CHAPTER 20 
Political Realignments, 1876–1901
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What changes in outlook did the panic and depression of the 1890s bring about?

20.5
Why was the presidential election of 1896 so important?
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What did McKinley accomplish that placed the results of the 1896 election on a solid base?
20.7
How did the People’s Party (Populists) try to found a new political party dedicated to the interests of southern and western farmers and workers?
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Chapter Summary

Introduction: Hardship and Heartache 

A letter from a starving woman in Kansas illustrates how the Panic of 1893 and the four-year depression that followed it affected Americans. One of the results of that painful period was a realignment of American politics. 

20.1 Politics of Stalemate 

Why was there a stalemate between Republicans and Democrats until the mid-1890s?

Political life was still restricted to white males, who turned out at the polls in great numbers. Women won the vote in four states, but the Supreme Court upheld the states’ right to decide the issue. In many areas, poll taxes, literacy tests, and “grandfather clauses” kept blacks from voting. 
20.1.1 The Party Deadlock: The Democratic Party revived quickly after the Civil War and divided the electorate almost evenly with the Republicans. Usually, neither party controlled both Congress and the White House, and elections were closely matched.
20.1.2 Reestablishing Presidential Power: The office of the president was weakened under Andrew Johnson and Ulysses S. Grant, but the presidents who followed them in office reasserted the powers of the executive branch. Rutherford B. Hayes ended military Reconstruction and worked toward civil service reform; James A. Garfield, in the short time before his assassination, began to assert his leadership of the party; Chester A. Arthur pushed for a strong navy and for civil service reform; and Grover Cleveland used the veto to return the federal government to the Democratic principle of laissez-faire. In the election of 1888, Cleveland won the popular vote but lost the presidency to Benjamin Harrison, who won the Electoral College. 
20.1.3 Tariffs, Trusts, and Silver: The election of 1888 gave the Republicans control of the White House and both houses of Congress and enabled them to enact their party’s program. The Republicans, traditionally a high-tariff party, passed the McKinley Tariff Act in 1890, raising duties to their highest point up to that time. As the party of the Union and the Union army, the Republicans granted pensions to veterans or their survivors. By 1893, nearly one million pensions had been granted. The Republicans also passed the Sherman Antitrust Act in 1890. The act attempted to regulate big business without hurting it. To head off demands for the free coinage of silver, which would have led to inflation, the Republicans passed the Sherman Silver Purchase Act in 1890. The federal government bought a certain amount of silver each month and issued paper money backed by the silver, or by gold if the holder preferred. 

20.1.4 The 1890 Elections: Although the Republicans were remarkably successful in enacting their programs into law, various blocs of voters were so alienated that the party suffered massive losses in the congressional elections of 1890. 

20.2 The Rise of the Populist Movement 

What factors led to the formation and growth of the Farmers’ Alliance and People’s Party?

Even before the elections of 1890 made the Populists prominent, this new party, organized by the National Farmers’ Alliance and Industrial Union, had been attracting unhappy farmers of the South and West. 

20.2.1 The Farm Problem: In the last half of the nineteenth century, a worldwide agricultural economy emerged, but since there were great fluctuations in supply and demand, American farmers enjoyed prosperity one year and suffered depression the next. In general, farmers complained about lower prices for their crops, rising railroad rates, and onerous mortgages. In reality, farmers’ purchasing power generally increased, railroad rates declined, and mortgages allowed farmers to mechanize and thus improve their incomes. The perception of decline, as well as the focus on factories, led to a disillusionment that was mirrored in literature describing the drabness of farm life. 

20.2.2 The Fast-Growing Farmers’ Alliance: The two major farm organizations were the National Farmers’ Alliance on the Plains, known as the Northwestern Alliance, and the Farmers’ Alliance and Industrial Union in the South, known as the Southern Alliance. The separate Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Cooperative Union was loosely affiliated with the Southern Alliance. The Southern Alliance  spread rapidly, and after 1889 it absorbed the strongest state alliances of the Northwestern Alliance. In the South the Alliance had great success in capturing the local Democratic parties, but in the North and West, the Alliance ran its own candidates successfully. At a meeting in Ocala, Florida, in 1890, the Alliance announced its “Ocala Demands,” which called for a system of government warehouses that would enable farmers to store their harvests while awaiting higher prices. The Alliance also demanded the free coinage of silver, low tariffs, a federal income tax, direct election of senators, and the regulation of railroads. 
20.2.3 Past and Present: The New Populism: The Populist Party of the 1890s looked out for the interests of ordinary Americans who struggled in the new industrial society, especially against banks and trusts. In the 1990s, similar complaints about similar topics arose, such as the Occupy Wall Street movement protests about banks. Both periods also struggled with the growing gap between the wealthy and everyone else.
20.2.4 The People’s Party: The Southern Alliance gave up on the Democrats and agreed to the formation of the Populist Party. In the South, the Populists recruited African Americans. In the election of 1892, Populist presidential nominee James Weaver drew more than one million votes, although he failed to attract voters in urban areas, the South, and even the Midwest. The Alliance itself began to lose members, many to the Democratic Party.
20.3 The Crisis of the Depression 

