of modern cevelopments and
progress. Being compelled to utilize the instruments

of modern advancement he must not be made the victim
of them.??
Indeed, the argument was frequently made that since other
business and professional men had long been organized,
farmers needed the same protection to help them escape from
"the grasp of the’organized classes." &g a contemporary
sociologist observed,
Ae have the exhibit of business from top to bottom
being regimented for defense and offense, while on
the other side the farmers are forming in ranks, -
sometimes recruited by organized labor of cities, to
improve their economic positicn. It is a menacing
picture, but one that appears inevitable as classes come

to self-consciousness and form themselves into
organizations.? ’

In the League correspondence course; the suggested answer'to
the objection that NPL dues were too'expenSive argued.that
failway‘condubfors and fireﬁen each paid more than.$6,00 to
belong to their crganizations, while a membersﬁip‘in tﬁe
Board of Trade oi Chamber of Commerce could éost,thousaﬁdé
of dollars.?” Ruby Kraft made a simiiar'point about the
necessity of women's‘Nonpartisan Clubs,'for "the town women
are organized and thre farm and labor women will not be

content until they too are‘ready for instant action."?' The
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 ‘LéaQﬁe, as chapté; threé,hasfsh¢Wn, méde stréhubus efforts
to recruit peOple for‘the'organization and to retaiﬁ‘membegs
thigugﬁ‘an‘appeal to the spirit of unity.\,AS the League
: headduarteré_told one farmer, tbe "LeagUe‘needé you -- for
in Union,thefe iS,Str@ﬁgthn"ﬂ

As the anve examples illustrate, Leaguers looked to
fﬁhe ﬁities’énd towns and, finding the people there
organized, atteﬁpted‘tb ao the same thing themselves. For
“thié :eason,vit is not wrong to4say tﬁat in some ways the
'pré—‘and anti—NPL‘struggie was "a town versus céuntry
conflict. "z Although Lewis Crawford argued that North
Dakota's "rural and city‘sbéiety‘is homogenous" and that
"thére are nb socialﬂor raciaircleaﬁages separating the
‘cities fro‘m‘the.coun‘try,"26 tﬁere was a flavor of anti-
ufbahiém in tﬁe rhetoric of rural‘North Dakotans of thé.
.League Era, some of which can probably be attributed fo a
traditioﬁ of‘a'deep, though'somewhat inarticulate, distrust
of cities which was a feature of traditional agrarian
thinking.? In 1915, for ekample, a :ural North Dakota
woman despairingly reported that her family would

have to sell this fall, because we are so deep in debt

-- it will nearly kill me if we have to leave the farm.

I do so want to keep my husband and children there. I

don't sesz how I can part with the horses. I hate the
cities and am afraid of them.?® L
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 More often, howe&ef, anti—urban»séntiw?nthad 2a ﬂére
“specific targeg.fAfterbéll, the cultur: of business‘andl“Bid
Biz7‘himself were products‘OE the big :zities, aﬁd in North 
Dakotavthe heart éf ﬁhé League's oppcsition béat most
strongly in the‘cities of Grand Forks .nd Fargo, in tns
rélatively urbanizéd‘Red River valley. As will be dis;ussed
‘belpw, rural beople also‘railed agains;‘being characterized
as rubes, Fdrthermore, farm people deeply reséntéd their
children being~¢duca£ed away frbm‘ihe farm beééuée of a
vaguely urban'influehce in schbol‘curriéula.‘ "Give us
schbols‘ih the'couhtfy’that will give our‘children a fairly
gbod education in their own neighboihoqd," requeétéd one
North Dakotan, "instead of compelling us to send them to the
large cities where their heads arc filled with foolish
notions énd the desire for farm work dri§en entirely oﬁt_of
thei~ heads, both boys and girls. *® This statement alludes
to what was considered "the gre.t rural problem"3° of the
day: the‘flight of rural pecple, especially young people, toc
the cities.? This was another factor in antiQurban |
sentiment.

However, .it woula not do to overstate or misunderstand
the nature of the rural-urban conflict in the Nonpartisan
‘League:experiehce. First, the League explicitly consideréd

itself the friend of urban laborers (who built the labor-
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saving maéhinery‘farméfs‘appréciated},and urban consumers
who;'it érgued, were rébbed‘by che same "hiddlémen" and
"food profiteers" who cheated farmers. And if Grand forks
was the home of Je:ry Bacbn, it was also the native city of
the North Dakota Federation of Labor, of whose support the
NPL was a‘happy‘recipient.32 Moreover, muéh of the language
‘used bywrural‘people 1h their complaints<against the cities
'displayé en&yyfather‘than hatred.> A part»0f4anti-urbah‘,
sentiment was based on the perception of urban life being
more,rewarding}”and less‘iaborious, thanbrural life.
" Resortin§ tb verSe, Emmltt E. Kraft char-ed, |

‘We have staybd at home,and sloppéd’the sQine

Have kept some hens and fed the kine,
We have worked so hard and lost our health
While the fat boys raked in all the wealth.?
Hére‘is a reference to politician Tréadwell Twichell’s
supposed jeer that férmers‘"go home and slop the hogs,"
which became such é potent NPL slbgan; It'is significant
that Leaguers’ attitudes wefe’based on a presumgd |
consciousness of what éity life entailed, not on igﬁoranéeQ
ACcording to ohe League épeaker,
| We want every farmer in this state to be able to have
a six or eight room modern house on his farm.
furnished with the best furniture, the finest carpets,

rugs and musical instruments. . . . We want every farmer
to drive a sixty-horse power Crackerjack instead of a

~tin lizzy.¥
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The Leader, in fact, assumed that a good deal of Zarmers'’
“antagonism toward urban men was based on the idea thac
townumen were better providers for their families. Bankers,
. suggested the Leader, were to be envied because "their boys
do not stay out of school to plow nor do their wives and
daughters spend long hours at hard, unremunerativs labor."*®
Kate Waller.Barrett; SDeaking at the 1916 conventinn of the
American SOClOlOglcal Soc1ety, Suggested that a
consciousness‘of’rural—urban inequality was a pearticular
problem for rural women:
The_rural delivery hkrings to herkdoor the most
up-to-date information with regard to the activities of
women elsewhere, and even if she did not subscribe to
‘magazines, the advertising of today, which is so freely
distributed, is so attractive and effective 'hat one
cannot be in- ignorance of the efficient dctl\lfy of
woman everywhere, which is in the very air we breathe

