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CHAPTER I

RURAL CREDIT AND AMERICAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT

Introduction

The negative social, economic, and ecological impacts associated with conventional

agriculture are widely acknowledged.  Social and natural scientists, farmers, and consumers

are joining with many students of agriculture to argue that current conventional agricultural

practices contaminate surface and ground water, contribute to high levels of soil erosion,

narrow genetic diversity, threaten marine and aquatic life, cause farm-worker poisonings, and

induce weed and pest outbreaks.   There are also indications that modern agricultural1

practices are linked to a global decline in sperm count, as well as increases in the prevalence

of certain cancers.   Interdisciplinary efforts to identify the sources of these problems2
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contribute to the ongoing social, political, and technical debates about the sustainability of

modern agricultural practices.3

The debates surrounding conventional agriculture are complex and encompass several

subthemes.  One of the more intriguing for students of United States political history is the

question of what specific influences led us to this point of evolution in the agricultural sector. 

Current federal policy supports large-scale input and capital-intensive, mass production

agriculture.  Regressive price supports, tax-shelter incentives, permissive farm labor policy,

and the dominant research orientation of the United States Department of Agriculture

(USDA) are often classified as institutional versions of the usual suspects; that is, these are

politically determined factors contributing to the status of agriculture.4

Less attention, however, has been focused on the origins of federal policy in

agricultural capital markets.  Prior to the full industrialization of agriculture, political decisions

about the availability of credit for farmers significantly influenced the development of the

sector.  Mass production agriculture in the United States is the product of numerous political
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struggles, and the resulting design of federal policy that emerged from these politically

determined choices.   As Kenneth Finegold and Theda Skocpol argue, one "recurring lesson5

of policy history is path dependence:  what paths are available now depends on what paths

were chosen before."   In other words, policy choices during the 1910s about who should6

receive subsidized credit, and on what terms, contributed to the rise of mass production

agriculture.  Lawrence Goodwyn asserted that the historic commitment of United States

policy during the twentieth century has been primarily to meet the credit needs of an affluent

class of commercial farmers and prosperous agricultural landowners.   The legacy of this7

orientation was a set of politically derived economic institutions, which were necessary to

sustain the early development of mass production agriculture.  Defeated along the way were

alternate paths of agricultural development, such as those featuring large numbers of

diversified, small- to middle-size ecological farms, regional economies, and progressive forms

of rural cooperation.
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Successful farmers, following the incentives and advice furnished by the federal

government and diverse agencies in the private sector, led the movement to industrialize

agriculture between the 1920s and 1940s.  Many farmers became parts of vertically

integrated agribusiness firms, members of large, top-down managed commodity cooperatives,

or else independent agricultural landowners with large enterprises.   Federally sponsored8

agricultural credit institutions in the United States, much like the preexisting market conditions,

favored solvent, large, well-established owners of farmland over insolvent, small, start-up, or

tenant, farmers, thereby setting a federally regulated standard for creditworthiness, and for the

distribution of subsidized farm credit along class lines.   This policy came at a time when large9

capital flows into agriculture were increasingly important for the transition from traditional to

industrial/scientific farm practices.

Scholarship in the subfield of historical new institutionalism has identified the political

regulation of credit in capitalist systems as one of the most important factors in state and

economic development.  Theda Skocpol, for example, has argued that the financial resources

of the government are a crucial measure of state capacity.  In this view, the ability to channel

credit to particular sectors or enterprises is fundamental to any state-sponsored effort at
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industrial reorganization.  A state's financial resources, according to Skocpol, determine its

capacity to create or strengthen organizations, employ personnel, co-opt political support, and

subsidize economic development.   Similarly, Gerald Berk has argued that state allocations of10

credit, made largely in contingent and political struggles over distributional rights, allow the

imposition of particular solutions to technical or efficiency problems, where in fact a number of

solutions may be feasible.  Credit that targets a particular mode of production (e.g., mass

production) determines whether a sector moves toward economies of scale or scope.  11

Other scholarship supports the conclusion that political decisions about who gets credit are

fundamental to understanding the path to the development of industrialization in a particular

sector of the economy.12

With the passage of the Federal Farm Loan Act of 1916 (FFLA), a portion of the

agricultural capital markets in the United States initiated a new system of federal subsidy and

regulation.   The FFLA was the first extension of federal responsibility specifically for farm13
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credit, and it would come to characterize the political and economic development of

agriculture, particularly after the New Deal.   According to one land-credit scholar, "the14

