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Chapter 19
Political Stalemate and

Political Upheaval,
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Parties, Voters, and Reformers

•What were people's expectations about the role of parties in the politics of the Gilded Age?

•What choices did the political parties offer voters?

Political Stalemate

•How did the stalemate that deadlocked politics from 1874 into the 1890s constrain both parties?

Agricultural Distress and Political Upheaval

•Why did farmers choose to take political action outside the major parties?

( INTRODUCTION )
In July 1892, a new political party, the People's party, met in Omaha to choose its candidates for president and vice president. The new party, also called the Populists, contended that the outcome of industrialization had been material and moral ruin, political corruption, and exploited labor. The Populists also proclaimed their choices for dealing with the outcome of industrialization. They urged immediate federal action to rescue debtors, break up monopolies, and bring railroads under govern​ment ownership. They proposed reforms to in​crease the power of voters to control the govern​ment. And they made clear the expected outcome of these changes: that "oppression, injustice, and poverty shall eventually cease in the land."

Most Americans, however, held different expec​tations from the Populists. Most were unwilling to create a vastly more powerful federal government, to place severe constraints on the rights of property owners, or to entrust the federal government to self-proclaimed representatives of impoverished farmers and angry workers. In the end, the Pop​ulists failed to establish their new party as a major factor in American politics. The outcome of their ef​forts, however, was significant change in the na​ture of politics in the 1890s—and in the twentieth century as well.

Although most Americans rejected the Pop​ulists' remedies, few doubted that there had been a profound transformation of the nation's social and economic life following the Civil War. Congress and the president had grappled with complex choices affecting the South and Reconstruction, the future of American Indians, and the role of the fed​eral government in developing the West. But a pro​tracted stalemate gripped national politics from 1875 to 1896, constraining those who advocated po​litical changes that would address the issues cre​ated by rapid social and economic change.

Throughout those years, men were expected to hold intense party loyalties. (Nearly all women were constrained from voting throughout this pe​riod.) Despite such expectations, a few people chose to break with the major parties to call for changes
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Choices

Outcomes

in policies or in the nature of politics. Prominent among those demanding change were advocates of woman suffrage. A succession of organizations and parties also spoke out for impoverished farm​ers and tried, largely unsuccessfully, to forge an al​liance among all the disadvantaged—rural and ur​ban, black and white.

The Populist party was the outcome of a quarter-century of agrarian radicalism that was fueled by the economic misfortunes of farmers. Eventually, the Populists chose to merge with the Democrats in support of the presidential candidacy of William Jennings Bryan in 1896. In the process, the Demo​cratic party shed its deep commitment to minimal government and embraced a more activist role for the government in the economy. In 1896, however, voters chose William McKinley, the Republican can​didate for president, thereby endorsing a more conservative approach to government. The long​term outcome, however, was the transformation of the very nature of American politics.
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Parties, Voters, and Reformers

Political parties dominated nearly every aspect of the political process from the 1830s until the early 1900s. During those years, Americans expected all meaningful political choices to come through par​ties. An understanding of politics therefore must begin with an analysis of political parties: what they were, what they did, what they stood for, and what choices they offered to voters.

Republicans and Democrats

Important differences characterized the two par​ties in their campaign arguments, their actions at state and local levels, and the voters who sup​ported them. Some of those differences appear in the ways the two parties described themselves in their platforms, newspapers, speeches, and other campaign appeals.

Republicans asserted a virtual monopoly on pa​triotism by pointing to their defense of the Union during the Civil War. They claimed that Democrats had proved themselves disloyal during the conflict. "Every man that shot a Union soldier," one Repub​lican orator proclaimed, "was a Democrat." Repub​licans exploited the Civil War legacy in other ways too. Republicans in Congress voted generous fed​eral pensions to disabled Union army veterans and to the widows and orphans of those who died. Re​publican party leaders urged the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), the organization of Union veterans, to "vote as you shot." Republican candi​dates were frequently Union veterans.

Prosperity formed another persistent Republi​can campaign theme. Republicans boasted that the economic growth of the postwar era stemmed from their wise policies. They accused the Demo​crats of endangering prosperity by pledging to re​duce the protective tariff. Republicans also claimed to be the party of decency and respectability. Republican campaigners delighted in portraying Democrats as "the old slave-owner and slave-driver, the saloon-keeper, the ballot-box-stuffer, the Kuklux [Klan], the criminal class of the great cities, the men who cannot read or write."


Whereas Republicans defined themselves in terms of what their party did and who they were, Democrats typically explained what they opposed. Most leading Democrats stood firm against "gov​ernmental interference" in the economy, especially tariffs and land grants. The Republicans' protec​tive tariff, Democrats claimed, protected manufac​turers from international competition at the ex​pense of consumers. Land grants should provide farms for citizens, not subsidies for railroads. Democrats favored a strictly limited role for the government in the economy. This commitment to minimal government went back to the days of Andrew Jackson, who equated governmental ac​tivism with privileges for a favored few.

Democrats also opposed governmental interfer​ence in social relations and behavior. In the North, especially in Irish and German communities, they condemned prohibition, which they called a viola​tion of personal liberty. They defended Catholics against the political attacks of groups like the American Protective Association (APA). In the South, Democrats rejected federal enforcement of equal rights for African Americans.

Efforts to mobilize supporters on election day produced all-time records for voter participation. In 1876, more than 80 percent of the eligible voters cast their ballots. At the polling places, party work​ers distributed lists, or "tickets," of their party's candidates, which voters then used as ballots. Vot​ing was not secret until the 1890s. Before then, everyone could see which party's ticket a voter de​posited in the ballot box.

Most voters developed strong party loyalties on the basis of ethnicity, race, or religion. Nearly all

Grand Army of the Republic Organization of Union army veterans.

prohibition A legal ban on the manufacture, sale, and use of alcoholic beverages.

American Protective Association An anti-Catholic organization founded in Iowa in 1887 and active during the next decade.

ethnicity Ethnicity, or ethnic background, can in​clude a shared racial, religious, linguistic, cultural, or national heritage.

Catholics and many Irish, German, and other im​migrants supported the Democrats as the party that defended them against the APA, nativism, and prohibition. Poor voters in the disproportionately Catholic big cities usually supported the local Democratic machine. Most southern whites sup​ported the Democrats as the party that opposed federal enforcement of black rights. After 1876, the Democrats dominated the South and found pock​ets of ethnic supporters throughout the North. They comprised a very diverse coalition.

Outside the South, most old-stock Protestants voted Republican, as did most Scandinavian and English immigrants. Most African Americans and former abolitionists supported the Republicans as the party of emancipation. Union veterans sup​ported the Republicans overwhelmingly. Republi​cans did well in New England, Pennsylvania, much of the Midwest, and among Hispanic voters in the Southwest. The Republicans comprised a more coherent political organization than the Democrats. They agreed that the federal govern​ment should encourage economic growth and pro​tect black rights. The Democrats opposed such measures. Neither party advocated government action to regulate, restrict, or tax the developing in​dustrial corporations.

