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THE POPULISTS

A. James Weaver:

1. Who was James weaver? Identify Weaver and discuss the important role he played.

Election Map:

2. Using the Election map of 1892 explain several key pieces of evidence you can learn about this election?

B. Silver Purchase Act:

3. What was the Silver Purchase Act? Who was in favorite of it? What was its impact on America?

Billion Dollar Congress:

4. Can the Billion Dollar Congress be accurately described as Successful? Explain why or Why not.

C. Coxey’s Army:

5. What was Coxey’s Army? How is Coxey’s Army reflective of the Populist ideas of the time?

6. Write a brief caption that could be used to describe the image provided on a member of coxey’s Army

D. Economic Panic and Depression:

7. What were the Causes and Effects of Economic Depression in the 1890s?

E. The Populist Party Platform—Preamble

8. Identify a segment of the Preamble that you find to be the most motivating for the Cause of Populism. Explain why this passage would help win over support for the movement.

F. The Populist Party Platform

9. It’s 1892 and you’re a writer for the New York Times. Write a brief article summarizing the Populist Party Platform that can run in the July 5th edition of the Paper.

G. The Populist Party Platform—Expression of Sentiments

10. Identify the three Sentiments that you believe would face the greatest oppisition from oppoents of Populism. Explain why these sentiments would be opposed.

       H. Bryan’s “Cross of Gold Speech”

11. How does Bryan reiterate the points of the populist party platform? 

        J. Election  Map of 1896 – page 539

12. What can you learn from this election? What does it tell you about the populist party?


James Weaver

James Baird Weaver (June 12, 1833 – February 6, 1912) was a United States politician and member of the United States House of Representatives, representing Iowa as a member of the Greenback Party. He ran for President two times on third party tickets in the late 19th century. An opponent of the gold standard and national banks, he is most famous as the presidential nominee of the Populist Party in the 1892 election.

Weaver was born in Dayton, Ohio. Weaver studied law in Bloomfield then later at the Cincinnati Law School. He established himself as a lawyer in Bloomfield. After reading Uncle Tom's Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe, he became active in the abolitionist movement. After the start of the Union mobilization in the American Civil War, he enlisted as a private in the Second Regiment, Iowa Volunteer Infantry.

After the war he became active in Iowa politics as a member of the Republican Party. In 1866 he was elected district attorney of the Second Iowa Judicial District. On March 25, 1867, he was appointed a federal assessor of internal revenue by President Andrew Johnson.

Weaver became increasingly disenchanted with the Republican Party and the presidential administration of Ulysses S. Grant, viewing it as under the control of big business at the expense of farmers and small businessmen. He joined the Greenback Party, which advocated an expanded and flexible national currency based on the use of silver alongside gold, as well as an eight-hour work day, the taxation of interest from government bonds, and a graduated income tax
1892 he was the presidential nominee of the Populist Party and chose a strategy of forming alliances with African Americans in the South. His policy was not well received by Whites in the South and led to violence and intimidation against black voters. In one of the better showings by a third-party candidate in U.S. history, Weaver received over a million popular votes, and won four states (Colorado, Kansas, Idaho, and Nevada) and 22 electoral votes.

The Rise of Populism

The People's Party (or Populist Party, as it was widely known) was much younger than the Democratic and Republican Parties, which had been founded before the Civil War. Agricultural areas in the West and South had been hit by economic depression years before industrial areas. In the 1880s, as drought hit the wheat-growing areas of the Great Plains and prices for Southern cotton sunk to new lows, many tenant farmers fell into deep debt. This exacerbated long-held grievances against railroads, lenders, grain-elevator owners, and others with whom farmers did business. By the early 1890s, as the depression worsened, some industrial workers shared these farm families' views on labor and the trusts.

In 1890 Populists won control of the Kansas state legislature. Many Eastern journalists and politicians, who saw little evidence of Populism in their states and often treated the party as a joke. Nonetheless, Western and Southern Populists gained support rapidly. In 1892 the national party was officially founded through a merger of the Farmers' Alliance and the Knights of Labor. In that year the Populist presidential candidate, James B. Weaver, won over one million votes. Between 1892 and 1896, however, the party failed to make further gains, in part because of fraud, intimidation, and violence by Southern Democrats.

By 1896 the Populist organization was in even more turmoil than that of Democrats. Two main factions had appeared. One, the fusion Populists, sought to merge with the Democrats, using the threat of independent organization to force changes in the major party's platform. The Populist organization in Kansas had already "fused"--over the bitter protest of those who considered this a sell-out. Fusionists argued that the regionally based third party could never hold national power; the best strategy was to influence a major party that could.

