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Indian Landlords and Socialist Votes
Imperial Indigestion in Oklahoma

SARAH &. PH())(PS

ab,­.a/­ In the sec ond decade of the twen ti eth cen tury, Oklahoma hosted the larg est state 
Socialist Party in the United States. !e poor white farm ers who formed its base hoped that 
their rep re sen ta tives would release them from local land lords, banks, and cred i tors. But these 
ten ants and share crop pers vented their griev ances from inside a shattered land scape of recent 
and ongo ing Indigenous dis pos ses sion. !ey could not entomb Native peo ple entirely inside 
the past, because they confronted a great deal of Indian land own er ship. Oklahoma Socialists 
observed how pol i ti cians, law yers, and businessmen grew fat on Indian resources and the delib-
er ate pur suit of injury, fraud, and decep tion. But they evaded a direct attack on Amer i can colo-
nial expan sion and instead condemned its cap i tal ist char ac ter. Capitalists, they argued, had "rst 
con quered the Indi ans, and now they had cre ated an oppressed agri cul tural work ing class. In 
Oklahoma, rad i cal eco nomic dis sent intersected with US impe rial pol icy. Modern left ist pol i tics 
helped jus tify and con ceal the out comes of con quest.
012 34.5, Oklahoma, social ism, pol i tics, Native Amer i cans, impe ri al ism

I6 !7!8, ­91 :a;;a, ag.i /u; ­u.a; weekly Farm and Ranch sent an asso ci-
ate edi tor to Oklahoma to report back on a curi ous sit u a tion. Admitted as 

a state only ?ve years ear lier, Oklahoma had very recently been Indian Ter-
ritory, the last region in the con ti nen tal United States where Native nations 
exer cised both polit i cal and ter ri to rial sov er eignty. Beginning in !887, the 
fed eral gov ern ment opened up west ern Oklahoma to white homesteading 
claims via suc ces sive land runs and lot ter ies, but east ern Oklahoma—for ever 
prom ised to the “Five Civilized Tribes” after the Trail of Tears—had a diA er-
ent his tory. Bere, between !87C and !7DC, each of the ?ve tribes (also called 
the “Five Nations”) lost its coun try. Denationalization and the implementa-
tion of allot ment, or the forced pro cess of land dis pos ses sion and pri vat iza-
tion, resulted in a frenzy of spec u la tion and fraud, leav ing vast tracts of prime 
agri cul tural land in the hands of Indi ans and large land com pa nies. To try 
one’s luck in this ?nal fron tier, you had to lease land from the rep re sen ta tives 
of an aggres sive and manip u la tive new com mer cial sys tem. “How, then, is this 
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Indian land rented?” asked Farm and Ranch in !7!8. “Who are the rent ers and 
what is the eAect?”1

Be Texas farm paper thought its read ers might be intrigued by a closer 
look at the pro lif er a tion of Indian land lords just across the Red River. 
Reporter Charles Holman trav eled the region, spoke to US oG cials and 
agents, and claimed he con ferred with Indi ans “in their own homes.”2 
Indi ans, according to Holman, never wanted to be the land lords they had 
become. But they did not value work, he asserted, and they did not intend 
to farm much land them selves. Nor, according to the pro vi sions governing 
allot ment, could Choc taw, Chick a saw, Sem i nole, Creek, or Cher o kee “full-
bloods” quickly sell oA their newly privatized par cels. So Indi ans lived oA the 
agri cul tural work of oth ers, Holman told his read ers. Bey leaned on white 
entre pre neurs to sell their eli gi ble acre age and to rent out the remain der on 
their behalf.

While Holman cer tainly traG cked in rac ist ste reo types, he also made sure 
to posi tion Indi ans as vic tims. All allot ted land except the Indian home,  
Holman explained, was “slip ping from his pos ses sion.” And the vic tim iz ing 
force respon si ble for this whole sit u a tion was not the most obvi ous one—
Amer i can impe rial pol icy—but the white land spec u la tor and ?nan cial inves-
tor. “When an Indian sells any of his land, the actual farmer is not the man 
who gets pos ses sion,” he said. “Be land spec u la tor, omni pres ent and usu ally 
omni scient, is on the job and gets away with the prize. . . .  Be Indian gets 
very lit tle for his own rent als, but the lease spec u la tor makes a fair pro?t.”3 
Be folks not mak ing any money at all  were the white rent ers. Holman con-
cluded that all  this “legal ized graft” had resulted in dis grace ful con di tions 
and wide spread pov erty. Land and peo ple suA ered. He witnessed very lit tle 
agri cul tural pros per ity, but a great deal of soil deg ra da tion, poorly maintained 
farms, inde fen si bly high rates of ten ancy, and a lot of human mis ery.4

Holman’s reporting accom plished in min i a ture some thing that I con tend 
hap pened en masse: He pivoted away from a con fron ta tion with empire to a 
con fron ta tion with cap i tal ism. Native peo ple either worked in tan dem with 
the vora cious new com mer cial sys tem, or they con sti tuted the ?rst set of vic-
tims whose his tory neatly foreshadowed that of the next set: oppressed white 
ten ants. Holman, inci den tally, was a burgeoning critic of mod ern eco nomic 
con di tions who sounded an early warn ing bell for indus trial labor rela tions 
in agri cul ture. (In three years he would serve as chief ?eld inves ti ga tor for 
the fed eral Commission on Industrial Relations.)5 His sojourn in Oklahoma, 
how ever, should sig nal to us that in this place, at this time, agrar ian pro gres-
sives could not ana lyze rural inequal ity and rural cap i tal ist rela tions on a 
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sim ple check er board of greedy land own ers and lowly share crop pers; they ?rst 
needed to tell a story about Indi ans.

Holman declined to report back on the polit i cal sit u a tion in Oklahoma, 
but one won ders why he missed or ignored the most remark able devel op-
ment among those immiserated white ten ants: the light ning-fast growth of 
the Socialist Party. In !7!8, the Socialist pres i den tial can di date, Eugene Debs, 
won the highest per cent age of votes the Socialists had ever received in a 
national elec tion. Debs received the most sup port not from an indus trial state 
but from Oklahoma. While F per cent of the national vote went to Debs, in 
Oklahoma he gath ered !F per cent. Debs had parted ways with the urban 
Socialist lead ers in the East, vowing to make com mon cause among indus-
trial work ers and debt-rid den farm ers. He made explicit appeals to exploited 
and iso lated Western labor ers like min ers and lumbermen, and he mod er ated 
and “Americanized” Socialist prin ci ples to address press ing agrar ian griev-
ances and ten ant aspi ra tions.

Eastern Oklahoma, as Holman also dis cov ered in !7!8, was a recent exten-
sion of the south ern cot ton sys tem but peo pled mainly with poor white farm-
ers, more than half of whom moved every year in search of some thing bet ter. 
In many counties the ten ancy rate topped CD per cent, and in some it reached 
8D per cent. Infuriated by the land lord, mer chant, and banker elite, and 
blocked from land own er ship, many rural whites embraced rad i cal eco nomic 
change. Be poor farm ers of Oklahoma built the larg est state Socialist Party 
in the United States, both in raw num bers and in pro por tion to pop u la tion, 
and maintained it for almost ten years before its sup pres sion just before and 
dur ing World War I. Be Socialists threw the Democrats into a total panic 
as they increased their vote dra mat i cally between !7DC and !7!F. While they 
never attained state wide oGce, Socialists elected ?ve state rep re sen ta tives, 
one state sen a tor, and numer ous town oG cials. In !7!I their can di date for 
state gov er nor received more than 8D per cent of the vote.

Be Socialist Party’s national lead ers viewed the upstart South west ern ers 
as ines cap ably bour geois, too beholden to the main te nance of pri vate prop-
erty, and too warped by the con stit u ent desire for farm own er ship to engage 
in class strug gle. But the Oklahomans did not need the national party (even 
though they did love Gene Debs). Bey had their own news pa pers, orga niz ers, 
and vot ers. Nor did it mat ter that their under stand ing of social ism was the o-
ret i cally incon sis tent and reli giously fer vent. Poor rural peo ple elected Social-
ists to local and state posi tions hoping that their rep re sen ta tives would release 
them from local land lords, banks, and cred i tors and gain for them some land 
and a mea sure of dig nity and com fort. Be state party’s  “Renters and Farmers 
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Program” pro posed to enlarge the pub lic domain; estab lish pub lic oper a tion 
of grain ele va tors, ware houses, and insur ance; insti tute a con ?s ca tory land tax 
to dis cour age spec u la tion and monop oly; and pro vide life time leases of pub lic 
land to farm ers, with nom i nal rents due only to the land fund itself.

But these out raged farm ers vented their griev ances from inside a shattered 
land scape of recent and ongo ing Indian dis pos ses sion. Indeed, it is this inter-
sec tion of rad i cal eco nomic dis sent and empire that I want to explore. Serious 
and sin cere left ists rec og nized and remarked on the Indigenous sit u a tion, but, 
like Holman, they ulti mately rumi nated on the injus tices of indus tri al ism, 
not the sins of colo nial ism. Oklahoma Socialists looked around and observed 
how pol i ti cians, law yers, and businessmen grew fat on Indian resources and 
the delib er ate pur suit of injury, trick ery, fraud, and decep tion. Yet the Social-
ists evaded a direct attack on Amer i can colo nial expan sion and instead con-
demned its cap i tal ist char ac ter. Bey took issue with the fact that the fron tier 
was sup posed to have guaranteed indi vid ual free dom, not cor po rate free dom, 
and that Amer i can elites had honed their pre da tions on Indi ans before mov-
ing on to farm ers. Capitalists had ?rst done in the Indi ans, and now they had 
cre ated an oppressed agri cul tural work ing class.