Parties and Patronage

The spoils system, or patronage system, played an important role in Gilded Age politics. Under this system, the winner of an election, whether a mayor or a president, rewarded his loyal followers with appointments to the many government jobs at his disposal. These patronage jobs were consid​ered an appropriate reward for working hard for the candidate during the campaign. Everyone un​derstood that those appointed to such jobs were expected to contribute part of their salaries to the party and to work for that party's candidates. Thus the existence of patronage jobs helped en​sure a high voter turnout.

Competition for patronage jobs was always fierce. In 1869, Congressman James A. Garfield grumbled that all "the adult population of the United States" seemed involved in "the rush for office." When


Garfield himself became president in 1881, he was so overwhelmed with demands for jobs that he ex​claimed in disgust, "My God! What is there in this place that a man should ever want to get into it?"

The government jobs most in demand involved purchasing supplies or handling government con​tracts. Purchasing and contracts themselves be​came another form of spoils, awarded to entre​preneurs who supported the party. This system invited corruption. In the 1890s, for example, a Post Office Department official pressured post​masters across the country to buy clocks from a political associate. Business owners competing for government contracts sometimes paid bribes to the officials who made the decisions.

Some critics charged that the fundamental de​fect of the politics of patronage was that it ignored principles and issues. George F. Hoar, a Republican congressman from Massachusetts, complained in 1876 that some of his colleagues believed that the only way to win power was "to bribe the people with the offices" and that these politicians used power primarily for "promotion of selfish ambi​tion." The spoils system did have its defenders. Tammany Hall politician George Plunkitt ex​plained, "You can't keep an organization together without patronage. Men ain't in politics for nothin'. They want to get somethin' out of it."

The most persistent critics of the spoils systems were known as the Mugwumps. Centered in Boston and New York, these reformers were largely Repub​licans who enjoyed high social status. Mugwumps argued that eliminating patronage would drive out the machines and opportunists and restore political decency. Instead of basing appointments on political loyalty, the Mugwumps advocated a merit system

postmaster An official appointed to oversee the operations of a local post office.

Mugwumps A group of Republicans who opposed political corruption and campaigned for reform in the 1880s and 1890s, sometimes crossing party boundaries to achieve their goals.

merit system Practice of hiring government work​ers based on their abilities and their scores on com​petency tests instead of through patronage.
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( This sketch of women voting in Cheyenne, Wyoming Territory, appeared in 1888. In 1869, Wyoming became the first state or territory to extend suffrage to women. This drawing apppeared shortly before Wyoming re​quested statehood, a request made controversial by the issue of woman suffrage. Library of Congress.

based on a job seeker's ability to pass a compre​hensive examination. Educated, dedicated civil ser​vants, they believed, would stand above party poli​tics and provide capable, honest administration. Because the Mugwumps sometimes broke with their party, they drew the contempt of most party politicians.

Challenging the Male Bastion: Woman Suffrage

In the late nineteenth century, some bold women accelerated the efforts to secure the right to vote


for women. The struggle for woman suffrage was of long standing. In 1848, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and four other women had organized the world's first Women's Rights Convention, held at Seneca Falls, New York. Stanton was the most prominent leader in the struggle for women's rights, espe​cially voting rights, until her death in 1902. After 1851, Susan B. Anthony became her constant part​ner in these efforts. They achieved important suc​cesses in convincing lawmakers to modify laws that discriminated against women, but all their la​bor could not change the laws that limited voting to men.

In 1869, Stanton and Anthony formed the Na​tional Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA). The NWSA sought a constitutional amendment to se​cure woman suffrage. They built alliances with other reform organizations and worked to improve women's status. For example, members pressed for easier divorce laws and birth control (which Stanton called "self-sovereignty") and promoted women's unions. The major support for the NWSA came from middle-class women—and some men—who were of old-stock American Protestant de​scent.

The first victories for woman suffrage came in the West. in 1869, the Wyoming territorial legisla​ture extended the franchise to women. This action may have been intended to attract women to Wyoming, which had many more males than fe​males. In 1889, when Wyoming asked for state​hood, many congressmen balked at admitting a state that permitted women to vote. Congress ulti​mately relented and approved Wyoming state​hood in 1890. In 1893, Colorado became the first state to adopt woman suffrage through a popular vote.

National Woman Suffrage Association New York–based woman-suffrage organization led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony; it accepted only women as members and worked for related issues such as unionizing female workers.

franchise The right to vote; another word for suffrage.

The Utah Territory adopted woman suffrage in 1870. This action strengthened the Mormons' polit​ical power, because Mormon women greatly out​numbered non-Mormon women. The Mormons also may have hoped to silence critics who claimed that polygamy degraded women. In an act aimed primarily at the Mormons, Congress outlawed polygamy in 1887 and disfranchised the women in the Utah Territory at the same time. Not until Utah became a state in 1896 did Utah women regain the vote. Neighboring Idaho also adopted woman suf​frage in 1896.

Several states began to permit women limited voting rights, especially on matters usually outside party politics, such as school board elections and school bond issues. These concessions reflected the widespread assumption that women's gender roles included child rearing. By 1890, women could vote in school elections in nineteen states and on bond and tax issues in three. But no state passed a suffrage proposal between 1896 and 1910.

Structural Change and Policy Change

The Mugwumps and advocates of woman suffrage were only two of the many groups that identified issues seldom addressed by the two major parties: prohibition, the secret ballot, an end to child labor, and the regulation of business, among others. Most of the reforms these groups called for fall into two categories. Structural reform refers to efforts to change the manner in which political decisions are made. Structural issues include the way in which public officials are chosen and eligibility to vote. Thus the Mugwumps and woman suffragettes both advocated structural change. Policy reform, by contrast, refers to changes in the way government uses its power. The debate over federal economic policy in the Gilded Age provides an array of con​trasting positions. Democrats typically favored laissez faire, believing that federal interference in the economy created a privileged class. Republi​cans believed in distributing economic benefits to companies and individuals (land, tariff protection) to encourage economic growth. The Grangers (dis​cussed on page 420) wanted federal regulation of corporations.


Although many reform groups had little in com​mon with each other, some formed alliances. The tiny Prohibition party, for example, wanted gov​ernment to eliminate alcohol, but it also favored woman suffrage because it assumed most women voters would oppose alcohol.

Many political groups supported one important structural change: the Australian ballot, which was printed and distributed by the government, not political parties, and marked by voters in the privacy of an enclosed booth. Use of the secret bal​lot spread rapidly after its introduction in the late 1880s. By 1892, most states had adopted it. This re​form had important implications for political par​ties. It enabled voters to cross party lines and vote a split ticket. It also prevented party officials from seeing how a voter cast his ballot. The adoption of the secret ballot and the merit system marked the first significant efforts to limit parties' power and influence.