What were the main political and labor effects of the panic and depression of the 1890s?

Economic crisis dominated the 1890s as the Panic of 1893, a result of overexpansion and excessive borrowing in the previous decades, devastated the nation. 

20.3.1 The Panic of 1893: In February 1893, the failure of a major railroad company set off a panic on the New York Stock Exchange. As investors sold stock to purchase gold, the U.S. Treasury was depleted of its reserves. In May 1893, the market hit a record low, and a wave of business failures put two million people out of work. Conditions worsened in 1894, when drought destroyed the corn crop.

20.3.2 The Pullman Strike: The depression heightened tensions between capital and labor, as exemplified in the Pullman Strike. The American Railway Union, led by Eugene Debs, protested wage cuts and layoffs by closing down railroads in the West. President Cleveland used federal troops to bring the strike to a violent end in 1894. Workers resented the president siding with the railroads, and the injunction became an effective tool against union growth. 
20.3.3 A Beleaguered President: President Cleveland believed that the Sherman Silver Purchase Act had created the depression by causing gold to flow out of the public treasury. In a bitter fight that divided his own party, Cleveland managed to get the act repealed in 1893, but the depression continued and silver became a political issue. Cleveland’s failure to end the depression reduced the Democratic Party to a sectional southern organization. Cleveland and his party also failed to lower tariff rates as they had promised. 
20.3.4 Breaking the Party Deadlock: In the rest of the nation, the Republicans became the overwhelming majority, and they swept the 1894 congressional elections. The party deadlock that had existed since the 1870s was broken, and the American people endorsed the Republican doctrine of government. 

20.4 Changing Attitudes 

What changes in outlook did the panic and depression of the 1890s bring about?

The depression of 1893 brought so many millions suffering that it became impossible to consider unemployment as the result of a purely personal failure. Americans now accepted the need for government intervention to help the poor and jobless.
20.4.1 Women and Children in the Labor Force: The depression accelerated the movement of women and children into the workforce. Because they were paid less, they replaced adult males. Even after the depression, many employers preferred to retain women and children rather than rehire adult males.
20.4.2 Changing Themes in Literature: The depression encouraged an already growing trend toward realism and naturalism in American literature. The greatest example is in the work of Mark Twain, whose characters speak as people actually did. The depression gave added purpose to the realist school, and writers like William Dean Howells and Stephen Crane portrayed the grim life of the poor, while Frank Norris attacked the power of big business. Theodore Dreiser, the foremost naturalist writer, presented human beings as being helpless in the face of vast social and economic forces. 

20.5 The Presidential Election of 1896 

Why was the presidential election of 1896 so important?

The presidential election continued the realignment begun in the congressional elections of 1894, with a focus on the gold versus silver standard.
20.5.1 The Mystique of Silver: Many Americans, especially in the South and West, believed that the free coinage of silver, by boosting the money supply, would end the depression. Beyond that reasoning, silver was a symbol of America and of the common people. 

20.5.2 The Republicans and Gold: In 1896 the Republicans nominated William McKinley, a senator from Ohio, and adopted a platform supporting the gold standard against the free coinage of silver. 

20.5.3 The Democrats and Silver: The Democrats split over the silver issue, but the majority of the delegates at the national convention favored free silver and nominated William Jennings Bryan, who electrified the audience with his “Cross of Gold” speech. 
20.5.4 Campaign and Election: The Populist Party also endorsed Bryan, who actively campaigned for president. Bryan offered a return to an older, rural, religious America. McKinley represented the advancing urban, industrial society. The election was a clear victory for McKinley and struck down the Populist Party, which declined rapidly after 1896. 

20.6 The McKinley Administration 

What did McKinley accomplish that placed the results of the 1896 election on a solid base?

