Travis L Seay
June 2, 2005

Review of Grass-Roots Socialism: 
Radical Movements in the Southwest, 
1895-1943, by James R. Green


In this work, James Green demonstrates the strength of the Socialist party in the Southwest around the turn of the twentieth century.  Though the book traces American socialism through the New Deal and into World War II, it focuses primarily on the period between the 1890s and the First World War.  Concentrating on rank-and-file activities and ideas as evidenced in electoral records and in local and national socialist publications, Green argues that the Socialist party in the Southwest appealed to “a permanently exploited proletariat of workers and farmers” with a radical class-conscious ideology (p. xi).  Various groups within this disaffected population organized themselves by combining the language of Marxist socialism with moral reasoning to politicize class issues.  The resulting critique of industrial capitalism—though expressed in a variety of accents—both appealed to local constituents and transcended the provinciality of rural protest.  In this way, grass-roots socialism in the Southwest offered a coherent alternative to Populism and simple religious revivalism, as well as to the dominant political parties.  Green’s research, writes Donald Grubbs, fills a gap in the historiography of socialism on the regional and national levels.  Moreover, he writes that it poses an important challenge to the view of progressivism and Populism as the period’s epicenter of reform.
  Writing in 1979, Gene Clanton similarly describes Grass-Roots Socialism as “one of the better examples to date of ‘history from the bottom up.’”
                    
The southwestern socialist movement emerged from the tensions of shifting economic and social spheres, and it revealed itself through a series of political realignments which encroached upon the region.  Tenant farming increased during the 1890s.  An economic depression compounded the hard luck of small farmers who already endured high interest rates and land prices and who had sunk into debt and poverty.  Foreclosures added to a growing disenchantment with the American myth of the agricultural ladder.  These conditions set the stage for a radical movement in the Southwest.  

Though the political antecedents to socialist activities varied from place to place within the region, Green identifies a strong Populist thread in the Southwest.  Oklahoma socialists, for example, drew support from railroad workers, miners, and tenant farm workers but remained aware of their Populist heritage.  In Kansas and Texas, people pulled from a tradition of “radical, antimonopoly populism” (p. 14).  But Green cautions against overemphasizing the continuity between Populism and socialism.  At the close of the nineteenth century, Populist voters had begun to disappear, and young tenants contributed to a more radical electorate.  For Green, the 1908 loss of People’s Party candidate Tom Watson to Eugene Debs signaled the end of Populism as a viable alternative to socialism in the region.       
Green attributes much socialist agitation to the influence of trade unionism.  He asserts that grass-roots socialism took firm hold in areas where “independent working-class institutions were strongest.”  Southwestern socialists generally opposed IWW-style syndicalism and used the UMW as a model for confronting unjust working conditions.  Still, IWW militancy increased class consciousness and solidarity within the Brotherhood of Timber Workers, which radicalized several socialist locals (Green cites the Louisiana Socialist party as a principal beneficiary of militant industrial unionist tactics).  By 1908, when the Socialist party enjoyed a national reputation, many leaders had earned their stripes in trade unions and through strikes rather than through agrarian reform movements.  Three such organizers played prominent roles in the Southwest.  Oscar Ameringer, Thomas Hickey, and Kate Richards O’Hare all depended upon the militancy of industrial unionism as a guide, and all abandoned some of the “yeomanry” of Populism in favor of the language of “tenantry.”  
Shifting relationships between progressives and agrarian socialists further bolstered the Socialist party.  Both progressive Democrats and socialists traced many of their political demands to Populist ideas.  Increasingly (especially after Bryan’s defeat in 1896), radicals distinguished themselves from the Democratic party in part by pushing for comparatively more progressive reform.  Thus, Oklahoma’s 1907 constitution, though supported by moderate Democrats, represented to Green the application of “class-conscious political pressure…by farmers’ and workers’ organizations” (p. 62).  During the first decade of the twentieth century, however, increasing efforts at reform among Democrats siphoned votes from the Socialist party.  Still, educational work and the increased organization of tenants in Texas and Oklahoma improved socialists’ electoral performance (in those states) in 1908.  Ultimately, writes Green, competition with Democrats drove southwest agrarian socialism.  

