GILDED AGE POLITICS CRASH COURSE US HISTORY 26

THe GILDED AGE, A PERIOD OF IMMENSE INDUSTRIAL GROWTH AND SOCIETAL CHANGE IN THE UNITED STATES, WAS ALSO AN ERA
OF UNPRECEDENTED POLITICAL UPHEAVAL. UNDERSTANDING GILDED AGE POLITICS IS CRUCIAL FOR GRASPING THE EVOLUTION OF
AMERICAN DEMOCRACY AND THE FORCES THAT SHAPED MODERN AMERICA. THIS CRASH COURSE, SPECIFICALLY REFERENCING THE
CONTEXT ofF US HisTory 2(), DELVES INTO THE INTRICATE WEB OF POLITICAL MACHINES, CORRUPTION, REFORM MOVEMENTS,
AND THE EVOLVING ROLE OF GOVERNMENT DURING THIS TRANSFORMATIVE ERA. WE WILL EXPLORE THE KEY PLAYERS, THE
DEFINING ISSUES, AND THE LASTING IMPACT OF GILDED AGE POLITICS ON THE NATION'S TRAJECTORY. PREPARE TO NAVIGATE THE
COMPLEXITIES OF A PERIOD WHERE IMMENSE WEALTH COEXISTED WITH WIDESPREAD POVERTY, AND WHERE THE VERY
FOUNDATIONS OF AMERICAN POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC SYSTEMS WERE TESTED.
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THE ERA KNOWN AS THE GILDED AGE, ROUGHLY SPANNING FROM THE END OF RECONSTRUCTION IN THE 1870S TO THE TURN OF
THE 20TH CENTURY, REPRESENTS A PIVOTAL PERIOD IN AMERICAN HISTORY. |T WAS AN ERA CHARACTERIZED BY DRAMATIC
ECONOMIC EXPANSION, RAPID INDUSTRIALIZATION, AND SIGNIFICANT IMMIGRATION. HOWEVER, BENEATH THE GLITTERING SURFACE
OF PROGRESS, A COMPLEX AND OFTEN CORRUPT POLITICAL LANDSCAPE EMERGED. THIS EXAMINATION OF GILDED AGE POLITICS
AIMS TO PROVIDE A COMPREHENSIVE OVERVIEW, SUITABLE FOR A US HISTORY 26 CONTEXT, HIGHLIGHTING THE KEY
INSTITUTIONS, IDEOLOGIES, AND STRUGGLES THAT DEFINED THIS TRANSFORMATIVE TIME. WE WILL EXPLORE THE RISE OF
POWERFUL POLITICAL MACHINES, THE PERVASIVE NATURE OF CORRUPTION, THE MAJOR LEGISLATIVE BATTLES, AND THE VARIOUS
REFORM MOVEMENTS THAT SOUGHT TO ADDRESS THE ERA’S CHALLENGES.

THEe Rise ofF PoLiTicaL MACHINES AND URBAN BossEes IN GILDED AGE
PoLiTICS

ONE OF THE MOST DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF GILDED AGE POLITICS WAS THE PROLIFERATION AND POWER OF POLITICAL
MACHINES, PARTICULARLY IN BURGEONING URBAN CENTERS. THeSE ORGANIZATIONS, OFTEN LED BY CHARISMATIC AND INFLUENTIAL



”BOSSES/“ WIELDED IMMENSE CONTROL OVER LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND PARTY STRUCTURES. THEY EFFECTIVELY CONTROLLED
ELECTIONS BY MOBILIZING VOTERS, OFTEN THROUGH PATRONAGE AND THE DISPENSING OF FAVORS. IN EXCHANGE FOR LOYALTY
AND VOTES, MACHINES PROVIDED ESSENTIAL SERVICES TO IMMIGRANT COMMUNITIES AND THE URBAN POOR, SUCH AS JOBS,
HOUSING, AND ASSISTANCE. HO\X/EVER, THIS SYSTEM WAS DEEPLY INTERTWINED WITH CORRUPTION, AS BOSSES AND THEIR
ASSOCIATES OFTEN ENRICHED THEMSELVES THROUGH GRAFT, BRIBERY, AND THE MANIPULATION OF PUBLIC FUNDS.
UNDERSTANDING THESE MACHINES IS CRUCIAL FOR GRASPING THE REALITIES OF GILDED AGE POLITICAL POWER AT THE
GRASSROOTS LEVEL.

How PoLiTicAL MACHINES OPERATED

POLITICAL MACHINES WERE HIGHLY ORGANIZED, HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURES THAT MIRRORED MODERN CORPORATIONS IN THEIR
EFFICIENCY. AT THE TOP WAS THE ”BOSS,” WHO MADE THE KEY DECISIONS AND CONTROLLED PATRONAGE. BELOW THE BOSS
WERE PRECINCT CAPTAINS AND WARD LEADERS, WHO WERE RESPONSIBLE FOR DELIVERING VOTES IN THEIR RESPECTIVE AREAS.
THESE OPERATIVES WERE INSTRUMENTAL IN IDENTIFYING AND MOBILIZING SUPPORTERS, OFTEN THROUGH PERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS AND DIRECT APPEALS. THE MACHINES THRIVED ON A SYSTEM OF RECIPROCAL OBLIGATIONS, WHERE LOYALTY
W AS REWARDED WITH JOBS ON PUBLIC WORKS PROJECTS, CONTRACTS, OR OTHER FORMS OF ASSISTANCE. THIS CREATED A
POWERFUL BASE OF SUPPORT THAT WAS DIFFICULT FOR REFORMERS TO DISLODGE.

