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Chapter 1
Introduction
Populisms, Progressive and Reactionary

Government of the people, by the people, for the people.
—Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address, 1863

“A spectre is haunting the world—populism”: That ominous observation could have been uttered at various times in recent years, but it opened a now classic 1969 book of essays by an international group of scholars seeking to define populism and to identify its specific national, as well as cross-cultural, features. While the authors of Populism: Its Meaning and National Characteristics generally viewed their subject negatively, through lenses shaped by the excesses of anticommunist hysteria in the 1950s or of the New Left in the 1960s, their critiques of populist social movements and political parties now appear tame compared to the widespread and intense association of populism, over the past two decades and more, with extremism, specifically extreme right radicalism.1 This association has been particularly intense in Europe since the 1980s, while in the United States populism possesses a more mixed history and legacy. Although North American populism emerged most prominently as an expression of reformist and progressive farmers’ movements, recently populist impulses in the United States have tended more often to promote the ascendancy of conservative and reactionary leaders and policies.

Yet across the globe during the last two decades of the twentieth century a bewildering variety of new populist protest movements and political parties emerged to challenge traditional parties, ruling elites, and accepted social norms. They sprang from many kinds of social groupings and from diverse points on the political spectrum. In Western and Eastern Europe, Latin America, Africa, Asia, and North America, populist discontent has erupted intermittently. The end of the Cold War, notably, unleashed a torrent of popular movements opposed to politics-as-usual. Some promoted more democracy, pluralism, and economic opportunity; some unleashed intolerance, bigotry, and xenophobic nationalism; and others mixed together some combination of these impulses.2 Indeed, a central argument of this book is that populist movements usually tend to be amalgams of contradictory tendencies.

In the United States in the 1990s the angry voter, especially the angry white male, became a cliché of media commentary and subject of scholarly inquiry. Citizens disgusted with the two major political parties mobilized behind “billionaire populist” Ross Perot’s independent presidential candidacy in 1992 and rallied to an anti-professional politician term limits movement that succeeded in close to half the states by 1994, a year in which the angry white males helped to end forty years of Democratic control of Congress. Minnesotans’ elevation to governor of independent candidate, exprofessional wrestler, and antipolitician Jesse Ventura typified many state and local episodes of populist rebellion during the late 1990s, while countless referenda appeared on state and city ballots as a result of single-issue, “direct democracy” crusades.3

By the early years of the new century a populist style and posture on the part of all politicians to speak for common ordinary people had come to permeate American politics. As one columnist aptly observed, “Almost every politician in modern America pretends to be a populist; indeed, it’s a general rule that the more slavishly a politician supports the interests of wealthy individuals and big corporations, the folksier his manner.”4

Clearly the populist style has been a central element of the American political tradition, and just as obviously style and rhetoric can be appropriated by just about anybody. Michael Kazin’s valuable book The Populist Persuasion (1995) argued that before World War II populist rhetoric had been employed by movements and political leaders generally seeking progressive reform and social justice, or challenging the status quo on behalf of the dispossessed. It was also true, Kazin noted, that populist appeals had been used to buttress racial discrimination. Kazin and others have shown, too, that after World War II populist rhetoric gradually became appropriated by conservative champions of big business, the free market, the religious right, and the white backlash against the civil rights movement. Kazin’s study focused on populism as a language and rhetorical style, and thus he conceded that he did not necessarily regard his subjects as populists, but rather as political actors using a language.5

The process of populist rhetoric coming to dominate political discourse, and its use often by charismatic leaders, without necessarily entailing a populist agenda, has been observed in other countries—in Italy, for example, with the rise of media magnate Silvio Berlusconi, and even in the formerly staid English political arena. The problem with a strategy of studying populism as rhetoric and style is, as Alan Ware has observed, that “populism is everywhere, and nowhere.”6 The study of populist social movements, my concern here, is difficult enough without opening the door to all the pretenders and free riders.

Authentically populist social movements and parties have played important roles at critical times in U.S. history. Moreover, since at least the early nineteenth century, populism has been a central element of, if not the dominant theme of, the political culture of the United States. Since the 1820s and 1830s, when electoral politics became permeated with an egalitarian ethos, even candidates for office born on plantations have preferred to present themselves to the electorate as born in rude log cabins and have played upon their ties to and sympathies for the common man. But movements mobilizing masses of ordinary people, arising at least initially from the grass roots and invoking the name of “the people” against established or corrupt elites, can be distinguished from the many political leaders and officials who have used populist rhetoric or adopted a populist style as a political strategy. And some of those populist movements should be regarded as predominantly progressive in nature.

Attempts to define populism as a general phenomenon according to some essential features that can be found in populist expressions across time and cultures have met with little success. As with similar terms such as “democracy,” “ideology,” or “the people,” the concept is indeterminate and susceptible to many meanings.7 This is another reason for my preference to concentrate on populist movements rather than the much more inclusive entity of populism. If the difficulty with populism as an object of study tends to be its expansiveness, the problem posed by populist movements comes in their variety and capacity to express both right-wing (reactionary) and left-wing (progressive) tendencies. In this introduction I shall try to construct an analytical framework with which to analyze populist movements of two basic, but not necessarily homogeneous, types: reactionary and progressive.

My approach to populist movements seeks to avoid romanticizing champions of “the people” as paragons of grassroots innocence and goodness, and to avoid also a tendency to dismiss such movements as unrealistic, impractical, or worse—for example, irrational and destructive. While the impulses to dismiss and to lionize have been present both in popular discussions and in academic circles, I have been more impressed with the persistence of an antipopulist mentality in scholarly discussions of what makes democracy work best. Since World War II a strong current of thinking among political theorists has demoted the desirability of popular participation by ordinary people in favor of minority elites who are said, above all, to lend stability to democratic systems.8

This line of thinking, and the debate in which it engages, is as old as democracy itself. In classical Athens there were those who, on the one hand, held that the freedom Athenians enjoyed “was the product of the day-to-day activities of a mass of ordinary men.” On the other hand, although that “mass” was in fact only part of the population, it was too large for elite critics who argued that the extension of participation to the many was a mistake and that governing was best left to men of superior learning and status. Contemporary theories of democratic elitism similarly assume that the masses are “inherently incompetent, and . . . that they are, at best, pliable, inert stuff or, at worst, aroused unruly creatures possessing an insatiable proclivity to undermine both culture and liberty.”9

A corollary to this perspective leads to critiques of populist movements as impractical in that they make demands on democracy that are unobtainable.10 There is some truth to this view, but too often it is associated with a reflexive denigration of popular engagement that entails a dichotomy between the unrealism and impatience of ordinary people, on one hand, and the pragmatism and patience of elites on the other. To either side of the dichotomy might be added a long list of such invidious antonyms, as Richard D. Parker has done in a little-noticed book that tries to reconcile constitutional democracy and populist democracy. According to Parker, the “anti-populist sensibility” sees the “political energy of ordinary people” as “qualitatively inferior to more ‘refined’ sources of political participation.” Ordinary energy thus is “emotional as opposed to reasonable, ignorant as opposed to informed, fuzzy-minded as opposed to clear-headed, simple-minded as opposed to complex.” The dualities go on: short-sighted/ reasonable, narrow-minded/broad-minded, self-centered/public-spirited, arbitrary/principled, low standards/high standards, and so forth.11

In contrast, a populist sensibility “measures how much political energy is being expressed—how widespread is its expression, to what extent individuals are engaging one another politically,” and assumes that “expression of such energy is better than passivity or insulation.” The populist sensibility ideally encourages the development of the individual political capacities of ordinary individuals and recognizes that “disdain” for the political energy of ordinary people fosters the erosion of self-confidence, passivity, and withdrawal.12 It should be clear by now that my sympathies are with Parker and the populist sensibility, but the reader may judge, eventually, whether that means that the treatment of populist movements in this book has been uncritical.

