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SOtJTH£aN POPULISFI

by
Norman PoI 1 ack

In this Informal note - in reality, a working paper to be discussed by
activists - I should like to approach Southern Populism in a blunt
fashion, one that strips away the sentimentality Loo often surrounding
sacred radical cows , The best way to profit from historical experience
is not to twist it into the shape we would like, not to use it merely
to butEress our valua and preconceived notions ? rather, we must call
the shots as they occurred, and then let the chips fall accordingly,
All of us reading this are committed to racial and economic democracy,
and yet , i would sugg3st that no useful purpose can be served by
making the Populists out to be the proponents for total equality that
they were not , \de want diagnosis and analysis , as opposed to the
self--congratula'cory exercise of dipping into the past for some splendid
precedent here and some eloquent rhetoric there,

EIIus, at this point in my researching and thinking on Populi sm in the
South, I would make this general observation : it is comparatively
simp:L=, if one remains on the level of rhetoric , to demonstrate the
progressive ( and at times, radical ) character of the movement , Those
of you who have read Pir , Woodward 1 s fine studies , and these are the
indispenslble starting point, will have already found ample document:a--
tion of a groping toward racial just:icc, and an attack on both the
national and regional structure of power , And indeed, hr , V?oodwarcl
has gone well beyond the level of Po;)ul..Ist rhetoric in describing not
only the harshness of life, the antidemocratic political framework,
and the Jeprivatlions attached tO political and social dissentit but
also, and perhaps more importantly, the character of the southern
political economy - its essentially colonial status, its primary-'mat;'-
erial stage, Its impoverishment= at the hands of northern capitalism
and commercial p=net:ration , As a preliminary statement, then, one can
say that Southern Popu:Ltsn responded t:3-the fundamental problems con--
fronting its society and times : a one–party ,)olitical framework which
reinforced, and was reinforced by, a system of segregation? and an
economy based upon a high degree of wealth-.concentrati.on, bus:Inc:ss
domination of state and local governments , the intensification of
tenan'cry, and the continued Jeprivation of whites and blacks alike,
And , Po?ulists not sim:):Ly respon3ed, but did so with a remarkable
degree of courage, and with greater insight than is generally supposed,

But, we cannot let the matter rest here , Too many questions must still
be asked - not only of the evidence, but of ourselves , Perl what pre-
cise:Ly are we looking for? t":hat constitutes a valid test of raclica]."-
ism? Shall ;rimary importanc3, in formulating our criteria, be att:ache
to r,acc , to economic demands, to the potentialities for structural
changes, or what? in sum, to string together a number of quotatIons
indicating sympat.tvwi'ch negro rights ( and perhaps shelve the more am-
biguc>us statements ) , may give US a sense of encouragementif but hardly
contributes to a realistic appraisal of the difficulties involveS, for
the present and future as well as the past , in fashIoning a Negro-white;
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coalition to democratize the society. R/hat I state now may surprise
you, but I ask you to consider it carefully, if we skip over all of
the incidents (e ,g, , tho fact that white farmers in Georgia rode all
night to protect a Negro Populist from being lynched ) and political
statements that most of us are familiar with, and turn instead to the
objective consequences of Southern Populist activity, this is t:he over--
all picture, at least to the extent that I am able- to make it out ,

First, Pol)u:Lists were not necessarily pro-Negro in attitudes, parti-.
cularly when viewed from a present-day :)erspcctive, Indeed, from the
standpoint of rhetoric alone, one might be inclined to label them as
anti-Negro , That is, they accepted the pattern of segregation and
seldom, if ever, spoke out in favor of complete social equality, I
recognize that this may appear to undermine thc thesis of Populism as
the high-point in racial cooperation in the South, Yet ? and precisely
here is where the anaIYsis -' and the movement itself •- must be seen in
a more complex light, the moment we go bcyond rhetoric to consequences
we find that, if anything, Southern Populism emerges as a decidedly
more positive force than has been recognized ,

