
Farmers in the Gilded Age

OVERVIEW

After the Civil War, the nation’s farmers were 
poised to enjoy new opportunities and great 
prosperity. Cheap land in the west, a rapidly 
growing railroad network, technological 
advances such as the mechanical reaper and 
steel plow to increase productivity—all seemed 
to inspire confidence in the future.  However, 
declining incomes over the next several decades 
caused them to turn to various methods of 
cooperative action to try to increase their 
political voice. They demanded that government 
act to address their grievances. They charged 
that monopolistic railroad practices, mortgage 
interest rates, and other factors beyond their 
control caused their incomes to fall, regardless of 
how hard they worked to achieve the American 
dream in the inherently uncertain work of 
farming.

OBJECTIVES 

 � Students will trace factors contributing 
to the farmers’ unrest in the 
period following the Civil War

 � Students will evaluate and compare 
primary source documents relating the 
concerns and objectives of farmers in 
the Gilded Age and Progressive Era.

 � Students will understand the 
farmers’ sense of disempowerment 
and what they did about it.

 � Students will identify constitutional 
principles and essential virtues at issue 
in the controversies related to farmers 
in the Gilded Age and Progressive Era.

LESSON 1

T H E G I L D E D AG E A N D P RO G R E S S I V E E R A UNIT 2: ADAPTING TO A NEW SOCIETY
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS

“Wall Street owns the country. It is no longer a government of the people, by the people, and 
for the people, but a government of Wall Street, by Wall Street, and for Wall Street. The great 
common people of this country are slaves, and monopoly is the master. The West and South are 
bound and prostrate before the manufacturing East. Money rules, and our Vice-President is a 
London banker. Our laws are the output of a system which clothes rascals in robes and honesty 
in rags. The [political] parties lie to us and the political speakers mislead us.” Mary Elizabeth 
Lease, speech, circa 1890 

RECOMMENDED TIME

120 minutes

MATERIALS LIST 

 � Handout A: Background Essay: 
Farmers in the Gilded Age

 � Handout B: “National Grange Meeting” 
Rocky Mountain Husbandman, 
Diamond City, Mont. 10 Jan. 1878

 � Handout C: Farmers Alliance 
platform, Texas (1886)

 � Handout D: Mary Elizabeth 
Lease Speech (1890)

 � Handout E: The Populist Party 
Omaha Platform (1892) 

 � Handout F: Farm Wife (1900)

 � Handout G: Graphic Organizer: 
Comparing Reformers

 � Handout H: Debrief Questions

CONSTITUTIONAL PRINCIPLES 

 � Checks and balances

 � Due process

 � Equality

 � Federalism

 � Freedom of contract

 � Freedom of speech, press, & assembly

 � Inalienable rights

 � Limited government

 � Private property

 � Rule of law

ESSENTIAL VIRTUES

 � Civil discourse

 � Courage

 � Honor

 � Justice

 � Moderation

 � Perseverance

 � Respect

 � Responsibility
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STANDARDS 

National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS)

 � 1) Thematic Standards

II.      Time, Continuity, and Change

VI.     Power, Authority, and Governance

VII.    Production, Distribution, 
and Consumption

VIII.  Science, Technology, and Society

X.      Civic Ideals and Practices

 � 2) Disciplinary Standards

1. History

3. Civics and Government

4. Economics

Center for Civic Education 

 � 9-12 Content Standards

V. What are the Roles of the Citizen 
in American Democracy? 

UCLA Department of History (NCHS)

 � US History Content Standards 

United States Era 6: The Development of 
the Industrial United States (1870 – 1900)

United States Era 7: The Emergence 
of Modern America (1890 – 1930)

KEY TERMS 

 � Homestead Act of 1862

 � Deflation

 � Rebate

 � Wall Street

 � Interest rates

 � Tariff

 � Trusts

 � Eastern interests

 � Xenophobia

 � Anti-Semitism

 � Scapegoats

 � Antebellum

 � Sharecroppers

 � Peonage

 � Granger movement

 � Munn v. Illinois (1877)