Oscar Ameringer, for exam ple, one of the most ded i cated Socialist Party 
orga niz ers in Oklahoma, took pity on the Indi ans’ sit u a tion. He ini tially 
explained Indigenous dis si pa tion in the way mil li ons of other rac ist Amer-
i cans did: Indi ans were a weak peo ple, unequipped for the mod ern world. 
But, for Ameringer, Native his tory was not a les son in colo nial reck on ing. It 
was ulti mately a story about how mod ern cap i tal ism devoured the agrar ian 
prom ise:

Somebody had to sup port poor Lo. He could not be supported by taxes levied 
on the United States, all  of which had been taken from him. So what more 
nat u ral than to let poor Lo keep his land and let the poor hill bil lies work it? . . .  
And so we have the inter est ing spec ta cle of white, native, Protestant Amer i cans 
work ing as land slaves, ten ants, and share crop pers of the aborig i nal Indian. . . .  
Be out stand ing fea ture of the Homestead Act was that until the set tler could 
prove his use and occu pancy, his pres ence con sti tuted his only claim to the 
land. . . .  Be trag edy of Amer i can farm life is that the Homestead Act was 
not made per pet ual. . . .  As it was, the same sep a ra tion between own er ship and 
labor came about in Amer i can agri cul ture that char ac ter izes mod ern indus try.6

Scholars in Indigenous his tory and Western his tory have cer tainly exam-
ined the con quest and pri vat iza tion of Indigenous lands, both in the nation 
as a whole and in Indian Territory spe ci?  cally.7 Political his to ri ans have also 
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sup plied author i ta tive inter pre ta tions of Oklahoma social ism (and of pop u-
lism and pro gres siv ism, the more main stream cur rents of reform).8 But no one 
has yet attempted to con sider the dis si pa tion of Indigenous power and ter ri-
tory along side the ascen dant national themes of twen ti eth-cen tury polit i cal 
his tory. What could we learn from this unique place, where Amer i can set tler 
colo nial ism cre ated the larg est and most rad i cal white rural mobi li za tion in 
the whole coun try? What did Oklahoma dis sent ers have to say about Indi ans? 
And how did the agrar ian wing of the mod ern Amer i can polit i cal reform tra-
di tion inter sect with Indigenous dis pos ses sion and make sense of it?

Narrating Amer i can pol i tics as rac ist and exclu sion ist is not a novel inter-
pre ta tion, nor is that my inter ven tion. Bis is an impe rial his tory of the polit-
i cal and cul tural diges tion of ter ri to rial con quest—how one set of mod ern 
rad i cals jus ti ?ed, nat u ral ized, and moved on. When US his tory is taught as 
a sur vey course or presented in text books, there is usu ally a very sharp break 
between the his tory of white ter ri to rial set tle ment and Indigenous con quest, 
on the one hand, and the his tory of the mod ern pol i tics of the emer gent 
indus trial order on the other. One chap ter ends with the Ghost Dance and 
the Wounded Knee mas sa cre, and the next chap ter opens with west ern Pop-
ulists ?ght ing rail roads, low com mod ity prices, and the gold stan dard. Be 
Populists her ald a “Progressive Era”—a response to indus tri al ism, a suite of 
reform ideas, and a col lec tion of social improve ments—that struc ture polit i-
cal con tests and pol icy devel op ment for the next two decades. But Oklahoma 
expe ri enced no such neat divi sion. Be nineteenth and twen ti eth cen tu ries 
col lided like two tec tonic plates. I con tend that antimonopolist, anti cor-
po rate, anti cap i tal ist, and social ist ideas—the build ing blocks of a mod ern 
reform tra di tion that we mainly asso ci ate with the period fol low ing con ti-
nen tal con quest—helped jus tify, explain, and con ceal the out comes of con-
quest. In other words, Amer i cans digested empire, one of the coun try’s worst 
fea tures, with some of its best polit i cal con struc tions.

First, some gen eral back ground on Oklahoma.9 In pop u lar mythol ogy and 
older his tor i cal think ing, set tlers moved across North America along a fron-
tier line that bulged and swerved, and was often leapt over in the rush to 
the Paci?c, but that nev er the less traced a steady chro no log i cal pro gres sion 
from East to West. Of course the con cept of the fron tier was des per ately 
Kawed, not only mor ally (it pre sumed des tiny and enti tle ment) but also eco-
nom i cally (indus trial inter ests, not yeomen, ?rst claimed Western resources). 
But in terms of the geo graph i cal marks of ter ri to rial acqui si tion, the estab-
lish ment of polit i cal bound aries, and the con ? ne ment of Native peo ple to 
bounded res er va tions, there were clear divi sions of prop erty and sov er eignty. 
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Even though the fron tier may never have been a steady, west ward-mov ing 
line of white set tle ment, the fron tier did not end in !87D (as pro posed by the 
famous the sis of Frederick Jackson Turner in !87H).10 Rather, it had arranged 
itself as a noose, tied in the cen ter of the coun try around the neck of the last 
remaining chunk of Indian Territory (?g. !).

Into this remaining space, the Amer i can gov ern ment had ?rst relocated 
the Five Nations: the Cher o kees, Creeks, Sem i noles, Choc taws, and Chick-
a saws. Bese Southeastern nations had been forc ibly set tled there in the 
!8HDs and !8IDs with the prom ise that they would now occupy and gov-
ern these new lands for ever. Initially, the Five Nations were granted most 
of what became Oklahoma, but because many of the Indian elites owned 
enslaved peo ple and sided with the Confederacy dur ing the Civil War, the 
US gov ern ment stripped them of their Western pos ses sions in !8FF. In the 
west ern part of Indian Territory the United States then cre ated res er va tions 
for Plains Indian groups defeated dur ing the !8CDs and !88Ds. Also inter-
spersed through out the future state of Oklahoma were the res er va tions of 
other Indigenous nations moved from other parts of the coun try (?g. 8).

OGcially, the fed eral gov ern ment and the mil i tary oper ated under treaty 
orders to eject ille gal white occu pants (tribal sov er eignty still deter mined 
a white per son’s legal res i dency), and that some times hap pened. But mil i-
tary forts and roads, cat tle trails, and rail roads cut across Indian lands (the 

Figure 1. US territorial map in !88D. Adapted from Wikimedia Commons (https: / /commons .wikimedia 
 .org /wiki /File:USA_Territorial_Growth_!88D .jpg). 
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 fed eral gov ern ment com pelled the rail road ces sions, another con se quence of 
the !8FF treaties with the Five Nations). Bese ave nues of mod ern eco nomic 
incor po ra tion brought sup ply towns, an increas ing white pop u la tion, and an 
accel er a tion of indus trial and cor po rate invest ment in the region. Seething 
along the bor ders with Kansas, Missouri, Arkansas, and Texas was also a rest-
less and vio lent mix of hope ful home stead ers clam or ing for their piece of the 
?nal agri cul tural fron tier (?g. H).

In Washington, DC, the Dawes Act of !88C ini ti ated the dis so lu tion of 
Indian Territory and launched the pri vat iza tion of res er va tion lands across 
the coun try (?g. I). On the belief that Indi ans needed to become solid yeo-
men farm ers and upright male heads of house hold, and pro voked by the 
cease less agi ta tion of home steader advo cates demand ing land and indus trial 
inter ests want ing resources, Congress ordered that Indi ans accept pri vate 
allot ments of land, usu ally of around !FD acres, and that “sur plus” land on 
res er va tions be opened for gen eral sur vey and sale. Particularly objec tion-
able to reform ers in Washington was the fact that most Indi ans held land 
com mu nally. As Senator Henry Dawes of Mas sa chu setts explained in !88J, 
the Indi ans “have got as far as they can go, because they own their land in 
com mon. . . .  Bere is no enter prise to make your home any bet ter than that 
of your neigh bor. . . .  Bere is no sel?shness, which is at the bot tom of civ i-
li za tion. Till this peo ple will con sent to give up their lands, and divide them 
among their cit i zens, they will not make much prog ress.”11

Figure 2. Indian Territory in !887. From Gittinger, Formation. It is glued inside the front cover. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/agricultural-history/article-pdf/100/1/1/2375231/1phillips.pdf?guestAccessKey=3b04294e-6559-44aa-a1e0-16a4299b8167 by guest on 05 February 2026



8 Ag.i/u;­u.a; Hi,­4.2 !DD:! • E1b .u a.2 8D8F

Figure 3. US population density in !87D. US Census Bureau (https: / /www .census .gov /library 
 /visualizations /!87D /dec /!87D -population -distribution .html). 

Figure 4. Indian reservations in !888. Bureau of Indian AAairs (available at https: / /digitalcommons 
.csumb .edu /hornbeck_ind_8 /C /). 
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Although the pro cess var ied greatly by res er va tion and ter ri tory, allot ment 
con sti tuted yet another wave of vio lent theft and cul tural anni hi la tion that 
followed so closely on the heels of the res er va tion era that most Amer i-
cans do not under stand its uniquely dispossessive impact. By most esti ma tes, 
before the allot ment era ended in !7HI, the Indigenous land base of the con-
ti nen tal United States decreased by two-thirds as sales trans ferred land from 
Native own ers to white farm ers and extrac tive inter ests—a shock ing ?g-
ure ren dered invis i ble or opaque by con tem po rary maps show ing res er va tion 
bound aries that reveal noth ing about land own er ship or author ity within. In 
Indian Territory, the west ern por tion fell ?rst. First opened for sale in !887 
was a box-shaped par cel located in the cen ter of the ter ri tory that the fed-
eral gov ern ment had taken in the Reconstruction treaties but never assigned 
to a relocated Indigenous group. Ben Congress, applauding the incom ing 
rush of pop u la tion, cre ated the Oklahoma Territory in !87D—a sud den act of 
polit i cal incor po ra tion over the entire west ern por tion, never mind the fact 
that res er va tion lands still cov ered almost all  of it. Organizing an oG cial US 
ter ri tory extended legal rights to pres ent and future white set tlers and put the 
region on the path to state hood. Now the map was divided, roughly equally, 
into two parts: the Oklahoma Territory in the west ern por tion of the future 
state, and still-sov er eign Indian Territory in the East (?g. J).

