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OKLAHOMA POPULISM AND MISTORICAL
INTERPRETATION

By Dokald K. Pickeas *

Histor! ~like ladies” faghions—eh
roetimes i ALl i gy i
plor product the relatonsbip of buman, fmagination and losie
Hod of historical maler; etters,
,.unulcnpb, mmmﬂ into & ...mmgrul pattern. Wikt
Tfe historian's in procesa s nat significant. The
pistorhgraphic past, Ihe hiatorian’s past, ie conatantly changing
a0 new miterials ace discoverad (or the old reworked) and aa
the events vnder discusmion retrest deeper into the (ime pest
Simply, the historian snd his subject are caught In (he passage
of Lme.

Often, in cbocrving their process among professional his:
{orians, one ecquires the distinct impression that novel insight
far the desire for a distinguished interpretation] places a given
historian In &n intollectually awkward position. Richard Hof-
stadler 16 wuch a histerian. His ncoount of Populism in bis book
he Age of Refornt . . . 1o a sovial pavehologial explonation
wrming o Lhe questios of tatus and irrtionpl sgrrian seacllon
@ industrialism, ! The novelty of his interpretation blinds him
(o the merlta of older historieal accounts nnd research mel
Grnted a hislorian deals in jrory, perados and mied motives
in descriing and analyzing the human condition, but Mr. Hof
fadisr's view of Papuliam i too much an exercive of imaiina-
iques_sccording 1o
in 2655 becarne tha
lone far anti-Populiat historical wriling.

In recent yeara historians have attempted an interprewbvs

rg have issued clever

nls that Popu-

T o rally s matviete. e, i orulista fecordingly,
Were Jes-baiters, militant recila and super-patriots whess
"‘iﬂEdmdmu supported MeCarthylsm, 2 In brief the

Denai 4. Ewkens 1s Astans Erocessor of hitory at Korth

o R “Texna,

e | Firhard Hormtubier, Tha. Age of Neform: From rymn to roR
7&1! Enog!, 1868). Soe the chepier “The Palklote of Popullam,

N s €213y n DAnB1 Bell, eQar, The ROkl Right, (New Yore:
'™ 1953] develop the motlen of the Popullats a.s mllvhhz
\e® Dltlartc aource for popular MeCurthylsm, The owever,
ikiout Gooumentation. ictor € Forkins “eapuns 1 lnﬂuei-w on
peritan, Mlun Western Political Quarterly ¥ (June 195T) alan pur-
€ thannes.
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Populicts were provincial, Anelo-Sanons fighting esstor ,,
alien monopolists, As ene scholat wrote “Ta grasp thoiy o
berzlism, one has only to lemembﬁr thll out of Pagulist by, -
giound caemo Tom Watson and Cole Blease, Mortin Dics, i
liam Lemke, Huey Lang—even Pat McCarren,

Nermur. Pol ]nck SMacked this thrsis "Hofl.mdm o
Populism: & C: of The Age of Refor’ * in volume XXVT
November 1980 of The duurnal of Soutttrn Histors, mages w15

500, Pollack gives a systematic recount of anﬂfmil!r % lailure 4
do basic research in Populist malerials Ioﬂber]
biatorieal societies. In atremsing social paycho 'lnulm conveply,
Hofatadler's hook, according to Pellack, did not explain pre,

the merit of {redilional H‘Emrﬂlllﬂm based on social, palities]
and cconamic cireurnstances producing the agearian disconten,

Pollack contends that the dominant themes in Populis
ideology: The idea of a golden age, the concept of natural her-
manies, the duslistic version af socisl struggles, The conspircy
theory ‘of history, and Lhe dootrine of the primacy of mas;
were parts of general Ninelsnth Century twught. Starply,
Norman Follack atiacks these (hemen a3 elements of Hofstadter's
internal consistency for his historical model, based on the statie
asaumptions of a conecrsus Lheory of hislory and ultimalely &
static view of human nature. In
Hofatadter sllows hig theme—stal
historieal materials and rescarch. [deally, of course, the revers
of thiz nmﬁ:ﬂ in desirable.

A study of Oklshoma Populist newspapers miggemt that Pal-
lack'a criticim of Hofsladter's history s valid ¢ Psychological
analyqis, without proper hisiorical I‘Tocumenlllmn contributes
10 the unwarrenled reconstruction of the pagt by ignoring basie

Wrievances Within American society, Oklabamo Fop
ulistn, if nothing else, expmssed the ecp Tooled prablem u!
making & living an the agrerian frontier.