Political Stalemate

A political stalemate made it difficult for either party to put through major changes in federal pol​icy between 1875 and 1896. Instead, politics often revolved around scandal and spoils rather than is​sues of policy. When the Republicans briefly broke the stalemate in 1889 and 1890, they found them​selves rejected by the voters.

Formula for Stalemate

Competition between Republicans and Democrats at a national level was very close from 1874 to 1896. In the elections of 1880, 1884, and 1888, New York State cast its electoral votes for the winning

Australian ballot A method of voting adopted from Australia, in which the voter's choices of can​didates are secret.

split ticket A ballot cast by an individual who has voted for candidates of more than one political party.

candidate. Had it voted for the other candidate, he would have won. Thus a different choice by one or two voters out of every hundred in New York would have changed the result of the national election.

Although most presidential elections during these decades were very close, the Republicans usually won. The Democrats carried only two of the eleven presidential elections between 1860 and 1900. However, from 1877 until 1895, the two par​ties had nearly equal numbers in the Senate and House of Representatives. The Democrats usually held a slim majority in the House, and the Republi​cans usually held a similar margin in the Senate. Thus the Republican Senate could block any pro​posal by a Democratic president, and the Demo​cratic House could block any proposal by a Repub​lican president.

Other factors also made significant changes in policy unlikely. The struggle between Andrew Johnson and the congressional radicals had tipped the balance of power from the presidency to the Congress. Johnson's successors did little to chal​lenge that dominance. Also, both parties held atti​tudes toward the presidency that made it improba​ble that a president would seek a leadership role in policy. In the words of John Sherman, a highly in​fluential Republican, the executive "should be sub​ordinate to the legislative department." Virtually no one expected the president to be a major policy initiator, and no president was.

The Grant Administration: Spoils and Scandals

The dogged determination that made Ulysses S. Grant a winning general failed to make him even a satisfactory president. Grant never grasped the po​tential for presidential leadership. Congress had taken control of domestic policymaking during Andrew Johnson's troubled presidency, and Grant accepted that situation.

Although Grant himself was not involved, his two terms in office (1869-1877) were mired in scan​dal. Grant all too often named friends or acquain​tances to federal posts for which they were unqual​ified. Many of them saw their positions as little


more than a way to enrich themselves. The Whiskey Ring provides a prime example. This "ring" of federal officials and distillers, centered in St. Louis, had conspired to evade paying whiskey taxes. In 1875, Treasury Secretary Benjamin Bris​tow had 230 men indicted for this offense. The in​dictment included several of Grant's appointees and even his private secretary. Despite the evi​dence, Grant could not believe his close associates were guilty. He helped his secretary avoid convic​tion and forced Bristow to resign.

Congress also supplied its share of scandal. In 1868, several prominent congressional leaders had become stockholders in the Credit Mobilier, a con​struction company created by the chief sharehold​ers in the Union Pacific Railroad. The Union Pacific officers awarded Credit Mobilier a very generous contract to build the railroad. Thus the company's chief shareholders paid themselves handsomely for constructing their own railroad. To protect this arrangement from congressional scrutiny, the com​pany sold shares cheaply to key members of Con​gress. Purchasers included many leading Republi​cans, two of whom later became vice president. Revelation of these arrangements in 1872 and 1873 scandalized the nation.

Hayes, Garfield, and Arthur: The Politics of Faction

Repeated exposures of corruption led Republicans in 1876 to nominate Rutherford B. Hayes, whose

Whiskey Ring Distillers and revenue officials in St. Louis who were revealed in 1875 to have de​frauded the government of millions of dollars in whiskey taxes, with the collusion of federal officials.

Credit Mobilier Company created to build the Union Pacific Railroad. It sold shares cheaply to congressmen who approved federal subsidies for railroad construction. The scandalous deal was un​covered in 1872-1873.

Rutherford B. Hayes Reform governor of Ohio who was elected president in 1876 on the Republi​can ticket.

reputation was unblemished. Hayes helped restore the reputation of the Republican party after the scandals of the Grant administration. In Congress, however, Hayes found few allies when he tried to modify the patronage system. He did not seek re​election in 1880.

The Republicans were badly divided that year. James G. Blaine of Maine, a powerful leader of one Republican faction, sought the presidential nomi​nation. Roscoe Conkling of New York, the leader of the other faction, the Stalwarts, promoted the can​didacy of former president Grant. The convention ultimately compromised on James A. Garfield, a Civil War general and an able congressman from Ohio. The Democrats nominated Winfield Scott Hancock, a distinguished Civil War general. The campaign dealt less with policy issues than with Garfield's minor role in the Credit Mobilier scan​dal and with Hancock's Catholic wife. Garfield won by a tiny margin, 48.5 percent to 48.0 percent.

On July 2, 1881, four months after taking office, Garfield was shot by Charles Guiteau, who was mentally unstable. Garfield died in September. Vice President Chester A. Arthur then assumed the presidency. Defying his previous reputation as a loyal Stalwart, Arthur proved that the presidential office can improve the stature of its occupant. He prosecuted Stalwarts involved in post office cor​ruption and even suggested that Congress should reform the spoils system. This suggestion bore fruit in 1883, when Congress passed the Pendleton Act, as civil service reformers took advantage of the widespread but false belief that Guiteau was a disappointed office seeker. The act established the merit system for government employment. Com​petitive examinations became the basis for ap​pointment to classified positions, which were re​moved from the patronage system.

Initially, only 15 percent of federal positions were classified, but the law authorized the presi​dent to add positions to the list. The person who held an office when it was first classified was pro​tected from removal on political grounds, so presi​dents used the law to protect their own patronage appointees. Once those people retired, however, their replacements came through the merit system. In this way, positions were gradually withdrawn from the patronage system. By 1901, the law ap​

plied to 44 percent of federal employees. The Pendleton Act laid the basis for the current civil service system.

Cleveland and the Democrats

Because of his failing health, Arthur exerted little effort to win his party's nomination in 1884, allow​ing Blaine to capture it. The Democrats nominated Grover Cleveland, the governor of New York State, who had earned a reputation for integrity and po​litical courage by attacking Tammany Hall. Tam​many voters—many of them Irish—therefore dis​liked Cleveland.

The campaign quickly turned nasty. Many Mug​wumps disliked Blaine and embarrassed him by re​vealing that he had profited from prorailroad legis​lation. Blaine supporters gleefully trumpeted the fact that Cleveland had avoided military service during the Civil War and had once fathered a child outside marriage. The election hinged on New York State, where Blaine expected to cut deeply into the usually Democratic Irish vote. A few days before the election, however, a Republican preacher in New York City called the Democrats the party of "rum, Romanism [Catholicism], and rebellion." Blaine ignored this insult to his Irish Catholic sup​porters until newspapers blasted it the next day. By then the damage was done. Cleveland won New York State by a tiny margin, and New York's elec​toral votes gave him the victory.