Federal agents next coerced allot ment agree ments from each res er va tion 
in the Oklahoma Territory, and set tlers and spec u la tors poured in to claim 
their pieces in a fre netic spasm of land runs and lot ter ies dur ing the !87Ds 
and early !7DDs. Attention also turned east, toward the Indian Territory that 
remained under the sov er eignty of each of the Five Nations. Be Dawes Act 
had ini tially exempted the Five Nations, but a com mis sion headed by none 
other than retired sen a tor Henry Dawes set out from Washington in !87I to 
com pel the allot ment of Cher o kee, Creek, Sem i nole, Choc taw, and Chick-
a saw lands. Congress strength ened the bargaining posi tion of the Dawes 
Commission by abolishing all  tribal laws and courts in !878 and bring ing all  
res i dents, Indian and non-Indian, under direct fed eral author ity. Allotment 
wiped out the tribal land base of the Five Nations. From a starting point of 
around !7.J mil lion acres, almost !F mil lion acres were privatized imme di-
ately, and the remain der was sold at pub lic auc tion or held in trust by the 
Interior Department.12

With dena tion al iza tion and the ini tial stages of allot ment accom plished 
by !7D8, Congress pre pared to cre ate one new state. In Indian Territory, del-
e gates met at a con ven tion in !7DJ and defen sively drew up a new con sti tu-
tion for their own state of Sequoyah. But Congress wouldn’t hear of it. Be 
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white res i dents and future vot ers of both ter ri to ries were mostly Southern 
Democrats, and the Republican Congress was ready to tol er ate one, but not 
two, Democratic-lean ing states. Oklahoma entered the union as a sin gle state 
in !7DC, with every Native nation’s land allot ted and its gov ern ment extin-
guished.

Indeed, the sub stan tial white pop u la tion of Indian Territory reveals a more 
com pli cated his tory of the area’s social com po si tion. By !87D, in fact, whites 
already outnumbered Indi ans two to one; by !7!D, just after state hood, four 
out of ?ve res i dents of Oklahoma were white. Within the Five Nations there 
had been a slave hold ing class who oper ated cot ton plan ta tions. After the 
Civil War, this class merged with eco nomic mod ern iz ers, usu ally of “mixed 
blood” and intermarried with whites, who desired to take part in the bounty 
of nineteenth-cen tury cap i tal ism and to edu cate their chil dren for those roles. 
Hoping to develop more resources and to cul ti vate com mer cial and indus trial 
activ i ties, these Native elites often wel comed white immi grants who came 
legally to work as their agents, employ ees, and ten ants. Be Indian nations 
also con veyed tribal cit i zen ship—and with it, the right to improve pri vate 
par cels of land—to white men who mar ried Native women. Denigrated as 

Figure 5. US Oklahoma Territory and Indian Territory in !87D. Library of Congress (https: / /www .loc 
.gov /resource /gID8D .ctD!!!J7 /). 
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oppor tu nis tic and sleazy “squaw men,” the lower-class seg ment of this male 
pop u la tion blended in with the numer ous aspir ing white farm ers who sim ply 
snuck in and squat ted ille gally.

Afri can Amer i cans made up more than 8 per cent of the state’s pop u la tion 
by !7!D, a ?g ure that also topped that of the Indian pop u la tion. Be treaties 
after the Civil War had required the Five Nations to free enslaved peo ple and 
grant them cit i zen ship, and while each Nation resisted and sty mied Black 
inte gra tion, Afri can Amer i cans in the Indian Territory enjoyed com par a-
tively more free dom and oppor tu nity than else where. As enrolled cit i zens 
of one of the Five Nations, they were also enti tled to pri vate allot ments in 
the late !87Ds and early !7DDs, a devel op ment that occurred nowhere else in 
the South. Drawn to a hoped-for prom ised land, other Afri can Amer i cans 
migrated to the Oklahoma Territory and par tic i pated in the land runs and 
lot ter ies. However, rac ist intim i da tion and vio lence prevented Afri can Amer-
i cans from claiming land on the same terms as whites, and groups of Black 
migrants often worked together to pur chase land from spec u la tors. Many 
all -Black towns sprouted up, and news of the com par a tive free doms of Okla-
homa attracted more hope ful Black migrants. Statehood, how ever, cre ated 
the polit i cal struc tures of white suprem acy (the new leg is la ture’s very ?rst 
order of busi ness was a seg re ga tion law), and whites met Black advance ment 
and immi gra tion with exclu sion and ter ror. Disfranchisement proceeded less 
straight for wardly than seg re ga tion but was accom plished with more round-
about means by !7!F.

As for white set tle ment, two diA er ent pat terns of migra tion pop u lated 
the state, giv ing it a bifur cated cul tural and agri cul tural char ac ter. Midwest-
erners occu pied the north and west, while South ern ers moved into the south 
and east. Before state hood, many of these farm ers occu pied the land ille-
gally, but many also leased land from Indi ans and worked as the ten ants 
of Indian land own ers. Under allot ment, the fed eral gov ern ment ini tially 
restricted the rights of Indi ans to sell or lease their prop erty. But it soon 
succumbed to pop u lar pres sure, from white set tlers as well as Indi ans, and 
grad u ally loos ened these restric tions. Bis threw the land and rental mar kets 
wide open to hun dreds of manip u la tive spec u la tors and devi ous businessmen 
who swarmed the for mer Indian Territory and swin dled land from allot tees 
and wards with meth ods that ranged from decep tion to mur der. “Grafting” 
was the name given to this wide spread prac tice of locat ing non-Indi ans on 
Indian allot ments.13 Grafters seized their chances when restricted and non-
tax able allot ments sud denly transitioned to fee-sim ple title and became sub-
ject to prop erty taxes and cred i tor liens, and they took advan tage of Indi ans’ 
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 unfa mil iar ity with real estate law, con tracts, deeds, and pro bate.14 Be result: 
Most white farm ers, espe cially in the for mer lands of the Five Nations, were 
no more likely to own their own farms. Bey became the ten ants and share-
crop pers of those who had acquired title to Indian land.

While the small farmer’s posi tion unraveled across the entire coun try, the 
pro cess was uniquely and pain fully acute in Oklahoma. In the south and 
east, the rural land scape was char ac ter ized by small cot ton farms oper ated 
by impoverished ten ants and share crop pers who were locked out of credit. 
Toward the north and west—where more of the land had been cheap or free, 
given the home stead struc ture of the land runs and the lot ter ies in Oklahoma 
Territory—many of the set tlers arrived with out cash or cap i tal and had to 
mort gage their land imme di ately to begin oper a tions. In !87D less than ! per-
cent of the ter ri tory’s farm ers had been ten ants. By !7!D more than half of the 
state’s farm ers were ten ants, and that ?g ure reached two-thirds in the east ern 
part of the state, where cot ton dom i nated (?g. F). Of the land own ers in the 
state as a whole, four-?fths car ried heavy mort gage debt.15

Scholars have pro duced a vast body of work on social ism in Oklahoma, but 
the topic faded from his tor i cal atten tion in the !77Ds. Because Indian Territory 
and Oklahoma are such rich set tings for stud ies of racial for ma tion and racial 
divi sion, most of the recent lit er a ture explores Black, Indigenous, and white 
rela tions.16 It is under stand able that within this set of con cerns, white pol i tics 

Figure 6. Tenancy in Oklahoma, !7!D. From John H. Southern, “Farm Tenancy in Oklahoma” (Still-
water, OK: Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin No. 8H7, !7H7), 7. 
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in the ter ri to rial and early-state hood eras—whether con ser va tive, pro gres-
sive, or rad i cal—is largely under stood as con sti tu tive of the region’s unusual 
yet de?n i tive path to white suprem acy and elite eco nomic dom i na tion. Be 
Socialist lead er ship, for exam ple, demanded full eco nomic and polit i cal equal-
ity for Afri can Amer i cans and actively campaigned against dis fran chise ment 
between !7!8 and !7!F, which they accu rately under stood as threat en ing the 
work ing class as a whole. For this defense of Black vot ing rights, the Socialist 
Party received an ava lanche of abuse from its par ti san rivals. Meanwhile the 
rank-and-?le mem bers of the Socialist Party remained rac ist and exclu sion ary, 
and while some Black news pa pers acknowl edged the posi tion of the party and 
aGrmed the hos til ity that Afri can Amer i cans faced from both the Democrats 
and the Republicans, actu ally join ing the Socialist Party was too great a risk 
for Afri can Amer i cans aspir ing to polit i cal and com mer cial respect abil ity.17

Be older lit er a ture on social ism, in con trast, mostly recon structs a remark-
able move ment of the dirt-poor and down trod den who paid their party dues, 
gath ered in enor mous encamp ments every sum mer, lis tened with rapt atten-
tion to hours-long speeches, sub scribed to their local Socialist weekly, and 
refused to defer to the town, landed, and legal elites (?gs. C, 8, and 7). Be 
Socialist Party of Oklahoma grew ?rst from the rem nants of the Populist 

Figure 7. Eugene Debs speaking at an encampment in Snyder, Oklahoma; no date. Photograph 
reproduced with permission from the Oklahoma Labor Studies Collection, Western History Collec-
tions, University of Oklahoma Libraries, Norman, Oklahoma. 
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Party and then the Farmers’ Union, but these move ments had empha sized 
the unity of all  rural soci ety against Northern plu toc racy; in Oklahoma they 
were dom i nated by land own ers and busi ness inter ests and oAered no out-
let for renter and ten ant out rage. It is no won der the state’s Democratic 
elite engaged in voter sup pres sion in !7!F to counter the Socialist threat 
and snuAed it out com pletely dur ing World War I with crim i nal con spir acy 
charges. Quashing white rad i cal ism was the coun ter part to quashing Black 
advance ment. Like the Tulsa race mas sa cre of !78!, the sup pres sion of left ists 
solid i ?ed white elite con trol and erased mem o ries of a more diverse and par-
tic i pa tory polit i cal period.

