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Writing amidst the financial troubles of the 1980s, Nell Irvin Painter takes a view of the economically tumultuous decades of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.  Yet however much Painter’s perspective on late-twentieth century America may have inspired her approach to her subject, her work illuminates a much different society than her own: one rife with deep uncertainty about America’s future and with frequent, overt expressions of class distinctions.  In her history of the period that is often referred to as the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, Painter synthesizes a number of works on labor history, political and economic history, women’s history, and African American history.  In addition to secondary sources, she uses a variety of newspapers and other periodicals from the period, as well as government reports, the Congressional Record, and autobiographies by notable activists and writers.  Not only does Painter achieve an impressive combination of breadth and depth with her approach, she also delivers a powerful view of an industrializing America from both the bottom up and the top down.  As such, her narrative focuses on conflict between two segments of a country attempting to grapple with rapid technological and social change.  Painter’s thesis is that the fear of working class violence that arose in the clash of worldviews held by “partisans of democracy and protectors of hierarchy” (xiii) drove Progressive reforms.  She proves her thesis by identifying a continuum of expressions of class division from all levels of the population over four decades and by detailing various, often conflicting, political strategies that aimed for a fairer and more stable society.     


Painter sets the stage with familiar items.  In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, productivity increased, as did income disparities and the frequency of unemployment cycles.  Economic depressions became common.  The degradation of craftwork accompanied decreases in payment and an increased demand for unskilled labor.  Political thought also changed significantly in the period between 1877 and 1919, and conflicting interpretations about the correct ordering of society emerged.  The voice of prosperity, order, and hierarchy opposed the many voices of democracy.  The former portrayed itself also as the voice of unity and consensus by appropriating the language of “producers” of the mid-nineteenth century, when workers and employers worked side by side.  Although in that perspective labor and capital were not natural enemies, the purveyors of the notion of social harmony claimed the prerogative to rule over the working class, buttressing itself with such notions as Social Darwinism.  Ideas of order and harmony came under scrutiny from “democratizers,” who held that conflict was a natural part of society (xliii).  


One of the strengths of this book is the clarity with which Painter depicts varieties of conflict.  Ideas of regional conflict become apparent in her discussion of carpetbaggers after the Civil War and Midwestern farmers who opposed eastern bankers on several fronts, most prominently the currency issue and deflationary policies.  Elite and middle-class writers such as Edward Bellamy and Henry Demarest Lloyd stepped outside the boundaries prescribed by their social categories to critique the problems of industrial society and the financial corruption that underwrote it.  The most interesting points of conflict, however, arise in Painter’s joining of class and race as a way of defining opposing interests, and this appears also to be an important contribution to the literature.  In the late-nineteenth century, the Knights of Labor and the Farmers Alliances—both of which had interracial affiliations—spoke for those most immediately affected by economic conditions.  Painter also gives a fair amount of attention to the Ocala Platform of 1890, which resulted from collaboration between the Southern Farmer’s Alliance and the Colored Farmer’s Alliance.  The demands in that platform for the abolition of national banks, the establishment of sub-treasuries, free silver, and a graduated income tax led to the development of the People’s Party (Populist Party) platform.  Although short-lived, the People’s Party invigorated political activity and occasioned a truly dichotomous contest, in 1896, between the business interests of William McKinley and William Jennings Bryan’s “commitment to fairness to those at the bottom” (139).  Diversity at the bottom thus allowed for unified opposition to the “protectors of hierarchy.”  


At the same time that democratic voices spoke against the powerful, American imperialism placed a greater emphasis on race.  Particularly during and after the Spanish-American War, to be American was to be white and Anglo-Saxon; all non-whites became “inferior races” (168).  As such, the “color line” that W.E.B. DuBois discussed extended worldwide, linking the interests of African Americans to people in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere.  The accompanying increased identification of white Americans with Europeans lessened the sense of American uniqueness and confirmed the realities of class divisions that had become apparent during the final decades of the nineteenth century.  


Ultimately, then, the roots of the efforts toward “economic democracy” lay in the early reform efforts of a heterogeneous movement around the turn of the century.  Socialists, the Knights of Labor, Farmers Alliances, anarchists, the People’s Party, and Greenbackers represented the voice of fairness and pluralism and forwarded a progressive agenda.  But even as their reforms arrived via mainstream political channels, the institutions that put those reforms in place also sought to homogenize society and further marginalize the progenitors of progressive ideas.  Thus, the advent of the city commission and at-large voting decreased the power of minority votes.  Progressive-Era Republicans projected an image of prosperity and respectability but represented a project of “preserving stability.”  And even Woodrow Wilson demanded “unanimity and order,”   particularly during World War I, when the government all but shut down the Industrial Workers of the World, and after which Wilson’s Attorney General, A. Mitchell Palmer, arrested immigrants and suspected members of the radical left.  A spike in labor strikes in 1919 coincided with a spike in racial violence.  It seemed, writes Painter, that “people who spoke of economic equity” aimed to destroy the country (379).  Thus Americans went along with the notion that extraordinary times called for extreme measures; order was more important than equity.  


Painter’s synthesis of the literature on this period—in a way that emphasizes race and class in a movement for democratization—brings valuable insight to the discussion on the roots of Progressive-era reforms.  Her support for her argument may understate the presence of racial and ethnic disharmony within the movement for an “economic democracy”—for example, between African-American and white Farmers Alliance members and in the Knights of Labor’s support of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.  However, such points do not significantly diminish the argument for mutual interests among a diverse population that sought to challenge economic inequalities.    