The second faction, called "mid-roaders," suspected (with good reason) that Democratic leaders wanted to destroy the third-party threat; fusion, they argued, would play into this plot. These Populists advocated staying "in the middle of the road," between the two larger parties, and not merging with either. In practice, these Populists were not "in the middle," but more sweeping in their political goals than either of the major parties, while fusionists were more willing to compromise in hopes of winning powerful Democratic allies. Mid-roaders like Tom Watson warned that "fusion means the Populist party will play Jonah, and they will play the whale."

Inside the People's Party, mid-roaders sought to schedule the national convention before those of the Republicans and Democrats. They lost this fight, and fusionists selected a date after the major-party meetings, hoping that silver Democrats would win a dramatic victory in the Chicago convention. When this happened--with the nomination of William Jennings Bryan on a free-silver platform--mid-roaders found themselves in a difficult spot.

The Sherman Silver Purchase Act was enacted in 1890 as a United States federal law. While not authorizing the free and unlimited coinage of silver that the Free Silver supporters wanted, it increased the amount of silver the government was required to purchase every month. The Sherman Silver Purchase Act had been passed in response to the growing complaints of farmers. Farmers had immense debts that could not be paid off due to a series of droughts, and they urged the government to pass the Sherman Silver Purchase Act in order to boost the economy. However, this eventually led to inflation and contributed to the Panic of 1893. In addition to the $2-4 million dollars that had been required by the Bland-Allison Act of 1878, the US government was now required to purchase an additional 4.5 million ounces of silver bullion every month. The law required the Treasury to buy the silver with notes that could be redeemed for either silver or gold. That plan backfired, as people (mostly investors) turned in their silver Treasury notes for gold dollars, thus depleting the government's gold reserves. After the Panic of 1893 broke, President Grover Cleveland oversaw the repeal of the Act in 1893 to prevent the depletion of the country's gold reserves.

Coxey’s Army Marches to Washington
“The movement has attracted the attention of the country as nothing else in the way of agitation has ever done, and as nothing else without violence ever could have done.”

– Jacob S. Coxey, quoted in the Washington Post, April 21, 1894

Mention the word “depression” and typically, you’ll evoke images of 1930s bread lines and families escaping the Dust Bowl. However, during the nineteenth century, American workers endured many depressions. In the 1870s, for example, things got so bad that 90,000 workers had to sleep in police stations throughout New York City. Another economic crisis hit in 1893 and that one lasted for half a decade. Four million workers lost their jobs and almost one in five workers was jobless. Out of this dire situation grew Coxey’s Army.

Jacob Sechler Coxey (1854-1951), a populist leader in Massillon, Ohio, proposed that Congress increase the amount of legal tender in circulation (Coxey went as far as naming his son “Legal Tender”). Then, pre-dating FDR’s New Deal by 40 years, Coxey wanted that currency spent on public works… in the name of creating jobs for the unemployed.

To help bring his plan to fruition, Coxey, along with Carl Browne of California, hatched the idea of a “living petition.” An army of unemployed men would descend upon the nation’s capital and shed light on the problems of the working class.

Dubbing their army the “Commonweal of Christ,” Coxey, Browne and some 100 men left Massillon on Easter Sunday, March 25, 1894 (among the marchers was a young Jack London). According to reports, the numbers reached as high as 20,000 but only 500-600 made it to Washington, D.C. On April 30 the U.S. soldiers met them… having been called out by President Grover Cleveland. The authorities fully understood the impact such a public display could have. “There is a colored population numbering 85,000 in this city, fully half of whom are unemployed and many of whom are vicious,” explained W.G. Moore, chief of D.C. police. “We could not, of course, afford to permit any demonstration which would arouse them. Hence the thoroughness of our preparations.”

Before Coxey could deliver his speech, he was arrested for walking on the grass and his army quickly disbanded.

Coxey’s efforts did inspire other “industrial armies,” especially on the Pacific Coast. In addition, some of his ideas found a home in New Deal programs and his bold march undoubtedly shaped the organization of future protests like the Bonus Army, Dr. King’s March on Washington, the Million Man March, and more.

Carlos A. Schwantes, author of “Coxey’s Army: An American Odyssey,” sums up: “The story of the Coxey movement is ultimately a case study of how ordinary citizens influence — or fail to influence — political and economic issues in modern America.”