But how did the polit i cal rad i cals under stand Indigenous his tory? And 
did they ever acknowl edge the pro cesses of land pri vat iza tion and dis pos-
ses sion that con tin ued to unfold along side the growth of the Socialist Party? 
While the older schol ar ship on social ism cer tainly Kags Native dena tion al-
iza tion, allot ment, and cap i tal ist land accu mu la tion as key deter mi nants of 
wide spread white ten ancy that under lay the growth of social ism, the ear lier 
gen er a tion of his to ri ans asked ques tions fun da men tally unre lated to empire. 
For exam ple, they won dered how Southwestern Socialists rec on ciled  

Figure .. First Socialist convention in Okemah, Oklahoma, !7DC. Photograph reproduced with per-
mission from the John Dunning Political Collection, Box H, Folder HI, Oklahoma Historical Society, 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. 
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wide spread land hun ger with Marx ist indus trial doc trine; whether the reli-
gi os ity and rac ism of the Socialist rank and ?le undermined its rad i cal 
validity; whether out side lead er ship was needed to cat a lyze the local move-
ment; and how his to ri ans should value and weigh the “indig e nous” com-
po nents of Oklahoma social ism. Of course, by “indig e nous” these schol ars 
did not mean any Native inKu ence; they meant the uniquely “Amer i can” (as 
opposed to Euro pean or urban) threads: the prom ise of secure small holder 
land ten ure and the move ment’s demo graphic and theo log i cal over lap with 
evan gel i cal Prot es tant ism.

It is tempt ing to reKect on the ear lier schol ar ship’s use of the term “indig e-
nous” to mean “Amer i can” in an excep tional national sense, instead of “Native 
Amer i can,” the way it is used today. One cer tainly won ders whether the older 
use of the term clouded the pos si ble con sid er ation of social ism’s actual rela-
tion ship with Indigeneity. I say “Indigeneity” in the rei?ed intel lec tual sense 

Figure 9. Socialist Party membership 
card, !7!J. Reproduced with permis-
sion from the John Dunning Political 
Collection, Box H, Folder HH, Oklahoma 
Historical Society, Oklahoma City, 
Oklahoma. 
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because there is lit tle to no evi dence that Oklahoma Socialists ever seri ously 
reached out to Indi ans or con sid ered them a vot ing con stit u ency worth sus-
tained pur suit. I did dis cover that in early !7!!, the Socialist Party’s State 
Executive Committee announced that “our Indian friends in the east ern part 
of the state are being robbed of their lands daily by the unscru pu lous land 
grafters” and that they resolved to “devise some plan by which the Indi ans 
may be taught the prin ci ples of Socialism.”18 I could not dis cover whether 
any one took up this task, but the pater nal is tic rhet o ric, com bined with the 
state’s over whelm ingly white demo graph ics, sug gest they did not. A spe cial 
cen sus at the time of state hood found that Indi ans made up only 7 per cent 
of Oklahoma’s pop u la tion.19 In !7!D, whites made up 8D per cent. Gathering 
up those newly enfran chised votes in a new state was pre cisely the point of 
the reform ist Socialist Party, which aimed for a major i tar ian, dem o cratic, and 
legit i mate tran si tion to the coop er a tive com mon wealth.

On the Indian side, it is likely that only the bet ter-oA and mixed-race 
mem bers voted in Amer i can elec tions. Be exten sion of US cit i zen ship was 
back handed and pre mised on impe rial incor po ra tion: the accep tance of land 
pri vat iza tion and dena tion al iza tion. Many com mu nally ori ented fullbloods 
resisted allot ment and con quest well into the twen ti eth cen tury, and oth-
ers nav i gated the allot ment regime to sus tain fam ily and vil lage ties in iso-
la tion.20 One sur vey of Native news pa pers turned up no ref er ences to the 
Socialist Party, but most Indian papers had folded or trans ferred own er ship 
soon after state hood in any case.21 I dis cov ered a notice in a Socialist news-
pa per that a leaK et titled “Why the Indian Should Vote the Socialist Ticket” 
was being printed in the Choc taw lan guage in !7!8, but if any such leaK et has 
sur vived, in English or an Indian lan guage, his to ri ans have yet to ?nd it.22

For Socialist sources, we have almost two dozen news pa pers, some archi val 
records and per sonal papers, a few essays and pam phlets by cen tral ?g ures, 
and one full-length auto bi og ra phy. Scattered in these sources are enough 
ref er ences to Indi ans to con clude that Oklahoma’s rad i cals occa sion ally 
con sid ered the Indian ques tion but con sis tently pivoted from con quest to 
cap i tal ism’s next set of vic tims: white farm ers. Bey spun fron tier Native vic-
tim hood, and the con ti nu i ties of vic tim hood in Oklahoma, into an urgent 
new mis sion: dethroning Indian grafters and dis trib ut ing land to the poor.

It would be unrea son able to expect an Amer i can polit i cal party to chal-
lenge ter ri to rial con quest after the fact. Denationalization, allot ment, and the 
entrench ment of white ten ancy were faits accomplis. My inten tion is rather 
an intel lec tual and rhe tor i cal anal y sis: to describe how polit i cal rad i cals—still 
immersed in impe rial pro cesses—digested empire; how they acknowl edged 
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it and imme di ately adapted it to left ist and even admi ra ble causes. Be best 
writ ing comes from a small num ber of Oklahoma Socialists who achieved 
national prom i nence. I take no posi tion on the ques tion of whether the Okla-
homa move ment was cat a lyzed by a cadre of such out sid ers. But the most 
reveal ing and well-com posed com men tary on the Indian ques tion comes 
from the published work of two ded i cated activ ists not orig i nally from the 
state: Kate Richards O’Hare and Oscar Ameringer.

Kate Richards O’Hare, known as “Red Kate” for her flam ing hair as 
well as her pol i tics, rose to national prom i nence as a pop u lar Socialist ora-
tor before being imprisoned in the Missouri State Penitentiary for crit i ciz-
ing US involve ment in World War I.23 Born in !8CF in a Kansas sod house, 
Kate Richards always felt sym pa thy for strug gling farm ers because her father 
failed as a home steader, took up work in Kansas City, and lodged his fam ily 
in the town’s poorest sec tion. Richards trained as a teacher in Nebraska but 
returned to Missouri to help her fam ily, where she got involved in vol un tary 
social causes and sur prised her father and his employ ees by tak ing up work 
as a machin ist in his shop. Coming of age as a worker in a male-dom i nated 
?eld, she joined a labor union, debated labor issues, read reform ist lit er a ture, 
and resolved to take on a new life’s mis sion after hear ing a rous ing Socialist 
speech from Mary Harris “Mother” Jones.

In !7D!, Richards moved to Girard, Kansas, where Julius A. Way land had 
established a heart land vil lage for rad i cals. Girard was home to the Appeal 
to Reason, a Socialist paper with a siz able national cir cu la tion owing to an 
exten sive net work of vol un teer salesmen, and also to the International School 
of Socialist Economy, where Kate met her hus band, Frank O’Hare. After 
their mar riage on Way land’s porch, the O’Hares trav eled around the coun-
try speak ing in labor hot spots. In !7DI they moved to Oklahoma Territory 
and set tled in the town of Chandler, located on the for mer Sac and Fox 
Reservation, on the west ern bor der of the Creek Nation. Frank took up a job 
in Oklahoma City as a state Socialist orga nizer while Kate remained deter-
mined to keep up writ ing and lec tur ing, even with the respon si bil ity of four 
chil dren (the mid dle twins were named Eugene and Victor, after Eugene 
Victor Debs). Be O’Hares led an active social and polit i cal life within the 
move ment, and Kate, along with Debs, was a favor ite speaker at the large 
encamp ments that drew hun dreds of peo ple each sum mer. After the elec tion 
of !7D8 in Oklahoma, which revealed sig ni?  cant growth in Socialist sup port, 
Frank O’Hare’s health col lapsed, and the cou ple moved to Kansas City.24 
Kate’s star grew brighter as Frank’s faded. After her release from prison 
in !78D, Kate reached the height of her fame when she led the “Children’s 
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 Crusade,” a cross-coun try march and two-month vigil out side the White 
House to demand the release of polit i cal pris on ers.

In !7DF, Kate O’Hare published an essay about Oklahoma in the Interna-
tional Socialist Review, a monthly published in Chicago. “Be Land of Graft” 
oAered up an extended anal y sis of the Indian ques tion, with a voice and per-
spec tive that the author intended to be empa thetic and polit i cally pre scient.25 
She opened with the O’Hares’ sum mer arrival in Indian Territory, where they 
pitched their tent by a beau ti ful stream and met a most “agree  able” com pan-
ion of edu cated Scotch-Irish and Cher o kee stock, Don  Mur phy, who told 
them tales of graft and grafters and who revealed the hid den secrets of the 
vis i ble wealth of many Indian Territory towns. “You have read a lot about 
the immense sums of money expended on the lazy Indian by the gov ern-
ment,” Mur phy declared, “but mark my words, the Indian has received lit tle 
but red tape and the grafter has come for the rest.” O’Hare pressed Mur phy 
for exam ples of “legit i mate businessmen”—surely there must be some in the 
Indian Territory? “Possibly, ma’am,” Mur phy replied, “but they are men of 
small means . . .  men who have not yet learned how much eas ier it is to make 
a liv ing by grafting than by busi ness . . .  or the men who are nat u rally too 
hon est to be any thing but poor.”26

Alarmed by Mur phy’s asser tions, O’Hare set oA to inves ti gate the Indian 
Territory’s eco nomic his tory. She found a resource-rich land plagued with 
law yers and cor po rate par a sites. “Small as is the Indi ans’ domain at the pres-
ent time, it is a land of untold rich ness,” she explained to her read ers, and 
“thereon hangs the tale” of the grafter:

Be unlim ited oppor tu ni ties for the Indian Territory law yer to turn an hon est 
penny is quite beyond the com pre hen sion of the human mind. Naturally the 
real, large, lus cious plums fall to the lot of the favored few, the real aris toc racy 
of Grafterdom. . . .  Great cor po ra tions have come to Indian Territory to bring 
the stores of unlim ited wealth from the earth and there are many nego ti a-
tions between the cor po ra tions and the Indi ans which means fat fees for the 
law yers. . . .  When the Indian with his char ac ter is tic igno rance of the value of 
money has one big spree he will ?nd him self pen ni less, the lit tle grafters have 
his money, the big ones his land.27