 � Farmers’ Alliance

 � Predatory

 � Subtreasury plan

 � Inflation

 � Subsidy

 � Agrarian

 � Free silver 

 � Populist Party

 � Coxey’s Army

 � American Federation 
of Labor

 � Sherman Silver 
Purchase Act (1890)

 � Wilson-Gorman Act (1894)

 � Federal Farm Loan 
Act (1916)
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Lesson Plan

Background or warm-up activity  »  15 minutes homework; 10 minutes class time

A. Prior to the lesson, distribute copies and assign for homework the reading of Handout A: Farmers 
in the Gilded Age, and have students answer the review questions.

B. In class, discuss student responses to the review questions and clarify any points of 
misunderstanding.

Activity  »  60 minutes

A. Divide the class into two document groups. One half of the class will receive copies of Handout 
B: “National Grange Meeting,” Handout C: Farmers Alliance platform, Texas (1886), and 
Handout D: Mary Elizabeth Lease Speech (1890). (These documents are short.) The other half 
of the class receives a single, longer document, Handout E: The Populist Party Omaha Platform 
(1892) (Consider subdividing within each document group to provide for working groups of 3 – 5). 
Also provide each student with a copy of Handout G: Graphic Organizer: Comparing Reformers. 
Students work with their groups to analyze the document assigned, discuss its review questions, 
and fill in their row(s) of Handout H.

B. In a jigsaw strategy, reassign students to new groups in which there is at least one person who 
studied each of the documents. Have students share their responses so that everyone completes the 
rows for Handouts B, C, D, and E on Handout H. Their discussion should center on comparing and 
contrasting the documents, not simply sharing facts to fill in the table.

Wrap-up activity  »  45 minutes

A. Distribute Handout G: Farm Wife, 1900. Have students read the excerpts of the author’s account 
of her life. Discuss the review questions. 

B. Use Handout H: Debrief Questions to conduct a discussion in which the whole class engages in 
analysis of constitutional principles and essential virtues as they are reflected in the farmers’ revolt 
of the Gilded Age.

Extension activities

A. Investigate the life and contributions of Mary Elizabeth Lease. 

B. For further reading, Brooke Speer Orr, “Mary Elizabeth Lease: Gendered Discourse and Populist 
Party Politics in Gilded Age America.” Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 29 
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(Winter 2006–2007): 246–265. Brooke Speer Orr earned her Ph.D. from George Washington 
University in 2002. Her dissertation was a biographical study of Mary Elizabeth Lease. She is 
currently an assistant professor at Westfield State College in Massachusetts. 1. “Mary Never Said 
It; Mrs. Lease Says She Never Gave Utterance to the Expression: ‘Raise Less Corn and More Hell,’” 
Topeka State Journal, May 25, 1896; https://www.kshs.org/publicat/history/2006winter_orr.pdf   
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Background Essay: Farmers in the Gilded Age

Directions: Read the essay and answer the review questions at the end.

After the Civil War, the nation’s farmers were 
poised to enjoy new opportunities and great 
prosperity. The Homestead Act of 1862 offered 
cheap land for sale out West for settlers to 
establish farms. Railroads attracted settlement 
because of the ease of travel and for shipping 
agricultural goods to distant markets. Moreover, 
recent technological innovations such as the 
mechanical reaper and steel plow promised 
much greater productivity. This was an attractive 
opportunity for farmers whose land on the East 
Coast was unproductive due to soil exhaustion. 

The farmers’ vision of great prosperity in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century did not 
always match the reality of their lives. They 
suffered a variety of problems that threatened 
their livelihood. Farmers faced gradually 
declining prices during a general period of 
deflation in part due to the overproduction that 
was ironically the product of the mechanization 
of agriculture. The falling prices sometimes 
fell below profitability, while farmers were 
burdened at the same time by the costs of 
modernizing their equipment. Thus, farmer 
indebtedness began to rise, and many lost their 
land or were threatened with foreclosure. They 
bristled against the inequality that defined their 
financial straits and seeming powerlessness 
while industrialists and bankers were growing 
incredibly wealthy and powerful. 

