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William Jennings Bryan

and the

HISTORIANS

Almost a hundred years ago, on Novem-
ber 3, 1896, the voters of the United
States decided the closely fought presi-
dential contest bietween William
McKinley and William Jennings Bryan.
Bryan got almost 6 1/2 million voles,
more than any previous candidate, and
he carried lwenty-two of the forty-five
states. McKinley, however, received
more than 7 million votes, and the
twenty-three states that be carried gave
him a large majority in the electoral col-
lege. Republicans had usually enjoyed
electora) college majorities from 1860
onward, but McKinley's victory marked
the first lime in twenty-lour years thal a
Republican received a popular majority.
For more than twenty years, the nalional
parties hagd been stalemated as neither
commanded a working majority, bul
McKinley's victory initialed a third of a
cenlury ol Republicati dominance in
national paolitics Bryan losl the presi-
dency twice more and is probably mos!
often remembered today as one of the
great losers in American politics.
Though McKinley won at the polls in
1896 and 1900, by a dilferent measure of
success—the linear feet of shell space
in university libraries—Bryan wins by a
sizeable margin, probably two lo one in
mos| universities, especjally il the large
stack of McKinley assassination memo-
rial books are omitted from the count.
Leaving aside camipaign biographies
and assassination memonals, there haye
been twelve book-length studies of
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McKinley, comprising thirteen volumes,
Bryan, however, has been the subject of
twenty-one book-length studies, com-
pnsing twenty-three volumes—nearly a
two to one margin over McKinley.'

What explains historians’ fascinalion
with 8ryan? {n pan, il has to do with lon-
gevily. McKinley was the mosl important
leader of his party for only five years—
and, even then, he was repeatedly rep-
resented (wrongly, historians now
know) as merely the puppel of Mark
Hanna By conlrast, Rryan caphired his
party's presidential nomination at the
age ol thirty-six and remained the single
most impartant leader of his party (or
the next sixteen years—a lenglh of time
almosl without parallel among Ameri-
can party leaders. Even aller 1312, he re-
mained among a handlul of the most in-
{fluential Democrals until his death thir-
leen years later.

The works on Bryan [all inlo lour ma-
jor categories: (1) works writlen during
Bryan's heyday in patitics; (2) treal-
ments published in the 18920s and 1930s.
most of them quite favorable toward
Bryan; (3) a highly critical scholarly
analysis that became prominent from
the late 1940s until the early 1960s, and
(4) a more batanced view, beginning
about 1960 and continuing through re-
cent studjes of the Wilson administra-
tion. Each will be sampled briefly. As )
turns out, historians' views on Bryan
sometimes give us interesting insights
info the concems and coniexts of the
historians.

Of the studies of Bryan's life written
during his political heyday, most were
wrilten as campaign biographies. Mosl
are best forgotten, although those by

184

Mary Baird Bryan, his wife, and Richard
Melcalfe, a close polilical associate, in-
clude useful information.? Of the whole
sct of treatments belore the 1920s, per-
haps the most unusual is Vachel
Lindsay's long poem recounlting the
1836 campaign and election, which ap-
pears elsewhere in this issue. Lindsay's
aitraction to Bryan was shared by some
of the leading scholars of the day, espe-
cially some of those identilied as the
Progressive historians.?

Veman Parrington, whase Mam Cor-
renls in American Though! has served as
the exemplar for the Progressive histori-
ans' paradigm, voted for Bryan in 1896
and also took a minor part in Populisl
politics in Kansas during the 1830s.* He
did not complete 1he section on Bryan
that he had planned for Main Cunentis in
American Thought, but ils intended tille,
“William Jennings Bryan and lhe Last
Batile,” suggests thal he probably in-
tended to depict Bryan as the last voice
for Ihe agrarian radicalism thal
Parrington had depicled as cenliral io
the long-term struggle between Lhe
forces he Jabeled "democracy” and
“plulocracy "

Frederick Jackson Tumer, on the
other hand, who also identilied (he
western frontier as a source for democ-
racy and individualism, voted lor
McKinley in 1896 and probably in 1900,
although he did support Bryan in 1908.°
Turner's support for McKinley seems ta
have stemmed in parl from his family’'s
traditional Republicanism and in pant
from a sense thal fronlier-bred individu-
alisr was threatened by Populisl and
Bryanite demands for what Turner, in
1896, called “a drastic assertion of na-
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tional government,”” Turner seems even-  described Bryan's Democralic Party and

tually to have resolved such misgivings;  the Roosevelt wing of the Republican
in his presidential address to the Ameri-  Party as conslituting a western-based
can Historical Association in 1910, he “progressive assertion of old democratic
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ideals with new weapons.™

The third figure in the triptych ol Pro-
gressive historians was Charles A. Beard.
Unlike Parrington and Turner, Beard left
no reliable record of his preference in
the 1896, 1900, and 1908 presidential
elections, although in 1908 he was in-
volved in Morris Hillquit's socialist cam-
paign for Congress in New York City.® In
1914 Beard described the election of
1896 as “a conflict between great wealth
and the Jower, middle, and working
classes™ but concluded that the Republi-
cans had won because “the silver issue
could not stand the test of logic and un-
derstanding.”'® Later, he echoed
Parrington in linking Bryan to a “lel-
wing agrarian movement” that was part
of a “century-old conflhict between agri-
culture and capitalism” and the direct
descendent of agrarian efforts stretching
back to Jelferson.