Cleveland was deeply committed to minimal government and to restraining spending. Between
	Stalwart Faction of the Republican party led by Roscoe Conkling that was committed wholeheart​edly to the spoils system.

James A. Garfield Ohio congressman who was chosen as a compromise candidate at the 1880 Re​publican convention, elected twentieth president of the United States, and shot to death only four months after taking office.

Pendleton Act Law passed in 1883 that created the Civil Service Commission and the merit system for government hiring and jobs.

classified position Government job filled through the merit system instead of by patronage.


1885 and 1889, he vetoed 414 bills, most of them granting pensions to individual Union veterans. This was twice as many vetoes as for all previous presidents combined. Cleveland provided little leadership but did approve the Dawes Sever​alty Act (see page 379) and the Interstate Com​merce Act.

The Interstate Commerce Act grew out of politi​cal pressure from farmers and small businesses that led several states to regulate railroads. In 1871, Illi​nois had created a railroad and warehouse commis​sion to set maximum rates. Iowa and Wisconsin passed laws regulating railroad freight rates in 1874. In 1877, in Munn v. Illinois, the Supreme Court held that businesses with "a public interest," in​cluding warehouses and railroads, "must submit to be controlled by the public for the common good." In Wabash Railway v. Illinois (1886), however, the Supreme Court put severe limits on the states' power to regulate railroad rates.

The Wabash decision prompted Congress in 1887 to pass the Interstate Commerce Act, which cre​ated the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC), the first federal regulatory commission. The law prohibited pools, rebates, and different rates for short and long hauls. The prohibitions proved to be largely unenforceable, however, because the law was vague and the ICC had little real power.

Cleveland considered the nation's greatest problem to be the persistent federal budget sur​plus. Throughout the 1880s, the surplus was often more than $100 million per year. Worried that the surplus encouraged wasteful spending, Cleveland demanded in 1887 that Congress cut tariff rates on raw materials and necessities. Cleveland's action provoked a serious division within his own party. The Democrats could not agree on a bill, and Con​gress adjourned without voting on the tariff.

In the 1888 presidential election, the Democrats renominated Cleveland. The Republicans nomi​nated Benjamin Harrison, senator from Indiana and grandson of former president William Henry Harrison. The Republicans' campaign focused on the virtues of the protective tariff. They raised un​precedented amounts of campaign money by sys​tematically approaching business leaders on the tariff issue. The Republicans also attacked Cleve​land's vetoes of pensions for Union veterans.


Harrison won in the electoral voting but re​ceived fewer popular votes than Cleveland: 47.9 percent to Cleveland's 48.7 percent. The Republi​cans also secured majorities in both the House and Senate. In 1889, the Republicans stood poised to create new public policies.

Harrison: Ending the Stalemate?

The new Republican majority's first major task when Congress opened in 1889 was tariff reform. The Republicans wanted to cut the federal surplus without reducing protection. The McKinley Tariff of 1890 (named for the congressman chiefly respon​sible for it, William McKinley) moved some items to the free list (notably sugar, a major source of tar​iff revenue) but raised tariff rates prohibitively on other items. The House passed the McKinley Tariff in late May 1890 and sent it on to the Senate.

In July, the House approved the Federal Elec​tions Bill, nicknamed the "Force Bill" by its Demo​cratic opponents. The bill proposed federal super​vision over congressional elections to prevent disfranchisement, fraud, and violence. The bill did not single out the South, but everyone knew that the South was its target. The measure passed the House and went to the Senate, where approval seemed likely.

Harrison wanted the tariff and election bills passed as a party package. Senate Republicans, however, feared that a Democratic filibuster against the election bill would prevent passage of either measure. Finally, the Republicans agreed to postpone the elections bill if the Democrats would not delay the tariff bill. Over the strong protests of a few New England Republicans, the rest of the

Interstate Commerce Commission Federal com‑
mission established in 1887 to oversee railroads.

Benjamin Harrison Indiana Republican senator elected president in 1888 on a platform of high protective tariffs.

McKinley Tariff Tariff law passed in 1890 that sought not only to protect established industries but also, by prohibitory duties, to create new in​dustries; it soon became extremely unpopular.

party sacrificed African Americans' voting rights to gain the revised tariff. (Some seventy years would pass before Congress finally acted to pro​tect black voting rights in the South.) By raising import duties, the McKinley Tariff soon reduced imports, tariff income, and the budgetary surplus.

Another significant law to emerge from the Re​publican Congress in 1890 was the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. Created in response to growing public concern about trusts and monopolies, the law de​clared that "every contract, combination in the form of trust or otherwise, or conspiracy, in re​straint of trade or commerce among the several states, or with foreign nations, is hereby declared to be illegal." The United States thereby became the first industrial nation to regulate business com​binations. But the law proved difficult to enforce. Since it did not define "trust," "conspiracy," or "restraint of trade," it was left to courts that were generally sympathetic to business to supply these definitions.

Republicans seemed to have broken the political logjam in 1889-1890. The McKinley Tariff and the Sherman Anti-Trust Act were among a record number of new laws. Other legislation included a major increase in pension eligibility for disabled Union army veterans, admission to statehood for Idaho and Wyoming, and appropriations that laid the basis for a modern navy.

Agricultural Distress and Political Upheaval

Curiously enough, the first strong winds of politi​cal change blew not in the industrial cities but in the farm communities of the Great Plains and the South and in the mining camps of the Rocky Mountain region. In the early 1890s, those regions witnessed the birth of a new political party, the People's party or Populists.

The Farmers' Complaints

During the Gilded Age, farmers became increas​ingly dependent on the national railroad network,


on fertilizer and laborsaving equipment, on grain and cotton brokers, and on sources of credit in dis​tant cities. At the same time, some began to feel in​creasingly helpless in the face of the great concen​trations of economic power that seemed to be taking over their lives.

Farmers were most distressed by steadily de​clining crop prices after the Civil War. Many farm​ers argued that this decline in prices was not attrib​utable to the fluctuations of supply and demand, but rather to the monopolistic practices of grain and cotton buyers. Most agricultural regions were served by only one buyer, who paid the prices set by commodity markets in Chicago and New York. Farmers had no choice but to accept the price that was offered. They needed cash to pay their debts. Farmers blamed commodity brokers for the fact that the bushel of corn they sold in. Kansas for 10 cents in October brought three or four times that amount in New York in December.

The debts that farmers had contracted to ex​pand production magnified the impact of falling prices. Suppose a farmer borrowed $1,000 for five years in 1881, when corn sold for 63 cents per bushel. The borrowed $1,000 would have been equivalent to 1,587 bushels of corn. In 1886, when the loan came due, corn sold for 36 cents per bushel, requiring 2,777 bushels to repay the $1,000. And this example does not take into account the interest on the loan. Further, the prices of most farm supplies did not fall as rapidly as crop prices. As a result, farmers raised more and more each

Sherman Anti-Trust Act Law passed in 1890 au​thorizing the federal government to prosecute any "combination" "in restraint of trade"; because of adverse court rulings, it initially proved ineffective as a weapon against monopolies.