American farmers, especially in the South 
and West, suffered from a variety of economic 
ills, including real and perceived unfair business 

practices. However, their problems primarily 
stemmed from larger financial trends. Railroads 
offered big business large rebates for rates due 
to guaranteed high volume and made up the 
difference by charging farmers more. Farmers 
were severely affected by general economic 
trends such as deflation and changing supply 
and demand in the market. They often blamed 
Wall Street traders and bankers for the lower 
prices they received, and for the high interest 
rates they paid on loans. The tariffs, railroads, 
bankers, trusts, and other “Eastern interests” 
who supported the gold standard (that kept the 
money supply tight and contributed to deflation) 
bore the brunt of farmers’ frustrations. Their 
sense of powerlessness sometimes led farmers 
to seek scapegoats, and some blamed their 
economic woes on immigrants and Jews. 

Southern farmers experienced unique 
difficulties because of the nature of agriculture 
in the region after the Civil War. With the 
collapse of many of the great antebellum 
plantations, millions of poor white farmers and 
freed African Americans became sharecroppers. 
They worked under a system of debt-lien in 
which they would borrow money to buy seed, 
fertilizer, and equipment and pay it off with 
a large percentage of the resulting crop. As 
cotton (and other commodity) prices fell, the 
sharecroppers were hard-pressed to pay their 
debt each year before going into further debt 
for the next year’s crop. This vicious cycle led to 
permanent indebtedness and a state of peonage, 
resembling servitude. 
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When faced with real or imagined oppressions, 
farmers began to organize to protect themselves 
against the powerful interests. In the 1860s 
and 1870s, thousands of farmers joined the 
Granger movement. The Grangers focused on 
social activities and agricultural education 
for farmers. They also organized cooperative 
marketing of products to both cut out the cost of 
the middleman and withhold crops from markets 
until prices increased. The national Grange 
bylaws rejected affiliation with either of the 
major political parties, but they lobbied for and 
won state regulations on railroads and storage 
facilities. In Munn v. Illinois (1877), the Supreme 
Court majority ruled that such laws made in 
the “public interest” were legitimate exercises of 
state police powers. 

During the 1880s, farmers became more 
radicalized as their condition deteriorated 
and they joined an organization called the 
Farmers’ Alliance. In the early part of the 
decade, the Alliance was created to move 
beyond educational and cooperative marketing 
plans to advocate for more comprehensive 
reforms of the modern industrial system. The 
Alliance supported government regulation or 
outright ownership of what they believed were 
predatory, oppressive railroads. The Alliance 
also demanded the abolition of national banks, 
and the creation of a subtreasury plan, in which 
the government would store the farmers’ crop 
and lend 80 percent of its value to farmers at 
very low interest rates in order to increase the 
money supply. The government would also 
store the crops until farmers could sell the 
crops at a higher price. Opponents argued that 
the plan would violate the principle of limited 
government, lead to rampant inflation, and pay 
a subsidy to a particular class of Americans, and 
consequently killed the bill in Congress.

The Alliance grew rapidly with over 100,000 
members in the early 1880s and expanded 
to more than one million with the 1893 
economic collapse. The Alliance was divided 
geographically and racially. It was very popular 
among western farmers, and white southern 
farmers created their own Southern Alliance. 
Because of the racial hatred that trumped 
common economic oppression, the Southern 
Alliance did not admit African Americans, who 
formed the Colored Southern Alliance. 

In the early 1890s, the leaders of the agrarian 
movement began formulating a third-party 
strategy and entering politics to implement the 
reforms the Alliance had sought. In 1892 they 
met in Omaha and created a platform of goals 
including free silver, abolition of national banks, 
government ownership of all railroads and 
telegraphs, and the direct election of senators 
and the president. The success of the Populist 
Party in the 1892 election was rather astonishing. 
The Populist presidential candidate, Civil War 
General James B. Weaver, received over one 
million popular votes (8.5 percent of the total) 
and won an impressive six western states for 22 
Electoral College votes. Populists also won seats 
in state legislatures, particularly in the West, 
and a few were elected to Congress. Moreover, 
several events occurred that appeared ready to 
propel Populists into serious contention to seize 
many more national offices. 