If Parrington, Tumer, and Beard pro-
vided generally positive treatments of
Bryan's causes, and some even voted
for him, some of his contemporary intel-
lectuals not only took an antagonistic
view ol Bryan'’s platforms but alsc de-
lighted in portraying Bryan as provincial
and ignorant. The classic example is
from the lethal pen of H. L. Mencken,
who dismissed Bryan as “a charlatan, a
mountebank, a zany without sense or
dignity” who had “descended too
deeply into the mud, to be taken seri-
ously hereaflter by fully literate men,
even of the kind who write school-
books.""?

Despite Mencken's admonition, eleven
major studies of Bryan were produced be-
fore 1945, and nearly all delivered a posi-
tive assessmenl. Eight were written for a
popular audience."* A few were pure
hero-worship. For example, Wayne C.
Williams, a devoted Democral angd com-
mitted prohibitionist, passionately en-
dorsed Bryan's views and subtitled his
flirst book A Study in Poliiical Vindication.
Three popular biographies appeared in
1928 and 1929. Those by M. R. Werner
and John C. Long were well-researched
and well-balanced, and both gained
some acceptance among historians.'s
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Both saw Bryan in largely positive terms,
acknowledging his integrity, courage,
and commitment to democratic values.
Long, though, also described Bryan as
"a cross between St. George and Don
Quixote.”"® The third of these popular bi-
ographies of Bryan, by Paxton Hibben,
will be considered shortly. Works by

e

leading professors of history or political
science before 1945 also presented a
generally favorable treatment.

The first, chronologically, was by a
leading political scientist, Charles Ed-

ward Merriam—a Ph.D. from Columbia,

professor at the University of Chicago,
unsuccessful Republican candidate for
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mayor of Chicago in 1911, president ol
the American Political Science Associa-
tion in 1924-25, and president of the So-
cial Science Research Council in 1923
27.'71n 1924 Merriarn evaluated four
party leaders, Lincoln, Roosevelt, Wil-
son, and Bryan. He gave Bryan espe-
cially high marks lor his commitmenl lo
democralic values and ior his courage,
oralory, persistence, wit, and intuitive
sensitivity to whal Merriam called “great
currents ol community feeling.”
Mcrriam laulted Bryan primarily for a re-
luctance to compromise and for an in-
ability to forge an “all-class” political
coalition. He suggested 100, that Bryan
might have been more successiul politi-
cally had he based his campaigns more
on his personal popularity and Jess on
issues.’

The nexlt scholarly treatment, chro-
nologically, was Joseph V. Fuller’s essay
on Bryan as secretary of state.” Fuller
was also a prominent scholar—his Ph,D)
was from Harvard, with advanced study
at the Universities of Paris and Berlin: he
taught history at Harvard, Berkeley, and
Wisconsin, and later served as historian
and chief of the research szction for the
State Departmenl.? Fuller presented a
generally positive evalualion of Bryan’s
tenure as secretary of state, including
his “cooling-off” treaties and his role in
relalions with Latin America, but he fo-
cused especially on Bryan's role in
maintaining American neulrality after
1914. Writing amidst growing criticism
of American participation in World War
I, Fuller identified Bryan as “the only
member of the Administration who pos-
sessed and consistently urged a con-
structive policy™ for maintaining Ameri-
can neutlrality, and he implied that
Wilson's failure to pursue that policy in-
evitably led to American entry into the
war.

In 1931 Merle Cunti followed the gen-
eral path laid out by Fuller when he pro-
duced his book-length study, Bryan and
World Peace, the result of a
Guggenheim Fellowship in 1929-30.
Curti was another Harvard Ph.D., teach-
ing at Smith College in 1931; he later
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served as president ol the Mississippi
Valley Historical Association (predeces-
sor of the Qrganization of American His-
torians) in 1952-53, and of the American
Historical Association in }953-54.2"
Curti's subjecl was the developmen| of
Bryan's attitude toward war, and he ac-
knowledged in his first sentence thal
“the story of William Jennings Bryan's
fight against war is a pathetic one,” pa-
thetic in part because of the contradic-
tions in Bryan's own position over time
toward issues of war and peace and in
pan because of “the essennal futility of
the struggle” for peace itsell. Acknowl-
edging Bryan's tendency to oversimplify
complex issues, Curti nonetheless
praised Bryan for his long [ight far Phil-
ippine independence and suggesied
that “Bryan's ideal . . . was the basis of
Wilson's inspiring program of setl-deler-
mination for all peoples.” At the time
Cunti was wniting, not only were many
American intellectuals critical of Amen-
can parlicipation in World War [, but in-
creasing numbers of them were also
critical of war more generally, and some
exlended their critique (o the faltering
capilalist economic sysiem. In his study
of Bryan, Curti was critical of “imperial-
ism and navalism" and depicted Bryan's
growing opposition to those forces as
central to an emerging pacifism thal led
him to advocale arbitration of intema-
tional disputes, a principle that Curti
noted was wrillen into the League of
Nations covenant in language taken di-
rectly from Bryan's conciliation treaties.
Curti acknowledged the contradiclions
between Bryan's ideals and some of his
actions as secretary of state, bul he
questioned whelbher "economic imperi-
alism, which was so deeply rooted in
our system of industrial and financial
capilalism, could be al all effectively
checked as long as the system itsell was
maintained.” Curti’s linal analysis, thus,
revealed much of the temper of the
times among American intellecivals as
he suggested that the failure of Bryan's
pacifism stemmed, on the one hand,
from an individual inconsistency that
placed a higher value on nationalism