The study of populist movements in U.S. history writing can hardly be said to constitute a “field.” Thus, historians concerned with, for example, rural insurgencies of the late eighteenth century, or the Anti-Masons of the 1820s, or the People’s Party of the 1890s, or, still further apart, progressive or reactionary movements in the twentieth century do not usually regard their works as connected or sharing similar questions and explanations. In any case, the study of populist movements has been obstructed by the impulse to categorize them as either/or, progressive or reactionary, as well as by the prevailing association of populism generally with antidemocratic tendencies.13

It is instructive to recall that the political party that gave the language the word “populist” has itself gone through cycles of interpretation that have swung from progressive to reactionary to progressive again. The People’s Party of the 1890s was viewed originally as a precursor of the Progressive Era and its democratic reforms, but forty years ago, many historians viewed “capital P” Populists as illiberal nativists and intolerant precursors of McCarthyism. Since the 1970s, however, interpretations of the Populists have brought them into line with Parker’s definition of a populist sensibility: a widespread movement of ordinary people, men and women, encouraging political engagement and energized by what political scientists would call a sense of efficacy, or hope. While points of contention inevitably persist, recent books of synthesis by Norman Pollack, Gene Clanton, Robert C. McMath Jr., and Elizabeth Sanders, as well as several influential monographs, indicate that the discussion proceeds within an understanding of the basically humane, republican, and progressive nature of Populism.14

A similar shift has taken place in the last generation in interpretations of the Anti-Federalist critics and opponents of the federal constitution in the 1780s. Historians and commentators from left to right on the political spectrum have looked with increasing appreciation at the Anti-Federalists’ giving voice to fears of centralized power and the threat they perceived from a too powerful national government to states, local communities, and individual rights. The “historical fortunes” of other late eighteenth-century defenders of community and individual rights, those who engaged in mob and crowd actions and who often took the law into their own hands by force or the threat of force from assembled numbers (“the people out of doors”), also have improved in recent decades. Yet historians have seldom judged traditionalist or “primitive rebels” as harshly as the 1890s Populists were assessed during the 1950s and 1960s heyday of reaction against mass behavior.15

But the contemporary study of modern “small p” populism has lacked the perspective that could be afforded by a long historical view that reaches back well before the 1890s Populists to eighteenth-century forerunners of later popular movements, protests, and discontents. Some historians are impressed with the differences between traditional popular insurgencies of rural rebels, crowds, and mobs characteristic of the eighteenth century and the later mass social movements that arose in a different economic, communications, and political environment after the War of 1812. The latter usually turned to political organizing and electioneering and away from violence, the threat of violence, or extralegal methods. But granting those and other departures, this narrative will focus more on their similarities and, particularly, on the mixture of progressive and reactionary features that existed on both sides of the traditional-modern divide.16

Eighteenth-century insurgencies often aimed at the restoration of a social order that provided economic security, fair treatment, and equality before the law. “They were firmly convinced,” one historian argues, “that justice—and even the law—was on their side.” Thus, traditional populisms tended to be “‘backward’ rather than ‘forward-looking,’” but some could also graft new beliefs onto the old, creating a new popular ideology.17 The populist movements to be encountered in the chapters that follow, from the Revolutionary era to the 1850s, were not “revolutionary” or even “radical,” including those that resorted to mobilizing under arms large numbers of aggrieved protesters. Of course, many of their elite opponents resorted to hyperbole to exaggerate the threat posed by unwanted challenges to the social order or to political routine, but the goals of populist insurgents were usually limited and, in their minds, constitutional within the bounds of the social contract.

Over two decades ago Alan Brinkley’s Voices of Protest: Huey Long, Father Coughlin, and the Great Depression (1982) constituted a breakthrough in the general study of populism by taking seriously the main populist demagogues of the 1930s. Avoiding scholars’ tendency to disparage or to marginalize such figures as Long and Coughlin, Brinkley sought to discover what their popularity revealed about popular protest in American culture. He looked beyond the mesmerizing, charismatic, and flawed personalities and leadership of Long and Coughlin to connect them to long-standing populist traditions embodying a deep-seated fear of centralized power and a concern for the autonomy of local communities: “some of the oldest and deepest impulses in American political life.”18 Brinkley’s theme resonated with historians of the American Revolution, who had maintained that resistance to an aggressive central power that threatened the very existence of “liberty” constituted a driving force of the rebellion against Great Britain.19 Further, during the decades after the Revolution, and particularly after the establishment of a federal government in 1789, the efforts of local communities to preserve local autonomy and preserve threatened individual rights propelled populist insurgencies against the Americans’ own central and state governments. The present study is an attempt to show the bedrock of those old and deep impulses.

A different approach to reconceptualizing populism came from Christopher Lasch, who, in several works before his untimely death, focused on the tensions between classical liberalism (broadly conceived) and populism. His major work in this vein, The True and Only Heaven: Progress and Its Critics (1991), argued that positing republicanism as the major radical alternative tradition to liberalism—a recent fad in U.S. history writing—had been exaggerated. Radical challenges to an unbridled capitalist political economy stemmed not just from the Revolutionary generation’s republican ideology but also from “a populist tradition that drew on republicanism and liberalism alike but mixed these ingredients into something new.” In related essays Lasch described populism as hostile both to the free market and to the welfare state, emphasizing that populists took responsibility for themselves. He credited the Populists of the 1890s and their subtreasury proposal to gain low-cost government credit as a way to get government help to help themselves. Although Lasch’s writings were filled with scathing critiques of the materialism of liberal society, nowhere did he reject “constitutional restraints” or “constitutional democracy.”20

Lasch understood well that populist movements often expressed anger, resentment, and even intolerance, and thus he believed that they needed to embrace a “spiritual discipline against resentment,” which he found admirably present in the post-1945 southern civil rights movement. Otherwise, Lasch saw populist movements as emanating from the lower middle class, a social sector prone to narrowness, provincialism, nativism, anti-intellectualism, and racism. Lasch erred, I believe, in allocating populism (and intolerance) largely to the lower middle class. In doing so he followed a long tradition dating back to Lenin’s analysis of the late nineteenth-century Russian narodniki, or people’s movement, as a petit-bourgeois effusion.21

Giving the lower classes a monopoly on intolerance is an all too common fallacy.22 But Lasch did confront realistically what I call “populism’s chronic illiberalism”—chronic, but not universal or inevitable. His critique of liberalism, meanwhile, contained some harsh diagnoses of a pathologically materialistic culture. Whatever one’s attitude to his rather pessimistic view of liberal culture, his analysis of populism hardly romanticized it and provides an additional basis for comprehending its complex variations in American society.

Although ignored by historians, political scientist Allen D. Hertzke’s examination of two different protest movements of the 1980s reinforced Lasch’s connection of populist movements as reactions to the excesses of liberalism. Hertzke proposed that cultural and economic populism were once joined together, in William Jennings Bryan, for example, but by the late twentieth century were split into two branches. Hertzke devoted most of his book to an analysis of Jesse Jackson’s left-wing economic populism, on one hand, and Christian right-wing preacher Pat Robertson’s cultural populism on the other, arguing that both left and right variants of populism were reacting to the same “ascendent liberalism in economics and culture.” Like Lasch, Hertzke pitted both populisms against liberal ideology “in its broad classical meaning,” that is, “a blend of free-market economics and protection of individual liberty—a position embraced by most Democrats and Republicans today.”23 More important, however, Hertzke also found the classical republican tradition of the Founders alone insufficient as a source of opposition to unfettered individualist liberalism and its nurture of “a democracy of cupidity.” Rather, a synthesis of republicanism, liberalism, and a heritage of Christian communalism also helped to shape regard for the public good and social justice. While Hertzke perhaps attributed more influence to “communitarian republican and Christian notions of virtue” in shaping Anti-Federalist opposition to the Constitution than most historians of the nation’s founding would accept, he did call attention to the strong strain of local communalism (and defense of local autonomy) rooted in the colonial and Revolutionary heritage that, implicitly or explicitly, Brinkley and Lasch had emphasized.24

While a number of general works and monographs in U.S. history writing point to new directions in the understanding of populist movements, surprisingly little if any attention has been paid by North Americanists to the substantial literature dealing with Latin American populist movements, which have played so prominent a role in South and Central American countries since the late nineteenth century. Indeed, from a transatlantic perspective, the study of both North American and contemporary European populist movements and parties, past and present, proceeds without reference to Latin America. Yet in Europe during the last two decades so-called new right populist parties have attracted enormous attention as they have challenged and even helped to displace more traditional parties of left and right. Since the neopopulist parties have mobilized voters reacting negatively to new immigration and related issues, such as fear of crime, European scholars overwhelmingly have tended to see the new parties as “extreme right” or “radical right” and, often, as threats to “destabilize” democratic systems.25

Studies of populist movements on the other side of the Atlantic differ greatly, especially those of Latin American populisms. In South America, not only have populist movements, leaders, and regimes constituted the most impressive political forces from the 1920s to the 1960s, with neopopulism emerging in several countries in the 1990s, but also the great majority of Latin Americanists associate such populist impulses with progressive reform to the degree that European scholars now associate populism with reactionary extremism. Considering that European neopopulist right-wing parties are thought to be xenophobic or even racist because of anti-immigrant postures, it is worth observing that in Latin America populist movements and leaders have promoted the extension of not only “symbolic dignity” to social groups previously excluded or marginalized by poverty or color but also political participation and economic opportunity.26