McKinley had the good fortune to take office as the depression gave way to prosperity, and the association of the Republican Party with progress and good times made it dominant for the next three decades. McKinley summoned a special session of Congress, which passed the Dingley Tariff, raising rates to record-high levels, but even Republicans began to wonder whether their traditional high-tariff stance was still desirable. In 1900, Congress put the United States on the gold standard, thus ending the silver agitation. McKinley ran on this record against Bryan in 1900 and again beat him by an even greater landslide. A few months later, McKinley was killed by an assassin, and Theodore Roosevelt became president. 

20.7 Charting the Past: Populism

How did the People’s Party (Populists) try to found a new political party dedicated to the interests of southern and western farmers and workers?

20.7.1 Populism: As the amount of acreage under cultivation grew in the latter half of the nineteenth century, southern and western farmers who grew cash crops depended on railroads, community markets, and banks to support their success as commercial farmers. However, harsh weather conditions and falling prices challenged the farmers and led to the rise of the People’s Party to represent the farmers’ political needs. The 1896 presidential election saw the Populist Party endorsing the Democratic candidate, William Jennings Bryan.
20.7.2 The Populist Alliance of Country and Industry: The Populist Party attempted to align the interests of farmers to those of urban industrial workers, but the growing differences between the two organizations made it difficult to find common ground. Groups such as the Knights of Labor and National Farmers’ Alliance joined forces, and members of the People’s Party spoke out in defense of workers during labor disputes such as the Homestead Strike. However, as the Knights of Labor began losing influence, the American Federation of Labor rose, and it kept its distance from the People’s Party.
20.7.3 The Populist Challenge to White Supremacy: The People’s Party included some citizens who were left out of the two-party system, representing the needs of both blacks and whites, but the effort was short-lived as southern blacks continued to face racial hatred following the demise of the People’s Party.
Conclusion: A Decade’s Dramatic Changes 

The 1890s saw significant political and social changes: the presidency gained more power, the Republicans became the majority party, the United States acquired colonies, and an economic depression ruined countless lives but opened the way for reform. The 1890s shaped the first decades of the twentieth century. 

Key Terms

20.1

· Bland-Allison Silver Purchase Act: This 1878 act called for the partial coinage of silver. Those favoring silver coinage argued that it would increase the money supply and help farmers and workers repay their debts. Opponents advocated a restricted money supply based solely on gold and pointed out that few other major countries accepted silver coinage. Congress passed the bill over President Rutherford B. Hayes’s veto.
· Pendleton Act: This 1883 law created a bipartisan Civil Service Commission to administer competitive exams for civil-service jobs and appoint officeholders based on merit. It also outlawed compulsory political contributions from appointed officials.
· Sherman Antitrust Act: This 1890 act was the first major U.S. attempt to deal with the problem of the increasing size of business. It declared illegal “every contract, combination in the form of trust or otherwise, or conspiracy, in restraint of trade or commerce.”
· Sherman Silver Purchase Act: An 1890 act that attempted to resolve the controversy over silver coinage by requiring the Treasury to purchase 4.5 million ounces of silver each month and issue legal tender (in the form of Treasury notes) for it. The act pleased opponents of silver because it did not call for free coinage; it pleased proponents of silver because it bought up most of the nation’s silver production.


20.2

· National Farmers’ Alliance and Industrial Union: The Alliance sought to organize farmers in the South and West to fight for reforms that would improve their lot, including measures to overcome low crop prices, burdensome mortgages, and high railroad rates. The Alliance ultimately organized the People’s (Populist) Party.
· Ocala Demands: Adopted by the Farmers’ Alliance in 1890 in Ocala, Florida, these demands became the organization’s main platform. They called for a sub-treasury system to allow farmers to store their crops until they could get the best price, the free coinage of silver, an end to protective tariffs and national banks, a federal income tax, the direct election of senators by voters, and tighter regulation of railroads (see People’s Party). 

· People’s (or Populist) Party: This political party was organized in 1892 by farm, labor, and reform leaders, mainly from the Farmers’ Alliance. It offered a broad-based reform platform reflecting the Ocala Demands. After 1896, it became identified as a one-issue party focused on free silver and gradually died away.

20.3

· Pullman Strike: Beginning in May 1894, this strike at the Pullman Palace Car Company near Chicago was one of the largest strikes in American history. Workers struck to protest wage cuts, high rents for company housing, and layoffs. The American Railway Union, led by Eugene V. Debs, joined the strike in June. Extending into 27 states and territories, it paralyzed the western half of the nation. President Grover Cleveland secured an injunction to break the strike on the grounds that it obstructed the mail, and sent federal troops to enforce it.