than on peace, and, on the other hand.
from an intellectval failure to recognize
“the connections belween captialism
and war."#

The final example from this period is
Henry Steele Commager's 1942 essay on
Bryan, which he expanded later in The
American Mind. Writing for a general av-
dience. Comrnager depicted Bryan as
an intuitive champion of democracy
who by persistence and commitment( se-
cured jmponant social and economic
reforms. “Few statesmen.” Commager
claimed, “have ever been more fully vin-
dicated by history.” Bryan's successes
came through his “extraordinary astule-
ness” and “consummate ability,"
Commager argued, but he echoed Curli
when he noted that Bryan had “an over-
simple view of the world” and (hal “his
standards of right and wrong were emo-
tional and personal rather than intellec-
tual."™ Writing about Bryan for a schol-
arly audience eight years later,
Commager presented much the same
view. 2 Bryan was “the most represeata-
live American of his time,” representing
what was the “soundest and most
wholesome in the American character.”
Thus, for Commager, Bryan “was neither
the simpleton nor the demagogue Lhat
his cnlics pictured and thai a later gen-
eralion . . . imagined”; he was, instead,
“"the most astute polilician of his day
the first to pnderstand that the problems
of politics were primarily economic.”%

Thus, most studies of Bryan's career
that appeared between the early 19205
and the end of World War ]l tended to
be drawn [rom wilhin the Progressive
paradigm of American history. Most of
them analyzed Bryan's politics in the
terms of that paradigm, especially its fo-
cus on economic conflict as the center
of politics, angd most of them presented
pusitive evaluations of Bryan's contribu-
tions lo American politics.

Before 1948 only one major study
had followed Mencken's admanilion
that Bryan was nol to be taken seriously
by fully literale men: Paxton Hibben's
The Peerless Leader. Much ol Hibben's
work is judicious, bui at other times his
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approach paralleled. if not reflected,
Mencken's argument that Bryan was an
ignorant fraud. Charles Beard described
Hibben as one who “loved to thwack
magnilicent hypocrites over their moral
knuckles,” and Hibben seems to have
enjoyed such knuckle-thwacking
wherher or nol he found actual evi-
dence of hypocrisy.? In presenling
Bryan's lirst election to Congress, for ¢x-
ample, Hibben described Bryan's oppo-
sition to alcohol, pointed to extensive
eleclion fraud by liquor interests, and
implied they were responsible for
Bryan's narrow victory (they may have
been, bul only incidentally). He con-
cluded, dramatically but without evi-
deace, that Bryan "had bowed the knee
lo Baal.” Similarly, again without ¢vi-
dence, Hibben accepred Bryan's oppo-
neats’ claims that Bryan took up the sil-
verissue {from opportunism, in response
to the largesse of those Hibben labeled
the “silver barons.™? Despite the ab-
sence of evidence for Hibben's claims
of hypocrisy and opportunism, Richard
Holstadler, in 1948, called Hibben's
book “by far the beast of the Bryan
biographies,™s

Holstadter's praise for Hibben's work
appeared in his The American Political
Traditionn. In thal book, he implicitly
criticized Lthe Progressive paradigm
when he specified that his purpose was
to emphasize “the common ctimate of
American opinion” rather than lo con-
tribute to “the tendency to place politi-
cal conllict in the foreground of his-
tory.” Holstadter's work marked the de-
but of a new paradigm for American po-
litical history. one gdeveloped by
Holstadter and, among others, David
Polter and Louis Hartz.* nstead of fo-
cusing on political conilict and connecl-
ing it to underlying economic conflict,
as the progressive historians had oflen
done, 1his new paradigm emphasized
pragmatism and consensus, and it
somelimes ulilized concepts from social
psychology to explain those who did
not accept the prevailing consensus
This new paradigm, unlike its progres-
sive predecessor, found few heroes in
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the Amenican past, In The American
Political Tradition, Hofstadter argued
that it is better for a democratic society
to be “overcritical” than to be “overin-
dulgent,” and he disclaimed any intent
“to add 10 a literature of hero-worship
and national self-congratulation which
is already large.”