NoTABLE UrRBAN BOSSES AND THEIR INFLUENCE

SEVERAL PROMINENT FIGURES EPITOMIZED THE POWER OF URBAN BOSSES DURING THE GILDED AGE. WILLIAM “Boss” TWeeD oF
New York CITY’'s TAMMANY HALL IS PERHAPS THE MOST INFAMOUS EXAMPLE. T WEED AND HIS RING SYSTEMATICALLY
EMBEZZLED MILLIONS OF DOLLARS FROM THE CITY TREASURY THROUGH FRAUDULENT CONTRACTS AND KICKBACKS. DESPITE HIS
EVENTUAL DOWNFALL AND IMPRISONMENT, TWEED'S METHODS BECAME A BLUEPRINT FOR OTHER POLITICAL BOSSES ACROSS THE
COUNTRY. OTHER SIGNIFICANT FIGURES INCLUDED CHRISTOPHER “CHRISTY” MAGEE IN PITTSBURGH AND JAMES MCMANES IN
PHILADELPHIA, EACH CONTROLLING VAST NETWORKS OF INFLUENCE AND PATRONAGE WITHIN THEIR CITIES.

THE ROLE oF PATRONAGE IN MACHINE PoLITICS

PATRONAGE, THE PRACTICE OF AW ARDING GOVERNMENT JOBS OR FAVORS TO POLITICAL SUPPORTERS, WAS THE LIFEBLOOD OF
POLITICAL MACHINES. THESE_JOBS, OFTEN SINECURES WITH LITTLE ACTUAL WORK, WERE DISTRIBUTED TO LOYAL PARTY
MEMBERS AND VOTERS. THIS CREATED A POWERFUL INCENTIVE FOR INDIVIDUALS TO ALIGN WITH THE MACHINE, AS THEIR
ECONOMIC WELL-BEING OFTEN DEPENDED ON IT. PATRONAGE ALSO EXTENDED TO CONTRACTS FOR PUBLIC WORKS, SUCH AS
BUILDING ROADS, BRIDGES, AND PUBLIC BUILDINGS. THESE CONTRACTS WERE FREQUENTLY AWARDED TO ALLIES OF THE BOSS,
OFTEN AT INFLATED PRICES, WITH A PORTION OF THE PROFITS RETURNED AS KICKBACKS TO THE MACHINE.

CoRrRUPTION AND |TS PERVASIVE INFLUENCE ON GILDED AGE PoLITICS

CORRUPTION WAS NOT MERELY AN OCCASIONAL PROBLEM DURING THE GILDED AGE; IT WAS A PERVASIVE AND SYSTEMIC
FEATURE OF AMERICAN POLITICS AT ALL LEVELS. THE RAPID INDUSTRIALIZATION AND ECONOMIC BOOM CREATED UNPRECEDENTED
OPPORTUNITIES FOR WEALTH ACCUMULATION, AND MANY SEIZED THESE OPPORTUNITIES THROUGH ILLICIT MEANS. BRIBERY/
GRAFT, KICKBACKS, AND INSIDER TRADING WERE COMMONPLACE, IMPACTING EVERY THING FROM LOCAL ELECTIONS TO NATIONAL
LEGISLATION. THE CLOSE TIES BETWEEN BUSINESS MAGNATES AND POLITICIANS OFTEN LED TO POLICIES THAT FAVORED
INDUSTRIAL INTERESTS OVER THE PUBLIC GOOD, EXACERBATING SOCIAL INEQUALITIES AND FUELING PUBLIC DISCONTENT. THE
VERY FABRIC OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY SEEMED THREATENED BY THE SHEER SCALE OF THIS CORRUPTION.

THe CrRPP] DIT MoBILIER SCANDAL

ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT SCANDALS OF THE GILDED AGE/ THE CR DIT MOBILIER SCANDAL, EXPOSED THE DEEP
ENTANGLEMENT OF POLITICIANS AND BIG BUSINESS. CR DIT MOBILIER WAS A CONSTRUCTION COMPANY THAT RECEIVED INFLATED



CONTRACTS TO BUILD THE UNION PACIFIC RAILROAD. TO COVER UP THEIR EXORBITANT PROFITS AND SECURE FAVORABLE
LEGISLATION, CR[P] DIT MOBILIER OFFICIALS DISTRIBUTED SHARES AND CASH BRIBES TO NUMEROUS MEMBERS OF CONGRESS,
INCLUDING VICE PRESIDENT SCHUYLER COLFAX AND SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE JAMES G. BLAINE. THE SCANDAL, REVEALED IN
1872, SEVERELY DAMAGED THE REPUTATION OF THE GRANT ADMINISTRATION AND HIGHLIGHTED THE CORRUPTING INFLUENCE OF
RAILROAD MAGNATES.

THE SALARY GRAB ACT

ANOTHER EXAMPLE OF GILDED AGE POLITICAL CORRUPTION WAS THE SALARY GRAB AcT oF 187 3. PAssep BY CONGRESS
JUST BEFORE IT ADJOURNED, THE ACT SECRETLY DOUBLED THE PRESIDENT’S SALARY AND SIGNIFICANTLY INCREASED THE SALARIES
OF MEMBERS OF CONGRESS. THIS BLATANT SELF-ENRICHMENT, DONE WITHOUT PUBLIC CONSULTATION, SPARKED WIDESPREAD
OUTRAGE AND CONTRIBUTED TO THE PERCEPTION OF A CORRUPT AND SELF-SERVING POLITICAL ELITE. WHILE THE PAY RAISES
FOR CONGRESS WERE LATER REPEALED DUE TO PUBLIC OUTCRY, THE INCIDENT SOLIDIFIED THE PUBLIC'S DISTRUST IN THEIR
ELECTED OFFICIALS.

LAissez-FAIRE IDEOLOGY AND ITS IMPACT ON CORRUPTION

THE PREVAILING POLITICAL IDEOLOGY OF THE GILDED AGE WAS LARGELY LAISSEZ-FAIRE, ADVOCATING FOR MINIMAL
GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION IN THE ECONOMY. W/HILE THIS PHILOSOPHY FUELED INDUSTRIAL GROWTH, IT ALSO CREATED A
FERTILE GROUND FOR CORRUPTION. THE LACK OF ROBUST GOVERNMENT REGULATION MEANT THAT POWERFUL INDUSTRIALISTS
AND FINANCIERS COULD OPERATE WITH FEWER CHECKS AND BALANCES, OFTEN BRIBING POLITICIANS TO MAINTAIN FAVORABLE
POLICIES. THIS HANDS-OFF APPROACH TO GOVERNANCE ALLOWED CORRUPT PRACTICES TO FLOURISH UNCHECKED, AS THE
GOVERNMENT WAS OFTEN RELUCTANT TO INTERVENE OR INVESTIGATE ALLEGED WRONGDOINGS.