While O’Hare per ceived the fre netic energy with which aggres sive pri vate 
and cor po rate inter ests con sol i dated con trol over the nat u ral resources of 
Indian Territory, and while she recounted their desire for state hood to bet ter 
con tinue these pur suits, she did not men tion the Curtis Act of !878 or the 
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Dawes Commission. Neither did she use the word “allot ment,” nor did she 
attempt to recount the recent chro nol ogy of dena tion al iza tion, the ongo ing 
meth ods of land dis pos ses sion, or the pre cise chan nels of spec u la tor and cor-
po rate inKu ence. It took another three decades, in fact, for any one to pub-
lish that full story. Angie Debo’s !7ID mas ter piece, And Still the Waters Run, 
remains the most thor oughly documented and researched account of the 
era’s decep tion, cor rup tion, and impov er ish ment—what Debo called a “vast 
crim i nal con spir acy.” But Debo also insisted that the facts hit her per son ally 
like a “rev e la tion”; she “had grown up in Oklahoma with out know ing that 
these things were so.”28

Observers at the time most cer tainly knew these things were hap pen-
ing, Socialists espe cially. But unlike Debo, they did not take direct issue 
with Amer i can impe rial expan sion; they pivoted to the injus tices of the 
 twen ti eth-cen tury eco nomic order. In !7ID, Debo would depict the Five 
Nations at the close of the nineteenth cen tury as con sen su ally attached to 
com mu nal land hold ing and national sov er eignty. She would argue that by 
forc ing polit i cal ter mi na tion and land allot ment, the United States had vio-
lated sol emn treaties and stran gled a legit i mate way of life. Every sub se quent 
scholar of Oklahoma has followed in Debo’s foot steps. I say this to make 
an impor tant com par i son with O’Hare spe ci?  cally, and with the Oklahoma 
Socialists more gen er ally: Bey more often sketched a much vaguer story of 
Indi ans under cut by the state and plu to crats, caught up in a pro cess for which 
they were unpre pared. Bey were a still-prim i tive peo ple locked in an ear lier 
stage of human evo lu tion. Be Indian “is just a man in the child hood of the 
race,” O’Hare explained, “just a lit tle par cel of the fargone past, ruth lessly 
tossed into the hus tling pres ent.”29

Toward what con clu sion was O’Hare headed in “Be Land of Graft”? In 
the ter ri to ries right now, she said, there is a “cloud appearing on the hori zon 
of the Land O Graft and its shadow is weighing heavy on the heart of the 
grafter.” Bat cloud was the gath er ing strength of Socialism. Be Socialist 
orga niz ers who fanned out across the ter ri to ries found increas ing sup port 
among the “white farmer and mechanic” who were “harassed and dis gusted 
with the exac tions of the grafters, and will ing to con sider any prop o si tion 
that prom ises relief.” O’Hare was so hope ful about the party’s pros pects that 
she won dered whether “the Socialist will not only force state hood, but write 
the con sti tu tion as well.”30

Here we see the polit i cal pivot from empire. Be ter ri to ries must become 
nation ally incor po rated as a state because enfran chised vot ers (who might 
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soon include those disfranchised white farm ers and mechan ics resid ing in the 
Five Nations) needed polit i cal power to posi tion the cloud over the grafters’ 
heads and bring down the rain of social jus tice. And the eco nomic pivot? 
Be story of the Indi ans was not one of lost sov er eignty but of their vic tim-
i za tion, ?rst by the US gov ern ment and now by cap i tal ist forces. Statehood, 
O’Hare rue fully predicted, will be “the last scene in the drama of the Amer-
i can Indian. . . .  Be full-blood is rap idly disappearing under the hot-house 
pro cess we have inKicted upon him, the mixed-blood is being assim i lated by 
the white race, and through the law of the sur vival of the ?t test, the Indian is 
fast disappearing; mean while, that par a site, the grafter, Kourishes like a Trust 
after a fed eral inves ti ga tion.”31 After threading the child like Indi ans neatly 
into a pre quel of state and elite malfeasance, O’Hare could call for all  hands 
on deck to con front the mod ern cap i tal ist threat.

Oscar Ameringer arrived in Oklahoma in !7DC, a year after O’Hare, but 
stayed much, much lon ger—until his death in !7IH. Ameringer was both an 
insti tu tion builder and an intel lec tual: a party man, cir cuit rider, edi tor, and 
pam phle teer.32 Born in a Swabian vil lage in Germany in !8CD, in a coun-
try caught up in monar chi cal and mar tial sen ti ment, he Ked to the United 
States at age six teen, joined a Ger man wood work ers’ union in Cincinnati, 
and then roamed the coun try as a musi cian, por trait art ist, and ladies’ man. 
He marched in the !88F strikes for an eight-hour day and “dis cov ered indus-
trial union ism, JeAersonian democ racy, and Mark Twain’s humor before he 
stud ied Marx ism.”33

After set tling down in Colum bus, Ohio, with a wife and three chil dren, 
Ameringer became an instant con vert to Henry George’s Progress and Pov-
erty. He ran unsuc cess fully for oGce as a sin gle-taxer, joined the Socialist 
Party around !7D!, and remained com mit ted to rad i cal, redis trib u tive tax a tion 
as both a dem o cratic idea and a work able polit i cal strat egy. He went to New 
Orleans to edit the news pa per of the Brewery Workers’ Union and assisted 
white and Black dock work ers in their ?ght against employers and con ser-
va tive craft unions. He moved to Oklahoma in !7DC with the vague inten-
tion of help ing the poor in a “brand-new state” where there might be “less 
resis tance to white and black uplift.” Bere Ameringer found a “live social ist 
move ment” and never left.34 He devoted him self to the Socialist cause as an 
edi tor and admin is tra tor, but espe cially as a pop u lar speaker who brought 
in the con verts with oA-color jokes and a bit ing, satir i cal wit (?g. !D).35 His 
!7ID auto bi og ra phy, If You Don’t Weaken, was widely reviewed in East Coast 
lit er ary cir cles—the “brain belt,” he called it—and the mid dle chap ters on 
Oklahoma con tain an extraor di nary account of Ameringer’s trav els among 
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the rural under class, Oklahoma’s abject pov erty, and the polit i cal cul ture of 
its Socialist com mu nity.

Unlike urban coun ter parts such as Victor Berger and other Marx ist stal-
warts, who viewed farm ers as petty cap i tal ists and aGrmed the “idi ocy of 
rural life,” Ameringer under stood that many Amer i cans had rooted their 
dem o cratic hopes in the soil. He liked farm ers—their gen er os ity to strang ers 
and heaping din ner tables. He admired the proud Black Forest peas ants, the 
Penn syl va nia Dutch, and the small hold ers of Ohio’s Pickaway Plains, with 
a “huge manure pile in front of their great barns” indi cat ing attach ment to 
per ma nence and com mu nity. All these exam ples represented an “idea of farm 
life so much supe rior to the cor po ra tion farms and ten antry-cursed plan-
ta tions I was to see later.”36 Indeed, on his ?rst speak ing tour through the 
state, the mis er a ble liv ing stan dards of Oklahoma’s ten ants sent Ameringer 
into shock. Gathered in one school house was an “inde scrib able aggre ga tion 
of mois ture, steam, dirt, rags, unshaven men, slat ternly women, and fret ting 
 chil dren”—and they were farm ers? “I had come upon another America!” A 
night spent in one of the “bet ter ten ant shacks” involved a cot with out a 
mat tress; a cold break fast of cornbread, molas ses, and chic ory “coA ee”; and 
a noc tur nal pha lanx of bed bugs, mos qui toes, and chig gers, who “seemed 

Figure 10. Picnic at a Socialist encampment, !7D7 or !7!D. Ameringer is fourth from the right. Pho-
tograph reproduced with permission from the Oklahoma Labor Studies Collection, Western History 
Collections, University of Oklahoma Libraries, Norman, Oklahoma. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/agricultural-history/article-pdf/100/1/1/2375231/1phillips.pdf?guestAccessKey=3b04294e-6559-44aa-a1e0-16a4299b8167 by guest on 05 February 2026



88 Ag.i/u;­u.a; Hi,­4.2 !DD:! • E1b .u a.2 8D8F

exceed ingly fond of itin er ant social ists.”37 Bese peo ple needed not uplift 
from above, but upheaval from below:

I saw a white man beg ging a Choc taw squaw man who owned the only remain-
ing spring in that neigh bor hood to let him have credit for a few buck ets of water 
for his thirsty fam ily. . . .  I saw smug, well dressed, overly well fed hyp o crites 
march to church on Sab bath day, Bibles under their arms, praying for God’s 
king dom on earth while fat ten ing like lat ter-day can ni bals on the share crop-
pers. I saw pol i ti cians geysering JeAersonian plat i tudes with out even know ing, 
much less car ing, that they were addressing as wretched a set of abject slaves 
as ever walked the face of the earth.38

Ameringer formed part of a small cohort of national Socialist Party mem-
bers who demanded that its plat form rec on cile the Marx ist under stand ing 
of farm ers as doomed lit tle cap i tal ists with a prac ti cal Amer i can under stand-
ing of highly indebted and land less farm ers as fel low work ers—a ver sion of 
which the party accepted in !7!8.39 Be Oklahoma Socialist Party, how ever, 
raced ahead of the nation als in devis ing land plat forms that spoke directly to 
the pop u la tion’s yearn ing for sta bil ity and pre dict abil ity. In !7D7, Ameringer 
helped found the Oklahoma Renter’s Union and wrote its Declaration of 
Principles. He emphat i cally declared to Oklahoma’s ten ants and share crop-
pers that they indeed made up the work ing class:

Be rural pop u la tion at pres ent is com posed of clas ses whose inter ests are antag-
o nis tic to each other. On the one hand, we have a small class of land own ers who 
pos sess large tracts of land, but who do not work land. On the other hand, we 
have a large class of rent ers who till the soil but do not own it. . . .  Every new 
dis cov ery, every improve ment of machin ery, is appropriated by the Landlord 
while the work ing ten ants receive only so much as to live a life of mis ery, toil, 
and star va tion. Be owning class con trol the pow ers of State, Press, and largely 
the pul pit.40