Federal Farm Loan Act of 1916 is most appropriately viewed as an expression of the Rural

Life Movement and the belief of leaders in that amorphous host that cheap and safe credit

would make a fundamental contribution to a stable and prosperous rural America."15

Scholarship, however, has left some of the more complex origins of this significant

financial legislation largely unexamined.  Descriptions of the law as the result of electoral

manipulations by party politicians, or else as a triumph of an "agrarian-statist agenda," ushered
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in by politically influential dirt farmers, are provocative, but incomplete.   Left unexamined are16

questions about the way latent political ideas became accessible to large numbers of

individuals, or their representative interest groups, as they emerged publicly in the shape of

competing policy proposals.

This dissertation presents a new analytical framework for understanding the origins of

the FFLA.  The interdisciplinary theory of agenda-setting can help explain why the particular

path of state intervention enacted through the FFLA was the ultimate choice of Progressive

Era policymakers.  Agenda-setting theory augments earlier interpretations that focused instead

on parties, electoral concerns of the President, voter alignments, or the United States

Congress.  The focus is instead on empirical evidence gathered from the period that supports

an approach centered on the role of the print press.  Here, the central organizing concept of

agenda-setting, which is described in detail below, functions in two ways.  First, agenda-

setting theory guided the way primary historical data were gathered, manipulated, and

analyzed.  It also served, however, to aptly describe the role of elite journalists, and other

important contributors to the press, as manufacturers, conduits, and editors of information

about every major policy initiative during the Progressive Era.
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After the turn of the century, numerous and diverse attempts were made to ease the

task of moving millions of traditional farmers to accept the logic of business and industry.  One

method suggested for accomplishing this was the conveyance of government-supervised

and/or government- subsidized rural credit to finance the development of a better organized

agricultural sector.  During the 1910s, two competing demands dominated the policy debate. 

Farm organizations called for cheaper money through direct government lending, and

eventually came to champion the idea that U.S. Treasury funds should subsidize agricultural

development.  Opposed to the farm organizations were most of the farm papers, and the

business press, which voiced interest in a "sound" rural credit system, based on a selective

appreciation of European examples that rewarded farmers once they were better organized.

Propaganda campaigns and editorial analysis during the period 1912-1916 emerged

from several important stakeholders in the private economy, including the two largest farm

organizations, urban and rural journalists, commercial clubs, and bankers' associations, to

name only a few of the most prominent.  Many complimentary activities were conducted by

state and federal governments.  These activities often took the form of information gathering

and dispersion campaigns aimed at generating informed public discussion about the proper

way to organize both the public and private sides of the agricultural economy.  Participants on

all sides openly declared that they sought to educate, and thereby transform, public opinion

about the purpose of, and responsibility for, farm credit.  For many of these actors, efforts at

shaping public opinion through a mass media, agenda-setting strategy were premised on the
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belief that an effective federal policy on rural credits would be a critical part of the program

designed to turn the best farmers into community leaders, and industrial, cooperating

businessmen.

A number of interrelated concerns provoked a broad cross-section of journalists,

writing for the business, farm, and farm-organization press, to describe the interrelationships

between many of the same predicaments.  News of agricultural capital market failures,

changing rural-urban relations, and the sharpening tone of the debate about public/private

responsibility for sustainable rural development, whether along economical or ecological lines,

dominated the editorial columns that focused on agricultural policy issues.  Many contributing

to the debates admitted that battles for public opinion were being fought in the news columns

and press editorials.   A particularly influential role was assumed by those editors in each of17

the presses considered "honest" or otherwise straightforward, as quite a few were.  This

established an elite level of discourse easily distinguishable during an era in journalism history

better known for the effects of "yellow" journalism, which plagued urban dailies.
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As early as 1907, National Grange leader N. J. Bachelder, while denouncing the

yellow press, wrote that for the farmers, "weekly and monthly publications of national

circulation are factors of great weight and good weight in our progress."   Of course,18

amongst the farm organizations, there were always more radical or dissenting views:

Public Opinion, made-to-order and disseminated by
Press Bureaus through the great daily, weekly and
monthly magazines and the country newspapers, has so
conveyed misinformation and distorted facts and true
conditions--has so moulded and shaped and formed
opinion that an inherent prejudice, based upon positive
ignorance of the truth, will rebel and become mad and
violent if the truth is really presented.19