There was no hero-worship in
Holstadter's portrait of Bryan. He pre-
senled Bryan as conventional, provin-
cial, impractical, and expedient, and he
drummed repeatedly on Bryan's lack of
intelligence. Hofstadter endorsed
Hibben's claim that expediency had
dictated at least part of Bryan's commit-
ment to silver, and, in fact, Hofstadter
wenl lar beyond Hibben in his explana-
tion for Bryan's long-lerm role in the
passage of such reforms as the income
tax, popular election of U.S. senalors,
woman suffrage, regulation of corpora-
tions, and more, Bryan had, Holfstadler
suggested, “in the course of a sixteen-
year quesl for issues, effectively turned
public attention upon one reform alier
another,” many of which “had a core of
value.” Thus, Bryan emerged as a not-
very-bright opportunist who almost inci-
dentally hit upon some good ideas as he
tned to find some issue with sufficienl
appeal to get himself elected to office.™

Hofstadter’'s assessment of Bryan was
substantially extended by Ray Ginger in
Six Days or Forever?, his history of the
Scopes trial, and especially in his an-
thology of Bryan's writings. Ginger
faulted Werner and Hibben for having
presented “nothing sinister” about
Bryan: for Ginger, Bryan was “nol only a
demagogue” but also “a dangerous
one." After combing Bryan's exlensive
writings, Ginger concluded that the
many platitudes he found there indi-
cated that “the contents of {Bryan's]
mind resennbled cooked oatmeal.” In
all, Ginger presented Bryan as “woefully
unqualified to handle the great prob-
lems of the nation,” but as “superbly
equipped to win public office.” Ginger
even implied that Bryan's career dem-
onstrated the danger that, in a democ-
racy, the voters might elect to the presi-
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In addition to hundreds of books and orticles, Bryan's career stimulated production
of an amazlng variety of campaign-related items. One example is this lapel pin,
podraying Bryan in a tiny coffin with the slogan, “Free Sitver Knocked Him Out.”
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dency someone who precisely rellected
their own ignorance and passions.

An almost equally harsh appraisal of
Bryan's service as secretary of state was
also emerging in the late 1940s and
1950s. The “realist” school of diplomatic
historians found virtually nothing of
meril in Bryan's record. Richard
Challener in 1961 summarized such
views: “With his rejection of power poli-
tics, his penchant for moralizing, his ad-
diction 1o platitudinous speeches, and
his reliance upon the tenets of Christian
pacifism, Bryan seems to be the symbol
of virtually every error that is con-
demned by contemporary critics of the
American diplomatic tradition.”
Challener fully endorsed the realist cri-
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lique of Bryan, and added that he had
two even greater faults: iirst, Bryan's
"lack of analysis” meant that he ap-
proached all issyes in terms of nght and
wrong and lhat he usually failed to un-
derstand the full complexities of silua-
tions; and, second, Bryan's “desire for
peace” during World War | led him to
insisl on strict American neutrality
rather than permitting him to consider a
wider range of options ®

J. Rogers Hollingsworth, in The
Whirligig of Politics, an examination of
the Democrats during the leadership of
Cleveland and Bryan (1963), was also
critical of Bryan. Hollingsworth ap-
proached the Democralic Party of the
1890s as a case study in the failure of
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party leadership lo maintain a viable po-
litical coalition. He emphasized that a
successful party leader was skilled in
crealing consensus, (o bringing conflick
ing factions together, and in harmoniz-
ing diverse interests, By Ihis measure, he
judged both Grover Cleveland and
Bryan as lailures, describing Bryan as
“the mnan who more than anyone else
prevenied a restoralion ol party unity."*
Textbooks lollowed suit. One widely
used text on the twentieth-century
United States in the early 1960s, for ex-
ample, said of Bryan little more than
that he “had not lent the (Democralic]
party much in intellectual distinction.™
By the lime Hollingsworth's and
Ginger's works appeared, however, a
more balanced and less crilical view
of Bryan had already begun to emerge.
The first such stalement came from Paul
Glad 1in 1960, entitled The Trumpet
Soundeth: William Jennings Bryan and
His Democracy, 1896-1912. Glad's pur-
pose was to place Bryan into the con-
tex1 of the years 1886-1912, when his po-
litical influence was greatest, and he
based his treatment of Bryan on exten-
sive work in the primary sources. He
found the key to Bryan's character in his
rehgious faith, his sympathy for the un-
derpnivileged, his commitment lo ser-
vice lo others, and his devotion to ma-
jority rule. These Irachitional values, ac-
cording 1o Glad, gave Bryan the basis
for his commilmenl 1o his many causes,
for throughoul his career he suggested
I1hat “adjustments to profound social
and economic change could be made
without sacrificing values of the past."*
Where Glad had studied the first part
of Bryan's career, Lawrence Levine ana-
lyzed its conclusion in Defender of the
Faith: William Jennings Bryan. the Las!
Decade, 1915-1925 (13965). 1n his inlro-
duction, he noted that some of his
friends who had read the manuscript
had been disappointed thal he had not
injected a greater “sense ol moral oul-
rage” inlo it, but Levine had refused, ex-
plaining that Bryan "has been too often
judged and too little undersiood.”
Bryan’s career, according to Levine, was