Populists Members of the People's party, who held their first presidential nominating convention in 1892 and called for reforms such as the eight-hour workday, direct election of senators, and the secret ballot.

commodity market Financial market in which bro​kers buy and sell agricultural products in large quantities, thus determining the prices paid to farmers for their harvests.

year just to pay their debts and buy necessities. The more they raised, the lower prices fell.

The railroads also angered farmers. The rail​roads, farmers claimed, were greedy monopolies that charged them as much as possible. It some​times cost four times as much to ship freight in the West as in the East. Farmers also protested the rail​roads' dominance of state politics and distribution of free passes to all manner of politicians.

Crop prices and railroad practices were only two of the farmers' complaints. They protested that bankers charged much higher interest rates in the South and West than in the Northeast. They argued that federal monetary policies contributed to falling prices and thereby compounded their debts. Southern farmers, especially, condemned the tariff for creating artificially high prices on manufactured goods that farmers had to buy. Farmers complained as well that the corporations that made farm equipment and fertilizer over​charged them.

Grangers, Greenbackers, and Silverites

Following the Civil War, farmers joined organiza​tions that they hoped would provide them some relief. Oliver H. Kelley formed the first, the Patrons of Husbandry, in 1867. Usually known as the Grange, the new organization included women as well as men. Kelley hoped that the Grange would provide a social outlet for farm families and also educate them about new agricultural methods. It far exceeded his expectations.

The Grange grew rapidly, especially in the Mid​west and the central South. In the 1870s, it became a leading proponent of cooperative buying and selling. Many local Granges set up cooperative stores, and some even tried to sell their crops coop​eratively. Grangers laid ambitious plans for coop​erative factories producing everything from wag​ons to sewing machines. Some Grangers formed mutual insurance companies, and a few experi​mented with cooperative banks.

Although the Grange was initially nonpartisan, its membership began talking about political ac​tion in the 1870s. "Granger parties" emerged in


eleven states. Their most prominent demand was state legislation to prohibit railroad rate discrimi​nation. The resulting state laws were called Granger laws.

The Grange reached its zenith in the mid-1870s. Hastily organized cooperatives then began to suffer financial problems because of the nationwide de​pression. The collapse of cooperatives often pulled down Grange organizations. Political activity brought some successes but also generated bitter disputes within the Granges. The surviving Granges usually avoided cooperatives and politics.

With the decline of the Grange in the late 1870s, some farmers looked to monetary policy for relief. Following the Civil War, the money supply did not grow as rapidly as the economy. The Greenback party argued that the supply of money should be in​creased through printing more greenbacks, the pa​per money issued during the Civil War. More money in circulation, they believed, would raise prices.

Greenbackers found their most receptive audi​ence among farmers who were in debt. In the con​gressional elections of 1878, the Greenback party received nearly a million votes and elected four​teen congressmen. However, it proved unsuccess​ful in attracting votes nationwide. In the 1880 pres​idential election, the Greenback party endorsed not only inflation but also the eight-hour workday, legislation to protect workers, the abolition of child labor, regulation of transportation, a graduated in​come tax, and woman suffrage. For president, they nominated James B. Weaver of Iowa, a former

Grange Farmers' organization that combined so​cial activities with education on new methods of farming and cooperative economic efforts; offi​cially, known as the Patrons of Husbandry.

Granger laws State laws establishing standard freight and passenger rates on railroads passed be​cause of the lobbying of the Grange.

greenbacks Paper money, not backed by gold, that the federal government issued during the Civil War.

graduated income tax Percentage tax levied on in​come that varies with income. People who earn more money pay a higher tax rate.

Union general. Weaver got only 3.3 percent of the vote. In 1884, the Greenbackers fared even worse.

A similar monetary analysis motivated those who wanted the government to resume issuing sil​ver dollars. Until 1873, federal mints had accepted gold and silver in unlimited quantities and made them into coins at virtually no charge. Throughout most of the nineteenth century, however, owners of silver made more money selling it commercially than taking it to the mint. Hence, no silver dollars existed for many years. In 1873, Congress dropped the silver dollar from the list of approved coins. Thus the United States joined Britain and Germany on the gold standard.

Soon after 1873, silver discoveries in Nevada and elsewhere drove down the price of silver. The rallying cry of farmers and silver miners became "Free silver at 16 to 1." This meant that both silver and gold would be coined into dollars in unlimited quantities and that a silver dollar would weigh six​teen times as much as a gold dollar. In 1878, Con​gress passed the Bland-Allison Act, authorizing a limited amount of silver dollars. However, it was not enough to counteract deflation. The Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890 increased the amount of silver to be purchased and appeased western Republicans, but it did not require free coinage of silver. It satisfied neither silverites nor advocates of the gold standard.

Birth of the People's Party

In the 1880s, three organizations emerged to fill the vacuum left by the Grange's decline. All were called Farmers' Alliances. One was centered in the north-central states. Another, the Southern Al​liance, began in Texas and spread eastward across the South. Because its membership was limited to white farmers, a third Alliance, the Colored Farm​ers' Alliance, was formed for black farmers in the South. Like the Grange, the Alliances looked to co​operatives as a partial solution to their problems. The Texas Alliance experimented with cooperative cotton selling, and some midwestern local Al​liances built cooperative grain elevators.

The alliances worked initially within the frame​work of the major parties. This was especially im​

portant in the South, where any white person who challenged the Democratic party ran the risk of be​ing viewed as a traitor to both race and region. Not until 1890 did widespread farmer support materi​alize for independent political action in the Mid​west. Corn prices had fallen so low by then that some farmers found it cheaper to burn their corn than to buy fuel.

During the summer of 1890, members of the Farmers' Alliance in Kansas, Nebraska, the Dako​tas, Minnesota, and surrounding states formed new political parties to contest state and local elec​tions. One leader explained that the political battle they waged was "between the insatiable greed of organized wealth and the rights of the great plain people." Organization of the new party launched a decade of dramatic political change.

The Populist party was launched by parades of farm wagons passing down the hot, dusty main streets of scores of country towns. The festivities ended with a picnic and rally, where speakers de​cried the plight of the farmer and proclaimed the sacred cause of the new party. Women played a prominent part in Populist campaigning. Mary Elizabeth Lease of Kansas was widely quoted in newspapers as urging farmers to "raise less corn and more hell!"

When the Populists organized a national party in 1892, they emphasized three themes: antimonop​olism, government action on behalf of farmers and

gold standard A monetary system based on gold.

free silver The proposal to allow the coinage of all available silver to supplement gold as currency; re​peatedly suggested as a solution to the nation's economic troubles.

Bland-Allison Act Law passed in 1878 providing for federal purchase of silver to be coined into sil​ver dollars.

deflation Falling prices, a situation in which the purchasing power of the dollar increases.