Periodization and American Political Development

The task of periodization continues to provoke important questions for political

scientists and historians interested in the building of the American state.  According to Karen

Orren and Stephen Skowronek, finding points of interface between order and change in

social, economic, and political institutions represents one of the distinctive challenges of

periodization.  Once we empirically locate or create theories about the boundaries of a shifting

political-institutional order or governance regime, the task is to find causal links between
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stability and evolution or disjuncture.   Critical to the process of establishing periods is the20

basic analytical proposition that a researcher can systematically extract and compare data

using a few key variables, and offer a parsimonious account.  This systematic organization of

data is the first step in the social scientific method, given that the broad parameters of a study

are in place.21

According to Walter Dean Burnham, periodization schemes imply a schedule of

priorities.  A periodization is a set of generalizations emerging from available data that allows a

researcher to present a causal argument about a segment of history.   For political historians,22

periods are experimental hypotheses used to generate and test a number of observable

implications of a particular theory of institutional development.  Valid periodizations produce

general knowledge that is more widely, though never universally, applicable.  Flawed

periodizations either settle in the dustbin of history, or remain prominent in scholarly discourse

as foils from which the next generation of historians may depart.
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Political scientists rely on a wide variety of periodization schemes to lend coherence to

past events.  Presidents, business cycles, and voters are examples of the key variables at the

center of prominent periodizations.   Diverse types of periods serve as temporal guideposts23

for scholarly access to political history; they set operational boundaries and often explicitly

state the hypotheses for historiographic research projects.  Existing periodizations are

challenged, and occasionally replaced or modified, by bringing new questions to bear on old

political debates.

Political historian Martin J. Sklar favors the process of periodization, and offers

several compelling reasons for doing so.  Periodization does not merely label an era; rather, it

allows the constructive definition of the society type in question, "the system of its social

relations, with its historically evolving requirements, capacities, pattern of authority, and

structure of power, in its general formation and its more historically specific circumstances and

stage of evolution."  A clearly defined periodization, according to Sklar, "imposes discipline

upon inquiry that acts as a control against presuppositions."  It sets up "historical knowledge

whose meaning is subject to verification, or more precisely falsification, and at the same time
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the ground of its own validation, alteration, or discard."   The methodological advantages of24

periodization are, foremost, that it establishes reasonable parameters for historical research,

and that periodization prepares the way for a theoretical or conceptual shift in the way we

understand an aspect of American political development.

Existing Periodizations

Several well-known periodizations frame the debate among political historians about

the legislation of the Progressive Era.  Political scientist Elizabeth Sanders has argued that the

expanding national state during the years 1910-1916 was the product of grievances

expressed by remote farmers.   Specifically, Sanders attributed the origin of sixteen federal25

laws enacted between 1910 and 1916 to the alignment of electoral strength in Congress

behind a "statist-agrarian agenda."  Her argument overturned an earlier periodization by

Gabriel Kolko.  In his best known work, Kolko characterized the Progressive Era reforms,

particularly financial reforms, as conservative, sharply class-skewed triumphs for big business

and financiers, which he suggested constituted powerful economic interest groups that favored

stability through the rational ordering of the market economy.26
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Sanders rejected the idea that the impetus to rationalize the market process was part

of a coherent business or financier-backed reform agenda.  Instead, she maintained that party

and congressional politics, determined in large part by sectional economic distributions,

culminated with the expansion of state capacities on behalf of the farmers, or in her words,

"the last hurrah of old populism."   On the basis of a regional industrialization theory,27

empirical evidence drawn from congressional voting patterns, and secondary accounts of the

political struggles of the period, Sanders countered Kolko and other business dominance

theorists by arguing that Progressive Era state expansion responded to remote agrarian

interests to a far greater extent than to business demands.  Agrarian reformers during the

period 1910-1916, according to Sanders, were part of a populist movement rooted spatially,

electorally, politically, and historically in the congressional representation of the periphery and

semiperiphery of a regional economic voting map.