5

based on a “Christian moraljty” that pro-
vided hin with a guide Lo daily life and
on an understanding ol majority rule
that proved 10 be “the source of both
the most noble and least worthy as-
pects.” Like the consensus historians un-
der whom he had studied at Columbia,
Levine found both irony and paradox in
Bryan's career: irony in that he [ought
not only for the economic and political
rights of Americans, but also 10 [ree
Americans from templation by placing
limils on them; paradox in that his “faith
in Ihe inevitabilily of progress” was
coupled to “a desire 1o see America re-
main unchanged."™

Of the new studies of Bryan to ap-
pear in the 1960s, the work of Paolo
Colelta was the most extensive.*® Begin-
ning with an article in 1949, his work on
Bryan eventually included more than a
dozen articles along with a three-vol-
ume biography of some 1200 pages.
Coletta’s exhaustive research spiked
several Bryan myths. For example, he ef-
fectively denied the claims of Bryan's
political opponents, endorsed by
Hibben, Holstadter, and others, that
Bryan's support Jor silver was merely an
exercise in expediency, motivated by h-
nancial support [rom silver mining inter-
esls or by a desire to gain voles ¥ Argu-
ing that Bryan was consistenl and prin-
cipled, Coletta echoed Merriam’s earlier
suggeslior that Bryan's commilment 1o
principle had cost hin political support
0 his campaigns for the presidency, but
Coletta also pointed to the many re-
forms Bryan had helped to bring to frui-
tion.” Coletta noted that Brvan's vision
of diplomacy was one based on moral-
ity and Christian pacifism, not
Realpolitik, and was, therefore, “a areal
lailure” if, as some realist historians had
claimed, “the vltimale tesl of statesman-
ship lies in the use . . . of .. . coercion in
internalional refations.”' Like most who
have treated Bryan, Colelta specilied
that Bryan did not have “a highly
Irained mind” and that he was nol well-
read, lhough he did have “an exception-
ally retentive memory."** Describing
Bryan as a “political evangelist” and a
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“moral statesman.” Coletta suggested
thal tis nigjor conteibulion o Aimerican
politics had been his ability to “read the
public mind, sense injustice intuitively,
specify what reforms are needed, defy
unpopularity with interests that do not
wanl to see tidy and profitable arrange-
ments disturbed, and enunciate de-
mands for improvement so powerfully
that the people take up the cry, vote
their protests, and force statesmen to
deal with them "

Shortly aflcr the publication of the fi-
nal volume of Coletta's study, there ap-
peared another massive scholarly biog-
raphy of Bryan. The author, Louis W.
Koenig, was a professor of government
at New York University, a lormer official
with the State Depantment and the Bu-
reau of the Budget, and the author of ac-
claimed studies of the presidency. Wril-
ing during Richard Nixon's presidency,
Koenig described Bryan as unlike most
prominent American politicians, who,
he claimed, had succeeded in polilics
through their “manipulative skills” and
their ability at compromising and at
“displacing conllict with consensus.”
Koenig emphasized that Bryan was, in-
slead, an “ideologist devoled to a body
ol serious political beliefs thal were ger-
mane to sociely’s central problems, and
(that] he was willing to place themn
above viciory.” Where Follingsworth
had scored Bryan's failure to achieve
consensus, Koenig now praised Bryan's
commitment to principle. And, Kaenig
argued, this made Bryan still relevant for
the 1970s as “an articulate champion
who viewed public problems through
humane and moral lenses™ and who
sought “1o eradicale the scourge of
war.” In facl, Koenig claimed, “Bryan
had no counterpart on the American
scene unlil Rober F. Kennedy's quesl for
the presidential nominaton in 1968.""

The late 1970s and 1980s also pro-
duced a significant number of new
works on Bryan, some focusing on spe-
cific aspecis ol The Great Commoner's
career—his religious thought or his ora-
tory—and olhers offering syntheses
based both on the many new works and
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on a recansideration of the primary
sources."

In 1982 Kendrick Clements, lor ex-
ample, produced a perceplive analysis
of Bryan's attitudes toward and influ-
ence on foreign policy. Clemenis's study
began as his dissertation at Berkeley,
frorn which he received his Ph.D. in
1970. He labeled Bryan a “missionary
isolationist” for his belief that “the
United States had a special duty to ym-
prove and serve the world while at the
same time remaining free ol most en-
tanglements.” e argued that Bryan’s at-
titude toward foreign affairs was formed
not from careful analysis of the national
interes! or of events overseas but in-
stead from his Christian principles and
his intuitive feel for the “fears and de-
sires” of his followers. Clementis denied
that Bryan had ever been a pacifist be-
cause he never completely ruled out the
use of force, and he argued 1hat, in fact,
Bryan’s belief in the superionty of
American institutions and values “made
it easy for him to rationalize imposing
those values on others.” Bryan was,
therefore, a “militant missionary," Thus,
Clements argued Lhat Bryan's belief in
democracy made it easier for him to “ra-
lionalize the use of force,” as in 1898
and 1917, when he was convinced that
force was being used in furtherance of
the will of the majority. Clements was
also careful ta specify that Bryan op-
posed any use of force to protect Ameri-
can business interests.*t

