
The Farm Becomes A Factory

 Farming more of a business post-Civil War.

 More farmers raise cash crops. Problems with 
this?

 Farmers have to buy more stuff.Farmers have to buy more stuff.

 Increased mechanization boosted production, 
but also boosted the cash farmers need.
 Needed heavy machinery in order to plant and 

harvest their bigger crops on larger farms.

 Many bought the new harvester-reaper



Unhappy Farmers

 Much more dependence on banks, RR and 
manufacturing 

 Farmers had to be much better businessmen

 Farmers were and felt much more vulnerable Farmers were and felt much more vulnerable 
and powerless. 

 Farmers grew resentful of eastern banking and 
RR, which they blamed for their problems.

 Farming became a much larger-scale operation.  
 Small farmers were pushed out by increased 

mechanization



Deflation Dooms the Debtor

 1880s and 1890s: deflation and depressed 
commodity prices 

 Farmers in debt to buy land and harvesters 
behind the 8-ball.  Debts harder to pay off.

 Causes of deflation
 Not enough dollars in circulation 

 money supply did not keep pace with increased 
economic activity. 

 After the Civil War, Grant contracts the money supply 
to get rid of greenbacks and to shore up US credit. 



Falling Grain Prices

 Effect of mechanization 
on grain supply. 

 Farmers went bankrupt in 
great numbers

 Especially in the south,  Especially in the south, 
farmers became tenants 
rather than owners.  

 By 1880 ¼ of all 
American farms operated 
by tenants.



Unhappy Farmers
 Farmers faced additional 

problems:
 Grasshoppers
 Boll weevil
 Droughts
 Land was over-taxed by state  Land was over-taxed by state 

and federal government
 Protective tariff
 Trusts exacted inflated prices.
 RR freight rates were 

sometimes ruinous.

 Farmers still half the 
population in 1890 but 
hopelessly disorganized 



The Farmers Take Their Stand
 The Grange  (1867).

 Oliver Kelley the founder
 Spread quickly; by 1875 had 800,000 members 
 Advocated regulation of RR rates, grain storage 

fees.  fees.  
 Coops.
 Got into politics.
 Got states to pass laws regulating RR and grain 

elevators, but Supreme Court struck down these 
laws.
 Wabash Cases



Prelude to Populism

 Farmers’ Alliance founded in Teas in late 1870s. 
 By 1890 more than a million members.
 Problems

 targeted to land-owners, thus ignoring all the tenant farmers
 excluded blacks, half all southern farmers

Goals: Goals:
 nationalize RR, 
 abolish national banks, 
 institute a graduated income tax 
 government-owned warehouses where they could store their 

crops until market prices rose while taking out loans against the 
assumed future value of their crops.



Profits of Populism

 Mary Lease. “Raise 
More Hell and less 
Corn.”

 Electoral success of 
Farmers’ Alliance.Farmers’ Alliance.

 Jim Crow laws 
passed as a result.

 Movement matures 
into the Populist 
Party.



The Agrarian Revolt

Populist Platform endorsed at
the Party Convention, Omaha,
Nebraska 4 July 1892:Nebraska 4 July 1892:

 (1) Crop sub-treasury

 (2) Free and unlimited coinage of
silver at 16 to 1

 (3) Graduated income tax
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 (4) Nationalization of railroads,
telegraphs, and telephones

 (5) Eight-hour workday (5) Eight-hour workday

 (6) Immigration restrictions

 (7) Initiative, Referendum, and
Recall

 (8) Australian Ballot
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 (9) Direct election of United States
Senators

 (10) At least $50.00 in circulation
per capitaper capita



McKinley

 William McKinley of Ohio.

 Mark Hanna

 McKinley political philosophy. 

 Hanna’s money and political  Hanna’s money and political 
influence get McKinley the 
nomination on the first ballot

 Republican Platform?



Bryan’s Cross of Gold

 In 1896 Democrats were in 
turmoil.  Cleveland very 
unpopular

 Silverite faction in firm control. 

 William Jennings Bryan William Jennings Bryan

 Cross-of-Gold Speech 
 Floor the convention and gets him 

the nomination



“Cross of Gold” Speech“Cross of Gold” Speech“Cross of Gold” Speech“Cross of Gold” Speech

You shall not You shall not 
press down upon press down upon 
the brow of labor the brow of labor the brow of labor the brow of labor 
this crown of this crown of 
thorns; you shall thorns; you shall 
not crucify not crucify 
mankind upon amankind upon a
cross of goldcross of gold!!



Democratic Platform
 Platform calls for unlimited minting of silver at the ratio of 

16 ounces for each ounce of gold.  
 Why?.

 Many conservative democrats bolt the party and support 
McKinley. 

 Populists endorse Bryan and sacrifice their identity. Populists endorse Bryan and sacrifice their identity.



Silver v. Gold

 Republicans assumed tariff would be the 
primary issue, but Bryan made it silver.

 He traveled tirelessly giving 600 speeches.
 His campaign like a religious crusade.  

 Silver became the rallying cry. Silver became the rallying cry.
 Debtors and Farmers v. eastern big-money interests.  
 Gold standard a scapegoat. 
 Return of Jacksonian Democrats?



Hanna Leads Gold Bugs

 Conservatives and business interests saw the 
free-coinage of silver as the road to economic 
ruin.

 Allowed Hanna to raise tons of money from big 
businesses businesses 

 Republicans had a 16-1 money advantage. 
 Hanna wages campaign of fear against Bryan.
 Slogan “McKinley and a full dinner pail.” 
 McKinley campaigns from his porch
 Employers scare employees



 McKinley wins decisively by 500,000 votes and 
271-176 in Electoral College. Turnout is very 
high 



Election of 1896
 Why Bryan loses 

 Election was a major victory for middle-
class values, big business and 
conservative monetary policies.  

 Most significant election since Lincoln and 
until FDR in 1932.

 Renewed Republican dominance of 
Presidency
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Bryan lost. Why?
Exuded Protestant evangelism

Republicans would not join the 
Populist/Democrat fusionPopulist/Democrat fusion

Many believed he was communistic or 
anarchistic; American labor did not join 
the American farmer 



Legacies of the 1896 Election

A new campaigning style

Ascendancy of the industrial
over the agriculturalover the agricultural

Beginning of the end of
American mass political
participation

Decline of Party and the rise of
Special Interest Groups



Inflation Without Silver

 McKinley was a cautions, temperate, 
conservative

 Worked well with congress and with his own 
party

 Did not advocate major reforms. Did not advocate major reforms.
 Tariff rates back to 46.5%
 Soon after the election, prosperity returned; 

natural business cycle.  Republicans took credit.
 Inflation happened naturally.

 New gold discoveries and new processes for 
extracting gold from ore increase money supply



Was Bryan right?

 Was a shortage of 
currency

 Did hurt debtors and 
farmers

 Banking system did  Banking system did 
favor big business.

 But, Silver would have 
taken US off Gold 
standard

 Silver the wrong cure