Beginning in !7D7, the Oklahoma Socialist Party also prom ised a dem-
o cratic land pol icy in addi tion to the “prin ci ples set forth in our national 
pro gram.”41 Once in con trol of the gov ern ment, they would levy heavy 
taxes on land monop o lies and spec u la tors, and use the pro ceeds to increase 
the pub lic domain for ten ant set tle ment. Be farmer would pay rent to the 
gov ern ment for a lim ited period of time but would gain full use and occu-
pancy rights for his and his heirs’ life times. Be land could never be sold 
on the pri vate mar ket, but the set tler retained own er ship over his tools, 
build ings, and improve ments. Bis was not exactly a new Homestead Act, 
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but nei ther was it a plan to con ?s cate the land and divide it into state-run 
oper a tions. “Most farm ers imag ine that the pri vate own er ship of the farm 
is the only think able arrange ment by which they can obtain the prod uct 
of their labor,” Ameringer explained, “but this is not the case. . . .  THE 
RIGHT TO THE USE OF THE LAND WILL INSURE [sic] THE 
PRODUCT TO THE PRODUCER AS EFFECTIVELY AS OUT-
RIGHT OWNERSHIP.”42

Be land plat form was not an updated Homestead Act, because there 
could never be another Homestead Act: Socialists asserted that the fron-
tier was gone and that the agri cul tural lad der had folded. Bis is why this 
moment of polit i cal ideology formed a sig ni?  cant depar ture from the age-
old Euro-Amer i can anger at aris to cratic land rela tions, land hoard ing, and 
greedy spec u la tors.43 Be coun try had ?lled in, the escape hatch had disap-
peared, and indus trial rela tions would every where replace agrar ian ones. Be 
agri cul tural work ing class and the indus trial work ing class must under stand 
their par al lel sit u a tions. With their land plat form, the Oklahoma Social-
ists intended to delay and human ize the inev i ta ble pro cess of con sol i da-
tion for farm work ers, ten ants, and highly indebted small hold ers. We shall 
place “a check to the expro pri a tion of the farm ing class by the cap i tal ists,” 
Ameringer explained, “while at the same time open a way for the devel op-
ment of coop er a tive farm ing and the grad ual nation al i za tion of the land.”44 
In !78H, Ameringer’s biog ra pher declared the pro posal “a unique prod uct of 
urban and rural rad i cal ism—an indig e nous, social ist land pro gram.”45

“Indigenous”? Be ter ri tory’s Indian nations had just fought bit terly 
against polit i cal exter mi na tion and vehe mently defended com mu nal land-
hold ing as a sys tem well suited for maintaining the poor while oAer ing 
out lets for entre pre neur ial energy.46 Be entire thrust of fed eral allot ment 
pol icy was to rid Native ter ri tory of com mu nal land gov er nance. And now, 
just a decade later, the Socialists pro posed to bring it back. Bis is not ironic. 
It was an act of rad i cal impe rial diges tion, converting an existing geog ra-
phy of con quest into a land scape of mod ern social jus tice. If there was any 
Socialist acknowl edg ment of the Oklahoma farm plat form’s sim i lar ity to 
the com mu nal land arrange ments in the for mer Indian Territory, I have yet 
to ?nd it.

Be Oklahoma Socialist Party State Platform as a whole, in fact, con-
tained just two ref er ences to Indi ans. Be ?rst indi cated an under stand ing 
of the gov ern ment pol i cies that facil i tated such exten sive graft and fraud, in 
that the party demanded an end to pro fes sional guard ian ship “for the pur-
pose of cut ting out court expenses and law yer fees, which are now gob bling 
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up prac ti cally all  the income from small estates, espe cially that of Indi ans 
in the east ern part of the state.”47 Be fed eral gov ern ment required that 
Indian minors and restricted Indi ans (those with JD per cent or more Indian 
blood) be assigned pro fes sional white guard ians for the pur poses of man ag-
ing annu ities and allot ments. After !7D8, juris dic tion over such mat ters was 
trans ferred from fed eral courts to local pro bate courts, and this opened the 
door to even more aggres sive, unscru pu lous, and vio lent meth ods for decep-
tion and accu mu la tion.48 With this clause demand ing the end to guard-
ian ship, the Socialists oG cially objected to the means of dis pos ses sion, its 
fre netic and fraud u lent char ac ter, but not to empire per se. Guardianships 
and graft were how Oklahoma elites obtained their money and their power, 
and how they con trolled both the gov ern ment and the two rival polit i cal 
parties.

Be next ref er ence to Indi ans in the State Platform indi cated that the 
party itself intended to take advan tage of Native land sales to address the 
ten ant prob lem. Be plat form pro vided details about how the pub lic domain 
would be expanded, com ple men tary with con ?s ca tory tax a tion: through the 
reten tion of school lands, the rec la ma tion and pur chase of arid and over Kow 
lands, and land seized for non pay ment of taxes. A ?nal ave nue of land acqui-
si tion would be “by the pur chase of seg re gated and unallotted Indian lands.”49 
Unallotted lands were those acres the gov ern ment con sid ered “sur plus” after 
the ini tial dis tri bu tion of privatized par cels. A typ i cal notice for the sale of 
such lands in the for mer Chick a saw Nation read: “Be gov ern ment sale of 
unallotted lands in Carter County will open in Ardmore, Decem ber 8H.”50 
Be Socialists, in other words, would also scrape up for mer Five Nations land 
but would assign those acres to a bet ter pur pose.

Again, it would be unrea son able to expect a Native land res ti tu tion plank 
in the plat form of a third party try ing to grab votes from Democrats and 
Republicans. Be his tor i cal sig ni?  cance lies in chro no log i cal over lap. Be 
pub lic-own er ship ideal of agrar ian rad i cal ism took shape along side and in 
reac tion to Indian dis pos ses sion, not after it; and the Socialists proceeded 
with what appears to be a will ful igno rance of the recent sov er eign mod-
els of Native com mu nal land hold ing. Most Amer i cans, Socialists included, 
essen tially under stood Indi ans as a dying and defeated race, what ever empa-
thy they might have expressed for the man ner of dis pos ses sion. “Firewater, 
unnat u ral envi ron ment, slow pauperization, tuber cu lo sis, and syph i lis were 
?nishing the civ i li za tion of the ?ve civ i lized tribes,” Oscar Ameringer later 
wrote in his auto bi og ra phy, “a pro cess of dete ri o ra tion begun by the man u-
fac tur ers of Colt revolv ers and barbed-wire fence.”51
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At the time, how ever, Ameringer’s news pa per edi to ri als did describe the 
more spe ci?c pro cess of allot ment sales and land pri vat iza tion that  overlapped 
with the Socialist move ment. But he deployed his descrip tions of the con-
tem po rary sit u a tion as a primer on the sources of white exploi ta tion and the 
neces sity for polit i cal action. Be grad ual removal of restric tions over the ?rst 
decades of the twen ti eth cen tury expanded the num ber of enrolled Indi ans 
who could sell their acres, open ing up a great deal of pre vi ously Native land 
to mar ket sale (?g. !!). Ameringer had to get from that sit u a tion to the con-
cerns of his read ers. “Be gov ern ment of the United States made land lords 
out of the Indi ans,” he wrote, “supported by half-starved cot ton rais ers.” Bis 
would be bad enough, he con tin ued, but the Indi ans were also under renewed 
attack “by swarms of leeches, par a sites, and grafters. . . .  Be land is leased by 
the land grafters and parcelled out among the farm ers at exhorbitant [sic] 
rent.” And what did his read ers need to know? Bat Socialists stood against 
this feu dal ism while their main rivals rev eled in it. “Court oG cials, sher iAs, 
and judges work in cayhoot [sic] with the land sharks. . . .  Bis mot ley aggre-
ga tion of per jur ers, forg ers, and thieves form the back bone of the Democratic 
Party of Oklahoma.”52

Oscar Ameringer ulti mately under stood Indian vic tim hood as a pre quel 
to mod ern issues of eco nomic exploi ta tion. Like Kate O’Hare, he did not 
pause to ques tion the moral ity of con quest or to recount its spe ci?c chro nol-
ogy. Instead, he threaded Native dis so lu tion into a seam less story about the 
gov ern ment and cap i tal ist elites and the next set of vic tims: land less white 

Figure 11. Indian 
land sale Kyer, !7!!. 
Reproduced with 
permission from the 
David A. Stovall Col-
lection, Box !, Folder 
!, Oklahoma Histori-
cal Society, Oklahoma 
City, Oklahoma.
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 farm ers. Ameringer omit ted the very recent details of Amer i can impe rial pol-
icy in east ern Oklahoma (dena tion al iza tion and allot ment), and he  ana lyzed 
Native dis so lu tion as coter mi nous with, and even a con trib u tor to, the for-
ma tion of an oppressed agri cul tural work ing class:

Be Indian Territory had been given to the Indi ans under a sacred treaty, signed 
by the Great White Father in Washington, pro vid ing it should be theirs “as long 
as water Kows and grass grows green.” . . .  Be Indian was not a bad land lord. . . .  
So long as his supe rior Anglo-Saxon land slave could sup ply him with a hog 
or jug of ?re water now and then, in addi tion to the mea ger dole he received 
from the White Father in Washington, he was con tented. Later on . . .  poor 
Lo’s income went up as his white ten ant’s went down. Still later, when squaw 
men, usu rers, land sharks, and Eastern insur ance com pa nies had come into 
pos ses sion of most of poor Lo’s inher i tance . . .  the posi tion of the ten ants and 
share crop pers hit rock-bot tom.53

Although Ameringer’s Oklahoma Pioneer oAered the length i est com men-
tary on Native his tory, other Socialist news pa pers also tied Indian vic tim-
hood to cor po rate chi ca nery, cap i tal ist forces, and the Democratic Party. Bey 
reported on allot ment fraud, the out rages of guard ian ship, and the diG  culty 
of mak ing an hon est liv ing in the state with out succumbing to graft.54 Bey 
also commented on social and class divi sions within Indian soci e ties. !e 
New Century, for exam ple, explained how a hand ful of “inKu en tial Indi ans” 
worked with coal cor po ra tions to sep a rate sur face rights from min eral rights, 
while “the Indian lead ers who were true to their peo ple protested in every 
pos si ble man ner.” !e New Century also asserted that at the moment of state-
hood it was the “bet ter edu cated” Indi ans who ?rst presented their land to 
“spec u la tors and cap i tal ists.”55 Such obser va tions oAer an impor tant per spec-
tive: When white Oklahomans looked around, they observed wealth ier, more 
assim i lated Indi ans at odds with poorer, more tra di tional ones. Bey did not 
con sider how all  Native peo ple were nav i gat ing the loss of sov er eignty and 
ter ri tory.56 Without a doubt, it was far eas ier to denounce cap i tal ism instead 
of colo nial ism when some Indi ans eagerly par tic i pated in the sys tem and 
oth ers did not.