. « . The rural woman is almost entlrely cut cff from
thLQ phase of modern llfe,

As this suggests, and as preceding chapters of this
thesis haverargued, Nonpartisan Leaguers and their families
saw themselves as mocdern people who wanted to participate
more'fully in the politicai and economic governancé of life.
However in order to fully partiéipate as equéls, farme:s"ad
obstacles to overcome that were embedded in Amer:can |
culture. Jeffersonian images of the sturdy yeoman
agrlculturallst notwmthstandlng, tﬁe farmer had alwaYs‘be@n

"scoffed at and jeered at and he has been mace Lne butt of
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ridicﬁle/ éaréaém,‘and ¢ariCaturé by‘townépeople,m%speciéi;j
in Cartoon aﬂd on the stage. Many extra?agant jokes have
been perpetrated at his expense."’ Rural people were often
_depictéd‘in the popular media as uﬁeducated‘drudges,
‘cénCernéd oniy with WOrkiﬁgp éatiﬁg, and sleeping. qu
:example; é series of articles in Collier's magazine in‘the
spring of 1912‘were a humorous account of one maﬁ'S"
experience working as a farm hand. The toil was ehdless and
the‘iivihg‘conditions poor,'the writef feporced, and tbé
farmer for‘whom'he worked was a penhy~piﬁ¢hing»sla?e drivér
whd could not '"endure the'thouqht of the hired hand being
idle for tén mirutes."® In 1915, a Massachusetts farmer
spoke of "the sham sneering sentiment that it is unrefined
for women to be laboring on the farm.k"39 An Ohio mﬁn
complained'that "scarcely a‘daily pépex or périodiéaly&f any
kind but caricatures and'pictures‘the farmer as old
’Hayseéd'."wv A New York woman cqncufred, adding that a
sécond coﬁmon image plictured the agficulturalist a a foodb‘
profiteer. The farmér, she said, "is iepreéented_either as
a 'Rube' with chin whiskers and his trousers in his booté or
as having several motoi cars bought with:his ill—gotten
gains." ¢ | |
The Nonpartisan Leaguz tapped into farmers' resentmeﬁt

of the suggestion that they were rubes. John M. Baer's
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ca:toohs in‘the Ngngﬁ;;igan_LﬁggggJ which.dne researcher has
called “the uéual exteﬂsibmfofthe_#iéwsandmethodology of
early—déy Nonpartisaﬁ League leaderé;”“ acknowledged thé'
prevaienCh of this image, but instead of accepting it,
~turned it into a symbdl of what might bz called class pride.
‘The drawings of Baer and other‘Lgaggg cevtocnists often.
featured a farmer lookingjmuch‘like the éne dcsctibed above,
wearing‘overalls (although his pants legs were‘mOre oftan
outside,thé bQots),boften‘sporfingba straw hat, and élmost
always_With a‘chin peard like Uncle Sam's.. Quite eafly on
ih‘his‘careér'és a nggggfcartponist,'Baer named this nearly
»ubiqﬁitous‘éharactér "Hiram A. Rube" (which was sométimes;
contracted to "Hi'am A. Rube", to'maké'clear that the name
was to be pronduncéd "I am a rube").® As far as the Leaéue
was chcernéd, Hirém was Everyman, ahd his plight was one
the Légdg;’s::eadershipfunderstood_énd identified with;
rSometimes Hiram was picturédvas the victim (al’hou§h always
a cognizant one) of a fat, cheCkéd—suited character éften
labeled "Big Biz" or "Old Gang_Poiitician".‘ Ir a cartoSn
‘commenting on the widespread fear of food shortages and Bigh
pfices f§llowing the United Sfates{‘decision to enter the
European waf, Hiram is shown, Atlas«like} supporting on his
- shoulders a teetering p;le‘of boxes ahd barrels representing

the world's food supplv. at e summit of ‘which sits a
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pdrﬁly figure éalléd’QM{ddlemAMﬁ.“' vet more o.lter, Hiram
is the~cahny‘victor of the snrbggle; as when herémilingly
prevénts’a horée’labeled "Nonpartisan League"'from rteing |
branded with an iron called "I.W.W.ism; Socialism, Atheism"
wielded by an oily-lcoking Cowboy nemed 010 Gang".%
Baer's cartoons were influential in driving home fhe
Lgage;fs‘message;‘ Writing to inform the paper of:the vaiue
of her family's NPL menkership, one woman said, "if & pefson
.hasn't got time to read the paper one glimpse at the
‘cartoons is enough. " |
‘ Through cartoons featuring Hiram Rube, rarmers could
‘see ﬁhémselves as a group ot intelligent, powerful people
who could deal effectively witﬁ the depredations 6f opposing
‘;nterest groups. kHiram'bécame ad symbol of the League's
bolitical‘Culturé*in *the same»way as did the phrase "Go nome
" and slop‘the hoqs" ~= bo*h begén as perceived. insults, asi
comments on the farhér‘s‘subjugation to the powers of urban
America, but through the agency of collective.consciousnéss
were turned around into expressions of political and social
empowerment. In a simiiar way Leaguers proudiy identified
themseives as ”sixteen dollar suckérs“ or members of the ‘
"North Dakota 'Sucker Club'"* {in reference to anti-T.eague
papers thch supposedly so-labeled farmers who paid the