Key PoLiTICAL Issues oF THE GILDED AGE

THE GILDED AGE WAS A PERIOD OF INTENSE DEBATE AND CONFLICT OVER A RANGE OF CRITICAL POLITICAL ISSUES THAT SHAPED
THE NATION'S FUTURE. THESE ISSUES STEMMED FROM THE RAPID SOCIETAL TRANSFORMATIONS BROUGHT ABOUT BY
INDUSTRIALIZATION, URBANIZATION, AND IMMIGRATION. FROM ECONOMIC POLICY AND THE REGULATION OF BIG BUSINESS TO CIVIL
SERVICE REFORM AND THE QUESTION OF TARIFFS, POLITICIANS AND THE PUBLIC GRAPPLED WITH HOW TO NAVIGATE THIS
RAPIDLY CHANGING LANDSCAPE. UNDERSTANDING THESE CENTRAL DEBATES IS ESSENTIAL FOR COMPREHENDING THE POLITICAL
DYNAMICS OF THE ERA.

THe TARIFF DEBATE

THE TARIFF, A TAX ON IMPORTED GOODS, WAS ONE OF THE MOST PERSISTENT AND DIVISIVE ISSUES OF THE GILDED AGE.
PROTECTIONIST TARIFFS, FAVORED BY INDUSTRIALISTS AND MANUFACTURERS, WERE DESIGNED TO SHIELD AMERICAN INDUSTRIES
FROM FOREIGN COMPETITION. HO\X/EVER/ THESE TARIFFS ALSO LED TO HIGHER PRICES FOR CONSUMERS AND WERE OFTEN
CRITICIZED BY AGRICULTURAL INTERESTS, WHO SAW THEM AS A SUBSIDY FOR EASTERN BUSINESSES AT THE EXPENSE OF THE
REST OF THE COUNTRY. THE REPUBLICAN PARTY GENERALLY ADVOCATED FOR HIGH TARIFFS, WHILE THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY
W AS MORE DIVIDED, WITH SOME FACTIONS SUPPORTING LOWER TARIFFS.

MONETARY PoLicY: THE GoLD STANDARD VS. BIMETALLISM

THE DEBATE OVER MONETARY POLICY, SPECIFICALLY THE VALUE OF CURRENCY, WAS ANOTHER MAJOR POLITICAL FLASHPOINT.
THE UNITED STATES WAS LARGELY ON THE GOLD STANDARD, MEANING THAT THE VALUE OF THE DOLLAR WAS TIED TO THE
PRICE OF GOLD. HOWEVER, MANY FARMERS AND DEBTORS, PARTICULARLY IN THE WEST AND SOUTH, ADVOCATED FOR
BIMETALLISM, OR THE FREE COINAGE OF SILVER, WHICH THEY BELIEVED WOULD INCREASE THE MONEY SUPPLY AND LEAD TO
INFLATION, THEREBY MAKING IT EASIER TO REPAY DEBTS. THIS ISSUE FUELED THE RISE OF THE POPULIST MOVEMENT AND THE
DEMOCRATIC PARTY'S EMBRACE OF “FREE SILVER” IN THE 1890s.



CiviL SERVICE REFORM

THE RAMPANT CORRUPTION ASSOCIATED WITH PATRONAGE LED TO A GROWING DEMAND FOR CIVIL SERVICE REFORM. CRITICS
ARGUED THAT THE SPOILS SYSTEM, WHERE GOVERNMENT JOBS WERE AW ARDED BASED ON POLITICAL LOYALTY RATHER THAN
MERIT, WAS INEFFICIENT AND CORRUPT. THE ASSASSINATION OF PRESIDENT JAMES A. GARFIELD IN 188 1 BY A DISGRUNTLED
OFFICE SEEKER, CHARLES GUITEAU, GALVANIZED SUPPORT FOR REFORM. THIS ULTIMATELY LED TO THE PASSAGE OF THE

PenpLETON CiviL SERVICE REFORM ACT oF 1883, WHICH ESTABLISHED A MERIT-BASED SYSTEM FOR FEDERAL EMPLOYMENT.

ReEGULATION OF BIG BUSINESS AND MONOPOLIES

AS INDUSTRIAL TITANS LIKE ANDREW CARNEGIE (STEEL) AND JOHN D. ROCKEFELLER (OIL) AMASSED VAST FORTUNES AND
CREATED POWERFUL TRUSTS AND MONOPOLIES, THERE WAS INCREASING CONCERN ABOUT THEIR UNCHECKED POWER. MANY
FEARED THAT THESE MONOPOLIES STIFLED COMPETITION, EXPLOITED WORKERS, AND WIELDED UNDUE INFLUENCE OVER
GOVERNMENT. THIS LED TO CALLS FOR GOVERNMENT REGULATION, WHICH EVENTUALLY RESULTED IN THE PASSAGE OF THE
SHERMAN ANTITRUST ACT ofF 1890, AIMED AT BREAKING UP MONOPOLIES AND PREVENTING ANTI-COMPETITIVE PRACTICES.
HOWEVER, THE ACT WAS INITIALLY WEAK AND POORLY ENFORCED.

ReFOrRM MOVEMENTS AND THE PUsH FOR CHANGE IN GILDED AGE PoLITICS

IN RESPONSE TO THE WIDESPREAD CORRUPTION, SOCIAL INEQUALITIES, AND PERCEIVED FAILURES OF GILDED AGE POLITICS,
VARIOUS REFORM MOVEMENTS EMERGED, ADVOCATING FOR SIGNIFICANT SOCIETAL AND POLITICAL CHANGES. THESE MOVEMENTS,
DRIVEN BY A DIVERSE ARRAY OF INDIVIDUALS AND ORGANIZATIONS, SOUGHT TO ADDRESS ISSUES RANGING FROM ECONOMIC
INJUSTICE AND POLITICAL CORRUPTION TO SOCIAL WELFARE AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS. THEIR EFFORTS, THOUGH OFTEN
MET WITH RESISTANCE, LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR MANY OF THE PROGRESSIVE REFORMS THAT WOULD DEFINE THE EARLY 20TH
CENTURY.