Hofstadter, an urban hl:-ml in emsence, discoveted what b

a0 temparary patriatic hysteria ard

events, written in the past tense, however, poma histarians 6
Wont {5 crésta hisiary 3 mich & trshian,

Moo "The Progressive Tradilon” In John HEMT
ed:lm-. :rn; Mm.ylm!lm of Amarkns Hitorg (Hew York: Mer®
‘Turchbocks, 1862, p. T sk
Prineipln And Program of Ob(ll"“

niversity of Oklshoms, 1957 170
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Supporting Pollack's defenss, C. Varn Woodwnrd in his
“The Fopulist Heritage and the Intellectual” defends the
pulist against the revisionist charges of bigotry nd narrow
congmic Sclf-interest. 3 Woodward notes how the neo-Populism
of ibe New Denl contained a Populistic version of United Stales
history. The differing ci of cold war America—the
spparent popular support of MeCarthyism—caused many intel-
Jectuals 1o feel betzayed by “Uhe will of v pecple” that §
wiiectuats Ted giovified in theit Populistic trestment of the na-
(ion's past. Histariogmphically, the reautl was a shift. in emphasis
(o the. Fopulis’s nativism ard srrationsl emotions, Tn fact some
Mstoriens—already cited—froze their vision to thest apparent
fallings. Suddenly Lhese historizns oould not live with history
{in ita older interpretalion) end the present situstion dictated
the switch in charscterizalion from the Fopulish as the St
Grorge in & morality play version of Uniled States history o the
newer role a8 rednock resctionary,

The balance of Woodward’s srticle desls systermtically with
chsrges of Populists being miwesler bigots, Woodward coun.
tered their view with o defense of Southern Fopulism and ils
many nositive achieverents,

Using the Woodward thesis, Walter T. K. Mugent, in his
discussion of Kansss Populists, provides dotalled and solid evi-
dence that they wera neither nativists sior a eclflsh inlorest
froup, Neturally, the economie depremsion of the last years of
the ninctecnth century contributad to Populist growth. ¢ Nugent
daima that later reform develepments in the 20th Century
maket it unrealistic even o equate the Kansas Populigls with
Populist of other teglons or other elates” T In regard to Ckl
homs Fopuliem, Nugent's scademic resttaint je too modeat, An
“Raminaion of Oklahoma Populist newspapers on deposil in the
O Himtorical Society failed to revesl eny anti-Jew, or
Ieneral nalivist atlitudes.

The Populist movement in vther regions end slates varied
™iwtimen in marked faghions. Naturally eocial, economic and
Politieal eireumatanoes differed throughout the nation and Popu:
j'_l‘-_ihm any degree of success, tailored their tactics and

The essky Is (s The Burfen of Southern History (Baten Reuge:
Ly Sty Rl i
.+ oS The Toteant Populuta, Kansar Populttm and Netiptsm (Ctiiea-
ﬁ"'l“"le Snivemiy et P, 10 s, Tarmier oot up
Tolorant Posullsts. Tor & good rummiry of Nugants argam
Pz U7 of Iis book.
T, pwy
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somatimed thiix programn accordingly. ¢ Whete poverty wa g,
greatest, Populicts were most vocal in demanding redical s
tiona 1o the agrarian pmmm. Of course Heney D1 Tigygr
penaralization was quits cotrect, given the eleciic maturg of
American pelitical parties, in writing that d-e “People's pargy
ia a fornntaue collection of (he digaad .

Morman Pallack in The Pepulist Responve to Indusirl
Amsrice daima trgt Populian and Socialim fud much

 but, “Populiam was cerlainly not Ma
Foecatial analyass and srgumenl a oa fallow

1 the folloming Bideriznl, elinihon ol midwetery

Bopuliam: While privarly oh spriclst Hvsent It slo oo

mmune Aot frogs. Lacustetts Tabor, soeiay oo, na ol

"o darudtuns velueen these ks e

wre Indisiriel producer voluss, Ik o 8 someie ineutoty
e of malstine wonditions. I o wess

o,
i Folaars

iam
E\e'-y ot dtecion, Shrly Eopulis s & Fxdgmesae e

Follack's emphasia an the similarilies between Fopulism and
Socialiem is & revival of an old histeriographic opinion on. the
Populist crusade. 11 The eyele of interprelation way complete.

