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WOMEN IN POPULISM, 1R88-1892
by Lawrence E. Roberts

On a spring moming in 1890, four
thousand Kansas farmers, some of whom
had driven their 1eams as far as forty
miles, gathered in a8 grove of trees near
Olathe, Kansas, tc hear a speech by
Populist crator Mary Elizabeth Lease, The
crowd cheered her on as she attacked the
railroads, Wall Street Bankers, and
government land policy.! In the summer
of 1890, Lease repeated the Olathe scene
several times in many dilferent Kansas
towns. [n various states of the Wesl and
South, as Populism (ook hold in that
political season, women were an important
part af the uprising. They saw an
opportunity 1O participaie in the debate on
the important economic and social issues
of the period, and participate they did.
Through writing, speaking, and publishing
they played a significant part in the
development and ariculation of the
polilical philosaphy that resulted in the
creation of the People's (Populist) Party.

Populism grew out of the farmers’
alliances created afler the Civil War to
meet a depression in agriculture. Poor
crops and a world surplus of commoditics
compounded the farmers’ economic
problems. Convinced of the need for a

change in governmental policy many
farmers  supported the  shortlived
Greenback-Labor party in 1880. The

Greenback appeal called for a substamial
increase in the amount of paper money
which had been virtually eliminatcd in
favor of gold after the Civil War. Bul a
lack of support for the new organization
prompted farmers, primarily in the Soulh
and West, 10 desert direct political action
and seek uniled economic aclion.

This decision found expression in the

creation of farmers’ alliances. These
altiances represented the farmers’ response
to the economic and social conditions of
the period, when nearly eighty percent of
all Americans lived in a rural seuwing and
over forty percent of the nation’s labor
force engaged in agriculture as a
livelihood.* Increasingly large numbers of
the farm population found that the
economic conditions of the day worked
against them. A shortage of circulating
currency and its correlale, high interest
rares, atlraeted particular attention. The
alliances had two main gaoals: to
disseminale  agricullural  information
pertaining Lo new seeds, fertilizers, and
farming techniques; and second, 1o
combine resources (o0 purchase farm
implements and supplies, in bulk, at
wholesale prices. This, they argued, would
reduce Lthe cost o the individual farmer.
In addition, by pooling their crops and
selling directly o manufaeturers,
wholesalers, and retailers they hoped to
realize a greater net profit.

Initially the alliances rejected the idea
of entering politics. In 1889, S.B
Alexander, President of the State Alliance
of North Carolina, declared 1that the
Farmers' Alliance would refrain from
political activity.> The Narional Economist,
oificial newspaper of the National
Farmers' Alliance and Industrial Union
(NNFA & 1U)), echoed this sentiment
declaring in an ediiarial, "a third political
parly wili not be formed by these
organizations."‘ Co-operative efforts of
scif-help, however, met defeal when
farmcrs found bankers rcfusing 1o extend
credit (o alliance stores, and manufacturcrs
and mcrchants unwiiling to sell directly to
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alliance purehasing agents. Faced wilh
these problems, the alliance members
gradually turned (o polilical action 10
accomplish their goals. In May 1891, their
activity culminated in the oflicial creation
of the People’s Parly on Lhe nalional level.
In various states women played an
important role in the shift (o political
activity. Although one-fourth of the
altiance membership reportedly were
women, they did not consider the
organization a woman's Mmovement
Women were a major factor in the work
force of the 1880s, bul their political rights
on lhe stale and nalional level verged on
nonexistence. The 1880 census identified
7,670,000 Amencans a8 carping a
livelihood from agriculiure.  Waomen
aceounted for almost 600,000 of 1hal
number, and 35,000 lisicd Lhemselves os
farmces and  planters.® Many of tLhese
women engaged in political aetivity ond
cnjoyed @ high level of pariicipation in
both Allianee and Populist programs.
From the oulset the allianees
admitted women members. Any whilc
cilizen over sixtcen ycars of age, of good
moral characler, and who believed In a
Supreme  Being, could join  the
organization. Both men and women
received Lhe same secret words and ritual
associaled with membership.” While some
fernale members initinlly wcre hesitant [0
speak oul publicly, their sell-doubl guickly
faded. The ranks included such women as
Evangeline Usher, correspondent [or the
Progresyive Fanner of Raleigh, Norlth
Carolina, wha declared in a September
1839 arncie: "I fccl like I must intrude
again and s I am quite independent of all
dislavor, 1 do nol care whether you like
the imirusion or no”® Bellic Gay of
Texas, with Lbc death of her husband in
1880, inhecriled a farm to run, 3 morigage
10 pay off, and a child 10 raisc.” Yct, she
still found time to work on behalf of the
Alliancc. Sophia Harden of South Dakola
also ran a farm and participalcd in the