The elements of socialist competition—education, agitation, and organization—proved contagious among large numbers of the poor and disenchanted.  Green attributes much of the movement’s growing support to the “organic intellectual,” Gramsci’s social type which, often with little formal training, works to educate the oppressed in an effort to undermine the ruling class.  Their strategies reached, however, beyond provincial tactics of converting commoners to a new worldview.  The socialist press, for example, played a large role in the education process.  Julius Wayland’s Appeal to Reason, launched in 1895, became one of the largest weeklies in the United States; the Southwest claimed about 17% of Appeal’s total circulation.  The National Rip-Saw, a St. Louis monthly, also gained a large following.  Over half of rank-and-file party members polled in the first decade of the twentieth century reported that their conversion to socialism had occurred through such literature.  This statistic, asserts Green, works against the idea that “Debsian socialism was essentially an emotional, ‘chiliastic’ experience” (p. 133).  


Revivalism also served as a powerful medium for the socialist message.  Thomas Hickey’s Rebel condemned capitalism without much political commentary; it reached its readers by invoking biblical morality.  A Texas paper, the Rebel fit well into the revivalist tradition of its state.  By contrast, revivalism in Oklahoma relied less on moralistic language than on materialist denouncements of capitalism.  So, while revivalism throughout the Southwest accommodated a range of approaches to socialism, it united great numbers of people—via large summer encampments—who shared communalistic values and who opposed capitalist hegemony.      

American socialism peaked in 1912.  In that year, southwestern socialists gave Debs 10% of his total votes.  The largest turnouts occurred in the poorest agricultural areas.  Conventional politics had failed the bottom rung of society.  In Oklahoma and Texas, conservative Democrats had broken strikes and had adopted an insensitive view of tenants’ concerns.  Pat Nagle wrote that both the New Freedom and the New Nationalism aimed to reinforce wage slavery by making it “respectable.”  The combination of such elements with an energetic grass-roots campaign throughout the region led to calls for class solidarity and produced record votes for the Socialist party.  Green employs the idea of political and class awareness to dispute the notion that falling crop prices accounted for the upsurge in socialist support.  The “disparity between prices received and prices paid” bothered farmers more than mere price fluctuations.

Conservative repression of socialist activity increased in 1912 and continued through the First World War.  Tactics ranging from the intimidation of poor white voters to charges that socialists encouraged thriftlessness and laziness allowed landlords, employers, and government officials to wage a backlash against the party’s gains, particularly in the Southwest.  By 1915, the Louisiana party had been repressed to death, and organizations in Texas, Arkansas, and Oklahoma were not far behind.  Increased socialist disillusionment with the electoral process led to more radical measures, which sparked further reactions.  By 1919, wartime repression through state Councils of Defense, as well as the propaganda of the Red Scare, had shut down more than 1,500 locals in the West, Southwest, and Midwest.  Newspapers stopped, and leaders went to jail.  The rank-and-file gave in to the dominant national political culture.  


Farmers and laborers experienced a radical revival in the 1930s, but it was short-lived.  The growth of groups such as the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union resulted in few sustainable reforms.  New Deal Democrats, as well as the Communist party, drew away socialist supporters.  This, “combined with the devastating effects of sectarian struggles” (p. 416) broke apart what was left of the Socialist party.


This book’s importance lies mainly in its portrayal of Populist and progressive era reform as multi-faceted rather than uniform.  By investigating socialism at the grass-roots level, and by thus portraying it as a multi-pronged manifestation of complex and intertwined interests, it implicitly cautions against adhering to static categories in describing political and social activities.  Moreover, its bottom-up, regional orientation validates the political and intellectual efforts of historically underrepresented groups by viewing those groups both in their national and unique local contexts.  John Laslett comments that such an orientation allows for an interpretation of radicalization as “a reasoned response” to cultural and political subjugation and that it removes much radical activity from the lens of “condescending dismissal” frequently used by historians.
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