Latin American populist studies appear especially useful because they tend to distinguish clearly between populist discourse or rhetoric, regimes in power, strategies of mobilization, social and electoral movements, and political parties. This is not to say that Latin Americanists have found “populism” without ambiguity or excessive malleability, yet even for a scholar who remarked on the concept’s “perverse perdurability,” its political expression should not be set “apart from mainstream politics.” Indeed, “populist movements—not to mention regimes—are thoroughly mundane, even conventional.”27

Thus, while ostensibly dealing with very different cultures and concerns, and with infrequent if not rare attention to one another, North American and Latin American studies of populisms are converging in emphasizing the variety and contradictions of such movements and parties, as well as their centrality to their political cultures. Yet the United States does offer a more mixed spectrum of populisms, and right-wing populist impulses and movements have tended to be more important there than in Latin America, especially in recent decades. Even in Latin America, however, and especially in the United States, populist movements sometimes fuse together left and right, progressive and reactionary, tendencies in an amalgam that may defy traditional left-right categories.28

North American populism, at least from the Anti-Federalists of the 1780s, has often been generated from fear of centralized power on the part of local communities resisting external forces that are perceived to threaten their autonomy, political rights, or economic security. Ordinary people defending local communities can be found in episodes of both progressive and reactionary populism, with the former represented by various “Regulators” in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and the latter represented by the second Ku Klux Klan or, say, resistance to school desegregation in the 1970s. It has been clear for some time that localist defense or the fear of outside concentrated power can lead left or right, or “to both simultaneously.”29

This last point cannot be emphasized too much. Entirely progressive or wholly reactionary movements seldom exist in reality but tend to be fabricated through reification or transforming processes of idealizing or demonizing. Both progressive and reactionary populist movements will usually possess features shared by the other. The point is illustrated well by Hertzke’s analysis of Jesse Jackson’s economic populism and Pat Robertson’s cultural populism. Not only did the two branches of populism react to a liberalism that they saw as taking society in the wrong direction, but Jackson’s outlook also possessed a strong cultural component, indeed, “a cultural and moral conservatism suggestive of [William Jennings] Bryan’s crusades against alcohol and libertine morality.” Jackson regarded freedom without limits as destructive, and he denounced the counterculture’s indulgence in sex and drugs. His ten-point urban policy was one, he said, that “Moses brought from the mountain.” Similarly, Robertson expressed themes of economic populism, some of which hearkened back to midwestern Populism, as Robertson denounced “profligate banks, the savings and loan bailout, and the Trilateral Commission’s domination of U.S. foreign policy.”30

Populist movements need to be positioned on a spectrum bounded by ideal types of progressive and reactionary, recognizing that the prototypes are unlikely to be found in reality. Yet both progressive and reactionary movements share the common energizing sense, in Margaret Canovan’s words, “that politics has escaped popular control. The message is, ‘this is our polity, in which we, the democratic sovereign, have a right to practice government by the people; but we have been shut out of power by corrupt politicians and an unrepresentative elite who betray our interests, ignore our opinions, and treat us with contempt.’”31

Progressive populist movements in the United States show a concern for the redistribution of political or economic power downward. They tend to be egalitarian and suffused with an ethic of “producerism” that has drawn energy less from class conflict and more from resentment of those privileged economic interests that are able to manipulate capital, law, and politics to their profit. At the crudest level they protest that too few have too much; or they voice resentment against specific targets—the wealthy, corporations, professional politicians, professional elites or experts, social engineers, bureaucrats, or as a Kansas Populist once put it, “the aristocrats, plutocrats, and all the other rats.”

Progressive movements also have tended to lift women out of traditional gender roles and to promote at least an incipient feminism and decidedly an expanded role for women in the public sphere. In progressive populist movements women have held leadership positions, and their concerns often have influenced the agenda of the movement.32 This has sometimes been true even in reactionary populist movements, though, as will be noted shortly, their overall tendency is different. The gendered appeals of populist movements and gender relations within them are underexamined areas, a situation that this study hopes to redress.

Progressive movements also may possess the following features:

They arise from the grass roots and gain a wide popular base of “ordinary people,” and they may attract cross-class support.

While concentrated in the middle and lower classes, they may also spring from communal or subcultural groups.

In the early stages their leaders tend to be indigenous or “homegrown,” with many who were not previously involved politically, though they usually include men and women active in community or neighborhood organizations.

They seek greater opportunity because they see society as tilted out of balance. They are not necessarily anti-institutional (as often depicted) but have concluded that political and other institutions are not functioning fairly and, hence, ordinary citizens are disadvantaged; oppressive conditions exist and must be removed and fairness restored.

Their supporters believe that they have lost control over their lives, and so they seek to regain some management of their own destiny, a control or autonomy they once experienced or, if not, that democratic ideology tells them they ought to have.

They can be, in the manner of reformers, restorationist and innovative at the same time. The People’s Party, for example, wanted to restore the traditional independence of farmers through the novel means of the subtreasury plan.

Progressive movements exhibit a healthy distrust of conventional politics, which sometimes can run to excessive fears or unrealistic visions of conspiracies arrayed against them. Much has been made of the “paranoid” tendencies of populist movements generally, a judgment which itself might be regarded as rhetorical overkill. Indeed, it often goes unremarked that a high degree of exaggeration, hysterical rhetoric, or hyperbole routinely exists in mainstream politics among major party politicians. As Mark Summers has observed regarding Republican and Democratic excesses in the 1884 campaign, “The paranoid style for which Populists would be pilloried by later historians was the natural child of the mainstream parties.”33

Reactionary populist movements may possess features of progressive movements (as the latter may also possess features of the former):

Reactionary movements project a masculine if not macho appeal that results in a significant gender gap, that is, disproportionate male support for the movement or party. Though my concern is primarily with the United States, this disparity appears strikingly in the case of several of the contemporary new right populist parties in Europe. Despite this strong relationship between reactionary populist parties and a specifically gendered masculine/macho appeal, such movements may nevertheless push women into the public sphere and beyond traditional gender boundaries. They usually do so under cover of traditional gender ideology and accompanied by antifeminist protestations, as in the case of nativist women in the 1850s who supported the anti-Catholic Know-Nothing movement or the women auxiliaries of the second Klan.34

They usually express culturally illiberal tendencies, or intolerance, denying equal opportunity or equal rights to groups to which the movement or party is hostile, groups regarded as not of the true people. As a corollary, much has been made of the ethnic nationalism of reactionary populisms, and they do tend to advocate more exclusive forms of nationalism.35 Progressive populisms, in contrast, tend to advocate a form of civic nationalism (contrast, for example, the second Klan with the civil rights movement of the 1960s).

Reactionary populisms may use methods that violate norms of civility essential to a democratic society, for example, by denying opponents the ability to assemble or speak or by engaging in harsher persecutions or silencing through violence.

They tend to scapegoat vulnerable groups, especially minority cultural or racial groups, and attack them rhetorically. Sometimes these verbal aggressions are displacements of anger against more powerful groups, and sometimes groups that are the target of populist resentment may in fact bear some responsibility for the conditions of which protesters complain, and hence this is not true scapegoating (though it is frequently alleged).

Reactionary populisms more easily slide into exaggerated fear regarding their enemies and the causes of social ills, while some of the most extreme and marginal entertain the desperate conviction, as Richard Hofstadter put it some time ago, that history itself is a conspiracy.