Alliance. A contemporary described her
farm and slock as well kepl and elosed by
saying that "she ploughed » man's stint
and then drove eight miles 10 deliver a
Iccture on the capabilitics of woman.” In
addition, Sophia Ilarden scrved as
secrelary of the South Dakota State
Farmers' Alliance.10

Women such as Ushcr, Gay, Harden
and lhe thousands of other women
involved in apriculture saw the Alliance as
a means of salvalion. "The Alliance has
come Io redeem woman from her
enslaved condition and place her in her

proper sphere,” Gay wrote, "she i
admittcd (o the organization as the
equal of her brother.."!1  Allianees

provided women an opporiunily 1o
partieipatc in the debales of the day and
1w help find solutions w the problems
conironting the [farmers and laborers.
Indeed, Captain Darden, a North Carolina
State Aliance lecturer, admilted that the
mosl dynamie allianees conlgincd women
who regularly auended meeu’ngs.12 But
women did much more than atlend
meetings. Through their speaking, wriling,
and holding of Allianee offices, they
exercised influence al Lhe stale and
national levcls of the orgamzation.

By 1891 a numbcr of women spokc
oul Ihrough Alliance newspapers. Mary
Lease ediled the Unmion Labor Press in
Kansas in 1348, co-founded (he Pueblo
Colarada Workman (he next year, and in
1890. became 1he edilor of the Newron
Kansas Comvnoner.\3 Annie Diggs scrved
us cditor-incharge of Alliance material in
1he Lawrence Joumal (Kansas) in Lhe
1880s, and in 1890 became editor of the
Topeka Advocate, (he ollicial paper of the
Kansas State Farmers' Alliance.'! Anna
C. Wait [illed thc same role on the
Lincoln Beacon (Nebraska).)® In 1890,
Mrs. Marion Todd ediled the Chicago
Frpress  (Illinois), Flizabeth  Wardall
assumed the same position on the Hwron
Dakota Ruralist, \he housc paper of the



South Dakola State Farmers' Alliance,!$
Anna Linasley and May Garvin owned and
edited the Swmfford Alfiance Herald
(Kansas), 17

Newspapers owned and ediled by
women provided a variety of approaches
to the issues of the day. All argued the
merits of more eirculating currency. public
ownership of transporlalion, and the evils
of bankers and abseniee landlords. The
issues of woman's suffrage and prohibition
crealed lcss agreement. One of the maost
outspokenly fcminist, allianoe papers was
Emma Pack’s, Farmers HWife (Kansas).
Pack’s firs! edilion argued, as other
women would, thal the mosl pressing
domestic issucs ol concern 10 women were
pan of the broader economic and political
problems facing the nalion. The only way
women could scricusly affeet those issues
was by voung for those who made Lhe
decisions regarding such qucsliun&ls By
the sccond issue woman's sulfrage
dominated the paper’s pages. Cantribulors
lo the Farmer’s Wife, including Fmma
Pack and Fannie McCormick among
othces, allempled 1O credle a “woman's
movementl” within the Alliance in 1891,
with the organization of lhe National
Women's Alliance (NWA) which (hey
hoped would umite women from Lhe
nation’s cilies and larms inlo one power!ul
reform group.!® The NWA was ulimately
unsuccessful in its atlempis to creale a
woman's movemenl within the Alliance, or
lo gain support for woman's suffrage or
lcmperance. Pack’s paper and dedicaled
prosufllrage stand illusicated Lhe division
that existed within the ranks of womcn
and within Lhe ranks of Lhe Alliancc and
Populism rcgarding Lhe questions of
woman's suffrage and prohibilion.20
Despite Lhese differences, Pack and the
contributors L0 her paper, were one more
example of Lhe active role of women in
asking questions and proposing answers (0
the important politieal and econvmic issues
facing the nauon. Women's involvernent
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with the press provided a cgensure-free
platform from which they couid forcefully
argue the merits of Lhe issues most critical
1o them,