THe PopuLIST MOVEMENT

THE PopuLIST MOVEMENT, PRIMARILY A COALITION OF FARMERS, DEBTORS, AND LABORERS, EMERGED IN THE LATE 19TH
CENTURY AS A DIRECT RESPONSE TO THE ECONOMIC HARDSHIPS AND PERCEIVED EXPLOITATION BY POWERFUL FINANCIAL
INTERESTS. ADVOCATING FOR POLICIES SUCH AS FREE COINAGE OF SILVER, GOVERNMENT OWNERSHIP OF RAILROADS, AND THE
DIRECT ELECTION OF SENATORS, THE POPULISTS REPRESENTED A SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGE TO THE ESTABLISHED POLITICAL ORDER.
W/HILE THEIR PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES RARELY ACHIEVED WIDESPREAD SUCCESS, THEIR IDEAS PROFOUNDLY INFLUENCED LATER
PROGRESSIVE REFORMS.

THE GRANGER MOVEMENT

THe NATIONAL GRANGE OF THE PATRONS OF HUSBANDRY, COMMONLY KNOWN AS THE GRANGER MOVEMENT, WAS AN
ORGANIZATION FOUNDED IN 1867 THAT INITIALLY FOCUSED ON SOCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITIES FOR FARMERS.
HOWEVER, IT SOON EVOLVED INTO A POWERFUL POLITICAL FORCE, ADVOCATING FOR GOVERNMENT REGULATION OF RAILROAD
RATES AND GRAIN ELEVATOR PRICES, WHICH FARMERS FELT WERE UNFAIRLY HIGH. THE GRANGERS SUCCESSFULLY LOBBIED FOR
STATE LAWS TO REGULATE THESE INDUSTRIES, KNOWN AS GRANGER LAWS, WHICH WERE LATER UPHELD BY THE SUPREME
CoURT INMUNN V. ILLINoIS (1877).

THe WOMEN'S SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT

W/HILE NOT SOLELY FOCUSED ON ECONOMIC OR POLITICAL CORRUPTION, THE WOMEN'S SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT GAINED MOMENTUM
DURING THE GILDED AGE. ADVOCATES FOR WOMEN'S RIGHT TO VOTE ARGUED THAT EXTENDING SUFFRAGE WAS A MATTER OF
FUNDAMENTAL JUSTICE AND THAT WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION WAS ESSENTIAL FOR A TRULY DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY.
ORGANIZATIONS LIKE THE NATIONAL W/ OMAN SUFFRAGE ASSOCIATION AND THE AMERICAN W OMAN SUFFRAGE ASSOCIATION



\WORKED TIRELESSLY THROUGH LOBBYING, PROTESTS, AND PUBLIC EDUCATION TO ACHIEVE THEIR GOAL, WHICH WOULD
EVENTUALLY BE REALIZED WITH THE PASSAGE OF THE 19TH AMENDMENT.

THe SociAL GosPEL MOVEMENT

THE SociAL GOSPEL MOVEMENT WAS A PROTESTANT INTELLECTUAL MOVEMENT THAT SOUGHT TO APPLY CHRISTIAN ETHICS
TO SOCIAL PROBLEMS, INCLUDING POVERTY, INEQUALITY, AND LABOR EXPLOITATION. MINISTERS AND THEOLOGIANS WITHIN THIS
MOVEMENT ARGUED THAT CHURCHES HAD A MORAL OBLIGATION TO ADDRESS THE SOCIAL ILLS OF THE GILDED AGE. THEY
ADVOCATED FOR REFORMS SUCH AS IMPROVED WORKING CONDITIONS, CHILD LABOR LAWS, AND PUBLIC WELFARE PROGRAMS,
BELIEVING THAT A JUST SOCIETY WAS A DIRECT REFLECTION OF CHRISTIAN PRINCIPLES.

THE PRESIDENTS OF THE GILDED AGE: A BRrRIEF OVERVIEW

THE GILDED AGE WAS PRESIDED OVER BY A SERIES OF PRESIDENTS, EACH GRAPPLING WITH THE UNIQUE CHALLENGES AND
OPPORTUNITIES OF THE ERA. WHILE OFTEN CHARACTERIZED BY A LACK OF STRONG PRESIDENTIAL LEADERSHIP COMPARED TO
LATER PERIODS, THESE FIGURES NONETHELESS PLAYED SIGNIFICANT ROLES IN SHAPING NATIONAL POLICY AND RESPONDING TO
PUBLIC PRESSURES. THEIR ADMINISTRATIONS WITNESSED KEY LEGISLATIVE BATTLES, SIGNIFICANT SCANDALS, AND THE ONGOING
EVOLUTION OF THE AMERICAN PRESIDENCY.

ULysses S. GRANT (1869-1877)

GRANT'S PRESIDENCY WAS LARGELY DEFINED BY THE AFTERMATH OF THE CIvIL W AR AND THE EARLY STAGES OF INDUSTRIAL
EXPANSION. W/HILE AN ACCOMPLISHED MILITARY LEADER, HIS ADMINISTRATION WAS PLAGUED BY NUMEROUS SCANDALS
INVOLVING CORRUPTION WITHIN HIS CABINET AND ASSOCIATES. DESPITE THESE CHALLENGES, HIS PRESIDENCY ALSO SAW THE
PASSAGE OF LEGISLATION AIMED AT PROTECTING CIVIL RIGHTS FOR AFRICAN AMERICANS, THOUGH THE ENFORCEMENT OF THESE
LAWS PROVED DIFFICULT.