NPL's sixteen dollar membership fee), and as "stickers", a
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‘term which bebame 50 pérvaelwﬂ that it found its wag into
‘the vocabulnry of both Leaguerq dnd their enemieg. For |
example, in the sprzng of 13?1 a re31dent from the McVille
area responded negatively to an IVA query askihg whether a
recall election in the near futﬁ;e«wouid meet with good
.reSults(bsayingi"when‘oné gets out among the leaguers it is
sqrprisiné‘té find‘how they arve still sticking."*®
‘Answering the same IVA rééﬁest,<thg managér of the Washburn
- Grain Company aisb'remarked on the tenacity of the "'We;ll 
Sticlee'll Win' Nonpartisans" in his district.® As part
of the correspoqdence céurse‘for NPL organizers, would;be
‘Leégue‘field workers were given épecific instructions on how
to Countéi the objection,that-ﬁFafmers won't stick."50 In
North bakota, whilé the electoral majorities for Leégué—
endorsed candidates generally declined from 1916 through
1920 -- for example, Lynn Frazier received 79% of the ﬁote
ih the genéral eleétion of 1916, éO% in 1913, and 51% in’
1920°' -- many f-rmers remaiﬁed loyal»to the League, precudly
identifying themselves as "stickers". As one NPL'adherent
pfoudly signed himself in a 1919 letter tovthé governbr‘s
office, "I beg to remain yours Resp. a stiCker til the last
dog is hung and we will hang two or three next fall."™
Returning to the influence of the NQQQQ;L;_QQ_LQ@QQ: on

the conscicusness of the League's membership, in her
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v~discﬁssion df thé iﬁporﬁance of‘ezisting'social‘networkg *o
the‘Leaguefs rise,,Kathleeﬁ:Mbum‘made the‘useful observation
_that the "Leader‘itself sérved as a kind of Lzague communitj
newspaper."”‘ This is cértainly the case, as evéﬁ a cursory
‘journey thﬁough,the @ages of the Ieader reveals. The paper
allowed ample room for letters to the editor, ran photos of
‘fLéagﬁe Boosters" and their families, inclUded contests for
| youﬁgvpeoble (such as the Christmas contest discussed in
chapter three), énd included a page‘for farm Qomen which
featured fashion and homémaking tips as well as social and
political commentary. Combined with the jaunty irreverence
‘énd homéspun metaphors of ité editorial staff‘(which once

‘ compéred the supposedly outmodé‘."food marketing system of

| the United States" to a broken-down automobile, saying
 ’"PPoorvole Nanéy, she was'a good - -nag, but she dbhe broke
,down'")“‘and the'cértobns by Baer>and other illustrators,
the Leader effectivély;brought the farmer a message of
community. HoweVer, it did»more; While I.eaguers wefe'
certainly‘coﬁcerned with and influenced xV the local
community, they did not geﬁerally‘pOSsess, as some
contemporaries implied, a peasant mentality. As a noted
labor historian has argued, for peasanﬁs "the unit of their
organized action is either the parish pﬁmp or the universe;

There is no in between."® Leaguers, on the other hand,
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were WQll aware that neithei‘ldcal sdlntiohs nor‘metaphysicé
wou " " 21p them gain power in the world of industrial
‘America, a world they attempted to join on their own terms.
The Leadex, which by December of 1916 claimed a weékly
circulation of 65,000vcopies,3 helped farmers meet this
Challenge."Although readers' reaCtidhs‘to,the‘publication
ranged from praises to curses, it Was'influential. A young
<womanifrbmyBottineau resorted to verse in describing the
ﬁeffect‘the Leader had on her household:
Sometimes dad says the paper somehow ain't got up

- right, / And he does a lot of kickin' when he reads it
Friday night. / He says there ain't a dad-burned thing
in it worth while to read, / An' that it doesn‘t print
the kind of stuff the people need. / He throws it in

‘the corner and says it's [sic] on the bum / But you'd
oughter hear him holler when the Leader fails to come. 37

| The _Qapggxgggg_kggggx was not 1ntended to be a dally
newspaper like the ag;g;g the I;;Qggg or Fargo s Forum;
for most of the League Era, Fargo's Qgg;;g;—ﬂgWs was the
NPL's big daiiy. The ngggg Was, as its masthead indicated,
thé "Official Magazine ~f fhé National Nonparﬁisan Leégue;"‘
Thus the publication seived‘a quite‘diffefent puipdse from 2
daily paper. While the front bage’of daily papers (and even
thé weeklies of small towns) had an‘assortment of news --
world, national, sfate, and local ——‘the first news page ofs
the Leader in its early issues generally featuréd & half-

page cartoon and an accompanying editorial on the same
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‘theme;f‘Th@Se'QéxQ'alwayé about some issue affecting the
'kekistence of'the férmer, be it lbcal[ natidﬁal"or |
intérnational The contrast between Lhe effect of a daily
‘newspaper‘and the ngggg was marked. According to |
communlcatlons theor;st Marsha 1 McLuhan, the formét éf the
‘daily tenaé tp féSter é wdrld, rather than a local, viéw:
That huge landscape of thé human family which is
"achieved by simply setting side by side disconnected
items from China to Peru presents a daily image both »f
the complexity and similarity of human affairs which, in
its total effect, is tending to abolish any provincial
~outlook.®
Even a ?aﬁer with important local:news had room on the froht
pagé for other stories. For examplé, Minot's Daily News for
Jurie 8, 1917,ffeaturéd a story of a vast NPL‘meeting in
‘Minot which intluded the governor, other League luminaries”
and abQut‘lo,OOO‘attendees. Yet it also‘included storiés on
‘Geheral Haig's successes in the European war, the brogress»
of efforts toAsecuré.military inductees in both Washington
| and Ottawa, and the presence of a atsonist in‘the small
North Dakota town of Anamdose. Thus the traditionél |
newspapers served to "evoke the image of aVWOrld society, "**
which was supported by cultural attitudes that told fdrwets
that they were "an inseparable unit of an 1ndlssolub1e maSK‘
as much a part of a clogely knlt social body as is the

hand or foot a part of the physical body "6l The dally i

paper was another aspect of business America, another sign
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‘for‘the_Ncrtn’Dakota.farmer.that he was bound intc'a world
that he had nct iiade and in wnicn‘hevwas‘not‘expected to’
’join as an equal ‘ | |