Farmers' Alliances Agricultural organizations of the 1880s and 1890s that carried forward the agrar​ian cause after the decline of the Grange.

grain elevator Storehouse usually located near railroad tracks where farmers stored grain prior to shipping.
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( MAP 19.1 Election of 1892 The Populist party's presidential candidate, James B. Weaver, made a strong showing in 1892. This map indicates that his support was con​centrated regionally in the West and South and that he had relatively little support in the northeastern states.

workers, and increased popular control of govern​ment. Their antimonopolism drew on their own unhappy experiences with railroads, grain buyers, and farm equipment companies. But it derived as well from a long American tradition of opposition to concentrated economic power. Populists often compared themselves to Andrew Jackson in his fight against the Bank of the United States.

The Populists' solution to the dangers of monop​oly was government action on behalf of farmers and workers. They proposed federal ownership ofthe railroads and the telegraph and telephone systems, and government alternatives to private banks. "We believe the time has come," Populists proclaimed in 1892, "when the railroad companies will either own the people or the people must own the railroads." They also demanded inflation (through greenbacks or silver) and a graduated in​come tax to replace the tariff. They hoped to gain broad support among urban and industrial work​ers. Their platform called for the eight-hour day for workers and the prohibition of private armies like

the one used against the Homestead strikers (see page 358). Some Populists also advocated a pro​posal called the Sub-Treasury Plan, under which crops stored in government warehouses might be collateral for low-interest loans to farmers.

Finally, the People's party favored a series of changes to make government more responsive to the people: expansion of the merit system for gov​ernment employees, election of U.S. senators by di​rect ballot instead of by state legislatures, a one-term limit for the president, the secret ballot, and the initiative and referendum. Many Populists also favored woman suffrage. In the South, they posed a serious challenge to the prevailing politics by seeking to forge a political alliance of the disad​vantaged of both races. Thus the Populists wanted to use government to control, even to own, the cor​porate behemoths that had evolved in their life​times, and they wanted to increase the influence of the individual voter in political decision making.

The Elections of 1890 and 1892

The issues in the 1890 elections varied by region. In the West, the Populists lambasted both major par​ties for ignoring the needs of the people. In the South, Democrats held up the Force Bill as a sym​bol of the dangers posed by abandoning the party of white supremacy. There the Farmers' Alliance worked within the Democratic party to secure fa​vorable candidates. In the Northeast, Democrats attacked the McKinley Tariff for producing higher consumer prices. In the Rocky Mountain region, nearly all candidates pledged their support for un​limited silver coinage.

The Populists became the most successful new party since the appearance of the Republicans in the 1850s. Populists elected state legislators, repre​sentatives in the House of Representatives, and two U.S. senators. Across the South, the Alliance claimed that Democratic candidates owed their victories to its voters. Democrats captured con​gressional seats across the Midwest and made some gains elsewhere as well. Everywhere, Repub​licans suffered defeat. In the House of Representa​tives, the Republicans went from 166 seats in 1889 to only 88 in 1891.


The Republicans renominated Harrison in 1892, but without enthusiasm. The Democrats chose Grover Cleveland as their candidate. The southern Farmers' Alliance joined western Populists to form a national People's party and to nominate James Weaver, the former Greenbacker, for president. Democrats and Populists again earned impressive victories. Cleveland secured 46.1 percent of the popular vote, Harrison 43.0 percent, and Weaver 8.5 percent (see Map 19.1). The Democrats kept control of the House of Representatives and, for the first time in twelve years, also won the Senate. Despite their weak showing nationally, Populist candidates displayed strength in the West and South. The Democrats now found themselves fully able to translate their campaign promises into law.

Economic Collapse and Political Upheaval

After the Democrats swept to power in the 1892 elections, they suddenly faced difficult choices. Could they fulfill their campaign promises for tar​iff reform? Could they also halt the collapse of the national economy?

Economic Collapse and Depression

Ten days before Cleveland took office, the Read​ing Railroad declared bankruptcy. A financial panic soon set in as other companies followed it

secret ballot Voting methods in which individual votes are marked in private, so no one knows how an individual is voting.

initiative Procedure allowing any group of people to propose a law by gathering signatures on a pe​tition; the proposed law is then voted on by the electorate.

referendum Procedure whereby a bill or constitu​tional amendment is submitted to the voters for their approval after having been passed by a leg​islative body.

INDIVIDUAL CHOICES

Choosing Principle

over Party

Grover Cleveland took the presidential oath of office for the second time on March 4, 1893. Soon after, he faced a series of choices so diffi​cult that he had every reason to expect intense criticism no matter what choice he made or what outcome resulted. He could not escape from making the choices, either, for he was afraid that the economic collapse that had be​gun shortly before he took office might threaten even the federal government itself.

Like many in his day, Cleveland held a tradi​tional expectation about money. Because money must have intrinsic value, he con​tended, only precious metals could serve as money. In 1885, during his first term as presi​dent, he urged Congress to repeal the silver coinage act passed in 1878, on the grounds that the United States could not, by itself, maintain both gold and silver as money. To attempt to do so, Cleveland feared, would inevitably mean that gold would leave the country. Congress, however, refused to follow his advice in 1885.

When Cleveland's first presidency ended in 1889, the government's gold reserves stood at $197 million. When he took office again in 1893, it seemed that his earlier fears were coming

into bankruptcy. More than fifteen thousand businesses failed in 1893, more than in any previ​ous year.

At the time, no one really understood why the economy collapsed so suddenly. The collapse be​gan when the failure of a major English bank led some British investors to recall their investments in the United States. This recall, combined with the


reduction in revenues caused by the McKinley Tariff, resulted in a sharp decline in federal gold reserves. Fears about low gold reserves and bank‑

gold reserves The stockpile of gold with which the federal government backs up the currency.

true, for the gold reserves had fallen to $103.5 million. This was dangerously close to the $100 million mark that Congress had earlier fixed as the point below which the nation might not be able to maintain the gold standard. The decline in gold reserves was in part the result of cuts in tariff revenues and greatly increased federal ex​penditures approved by the Republican Con​gress of 1889-1890. Another factor was wide​spread anxiety about the economy. Uncertain about the future, many investors chose to liqui​date their holdings in return for gold. The shrinking gold reserves alarmed Cleveland.

Because so many business and financial leaders shared the expectation that money must have intrinsic value, they argued that silver coinage (authorized under the Sherman Silver Purchase Act) was dishonest, because it re​quired that silver worth only 53 cents on the open market be made into a dollar coin. The president was pressured from one side by bankers and manufacturers eager to end silver coinage and to restore the gold reserve, and from the other side by members of his own party hostile to banking interests and favorable to silver coinage. Cleveland thus faced a diffi​cult choice. Should he do what he believed to be necessary to maintain the nation's financial integrity? Or should he compromise and thereby preserve the unity of the Democratic party and his own political popularity?