RuTHERFORD B. HAaYEs (1877-1881)

HAYES’S PRESIDENCY IS MOST NOTABLY REMEMBERED FOR HIS CONTROVERSIAL ELECTION VICTORY, WHICH EFFECTIVELY ENDED
RECONSTRUCTION IN THE SOUTH. HE ATTEMPTED TO REFORM THE CIVIL SERVICE AND RESTORE INTEGRITY TO THE EXECUTIVE
BRANCH, BUT HE FACED CONSIDERABLE OPPOSITION FROM WITHIN HIS OWN PARTY AND FROM THOSE WHO BENEFITED FROM THE
SPOILS SYSTEM.

JAaMes A. GarrieLD (1881)

GARFIELD'S PRESIDENCY WAS TRAGICALLY SHORT, CUT SHORT BY AN ASSASSIN'S BULLET JUST MONTHS INTO HIS TERM. HE
WAS A PROPONENT OF CIVIL SERVICE REFORM AND SOUGHT TO CHALLENGE THE POWER OF THE STAL\X/ARTS, A FACTION OF THE
REPUBLICAN PARTY THAT FAVORED THE SPOILS SYSTEM. HIS DEATH UNDERSCORED THE NEED FOR REFORM AND PAVED THE WAY
FOR THE PENDLETON ACT.

CHesTerR A. ARTHUR (1881-1885)

ARTHUR, WHO ASCENDED TO THE PRESIDENCY AFTER GARFIELD'S ASSASSINATION, SURPRISED MANY BY CHAMPIONING CIVIL
SERVICE REFORM. HE SIGNED THE PENDLETON CiviIL SERVICE REFORM ACT OF 1883, A LANDMARK PIECE OF LEGISLATION THAT
ESTABLISHED A MERIT-BASED SYSTEM FOR FEDERAL APPOINTMENTS AND SIGNIFICANTLY WEAKENED THE SPOILS SYSTEM.



GroVER CLEVELAND (1885-1889 anD 1893-1897)

CLEVELAND WAS THE ONLY PRESIDENT TO SERVE TWO NON-CONSECUTIVE TERMS DURING THIS PERIOD. HE WAS KNOWN FOR HIS
FISCAL CONSERVATISM AND HIS COMMITMENT TO FIGHTING CORRUPTION AND T AMMANY HALL. HE VETOED NUMEROUS PENSION
BILLS AND CHAMPIONED CIVIL SERVICE REFORM, THOUGH HE ALSO FACED SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGES RELATED TO ECONOMIC
DEPRESSIONS DURING HIS SECOND TERM.

BenjaMIN HARRISON (1889-1893)

HARRISON’S PRESIDENCY SAW SIGNIFICANT LEGISLATIVE ACTIVITY, INCLUDING THE McKINLEY TARIFFI WHICH RAISED RATES TO
UNPRECEDENTED LEVELS, AND THE SHERMAN ANTITRUST ACT. HIS ADMINISTRATION ALSO OVERSAW INCREASED FEDERAL
SPENDING ON PENSIONS AND INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS, CONTRIBUTING TO A SURPLUS IN THE TREASURY.

THE IMPACT OF INDUSTRIALIZATION ON GILDED AGE PoLITICS

THE SEISMIC SHIFTS BROUGHT ABOUT BY THE SECOND INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION FUNDAMENTALLY RESHAPED THE LANDSCAPE OF
GILDED AGE POLITICS. THE RISE OF MASSIVE CORPORATIONS, THE GROWTH OF CITIES, AND THE INFLUX OF MILLIONS OF
IMMIGRANTS CREATED NEW ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL FORCES THAT EXERTED IMMENSE PRESSURE ON THE EXISTING POLITICAL
STRUCTURES. INDUSTRIALIZATION NOT ONLY GENERATED VAST WEALTH BUT ALSO SIGNIFICANT SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC
DISPARITIES, WHICH IN TURN FUELED POLITICAL DEBATES AND THE RISE OF NEW POLITICAL MOVEMENTS.

THE Rise oF CORPORATIONS AND TRUSTS

THE CONSOLIDATION OF INDUSTRIES INTO LARGE CORPORATIONS AND TRUSTS, OFTEN CONTROLLED BY POWERFUL FINANCIERS
AND INDUSTRIALISTS, LED TO A CONCENTRATION OF ECONOMIC POWER. THESE ENTITIES WIELDED CONSIDERABLE INFLUENCE OVER
GOVERNMENT POLICY THROUGH LOBBYING, CAMPAIGN CONTRIBUTIONS, AND THE THREAT OF ECONOMIC DISRUPTION. THE CLOSE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INDUSTRY LEADERS AND POLITICIANS OFTEN RESULTED IN POLICIES THAT FAVORED CORPORATE
INTERESTS, SUCH AS PROTECTIVE TARIFFS AND LAX REGULATION.

URBANIZATION AND ITS PoLITICAL CONSEQUENCES

THE RAPID GROWTH OF CITIES DUE TO INDUSTRIALIZATION AND IMMIGRATION CREATED NEW CHALLENGES FOR GOVERNANCE.
L ARGE URBAN POPULATIONS, OFTEN LIVING IN POVERTY AND FACING POOR LIVING CONDITIONS, BECAME FERTILE GROUND FOR
POLITICAL MACHINES THAT OFFERED SERVICES AND PATRONAGE IN EXCHANGE FOR VOTES. THE SHEER SCALE OF URBAN
ELECTORATES ALSO MEANT THAT CITY POLITICS BECAME INCREASINGLY IMPORTANT, WITH BOSSES WIELDING SIGNIFICANT
POWER OVER LOCAL AND EVEN NATIONAL ELECTIONS.