While the newspapers presented a uorld view in which

‘ |
the reader saw himaelf as a very small part of the whole,
~the Lgager preSented the news through the‘lenses of class.
Often it engaged in a dialogue with material appearing in
the ant1~Leagueﬂpapers,'refuting charges made agalnbt the
NPL and ridiculing its enemies. In'October of 1915, the
Leader ranla cartoon entitled "When a Feller Needs a
Friend;" ‘This‘was the same title'as a series of syndicated
cartoons by Clare Briggs which appeared in newspapers across
the country (including North Dakota) during the League‘
era.® . However, while Briggs' cartcons‘were supposed to be
warm and witty cbservations on "the inner recesses of the
‘,small—town secret,heart,"62 the Leager cartoon by the eame‘
name depicted a farmer with a wagon load of grain being
| ﬁcheated by the operator of a grain elevator.® The NPL
publication assumed its readers would note the irony of its
vpresentation. The Lgaggr also interpreted the news of the
day, discussing items, nct for intrinsic value, but for how
they affected the North Dakota farmer and the League ”

program. In this sense it was more an educational tool than

a source of information. For example, an early issue of the
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‘Leggg;‘led off'With.a’story‘inténdihg’to‘show‘that the
’moderh (1915) farmer recelved comparatlvelv less return for
hlS wheat harvest than did the farmer of 1865. Referrlng to
the 1llustratlon accompanylng the artlcle, readers;were told
to
Look at‘this‘cartoonsagain. Hang it on the Qall. Look
at it every morning. Look at it every night. Get it
pictured in your mind. It will do you good. It is the
~kind of picture you should think apbout. It will show
you some reasons why things are ‘as they are. It will
show you why you work and why the other fellow proflt>
from your work. 64
Clearly#;this was‘anfattempt‘to raise the conseiousness ef
the farmer as té his relatiohshipvwith those groﬁpe,‘the
v"ﬁother félldw", who weuld cheat ﬁim of the just‘rewards of
'.‘his work, So while dailywnewspaperS serQed to make the
'farmer'feel‘more a small part of a much larger werld, the
"Leage;_made him feel a member of a distinct interest‘greup.
As Seymour Martin Lipset has suggested, an environment of
polltlcal homogenelty in whlch out51de 1nfluences are
limited is often associated with radlcallsm.65 The Leader
helped increase the homogeneity of the farmers' political
culture; telling them that they had a common ehemy (“Big
Biz” and "0ld Gangism”) which should be dealt with in a
| united way (by gaining.pOlitical control of the state

through the instrument of the NPL).® This was indeed the

radical part of the League -- its effort to promote
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“Qollective political actiéh within a pulitical‘culturé that
ﬁeared‘ciass combinations. In a Stdryigiving biographicél

information on somé‘early League bbosﬁers, the ngdgi told

feaders to'"write them youi‘appreciation. Get acquainted;'
- Shake Hands»acrossvthe‘plains and s0 bﬁild for better

things. "

The Nonpartisan‘Leader, then, was.both a catalyst fof.
Colléétive‘conscidusnésé,and a réfléction-bf it( and one
theme that especiéllyicfopped up in the:later years of the
:.Leaéﬁe era was the necessity of an alliance between farmers
and orgaﬁized‘labor. A Legge: cover’from.November of 1919,
featuring a giant—sized_farmer and an equally célossal
 industrial>workﬁan lOOming over a puny,‘frightened agenﬁ of
big‘business,.madé‘this péint quite clearly.® ‘On'one
level, the putative farmer-iabor brotherhood was an exercise
in.political coalitioﬁ—building. If the Leagué hoped to
expand to states that were not dominated by agriculture, it
simply needed more votes. Even in North Dakota, as chapter
four illustrated, the League was on friendly terms with the
étate Federation of Labor. Yet the farmer-labor aliiance
also had idedlogical significance. |

Writing in 1940, Paul Johnstone'idéntifiéd "a lohg
trend toward the identification of farmers with businessmen®

which constituted
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an alwost complete reversal in attitudes toward labor.
Whereas « century ago farmers generally identified
themselves as of the working class and did not
~ordinarily distinguish themselves from other groups of
workers, they have in the ccurse of time acquired an
employer consciousness and have developed a strong.
inclination to regard those who work for wages as a
different class, with other and even hostile
interests.® S : ‘
vThfouqh the idea of producerism, the League sought to link
~itself to the working class, which like farmers produced
wealth. Here again was an attempt to revive a traditional
agrarian idea and put it into service in a modern struggle
against'exploitative‘interests.' This concept was a matter
" of faith to the NPL's leadership. According to the Leader,
the NPL was brought about due to
'A realization that the teilers, the producers of
wealth, have not had a square deal; a desire, the result
of that realization, for a better, broader life for
those who work and create the wealth; a determination,
based on that desire, to get these better living
conditions through organization of the people and use of

the machinery of government, so long run for the benefit
of the few only.'"® S \

ManyiLeaguers themselves did accépt thé ideé of producerism.
That the League even attemﬁted to ﬁegotiate‘with the IWW-
affiliated Agpicultural Worikers Union is evidence that the

- League leadership e#pected'North Dakota férmers to have a
certain level of respecf for that much—hated labor
organization, evén if motivated simply by a desire to get in
the crop. An observer of the Great Pléins harvest situation

~in the summer of 1917 tOund "virtually no antagonism Lorween
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the employing farmers and these members of the‘I.w.w,"”"A,
poténtial‘agreement between the NPL and the AWU that same
year washdrOpped hecause, according to NPL présidént
Townley, 9Léague members are divided on the subject.” This
1s evidence that even if some farmers opposed negotiations
~ with the union, other did not.” FeW'Leaguers were probably

‘as‘sympathetic toward the Wobblies and other tramp workers
as a Hillsbofo,man, who.told the Leader

It also'gives‘me pleasure to see that you recognize

'editorially' the man whom the average farmer has a

tendency to look down upon, that is the itinerant

worker or 'Jungleite' as he is termed in his own land.

This man, voteless and driven from place to place

~through economic necessity is and has been fighting for

the same thing the farmers are now battling fer -- the

right to organize and secure more for his toil.™
However, many Leaguers did write and speak easily about
common interests of farmers and the working class. As Ruby
Kraft indicated, members of the NPL—enddrsed state
‘government "were chosen by the rank and file of the people,
"the farmers and laborers."’