In the midst of these pressures and counter-pressures, Cleveland demonstrated his courage when he underwent surgery to remove a cancer from the roof of his mouth and kept his illness


secret. Seriously weakened by the surgery and uncertain that he was out of danger, Cleveland labored over a message to a special session of Congress. In his message, he made his choice clear: he asked Congress to repeal the Sherman Silver Purchase Act, knowing his action would divide his own party and bring upon him an avalanche of criticism.

The battle in Congress over repeal of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act was hard fought. Cleveland at times felt depressed about the prospects for success, once writing that "if I did not believe in God I should be sick at heart." But he stubbornly refused all efforts at compro​mise, and took comfort in the knowledge that he was following his sense of integrity and duty. "I think so often of Martin Luther's 'Here I stand—God help me,'" he told a friend. The immediate outcome was that Cleveland won in Congress, with the assistance of most Republicans and some Democrats, including some who had previously opposed him. An​other outcome was that Cleveland confirmed his personal reputation for integrity, courage, and stubbornness. But the most far-reaching outcome was that the president had splintered the Democratic party and doomed any hopes he may have had for leading it.

ruptcies precipitated a stock market crash in May 1893, which brought on the depression.

Major underlying factors included the end of agricultural expansion and railroad construction. A slow agricultural economy before 1893 produced a decline in sales of farm machinery and, hence, steel. More important were the railroads. Railroad building drove the industrial economy in the1880s. In the 1890s, however, a number of large lines declared bankruptcy, including the Erie, Northern Pacific, Santa Fe, and Union Pacific. Rail​road construction fell by half between 1893 and 1895. The sharp decline in railroad construction produced a domino effect. Production of steel rails fell by more than a third between 1892 and 1894. Thirty-two steel companies closed down as a

result. Banks that had invested in railroads and steel companies then collapsed. Nearly five hun​dred banks failed just in 1893.

These business failures threw at least a third of the wage earners in manufacturing out of work. During the winter of 1893-1894, Chicago counted 100,000 unemployed—roughly two workers out of five. Crowds swarmed at factory gates in response to a rumor that the plant was hiring. Many who kept their jobs received smaller paychecks, as em​ployers cut wages and hours. In 1892, the average nonfarm wage earner received $482 per year. By 1894, this fell to $420.

The depression produced widespread suffering. Many who lost their jobs had little to fall back on except the soup dispensed by charities. Newspa​pers told of people who committed suicide when faced with starving to death or stealing food. Many men and some women left home desperate to find work. Some walked the roads, but most hopped freight trains. A few found work, but most failed. Some families were never reunited. Those who kept their jobs and homes could not escape the pitiful sight of jobless, homeless men and women walking the streets.

A dramatic demonstration against unemploy​ment began in late January 1894, when Ohio Pop​ulist Jacob S. Coxey proposed that the government hire the unemployed to build roads and repair public works. The response to Coxey's call for the unemployed to join him in a march on Washington was electric. All across the country, hundreds of men and a few women tried to join the march. Western groups hijacked some fifty trains and headed east pulling boxcars loaded with unem​ployed men. (None of the pirated trains traveled far before authorities stopped them and arrested the leaders.) Several thousand people took part in Coxey's march in some way, but most never reached Washington.

When Coxey and his group of several hundred arrived in Washington, he was not permitted to speak at the Capitol. When he tried to do so on May 1, police arrested him for trespassing and dis​persed the crowd. The trek of Coxey's Army marked the first time that so many protesters had gone to Washington to urge the government to cre​ate jobs for the unemployed.


The Divided Democrats

When Congress met in 1893, the majority Demo​crats faced several divisive issues. Their platform called for cutting the tariff, but the party disagreed over how to do that. The party was also divided over the Sherman Silver Purchase Act. Many business leaders believed that the act had caused the depression, but western and southern Demo​crats disagreed. In addition, the depression and unemployment demanded attention. President Cleveland held to his staunch beliefs in minimal government and laissez faire.

Convinced that silver coinage had contributed to the economic collapse, Cleveland asked Congress to repeal the Sherman Act (see Individual Choices: Grover Cleveland). Cleveland won, but at the cost of pitting the northeastern branch of his party against the West and much of the South. This divi​sion persisted for the remainder of his term. It plagued discussions of the tariff. The Wilson-Gor​man Tariff of 1894 was riddled with so many provi​sions for special interests that Cleveland refused to sign it. The bill became law without his signature.

In the 1894 elections, voters turned decisively to the Republicans, as the disorganized Democrats lost everywhere but in the Deep South. The Repub​licans scored their biggest gain in Congress ever, adding 117 seats. The Populists lost support even in their previous strongholds.

To Cleveland's regret, the end of silver pur​chases did not stop the flow of gold from the treas​ury. Investors responded to continuing economic uncertainties by converting their securities to gold. Government gold reserves fell dangerously low. In desperation, Cleveland turned for assistance to

Coxey's Army Unemployed workers led by Jacob S. Coxey who marched to Washington to demand relief measures from Congress following the Panic of 1893.

Sherman Silver Purchase Act Law passed in 1890 requiring the federal government to increase its purchases of silver.

laissez faire An economic doctrine under which the free-enterprise system operates with little gov​ernment interference.
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( In 1896, William Jennings Bryan (left), candidate of the Democratic, Populist, and Silver Republican parties, traveled some eighteen thousand miles in three months, speaking to about five million people. William McKinley (right), the Republican, stayed home in Canton, Ohio, greeting thousands of well-wishers. Bryan: Nebraska State Historical Soci​ety; McKinley: Ohio Historical Society.

J. P. Morgan, the symbol of Wall Street and the trusts. Morgan agreed in 1895 to take charge of a bond issue that stabilized the gold reserve, but Cleveland came under heavy criticism for consult​ing Morgan and for the price that Morgan charged.

The 1896 Election: Bryan Versus McKinley, Silver Versus Protection

In 1896, William McKinley garnered the Republi​can nomination for president. A former Ohio con​gressman and governor, McKinley billed himself as the "Advance Agent of Prosperity." Although the Republican platform touted the advantages of


the gold standard, McKinley focused on the bene​fits of the protective tariff.

William Jennings Bryan of Nebraska emerged as the Democrats' candidate after delivering a
	William McKinley Republican who defeated Bryan in presidential elections in 1896 and 1900; he led the country into the Spanish-American War and was shot by an anarchist in 1901.

William Jennings Bryan Nebraska congressman who advocated free coinage of silver, opposed im​perialism, and ran for president unsuccessfully three times on the Democratic ticket.
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( MAP 19.2 Election of 1896 Bryan could not win with just the votes of the South and West, which had few electoral votes. Even if he had won all the West, South, and border states, he would have needed one or more northeastern states. McKinley won in the urban, industrial core region and the more prosperous farming areas of the Midwest.

masterful speech defending silver at the party's convention. He argued that the conflict between silver and gold was one between "the producing masses" and "the idle holders of idle capital." His closing statement rang defiant: "We will answer their demand for a gold standard by saying to them: You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns. You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold." This "Cross of Gold" speech stunned the convention and se​cured the Democratic nomination for Bryan. Given his commitment to silver, to the income

tax, and to a broad range of other reforms, the Populists felt compelled to give Bryan their nomi​nation too.