In an excess of psychobabble, critics of populist movements often label them “paranoid.” Liberal ideologues tend to use the term or its cognates as a stick to beat all populisms. Many political actors and groups engage in exaggeration and hyperbole. The well-educated gentry of the founding generation, as they divided into two extremely distrustful camps, began to believe the worst of one another: the centralizing “Court” party of the Washington administration saw the opposition developing around Thomas Jefferson and James Madison as a French Jacobinite conspiracy of radicals and unbelievers out to undermine government and religion, while Jeffersonians of the “Country” party believed that “aristocrats” allied with Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton were conspiring to establish a monarchy in place of the republic. For twelve years “[Jeffersonian] Republican publishers’ favorite epithet for their adversaries” was “monarchist.” In the late 1790s Federalist clergymen and pamphleteers appropriated a theory that originated in Europe that a secret Masonic lodge known as the Bavarian Illuminati had plotted the French Revolution and now had infiltrated the United States through the Democratic societies and other “Jacobinical” influences associated with the Republicans. Both sides believed that their political opponents were conspirators who posed a mortal danger to republican principles and government.36

As heirs of the Revolutionary ideology it could hardly be surprising that Federalists and Republicans in the 1790s perceived one another as necessarily conspiratorial. For a half century before the Revolution the dominant elements in colonial thinking about relations with imperial Britain “were a fear of corruption—of its anticonstitutional destructiveness—and of the menace of a ministerial conspiracy.” After 1763 the Whig colonists perceived “overwhelming evidence . . . that they were faced with conspirators against liberty. . . . And it was this above all else that in the end propelled them into Revolution.” Not just Whig leaders and pamphleteers came to this conviction; the “ever present danger of an active conspiracy of power against liberty . . . rose in the consciousness of a large segment of the American population before any of the famous political events of the struggle with England took place.” Moreover, the patriots’ opponents, royal officials in the colonies and their superiors in London, became increasingly persuaded that they were confronted by a conspiracy “of intriguing men whose professions masked their true intentions.”37

This provocative argument of noted historian Bernard Bailyn raised questions among some other historians as to whether the American revolutionaries were paranoid—either metaphorically (the soft view) or literally, “clinically” (the hard view). Gordon Wood directly confronted the possibility that Revolutionary leaders suffered “from actual delusions of persecution and were unable to assess reality in a rational fashion” by exploring the “general presuppositions and conventions . . . the underlying meta-physics—of eighteenth-century culture.” Wood concluded that this was the “great era” of conspiratorial fears, and “all manner of people . . . resorted readily to conspiratorial modes of explanation.” Indeed, such approaches resulted from the Enlightenment and the advance of science. Perceiving conspiracies “became a major means by which educated men in the early modern period ordered and gave meaning to their political world. Far from being symptomatic of irrationality, this conspiratorial mode of explanation represented an enlightened stage in Western man’s long struggle to comprehend his social reality.”38 But many historians who might accept Wood’s argument for Revolutionary leaders do not regard it as applicable to the populist movements that arose after the 1820s, notably the Anti-Masons and Know-Nothings. Those movements, along with abolitionism, are still regarded by many observers as exhibiting the “paranoid style” if not a paranoid mentality.39 One leading scholar of Anti-Masonry has described it as a “social paranoia” with “roots in reality.” This psychologizing of populist movements springs from various causes, some of which have been suggested above. They include the marginalizing of the “political energy of ordinary people,” the tendency to minimize the actual grievances of protesters, the lack of attention to the varied composition of movements (unstable individuals can be found practically anywhere), and, as well, a failure to probe deeply enough into the social and political reality confronting movement leaders and participants.

In assessing grassroots populist leaders who tend to use blunt and hyperbolic language, perhaps perspective can be gained by considering the tsunamis of negative television advertising that inundate every U.S. election cycle, and in particular the recent spot that suggested that a U.S. senator and veteran who lost his limbs in Vietnam was an ally of Osama bin Laden. Only in America, as they say, nothing succeeds like excess. Conventional politicians often make fantastic charges against one another. Populists often do, too, and are especially known for blunt, politically incorrect speech. Is the difference that those in the mainstream do not mean what they say and populists do? That populists of whatever kind are sincere and stupid while traditional politicians are cynical and smart? Rather, political leaders of various kinds use language directed to particular constituencies, and all routinely engage in exaggeration. Sometimes they believe what they say; sometimes they do not.

In any case, historians and social scientists should not expect social movements to maintain the purity of what Lasch has called a “spiritual discipline against resentment.” Richard Rorty has recently criticized the need to idealize popular movements, which too often results in overreaction when they do not turn out to be “flawless.” “Bottom-up leftist initiatives,” he writes, “come from people who have little security, money, or power and who rebel against the unfair treatment which they or others like them, are receiving.” Of the now favorably viewed agrarian protesters of the late nineteenth century he contends: “Those dispossessed farmers were often racist, nativist and sadistic. . . . We need to get rid of the Marxist idea that only bottom-up initiatives, conducted by workers and peasants who have somehow been so freed from resentment as to show no trace of prejudice, can achieve our country.”40 The point is not the accuracy of Rorty’s description of Greenbackers and Populists, but rather his injunction to resist imposing impossible standards of purity on those disadvantaged groups who have sought social justice.

Two points bear repeating: First, the distinction between progressive and reactionary populist movements is not an absolute dichotomy; each may, and usually does, possess features of the other; few progressive movements are “flawless.” Thus, the complexities of populist movements should not be underestimated. Many contemporary and earlier populist movements in Europe and North America, progressive and reactionary, often have defied traditional left-right categories and classic liberal-conservative dichotomies.

Second, populist movements and parties should not be described, explained, or evaluated any differently from mainstream, conventional movements and parties. Thus, psychological reductionism should be avoided as it normally is with, say, Republican and Democratic voters and political leaders. Although populist movements in the United States historically often expressed antipolitical and antipartisan impulses, they drew on attitudes and predispositions embedded deep in American political culture and reaching back at least to the nation’s founding.

In the pages that follow, I shall argue that the history of populist movements in the United States, from the era of the American Revolution to the 1850s, presents a record that similarly defies and contradicts attempts to impose rigid categorization. I originally intended to write a history that focused on populist movements from the mid-nineteenth century to the present, but in considering the ideological and (even) constitutional background, it became clear that understanding the populist strain in American political culture must begin with the American Revolution and its aftermath, when the principle of the people’s sovereignty was widely held by a substantial number of Americans throughout the country.

In a subsequent book I plan to carry the argument forward through the nineteenth century. Before then, it should become evident that the ambiguities of some recent populist movements share much in common with those from the past. Further, populist insurgencies of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which drew so obviously on Revolutionary ideas and crowd strategies, differed in kind from the populist movements that followed the rise of popular politics and the commercial and communications revolutions. But the late eighteenth-century popular disturbances shared with the social movements of the antebellum era the often-expressed republican ideal of realizing the egalitarian promise of the American Revolution.


THE PEOPLE’S SOVEREIGNTY

The sovereignty of the people, emphasizing the popular character of governmental authority, rested on supposed acts of the people, both past and present, that were almost as difficult to examine as acts of God. The very existence of such a thing as the people, capable of acting to empower, define, and limit a previously nonexistent government required a suspension of disbelief. History recorded no such action.
—Edmund Morgan, Inventing the People: The Rise of Popular Sovereignty in England and America (1988)

Populist currents ran through the politics of the British American colonies well before the American Revolution, but populist expectations became endemic to American political culture in large part because the leaders of the movement for independence from Britain necessarily appealed to natural rights and popular sovereignty as their source of authority—to the rights of the “people” or “peoples”—both terms were used—of the several colonies and then states. As Edmund Morgan has explained so well, the very concept of popular sovereignty originated over the course of the preceding century and a half in England and the colonies as a “fiction” created by elites to justify government by the few.41 It was first used to limit the king and empower Parliament. Popular sovereignty is a fiction because while the people may be the source of legitimacy, they themselves cannot rule; through the mechanism of representative government elites rule in the name of the people.42

Morgan’s shrewd observation in effect explains the inevitability of populist protest and progressive reform movements in a political culture in which “democracy” is realized indirectly through representative institutions. “The history of popular sovereignty in both England and America after 1689,” he writes, “can be read as a history of the successive efforts of different generations to bring the facts into closer conformity with the fiction, efforts that have gradually transformed the very structure of society.” As early as the mid-seventeenth century, when the concept of popular sovereignty emerged, a movement arose that took literally the idea (or fiction) of popular sovereignty. The reformers known as the Levellers, who sought not social upheaval as their opponents who named them suggested but rather political reform, were early populists who wanted to set limits on parliamentary power and to give the people a more direct way of exercising their sovereignty. “Whereas all power is originally and essentially in the whole body of the people of this Nation, and whereas their free choice or consent by their Representors is the only originall [sic] of foundation of all just government,” then those representatives must be held accountable, with the people able “to continue or displace and remove [Representors] from their offices.”43 The Levellers, in the manner of populists after them, combined practical suggestions—annual elections, geographic districts according to population, an expanded suffrage—with the idealistic vision “of the people acting apart from their representatives in Parliament.”44

The canon that sovereignty comes from the people, to put it differently, raises the temptation that authority should be exercised directly by the people, which is hardly feasible. Thus the populist ideal of the people’s sovereignty, in promising more than it could deliver, led to instability and challenges to authority during the early years of the republic and well into the nineteenth century.45 From this perspective, the history of protest and challenging movements after the establishment of a federal government can be looked on as efforts to bring the reality into line with the fiction.