In 1981 David D. Anderson, a profes-
sor of American Thought and Language
at Michigan Siate Universily, produced a
study of Bryan as “writer and thinker.”
Like Commager, Koenig, and others,
Anderson portrayed Bryan as neither
demagogue nor simpleton but as, in-
stead, “largely responsible lor laying the
foundation of American liberalism for
our time.™ My own biography of Bryan
was published in 1985, and was fo)-
lowed soon after by LeRoy Ashby's Will-
1am Jennings Bryan: Champion of De-
mocracy. Though not accepting the
claim of Koenig and Anderson that
Bryan was the founi of modern liberal-

istn, Ashiby specilied that Bryan “helped
to skewch out the protective and welfare
responsibilities of the modern siate, ™
Joha Milton Cooper, in a recent essay
on the Democratic Party. described
Bryan as “one of the country’s three
most significant leaders during the first
third of the twentieth century, ranking
with Theodore Roosevell and Wilson.”

Mary Baird Bryan. NSHS-8915-118

Noting that “in importanl respects
[Bryan| was the one who made (the
Democratic Party] what it remains to
this day.” he described Bryan as the
Democrats’ Moses, “the prophet who
led them through the wilderness,” and
he continued the metaphaor by present-
ing Woodrow Wilson as the Democrats’
Joshua, who “went on to conquer” but
who “owed much to his predecessor,”*
In all these analyses, there still re-
main a lew topics that have not yet
been covered. No one has centrally
treated Mary Baird Bryan. While some
Bryan biographers have credited her as
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unacknowledged coeditor of Bryan’s
newspaper, The Commoner, and some
have noted her role as coauthor for
some of Bryan's speeches or writings,
no one has made an effort to examine
her lile at any depth or length, to study
Bryan's career from her perspechive,
and to present her own quite impressive
career in its own right. Another unex-
plored dimension is Bryan's medical
history. Some histarians have argued
that Bryan's behavior and politics
changed around the lime he served as
secrelary of state; others have denied
any such shift. No one, however, has
considered the possibility that a change
in his personalily may have had a con-
neciion to hs diabetes, which was first
diagnosed in 1914 and was controlled
thereafler by diet.

However, Ihere seem [ew such unex-
plored corners in the Bryan mansion,
and. at the same lime, there has
emerged a considerable consensis re-
garding Bryan's place in the history of
American politics. Since the 19205 mosi
historians and pofitical scientists who
have studied Bryan at length have pre-
sented him as guided by a principled
commitment to popular democracy and
to a positive use of governmeni to {oster
the well-being of ordinary people 1n gen-
eral and specifically to counteract the
greal concentrations of economic power
engendered by a sometimes voracious
industnal markel economy. Many Bryan
scholars tave agreed that his personal
popularily was grealer than the support
for his issues, and thal his principled ip-
sisierce on the primacy of issues in his
presidential campaigns may actually
have limited his political appeal. Many
have stressed his commitment to Chris-
tian service as a guiding pnnciple in his
life. Most, too, have agreed that his
thinking was largely intuitive rather lhan
based on careful and detailed intellec-
lual analyses, although, to be certain, in-
luitive thinking rather than intellectual
analysis has rarely proven an insur-
mounlable barrier to the White lHouse.
Most recent scholars have also agreed
that Bryan's views on race were only
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Bryan provided fodder for the illusirated weeklies long after McKinley was in hls grave.
Judge, June 4, 1908, NSHS Museum Collections-11055-2066

slightly enlightened for his lime.

Perhaps most importantly, mosl his-
lorians have agreed that, as a political
leader, Bryan had a sincere and unshak-
able confidence in the ability of the
people to govern themselves, and that
his confidence in the people was recip-

rocated in the form of a popular follow-
ing with few parallels in American pol-
tics. Many have agreed, 100, that this