Just on the matter of race ( ana race , I need not say, cannot be divorced.
from economic and political considerations ) , Populistis adopted a post-
tion that was brutally frank, quite harsh-sounding to today1 s liberals '
ears, but in the last analysis , profoundly radical, Let me term this
a politIcs of realism, They were interested , not in racial equality
but in reform, And they sensec-, the crucial truth which still is not
sufficiently realized : that segregation was a political device, art;i-
ficially engendered by the dominant groups in the South, to prevent
tha bow3r classes, Negro and white alike, from coal€scirlg to challenge -
and in the process, transform - the political and economic foundations
of Southern society, And they not only sensed, but acted upon, that
insight , Their ot.rn attitudes were not cast off overnight, but their
actions were geared to th3 recognition that racial appeals and reform
were antIit:heLical elements , Thus, they stated time and again, in the
words of Marion Butler of North Carolina, that, I'the politician has
ki:Lle a every reform by crying negro, '1 There is no presumption of
equality h=re, but there is a categorical rejection of race politics,
and with that , the un,3ers=nding that unless racial appeals are rela-
gated to the sidelines, the poorer whites stand no chance whatever to
improve their con’alti,on,

Self –interest is ordinarily not the stuff , the raw material, for mold--
ing humane sentiments or transforming the social system? but when
self–interest becomes viewed in class terms, as was the case with the
Populists, then a count:e'r--current - is - set UP against the prevaiiin',
practices and values -. the counter-.current 'which began to embrace
Negroes, not as Negroes but as members of the poor , I know you will
reca:LI Thomas E, t';at:son 1 s statembnt, “You are kept; apart that you may
be separately fleece:1 of yoar ’earnings , You are made to hate each
other because upon that hatred is rested the keystone of the arch of
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financial despotism which enslaves you both, You are deceived and
blinded that you may not see hot,7 this race antagonism pcrpetuates a
monetary system which beggars both, " in addressing himself ' in this
manner to whites and Negroes alike, Viat:son was urging that a politic's
of class or of realism must take the place of a politics of race - that,
in a word, race must be male irrc:Levant to Southern society,

And here, the first step was to insure full political equality for the
Negro, in Butler 1 s words, "The negro is a citizen, he is guaranteed a
vote by the constitution, and it is our sworn duty to allow him to
cast that vote and to count it honestly, ” I find this sentiment to be
extremely important , it indicates a direct confrontatIon with the
Southern folk-'community concepts that all whites are equal because
they are white, an argum€nt; which of course is designed to force lower
class whites to submerge class differences and grievances in the name
of white supremacy, That denial of their own interests, and consequent-
ly thc consolidation of the framework of domination, can only be ac.--
complishe.J through the charge of Negro c',ominatlion in the event of a
SPlit in white ranks, and the further charge of Negro inferiority, By
insisting upon political justice for Negroes, not only is the concep-
tion of Negro inferiority undermined, but the folk community begins to
break apart along class lines,

Significantly, all three quotations noted above occurred in 1892 , that
is , in the first year when th3 PcoDle 's party actually assumed definite
form throughout the South , This was , then, only the begInning of
their comprehension of the dynamics of in3epenJent Jolitics, Popu:Lists
were white southerners with racial prejudice who sought to transcend
that prejudice in order to attain aconomic reforms , But as the move--
IDent proceeded / race receded mole anc! more into the bac ]aground ? the
emphasis was upon political equality, and through cooperation, mutual
struggle and a growIng awareness of the nature of the s3cietly, there
was clearly a potential, sometimes actually realized , for breaking
down barriers and enhancing human dignity, The initial position was
that of self -interest, :)ut it soon became apparent that discrimination
and intimidation applied against Negroes would also be applied against
whites who challenged the p51itica.1 and economic framc'work, Indeed,
Populists were now recognizing that their owl emancipation could, not
be attained without the emancipation of Negroes as well, Again, let
me state, the stress was not upon Negro rights but upon political free-
dom and economic democracy .- an-i rather than resort to race'-•baiting to
try to neutralize the attack of the dominant groups, Populists made
the conscious choice to rep•adi ate that :n favor of discussing and act –
ing upon the economic issues facing them, it is this repudiatIon, i
suggest, which represented a starting point toward social sanity and
rational political life ,