Chapter 2
The American Revolution and the Anti-Federalist Legacy

It is vain to expect or hope to carry on government against the universal bent and opinion of the people.
—John Adams

The people are now contending for freedom; and would to God they might not only obtain, but likewise keep it in their own hands.
—Anonymous, The People the Best Gove[r]nors (1776)


THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION’S POPULIST LEGACY

In the colonies and then states during the 1760s and 1770s Americans drew repeatedly on the notion of popular sovereignty to justify crowd actions and riots and then armed resistance to British authority. During the eighteenth century, in England and America, traditions of popular insurgency were already “quasi-legitimate,” even regarded as part of the “natural order.” Routinely, popular disturbances broke out in defense of local communities when authorities failed to act or acted unlawfully. Though common, crowds and mob actions showed remarkable restraint and sought to avoid violence, and especially bloodshed, whenever possible. After 1765 the conflict with British officials called into play an extraordinary outburst of crowd activity, and popular protests, inside and outside the law, gained further legitimacy. The patriot cause entrenched a template for later movements that would attempt, in the name of “the people,” to end social injustice or the corrupt sway of powerful elites. This was a complicated, many-sided process because the American Revolution expressed conservative, even reactionary, elements, as well as populist, reformist, and egalitarian impulses. The Revolution, in short, both “extended and contained liberty.”1

Thus, claims regarding the “radicalism” of the American Revolution need to be tempered with a recognition of the conflicting currents it drew on and set loose, radical and conservative, populist and antipopulist. The contention that the Revolution brought not only respectability but “even dominance to ordinary people” has overstated the case for change.2 While many “ordinary people’s” lives were elevated in the course and consequence of independence, nevertheless propertied white men tended to retain social and political hegemony, while many ordinary people felt excluded from the revolutionary settlement in the newly independent states. Indeed, popular movements of protest undertaken by those seeking redress of grievances after the Revolution ran into unexpectedly stiff elite resistance.

The American Revolution was made more in the name of “the people,” conceptualized in the plural, than for a collective entity or for an American “nation.” To understand that claim, the evolution of the meaning of those terms during the eighteenth century requires examination. In sixteenth-century England the words “nation” and “people” became synonymous, signaling “the emergence of the first nation in the world, in the sense in which the word is understood today, and launch[ing] the era of nationalism.” In France, too, by the eighteenth century “people” and “nation” could be synonymous, although “people” could have several, divergent meanings, referring to “everyone other than the king and his ministers,” or the entire Third Estate, or the lower classes. While many possible referents and confusion existed, nevertheless the increasing positive use of “public opinion,” “nation,” and “people” became part of the movement against absolutism and for democracy.3

But in the late eighteenth century the leaders of the American colonies, as they moved toward independence, did not conceive of themselves as a unified people or nation. “People” appears several times in the Declaration of Independence, in one instance to refer to the colonists as “one people” distinct from their “British brethren,” and in another in the plural, as in the assertion of “the People” having a right to institute a new government “to affect their Safety and Happiness.” The “Representatives of the United States of America” in one breath invoked the “Authority of the good People of these Colonies,” and in the next breath the United States became “these United Colonies . . . of . . . FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES.” The word “nation” was entirely absent from the Declaration.4

The Declaration’s author, Thomas Jefferson, would become an inspiration to champions of the people during the nineteenth century and later. Jefferson and his fellow gentry who led the patriot cause in their various regions and colonies certainly did appeal to “the people” as their source of power and legitimacy against Crown and Parliament. Indeed, the Whig leaders had little choice but to emphasize that sovereignty came from the people. But notions of “the people” varied among American elites as they had in Britain and France, and gentlemen assumed that after the few debated to formulate policy, the many would participate by way of granting consent. With regard to the lower orders of white men, not to mention women and nonwhites, the American gentry espoused largely a populism without egalitarianism.5

None of this mattered, however, because notions of popular sovereignty and “the people” were abroad and widening their influence within the political culture. In addition, the ideology of the American Revolution deepened the populist strain of political culture by drawing on English “Country” thought, which set itself in opposition to centralized power (and the inevitable corruption) accruing to the king and his ministers. Colonists at odds with royal officials came to believe increasingly in a ministerial conspiracy to deprive American Britons of their rights as Englishmen. The conviction of an inherent conflict between liberty and power became embedded in the American grain and, throughout U.S. history, would energize countless popular movements arrayed against corrupt elites to reclaim the liberty and well-being of the people. Always, of course, some champions of the people’s liberties sought power for themselves or for less than benevolent causes. But both true and false people’s heroes remained indebted to a revolution founded on the distrust of centralized power.6

In still another way the ferment of the Revolution helped to create a political culture with markedly populist features. Historians recently have called attention to a relatively widespread sense of efficacy among Britons on both sides of the Atlantic during the eighteenth century. Kevin Phillips notes the extraordinary political “assertiveness of ordinary Englishmen—and Englishwomen,” which was “a staple of wry continental comment from the tracts of Montesquieu to the operas of Mozart.”7 Popular participation in Britain’s polity was remarkable, compared with the European continent, but in British North America there flourished an “always potentially highly participatory politics.” During the Revolution, ordinary men and women engaged in meetings, tavern gatherings, crowd and mob actions, parades and demonstrations, and military service in the Revolutionary War itself. Largely encouraged by native (and often wary) elites, the ranks of participating middling and ordinary Americans expanded, and, as important, so did their sense of efficacy.8

The Revolution’s potential promise of independence for such dependent classes as women and African Americans would be unrealized. Although overturning the traditional patriarchal relation between king and subjects, republican ideology retained a great deal of paternalism and hierarchy, and citizenship was defined as white, male, and masculine in that manly republicanism was associated with “freedom from effeminacy.” Yet the public sphere inexorably grew larger during the Revolution and had roots in the remarkable economic development of the colonies during the eighteenth century, which contributed to a “broad diffusion of an expansive sense of self-worth throughout the independent, mostly land-owning, adult male population.” Although the colonies had experienced no common political life before 1765, two different ideas of empire formed on each side of the Atlantic, and the clash between them “turned into a revolution when the settlers firmed their common resistance to Britain by providing themselves with an historical-mythological identity, allowing them to declare themselves a people.”9 But again, notions of who and what constituted “a people” or “the people” still varied, though the momentum to establish “a people” as the nation, as well as “the people” as possessors of sovereignty, was gathering force.

The populist phase of the Revolution, with publics operating “out-of-doors,” often expressed anti-elite and anti-aristocratic sentiments. In 1789 David Ramsay observed that the conflict with England “gave a spring to the active powers of the inhabitants, and set them on thinking, speaking, and acting far beyond that to which they had been accustomed.” This was literally so in the case of public speaking, as “democratic idioms” and populist rhetoric began to gain a footing alongside the “classical rhetoric” of the elite. This shift appeared also in public prints, as the “printed text retained little of the written word’s historical association with elite power, and the less privileged often found that textual appeals allowed them the social space to challenge authority.”10

A spreading, expanded notion of “the people” also emerged in innovative state constitution making during the 1770s and 1780s. Aside from incorporating the fear of executive power, several constitutions lowered property qualifications for voting, specified voting by ballot rather than viva voce, had the lower house chosen annually, limited terms of office, and dramatically increased the size of legislatures. Governors and upper houses lost some powers to lower houses, and the latter often delegated much to local governments. Georgia, Vermont, and Pennsylvania simply had no senate. The Pennsylvania constitution of 1776, with its weak executive, unicameral legislature, and embrace of popular ratification by all adult white males, has been taken to epitomize the era. Perhaps more tellingly, debates over the extent of the suffrage began to reveal a view of voting as a franchise, that any individuals who could not vote were therefore unrepresented.11

At the same time, “stake-in-society” thinking remained common among many gentlemen, who believed that government should mirror the social hierarchy. Thus, several new state constitutions contained property qualifications for officeholding and voting. The commitment to property-based citizen rights was so strong that in 1776 the New Jersey constitution enfranchised all adult inhabitants with £50 of property, even though its framers realized that this would allow unmarried women who qualified to vote. Some women did vote until 1807, when their suffrage became a casualty of partisan politics.12 Clearly, antipopulist impulses were present in the populist phase of the Revolution, and they would become even stronger in the 1780s.