In addilion to their prominence in
local and slale newspapers farm women
also eonlribuled to Lhe official national
Alliance newspaper the  National
Economist. The edilor informed readers
"[we do] not rcserve a ‘lea cup carner” or
a ‘woman's departmenl’ for [our| lady
[riends. [We] give them a fair field in
[our) beft columns, and appreeiale every
word..."*l Women contributed regularty
to the Eronomist, Wriling on such subjects
as Lhe currency question, Lariffs, and land
[cgislation.?2 When the Pcople’s Party
officially came inlo being in 1891, Sarah
Emery, a long lime supporter of the
Alliance, became lhc associate editor of
the official party ne\npa?cr, the §t. Louss
New Forun (MiSSUUl’i).Z

Along with Lheir activitics in the press,
by 1891 women held a variety of official
posilions within numcrous slale alliances.
In Kansas and Indiana women were
clceled vice-presideni of the slale alliances.
The alliances in Michigan, South Takota.
and Tcxas elecied women as  slale
scerctarics.  {lhnois.  Missouri, Florida,
North Carolina, Kansas, Nebraska, and
Minncsota all had women as slale and
counly alliance lecturers.2* Women also
accounted for wwelve of the ninely-four
delegaies 10 the November (7, 1891
meeling of the Supreme Council (the
governing body of the NFA. & LU
I‘annie McCormack scrved as chairwoman
of the Kansas delegation a1 that mecting
and women dclegales scrved on several
commitiees and introduced resolutions. &

These  wvarious  aclivilies  had
considerable impact. The press has always
becn an impottant agenl in  political
socialization. Circulation of the MNarionu!
Feonomist  alone  cxeceded ll)lIJ,'I)ODA26
Ieonidas L. Polk, president of the N.F.A.
& LU, slaled that 1he alliances’
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newspapers and leclurers servcd as the
primary tool in the education and agitation
of the people.’ It has been argued ihat
Populism’s greatest achievement was the
poliical and social education of the
nation’s citizens. 2 Elizabeth  Higgins,
reminiscing on the period in her book Our
of the West, echoed those sentiments. She
wrote, "People commenced to think who
had never thought before, and people
talked who had seldom spoken, They
discussed income tax and single tax; they
1alked of governmeni ownership and the
abolition of private property; fial moncy
and the unity of labor."<” Reporting on a
lecture by Mary Lease 1he  Kansas
Commoner wrole, “her first speech made
so many eonverts thal [they] forthwith
engaged [her] to speak in Lhe opera house
again last Saturday night.“30 Sarah Emery
achieved equalty good resulls with her pen.
The ehairman of the Union Labor Parly,
a precursor of the People’s Party Lthal had
competed in the 1888 elections in Kansas,
argued thal Emery’s book, Seven Financial
Conspiracies, did more (han any oiher
picce of malcerial 1o inform and arouse the
farmers and laborers of Kansas.3! Qut of
this ferment came the demands for reform
that uhimalely found their way into
allianee, and finally Populist nalional
platforms, The fact thal women bath
wrole for and helped to run several of the
major alliancc newspapers, combined with
their positions as Jeelurers and officers
within thc alliances gave them greater
influencc  than Lheir numbers might
suggesl.

In Lthe Kansas election of 1890 the
efforls of Lthe women bare fruil. That
summes. the People’s Parly officially came
inlo being as a slale parly. And in their
first eleetion in Navember Lhe organization
won a majority of the seats in the lower
house of the Kansas legistature. This gave
them the rightl to seleet a United States
secnalor for the state. A right  Lhey
exercised in 1891 oy replacing Republican

John J. Ingalls, an eighteen year veteran,
wilh William A Peller, one of the first
People's Party senators 1o go to
Washingion. Critics and supporers alike
recognized the importance of women in
the movement. Victor Murdock, a
newspaper reporter of the day, argued
thal from Ihe outset women led the
assaull on the old partif:s.:*2