An earlier periodization by the historian Richard Hofstadter identified Progressive Era

farm credit reform as "evidence of the long-range power of Populism."  Hofstadter found that

many of the Progressive reforms were part of the substantial list of once-derided Populist

proposals which came to fruition in the first decades of the twentieth century.  For evidence of
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the enduring sway of Populism on the legislation of the era, Hofstadter pointed to the

enactment of the FFLA.28

Earlier studies have sought to explain entire legislative periods with general theories,

either about the supremacy of business, or the electoral power and policy influence of rural

agrarians.  This dissertation narrows three key periodization boundaries.  First, it examines a

short time frame, focusing primarily on the period of rural credit reform issue emergence

between 1912 and 1914.  These dates are not rigid boundaries of the study.  The advantage

of a short time frame is that greater detail can emerge on how rural credit moved from

obscurity to the center of the national reform agenda.  Second, the study looks at change in a

single variable:  the print press.  It does so by tracking the influences of the press on agenda

formation, documenting the changes in that agenda over time, and making comparisons across

different press categories.  Third, the dissertation focuses on the momentum leading to a single

legislative act:  the FFLA.  As a result, some nuanced historical detail captured by the press

explains how multiple agendas converged in the framing of the first national farm credit law.
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Whereas Hofstadter looks at the FFLA and concludes it is the result of lingering

populist sway, and Sanders finds it is evidence of tangible electoral strength coalescing in the

hinterland, this study suggests there were antipopulist alliances of urban interests at the

forefront of the rural credit reform movement.  However, this is not to suggest that business

interests ran roughshod over the policy process, winning every battle in the manner suggested

by Kolko's "triumph of conservatism" thesis.  In the case of the FFLA, the final legislation was

neither the last hurrah of old populism, nor the triumph of conservatism.  Rather, as this

dissertation suggests, it was some of both.  The legislative outcome was a compromise

between two competing agendas, with no clear victory for any interested group.

This study contributes to general theory by presenting a close study of a critical aspect

underlying the rural credit debate.  It examines in historical detail the role of the print press in

shaping one of the most prominent and protracted policy debates of the prewar period. 

Through the farm, business, and farm-organization presses, a complicated policy network of

agrarian reformers presented their arguments--thereby setting an agenda--that subsequently

became the basis for legislative debate, and the design of the FFLA.

Agenda-Setting and American Political Development

This dissertation offers a new periodization centered on the role of the Progressive

Era print press in the formulation of national agrarian finance policy.  A diverse rural credit

reform movement sought to transform public opinion by using the most efficient mass medium
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The Appendix of this dissertation describes the scope of the empirical research done30

on the Progressive Era print press, and the methodology that produced the issue codes used
in the surveys.

of the day, the print press.   Rural credit reform was a product of a protracted debate about29

fundamental principles of the political economy.  The surviving print press from the period

provides robust sources of primary historical data revealing how journalists described the

issues associated with capital market failures and American political development.   Much of30

this press coverage during the 1910s noted how rural credit was an issue that rose suddenly

from post-Populist political dormancy about rates and terms for rural credit, becoming an

issue very much at the forefront of public concern beginning roughly in 1912.

Changing patterns of authority marked the emergence of a new period in American

political development and the history of American journalism.  During the 1910s, the rising

status of the press was apparent to many observers.  It became more than simply a medium

through which others acted to influence public opinion.  Increasing professionalism called for

elite journalists to be active players in the creation, framing, and legitimation of competing

policy agendas.  Three press surveys presented later in this dissertation illustrate the changes
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in the 1910s that define this period as one of both increased business agrarian activity and

widespread agenda-setting efforts captured by the press.

The press surveys demonstrate the growth of a semi-autonomous journalistic function. 

There was a recognition that the press was to be more than just a mouthpiece for the

economic interest of a particular group or sector, and at the same time not remain a neutral or

independent observer.  On the one hand, the press was an institution premised on the belief

that journalists and outside contributors should be known for independence of thought,

leadership ability, and their agenda-setting aspirations.  Yet the press also was perceived as a

form of public tribunal.  Journalists were responsible for reporting, and editors for commenting

on, various movements in public opinion, many of which were manifest in the form of conflicts

between group and sectoral economic interests.

The origin of the FFLA, therefore, is an historiographic problem that is well suited for

studying the relationship between issue emergence in the press, the formation of public

opinion, and the policy process that contributed to American state-building at the national

level.  Analysis of the articles in the print press during the years leading up to the passage of

the FFLA revealed that authors tended to draw readers' attention to particular constellations

of issues.  An empirical basis exists for developing an historical agenda-setting framework,

focusing on how issue salience, content, and framing operate in the print press.   Fortunately,31
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an historical agenda-setting approach is particularly effective for explaining the creation of a

quasi-public set of national farm finance institutions.  Drawing on political science and mass

communications scholarship, an interdisciplinary agenda-setting approach presents a good fit

with the data sources used in the dissertation research.  In this dissertation, the three

qualitative, over-time surveys of issue salience, content, and framing in the print press show

the relationship between issue emergence in the press, agenda-setting, and (re)framing

processes during the Progressive Era.