The anonymous The People the Best Gove[r]nors (1776) argued for keeping the freedom for which the people were contending “in their own hands” and against “reintroducing the worst parts of British rule,” and it posed the question: “Are we fighting and lavishing our blood and treasure to establish the freest and best government on earth, or are we about to set up a formidable court interest? . . . The origin and essence of government is in the people.” In contrast, conservatives warned that “the staff of power never was, nor never can be, in the nature of things, in the people’s hands. As a people we have no power in our hands we can safely exercise, but of choosing our guardians once a year. . . . We are not fighting for this or that form of government, but to be free from arbitrary power and the Iron Rod of Oppression on one hand, and from Popular Licentiousness and anarchy and confusion on the other.”13

As the centrifugal forces released by the Revolution continued into the 1780s and bedeviled the confederation of states that had stumbled to victory over the British, both antipopulist and populist action and sentiment mounted. The Articles of Confederation (1781) laid out several important responsibilities for the Continental Congress: foreign affairs, conducting war, deciding disputes between the states, a postal service, coinage, and Indian and territorial affairs. But the new quasi state did not possess the power to enforce its decisions, to levy taxes, or to deal in a unified way with foreign powers. The situation worsened with an economic downturn in the two years following peace, 1783–85, as British goods flooded into the country and specie poured out. A chain reaction of debts and merchant failures and lost jobs ensued. American leaders had looked forward to free trade with the arrival of independence, but the British erected mercantilist barriers, closing the British West Indies to American shippers and placing high duties on the import of American staples to Britain. The states individually failed at retaliation, and the situation worsened as Spain closed the Mississippi to U.S. commerce.

Increasingly, the nationalists and proto-Federalists who wanted to reform the articles articulated a broad “pro-developmental vision” that encouraged native manufactures as well as “an expanding oceanic commerce.”14 For these things, they needed a government with “energy.” Instead, the confederation government grew more insolvent, so that by 1786 seven states had issued some form of paper money, North Carolina and Rhode Island recklessly so. The latter became a byword among nationalists for democratic tyranny, but the state acted partly from an effort to ease the burden on taxpayers resulting from state and federal levies that had been designed primarily to pay off wealthy investors who had bought up wartime securities. Throughout New England, such taxes provoked resistance, especially in New Hampshire and Massachusetts, where angry farmers and their supporters resorted to crowd actions characteristic of the Revolution to get the attention of state authorities.15

During the later 1780s modes of popular protest that had often been encouraged by elites in the resistance to British authority became unwelcome when a conservative reaction set in after the war was won. Nationalists and conservatives throughout the country increasingly grew alarmed at unrest in the backcountry among farmers and other rural folk burdened by taxes, debt, and other grievances. Although most accounts of the 1780s have focused on the events in Massachusetts in 1786–87 known as “Shays’s Rebellion,” such a narrative marginalizes disturbances or threats of insurgency that rippled through New England, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina during those years. These populist protests and uprisings from the 1750s to the 1790s displayed common features, with a focus on immediate alleviation of distress by more direct democracy and a shortcutting through what they regarded as burdensome and unfair legality. Land rioters during the late eighteenth century embraced the notion that their labor entitled them to land, taking precedence over what they regarded as the often fraudulent claims of great landlords, while Revolutionary ideology taught them that republican citizenship must rest on property ownership.16

Pre-Revolutionary insurgencies stretched back most immediately to the 1750s, when settlers on the huge “manor” estates of the Livingston and Van Rensselaer families in the Hudson River valley engaged in sporadic violence over land claims. Another outbreak began in 1764, when heirs of the Philips lands began to evict squatters, as well as tenants with leases. Yankee farmers, who had replaced the original and more “subordinate” Dutch settlers, claimed that local Indians, whom they deemed the original owners of the land, had conveyed title to them. Resistance escalated into a “no rent” movement by 1766, with vigilantism and rioting against law officers.17 Soon after, Yankee settlers in what would become the state of Vermont, then New Hampshire, some of them refugees from the Hudson Valley, began to resist New York colonial authorities’ claims to northern New England lands on behalf of large speculators. After initially submitting to a trial before the New York Supreme Court in June 1770, the Vermonters realized that the justice system was stacked against them (all the prosecutors, as well as one of the justices who ruled against their New Hampshire titles, held large tracts in the disputed area). Well-organized resistance, which would become the Green Mountain Boys, emerged on a communal basis, repelled surveyors and sheriffs sent from New York, and burned out and drove off settlers with Yorker land titles.18 These insurgencies would be followed by others in New York, anticipating the far greater Anti-Rent upheaval in the same region during the 1840s.

In the 1760s two very different insurgencies swept the Carolinas, both adopting the term “Regulation,” a concept that originated long before in colonial and British history. Both adhered to the meaning of Regulators as “persons” who regulate “great abuses,” or “correct abuses,” or “correct by control.” The South Carolina episode involved planters and substantial yeomen in 1768–69 launching vigilante violence against rampaging outlaw gangs in the absence of colonial law enforcement. The North Carolina Regulation, however, was directed against corrupt officials and a legal system tilted in favor of oppressive landlords. Its North Carolina meaning would be adopted later by other rural protesters in Pennsylvania, Maine, Vermont, and notably, Massachusetts.19

Events leading to the American Revolution strongly influenced insurgency in North Carolina. Although unrest began building among the yeoman farmers of the Piedmont before 1765, the formation of the Sons of Liberty inspired the farmers first to pursue more militant petitioning and then to direct action. Although early protests were remarkable for their “generally humble tone,” the blatant corruption of royal officials and the legal system soon provoked riots, court closings, and finally, an unwanted “battle,” followed by severe repression.20

Large speculators through political connections acquired land claims with promises to settle colonists, then let settlers go onto the land and improve it, only to charge them high prices for the very improvements the settlers had made. As local officials and county courts repeatedly backed the speculators, while using the legal system to enrich themselves, disturbances mounted. The tax system similarly favored the wealthy and large speculators, and the sheriffs who collected the taxes “failed to pass on much of the money to the colonial treasury. [The sheriffs] were £64,013 in arrears between 1754 and 1770.”21

The first systematic airing of grievances came, significantly, from radical Protestant farmers influenced by the Whig leaders’ defiance of the Stamp Act and whose “backcountry Protestantism provided a climate conducive to the organization of a mass protest movement.” Not all the Regulators, who came into existence in 1768, were radical Protestant sectarians, but many of those acting against “unjust Oppressions” were pious folk led by “the struggle to rid the colonies of imperial tyranny . . . to imagine more egalitarian and godly communities at home.” More egalitarian, but still patriarchal. The Regulators feared that not only the security of their rights and property was at stake, “but also their capacity to function effectively as men,” and they feared “being deprived of that capacity, of being reduced to impotence and the abject conditions of slavery.”22

When Governor William Tryon assembled a militia of over 1,000 men in 1768, it was top-heavy with officers and “a gentlemen’s affair.” The governor reported to London that “not a person of the character of a gentleman appeared among the insurgents,” which typified and mirrored elite arrogance toward middling rural folk elsewhere. But unlike later Regulators in Massachusetts, for example, the Piedmonters treated gentlemen roughly when they came to possess lands or collect taxes, and in Orange County in 1770 they pulled judges bodily off their benches, leaving a defiant statement of their actions in the court record. Besides the replacement of corrupt officials, Regulator demands included ballot voting (instead of viva voce), taxation in proportion to wealth, collection of taxes in commodities, and the printing of money with land as security.23

The denouement in North Carolina came when a well-armed force of almost 1,200 militiamen, laden with “gentlemen” and artillery, met a huge, unorganized mob of 2,000–3,000 at Alamance, where observers reported a “general reluctance of both sides to fight.” After much gesticulating and fist-fighting, gunfire ensued, resulting in thirty deaths and two hundred casualties. The Regulators broke up and did not again gather to threaten armed resistance. Although Regulator leaders had been drawing on the same Anglo-American traditions of resistance to oppression invoked by Whig leaders of the resistance to Britain, they “soon learned that North Carolina’s revolutionary leaders conferred legitimacy only on popular resistance that bolstered their own position, characterizing as rank rebellion all popular actions that challenged their privileges.” Elites in all colonies “agitating for ‘American’ liberties,” according to Marjoleine Kars, “quickly understood the dangers of condoning popular protest and the importance of containing the political aspirations of those below.”24

One consequence of the repression of the Regulators was resentment of the Whig leadership and hence Loyalist dissent from the revolutionary movement. In addition, after independence, during the period of state making, former Regulator areas became persistent advocates for more popular, representative government. Indeed, from the Carolinas to New England the resentments and residues of backcountry protest before and after the Revolution fed into opposition to the new federal constitution, notably so in Massachusetts.

