
THE GROWTH OF DISCONTENT FROM 1888 TO 1896 

- The politics of stalemate and complacency would begin to lose their hold on the voters by the late 1880s 

- Discontent over government corruption, the money issue, tariffs, railroads, and trusts was growing 

- In response, politicians began to take small steps to respond to public concerns, but it would take a third part (the Populists) and a major 

depression in 1893 to shake the Democrats and the Republicans into taking action 

 PRESIDENT HARRISON AND THE BILLON-DOLLAR CONGRESS 

- Toward the end of his first term, President Cleveland created a political storm by challenging the high protective tariff 

- He proposed lower tariff rates, since there was a growing surplus in the federal treasury & the gov't didn't need added tax revenue 

 THE 1888 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

- With the tariff question, President Cleveland introduced a real issue, the first in years that truly divided Democrats and Republicans 

- In 1888, Democrats campaigned for Cleveland & a lower tariff while Republicans campaigned for Benjamin Harrison & a higher tariff 

- Republicans argued that a lower tariff would wreck business prosperity as they used this fear to raise campaign funds from big business 

- Republicans also used this fear to rally workers in the North, whose jobs depended on the success of U.S. industry 

- Republicans also attacked Cleveland's vetoes of pension bills to bring out the veteran vote 

- Cleveland received more popular votes than Harrison, but ended up losing the election because Harrison's sweep of the North gained the 

Republican ticket a majority of votes in the Electoral College 

 BILLION-DOLLAR CONGRESS 

- For the next two years, Republicans controlled the presidency and both houses of Congress (unusual for this era of close elections) 

- The new Congress was the most active in years, passing the first billion-dollar budget in U.S. history as it enacted the following: 

1. The McKinley Tariff of 1890 which raised the tax on foreign products to a peacetime high of over 48% 

2. Increases in the monthly pensions to Civil War veterans, widows, and children 

3. The Sherman Antitrust Act which outlawed combinations in restraint of trade 

4. The Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890, which increased the coinage of silver, but in amounts too small to satisfy farmers and miners 

5. A bill to protect the voting rights of African Americans which was passed by the House but defeated in the Senate 

 RETURN OF THE DEMOCRATS 

- In the congressional elections of 1890, the voters especially in the Midwest replaced many Republicans with Democrats 

- Voters were reacting in part to unpopular measures passed by Republican state legislatures like prohibition of alcohol & Sunday closing laws 

- Voters who were neither Anglo-Saxon nor Protestant rushed back to the Democrats, who had not tried to legislate public morality 

 

RISE OF THE POPULISTS 

- Another factor in the Republican setbacks of 1890 was growing agrarian discontent in the South and West 

- Members of the Farmers' Alliances elected U.S. senators & representatives, several governors, & majorities in 4 state legislatures in the West 

 OMAHA PLATFORM 

- The Alliance movement provided the foundation of a new political party-the People's, or Populist Party 

- Delegates from different states met in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1892 to draft a political platform & nominate candidates for president & VP 

- Populists were determined to do something about the concentration of economic power in the hands of trusts and bankers 

- Their Omaha platform called for both political and economic reforms 

- Politically, it demanded the restoration of government to the people by means of: 

1. Direction election of U.S. Senators (instead of indirect election by state legislatures) 

2. Enacting of state laws by voters themselves through initiatives and referendums placed on the ballot 

- Economically, the Populist platform was even more ambitious as Populists advocated the following: 

1. Unlimited coinage of silver to increase the money supply 

2. A graduate income tax (the greater a person's income, the greater the tax) 

3. Public ownership of railroads by the U.S. government 

4. Telegraph and Telephone systems owned & operated by the government 

5. Loans & federal warehouses for farmers to enable them to stabilize prices for their crops 

6. An 8-hour day for industrial workers 

- The Populist Movement was radical because of its attack on laissez-faire capitalism & attempt to form alliance between poor whites & blacks 

- Thomas Watson of Georgia appealed to poor farmers of both races to unite on economic grievances by joining the People's Party in the South 

 THE 1892 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

- James Weaver (Iowa) was the Populist candidate & he won 1 million votes & was one of a few third-party candidates to win 22 electoral votes 

- Nevertheless, the Populist ticket lost badly in the South and failed to attract urban workers in the North 

- The fear of Populists uniting poor blacks & whites drove conservative southern Democrats to use every technique to disfranchise black voters 

- In terms of the major parties, the election was a rematch between President Harrison and former President Cleveland 

- This time, former President Cleveland won a solid victory in both the popular and electoral vote 

- Cleveland won in part because of the unpopularity of the high-tax McKinley Tariff 

- Cleveland became the first and only former president thus far to return to the White House after having left it 



DEPRESSION POLITICS 

 

- No sooner did President Cleveland take office than the country entered into one of its worst and longest depressions 

 

 

 PANIC OF 1893 

- In the spring & summer of 1893, the stock market crashed as a result of over-speculation, and dozens of railroads went into bankruptcy as a 

result of overbuilding as the depression continued for almost four years 

- Farm foreclosures reached new highs, and the unemployed reached 205 of the workforce 

- Many people ended up relying on soup kitchens and riding the rails as hoboes 

- President Cleveland, more conservative than he had been in the 1880s, dealt with the crisis by championing the gold standard & otherwise 

adopting a hands-off policy toward the economy 

 

 

 GOLD RESERVE ISSUE 

- A decline in silver prices encouraged investors to trade their silver dollars for gold dollars 

- The gold reserve (bars of gold bullion stored by the U.S. Treasury) fell to a dangerously low level 

- President Cleveland saw no alternative but to repeal the Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890, but this action failed to stop the gold drain 

- The president then turned to the Wall Street banker J.P. Morgan to borrow $65 million in gold to support the dollar and the gold standard 

- This deal convinced many Americans that the government in Washington was only a tool of rich eastern bankers 

- Workers became further disenchanted with Cleveland when he used court injunctions and federal troops to crush the Pullman Strike in 1894 

 

 

 THE TARIFF & INCOME TAX ISSUE 

- The Democrats did enact one measure that was somewhat more popular as Congress passed the Wilson-Gorman Tariff in 1894 

1. The Wilson-Gorman Tariff in 1894 provided a moderate reduction in tariff rates 

2. The Wilson-Gorman Tariff in 1894 included a 2% income tax on incomes of more than $2,000 

- Since the average American income at this time was less than $1,000, only those with higher incomes would be subject to the income tax 

- Within a year after the passage of the law, however, the conservative Supreme Court declared an income tax unconstitutional 

 

 

 JOBLESS ON THE MARCH: COXEY'S ARMY 

- As the depression worsened & the numbers of jobless people grew, conservatives feared class war between capital and labor 

- Conservatives were alarmed by Coxey's Army, a march to Washington in 1894 by thousands of unemployed led by Populist Jacob Coxey (Ohio) 

- Coxey's "army" demanded that the federal government spend $500 million on public works programs to create jobs 

- Coxey & and other protest leaders were arrested for trespassing, and the dejected 'army' then left for home 

 

 

 "COIN'S FINANCIAL SCHOOL" 

- Also in 1894, a little book by William Harvey presenting lessons in economic seemed to offer easy answers for ending the depression 

- Illustrated with cartoons, "Coin's Financial School" taught millions of discontented Americans that their troubles were caused by a conspiracy 

of rich bankers, and that prosperity would return if only the government coined silver in unlimited quantities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