THe LABOR MOVEMENT AND ITS POLITICAL INFLUENCE

THE HARSH WORKING CONDITIONS, LOW WAGES, AND LACK OF JOB SECURITY EXPERIENCED BY MANY INDUSTRIAL WORKERS LED
TO THE GROWTH OF LABOR UNIONS AND THE BROADER LABOR MOVEMENT. UNIONS FOUGHT FOR BETTER W AGES, SHORTER
HOURS, AND SAFER \WORKPLACES, OFTEN ENGAGING IN STRIKES AND POLITICAL ACTION. \W/HILE OFTEN FACING VIOLENT
OPPOSITION FROM EMPLOYERS AND SOMETIMES THE GOVERNMENT, THE LABOR MOVEMENT GRADUALLY GAINED POLITICAL
INFLUENCE, ADVOCATING FOR LEGISLATION THAT PROTECTED WORKERS' RIGHTS.

EconoMic PoLICies AND THEIR PoLITICAL RAMIFICATIONS



THE ECONOMIC POLICIES ENACTED OR DEBATED DURING THE GILDED AGE HAD PROFOUND AND LASTING POLITICAL
CONSEQUENCES. THE DOMINANT ECONOMIC IDEOLOGY OF LAISSEZ-FAIRE, COUPLED WITH SPECIFIC LEGISLATIVE ACTIONS, SHAPED
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GOVERNMENT, BUSINESS, AND THE POPULACE. THESE POLICIES WERE CENTRAL TO THE POLITICAL
BATTLES OF THE ERA, INFLUENCING EVERYTHING FROM ELECTORAL OUTCOMES TO THE VERY DIRECTION OF AMERICAN SOCIETY.

PrOTECTIONISM AND THE T ARIFF W ARS

AS PREVIOUSLY MENTIONED, PROTECTIVE TARIFFS WERE A CORNERSTONE OF GILDED AGE ECONOMIC POLICY, HEAVILY
SUPPORTED BY THE REPUBLICAN PARTY AND INDUSTRIAL INTERESTS. THESE TARIFFS AIMED TO FOSTER DOMESTIC
MANUFACTURING BUT OFTEN LED TO RETALIATORY TARIFFS FROM OTHER NATIONS, SPARKING WHAT COULD BE TERMED “TARIFF
WARS.” THE POLITICAL DEBATE OVER TARIFFS OFTEN PITTED INDUSTRIAL NORTH AGAINST AGRARIAN SOUTH AND \X/EST, WITH
SIGNIFICANT IMPLICATIONS FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND INTERNATIONAL TRADE RELATIONS.

THe RoLE ofF THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT IN THE ECONOMY

DESPITE THE PREVAILING LAISSEZ-FAIRE ETHOS, THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT DID PLAY A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN SHAPING THE
ECONOMY, ALBEIT OFTEN INDIRECTLY. THROUGH LEGISLATION LIKE THE PACIFIC RAILWAY ACTSI THE GOVERNMENT SUBSIDIZED
THE CONSTRUCTION OF RAILROADS, WHICH WERE VITAL FOR WESTWARD EXPANSION AND INDUSTRIAL GROW TH. THE
ADMINISTRATION OF LAND GRANTS AND THE REGULATION OF CURRENCY ALSO DEMONSTRATED A DEGREE OF GOVERNMENT
INTERVENTION, EVEN AS CALLS FOR MORE DIRECT REGULATION GREW LOUDER.

THe GoLb STANDARD AND ITS IMPACT ON FARMERS

THE ADHERENCE TO THE GOLD STANDARD, WHILE PROVIDING STABILITY FOR SOME, HAD A DETRIMENTAL EFFECT ON FARMERS AND
DEBTORS. THE LIMITED MONEY SUPPLY MEANT THAT THE VALUE OF CURRENCY REMAINED RELATIVELY HIGH, MAKING IT DIFFICULT
FOR THOSE WITH DEBTS TO REPAY THEM, ESPECIALLY DURING PERIODS OF AGRICULTURAL PRICE DEFLATION. THIS ECONOMIC
GRIEVANCE WAS A PRIMARY DRIVER FOR THE POPULIST MOVEMENT AND THE PUSH FOR BIMETALLISM.

THe RoLE oF THE SUPREME COURT IN GILDED AGE PoLiTICSs

THE SuPREME COURT PLAYED A CRUCIAL, AND OFTEN CONTROVERSIAL, ROLE IN SHAPING THE LEGAL AND POLITICAL LANDSCAPE
OF THE GILDED AGE. |TS DECISIONS FREQUENTLY REFLECTED AND REINFORCED THE PREVAILING ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL IDEOLOGIES
OF THE TIME, OFTEN SIDING WITH BUSINESS INTERESTS AND UPHOLDING THE PRINCIPLE OF LAISSEZ-FAIRE. THe CourT's
INTERPRETATIONS OF THE CONSTITUTION HAD FAR-REACHING IMPLICATIONS FOR GOVERNMENT REGULATION, INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS,
AND THE BALANCE OF POWER.

Key SuPrReME CoUrT CASES

SEVERAL LANDMARK SUPREME COURT DECISIONS FROM THE GILDED AGE CONTINUE TO BE STUDIED FOR THEIR IMPACT ON
AMERICAN LAW AND SOCIETY. THESE INCLUDE:

e MUNN V. ILLINOIS (187 7): UPHELD THE RIGHT OF STATES TO REGULATE PRIVATE INDUSTRIES FOR THE PUBLIC GOOD, A
VICTORY FOR THE GRANGER MOVEMENT.

o UNITED STATES V. E.C. KNIGHT Co. (1895): SEVERELY WEAKENED THE SHERMAN ANTITRUST ACT BY RULING THAT
MANUFACTURING WAS NOT INTERSTATE COMMERCE, THUS PLACING |T BEYOND FEDERAL REGULATORY POWER.

® PLESSY V. FERGUSON (]896) UPHELD THE CONSTITUTIONALITY OF RACIAL SEGREGATION UNDER THE “SEPARATE BUT
EQUALH DOCTRINE, A DECISION THAT WOULD HAVE DEVASTATING CONSEQUENCES FOR AFRICAN AMERICANS FOR
DECADES TO COME.



* PoLLock V. FARMERS' LoAN & TRUST Co. (1895): DECLARED A FEDERAL INCOME TAX UNCONSTITUTIONAL, A BLOW
TO THOSE ADVOCATING FOR PROGRESSIVE TAXATION.