Bryan and McKinley both fought an all-out campaign but used sharply contrasting tactics. Bryan, vigorous and young, knew that his speak​ing voice was his greatest campaign tool. He took his case directly to the voters in four grueling train journeys through 26 states and more than 250 cities. Delivering up to 30 speeches a day and ad​dressing a total of perhaps 5 million people, he stressed that the most important issue was silver.

He found large crowds of enthusiastic supporters nearly everywhere he went.

McKinley campaigned from his front porch in Canton, Ohio. The Republican party carried the campaign to the voters for him. They also char​tered trains that brought thousands to hear McKin​ley. Campaign manager Marcus A. Hanna played on the fears of business leaders that Bryan and sil​ver coinage would bring complete financial col​lapse to raise an enormous campaign fund of $4 million—more than ten times as much as the Dem​ocrats raised.

McKinley scored the largest margin of victory since 1872, taking 51.1 percent of the popular vote and 23 states with 271 electoral votes. Bryan won 22 states and 176 electoral votes. As Map 19.2 indi​cates, Bryan carried the South and nearly all of the West. McKinley's victory came in the urban, indus​trial Northeast. Of the twenty largest cities in the nation, only New Orleans went for Bryan.

Bryan's defeat spelled the end of the Popu​list party. Some Populists moved into the Demo​cratic party; others returned to the Republicans; a few joined the Socialist party; and a few simply ignored politics. The Populists' influence lived on, however, in Bryan's wing of the Democratic party.

After 1896: The New Republican Majority

The presidential election of 1896 stands as one of the most important in American history. The campaigns of 1896 focused on economic issues. Bryan's silver crusade appealed most to debt-ridden farmers and western miners. McKinley forged a broader appeal by emphasizing the gold standard and protective tariff as keys to economic recovery. Many urban residents—workers and the middle class alike—believed that the protective tariff meant manufacturing jobs.

McKinley's victory ushered in a generation of Republican dominance of national politics. The de​pression and the political campaigns of the 1890s caused a significant number of voters to re-evalu​ate their partisan commitments and to change par​ties. After 1896, no one could doubt that the Re​

publicans were the national majority. Republicans ruled in the House of Representatives for twenty-eight of the thirty-six years after 1894 and in the Senate for thirty of those thirty-six years. Republi​cans won seven of the nine presidential elections between 1896 and 1932. Similar patterns of Repub​lican dominance appeared in state and local gov​ernment outside the South.

The events of the 1890s also worked significant changes in the party. As Bryan solidified his hold on the party, he moved it away from its commit​ment to minimal government and laissez faire. While retaining the Jacksonians' distrust of mo​nopoly and their opposition to governmental fa​voritism toward business, Bryan and other new Democratic leaders now agreed with the Populists that the solution to the problems of economic con​centration lay in an active government that could limit monopoly power. "A private monopoly," Bryan never tired of repeating, "is indefensible and intolerable." In other ways, the Democrats changed little. Southern Democrats remained committed to states' rights. Northern Democrats continued to op​pose nativism and moral reform.

McKinley provided strong executive leadership and worked closely with leaders of his party in Congress to fulfill Republican campaign promises. In 1897, the Dingley Tariff drove tariff rates even higher than the 1890 McKinley Tariff. In 1900, the Gold Standard Act wrote that Republican commit​ment into law. Fabulous gold discoveries in the Klondike and Alaska increased the nation's cur​rency supply and stopped the clamor for silver coinage.

Although the majority of American voters con​sidered themselves Republican, many held their

Dingley Tariff Bill passed in 1897 enacting a high protective tariff, averaging 57 percent.

Gold Standard Act Law passed in 1900 that de​clared gold the nation's monetary standard for all currency issued.

Klondike A region of Canada's Yukon Territory where gold was discovered in 1896, triggering a gold rush that attracted more than 25,000 people to the frozen north.

new party commitments less intensely than before. Before 1890, ethnicity and choice of party went hand in hand. Now voters sometimes felt pulled toward one party by their economic situation and toward the other party by their ethnicity. Such voters some​times voted a split ticket, supporting Republicans for some offices and Democrats for others. This was much easier than before because most states had adopted the secret ballot by 1892. As more govern​ment positions became subject to the merit system, there were fewer rewards for party workers. Voter participation dropped from 79 percent in 1896 to 59 percent in 1912.

American politics in 1888 looked much like American politics in 1876 or even 1844. But in 1896, American politics changed decisively. Political parties would never be as important thereafter.

SUMMARY 

Expectations 
Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

Americans in the late nineteenth century expected political parties to dominate politics. All elected public officials were nominated by party conven​tions and elected through efforts of party cam​paigners. Most civil service employees were ap​pointed in return for party loyalty. Republicans chose to use government to promote rapid eco​nomic development, but Democrats argued that government is best when it governs least. Voters chose between the major parties along the lines of ethnicity, race, and religion.

Some people rejected the constraints of party government and sought reform. Mugwumps ar​gued for the merit system in the civil service, ac​complished through the Pendleton Act of 1883. By the late nineteenth century, a well-organized woman-suffrage movement had also emerged.

The closely balanced strengths of the two par​ties contributed to a long-term political stalemate. Republicans broke the constraints of stalemate in 1890, passing the McKinley Tariff, Sherman Anti-Trust Act, Sherman Silver Purchase Act, and other measures. But voters subsequently turned against the Republicans.

The 1890s saw important and long-lasting changes in political patterns and people's expecta​tions for politics. The political upheaval began when long-suffering western and southern farm​ers turned to political action. In 1890, members of the Farmers' Alliances chose to launch a new polit​ical party, usually called the Populists. In 1892, voters rejected the Republicans in many areas, choosing either the new Populist party or the Democrats.

President Grover Cleveland proved unable to meet the political challenges of a major depression that began in 1893. In 1896, the Democrats nomi​nated for president William Jennings Bryan, a sup​porter of silver coinage. The Republicans chose William McKinley, who favored the protective tar​iff as most likely to end the depression. McKinley won, and important long-term outcomes were felt well into the twentieth century. First was the be​ginning of Republican dominance in national poli​tics that lasted until 1930. And second, under Bryan's leadership, the Democratic party dis​carded its commitment to minimal government and instead adopted a willingness to use govern​ment against monopolies and other powerful eco​nomic interests.
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President Grover Cleveland, confronted with a shattered economy, had to choose between his conservative principles and maintaining the unity of his party. Por�


trait Grover Cleveland by Anders Zorn. National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution/Art Re�source, N.Y.