Agenda-setting occurred early in the policy cycle that turned latent Progressive Era

preferences for an improved agricultural economy into the focus of national public policy

efforts centered on rural credit reform.  Agenda-setting hypotheses look for evidence that

through the institutions of mass communication, the press agenda becomes the basis for the

public agenda, which in turn affects the policy agenda.   The assumption is that the smooth32
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Bartholomew H. Sparrow, "Red, White, and Blue--And Yellow: The Emergence35

and Decay of the Sensational Press As a Political Institution," paper presented at the annual
meeting of the American Political Science Association, Washington, DC, August 1997. 
Sparrow's account of the way that the "yellow press was able to control political
communication" suggests we can look at press agency for evidence of multiple institutional

operation of any print press requires a schedule of priorities producing a selection mechanism

that invariably leads to the traditional media gatekeeper role.  Assumptions about the

importance of "pre-decisional processes" and the "mobilization of bias" often make the focus

of agenda-setting analysis the early stages of issue emergence, when the range of legitimate

alternatives takes shape in the various concerned media.33

An agenda-setting framework forces us to theorize about press autonomy and

capacity in state-building the same way that others in the subfield of American political

development focus on state autonomy and capacity, party politics, class mobilization, and

technological or social change.   Focusing on the press as an agent in the formulation of a34

national agenda picks up lines of research dating from early political research through to the

present.   Many agenda-setting studies pay homage to the roots of the research tradition in35
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orders that can abrade and conjunct during policy change, as described in Karen Orren and
Stephen Skowronek, "Beyond the Iconography of Order: Notes for a `New Institutionalism,'"
in The Dynamics of American Politics, ed. Lawrence C. Dodd and Calvin Jillson (Boulder,
CO: Westview Press, 1994).  Also consider the nature of the challenges posed by Benjamin
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Less often quoted were Lippmann's 1920 observations that people were "wondering whether
government by consent can survive in a time when the manufacture of consent is an
unregulated private enterprise" and that "news is the chief source of opinion by which
government now proceeds."  Walter Lippmann, Liberty and the News (New York: Harcourt,
Brace & Howe, 1920), 4-5, 12.

Walter Lippmann's 1922 book Public Opinion, and in particular to the chapter "The World

Outside and the Pictures in Our Heads," in which he argues it is primarily though mass media

that citizens gain access to the world at large.  The dominant metaphor which emerged from

that book suggested that the press was "like the beam of a searchlight that moves restlessly

about bringing one episode and then another out of darkness and into vision."36

To his dismay, Lippmann found political scientists in the 1920s were lecturing and

writing about the workings of government without making significant studies of the formation

of public opinion.  While this early work pointed to an important venue for research, it

remained for Harold D. Lasswell to trigger a generation of more rigorous social science

inquiry into the sources and effects of public opinion during the 1940s.  Lasswell thought

democracy was dependent on public opinion in ways that made greater research into the

influence upon public perceptions a necessity.  "There is a vital two-way connection between

government and public opinion in a democracy," wrote Lasswell, concluding that the "open
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Harold D. Lasswell, Democracy Through Public Opinion (Menasha, WI: George37

Banta, 1941), 15, 35.

James W. Dearing and Everett M. Rogers, Agenda-Setting (Thousand Oaks, CA:38
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leverage for causal inference by tracing precise links of communication and action," which, he

interplay of opinion and policy is the distinguishing mark of popular rule."  To make that

contribution to the policy process, the citizen "depends for his picture of the world upon what

he reads, sees, and hears."37

According to the thorough review of the literature by Dearing and Rogers, scholarship

on the agenda-setting process is about "competition among issue proponents to gain the

attention of media professionals, the public, and policy elites."  An issue is only considered an

issue when the media turns public attention to a latent or emerging problem.  This suggests

agenda-setting is inherently a political process, whereby some matters are given attention and

others are left out of public view for long periods.  Once an issue gets on the media agenda,

the extent to which it appears significant becomes the decisive factor.  "Salience is the

degree to which an issue on the agenda is perceived to be important.  The heart of the

agenda-setting process is when the salience of an issue changes on the media agenda, the

public agenda, or the policy agenda."  The task in agenda-setting research is to identify

changes in salience in the media, public and policy agendas, and then to develop some means

to assess causality.38
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admits, may not produce generalizations across cases, but does get us into the black box of
policymaking in substantive ways.
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University Press, 1963), 13.