THESE DECISIONS OFTEN FAVORED LIMITED GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION IN BUSINESS AND UPHELD EXISTING SOCIAL HIERARCHIES,
SIGNIFICANTLY INFLUENCING THE TRAJECTORY OF GILDED AGE POLITICS AND ITS SUBSEQUENT REFORMS.

CoNcLusioN:; THE ENDURING LEGACY oF GILDED AGE PoLITICS

GILDED AGE POLITICS, WITH ITS POTENT MIX OF EXTRAORDINARY ECONOMIC GROWTH, PERVASIVE CORRUPTION, AND
BURGEONING REFORM MOVEMENTS, LEFT AN INDELIBLE MARK ON AMERICAN HISTORY. THE ERA’S STRUGGLES WITH POLITICAL
MACHINES, THE INFLUENCE OF BIG BUSINESS, AND THE DEBATES OVER ECONOMIC POLICY LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR MANY OF
THE CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS THAT WOULD DEFINE THE PROGRESSIVE ERA AND BEYOND. UNDERSTANDING THE INTRICACIES
oF GILDED AGE POLITICS, FROM THE MACHINATIONS OF URBAN BOSSES TO THE LANDMARK SupreME COURT DECISIONS, IS
ESSENTIAL FOR APPRECIATING THE EVOLUTION OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY, THE DEVELOPMENT OF GOVERNMENT REGULATION, AND
THE ONGOING QUEST FOR A MORE EQUITABLE SOCIETY. THE LESSONS LEARNED AND THE BATTLES FOUGHT DURING THIS
TRANSFORMATIVE PERIOD CONTINUE TO RESONATE IN CONTEMPORARY POLITICAL DISCOURSE, UNDERSCORING THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF GILDED AGE POLITICS.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

\WHAT WAS THE PRIMARY CHARACTERISTIC OF GILDED AGE POLITICS THAT MADE IT SO
CORRUPT?

THE PRIMARY CHARACTERISTIC WAS THE DOMINANCE OF POWERFUL POLITICAL MACHINES AND THE PERVASIVE INFLUENCE OF
MONEY IN POLITICS, LEADING TO WIDESPREAD BRIBERY, PATRONAGE, AND GRAFT.

\WHO WERE THE MAJOR PLAYERS IN GILDED AGE POLITICAL MACHINES, AND WHAT WAS
THEIR STRATEGY?

THE MAJOR PLAYERS WERE ‘BoSSES’ LIKE Boss TWEED, WHO CONTROLLED URBAN POLITICAL ORGANIZATIONS. THEIR STRATEGY
INVOLVED MOBILIZING VOTERS THROUGH PATRONAGE (JOBS AND FAVORS) AND CONTROLLING ELECTIONS THROUGH FRAUD AND
INTIMIDATION.

How DID INDUSTRIALIZATION AND IMMIGRATION CONTRIBUTE TO THE NATURE OF GILDED
AGE POLITICS?

RAPID INDUSTRIALIZATION CREATED IMMENSE WEALTH AND NEW ECONOMIC CLASSES, WHILE MASSIVE IMMIGRATION PROVIDED A
LARGE POOL OF \WORKERS AND VOTERS THAT POLITICAL MACHINES COULD EXPLOIT FOR POWER AND PROFIT.

WHAT wAS THE PENDLETON CiVIL SERVICE REFORM ACT, AND WHY WAS IT
SIGNIFICANT?

THe PenpLETON CiviL SErVICE REFORM ACT (1883) WAS A LANDMARK PIECE OF LEGISLATION THAT ESTABLISHED A MERIT-

BASED SYSTEM FOR FEDERAL EMPLOYMENT, AIMING TO REDUCE PATRONAGE AND POLITICAL CORRUPTION BY REQUIRING EXAMS
FOR GOVERNMENT JOBS.



W/HAT ROLE DID THE POPULIST MOVEMENT PLAY IN CHALLENGING THE STATUS QUO OF
GILDED AGE POLITICS?

THE PoPuLisT MOVEMENT, PRIMARILY REPRESENTING FARMERS, CHALLENGED THE DOMINANCE OF BIG BUSINESS AND THE TWO-
PARTY SYSTEM BY ADVOCATING FOR POLICIES LIKE FREE COINAGE OF SILVER, DIRECT ELECTION OF SENATORS, AND GOVERNMENT
REGULATION OF RAILROADS.

How pib THE SUPREME COURT'S RULINGS, SUCH AS IN PLESSY V. FERGUSON, REFLECT
AND REINFORCE THE POLITICAL LANDSCAPE OF THE GILDED AGE?

PLESSY V. FERGUSON (]89()) UPHELD THE CONSTITUTIONALITY OF RACIAL SEGREGATION UNDER THE 'SEPARATE BUT EQUALI
DOCTRINE, REFLECTING THE PREV AILING POLITICAL ATTITUDES OF THE ERA WHICH OFTEN DISENFRANCHISED AFRICAN AMERICANS
AND ENTRENCHED EXISTING POWER STRUCTURES, RATHER THAN PROMOTING REFORM.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Here ARE @ BOOK TITLES RELATED TO GILDED AGE POLITICS, CRASH CoUrse US HisTory 26:

1. _THe GILDED AGE: A TALE oF TobAY_ BY MARK TWAIN AND CHARLES DUDLEY W/ ARNER. THIS SATIRICAL NOVEL,
PUBLISHED IN 1873, GIVES THE ERA ITS NAME AND CRITIQUES THE SUPERFICIAL PROSPERITY AND RAMPANT CORRUPTION THAT
CHARACTERIZED AMERICAN SOCIETY DURING THIS PERIOD. |T HUMOROUSLY EXPLORES THEMES OF WEALTH, SOCIAL CLIMBING,
AND THE MORAL DECAY BENEATH A GLITTERING SURFACE. THE BOOK'S TITLE ITSELF BECAME SYNONYMOUS WITH THE ERA’S
CONTRADICTIONS.