While many women participated in
the 18%0 campaign, Lhree women played a
key role. Annie Diggs served as co-editor
of Lhe Topeka Advocate, the official
newspapcr of the Kansas Farmers'
Allianee, in addition 1o giving many
lcelures. A contemporary who atended
her speechces described her as very small,
barely five feel tall, weighing less than 100
pounds, with "a dangerous tongue."3 The
Kansas People’s Parly asked Diggs 1o
speak a1 _ihe first grand rally of the
campaign.* In addidon, 1he party
designated her 10 be their official
respoadent 10 Lthe speeches of Republican
Senator Ingalls. She gave several speeches
in thal capachy during the 1890 campaign.
Unable 1o rcfule Diggs’ arguments the
oppasition press  engaged in personal
attacks. The Salina Dailly Republican
accused her of being unhappy with her
slation in life. Diggs perhaps felt God had
madc a mistake in making her a woman,
rather than a man, and she made il her
life work to correct the mistake. As a
result, she bad become a “wery masculing
woman, rampant, rabid and furious. The
wild-eyed Sibyls of the Alliance."3

If annie Trggs had a "dangerous
tongue.” Mary Elizabeth Lease was even
more cfleelive. A dynamic personality,
Lease was in more demand than any other
Populist speaker in Kansas, [n the summer
of 1890 she gave over 160 speeches,
earning Ihe sobriquel, "The Kansas
Pythoess*. > Fricnds and foes atike attested
10 her persuasive Jectures. Full of power
and erergy, she helped “solidify and
crystalize” the supporl of 1those alliance



members who hesitated 0 baek the
People’s Party.?” Lease "could recite the
multiptication table and set a crowd
hooling or hurrahing at her wil," wrote
reperier and author William Allen
White.® Tom McNeal, reporier for the
oppasition  Topeka Capital  (Kansas),
echoed those sentiments. Lease was a
masler al swaying an audience. If she had
suggested that they proceed 10 hang the
nearest banker,” McNeal wrole... “the rope
would have been furnished.">® Those
brave encugh 10 ehallenge Lease in debate
usually regretled it. J.W. Ayers, a Kansas
farmer, altempied L0 queslion her, hut
afier the first exchange he was "knocked
out and whirting toward the door.™ F.A.
McNeal, a Kansas Republican, simply
refused 10 debate Lease, and characlerized
her as the grealest orator he had ever
heard!  Suep  ability undoubicdly
prompled the decision by (he Kansas
People’s Party 10 ask Lease (0 address Lthe
opening session of the Party’s [irst
<onvention.

The third member of this group,
Sarah Emery, made a contriburion of
equal importance. In 1887 Emcry wrole
Seven Financial Conspiracies Which Have
Ensfaved the American People, a vehement
attack on Uniled States economic policy
since the Civil War. Over 100,000 copies
were in circulation in 1890. Well-received
in the Alliance press, the book was widelg
read and quotcd by Populist speakers.?
Alliance newspapers <onsidercd Emery’s
work their slrongest weapon in allracling
members (o the Peaple’s Parly. [[1] “scems
lo have pierced the thick blubber of the
Republican whale," one newspaper staled.
"Judging fram the rage, pain, and terror of
the beast, his vitals have been Louched.™
Contemporary scholars also lguded the
importance af the book. Willipm D.P.
Bliss, editor of the Encyclopedia of Social
Reform (1898), asseried that thc book
contribyted  signifieantly to  financial
history.*> Sarah Emery proved equally

19

effective on the lecture eircuit. Described
as a "force of superior intellect®, she could
make people "cry or cheer” with her
delivery.* Joseph Darling, a Norton,
Kansas farmer, declared “her equal is nol
living.™7

Mary E. Lease and Sarah Emery
were conlroversial figures in the Alliance
and the People's Party. Lease, often
conlradiciory and inconsistent, was always
driven by humanitarian principles.*8 Emery
and Lease have been accused of saddling
the Papulists with the epithets of "nativisi"
and “anli-Semitism” because of their
references [0 Shylock, Rothschild, Jewish
bankers, and British gold.‘w One wriler has
assigned masl of the responsibility for the
nativism within the People's Party to those
who favored woman’s suffrage and
prahibition which, unsurprisingly, meamt
mosily women.”™ Dismissing, however,
women who were prosuffrage  and
proiemperance as part of a radical fringe
element  within the Alliance and the
Populist Party discounts the significam
contributions of many of these same
women 1o the  articulalion  and
development of Fopulism. Or, 1o refer w0
ther efforts as "adding color* 1o the
campaign betrays a bias concerning their
substianlial contributions 0 the
movement 57 Diher scholars, by placing
the rhelorie of Lease and Emery, and of
the Aliiance and the Populist Party in
conlext have argued persuasively that the
words used and the tone of delivery were
no diffcrent than those employed by both
major polilical partics and in much of the
nation’s lilerature and many of ijts
newspapers. >