Maxwell E. McCombs and Donald L. Shaw, "The Agenda-Setting Function of41

Mass Media," Public Opinion Quarterly 36 (summer 1972): 184.

Agenda-setting research grew out of a suspicion that benchmark studies of direct

media effects during the 1940s and 1950s had obscured more than they revealed by

suggesting that the influence of mass media upon electoral decisions was potentially

"hypodermic," though more likely minimal.   Attention turned away from direct effects and39

toward indirect media effects, in part as a response to Cohen's persuasive, often-cited

suggestion that the press "may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to

think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about."   Interest in40

agenda-setting greatly increased following the path-breaking 1972 article by McCombs and

Shaw presenting evidence that voters do come to share "the media's composite definition of

what is important."   Current studies of agenda-setting in political science attempt to explain41

both social change and stability.  Baumgartner and Jones, for example, find agenda-setting to

be characterized by bursts of media attention that can propel an issue from obscurity to

prominence.  "Issue definition, then, is the driving force in both stability and instability,
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Michigan Press, 1993), 211.  See also Shanto Iyengar, "Framing Responsibility for Political

primarily because issue definition has the potential for mobilizing the previously

disenchanted."42

Scholarly interest is also increasing with regard to another media influence associated

with agenda-setting:  the effect of media frames.   As one recent study argued, "By framing43

social and political issues in specific ways, news organizations declare the underlying causes

and likely consequences of a problem and establish criteria for evaluating potential remedies

for the problem."   There is a growing body of experimental and survey literature in support44

of the notion that media spin matters; through framing and "priming," the press play a role

establishing public criteria about what is important or possible.  Perhaps the strongest claim in

the literature is that "the manner in which political issues are framed by the media has

important consequences . . . changes in the salience of issues are likely to shift the distribution

of preferences and, thereby, to alter political outcomes."45
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Issues," Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 546 (July 1996):
59-70; and Shanto Iyengar and Donald R. Kinder, News That Matters (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1987).

Adam F. Simon and Shanto Iyengar, "Toward Theory-Based Research in Political46

Communication," PS: Political Science and Politics 29, no. 1 (March 1996): 29-33.

An overview of the limited attempts can be found in Thomas J. Johnson, Wayne47

Wanta, and Cindy Lee, "Exploring FDR's Relationship with the Press: A Historical Agenda-
Setting Study," Political Communication 12, no. 2 (1995), 158.

Purpose of the Study

This enormous literature posits a significant relationship between media, public, and

policy agendas.  It encourages questions about how these insights might help to recast the

study of American political development.  Is there, for example, a way to assess agenda-

setting effects in a period prior to the development of public opinion survey research during

the 1930s?  Leading scholars are among those who have suggested that the subfield of

political communication is strengthened when there is "theory-building through pluralistic

methods of research."   In this regard, there is reason to believe a turn to historical agenda-46

setting research could be productive.  In this case, that means using content analysis and

policy agendas in the study of media influence on public opinion and the policy process.  Thus

far, historical applications of the agenda-setting framework have been infrequent, in part

because of the tedious coding process involved, but more so because of the difficulty of

gathering accurate indicators of public opinion.   Yet policymakers had to gauge public47

opinion in the era prior to survey research, and it seems reasonable to expect that most
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Dearing and Rogers, Agenda Setting, 23, 36.48

Elisabeth S. Clemens, The People's Lobby: Organizational Innovation and the Rise49

of Interest Group Politics in the United States, 1890-1925 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1997), 11.

officials and citizens who were not experts turned to the press to find out what the important

issues of day were.

Dearing and Rogers suggested that an alternative to public opinion surveys, one less

often used, is "studying the over-time activities of social movements, grassroots organizing,

and consumer groups."  Traditional agenda-setting studies use content analysis only to the

extent that articles must be coded and operationalized as a countable unit.  The raw number of

units used for measuring salience are more important to most agenda-setting researchers,

rather than the detailed content of those numerous news stories.  The assumption is that

"repetition sets the public agenda through the continual hammering away of the media on the

same issue."   A nontraditional take on agenda-setting developed in this dissertation argues48

that the content below the level of issue focus codes matters.  As Elisabeth S. Clemens

remarked in her recent study of the rise of interest group politics, "we need to ask how people

understood their individual preferences and when these preferences were defined as politically

salient."   The surveys and background chapters presented in this dissertation contribute to49

this important line of inquiry.