2. _THe OcTopus: A STory ofF CALIFORNIA__ BY FRANK NORRIS. THIS NOVEL, THE FIRST IN NORRIS'S UNFINISHED “EPIC OF
THE W/HEAT” TRILOGY, VIVIDLY PORTRAYS THE DESTRUCTIVE POWER OF THE RAILROAD MONOPOLY IN CALIFORNIA. |T DETAILS
THE INTENSE STRUGGLE BETWEEN INDEPENDENT FARMERS AND THE MONOPOLISTIC PACIFIC AND SOUTHWESTERN RAILROAD. THE
BOOK HIGHLIGHTS THE EXPLOITATION AND VIOLENCE THAT WERE COMMON DURING THE GILDED AGE’S INDUSTRIAL EXPANSION.

3. _THEJUNGLE_ BY UPTON SINCLAIR. WHILE PRIMARILY KNOWN FOR ITS EXPOS[?] OF THE MEATPACKING INDUSTRY, THE JUNGLE
ALSO OFFERS A STARK DEPICTION OF THE HARSH WORKING CONDITIONS AND ECONOMIC EXPLOITATION FACED BY IMMIGRANTS

AND THE WORKING CLASS DURING THE GILDED AGE. |T REVEALS THE IMMENSE POWER OF CORPORATIONS AND THE POLITICAL
CORRUPTION THAT ALLOWED SUCH ABUSES TO PERSIST. SINCLAIR'S WORK FUELED PROGRESSIVE REFORMS AIMED AT

PROTECTING WORKERS AND CONSUMERS.

4. THe SHAME oF THE CITIES_ BY LINCOLN STEFFANS. THIS COLLECTION OF MUCKRAKING JOURNALISM EXPOSES THE
\WIDESPREAD POLITICAL CORRUPTION IN MAJOR AMERICAN CITIES DURING THE LATE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURIES.
STEFFANS DETAILS THE INTRICATE NETWORKS OF BRIBERY, GRAFT, AND POLITICAL MACHINES THAT CONTROLLED MUNICIPAL
GOVERNMENTS. THE BOOK WAS INSTRUMENTAL IN SPARKING THE PROGRESSIVE ERA’S REFORM MOVEMENTS.

5. _THe PopuLIST MOMENT: A SHORT HISTORY OF THE AGRARIAN REVOLT IN AMERICA_ BY LAWRENCE GOODWYN. THIS
BOOK EXAMINES THE RISE AND FALL OF THE PEOPLE'S PARTY, A SIGNIFICANT POLITICAL FORCE IN THE GILDED AGE THAT
REPRESENTED FARMERS AND WORKING PEOPLE. |T EXPLORES THE ECONOMIC GRIEVANCES THAT LED TO THE POPULIST MOVEMENT
AND ITS CHALLENGES TO THE ESTABLISHED POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC ORDER. GOODW YN ARGUES FOR THE DEPTH AND
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE POPULIST CHALLENGE TO THE GILDED AGE POWER STRUCTURES.

6. _THe AGe oF CAPITAL: 1856-1870_ BY ERIC HoBSBAWM. W/HILE A BROADER GLOBAL HISTORY, HOBSBAWM'S ANALYSIS
PROVIDES CRUCIAL CONTEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING THE ECONOMIC FORCES DRIVING THE GILDED AGE IN AMERICA. HE DISCUSSES
THE RISE OF INDUSTRIAL CAPITALISM, THE GROWTH OF CORPORATIONS, AND THE RESULTANT SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
TRANSFORMATIONS. THE BOOK HELPS FRAME THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE WITHIN A GLOBAL SHIFT TOW ARDS INDUSTRIALIZATION
AND ECONOMIC CONSOLIDATION.

7. _THEODORE ROOSEVELT AND THE TRUSTS__ BY JAMES GARFIELD. THIS SCHOLARLY WORK DELVES INTO PRESIDENT
THEODORE ROOSEVELT'S SIGNIFICANT EFFORTS TO REGULATE AND BREAK UP LARGE INDUSTRIAL MONOPOLIES, OR “TRUSTS,”
DURING HIS PRESIDENCY. |T EXAMINES THE LEGAL BATTLES AND POLITICAL MANEUVERING INVOLVED IN CHALLENGING THE
POWERFUL CORPORATIONS THAT DOMINATED THE GILDED AGE ECONOMY. THE BOOK HIGHLIGHTS THE SHIFT TOWARDS GREATER



GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION IN ECONOMIC AFFAIRS.

8. RoBeser BARONS: THE GREAT AMERICAN CAPITALISTS, 1861-1901_ BY MATTHEW JOSEPHSON. JOSEPHSON'S HIGHLY
INFLUENTIAL BOOK OFFERS A CRITICAL PORTRAIT OF THE IMMENSELY WEALTHY INDUSTRIALISTS AND FINANCIERS OF THE GILDED
AGE, SUCH AS CARNEGIE, ROCKEFELLER, AND MORGAN. IT SCRUTINIZES THEIR BUSINESS PRACTICES, THEIR IMMENSE POWER, AND
THEIR ALLEGED RUTHLESSNESS IN BUILDING THEIR EMPIRES. THE BOOK POPULARIZED THE TERM “ROBBER BARONS” TO DESCRIBE
THESE FIGURES AND THEIR IMPACT ON AMERICAN SOCIETY AND POLITICS.

Q. _THe PoLiTics oF WEALTH: THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE EConoMy, 1865-1900_ BY ALAN TRACHTENBERG. THIS
BOOK PROVIDES A COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION OF THE EVOLVING RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN POLITICS AND ECONOMIC POWER
DURING THE GILDED AGE. |T EXPLORES HOW INDUSTRIAL GROWTH, URBANIZATION, AND THE RISE OF BIG BUSINESS
FUNDAMENTALLY RESHAPED AMERICAN POLITICAL LIFE AND INSTITUTIONS. TRACHTENBERG DETAILS THE STRUGGLES OVER
ECONOMIC POLICY AND THE GROWING INFLUENCE OF CORPORATE INTERESTS.
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