Leaguers were aware that their society was not
classless, and were fearful of becoming a ‘landless rural
proletariat. Nor was this a groundless fear. Farm tenancy
was increasing during the Nonpartisan Era; between 1900 and
1930, tenancy increased 20% and 599 for the East North

‘Central and West North Cen’:ral regions, respectiveiy.75 In

North Dakota, 14.3% of farmers were tenants in 1910, but‘by'
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1920, 25.6% of farmers were renters.’® Using more immediate

terms, one NPL manﬁal told f:rmers that “every year in the
United Stafes at‘least 50,000 farmers are foreclosed on, and
become‘renters."77 The same publication'warhed of a‘grim
future for farmers, whose only hope‘to save their land (and
‘ thus‘their pride, as Qiil'be diséqssed below)‘was through
‘coilective a;tion;‘ TIf you still have,ahold'on,youf farm,"
it warned, "now is the time to organize and save |
 youfself;"” iWhether‘or not the future wa$ indeed as bleak
as‘the’Leaguébdepicted, it is éidnificant that the NPL |
vacknowledged thatvﬁhé‘specter of‘ténancy.was a cormon
' nightmare for farmers. A 1918 hﬁgggr‘a:ticle entitled "Will
Farmérs Be Only Factory Hands?" rhétorically asked its
- readers, | |
How would you liké to see this big éorpo:atidn farming
spread all over the country and gobble up the little.
farms and reduce you and your sons, and perhaps your
daughters, to the condition of propertyless wage-earners
working in rented houses for corporations?’

Other evidence also‘suggests‘that North Dakotans were
no strangers to “he gradations ofvsocial stratificatien. In
July of 1912, the Minqt:péperlremarked‘on how the mayor of
Rugby was actually taking part, albeit probably |
symbolically, in the construction of that town's new city

~hall: "To be sure it is rather an uncommon sight to see the

mayor hauling sand, but this is not the only precedent that
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‘Mayor‘Dale‘hasfestabiished.“W ,Thds in Minct,,s‘Lll
somethinq of a frontier town in 1912, an é#pectHEion of a
division of labor existed which assumed that a L .wn official
wpuld not’dofthé>WOrk of a common iaborer; Iﬁ e neérby,
,town:of’Velva, Eric Sevareid spoke of growing uy»in.a neariy
glassless‘“égrarian défnocracy"81 in which even bi: banker
; »féther]wbuld ":emove his hard white cOllar; cﬁange to
_0veralls" and help With Qhéat'harvésting.& However, youﬁg
EriéiQas'mortified when a playmate once‘said “'Your,fathér‘
is a pretty good man, eveﬁ if hé‘is the richeét man in
‘town. ?,r'é? |
. ~Thé‘Nonparti§an League, as we havé'seen; was an
‘expreséion of‘the,awa:enesé of such Subfle social divisions.
For'éXamplé, during the:i919‘coai striké,‘a néwspaper
‘afticle used this understanding‘of class‘diffe:enceS'to poke
,fun aﬁ the attempts of the "prominent'citizens" of Wiliiston‘
tc take the place of striking coal miners: "Seven prominent
citizens . . . went to the mines very‘confidehtly," séid the
re?ort, "but got tﬁeir shoes muddy,upon entéring the tunnel
and decided they had enoﬁgh digging. They‘éli retired'in
disMay‘after being in the mine less thén fifteen minutes. "
‘The‘Nonpartisaniieague‘s conception and practice of
collective, occupation-basead policical action was a

departure from the received political culture of North
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~Dakota in the 1910e. Yet as this paper has shown, while the
Leagne program was radical in terms of political culture, it

w

Ay

s’built_up§n a foundation which included some rather
conservaﬁive_ideological elements, not the least of which
‘kwas‘an acceptance onSelected égrarian principles; Yet 1o
facet of the Leagﬁe;s appeal was more fundamentally
consérvativo‘than was»its appeél te “manliness.” League
recruits wefe enéouraged tc think it terms of cooperation at
the expense of independence in.thé traditional agrariah
"éense:(althoggh maintaining private property rights), but it
was alWays expected that they would see themselves asvmén
who héd a family to provide‘for, and who tock great pride in
‘being ablé to do so. Thus the ihplicatioﬁ'of the business
standard, of fgovhome and slop thekhogs", of the imagery of
hick farmers, was théﬁ Leaguefs were notvqnlyibeing robbed
by “Big Biz,” but that their manhood was being impugned by
allowing the exploitation to continue. The League
repiesented not only a way to get better commoditie§ prices, -
but also a means of recovering personal_honor‘and,buildiﬁg
pccupational'pride,. | |

Yet manliness was not simply an invenﬁion of the NFI.
Noh—Leaguers also frequently sounded themes ofvmanliﬁess in
their political advertisements. Fér ekample;‘bitter‘anti;

Leaguer Oscar J. Sorlie announced that, in ovder to
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"p:eserVek{his] manhbdd(ﬁ h@'wasra‘caﬁdidate‘sz‘the‘1916
1ieuténént'governoréhib;‘»"I decided to bécome a candidare.
ohvthat platform‘aione," declared Sorlie.® 'As a Leaque
oppoﬁent, Sorlie felt he could onlyvvote for Republicans
running.without League endorsement. While all other state
offices had non-League Repgblicans in contention, League-
 endorsee Anton Kraabel was the only Republican candidéte for
lieutehant governor.‘ Manliness, Sorlie contencded, recguired
him té sténd fdr aninétion to that office. Similar appealis
‘werekbffered for the candidacy of Uéher Burdick,‘himself a
 hon—Léague Republican running for governor. An.
‘advertisement touted Burdick as a "hard worker," with a
”winning énd unassuming way" who "bés himseif gone througﬁ
‘the school'of‘édversity."‘"U.L.‘Bufdick ié a MAN," enthused
the ad; "He is‘THE man. "%  Yet while ah,appeal to gendered
defiﬁitions of’masculinity Weré cleafly‘being made‘all
scross the politicalvépectrum'in Norti Dakota in the mid-
19105, for the Nonpartisén League manliness had special
connotations. | |

As'withjany other definition, the concept of maniiness
worked by both incxuéion and exclusion and was thhs quite in
line with the Leagué's message of claés conflict; MénlinéSs
required men to be'élaih—spoken, hohest; neighborly

(implying a receptivity to being drafted for political
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| oitfice), physically ha;déwofking, and ptoud in ﬁhé-rbie of
family prOVidér‘ Iﬁ Spécifically gkcludedbéingvé "'smooth
talker'"?®, a dandified dresser,® or being fearful of
physical labor. Ihdeed, the first rangé of definiticns
‘foered'here were supposed to be characteristics of the
fLeagué farmer, and the latter bf the agent df “Big Biz.” An
eérly ngggg‘commentary praising League bobsters illust:ates

how concepts of gender and class were intertwinad:

M

These men form a part of the real backbone and sinu
=3

[sic] of this great state. Without them and their
class -~ without the sacrifice of them and their wives
and their children, North Dakota would as yet be a
barren waste and civilization would be as yet unknown

here.® ‘

» Leaguefs‘were encouragéd to sélect candidates for public
76ffice‘basea'on the virtues of manlinesé. Ideal candidates
‘were described as "solid, trustworthy neighbers," and
5strohg; levelheaded men" Unlike‘thé conventionai
.politiciah; the "smooth grafter," League endorsees would.
"never lower their manhoodvby asking yéu'to vote for
them."*® The ngdgquﬁoted the Antler American as‘, 
‘suggesting that the NPL would bring about a political stet,
replacing’"the oily-haired feeders‘at the public trough™
with "horney-handed sons of toil who have so long and"
patiently submitted to a biennial fleecing from the menbﬁho
were supposed to repfesent them. **! Farmers'who'wdrked to.

seize th: reins of government were thought to be conveying
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‘thé‘meSQagé £Hat "thisVis a mah's'job.: Den't seﬁd'tha
‘5fficé‘bbys 6f'Big Business."%‘ Lynn4Frazier was pfaised‘as
"a plain‘e§éry¥day farmer:[whb} has méde the best governor:
North‘Dakota ever‘had.f” A»l920 Leader featuie emphasizéd
that Frazier was a family mén and‘a "real” farmer ("not 6ne‘
wﬁo lives in téwh and,gets :eports.from the manager"),
éhowing piétures of the Frazier family‘and of the goverhor
-,himsélf at work on his Hooﬁle faﬁm.94 Frazier embodied many
of the‘qualities of manliness; a piain;-hard—working man of
the‘soil who took éare‘of_his fémily, ahd yét as a
- University of North Dakbta gradﬁaté also a man of the world
who knew:of the neceésity of collective‘agrarian aCtivism,95

As was nggested above, responsibility to one's family
‘was considered another important aspect of manliness; The
‘NPL tapped‘into the resentment of rural men who felt that
city‘men could'peride better for their families. The |
argument'ran this way: all men provide for theif families;
farmers do not provide for their families (because of the
depredations of “Big Biz"); thereforé, farmers are‘not men.
n sbme cases, this loss of honor, Qr."manhood", simply led .
to despair. According to Arthur LeSueur, this:despair was
Qné reason the Socialist Party‘never géined significant
support from farmers (only twice did any'SocialiSt candidate

~receive more than 8,000 votes in elections held from 1912
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‘through‘19l6%)Q Aécording‘to‘LeSueuf,‘the‘Sociaiists Badf
: preacheq a hafd messade of‘seif~feliéncé "which meant‘moié‘
work for the’élréady overWorked'farmer} stupid from ecdnomié
abuse and‘fatigue;"” And‘few were up té tﬁe challenge, |
because the farmer |
went home from the‘éocialist meetings convinced of his
wrongs, but did not have the moral stamina to take his
due share of responsibility for thei[r) existence. .
After these meetings the sight of his raged [sic for
"ragged"] wife was a scourge to his self esteem and only
a few of the higher type of the farmers who were in bad
strights [sic] had the manhood to face the facts.®
The‘Nonpartiéan Leagué enﬁered the fray and gained immédiate
and~numerous éonverts becéuée, contended LeSueur,'by
providing what the IVA would label & "'Big Biz' Bogéy
man, "% the League absolved the farmer from guilt and
personal‘responsibility over poor iiving conditioné on the
farm. The farmer, receiving NPL absolutioﬁ, ﬁexperienced_a
pleasant glow all over his aratomy and sent his w([ilfe to
milk the cows; and his boy to the field instead of to s¢hool
with a‘clear conscience."v When he.ﬁlooked at his ragged‘
wife and‘overworked children he could exercise his
indignation over their plight by hatihg big business."!®
LeSuéur‘gave a graphic picture of the rural}despair
that_often seemed to lurk jpst below ﬁhé Suf¢aCe of tﬁe 

Nonpartisan League story, and, as we have seen, opposition

to big business interests was a League fundamental. Bat
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farmers did,ﬁot‘see NPL membership‘as‘a‘ielease‘from‘
responsibility. Instead, they saw the League as a vehicle

with which they coula retain (or regain) their manliness by

joiniﬁg together to fight the combined forces arrayed in,

opposition to them. Leaguers did not'articulate their

- membership in terms of passivity. Leader contributor and

farmer Eric Moen said "we farmers need a scolding" because

‘While‘

,I have made Qacrlflces, denied my family and overworked
everybody on the place . . . there has been a small
‘bunch of smooth fellows llVlng in this state who never
do a tap. . . . Their wives have everythnng they want.
Their children go to private boarding schools and drive

A in‘automobiles. . . . They don't exist, they LIVE!0!

“Farmerﬂ it was 1mplwed needed ""coldlng" because they had

not 13 ved up to their manly obllgatlon of takvng necessary

action to ensure that their families were well provided for,

and not overworked, ragged, and ill-educated. "This League

"must be built and right NOW," exclaimed Moen, "We have

waéted too much time already."1”  Leaguers'did place mucﬁ of .
the blame for their piight on big business. HQwevef,‘ﬁhe
poiht was répeatedly made that farmers who did not awaken to
a consciousness of.their situation and then také action to
remedy it deserved whatever was given them. As the language
used indicatés, farmers saw theméelves as nonmembers'of
those groups that they thought did neéd to be cared for,

such as "boys" and "Indians." As another North Dakotan
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‘wroté[,ﬁI do'hot lay‘thé bl@me‘on tﬁéjbusihess man, but‘I do
"blame,fhe farmers. "o Thus the League did rot call for a
“reactive‘stance, but:rather ar. assumption of respdnsibility