During the 1780s “relief advocates, populists, Anti-Federalists, and resisters” complained of unresponsive state legislatures and too little democracy. Throughout the country, crowds attacked tax collectors and court officers and released debtors and taxpayers from prison. Courthouses were burned in Virginia and assaulted by crowds in South Carolina, Maryland, and Massachusetts. Although events in this last state constituted but one part of a much larger set of disturbances, it is instructive to examine the so-called Shays’s Rebellion as a prime example of how elites suppressed and discredited the traditional modes of popular protest that had animated the American Revolution.25 The Massachusetts insurgency also bears some remarkable resemblances to the Carolina Regulation, including a desire to avoid bloodshed by mobilizing large numbers, resistance to an elite perceived as corrupt (or, at best, selfish) and abusive of the law, and a legacy of popular distrust. Moreover, in several of the Regulations from the 1760s to the 1780s (Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Maine, and Vermont), egalitarian religious leaders played important roles in rural protest.26

Before 1765 in Massachusetts popular mobilizations had been infrequent in a political culture generally marked by deference and low participation. The most notable had arisen in the 1740s, when a land bank proposal led to unusual levels of citizen activity in opposition, motivating many towns that had not previously done so to send representatives to the General Court. Rumors of a huge mob planning to march on Boston turned out to be unfounded, and one result was the British authorities’ moving to curb increased representation in the legislature.27 The 1780s insurgency known as “Shays’s Rebellion,” however, properly understood as the Regulation and recently labeled “the mother of all populist insurgencies against government run in the interest of financial elites,” was far more consequential both on the state and national levels.28

For three years or so before 1786 towns and counties in central and western Massachusetts had been petitioning the General Court for tax relief and a change in the state’s fiscal policy favoring wealthy investors, and for a leaner and less expensive court system and government. Some towns engaged in “passive resistance” by refusing to send delegates to the general assembly, believing the state legislature to be “deaf to their complaints.” In the summer of 1786 several counties held extralegal conventions, to which the resisting towns proved willing to send representatives. The largest county convention, in Hampshire, detailed the protesters’ demands and asked the legislature to reconvene immediately to address their grievances and proposals. Soon the impatient westerners took matters into their own hands, as hundreds of men, some armed with muskets, swords, clubs, or “sticks,” and some not, marched to Northampton and prevented the opening, by forcing the adjournment, of the courts of common pleas and general sessions. Similar closings or adjournments followed in early September in Worcester, Concord (Middlesex County), Taunton (Bristol County), and Great Barrington (Berkshire County). These actions, as the clerk of the House of Representatives put it in a later book, constituted “a mode of awakening the attention of the legislature.”29

In September Governor James Bowdoin reconvened the legislature, which passed some moderate measures to ease the tax burden but also a Riot Act and Militia Act, giving authorities new powers to crack down on protesters. In late November the governor sent 300 horsemen into Concord to arrest three insurgent leaders—but court stoppages continued into late December, in two of which Daniel Shays, a former Revolutionary captain, took part. Besides the reports of mob rule broadcast beyond the state, state officials and the merchant elite were embarrassed by the refusal of western militias to discipline the insurgents. In early January 1787 Bowdoin therefore issued a call for an army of 4,400 troops, most of whom would be drawn from Boston and environs. Knowing that communities and neighbors were divided by the Regulation, the governor wanted overwhelming numbers explicitly to avoid bloodshed: “A large force will never be opposed,” he proclaimed.30

The Regulators petitioned the government not to send the army, but on January 19 a force commanded by Benjamin Lincoln, a well-known Revolutionary general, set out in a winter storm. Shortly after, knowing the force was en route, an insurgent group outside Springfield, commanded by Shays and others, decided to try to seize the arsenal there, perhaps as a way of checkmating Lincoln’s troops. Some 1,000 to 1,200 men defended the arsenal, commanded by William Shepard. Shays, with perhaps 700 to 800 men, sent an ultimatum to Shepard because he expected to be joined by another insurgent commander, Luke Day, with a contingent comparable in size to that of Shays. On January 25 Shays’s group marched on the arsenal, but Day, supposed to advance from another side, stayed put. After warning the approaching insurgents with two cannon shots over their heads, Shepard ordered a volley into their ranks. Shays urged his men to keep marching, though not to return fire, but they turned and ran, leaving four dead on the field.

The combined remnants of Shays’s and Day’s men would be followed by Lincoln’s army to Shays’s hometown of Pelham and then to Petersham. Shays continued to try to negotiate favorable terms up to the morning of February 4, when Lincoln’s troops, after marching all night through a near blizzard, surprised Shays’s camp. Shays again refused to order his men to fight and instead allowed them to flee. Except for separate skirmishes to come in Berkshire and elsewhere in the spring, the Regulation had ended.31

The conventional interpretation of the Regulation, beginning with its name, and until recently largely unchallenged, is an object lesson in how the victors get to write history. The “Shays’s Rebellion” construct not only has distorted a complex populist movement but has also obscured its central meaning. The populist rationale for the Regulation was articulated no more effectively than by a maverick member of the elite, Chief Justice William Whiting of the Berkshire County court. In writings privately circulated or used for public remarks, Whiting declared that the people suffered from real grievances and criticized the state’s tax policies, the judicial system, sheriffs, and lawyers for “plundering” ordinary farmers and mechanics (“the Midling and Lower Orders of the people”). Although scolding ordinary citizens for their lack of attention to public affairs, which he said helped allow the control of government to pass to a greedy aristocracy, Whiting declared that whenever any encroachments were made on the liberties or properties of the people, if redress could not be had, “it is Virtue in them to disturb the government.” He likewise condemned the beneficiaries of the status quo for stigmatizing insurgents driven to unwise measures as “Profligate Licentious Banditti.” But article five of the state constitution declared “that all Power is originally Vested in the People and is derived from them,” and that all officials are their “Substitutes and agents . . . at all times accountable to them.”32

A set of disturbances disconnected in both time and place has been given the name of a circumstantial and highly unwilling “captain” who in reality was very much an accidental leader. Daniel Shays was only one of many grassroots leaders of one phase of the Massachusetts protests that had epicenters in several counties. Shays’s anointment as the principal leader, or “Generalissmo” in some hyperbolic conservative accounts, served a useful purpose for elites who would constitute the core of Federalism and for whom “Shays” and “Shaysism” became useful weapons in their campaign to influence public opinion.33 If Daniel Shays had not existed, proto-Federalists would have invented him. In fact, they did create “Shays” and “Shaysism” through their newspapers and prints, making Shays into the supreme leader of a movement and advocate of doctrines, neither of which he was. The constructs of a “rebellion” and a would-be “monarch and tyrant of America,” believed in to varying degrees by their disseminators, helped the nationalist elites working toward a stronger central government to foster a climate of crisis conducive to the creation and acceptance of a new constitution.

Aside from the political uses that could be made of “Shaysism,” conservatives’ hierarchical view of society also led them to attribute the insurgencies to one demagogue and would-be dictator. They preferred to believe that the disturbances were not a true popular uprising, and their worldview dictated that there be a single leader.34 As late as July 1787 small bands of fugitive “regulators”—or desperate men who had turned to banditry—crossed the Vermont border for raids into Massachusetts. These incidents generated newspaper reportage of wild rumors and kept “the spectre of Shays” before the public.35 That “spectre” included not just the threat of a dictator but also the late eighteenth century’s version of socialism or communism. “Shaysites” were those who wanted “no law, and . . . a share of the property of others; these are called levellers, Shaysites.” Henry Knox solemnly averred to George Washington in October 1787 that the “creed” of the insurgents was that the property of the country “Ought to be the common property of all.”36

Contrary to their opponents’, and to some historians’, interpretations, the Regulators never contemplated radical changes in government, much less its overthrow, and they did not intend to engage in military combat and bloodshed. Even John Jay, an arch conservative, acknowledged the Regulators’ restraint in a letter of December 1786: “These People,” he wrote to Thomas Jefferson, “bear no resemblance to an English Mob. . . . They are more temperate, cool, and regular in their Conduct—they have hitherto abstained from Plunder; nor have they that I know of committed any outrages but such as the accomplishment of their Purpose made necessary.” They wanted, as did Governor Bowdoin in response (but not Shepard at Springfield), to make a show of overwhelming military force and to appear willing to risk battle. Their actions fell in a gray area between fighting and ritual, between actual combat and symbolic show. The Regulators accepted that gentlemen would rule, but they insisted on their right to intervene with measured force when convinced that the rule of law was out of balance. They sought to regulate, not to change, the relationship between rulers and ruled; to stabilize government, not to overthrow it.37