large following gave Bryan a sigrificant
role—sometimes, perhaps, the most sig-
nificant role—in the passage of such re-
forms as the income tax, direct election
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ol senators, prohibition, and woman suf-
frage. Many recent scholars have
agreed, oo, that, under Bryan's leader-
ship, the Democratic Party jeltisoned
most of the commitment to minimal
government that had been the party’s
most prominent characlenistic from An-
drew Jackson to Grover Cleveland. In-
stead, Bryan and his allies [used the
antimonopolism of Jackson to a com-
mitmenl to governmerlal intervention
on behalf of “the people™ and against
powerlul economic interests. Thus,
many Bryan scholars have presented
him as a central figure—sornetimes
even the cenlral {igure—in the birth of
the lwentieth~century Democratic Party.
Itis important not to claim too much
in this regard. Alter all, Bryan lelt the
Democratic Party a minority, and it was
Al Smith and especially Franklin D.
Roosevell who transformed it into the
majority. Though Bryan argued force-
tully tor a stronger governmental role in
the econoimy in order lo conslrain great
concentrations of economic power, il
was the New Deal that grafied the no-
tion of economic redistribution onto the
regulatory state thal had been created
during the Progressive era. Bryan's rale
nonetheless emerges as pivotal, for it
was under his leadership that the Demo-
cratic Party separated the two central el-
ements in its Jacksonian legacy, kept its
commitment to working people and
farmers, but discarded its belief in mini-
mal government. Bryan instead argued
passionately for the use of an activist
state to delend ordinary cilizens from
greal concentrations of economic
power. In doing so, he laid the basis for
the party of Woodrow Wilson, Franklin
Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson.

Noles

An earlier dralt of this essay was presented as
the author's presidential address to the Society for
Hislorians of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era,
during the annual meeting ol the Organization of
Amencan Histonans, on March 29, 1996.

"ln the 1950s, D. C. Heath published. in its Prob-
lems in American Civilization sernes, a litle on Will-
tam Jenmngs Bryan and the Campaign of 1896, bul
it was actually mistitled because it focused on
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Bryan’s entire career ang scarcely even men-
lioned poor McKinley. The lille, however, suggests
a number of olher uawritien anthologies: Alfred
Landon and the Compaign of 1936, Michae!
Dukukis and the Campaign of 1988.

! Richard Lee Metcalfe, Life and Pairiotic Services
ol Hon William J Bryon, the Fearless and Brillian!
Leader of the P'eople and Candidate for Presilent ol
the United States (Omaha: Edgewnod Publishing
Company, 1896); Metcalle, comp., The Real Bryun
Being Extracis from the Speeches and Whilings of
“A Well-Rounded Man " (Des Moines: Personal
Help Publishing Company, 1908); Mary Baird
Bryan, biographical sketch, in Lie and Speeches of
Hon, Wm, Jeanings Bryan (Ballimore. R. H.
Woodward, 1500), 1955, and biographical iniro-
ducllon, Speeches of Witham Jennings Bryan, 2
vols. (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1803, 19)1),
see also The Memaoirs of Witham Jennings Bryan,
by thmself ond his Wile, Mary Baird Bryan (Phila-
delphia/Chicago: John C. Winston, 1925).

3 Foc the Progressive paradigm, see Henry Sleele
Commager, “Innnvalors in Historical Interprela-
tion; Turner, Parrington, Beard,” ¢ch. 14 of The
Amenican Mind (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1950); Richard Halstadter, The Progressive Histor-
ons* Turner, Beard, Pamngton (New York: Alired
Knopl, 1968); Gene Wise, ch, 7, Americon Histori-
cal Explanaiions, rev. ed. (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1380), Peler Novick, ch. 4 of
That Noble Dreanr: The "Objectivily Question" and
the Amentan Mistonrcal Profession (New York:
Cambndge University Press, 1988); Ernst A,
Breisach. Amencan Progressive History. An Experi-
ment in Modernization (Chicago® Univessity of Chi-
cago Press, 1993).

* Holsladter, The Progressive Historians, 369-70.

*Vernon Lows Parringlon, Main Currents in
American Thought: An Interprétation of American
Literatuce from the Beginnings to 1920, 3 vols.
{(New York- llarcoun, Brace, 1927-30), 3.xxxwv.

i Ray Alien Billington, Fredenck Jackson Tirner.
Hislonan, Stholar, Teacher (New York: Oxlord Uni-
versity Press, 1973), 43833,

"Turner, “The Problem of the Wesl,” originally
published September 1836, in Fronuer ond Section:
Selected Essoys of Frederick Jackson Tumer, ed.
Ray Allen Billington (Englewood Clifls. N.J.:
Prentice-Hall, 1Y61), 75.

"Tumer, “Social Forces in American History,"
ariginally pulitished in (S11. FYontier und Secnon,
166.

° Elten Nure, Cliarles A. Beard; An Incelleciuot Bt
ography (Carbondale: Southern Ithinois University
Press, 1983), 12, 23, 4546, 52. Nore never men-
tions Bryan specifically, but notes (hal Beard dis-
liked the antimonopolism of La Folletie and Wil-
son, whose views on monopoly were similar (0
Bryan's. She daes puncture the mylh thal Beard
spent considerable time duning college in Chicago
and had been converted 1o populisi and socialist

ideas then. There is no indication nf hys prefer-
ence lor presidenl in 1¥Y8 {allhough Nore does
lind some suggestion thal he may have lollowed
his family's Republican proclivities), and in 1300
he was in England.

* Charles A. Beard, Coptemporary American His-
fory (New York: Macmiltan, 1914), 164, 194-96, a3
quoted in Nore, Beard, 67.