Billion Dollar Congress
The Fifty-first United States Congress, referred to by some critics as the Billion Dollar Congress, was a meeting of the legislative branch of the United States federal government, consisting of the United States Senate and the United States House of Representatives. It met in Washington, D.C., from March 4, 1889, to March 4, 1891, during the first two years of the administration of U.S. President Benjamin Harrison.

It was responsible for a number of pieces of landmark legislation, many of which asserted the authority of the federal government.

Emboldened by their success in the elections of 1888, the Republicans enacted virtually their entire platform during their first 303-day session, including a measure that provided American Civil War veterans with generous pensions and expanded the list of eligible recipients to include noncombatants and the children of veterans. Grover Cleveland had vetoed a similar bill in 1887. It was criticized as the "Billion Dollar Congress'" for its lavish spending and, for this reason it incited drastic reversals in public support that led to Cleveland's reelection in 1892.

Other important legislation passed into law by the Congress included the McKinley tariff, authored by Representative, and future President, William McKinley; the Sherman Antitrust Act, which prohibited business combinations that restricted trade; and the Sherman Silver Purchase Act, which required the U.S. government to mint silver. The last two were concessions to Western farmer interests in exchange for support of the tariff and would become central tenets of the Populist Party later in the decade. They were authored by Senator John Sherman.

The Fifty-first Congress was also responsible for passing the Land Revision Act of 1891, which created the national forests. Harrison authorized America's first forest reserve in Yellowstone, Wyoming, the same year.

Other bills were discussed but failed to pass, including two significant pieces of legislation focused on ensuring African Americans the right to vote. Henry Cabot Lodge sponsored a so-called Lodge Bill that would have established federal supervision of Congressional elections so as to prevent the disfranchisement of southern blacks. Henry W. Blair sponsored the Blair Education Bill, which advocated the use of federal aid for education in order to frustrate southern whites employing literacy tests to prevent blacks from registering to vote.

Panic and Depression in the 1890s

Causes

The 1880s were a period of remarkable economic expansion in the United States, an expansion that eventually became driven by railroad speculation. Railroads were over-built, with expenses that could not be covered by revenues. New mines flooded the market with silver; its price fell. Farmers, particularly in the wheat and cotton regions, suffered from low prices.

One of the first signs of trouble was the bankruptcy of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad, which had greatly over-extended itself, on February 23, 1893,[2] ten days before Grover Cleveland's second inauguration.[3] Upon becoming President, Cleveland dealt directly with the Treasury crisis,[4] and successfully convinced Congress to repeal the Sherman Silver Purchase Act, which he felt was mainly responsible for the economic crisis.[5]
As concern for the state of the economy worsened, people rushed to withdraw their money from banks and caused bank runs. The credit crunch rippled through the economy. A financial panic in the United Kingdom and a drop in trade in Europe caused foreign investors to sell American stocks to obtain American funds backed by gold.[6]
Effects

The severity was great in all industrial cities and mill towns. Farm distress was great because of the falling prices for export crops such as wheat and cotton.  A severe wave of strikes took place in 1894, most notably the bituminous coal miners' strike of the spring, which led to violence in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois. Even more serious was the Pullman Strike which shut down much of the nation's transportation system in July, 1894.

The Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890, perhaps along with the protectionist McKinley Tariff of 1890, has been partially blamed for the panic. Passed in response to a large overproduction of silver by western mines, the Sherman Act required the U.S. Treasury to purchase silver using notes backed by either silver or gold. The Democrats and President Cleveland were blamed for the depression. The decline of the gold reserves stored in the U.S. Treasury fell to a dangerously low level, forcing President Cleveland to borrow $65 million in gold from Wall-Street banker JP Morgan in order to support the gold standard;[8] The Democrats and Populists lost heavily in the 1894 elections, which marked the largest Republican gains in history.[9]
Many of the western silver mines closed and a large number were never re-opened. A significant number of western mountain narrow-gauge railroads, which had been built to serve the mines, also went out of business. The depression was a major issue in the debates over Bimetallism. The Republicans blamed the Democrats for the depression and scored a landslide victory in the 1894 state and Congressional elections. The Populists lost most of their strength and had to support the Democrats in 1896. The presidential election of 1896 was fought on economic issues and was marked by a decisive victory of the pro-gold, high-tariff Republicans led by William McKinley over pro-silver William Jennings Bryan.

Populist Party Platform, 1892 (July 4, 1892)

PREAMBLE

The conditions which surround us best justify our co-operation; we meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political and material ruin.  Corruption dominates the ballot-box.... The people are demoralized;... public opinion silenced.... homes covered with mortgages, labor impoverished, and the land concentrating in the hands of capitalists.  The urban workman are denied the right to organize for self-protection, imported pauperized labor beats down their wages... and [we] are rapidly degenerating into European conditions.  The fruits of the toils of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a few, unprecedented in the history of mankind.... From the same prolific womb of governmental injustice we breed the two great classes ​ tramps and millionaires.