The central purpose of this study is to test the viability of two related hypotheses

through a periodization of the print press.  The first hypothesis (H1) concerns the proximate
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origin of the FFLA.  According to H1, rural credit reform emerged in 1912 as a viable public

policy issue only after the business and farm press favorably presented the idea of looking to

European models of privately financed cooperative rural credit.  Business and farm press

support for an inquiry into a particular type of reform, one that did not need U.S. Treasury

funds to benefit farmers, made it possible to proceed with state-sponsored investigations into

the applicability of European methods.  To disprove the hypothesis, the surveys would have to

suggest there was an alternative impetus for a European-centered movement that culminated

in the passage of the FFLA.

A corollary of H1 is that business and farm press attention to the need for privately

funded credit reform preceded demands in the farm-organization press for any sort of farm

credit legislation or direct government financial aid.  The survey evidence supports this

component of H1.  Farm-organization proposals for rural credit reform creating direct

government lending to farmers, a genuine manifestation of populism's last hurrah, emerged in

response to outside agitation and agenda-setting efforts centered on the importance of looking

to Europe for rural credit models.

The second hypothesis (H2) concerns the rising importance of agenda-setting by the

press as a defining characteristic of the survey period.  According to H2, between 1907 and

1916 the print press became a preeminent tool for the cultivation of public opinion on matters

of national public policy.  Disproving this hypothesis would require evidence of a policy

process operating independently from the agenda set in the major agrarian-press outlets.  In
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the case of the FFLA, however, press content was instrumental both in getting rural credit

reform on the table, and in framing the most contested issue--that being, whether or not to

include a provision for federal funds.  The apparent influence of press leaders and the growth

in new press publications with explicit agenda-setting goals during this period together lend

support to the premise of H2.

What then is the relationship between H1 and H2?  Taken together, these two

hypotheses are the basis for a new periodization focusing on the rise in the role of the press in

Progressive Era policymaking.  If proven, H1 would show that Sanders' and Hofstadter's

characterization of the larger period cannot completely explain the origin of the FFLA.  The

business and farm press were neither populist in orientation, nor were they located in the

hinterland.  Leading figures in the policy network looking to Europe were prominent business

activists sharing a decidedly antipopulist outlook.

Given the validity of H1, H2 is the best description of the period leading up to the

passage of the FFLA.  This would be the case even if a partial victory for the farm

organizations can be shown to be a product of their own reactionary agenda-setting strategies. 

According to H1, the movement to reform rural credit did not originate with the farm

organizations.  In fact, farm organizations failed to get the type of farm credit system they

proposed.  However, they did win a partial legislative victory by ensuring the U.S. Treasury

would initially underwrite the new land mortgage credit system.  Kolko's business dominance

periodization cannot explain how the FFLA came to embody the government financial aid that
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business and farm press leaders warned against for years.  Historical agenda-setting,

however, explains how the rural credit reform movement culminated in a compromise position

borrowing key elements from two competing models to realize the policy initiative.

Each of the subsequent seven empirical chapters brings a unique stream of primary

source historical data to bear on both H1 and H2.  Chapter II sets out the political context by

introducing the most salient rural credit reform initiative of the period:  the idea of looking to

Europe for models of cooperative rural credit.  Whereas some historians have dismissed the

importance of European models, H1 and H2 suggest that looking to Europe was a political

episode that had a substantial influence on the FFLA for several reasons.  Foremost, Chapter

II illustrates how proponents of the idea of looking to Europe put rural credit reform into play

at the national policy level with the prominent backing of business organizations and

conservative politicians.  In terms of H1, Chapter II shows the appeal of a nonpopulist,

privately funded solution to complex agricultural problems associated with poor rural credit. 

This enthusiasm for European models was manifest in influential commissions and inquiries

charged with the duty of putting rural credit reform and agricultural "uplift" into the news.  The

highly salient idea of looking to Europe supports H2 since the entire process was advertised

as an orchestrated agenda-setting strategy, one which articulated a coherent agrarian agenda

that was captured in the issue-coding used to organize the press surveys.

Chapters III through VIII focus on the links between economic groups and sectors,

how these groups used and developed the press, and the pursuit of agrarian policy goals.  A
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sequence of three paired chapters presents a rough typology of the agrarian-oriented press. 