Thia controversy emong ‘historians aver the nature of Popd-

liam is germama to an understanding of the Oklahoms Feapk:

Party. Follack’s thesis, although baned on mid-wesiern Populism.
+Jahn D. Hicks, The Popwiist

- nodu
of Minhesots Prest, 1631) doiibainn a full \:Iblh‘nw-ny un m l'h!
publication dale. For Jater bibllographiesl

4 Letter Fym Henry D- mlomcmu'ru,oz\mrm 189
R4 quoled by Unger ~Popullin: Netalfto o -
4 (Cambridge; Howard Tniversily Press, lm: ") m-mrw”
as Eotlace, Popsi nesmonte.
1LIBi, Tp. -1,
12 Bveraut, Waltera ;I @
tory", Busays in ki iy """’
o e Wb, Donale, BUonar, ana. Harcd . Syrer, ww"w,
Tori Colvelia Uittty Prees loem), o 217, Hectiner of
“Fopullam: It Algnifieente In Ameriean Hiriocy.
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plics to the Otlahorn sibuation. In a word, the Oklchoma
lisls Fund Sactatisis dhared a i3 root in America redicliem,
Pheic ideclogy, menner of ansiyoi enl support snd
ity in e comrton destiny of aliénation Trom Sooncr Siate

plit
1n early Oklahoma the Populist and Socialist partics, reflect-
sng the injustices of the rural papulation, demanded basic changes
jn sociéty, Yarying enly in degrec of economic and social control
\mphasized in their programs, they fought the plutacrati capital-
{ors in & colorful and_emotional fashion but with high moral
wnd athical purpose. The Sconer Populists, ik the. later Lo
Htorinl Socialiets, wrote a platform bassd on local nesds, In &
dition 12 the Ctmaha Platiorm, the Fegple's Parly urged owner-
o actunl setllers, anti- luum\. jmmediate atatehood, the es-
tablishment of an elective board of arbitration for labor A‘llspukl
and a host of miner reforma, |

Tesalogically the Populists and Sacielists presented a cam-
mon frent against the tredilional foe of American reform mave-
rents—mancpoly. 1+ Utilizing (he ancient cry of equallly of
oorortunily, they sircesed the labor theory ol velue os the only
basia for ereating an equiteblo actangement in society. 1t wan
net & caee of Okluboma reformera being Intellectunlly commiitted
Maryista. Rather they saw their efforls thwarled by those who
held, what the Populist-Sociaiist befieved, lo be an unfic eco-
wmic sdvantage. They responded with Jmediate programs of
reforms baged on curzent necds.

Faced with the hardships of the agrarian frontier in the late
Ninclconth Century, Oklahoma farmers were easily aware of
<nsa differenres, Just ag midwesten Populials ssw thia condi-
tion, their Oklehoma counterperts claimed that in 1850 the
farmer held seventy five ger cent of he wenlth but in 1884
“ontralled only twenty-five pet cent, The Payne County Popuiist
2w the results of this process in The inereoscs of tenant farm-
oM. mortgage dobls, trampa and unemployinent, | Accordingly,
e economic cansolidation creuted the supcrfluous man, aliened
Jram bjs mk and mc[ely 1 This onalysis matches Pollack's

of Populism.

definition

Economics wma o major {actor in the life of the Sconer
E:"m"m. Denpite the newneas of ssHlement, larm tenancy

Taup T84, Payme County Foputist (Sillwater). Aufust 4. 1084, Thia
Trumaper wnd gl o Okalipma pepapect cited arc locaied in the
S5Eer rotm o1 the OKIAROMA HATarca) Hotiely 1h OKANGoIa CHY,
Briappohack. The Fopulul Resonss, 11,77 Gee alio Plkens “The
i d Frogram ot Oklahema Soclalisn, 1990-1I8."
!wmnmn Oulober 20, 1854

oL e Princlples snd Program of Ollahoma Eoclalism,
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rose quickly end deepite the eflorta of Populists e Secitiy,
continued a8 # major problem until World War TY. Seciay
voles and tenancy grew Logether in (he years pocitly the

War. 1!