!e New Century was published in Sulphur, Oklahoma, where Socialists 
in the for mer Chick a saw Nation had direct expe ri ence with ongo ing Indian 
land sales, graft, and white cot ton ten ancy. Papers in north west ern Okla-
homa, how ever, spun more abstract tales about Indi ans as part of America’s 
recently con cluded fron tier past. A !7!8 rumi na tion on “Be Pioneer Farmer” 
in the Grant County Socialist, for exam ple, cast Indi ans as the ?rst casu al ties 
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of cap i tal ist forces and farm ers the next. Be news pa per catered to its read ers 
with a chest-thump ing story writ ten in melo dra matic prose:

It was the pio neer farmer who faced dan ger from hos tile Indi ans, made hos-
tile by the cun ning decep tions prac ticed upon them by the greedy prop er tied 
class. . . .  With the Indian and the uncon quered for est before him, and the 
greedy aris toc racy of wealth behind him, the farmer’s life was full of tri als, 
dan gers, and adven tures. . . .  No sooner had the farmer reached the Paci?c and 
turned to face the East than he looked square into the face of greedy cap i tal-
ism . . .  the mon ster upon his heels demand ing his home in every mean ing of 
the word . . .  teeth and claws drip ping with the blood of the vic tims.57

Be Grant County Socialist replaced Indian vic tim hood with agrar ian oppres-
sion as deftly as O’Hare and Ameringer had.

In the mid dle of the night on Octo ber !, !7!D, the Los Angeles Times 
build ing went up in Kames after a suit case left in a back alley exploded. It 
contained an alarm clock and six teen sticks of dyna mite. Be labor union-
ists who hatched the plot had not meant to com mit mur der, but Ange le nos 
howled in righ teous out rage at the ter ror that killed almost two dozen peo-
ple.58 Among the least remem bered out comes of the Times bomb ing was a 
blue-rib bon fed eral Commission on Industrial Relations autho rized by Con-
gress in !7!8 to inves ti gate work con di tions and labor laws across the coun try. 
In !7!H, a new pres i den tial admin is tra tion stocked the com mis sion with a 
progressive ros ter of labor law yers, social work ers, aca dem ics, and mid dle-of-
the-road businessmen. Be com mis sion and staA spent months conducting 
research and hold ing pub lic hear ings across the coun try. It poked its nose 
into almost every indus trial dis pute of the era, heard from com mon peo ple 
as well as elites, and most famously raked an indig nant John D. Rockefeller 
over the coals for the Ludlow Massacre. While its work resulted in only a 
hand ful of new pol i cies, the com mis sion’s greater impact lay in its “agi ta tional 
ser vice”; it was the ?rst time labor told its own story along side cap i tal ists, and 
the ?rst time that rep re sen ta tives of the fed eral gov ern ment lis tened seri ously 
to ordi nary work ers and weighed their evi dence against that presented by 
employers.59

One might assume that a Commission on Industrial Relations would take 
a pass on agri cul ture, but the topic made a nota ble appear ance. Be com mis-
sion ers and staA inves ti gated how agri cul ture in two parts of the coun try had 
acquired an indus trial char ac ter. Bey focused on a wage-earning and migra-
tory work ing class in California and a shock ingly high num ber of impover-
ished white ten ants in Texas and Oklahoma. Adversarial class rela tions in 
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these two regions not only upended tra di tional under stand ings of Amer i can 
farm oppor tu nity and rural har mony; these places were also sites of sig ni? -
cant worker unrest. Employers at the Durst Ranch in Wheatland, California, 
for exam ple, had cal lously arranged for an over sup ply of hop pick ers in !7!H. 
Bey then lowered wages, pro vided no water or toi lets, called in the police to 
dis rupt worker orga ni za tion, and viciously suppressed the resulting “riot.”60 
Less vio lence had erupted among the down trod den cot ton ten ants of north 
Texas and east ern Oklahoma, but they too were caught up in an indus trial 
struc ture that oAered no relief, and in the Southwest, the land lord-ten ant 
strug gle had reached a boil ing point with the growth of the Renters’ Union 
and Socialist Party. “Our land inher i tance is slip ping away,” chief ?eld inves-
ti ga tor Charles Holman declared on March !F, !7!J, at the open ing of the 
Dallas hear ings, “and its own er ship tends to become con cen trated just as 
cap i tal today is con cen trated. . . .  Be ten ants, who con sti tute the major ity of 
the farm ing pop u la tion, are arriv ing at the sta tus of wage labor ers.”61

Holman explained that the com mis sion would exam ine the “south west ern 
land strug gle” and the rise of a “class-con scious move ment” among its ten-
ant farm ers. In Texas, he said, where forty years ago prac ti cally all  farm ers 
owned their land, now more than half of farm ers rented it. In Oklahoma, 
where the ten ancy rate was higher, “large blocks of land orig i nally owned 
by Indi ans have been wrested from them . . .  and the ten dency towards land 
con cen tra tion pro ceeds unchecked.” Be region’s alarming con di tions and 
endemic white pov erty resulted from many fac tors: absen tee land own ers, 
usu ri ous money lend ers and mer chants, Indian-lease spec u la tors, con tract 
demands for increas ing per cent ages of cot ton, and arbi trary and extra le gal 
land owner tac tics. Bese ele ments, com bined with cen sus ?g ures show ing 
that “?fty per cent of the ten ants had lived on their farms for less than a year,” 
meant for Holman that “the rela tion of the so-called ten ant to the land owner 
is anal o gous to that of the wage worker to the employer.” Be com mis sion’s 
work, Holman hoped, might include spe ci?c ame lio ra tive pol icy sug ges tions, 
but the inves ti ga tions also demanded a more fun da men tal shift in eco nomic 
think ing. Be United States no lon ger pos sessed an agri cul tural fron tier; any 
plans to increase the rural pop u la tion with immi grants and urban migrants 
would have the same eAect as “an irri ta tion of an unhealed wound.”62

Be com mis sion in Dallas heard from the gov er nor of Texas, pro fes sional 
farm advo cates and reform lead ers, ten ants, land lords, real estate agents, 
law yers, bank ers, mer chants, agri cul tural research ers, and col lege pro fes sors, 
before pub lish ing its work the fol low ing year as almost four hun dred pages of 
tes ti mony and exhib its. In an arti cle sum ma riz ing the hear ings for a national 
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audi ence, Holman opened with the sad story of wit ness Levi Stewart. Stew-
art, a ten ant, was LCDD in debt after decades of hard work. His wife wore 
tat tered clothes. Beir chil dren lacked shoes. Ben Holman explained why 
the com mis sion chose this region “west of the Mississippi River and south 
of the Kansas line” to inves ti gate. Levi Stewart represented a spe ci?c new 
devel op ment. Recently in the Southwest there had devel oped a “sub merged 
class so low in the eco nomic scale that they have no ?xed abodes, and roam 
from farm to farm. . . .  Bey are the coun try breth ren of the casual work ers . . .  
pinned below an indus trial struc ture.” Most impor tantly, they were white. 
“Maps and charts were displayed,” Holman con tin ued, “to show that in this 
ter ri tory the prob lem of ten ure is almost wholly a white man’s prob lem.”63

Indeed, it was the white ness of this pop u la tion that so alarmed concerned 
observ ers. References to the “negro ten ant” cer tainly appeared in some tes-
ti mo nies, but the com mis sion encour aged a laser-sharp focus on the whites. 
Black ten ancy and Black sharecropping were under stood as long-stand ing 
prob lems of the South and con ?ned to the river and for mer plan ta tion dis-
tricts of East Texas. Expert witnesses eAec tively tabled Black land less ness as 
time less and pre in dus trial.64 In con trast, an agrar ian sys tem turned indus-
trial and an agri cul tural fron tier vanished when good, well-watered lands 
grew can cer ous with cap i tal ists and cap tive white ten ants. Bis tacit racial- 
eco nomic model was foun da tional to reform ers’ con cep tu al i za tion of South-
western ten ancy as a prob lem of mod ern cap i tal ism. Bis was sim i lar to the 
agri cul tural class rela tions of grower-dom i nated California, where the com-
mis sion had held hear ings the pre vi ous August. Bese white Southwestern 
ten ants had been pushed to the bot tom in lands that should have been theirs. 
Bey were the real Amer i cans, after all . As Oscar Ameringer put it:

I would arouse these peo ple, so much lower in the scale of life than New Orleans 
dock wal lop ers, black and white. . . .  Bese peo ple were not wops or bohunks. . . .  
Bey were Amer i cans. . . .  Bey were Scotch, Irish, Scotch-Irish, and English 
with only a few excep tions. Bey were more Amer i can than the pop u la tion of 
any pres ent-day New England town. Bey were Washington’s rag ged, starv ing, 
shiv er ing army at Valley Forge. . . .  Pushed out of Tidewater Virginia, and out 
of the fer tile Piedmont, and out of the river val leys, into the hills and moun-
tains. . . .  Bey had followed on the heels of the Cher o kees, Choc taws, Chick a-
saws, Creeks, and Sem i noles, like the strag glers of routed armies.65

Because of the Dallas loca tion, the hear ings mainly fea tured Texas res-
i dents, but the com mis sion invited three par tic i pants from Oklahoma. 
Charles Holman clearly stacked the small selec tion in favor of rad i cal voices; 
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no rep re sen ta tive from Oklahoma spoke on behalf of land own ers, cred i tors, 
or aca dem ics. Be most prominent ?g ure was Patrick S. Nagle, a well-known 
Socialist law yer, news pa per edi tor, and asso ci ate of Oscar Ameringer. Also on 
the Oklahoma ros ter was W. L. Burman, a min is ter and Socialist lec turer, 
and E. J. Giddings, the gen eral coun sel of a farm ers’ pro tec tive asso ci a tion 
who so ?ercely denounced usu ri ous bank ing and mer chant prac tices that he 
might have well been a Socialist.