The national power to create money is appropriated to enrich bond-holders....

Silver, which has been accepted as coin since the dawn of history, has been demonitized to add to the purchasing power of gold.... the supply of currency is purposely [limited] to fatten [creditors].... A vast conspiracy against mankind has been organized... if not met and overthrown at once it forebodes terrible social convulsions, the destruction of civilization....

Controlling influences dominating both... parties have permitted the existing dreadful conditions to develop without serious effort to prevent or restrain them.  Neither do they now promise any substantial reform.... They propose to sacrifice our homes, lives, and children on the alter of mammon; to destroy the multitude in order to secure corruption funds from the millionaires....

We seek to restore the government of the Republic to the hands of the "plain people."

Our country finds itself confronted by conditions for which there is no precedence in the history of the world; our annual agricultural productions amount to billions of dollars in value, which must, within a few weeks or months, be exchanged for billions of dollars worth of commodities consumed in their production; the existing currency supply is wholly inadequate to make this exchange; the results are falling prices, the formation of combines and rings, the impoverishment of the producing class.  We pledge ourselves that if given power we will labor to correct these evils....

We believe that the power of government ​ in other words, of the people ​ should be expanded... to the end that oppression, injustice, and poverty shall eventually cease in the land.

[We] will never cease to move forward until every wrong is righted and equal rights and equal privileges securely established for all the men and women of this country.... 
Populist Party Platform, 1892 (July 4, 1892)

PLATFORM

We declare, therefore ​

First ​ That the union of the labor forces of the United States... shall be permanent and perpetual....

Second ​ Wealth belongs to him who creates it, and every dollar taken from industry without an equivalent is robbery.... The interests of rural and civil labor are the same; their enemies identical....

Third ​ We believe the time has come when the railroad corporations will either own the people or the people must own the railroads.... The government [should] enter upon the work of owning and managing all the railroads.... 
 

FINANCE ​ We demand a national currency, safe, sound, and flexible issued by the general government....

 1. We demand free and unlimited coinage of silver and gold at the present legal ratio of 16 to 1. 
  
 2. We demand that the amount of circulating medium be speedily increased....

 3. We demand a graduated income tax.

 4. We believe that the money of the country should be kept as much as possible in the hands of  the people, and hence we believe that all State and national revenues shall be limited to the  necessary expenses of the government, economically and honestly administered....

 5. We demand that postal savings banks be established by the government for the safe deposit  of the earnings of the people and to facilitate exchange.... 
 

TRANSPORTATION -​ Transportation being a means of exchange and a public necessity, the government should own and operate the railroads in the interest of the people.  The telegraph and telephone... should be owned and operated by the government in the interest of the people. 
 

LAND ​ The land, including all the natural sources of wealth, is the heritage of the people, and should not be monopolized for speculative purposes, and alien ownership of land should be prohibited.  All land now held by railroads and other corporations in excess of their actual needs, and all lands now owned by aliens should be reclaimed by the government and held for actual settlers only. 
Populist Party Platform, 1892 (July 4, 1892)

EXPRESSION OF SENTIMENTS

1. Resolved, That we demand a free ballot, and a fair count in all elections... without Federal intervention, through the adoption by the states of the... secret ballot system.

2. Resolved, That the revenue derived from a graduated income tax should be applied to the reduction of the burden of taxation now levied upon the domestic industries of this country.

3. Resolved, That we pledge our support to fair and liberal pensions to ex-Union soldiers and sailors.

4. Resolved, That we condemn the fallacy of protecting American labor under the present system which opens our ports to [immigrants including] the pauper and the criminal classes of the world and crowds out our [American] wage-earners... and [we] demand the further restriction of undesirable immigration

5. Resolved, That we cordially sympathize with the efforts of organized workingmen to shorten the hours of labor....

6. Resolved, That we regard the maintenance of a large standing army of mercenaries, known as the Pinkerton system as a menace to our liberties and we demand its abolition....

7. Resolved, That we commend to the favorable consideration of the people... the initiative and referendum.

8. Resolved, That we favor a constitutional provision limiting the office of President and Vice President to one term, and providing for the election of Senators of the United States by a direct vote of the people.

9. Resolved, That we oppose any subsidy or national aid to any private corporation for any purpose
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