oy
Gireg(

cuses of facm tenancy varied. One authority sty
however, the defecta in the gavemmenial land sysiem, eonpgy.
utod gréatly to the jocrease af lenancy. These defects. couplo]
with money leaders and land specultors brought tenaney ey
the prairie atales of Hlinois and Tndinnn, Starled befo
the silustion spread Lo the newsr ferritary of Ohlahoms whee:
the depremion of the 18%F's changed frec-holders into tenant,
The large absentes landowncts increased the number of tananry
pere 1 Th inkerent Rardshipewether, oclation, a e md
— were greit, ceonamic situation led to poiltical action
anit o the Peaple's Farsy same into Ecing on the Sooncs i,
Small fomily farmers Iried operating in an age of growing cor.
porate agriculiure. Caught in & changing seonamic arder, Ome
peaple turned tn [he old American method of prolest politics,
The Populisl and Socialist expressed similur reactions in the

tecritorial platforms. Such Populits planks A Eovernment cum-
ership of mailrcads, communications and all ather nrtural monas.

olies. abatition of inferesl bearing bonds, the o of (e
hours of labor, municipal ownership of public ntilities. and §
ted income Lax. wece repeated in the a plattorm. *

An expected, Dhe Populiet list included the ald pasaces, e
silver-—It woul re; money reylation,

4 eliminating poverty vo that Njosiee
waa “the onlv curs fc llmcs." H 5id
the Fayae County Foputiat. Pure Sociabiam was minar in Panulisl
dogria, althaugh gevernment, the Populists belleved, should curk
moncpaly. thenehy creating equality of apportunity. Gavernment
bamka with eounty set branches would slop the unjust activitiet
of the financial capitolists.

. 1M, Paluct. The Pt femaras, b, X
Eoticy and Temancy In the Pr-lrle swgn
sotrmet Bt Fbong T oo i), B For w atrdler RS
ol gevelopment in Tems we 3 v e
e et Sout Tovabers of Texs, 10ND Teas: Boanatrlc change £
Sorlal Boianes” Te Southibeters Historial Guarimrty LV i
uary, 1960, 3 o scholarly alscusslon of interest and @O
orsthes o st oklenat see Al 5. Borias 1o FOTHT o

1° Soctellsl. Purly of laMoha, Platform afd Ccmpﬂml.
1918 oxisms Ol 102, e e et b
Iﬂ

e P mm- Couniy Populist (Silllvatar, March 8, 18
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Great. differences exisicd betwoen Populism and Socialism
o the natiomal level, but local issues hrought themt cloar Lo
oy Inbora, Territory, The. aditer of the Ans Routeer
rked, “We do not ses the need of organiz
2 \hia time 73 the demands of the Populist parly are right in
S with those of the wew Socinlist party, with few exceptions.” 3
Fopulisn i the Oklahoma Territory wes a foundatien for the
aprarian Saciclicm of Jater years beeause of their similar idenlog-

"1 and sociological appeal.
‘Ten years enelier in 1899 1 Nebraska edilor cxpressed a simi-

Bt
ties: in the late Nineteenth Century clearly recogived the major
md inmate. ideological and emolional connections between the
fwa movements that were discounted by some Jaler histarians,

Occaionally Dklahoma Populists criticized Sooiallém a3 pre-

istely unobiaineble. Practical probloms. Pt
on to say, necessitated the use of the
present sysiem. In fact, "The Declaration of Independence and the
Omuha platform eoninin probably as much aocizliom ac will be
cealized wilhin the nexl hundred years” But there was hape for
Socialiom, he continued, “it the whole wortd should br converted
to practical ianity sooner than thal hundred years, fus
tendering socinBam poasible, oo much the belter.” 1 Socialian was
nol completely abandoned: Ti was placed in the rezim of visionary
ideuliom, nitainable in the future.

The swhole and complex fusion of the Democratic and Popo
list parly nationally iz toa involved le repcat here, Suliice to
8ay, Lhe: amti-fusion element—the “iiddlc-of-the-read Populi
e dealogleally the most dod cuted relormers, in Qllshemo

Procems wan o difficult (and confusion) ordesl. +
Oklaborsa. e featon Populisls moved lnlo the Secinlist Farty.
Theit Kanme counlerparts, “meanwhile hnd gome ‘almost sal-
Hiy 5 ihe Soctalial perty.” ™* In fact, one hi Inulnrmn noted that

ited States “therc: were Poy alding so-
chalisl views while remaining consisinl Pupullsls" * Thig con-

Gition elso existed in Oklahota,
0

! Ates Rewiem, November : 1m0,
o, 5ot County Beacum (braken Bow. Wabruskar. Oclober 11,
A 5 the Tretenik Rtorio Seoty.