The surveys of the business, farm, and farm-organization press in Chapters IV, VI, and VIII,

respectively, are premised on the idea that original-source press content is the best available

data for testing the validity of H1 and H2.  The available files of each press category (see

Appendix) were analyzed and coded by issue focus to illustrate the existence of a coherent

agrarian agenda.  The surveys reveal significant points of editorial convergence and conflict,

which only traditional historical accounts can begin to parse.

Each press survey is preceded by an introductory chapter which sets the context in

terms of key individuals and organizations associated with agrarian reform and agenda-setting

in the press.  In Chapters III and IV, the central question is:  What was new in the 1910s that

manifested as an agrarian agenda in the business press?  The answer is found in the growing

interest in apparently connected agricultural issues, such as soil fertility and the effects of

perceived dwindling food supplies on urban prices.  Chapter III establishes the rationale for

business agrarianism; it tends to lend support to the premise underlying H1:  that business was

mobilizing on legislative affairs.  Chapter III supports H2 to the extent that it captures the spirit

of an urban agrarian ideal, one that sought to improve agriculture by disseminating reform

guidelines through the press.

Chapter IV presents the results of the first press survey.  The central hypothesis in

Chapter IV is that rural credit reform was embedded in a multifaceted urban agrarian agenda. 

For example, the content of the business press supports the theory that business leaders saw
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their own influence over agrarian legislation as part of their new purview over the complex

relations between rural credit, farm profitability, and the rising cost of living.  The resulting

agenda-setting strategy, captured in the business press survey, confirms both H1 and H2, and

contributes to the finding that changing rural-urban relations were emerging as a highly salient

issue during this period.

The relationship between farm journals, farmers, and the business community is the

focus of Chapters V and VI.  This second set of paired chapters examines the business and

politics of Progressive Era farm press journalism.  Chapter V introduces historical

perspectives on the agenda-setting tradition of farm journals, and examines whether 1910s

farm press journalists were more akin to businessmen than farmers.  In terms of H1, Chapter

V suggests that in the farm press there was a lingering suspicion of rural-based farm finance

ideas that were too closely associated with populism.  Chapter V also provides support for

H2 by demonstrating the agenda-setting aspirations of leading farm journalists.  The survey of

the farm press in Chapter VI reaffirms the findings in Chapter IV regarding H1 by showing

that interest in looking to Europe for a rural credits model originated in nonfarm sectors of the

economy.  Chapter VI also supports H2 by demonstrating how similar the agenda in the farm

and business press were, particularly on the key issue of keeping government financial aid out

of rural credit reform.

The final paired chapters examine the status of farm organizations and their

agenda-setting aspirations.  Chapters VII and VIII present further evidence in support of H1
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and H2.  Organization for mutual benefit among farmers is the central problem that emerges in

these chapters.  A corollary is the inconsistent and even nonexistent influence of farmers on

agrarian legislation at the national level.  Both of these chapters tend to support H1 by

showing that farm organizations, while seeking to help farmers become masters of their own

economic situation, were consistently vexed by the disorganized status of farmers in general. 

According to farm-organization leaders, this made them regular victims of legislative injustice,

or else their own inaction, as was the case when rural credit reform first emerged from

nonfarm sectors.  In addition, both chapters reveal how the development of the farm-

organization press was seen as a potential solution to agrarian legislative problems, lending

support to H2.

Chapter VII introduces the organizational vestiges of populism's last hurrah.  Farm

organizations during this period were in the midst of a transition away from the mass electoral

politics of the populist uprising, and toward the press-oriented politics of emerging interest-

group liberalism.  This transitional period reflected the recognition by farm-organization

leaders of the impact of past failures in electoral politics, and the increasing importance of the

press in the cultivation of public opinion.

Chapter VIII presents the results of the final press survey, one which utilizes the same

issue codes as the business and farm press surveys, but is organized to reflect a slightly

different distribution of issue saliency.  The most salient issue in the farm-organization press

was the issue of organization itself.  As predicted by H1, concerns about rural credit emerged
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belatedly in the farm-organization press.  Once the rural credit issue appeared, it did so in

conjunction with the other issues found to be salient in the business and farm press, such as

farm profitability and the cost of living, supporting the premise of H2.  Finally, in Chapter IX

the contribution of these two hypotheses to the study of American political development is

assessed.  Historical agenda-setting is described as a methodology with potential for greater

sophistication and increased historical value.