Nagle’s tes ti mony was the length i est of the three. Be com mis sion had 
asked him to pre pare state ments on six gen eral top ics: “the lease con tract in 
Oklahoma, the machin ery of evic tion, the Renters’ Union, the schools, the 
his tory of farm ing in Oklahoma, and the move ment from the coun try to 
city.” Nagle laced his answers with con sis tent denun ci a tions of the sys temic 
con trol of rural peo ple by town-based elites and their biased “lit tle” courts. 
“In those elec tric light towns are grouped approx i ma tely !DD par a sites of the 
?rst degree,” Nagle exclaimed. “Bis means that every HD farm ers must keep 
! par a site in aMu ence. Bey must fur nish him with a ?rst-class house, with 
ser vants and all  the trap pings of mid dle-class fash ion able life. Bese par a sites 
are interlocked. . . .  Under the existing order [the ten ant] sur vives as a peon 
and a serf.”66 Nagle read aloud, word for word, the Renters’ Union’s entire 
plat form and threw in the farm and land pro pos als of the Oklahoma Socialist 
Party for good mea sure.

Nagle also pro vided details spe ci?c to Oklahoma. He discussed the diver-
gent his to ries of the Oklahoma Territory in the West and the Indian Ter-
ritory in the East, which resulted in a high num ber of mort gaged farms in 
the west ern part of the state and a shock ingly ele vated rate of ten ancy in the 
east ern part of the state. He did not dwell on the Indigenous his tory of Okla-
homa except to point out that the lands opened from Coman che, Apache, 
Wichita, and Kiowa res er va tions passed to set tlers under Homestead Act 
arrange ments, while Indian Territory lands did not. Nagle, in other words, 
kept Indi ans abstract and dis tant, at arm’s length. But that did not mean he 
had failed to absorb the Socialist anal y sis of con quest. He too let loose a 
mus cu lar, rhe tor i cal pivot from con quest to cap i tal ism:

Heretofore it has been impos si ble to enslave the Amer i can pro duc ing farmer 
for the same rea son that it was impos si ble to enslave the Indian. He escaped to 
the woods. But the pub lic domain is exhausted. . . .  Be farmer, sin gle-handed 
and alone, forced his way across a wil der ness from the Atlan tic to the Paci?c, 
contending not only with the forces of nature, but with wild beasts and wil der 
men. He over came every obsta cle and con quered every foe until he met the 
trust. . . .  Be farmer will not wor ship the trust; he will ?ght again.67
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Nagle’s abstract deKec tion of empire was impe rial, to be sure, but devoid of 
overt rac ist dis dain. Be tes ti mo nies of the two addi tional Oklahomans, how-
ever, reeked of it. Bis sug gests that expe ri enced Socialist writ ers and pub lish ers 
like Nagle and Ameringer may have found deKec tion more dip lo matic, maybe 
even more kindly, than a direct con fron ta tion with the Indian pres ence in the 
state. Oklahoma legal advo cate E. J. Giddings, for exam ple, oAered an author-
i ta tive account of the power diA er en tials between bank ers and ten ant farm ers. 
He listed the out ra geous inter est rates and outlined the under de vel oped ?eld of 
usury law. But Giddings also vented intense frus tra tion that so far in the pro-
ceed ings no one had yet addressed the most seri ous prob lem of all: “that is with 
regard to Indian land con di tions in the east side of the State where the ten ant 
sys tem is more aggra vated by !DD per cent than on the west side.”68

Giddings oAered a far more detailed account of recent Indian pol icy and 
the rise of land graft, and his his tory, unlike Nagle’s, fea tured the dom i nant 
assim i la tion ist and rac ist beliefs of the state’s white major ity. “Oklahoma Ter-
ritory, the west side of the state, had an orga nized gov ern ment . . .  [but] the 
Indian Territory on the east side of the state was abso lutely dis or ga nized . . .  
and it devolved upon the law mak ers to bring order out of chaos.” Be basic 
prob lem was that Indi ans still owned too much land, Giddings said; the 
spec u la tors worked in league with the chiefs, and the white ten ants were the 
vic tims. “Be Indian should be per mit ted to sell his land and made to shift 
for him self like the aver age Amer i can cit i zen must do. . . .  If the Government 
may con trol monop oly, reg u late it in any indus try, it ought to be  able to con-
trol and reg u late monop oly of the land.”69 Unlike the Socialist writ ers, who 
avoided a direct attack on existing Indi ans and thereby camou Kaged their 
cri tique of land “monop oly,” Giddings exhibited no such restraint. In the 
same breath he condemned monop o list Indi ans and spec u la tive cap i tal ists, 
who worked in league together.

Socialist lec turer and min is ter W. L. Burman, although far less prominent 
and published than Nagle, prob a bly spoke for more Socialists than did either 
Nagle or Ameringer. Like Giddings, he oAered a far more detailed account 
of recent land and Indian pol icy, aGrming that the spec u la tors, grafters, and 
Indian lease hold ers pos sessed every thing. “One ?rm of law yers in Ardmore,” 
he asserted, “are con trol ling about !,JDD farms, and they have about !,JDD 
fam i lies renting under them.” But Burman also blamed rural pov erty, in 
large part, on Indigenous infe ri or ity:

[Bere] are the old log shacks that were built from HD to ID years ago by the 
Indi ans . . .  very poorly constructed . . .  and the most of them are in wretched 
con di tion. . . .  Bese Indian shacks are leaky and rot ting down . . .  and yet 
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 fam i lies are liv ing in them. . . .  It is in these log pens and raw hide houses that 
thou sands of our Oklahoma ten ant fam i lies live. Bey are help less, hope less, 
indus tri ous slaves, liv ing in degrading pov erty.70

According to Burman, Native peo ple’s precivilized hab its had debased 
the white fam ily.

Be com mis sion’s hear ings nation al ized a new dis course about a region of 
the coun try that few Amer i cans had con sid ered. But it chan neled impe ri al-
ism into cap i tal ism as eAec tively as Socialist rhet o ric. Be com mis sion raised 
top ics spe ci?c to Oklahoma and oAered a plat form for Oklahoma dis sent ers. 
But it ulti mately enveloped the state’s unique set of ongo ing colo nial rela-
tion ships into a broader range of con cerns about the end of the agri cul tural 
fron tier, the indus trial struc ture of mod ern ten ancy, and the emer gence of a 
per ma nent white under class. In this national forum, Oklahoma was an exten-
sion of Texas, and California was the end game for every one.71

Bat left ists and rad i cals under stood impe ri al ism as cap i tal ism may sound 
banal and unsur pris ing, cer tainly in world-com par a tive terms. But what is 
sig ni?  cant for US his tory is the loca tion, tim ing, and func tion of these ideas. 
Be Oklahoma Socialist anal y sis emerged not from looking at Euro pean 
activ i ties in Africa and Asia, or at America’s own acqui si tions in the Carib-
bean and the Paci?c after !878.72 It emerged from inside the messy cen-
ter of the con ti nen tal home land, where after !878 the United States also 
extinguished the ?nal sov er eign remains of Indian Territory. White cit i zens 
and Amer i can polit i cal parties Kooded in to ful ?ll the prom ises of national 
incor po ra tion. Bey could not entomb Native peo ple entirely inside the past 
because they found them selves face to face with a great deal of Indian land-
own er ship as well as many new vari e ties of Indigenous vic tim hood.

Most white Oklahomans embraced assim i la tion ist and rac ist views of 
Indi ans, and a few con tin ued to nur ture exterminationist ones. But these 
actors are not my focus because their story does not yank the nineteenth 
cen tury into the twen ti eth cen tury. It is true that the sit u a tion in Oklahoma 
was utterly dis tinct. Varieties of white rural social ism devel oped in the other 
set tler states, but not at com pa ra ble moments and cer tainly not under sim i lar 
cir cum stances. Never in Australia, New Zealand, Canada, or South Africa 
did land less and impoverished white farm ten ants feel them selves crushed by 
a cabal of cap i tal ists and Natives. Yet because of Oklahoma’s sin gu lar ity, and 
its posi tion as the last undi gested bite of the Amer i can agrar ian fron tier, its 
his tory is rep re sen ta tive. Its Socialist move ment contained the overlapping 
cur rents of colo nial ism and mod ern polit i cal reform.
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Left-lean ing Amer i cans digested empire with a cri tique of cap i tal ism and 
an eval u a tion of the indus trial class rela tions of mod ern agri cul ture. When 
the Oklahoma Socialists empha sized class con Kict and inequal ity within the 
white set tler state, they opened up a bold new story in polit i cal econ omy and 
solid i ?ed their activ ist bona ?des. Put aside that ear lier his tory, they said; let’s 
go after the real bas tards now. Twentieth-cen tury reform intersected with 
Indigenous dis pos ses sion. It helped make sense of it and pro vided an endur-
ing lib eral cloak for obscur ing it.

Sa.a9 &. P9i; ;iN, is an asso ci ate pro fes sor of his tory at Bos ton University. She is the 
author of !is Land, !is Nation: Conservation, Rural America, and the New Deal; coau thor 
with Shane Hamilton of !e Kitchen Debate and Cold War Consumer Politics; and author of 
“Be Price of Plenty: Getting Farm Policy Right in the !7FDs” in the Journal of Amer i can His-
tory. She deliv ered this pres i den tial address at the 8D8J meet ing of the Agricultural History 
Society in St. Paul, Minnesota.
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