In 1893, a financial panic induced a deep 
economic depression that caused an industrial 
collapse with widespread unemployment and 
worsened the farmers’ woes. Agricultural 
prices sank to new lows, well below the cost of 
production. Waves of violent industrial strikes 
swept through the country. In the first organized 
protest march on Washington, D.C., a group 
of hundreds of unemployed workers called 
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“Coxey’s Army” marched from Ohio and gathered 
supporters from across the country, demanding 
jobs. Farmers and workers talked of combining 
forces into a “producer class” united against 
the capitalist “interests,” but the American 
Federation of Labor rejected the idea, and the 
Populists settled for supporting the eight-hour 
day for workers. The President and Congress 
further incensed suffering farmers by repealing 
the Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890. 
Farmers had demanded enactment of the Silver 
Purchase Act because they believed it would 
increase the amount of money in circulation 
and make it easier to pay their debts. The Silver 
Purchase Act never produced the benefits for 
which farmers had hoped, but its repeal further 
committed the U.S. to the tight money of the 
gold standard. Further, farmers objected to the 
1894 Wilson-Gorman Act that protected several 
industries with the higher tariff rates that hurt 
farmers. Moreover, a deal between President 
Cleveland and banker J.P. Morgan helped save 
and increase American gold reserves but was 
further evidence in the minds of Populists 
of a conspiracy of Eastern interests to keep 
agricultural prices depressed while benefiting 
eastern industrialists and bankers.

The 1894 congressional elections showed 
impressive gains in votes for Populist candidates 
and they won more seats in Congress. Populists 
then debated whether they would achieve 
greater political influence by continuing 
their third-party strategy or by fusing with 
Republicans or Democrats to win their reforms. 
Rhetoric centered especially on the idea of free 
coinage of silver because issuing currency based 

upon the gold and silver supply would inflate 
money and elevate agricultural prices. Although 
many Populists were opposed to fusing with 
the Democrats, the Populists finally decided 
that supporting the sympathetic Democratic 
presidential candidate, William Jennings Bryan, 
would yield the best results. Bryan delivered 
a rousing speech at the Democratic National 
Convention in which he praised American 
farmers as the backbone of the country and 
attacked the gold standard. He warned the 
Eastern interests, “You shall not press down 
upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you 
shall not crucify mankind on a cross of gold.” 
Bryan, however, lost the election to Republican 
William McKinley, and the Populists largely 
disappeared from the political scene as a result. 

Despite the political failure of their 
organizations in the Gilded Age, farmers 
won nearly all of their goals during the early 
twentieth century. The 1896-98 Klondike gold 
rush led to an increased money supply and the 
inflation of agricultural prices. The economy 
recovered from the depression, and farmers 
enjoyed general prosperity. They participated 
in the growing consumer culture by shopping 
through mail-order catalogs. The federal 
government regulated railroads and the trusts, 
and banned many of their discriminatory 
practices. Finally, Congress passed laws such 
as the Federal Farm Loan Act (1916) that 
guaranteed farmers low-interest loans and 
greater access to credit. Farmers entered the 
post-World War I era optimistic that good times 
would continue. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What problems did farmers face in the nineteenth century? 

2. What unique problems did African-American famers suffer in the South during the nineteenth 
century?

3. Compare and contrast the goals and ideas of the Granger, Alliance, and Populist movements, and 
describe the degree to which these goals were successful prior to the twentieth century.

4. List some of the results of the 1893 financial panic.

5. What economic and political developments eventually improved the lives of farmers in the early 
twentieth century? 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. According to this newspaper report on the National Grange Meeting of 1878, what was the position 
of the Grange regarding partisan politics?