The populism of the Regulators was further limited, even undercut, by their own continuing deference to social superiors. Their printed rhetoric “resounded with themes and images that had mobilized colonial resistance to the British,” but in personal, public confrontations with authority their “inability to talk back to their social superiors revealed to them the insecurity of their position and contributed to their defeat.” The scene of an often-described court closing in Worcester in early September 1786 illustrates this point. Captain Adam Wheeler and 100 men blocked the courthouse door, preventing Chief Justice Artemas Ward from entering. Following the sheriff through the crowd, Ward demanded to know who commanded “these people,” only to get no answer; a second time “Wheeler answered, but did not own the command.” Ward then asked to speak, and the protesters told him to put his comments in writing. He refused, and he got his wish to stand atop the courthouse steps to try to reason with them. Although some heckled Ward, when he insisted that he would not answer questions unless the questioner gave his name, he thus denied the protesters’ anonymity and enforced “conditions of face-to-face address,” “demonstrat[ing] his understanding of the power of an authoritative performance.” Previously and subsequently, Regulator spokesmen were much more assertive with written and printed texts.38

But the character of the Regulation as a populist movement driven by communal loyalties cannot be qualified so readily. Not just poor and debt-ridden farmers joined the ranks of demonstrators and armed marchers. Rather, debtors and creditors, joined by kinsmen and neighbors, made the Regulation. In the typical mode of the eighteenth-century backcountry, “the Regulation was a family affair.” As a pro-government defender of a convicted rebel from Shays’s hometown of Pelham wrote, “He told me he wished he was out of it, but he could not live in Pelham unless he joined them.”39

“A family affair,” meaning kinsmen. But what of wives, daughters, sisters, and other female family members? Of women’s role in the Regulation very little has been written, and apparently very little is known. But men’s gendered definition of citizenship clearly mattered as one dimension of insurgent perception. The Regulators’ grievances often manifested a concern that their manhood was threatened. The tax and monetary policies of their rulers, they believed, prevented them from fulfilling their duties as patriarchs of their families. A petition from the Regulators who closed the Worcester court complained of “those sufferings which disenabled them to provide for their wives and children.” A New Hampshire sympathizer in 1786 wrote that only in states that provided relief to debtors and taxpayers were men able to “meet their families with conjugal and parental affection.” A protester in New Jersey said that debt and taxes meant that farmers could hardly remain “useful members of the community.”40

The last phrase resonates with E. Anthony Rotundo’s description of the ideology of “communal manhood” that developed in colonial New England and lingered on into the early decades of the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth century, says Rotundo, a man’s identity was “inseparable from the duties he owed to his community,” and masculine fulfillment came through “public usefulness” rather than “individual achievements.”41 If Regulators and insurgent farmers generally held to this ideal of manhood, they also frequently contrasted yeoman republican masculinity to the alleged effeminacy of elite opponents.

During New Hampshire (later Vermont) settlers’ land disputes with New York officialdom in the 1770s, Green Mountain Boy leader Ethan Allen gradually articulated what Robert Shalhope has characterized as a “yeoman persuasion.” Allen’s construct emerged from a struggle he depicted as taking place between rich and powerful men and poor, ordinary people: “a small faction of aristocratic gentlemen and an entire community of hardworking farmers.” Allen’s “yeoman persuasion” validated ordinary citizens’ place in society while revealing “the fraudulent practices and pretensions of all gentlemen.” In contrasting manly yeomen and effete gentlemen, he described his New York adversaries as “Favourites and Gentlemen of Influence”; in court the “Plaintiffs appearing in great Fashion and State . . . made a brilliant appearance,” while the defendants appeared “in but ordinary Fashion, having been greatly fatigued by hard Labour.” The defendants had been forced to “put on Fortitude” or flee, and they chose to stand, while the gentlemen attorneys, “a cringing, fawning, deceitful Fraternity; not enured to the Horrors of War, or anything Heroic, durst not Fight for their own claims.” Instead, they pursued their accustomed cheating strategy “under a pretence [sic] of law.”42

In the 1780s in northern New England a “populist ethos” waxed strong. “Ethan,” a correspondent to the Vermont Gazette in 1786, declared “common sense . . . and good natural powers” to be worth more than “the flowers of oratory, the rhetoric of schools, or the duplicity of courtiers.” A “Land-Holder” asked who should be in Congress and the state legislature: “Who are the great body of the people? Are they lawyers, Physicians-Merchants-Tradesmen? No—they are a respectable Yeomanry, Farmers.”43

Americans generally in the era of Revolution and independence associated effete, deceitful gentlemen with British manners, as in the first American comedy produced commercially for the New York theater, The Contrast, by Royall Tyler. Tyler, a Boston lawyer, had served as an aide-de-camp to General Benjamin Lincoln during the Massachusetts Regulation. In its immediate aftermath Lincoln had sent Tyler on missions to Vermont, western Massachusetts, and then New York City in efforts to pursue insurgents who had fled the Bay State. Five weeks after arriving in New York, Tyler had written The Contrast and seen it performed on April 16, 1787. Echoes of recent events in Massachusetts found their way into the comedy, which poked fun at British degeneracy as well as more gently at republican virtue. The play’s main contrast was “between the polished but hollow and insincere Dimple, with British affectations, and the forthright, honest Manly, who may have fewer social graces but is a loyal son of liberty.”44

Manly expressed, at times somewhat pompously, the republican virtues of simplicity and love of country while complaining, as many of his countrymen from John Adams to Thomas Jefferson were, of Americans’ becoming slaves of fashion and “pernicious foreign luxury.” Dimple, a competitor with Manly for the affection of young women, represented the manipulative Europeanized dandy, hypocrisy, surface polish, and insincerity. But a second contrast, between the two men’s servants, is of central interest here.45

Jessamy, Dimple’s servant, resembled his foppish master, while Jonathan, Manly’s attendant, was a straightforward, guileless country bumpkin. As a comic figure touchy about his station in life, Jonathan had a flawed manhood. Objecting to being called a servant by Jessamy, Jonathan retorts, “Servant! Sir, do you take me for a neggar,—I am Colonel Manly’s waiter.” Jessamy answers, “A true Yankee distinction, egad, without a difference. Why, sir, do you not perform all the offices of a servant? Do you not even blacken his boots?” Jonathan replies, “I do grease them a bit sometimes; but I am a true blue son of liberty, for all that. Father said I should come as Colonel Manly’s waiter, to see the world and all that; but no man shall master me. My father has as good a farm as the colonel.”46

Jonathan further reacts to Jessamy’s snobbery by swearing that “we don’t make any great matter of distinction in our state between quality and other folk.”

JESSAMY: This is, indeed, a levelling principle.—I hope, Mr. Jonathan, you have not taken part with the insurgents.

JONATHAN: Why, since General Shays has sneaked off and given us the bag to hold, I don’t care to give my opinion; but you’ll promise not to tell. . . . I vow I did think the sturgeons were right.

But Jonathan adds that he did not join them because Colonel Manly had said it was a “burning shame for all the true blue Bunker Hill sons of liberty . . . to have any hand in kicking up a cursed dust against a government we had, every mother’s son of us, a hand in making.”47

Tyler thus represented the Yankee Regulator as a figure preferable to the effete, and less masculine, Jessamy, but also as a country innocent, whose ignorance and simplicity had helped the likes of “General Shays” to lead his countrymen astray. By reducing the Massachusetts farmer (and insurgent) to caricature, Tyler also defused the purposeful populism that had animated the Regulation.48

Yet even if misled, Jonathan revealed the protesting farmers’ desire to protect the core of their manhood. More than one historian has emphasized that a key feature of manhood in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was “less about the drive for domination and more about the fear of others dominating us.”49 The Regulators of the late eighteenth century believed, with considerable justification, that they were resisting domination and protecting their manhood. They soon would be followed by other populist protesters entertaining similar perceptions.


ANTI-FEDERALISTS: DISTILLATION AND LEGACY

The oftener power Returns into the hands of the people, the Better, and when for the good of the whole the power is Delligated it ought to be done by the whole.
—Resolution of Westminster, Massachusetts, inhabitants, 1778, quoted in Jackson Turner Main, The Antifederalists: Critics of the Constitution, 1781–1788 (1961)
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