Although Digps, Lzase, and Emery
achieved more fame than most, many
other women alsc parlicipared in  the
populist movement. In the summer of
1890 a jarge number of Kansas women
cnpaged in giving icclures, wriling for and
running newspapers, and organizing railies
that contribuled significantly to the
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political uprising that gripped Kansas. The
Winfield American Nonconformist
(Kansas), reporling on the success of (wo
"monster demonstrations” in  Emparia,
announced  "Mrs.  Vickery wilh  her
sislers...in the allianee, have earned the
honors guile as mueh as any four times
the number of mens > Mrs. Fanny
MeCormack, People’s Party candidale for
State Superiniendent of Publie Instruciion,
campaigned 1hroughout the state>* And
Ben H. Clover, president of the Kansas
Farmers’ Alliance, appointed o commiliee
of five women to creale a group to
educate and inform Alliance members an
the important issues of tke day.3® Lven
Lhe opposition newspaper the Safina Daily
Repuiblican, recognized (he signilieam role
women gslayed in the 18%0 Kansas
election.”® IT (he stale of Kansas served to
leud the Farmers' Alionce w2 1he nijonat
People’s Party, as sonmic have suggesied,
recognilion must he given to the womon
who helped lead the alliances and 1he
Pcople’s Party in Kansas.’

The flact thar women hud lirited
suffrage in Konsas aided their clfons.
They gaincd the right lo votc in school
clecions in 1861, and o 1887. (he
franchise  was exicnded to munjeipal
elections.*® Certainly some of 1hose in
fcadership positions within the  Alliance
and the Peoplk's Parly drew on Lheir
exparience in the suffrage mavement (o
aid them in their other ellors, Likewase
many women in the alliances and
Populism gained some polilical experience
in varipus prohibition campdigns belween
the 1860s and the 18%)s. In many cascs
though the most cminent women leaders
in the Allianee and later the Populisl Parly
made woman's sulfrage and prohibition
subservient 1o 1he larger eedonomie and
poiiical goals of the Alliance and Lhe
Peoplc's Party. %

‘The women invohed 0 Lhe
movement regarded (heir role as perfecty
logical. "Women arc citizens, and have life,

hberty, and property to defend  and
rransmil... and thcrefore have a right 1o
discuss all questions thar affeci 1the welfare
al’ the home,” wrole Hattie Hunlington.
"To be truly womanly does not imply that
we shall be idiois.™ This connection of
domestic and polucal conceraos enabled
women o justify their  political
partieipation and 10 maintain thai they had
imporiant funciions 10 perform in the
home and the government.%! Women read
Alliaace papers, attended meelings and
kept  lhemscives  informed on  the
important issues of the day. Although they
lacked (he right of suffrage, many agrced
wilh allianec lecturer Mrs. W.IL. Davis that
it was their "duty 10 give good adviee Lo
our husbands and brathers: if they dan't
take 1 that’s their loss.”62

Women, however, realized that poor
ehoicez ot the baloy box worked hurdships
on al alike. Allie Marsh, cocrespondent
for Lhe Raleigh Progressive Fanner (North
Carolina), sluicd in a lecture that women
had no objection 0 the male monopaly of
Ihc lranchise as long as Lhey used it wilh
vigilance.®? This genile prodding even
carried over inlo song. Clara M. Egan, in
a wned tuled, "Are You Gaing w0 Vole
Arnght", put the guestion thus

Tre batlol box is moghty,

Il rules o'er all 1he land;
You hald the nations salety
Within your good right band;
Will you use Lhe power wisely,
And work with all your might
To save vur glorious couniry?