‘fhaﬁdlbrOactive striving. | |
The”iénguaéevwith which’Léag\éré attacked their énemies
reveals that femihiniﬁy was explicitly prohibited from the
‘gendered»aSSOCiations‘of manhood. ‘Fér eXémplé, in the
spring'of 1917 the Grand Forks Herald challénged the
veracity of a Sgt of agriculturai statistics which J.H,
Worst had presented to a grain grower's conferenée té prove
‘that "thejfarmérs of North Dakota are robbed of $50,060,000
"éach yéar."m4; The“ﬂggg;g pointed oﬁt'with.ribald‘glee that
one item in’the set of figures referred to the &alue of
cattle manure, éhd gigglinglybreferred to.the statistics as
"these 'B.S.' figﬁres."105 The Lgﬁdg; exploded; The front
page story of the publication's hext issue wasvdevoted’to
refuting the’ngald item, which it‘interpreted as another
examplé of urban, middle-class condescensién toward the
working farmer.!®® The Leader attacked ﬁg;glgleditor Jefry
Bacon as a "lily-handed effeminate" wﬁo

shrinks from the crude facts of life out here next

to the soil. In his coarse-minded moments the idea

that cattle manure is a valuable resource, useful in

agricultural enterprise, fills his vacuous cranium with

inexpressible merriment. It is his idea of a good
joke. "107 ‘ ' '
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| This is also anoﬁhéf illustration §f the ﬁheme of craft ‘
‘pride, roo£ed>in the traditionof,wOrking—claés,agrarianism,
and, as‘hés:béen‘éuggestéd,‘this tapped into the culture of
, western tesentment againsp the east that long preceded thé
anpartisan'League. A 1917 editorial in the Minot newspaper
‘indignahtlytreplied tO‘USDA-bullétins which proposecd that,
as part of the war emergency, women .and girls should be
"uﬁilized'in‘doing‘thé‘iigﬁtér‘Work Qn the farms." While
stating that women had been doing work on‘the fa£ms of the
Gteat Plains all along, and scarcély.neededbto be told to do
SO by a "worthless afmy Qf clerks and hangers-on," the'
editdf also'revéaied, by his Choice of words,‘something‘

' abbut the”preSuﬁed charaqteristiCs-bf mascuiiﬁity, for the
unhanly eaétern‘pamphleteers Were "effeminated,-soft;handed
and pOmpadoured dudes" and "kids."% Thus built into the‘
lanéuage wasvan undérstandinq that femininity implied the
‘inability to do the work of a man.’

The League's definition of’manliness, iike that of
broader society, was patriarchél.‘ Although the NPL éndorsed
women's suffrage, it was supposed that women as voters would
"have a special inteiest in matters pertaining to child
fearing and domestic stability. A 1920 ngggg article
suggested that a major reason newly enfranchised women

should support Leagueﬂendorséd candidates was because of its
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éuooort:for oonsolidated échocis in‘NortH Dakota.“09 Toe"
antt~League Rgg Jamm albo made a SpEClal appeal to women,
quggestlng that the NPL conqtltuted nothlng less than an
attaek on famlly, home, and rellglon As Ross Martln of the
state leestock Sanltary Board sald in a 19219 letter to
Frazier, "the oppOSLtlon are trylng to make‘a‘church,flght
vand éuch would mean oﬁr defeat. "0 Ruby Kraft acknowiedged'
‘that wohen'e‘suffrage Was a greatkresponsibility, and as
voters women haa a‘dutyvto "”tudy the economic condltlons of
today" in order to vote intelligently. However, Nonpartisan
‘Club women had a spec1al respon51blllfy w1th1n the domestic
sohere since,
Oﬁt efforts along political lines is [sic] not an end in
itself, only a means to gain economic freedom. We have
~to put a great deal of stress on the political part'in
order to keep our program intact, our true place in club
work is to make a pleasanter community 1life where the

- young folks receive and help with entertainment and
study of home problems can be worked out to the benexlt

of all.'
Thus, if by definition a "man" was assumedkto‘be a tusband
and father, a "woman" was definedias being a wife and
mother. -And_thefefore a woman's role, regardless of what
else it was or was,not, was‘to care for her home and
childten and to support her husband. As Kate Waller Barrett
cono;uded, "the rural problem is the problem‘of roral woman,

and the solving of this problem lies in the hands of rural

men. n1llz2
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The‘anpartisan Léaguéfs gblleaEiVe con§ciousnes5 and

occupétional group activism (which’to thé League’s enemies
- looked like class:wa;fare) was the essential difference
‘betweéh itsvpolitical culture and that ofvthe broader
‘SOCietyf ’It‘emerged as'an answer tqywhat was seen as the
excl@sién of“farmers from social and echomic equality due
“to thé combinations df busihess. ‘This consciousness was
fbuilt'on some of the principles of agrarianism, combined
~with the distrust of cities aléo.evident in‘that creed.
‘Howévef; Whilé Leaguers souéht to be included as equal
‘contenders iﬁ the economic’and political sphefe, the NPL's

T | ' : | - |
| philosophy‘also depénded‘on a definition of manliness that
eﬁcluded wvmen'ffom eQﬁéiity within thé-League.‘ Even though
women in North Dakota'wefe given‘full suffrage‘ﬁnder the
Leagﬁe‘s Fraiier'édministration, it was assumedifhat’women'
would necesSafily vote with an eye to~protecting‘home and
family. ‘While‘the Leégue‘did call for a new level of
inclusion in the political system, this‘included excluéiqns‘

of its own.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

- Perhaps the most difficult chéllenge facing the‘scholar:
" who studies the Nonpattiséh League in North Dakota is
realiziﬁg; th;pughéut the course of research and writing,
that thé NPL‘éra.Qas a historical phenomenon, réplete‘ﬁith
,contfadidtioné and seeming ineXplicibilities, and not a
well-staged tragedy featuring heroes, antagonists, and
‘timely dramatic resolﬁtion. For-the League’é meteoric rise,
‘fhearticulétién of themes of justice and freedom by |
ordinafy people, the'rihging rhetoric of the NPL and
‘oppositi¢n'leadership_éré indeed the stuff of theater. As
Lérfy Remele Commenied 6n the traditionai interpretation of
the LeagueVS founding: “It’s a wonderful stofy,‘romanti§, 
evocétive, and cdmpelling. The romancé, in:fact, overcomés
 the leaps of faith recuired fo make it plausible.”!  Yet it
would be a mistakevto»suggest that the League story‘was a

