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In this volume Elizabeth Sanders, a professor of government at Cornell University, attempts to revise the historiography of Populism and the Progressive Era by arguing for a high level of continuity between the reforms of that period and the activities of radical agrarians during the late nineteenth century.  She argues that “the dynamic stimulus for Populist and Progressive Era state expansion was the periphery agrarians’ drive to establish public control over a rampaging capitalism” (p 3).  In describing how agrarian reform movements interacted with national party agendas to produce an income tax; antitrust policies; state regulation of transportation, banking, business, and communications; and agricultural and vocational education, she combines the social and political history of the period to a degree not achieved by her predecessors.
  In short, her major task resides in directing much focus away from the “capitalist-dominance” school and toward a view of farmers and workers in answering the perplexing question about who became the principal agents of state-sponsored reform at the turn of the twentieth century.  She argues, for example, that the inability of labor to form a viable national partnership with farmers—via strong local resistance to capital in the Northeast—impeded the project to rein in corporate growth and wealth concentration to the degree envisioned by many Populists.  Yet farmers maintained a strong presence in national politics even after William Jennings Bryan’s 1896 loss to William McKinley, a defeat that scholars have frequently cited as the death of the Populist movement.        

Although her argument is clear and the scope of her project impressive, the decisiveness of Sanders’s contribution to the historiography on Populism and Progressivism remains unclear.  Robert Johnston writes that, decades ago, Richard Hofstadter acknowledged the important link between farmers and urban, middle- class reformers.  David Vaught compares Sanders’s argument to conclusions reached by Solon J. Buck, John D. Hicks, and other Progressive historians, who linked Populism with the liberalism of the early twentieth century.
 One reason for Sanders’s replication of previous theses may lie in her heavy use of secondary sources and a proportionally weak reliance on primary sources (which consist, in part, of Congressional voting records from the 1880s through the first decades of the twentieth century).  Thus, while Sanders produces a reliable synthesis of arguments for the importance of agrarian reform politics, and although she takes on the interesting and important question, “Who were the Progressives?” her conclusions remain largely within the bounds of covered territory and do not offer a compelling answer to this question.  

 Sanders sets up farmers as the vanguard of social reform first by affirming the Populist dichotomy of debtor/producer vs. creditor/industrialist.  This formula locates large groups of politically-conscious farmers in the industrial periphery of the South and West whose natural allies in the Northeast were not other farmers but workers.  Next, she argues that the agrarian movement used all the strategies available to social movements—that of the purist, supporter of a major-party candidate, fusion with a major party, and independent third-party efforts; labor organizations confined themselves to the first two.  The farmers’ need for such a broad and varied strategy stemmed from the necessity to confront a system of industrialists and financial institutions, rather than just local or regional opponents.  Numerous political collaborations that occurred in the Gilded Age and Progressive Era had roots in agrarian agitation.  After the Haymarket riot in 1886, the Knights of Labor, mortally wounded by public backlash, relied on populist tendencies that coincided with the People’s Party.  Eugene Debs merged populism and his American-style socialism; in the 1890s, he endorsed William Jennings Bryan, the People’s Party candidate for president.  Drawing from James Green’s study of grass-roots radicalism in the Southwest, Sanders places the SP as the convergence point for disaffected farmers, miners, and railroad and timber workers.  Although setbacks occurred—the formation of the Industrial Workers of the World represented a split from socialist visions for a unified national campaign—momentum toward a bottom-up, farmer-labor movement grew and peaked in 1896.  After that, the story goes, agrarian-led reform ended.  

The problem with a post-1896 obituary, argues Sanders, is that “the fruits of the Progressive Era had their unmistakable origins in the agrarian movements of the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s.”  To see this, one must distinguish between “intrastate and national political processes” (p. 149).  Declining voter turnout, the breakdown of interparty competition, and the South’s racist politics did not undo the agrarian agenda at the national level.  Rather, four factors kept agrarian reform alive beyond 1896: a new wave of farmer organizations, the direct primary, the national Democratic leadership of William Jennings Bryan, and regional political economics.  Answering the researchers who have found that progressive reform came from urban professionals, Sanders reports that farmers composed the largest segment of constituents for greater public power in the periphery states.  Between 1909 and 1916, reform coalitions made up largely of agrarian Democrats dominated Congress.  Middle-class activists, on the other hand, were too few in number to dominate national debates.  Through compromise, agrarian reform initiatives made their way into legislation.           

Although thorough and persuasive in her argument that the “agrarian statist agenda” provided the foundation for Progressive-Era legislation, Sanders leaves much undone.  Race, for example, receives minimal attention.  And she supplies only a partial answer to the “most important” question.  She writes that to ask “where did the idea come from?” misses the bigger problem of determining “who had the incentive and provided the muscle to put this idea into national law” (p. 164).  Her attention to the political climate surrounding the agrarian-inspired movement contributes a valuable perspective on the reforms that brought American politics and society into the twentieth century.  Her reluctance to more directly and comprehensively engage the larger questions she brings up compels further questioning.             
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