The rhetoric might put us off , but the concrete activity does not, For
an all too brief moment (brief because all of the forces of repression
were directed against them, until the movement was finally fragmented

ban



-4-

a.pd destroyed ) , the racial climate in the South was immeasurably im–
proved , Social equality was not mentioned, but a good deal else was :
most populistis vehemently opposed the i','iississippi constitutional con-
ventlion of 1890 and later moves toward disfranchisement ? most Populist:s
spoke out clearly against lynching ? and most Populistis sought the kind
of economic changes which would benefit both races alike ,

And this brings me to the second observation, that on the economic
demands and the larger challenge to the exIsting structure of Southern
society, Populist economic protest, generally speaking, was not as
radical as in the Midwest : che Jeffcrsonian heritage did have a way
of setting limits upon semi-co11ectivist principles , (Yet , I think
Stlaughton Lyn'd, in an earlier article, undcr€stimates the resiliency
of that heritage - not on social, but on economic matters , Even
I'Cyc:Lon.:" Davis ) by far the most ,Jeffersonian–oriented in the total
movement, nonetheless found there the basis for arguing in favor of
government ownership of the railroads , The point is not; what Jefferson
said or did , but how the Populists empioyed him for their own purposes , )
Yet, while Southern PopulisEs were more reformist than radical, even
this proved to be an unsettling factor in the contemporary setting,
Any challenge to the dominant groups in the South was grccted as a
threat to white supremacy, and h3nce , not only contributed further to
the fissure in th: folk--community but dir3ctly called into question
the appropriateness of a one-party political framework dedicated to
busin=ss ends , I will not attcrnf)t to cover the numerous Populist
proposals , but:' will merely recor:-, that they asserted the principle
that the government , stIntO. and more particularly national, must be
responsive to social wall--being, Po:)u=Lists knew from their own ext>er-
ience that economic conservatism was closely related to oligarchical
political rule and the politics of race? and, their endeavor to demo-
cratize thc economic system would have had as a consequ£nce -- if the
movementI had succe=Jed -. a larger democratization for Southern society,

Thus , to the degree that they were prepared to stand for economic
reforms and for a liberalizing of the political framework, PopuIIstis
acted directly to dismantle thc entire aDparatus of social control,
economic domination 1 and the racial hysteria which underscored, both
of these factors , And in the process, the Negro stood to gain - in
part as a Je(;ro, but also as a m:mI)er of th3 impoverished class, My
point, simply, is this: when I suggested earlier that we must divest
our appraisal of sentimentality, I had in mind that one must not jud9G
a SOCi'3- movemGnt: by it:s expressions of love, so much as by the human-
ist;ic consequences of its protest , For, the latt==r can well create
the potentiality for sE ill fur'ch cr gains, and uitimatc:Ly, for tha kind
of social ethic that ideally should be , but often is not, there from
the start , Populist protest apPears luther pr-)saic in the light i
have sketched, but som3times th: most carnest struggl2s occur in per-'
fectly understandab!'e, and even drab, terms , They were building a
movement from the grou.nd up, anS the lack of tangible results should
not be permitIte’-3 to obscure the fact that a decisiVe step was taken
in the direction of human lights , Self-interest may hav& been their
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formula, but it was an honest one, and one that held out the possibi:L-
ity for social changel for greater self-awareness/ and for progressive-
ly moving toward the acceptance of the Negro as a fellow human being,
Let me close with a stat€rnent which was very much on the grass-roots
level, in this case, from a Burgaw, North Carolina paper, "What is
good for a white laborer in the South and VIest is equally as good for
the colored laborer, and why should they not vote the same ay, Cap-
ital is organized, and why should not labor be organized? As long as
the toiling masses remaIn divided because of appeals to race prejudice
and party love, so long will they be at the mercy of organized capt-
tal," Hence, it argued that th3re cannot be a government responsive
to the needs of the people until racial appeals are eliminated g

”When so much prejudice cedses to exist and principle towers above
party we may look for a government run in the interest of the people
and not before , " The emphasis is upon realism, upon class - and upon
justice

<
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