2. What did the Grange mean by “the great productive industries”?

3. What position did the Grange take with respect to the Coinage Act of 1873, and why?

4. In what ways are constitutional principles and essential virtues demonstrated? In what aspects of 
the events are they decidedly absent?

H A N D O U T  B

“National Grange Meeting” Rocky Mountain 
Husbandman, Diamond City, Mont. 10 Jan. 1878

Background: The Granger movement of the 1860s and 70s focused on providing social activities to 
relieve the isolation often experienced by farm families and providing lecturers to help farmers educate 
themselves about effective agriculture techniques, but rejected any involvement in party politics.

National Grange Meeting
The National Grange met at Cincinnati on 
the 21st of November. An amendment to its 
constitution reducing the fees of admission, was 
proposed and will probably be unanimously 
ratified by the farmers over the whole country.

On the 23d the following resolution was 
passed:

The National Grange, representing as it does 
the agricultural sentiment of every part of the 
United States, without intending to infringe 
any feature of its organic law which forbids 
the discussion of any question of party politics, 
believes it to be not only its privilege, but its 
duty, to give expression to the universal voice 
of its membership, in condemnation of all such 

legislation either on the part of the general or 
State government, as tends to the injury of the 
great productive industries. In this spirit, and 
with no purpose to take part in the partisan 
politics of the country, we do hereby declare 
our disapprobation of the law demonetizing 
silver [the Coinage Act of 1873, which had 
discontinued coinage of the U.S. silver dollar]… 
and do, therefore, hereby express our sympathy 
with the effort now being made in Congress for 
the repeal of these obnoxious measures…

Rocky Mountain husbandman. (Diamond City, 
Mont.), 10 Jan. 1878. Chronicling America: 
Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of Congress. 
<http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/
sn83025309/1878-01-10/ed-1/seq-6/>
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Summarize the demands of the Texas Farmers Alliance in 1886.

2. In what ways are constitutional principles and essential virtues demonstrated? In what aspects of 
the events are they decidedly absent?

H A N D O U T  C

Farmers Alliance platform, Texas (1886)
Background: By the 1880s, farmers’ economic situation grew worse and they looked for more concrete 
solutions to their problems than had resulted from Granger efforts. Delegates attending the 1886 Grand 
State Farmers’ Alliance of Texas meeting in Cleburne expressed farmers’ discontent in the first major 
document of the farmers’ revolt against the two-party system. 

Cleburne Demands, August, 1886 
We, the delegates to the Grand State Farmers’ 
Alliance of Texas, in convention assembled at 
Cleburne, Johnson County, Texas, A.D. 1886, do 
hereby recommend and demand of our State and 
National governments, … such legislation as shall 
secure to our people freedom from the onerous 
and shameful abuses that the industrial classes are 
now suffering at the hands of arrogant capitalists 
and powerful corporations. We demand:

4. That measures be taken to prevent aliens from 
acquiring title to land in the United States of 
America, and to force titles already acquired 
by aliens to be relinquished by sale to actual 
settlers and citizens of the United States.

6. All lands forfeited by railroads or other 
corporations, immediately revert to the 
government and be declared open for 
purchase by actual settlers, on the same terms 
as other public or school lands. 

9. That railroad property shall be assessed at the 
full nominal value of the stock on which the 
railroad seeks to declare a dividend.

10. We demand the rapid extinguishment of the 
public debt of the United States, by operating 
the mints to their fullest capacity in coining 
silver and gold, and the tendering of the same 
without discrimination to the public creditors 
of the Nation, according to contract.

12. We demand the establishment of a National 
bureau of labor statistic, that we may arrive 
at a correct knowledge of the educational, 
moral, and financial condition of the laboring 
masses of our citizens; and further that the 
commissioner of the bureau be a cabinet 
officer of the United States.