Are you going 10 vole aright 764

The rouble one woman wyole, was that
"some men ean’t see beyond their nose
1sir],"“5 Anoiher argued that if men would
not listen 1o common scnse, they should
be Icft "at home on election day to rock
the babics, while Ihc women go 1o the
polls and work for the good of the cause
in which they are enlisted."%6



To aid the "Cause,” womcen advocates
voiced some of the earliest calls [or Lhe
Alliances 10 reject the traditional parlics
and join in forming a third party on the
nationat level. One such appeal came from
Mary Lease’s Colorado Worknan:
"_.[Jarmers and laboring men will probably
learn, afier a few more years af 10il and
starvation, Lhat one of t(he impaossible
things in this world is 10 oblain the rcpeal
af bad laws through the parties 1hat
enacied them."’? Merlinda Sisins, a
colummnisi for Lthe Narional Econromist,
made a similar suggestion for the creation
of a mird party. If the farmers would only
heed the advice of an old woman, and
enter the race thcy could “eleel every
officer from president 1o conslable.”
Within a month Sisins clamored for action:
"..will you farmers and laborers unite
rogether al the ballol box, or will you wait
until there will be no remedy bul the
bayorllel'?'"'Sl Beilic Gay castigaled imcen for
slicking with the old parfies and challenged
them 1o be indcpendent. "Any man Lhal
will say stick © lhe old partics..is a
coward, and deserves to be robbed lor he
has lost his manhood..., she declared. "¢l
us have a peoples president in 1892, 1
am with you; through the fight be men,
and demand your rights in the union."”

Despilc Lhe success in Kansas in
18%), the call for a People’s Party on the
national level met defeat when ihe
Supreme Couneil of the National Farmers’
Alliance and [ndustrial Union (NNF.A &
1.1J.) met in Ocala, Florida, on December
3 of thal year. Annie Diggs, and other
women lobbied a1 Ocala, bul many in the
Alliance opposed forming a new parly,
believing that the entranec of the Tarmers’
Alliance ino  politics would cause its
downfall’'  Most of 1hc¢ opposition
occurred in the South, where loyalty (o the
Demaocralic Parly (a legaey of Lhe Civil
War) remaincd strong. Diggs, however,
had even failed to gain the unanimous
support o[ her Tfellow Kansans, The
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chairman of the Kansas dclegation thoughl
i premature 10 lalk about a national third
party.”? However, those pressing for a new
palitical organization agrecd at Ocala 1o
meel in February of 1892 to reconsider
the queslion.

The compromise reached at Ocala
soon faded. Unhappy with the Florida
meeting, the more radical members of the
Aldliance called for a reform convention (o
meel in Cincinnati in May of 1891, in
order 10 form a national third party.
Delegates (o that meeting inelnded (he
edilors af all Alliance newspapers, severa)
as has becn mentioned abowve, were
women. Sarah Emery served on both Lhe
Platform Commitllee and Lhe National
Cnmmul-.c (the executive body of the new
pany} 3 Those opposcd (0 [orming a new
palitical organizalion sent few delegates (o
the  garhering. Indeed, the Soulh
contributed Jess than forly delegates, out
ol 140 who atlended. On the olher
hand, the Kamsas delegation numbered
400, who Lhis lime, uniled on the need for
a ncw party.”* The May 1891 meeting
resulted in the official creation of a
naticnal People’s Parly. In an effort (o
unilc with the Farmers' Alliance the
Cincirnati convention posipaned action on
a Uime and place lor a national nominaling
convention unul afier the NFA & LU,
mel in February of 1892.7

Ilowever, Lhe Farmers’ Alliance
remained hesitant o join the People’s
Parly. When Lhe Supreme Couneil of the
NF.A & LU. held its annual meeting 2
Indianapolis on November 17, 1891, the
agenda made no provision Io discuss a
third party. The nincty-(our deicgates did,
however, clect officers (hat favored the
People's Party.”® Prominent delegares
included Mary Lease, Annie Diggs, Sarah
Emery and Beuie Gay, in addition (o eight
olher women active in Alliance polilicxﬂr
With the election ol officers favorable Lo
i new national political organization,
everything scemed in order for a merger
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of the Farmers’ Alliance with the People™s
Party when Lhe Alliance mel in February
of 1892 in St Louis. Once again several
women served as delegates when the
NFA & LU. convened in St. Louis. In
addition, the delegales elecied women 1o
convention offices and commiitees. By
unanimous voice vole they elecled famous
suffragelle Frances Wlllard as vice-
president of the meeting.™ As wilh many
conventions, some of the most important
bartles took place in the credentials
commitiee. That group made every effort
Lo seal delegates favorable 10 joining Lhe
Alliance o the People's Party. A key
member of the commiltee, Mary Sievens
ol Ohio, impressed Lhose who appeared
before the group as being "the brightest
member of the body--one who would have
her own way, or who would be supplied
with a perfcctly satisfaciory reason why.”
These delegates in (urn selecled a group
of fifleen, including Mary Lease and Mrs.
Debbs, a Texas doclor, to meer with the
Executwc Commiliee of the Peoplc’s
Party®? As a result of that meeling the
National Farmers® Alliance and ndustrial
Unicn decided to actively support the new
political party. The two groups announced
thal on July 4, 1892 a national nominating
convention would be held in Omaha,
Nebraska. At last the Allianees had joined
the People’s Party.