20.6

· Gold Standard Act: Passed by Congress in 1900, this law made all currency redeemable in gold. The United States remained on the gold standard until 1933.
Shared Writing and Journal Prompts
20.1 Politics of Stalemate 

Why was there a stalemate between Republicans and Democrats until the mid-1890s?

For more than two decades after Reconstruction, the Democrats and Republicans fought for votes. Voters had strong party loyalties and rarely shifted alignment. In general, Democrats dominated the South, and Republicans controlled crucial sections of the North. Politicians focused their election efforts on a handful of swing states.
20.2 The Rise of the Populist Movement 

What factors led to the formation and growth of the Farmers’ Alliance and People’s Party?

In the late 1880s and early 1890s, farmers in the South and West joined the Farmers’ Alliance and, later, the People’s Party to give voice to the problems facing farmers. The People’s Party failed, as voters turned to the Democrats in the presidential election of 1892.
Past and Present: The New Populism
What are some similarities between populism of the nineteenth century and the twenty-first-century version? What are the differences?

The populist movements of the 1890s and 1990s shared a view that banks were causing some of their problems and that the gap between the wealthy and the poor was widening. Labor groups during the populist movement of the 1990s also contended that globalization was replacing American workers with foreign workers, which is different than the problems that farmers faced in the 1890s, when they had little understanding and no control over the international market for their farm products.
Shared Writing

Do you find populism encouraging, threatening, both, or neither?

Answers will vary, but here is one possible response: Populist movements are an expression of discontent from a wide swath of American society and, as such, is not threatening nor encouraging as it is just a reaction to prevailing conditions typically connected to economic opportunities. Third parties are one way that smaller groups in society can have their needs reflected politically if their needs are being overlooked by the two major political parties.
20.3 The Crisis of the Depression 

What were the main political and labor effects of the panic and depression of the 1890s?

The depression encouraged people to rethink their views on the causes of poverty and unemployment. The federal government stepped in to solve the Pullman Strike labor dispute with military troops, ultimately leading to worker resentment. The depression discredited President Cleveland and crushed the Democrats in the midterm elections of 1894, giving the Republican Party a long-term lease on power.

20.4 Changing Attitudes 

What changes in outlook did the panic and depression of the 1890s bring about?

The depression led people to reconsider the roles of the government, the economy, and society. They had once thought that people lost their jobs because of their own failings; now they knew that economic forces were at fault. People joined organizations like women’s clubs, church groups, and farm societies to discuss cures for the situation. More women and children worked. Realism and naturalism dominated American literature.
20.5 The Presidential Election of 1896 

Why was the presidential election of 1896 so important?

The election of 1896 brought to a head the fight between supporters of silver and supporters of gold, established the Republicans as the majority party, and shaped the nation’s politics until 1932.
20.6 The McKinley Administration 

What did McKinley accomplish that placed the results of the 1896 election on a solid base?

The McKinley administration profited from economic recovery. It enacted the gold standard, passed a new tariff, and defeated Spain. How to regulate big business instead of simply promoting it became a new challenge.

20.7 Charting the Past: Populism

How did the People’s Party (Populists) try to found a new political party dedicated to the interests of southern and western farmers and workers?
The People’s Party tried to represent the interests of farmers by bringing attention to the political issues of concern to producers. Combining interests with labor groups allowed the People’s Party to gain support from industrial workers.
Class Activities
1. Political Campaign Posters: Assign each student one of the presidential candidates discussed in the chapter and have them create a campaign poster for the assigned president. Each poster should include an illustration that represents one of the key ideas from the candidate’s platform, as well as other elements that would persuade voters to choose the candidate. Students can use the William McKinley poster in the chapter as a model of what a strong campaign poster of the era might look like.
2. Political Cartoon Analysis: Working with a partner, have students analyze the political cartoon “The Bosses of the Senate” by annotating different details in the cartoon and explaining what each detail means or represents. Conduct a whole-class discussion of the various meanings of each element, and then challenge students to add one element to the cartoon. Have students trade cartoons and interpret the meaning of the new element. 
3. Political Platform Details: Place students with a partner and assign them one demand made by the Populists in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1892. Partners should write a short one-page paper explaining how the specific demand will help farmers or industrial workers. After partner groups share their findings with the class, have the class reach a determination over which demands would be most helpful to Populists.
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