14. We demand the passage of an interstate 
commerce law, that shall secure the same 
rates of freight to all persons for the same 
kind of commodities, according to distance of 
haul, without regard to amount of shipment; 
to prevent the granting of rebates; to prevent 
pooling freights to shut off competition, and 
to secure to the people the benefit of railroad 
transportation at reasonable cost.
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Mary Elizabeth Lease Speech (1890)
Background:  The daughter of Irish immigrants who settled in Pennsylvania, Mary Elizabeth Lease was 
born in 1850. Her father and older brother were both killed when they served in the Union Army during 
the U.S. Civil War, and her widowed mother struggled to care for her. In 1870, Mary moved to Kansas to 
teach at a Catholic mission school, later married a druggist, and enjoyed a middle-class lifestyle for the 
first time in her life. Her family was plunged into poverty in the financial panic of 1873, and they moved 
to Texas and then to Kansas to start over. Mary became involved in social reform movements such as 
prohibition, woman suffrage, the labor movement, and the Populist Party. In the 1890s she campaigned 
all over the country for the Populist Party’s cause and candidates. Violating accepted decorum for 
women of the day, she became a nationally known fiery stump speaker, and a favorite target of those 
who believed a woman’s place was in the home. In June of 1896 alone, she delivered speeches in 17 
different cities in Minnesota. She drew much criticism because of her forthright fearlessness on the 
public stage, but the vilification seemed to increase her strength. Emporia editor William Allen White, 
who disapproved of her political views, wrote “she could recite the multiplication table and set a crowd 
hooting and harrahing at her will.”

Wall Street Owns the Country; 
A Speech by Mary Elizabeth 
Lease (circa 1890)
This is a nation of inconsistencies. The Puritans 
fleeing from oppression became oppressors. We 
fought England for our liberty and put chains 
on four million of blacks. We wiped out slavery 
and our tariff laws and national banks began a 
system of white wage slavery worse than the 
first. Wall Street owns the country. It is no longer 
a government of the people, by the people, and 
for the people, but a government of Wall Street, 
by Wall Street, and for Wall Street. The great 
common people of this country are slaves, and 
monopoly is the master. The West and South are 
bound and prostrate before the manufacturing 
East. Money rules, and our Vice-President is 
a London banker. Our laws are the output of a 
system which clothes rascals in robes and honesty 
in rags. The [political] parties lie to us and the 
political speakers mislead us. We were told two 
years ago to go to work and raise a big crop, that 

was all we needed. We went to work and plowed 
and planted; the rains fell, the sun shone, nature 
smiled, and we raised the big crop that they 
told us to; and what came of it? Eight-cent corn, 
ten-cent oats, two-cent beef and no price at all 
for butter and eggs-that’s what came of it. The 
politicians said we suffered from overproduction. 
Overproduction, when 10,000 little children, so 
statistics tell us, starve to death every year in 
the United States, and over 100,000 shopgirls in 
New York are forced to sell their virtue for the 
bread their niggardly wages deny them... We want 
money, land and transportation. We want the 
abolition of the National Banks, and we want the 
power to make loans direct from the government. 
We want the foreclosure system wiped out... We 
will stand by our homes and stay by our fireside 
by force if necessary, and we will not pay our 
debts to the loan-shark companies until the 
government pays its debts to us. The people are 
at bay; let the bloodhounds of money who dogged 
us thus far beware. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What are the main complaints of Mary Elizabeth Lease?

2. Why do you think she attracted so much attention and criticism?

3. In what ways are constitutional principles and essential virtues demonstrated? In what aspects of 
the events are they decidedly absent?
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Excerpts from the Populist Party 
Omaha Platform: 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 Legislatures, the Congress, and 
touches even the ermine of the bench. The 
people are demoralized; … The newspapers 
are largely subsidized or muzzled, public 
opinion silenced, business prostrated, homes 
covered with mortgages, labor impoverished, 
and the land concentrating in the hands of 
capitalists. The urban workmen are denied the 
right to organize for self-protection, imported 
pauperized labor beats down their wages, a 
hireling standing army, unrecognized by our 
laws, is established to shoot them down, and 
they are rapidly degenerating into European 
conditions. The fruits of the toil of millions are 
boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a 
few, unprecedented in the history of mankind; 
and the possessors of those, in turn, despise 
the republic and endanger liberty. From the 
same prolific womb of governmental injustice 
we breed the two great classes—tramps and 
millionaires…