When the eonvention galhered in
QOmaha, the People’'s Party nominated
James B. Weaver, a retired Union general
from Ipwa, for president. In recognition
of her contributions 0 the cause, Mary
Elizabeth Lease seceived the honor of
making the seconding spveech.81 Having
made major coniribulions \oward creating
the Populist Parly, women pow turned (o
the task of helping that parly win the
eleetion. Once again they picked up their
pens and prepared for the lecture
plalform.

Wonien conlributed Lhe same cnergy
and inlensily to the ncw cause that had

marked their years in the Alliance
movement. Annie Diggs toured California,
speaking 10 thousands in thirteen cities in
thirteen da)s 2She also published scathing
acticles in the press, attacking the old
parties’ politics. Mindful that 1he
government's policies worked hardship on
both the farmer and the urban poor,
Diggs castigaled the traditional parties for
the conditions in the cities of Amenca.
Those palicies, she charged, resulted in
thousands of unemployed and bore
responsibility for “the famine-pinched,
cmacialed babies, swellering and gasping
in foul allcys, reeking with green slime,
felid with the stench of offal, horrible with
vermin.™33 Mary Lease campaigned in
several states of (he South with
presidential nominee Weaver.® Sarah
Emery returned to Lhe lecture platform. In
varipus slates the women invalved in the
Alliances aclively campaigned for the new
party. On Scptember 17, 1892, Mary
Lease wrole, “The united and embattled
hosis of organized labor will rescue 1he
perishing and send [orth the sanitary angel
ol juslice with the flaming sword of liberty
lo drive from our land the miasma of
poverty and sin..."85 ‘Women, first in the
Alliances and then in the People’s Party,
had demonsirated that they, as well as
men, ¢ould wield thal sword with
considerable effectivencss.

Too oflen historians have seen only
the unique--the names of Leasc, Diggs,
and Emery are duly noted, as they should
be.-bul ta slop there is uplair to the
thousands of women who participated in
the alliances and the Populist Party. It has
been argued that although women were
able 10 "express themseives wilhin the
movemenl..they and their concerns were
never fully integrated into it."% Sueh a
view is 100 narrow. The inability 10 win
support for woman's suffrage and
prohibition on the national level does not
indjcatc a failure by women to achieve
their domesiic and political goals. It may



indicate an unrealistic expectalion of how
quickly such things could be accomplished
in a pluralistic democracy. As many have
noted much of what the Populist and
ferninist soughl, including suifrage and
prohibition, came lo pass a generation
later.

Women played an important role in
the Farmer’s Alliance and Lhe People’s
Party. They attended meetings {indeed in
some local alliances women members
outnumbered men),m held  office,
published and wrote for Alliance
nNEwSpapers, gave numerous speeches
urging teform, and involved Lhemselves in
politicking on all levels of the Alliances
and the Populist Parly, Although a

pc)

minority group ia bolh  movemenss,
women were recognized, held positions of
importance, and made a pasitive
contribulion 10 both crusades. And much
of what Populism did accomplish had a
very real impact, directly and indirectly, on
the lives of women.™ Emerson Hough
lamcnling on the absence Of women in
wrillen history wrote that the principal
figure of the American Wesl had been
"the gaunt and sad-faced woman silting in
the from sear of the wagon.™ Bul he
complained, her story had yel to be (okl.
As historians fill in Lhe particulars, the
realization emcrges that the influence and
involvement of women permeaies the tale
of United States history.
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