" Charles A. Beard, The Amencan Pyrty Botife
(New York: Macmillan, 1928), chs. 68, esp. 108,
J 1, 118; see also Charles A. Beard and Mary R.
Beard, A Basic History of the tinied Siates (New
York. Doubleday, Doran. 1944), 334-33, where Ihe
Beards describe Bryan's 183t campaign as having
"vibrated wilh revolulionary lervor™ and as atiracl-
ing “nearly all ihe discontenl with the course of
national alfairs thal had been made manifes) by
Labor Relormers, Greenbackers, Single Taxers,
and Socialists in recent years—all (he inveierate
hostility 10 concentraled wealth

2 "*In Memonam: W. J. B..,” in The Vintage
Menchen, Alistair Cooke, comp. (New York' Vin-
(age/Random House, 1955), 163-61.

2 They were, in chironological sequence: Wayne
C. Williams, William Jennmgs Bryan A Study i Fo-
lincal Vindication (New York: Fleming H. Revell,
1923); Genevieve Forbes Hermick and Iohn Oagen
Herrick, 7he Life ol Wilham Jennings Bryon (Chi-
cago: Grover C. Buxton, 1925): Charles Edwarg
Mermiam, Four Amencan Party leaders, Benry
Ward Beecher Foundalion lectures, Amhetst Col-
lege (New York. Macmiltan. 1826); loseph Vincent
Fuller, “William Jennings Bryan,” In v, 10 of The
Amencan Secretanes of State and Their Diplomacy,
ed. Samue! Flagg Bernis (New York: Alired Knopl,
1928); ). C. l.ong, Bryan, the Great Commaner
(New York' D Applelon, 1928); Paxton Bibben,
completed by C. Harley Graltan, The Peerless
Leader, Williarn Jeanings Bryan (New York: Farrar
and Rinehart, 1929); Morns Robert Wemer, Bryan
(New Yurk. Harcourt, Brace, 1929), Merle Eugene
Cuni, *Bryan and World Peace,” Smith College
Studfes in History 16 (1931): 111-262; Wayne C. Wil-
liams, William Jennings Bryon (New York: G. P.
Putnam's Sons, 1936); Charles McDaniel Rosser,
The Crusuthng Commoner: A Close-Up of Williom
Jennings Byyan and His Times (Dallas: Mathis, Van
Nort, 1937); and Henry Steele Commager, "Will-
lam Jennings Bryan,” in There Were Giants in the
Land (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1942). 96-103,

“Willtams, Bryan Study in Political Vindication,
and Bryon. For Williams, see National Cyclopacdia
of American Brography (New York: James T. Whilte,
1962), 14:319. Fleming H. Revell. publisher ol
Williams's earlier book. was also Bryan's publisher
al aboul( 1he same time.

15 Por chtations 10 Hibben and Werner as, pre-
sumably, the standard Ireatments, see, e.y., Harold
U. Faulkner, The Quest for Sociol Justice, 1838-
1914 (New York: Macmillan, 1931), 342, and Mat-
\hew Josaphson, The Politicos, 1865-1896 (New
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1938), 714, 719. For a cita-
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tion (o Long and Hibben as Ihe standards, see
Ueorge F. Whicher, ed., Willioin Jennings Bryon
ond the Carnpaign of 1896 (Boston: D. C. Healh,
1953), 108. Horace Samuel Menill, Bourbon De-
maocracy of the Middle Wesi, 1865-1896 (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State Universily Press, 1953),
282, cited only Hlbben. Osci- Handlin et at.
Harvard Guide 1o Amenican History (Cambridge:
Harvard Universily Press, 1954). 191, listed only
Wemner. Anthur Link, Woudrow Wilson and the Pro-
gressice Fra (New York: Hamper and Row, 1554),
294, hsted Hibban, Wemer, Williams, and Long,
but dismissed (hewm all as “either overly ¢ritical or
else worshiplul,” Faulkner, in Politics, Reform and
Expunsion, 1830-1900 (New York: Harper and
Row, 1959), 285-86, ciled Hibben and Wemer as
“paputar and mildly satirical” and Long and Wili
jams as “innre apprecialive,” but also noted (hat a
“full-length or compelent brography” had yel lo be
done.

'“ Long, Uryan, 19

" Nanional Cyclopaedta ol American Biography,
D: 435,
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101,
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Bryan's career as characlerized by “urter sincarity,
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napolis' Bobbs-Mernii, 1967), xn.
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Commager, “Innavators,” The American Mind, ix.
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“ Intraduction to Hibben, Peerless Leader, xiii
7 Ibid., 124, 164-85.
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(New York; Harcour, Brace, }955).

% Rolstadter, Amencan Political Tradstion, vii, Xi.
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Tennessee Press, 1982), «ii, 153-55.
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A “transparency” from
the 1896 campaign. A
cloth cover with a po-
litical slogan or pof-
trait was stretched
over o light wooden

- = Gy frame ond llluminated
=~ & from within by a torch-
light. Courtesy of
Qsceola Masonic
Lodge No. 65,
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