- case of good versus evil, nor did most Léaguers see
thémselveS‘as wafriors in “an‘eternal stnggle between the.
forces of light and the forces of darkness. "2 vPerhaps no

historian may lay claim to complete scientific objectivity

166
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,in diScstinq tbe‘NéhpértiSan Léagﬁe,*but any historian
should treat ﬁhengaguers and theiroppchéntslwith'fairness.
A'fair examination of the NPL's pelitical culﬁure,
‘then, would‘indicéte tﬁat~it was not ali of one thing. Like
‘aﬁy histérical phénomenon it had:mdltiple sources and
expressiéns which at<times appear’contradictory. Thé NPL‘
'soughtto:usetheexisting machinefy ofngvernment and party
‘pOlitics) and‘indeed Leaguers,cast themselves‘és‘patriotic
‘_ciuizehs Standing'upbforytheir conétitdtionai rights.‘ The
ireceived polifiéal culture also‘valuéd patriotiSm‘and
politicél participation, while‘joining the League in damning
machinealiké‘partiSanship; Howéver[ Leéguérs éhd'their ‘
v.bpﬁonents bdth realized that_the‘Leaguefs‘cléss—based mode
of ?oliticai'action was a.sharpvbreak from the}individualism
of theffeceiVed éulture‘(and~of_traditional agrarianist
conéeptions).' Yet Leaguers and hon—Leaguers alike,
eépécially in the yéars prior tovthe‘Eurdpean war, acéepted
competition as a given part of economic and bolitical life.
‘Both‘aiso'believed in a future of material progress. |
The League contended that its host basic enemy was "Big
Biz," and an opposition to urban control of all aspects bf
rufal life was a key element in NPL philosophy, whibh_was
rooted‘déep in'adrariahism, appearing iﬁ Populism but

stretching even further back into American history. Yet the
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‘ HLe§gue‘was also’a prbduét>of business America. The Le:gue
leadefship madé gobd'ﬁsevof‘hew'trénsportation and |
‘communicatioﬁs téchnoldgies in recruiting and educatinc its
mémbers:‘,Furthermoré;‘férm people‘themselves apprecia‘>d .
cunsumer‘goods Whicﬁ made their lives less‘laboridus al v
- more rewarding. Whilé accepting the éity, its material
prbducts, and (to some-degree) its cime sense as a give
Leagueré‘did n@t accept ﬁﬁat‘they ware under the social .1 -
‘economic domination of the fbrcés>of urbénizea, business
America. They instead attempted to combine with other
farmers,‘and lafér with urban laborers, to contiol the
‘fcities. of at‘leaSt gét on equal terms with them.'

| The Leégue was an attémpt to fight‘for increésed
eéonomic f{ghts, whiéh neceséitated‘téking‘political actic
However, the LéagUe_was also very much;an instrument for 
regaining the farmer's lost hbnor.in thé féce of the
‘vpaternalistic humiliations implied by sdbjugation to urben
control. Leaguers took intended urban slights andvturnéd‘
them into symbols of agrarian pride. Thus the "hayseed" |
farmer became Hiram Rube, Leagueré prpudlyvbecame ”sixtéed
dollar suckers" and the supposed:jeer "Go hbme and slop the
hégs" became a rural raliying~cry.' In terms of peolitical
culture, Leaguers sought to build a bright future of

material prosperity‘through the agency of collective,
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‘occupatlon based pold tlcal actlon, Whlch was to be rounded
~on the agraLlan v1rtues of agrlcultural fundamentallsm,
Unelghborllness, and manliness and all‘that those_te:ms
‘kiﬁplied.‘ Class conflict,'to use the term eomewhat looeely,
was impiicit‘in this Understanding, whose parameters were
clear enough when it came to oonflict between the North
Dakota wheet-farmer and the Minneapolie Chamber of Commerce,
but not sovolear,when it came .to the’farmer versus the Minot
 grocer or the Grand Forks implement dealer. Yet Leaguers
felt.thatvas the power of their Oroanization increased,
their equality with.emall town businessmen would be 
“established; When_in 1920 the Grand Forks Commercial Club,
e hOping‘tovwoo’tne NPL into placing the propoSed state mill
and elevetor‘in that‘city, held a meeting and sang the
' pralses of the League program, a gger edltorlallst wrote,
: "What looks to Leaguers very much like the damn of a o
mlllennlum has come about 1n one portlon of Nor,h Dakota."?
Whlle anti- Leaguers would scoff at the NPL' s optlmlsu as a |
muddle—headed dream, and would repeatedly accuse the‘
otganization of being socialistic, and its leaderehip a
group‘of irresponsible, demagogic failures,‘evidence |
;»suggests that the League's appeal to elass differences and
activist‘political culture based onkthose differences was

seen as the NPL's central and most basic threet;
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ThehLeagoe‘was,‘amohq other‘things, a‘strgqglé for
“.politioal inclusion."fet éhother‘irohy in the Léague's
politicai culture is”that, while its mésSage of collective'
activism was a radical departure from-the received political .
ooltore, the NPIL was fairly conservative with regards to
other‘modes‘of‘politicelvandv:g:iezhigclte;gn
Considerations of manliness were important in taking
politicél actioh, -and the NPL's deflnltlon of manliness,
with gendered understandlngs of "man" as father and provider
and "woman" as mother and protectress of the home, was not
far outside the malnstream.r‘Women,ych;ldren, and non-
sﬁutopeén‘races‘were thought to have a signifioéntly
different relationshipto'the goﬁerhmental systemethanidid‘
"men" . - |
The political‘culture of North Dakotafs‘Nohpartiean
| 'Leaguers, then, was neither thorovghly revolutwonary nor
teactionary.r In general Leaguers were nelther utopian .
socialists nor the reactionary dupes cf slick-talking
racdical politicians. ;They were insteao:a gtoup'of people
Who‘increasingly saw themselves as;economioally, socially;
and pelitically excluded from being full oart1c1pants in
"pbusiness" America. The League farmel built on a legacy of
agrarianism and used the exiSting,mechanics of_government to

géin,power and dignity‘within twéntieth century American
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society.‘ The‘NPL;wés a\means‘to this‘end} for,'as a‘Lgégg;
editorialist'cbnéluded,‘the’farmer could only take his
‘rightful place "when, by cénstituting‘his cléés a well
orgénized force‘in ébciety, he ﬁakes his power and influence

felt in all the affairs of government."!
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