Introduction to Goodwyn’s The Populist Movement: A Short Histroy of Agrarian Revolt in America
Areas of interpretive confusion that bear directly on the Populist Experience:

· Perplexity concerning what mass democratic movements are and how they happen.

· Confusion and disagreement concerning how certain groups of people are “supposed to act” in the political arena

· Americans are culturally mystified concerning the nature and implications of the term “progress”. We have a powerful assumption that “the system works”, that the present is better than the past and that progress is good.

· Protest is inconvenient

· That loaded word: Democracy. “It is evident that the precise meaning of the word ‘democracy’ has become increasingly obscure as industrialization has proceeded. It is appropriate to attempt to pursue the matter—for problems inherent in defining democracy underscore the cultural crisis of modern life around the globe” (xiii)
Principle Hazards to Understanding American Populism:

· Reform movements such as Populism call into question the underlying values of the larger society.
· People blame the failure of the protests upon the protesters themselves.

· We tend to believe in the public virtues of democracy, but not the private virtues of democracy.

· Those egalitarian Populists were foolish to have such high democratic hopes.
· Americans tend to define politics as a class issue as opposed to an economic, social or psychological issue.
· History is written by the victors

· Americans tend to think of the “landed” classes as established and elite.

· We have a hard time defining exactly what a “mass movements” are and how they happen.

Four stages of Democratic Movement Building:

· Formation and Agenda Setting

· Recruitment

· Education

· Politicization 


“Democratic politics hinge fundamentally on these sequential relationships. Yet, 
quite obviously, the process is extremely difficult for human beings to set in 
motion and even more difficult to maintain—a fact that helps explain why 
genuinely democratic cultures have not yet been developed by mankind.” (xx)

Failures of American Populism:

· Did not build a  large base by educating urban workers

· Did not enlist landless black sharecroppers

· Did not anticipate, or properly cope with, the counter-tactics employed by the financial and industrial spokesmen
“People do not feel that they can do much “in politics” to affect substantively either their own daily lives or the inherited patterns of power and privilege within their society…[this] has engendered escapist modes of private conduct that focus on material acquisition. The young seek to “plug into” the system, the better to reap the private awards. Public life is much lower on the scale of priorities.” (xiii)

“The people need to see themselves experimenting in democratic forms”
Goodwin, Lawrence. The Populist Movement: A Short History of Agrarian Revolt in America. Oxford University Press. 1978.