B Cctounr 3 10
.m_"P':len. -‘n;; Principles And Progrum of Oklahooia Soclallsn,

The Toleramt Papu!h(v P25
e T P



w2 The Cheomictes of GRiGROME

¢ migration inta the promised land of Socialinm was the
Togical regull for the dedicated Populiala. One major problem, | in
this migration was leadership. Naluzally it can be assum. Thay
same Fapulists went inta Lhe Demngeatie Farty sthen the Populy
arganizalion was absorbed. In o quick mwisw, however, it con
pointed oul that several important Populist leaders wenl into (he
Socialiat party.

Thomae Scott Smith followed thiz pattern. Rord in Ken.
tucky. he fought in the Civil War, and came tn Oklahomy with
the first territorial opening. A newspaper cditor by Drofess

e bocarne g it of (he Foopit's Farly ant Jler Tomedt
Socinlsts Seott van o3 the Borialist candidate or congresiona
deleqate in 1902, 2!

T Waods (‘uunly seuersl Socialifl candidates for cuinty
afices came from reform end Populist backgrounda, R, E. Bray,
nominee lor districl judge, was Ihe son af poer parenls. As n
lawyer, he gave active supporl to the Fopulist cause. Bray
served na a delegate to the Copulists national conventions of 15%
and 1900, When he discovered the Lruc meaning of ﬂu- el
sirugyle, socording fo the Alva newspaper. 7 So-
Cinbel. % Jobo, Randall of Woods Conty wab @ sxnddate for
counly clerk. A member of Lhe Greenback Party in 1872. he hrn
ioined the Union Tabor Purly o tater betame o Topulis.. By
1902, be was an active Socialisl, T

A. §. Hawkina was first g Grover Cleveland Democral in
18, Disgusted with Democtatle palitias, he Joined ihe Farmers'
Alliunce and Tater he became & member of the People'a Party.
T 1898 he waza the Populist eandidate for congressional delegate
on en enli-fusion platform. Howkine, in 1912, was the Socialist
candidate for Represcntative. 1

Oacsr Ameringer, in hs .mbmmphy, related his thoughts
©on the Socialipt-Populist relationship. He recalled how sknb""

triated to the Socislist Party. ! According to .\,mi..gu
early Socialist raestings “nearly sl of the local n
horond Fonurists and o old
Toah Stock” i Whers tlst could he mon fusiomists 857
'l'hmr could nel Join fhe Hepubhum Farty and they had mv"
diated tho Domociats. With their com organization dead, the 5
cialist Party was u:c Togical political orgenization ior them, ¢

37The Daly Gklohoman klahoms Gity), July . 1902

11 Constructive Somoliat {Alve), Auguab 14, 1912,

0 ibet.. Auguet 71, Tola.

10/bid., Beptember 11, 1813, -
¥4 Gecar Ametiryer Jf ¥ou Dowd Weaken (Hew York 1940, P
1k, p. 35t
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of the songs at the Socialist encampments were of Populiat
s T s thi il e I oo thicd party at-
Sempls included lesders and lollowers in thia period

Before the Great War and Russian Revolution, the United
giates held a freex political atmosphore, for indigenous radical-
jgn. > In Ihe yoars 18851914, bafore foreign policy and events
owertly dictated domestie politics, conservalive patriotism
syndome, craated in the emoliana of the Great War, did not
Jarce radicals into a defensive positian cr Iter liberal intellectuals.
and historians into A painful revision of their legacy of reform
srom the Populists, Sinec 1945, however, (he eituation has changed.
In thls manner, the carlier interpretation of the Populists be-
ane 2 a cold war victim. The past became the presenl, Histo-

na forever interpret the past, but, whalever future interpre.
ationn are forscoming, the Boanera state Populist and Sccialist
parti

2 part of America's organic radieal past, remains,

IVIb., . 260, 263,
" Fallack TM Pw-um Response, p. 5.
o TS ol g St bl owetnidn f repreason of OMsher
Billeals wunie o “ratieeal a2 n
Thiz, Cmonents of war, ST o Gt ot Wiacoman,