Silver, which has been accepted as coin since 
the dawn of history, has been demonetized 
to add to the purchasing power of gold by 
decreasing the value of all forms of property as 
well as human labor, and the supply of currency 
is purposely abridged to fatten usurers, bankrupt 
enterprise, and enslave industry…

We have witnessed for more than a quarter 
of a century the struggles of the two great 
political parties for power and plunder, while 
grievous wrongs have been inflicted upon the 
suffering people. We charge that the controlling 
influences dominating both these parties have 
permitted the existing dreadful conditions to 
develop without serious effort to prevent or 
restrain them. Neither do they now promise us 
any substantial reform…

We assert our purposes to be identical with 
the purposes of the National Constitution; to 
form a more perfect union and establish justice, 
insure domestic tranquillity, provide for the 
common defence, promote the general welfare, 
and secure the blessings of liberty for ourselves 
and our posterity…

We believe that the power of government—in 
other words, of the people—should be expanded 
(as in the case of the postal service) as rapidly 
and as far as the good sense of an intelligent 
people and the teachings of experience shall 
justify, to the end that oppression, injustice, and 
poverty shall eventually cease in the land…

PLATFORM
We declare, therefore— …

Second.—Wealth belongs to him who creates 
it, and every dollar taken from industry without 
an equivalent is robbery. “If any will not work, 
neither shall he eat.” The interests of rural 
and civic labor are the same; their enemies are 
identical.
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Third.—We believe that the time has come 
when the railroad corporations will either own 
the people or the people must own the railroads, 
and should the government enter upon the 
work of owning and managing all railroads, we 
should favor an amendment to the Constitution 
by which all persons engaged in the government 
service shall be placed under a civil-service 
regulation of the most rigid character, so as to 
prevent the increase of the power of the national 
administration by the use of such additional 
government employees.

FINANCE.—We demand a national currency, 
safe, sound, and flexible, issued by the general 
government only, a full legal tender for all debts, 
public and private, …

1. We demand free and unlimited coinage of 
silver and gold at the present legal ratio of l6 
to 1.

2. We demand that the amount of circulating 
medium be speedily increased to not less 
than $50 per capita.

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 demand 
that all State and national revenues shall 
be limited to the necessary expenses of the 
government, economically and honestly 
administered…

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, telephone, like the post-office 
system, being a necessity for the transmission 
of news, 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.

[In an Expression of Sentiments, the 
document also included resolutions demanding 
the following:]

1. Secret ballot

2. Graduated income tax 

3. Fair pensions for ex-Union soldiers and 
sailors

4. Further restriction of undesirable emigration

5. Shortening workingmen’s hours of labor 

6. Abolition of the Pinkerton private police 
force

7. The initiative and referendum

8. 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. Opposition to any subsidy or national aid to 
any private corporation for any purpose
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What problems did the Populist platform assert?

2. What solutions did the Populist Party advocate?

3. Discuss whether some of their demands seem to be in conflict with other demands.

4. In what ways are constitutional principles and essential virtues demonstrated? In what aspects of 
the events are they decidedly absent?
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H A N D O U T  F

Farm Wife, 1900
Background: In 1900, farmers made up about 38% of the U.S. work force. (By comparison, in 2000, 
less than one percent of the U.S. population were farmers.) In 1900, as 100 years later, most farms 
were family-run businesses, but in 1900 there was little mechanization and no electricity to help farm 
families get their work done.

“I am not a practical woman.”
The following description of farm life was written at 
the turn of the twentieth century by an anonymous 
woman who had secret aspirations to be a writer. 
At the time she wrote this she was in her early 30s 
and had been married about 14 years. She and 
her husband, whom she describes as “innocent of 
book-learning,” have two children. In addition to 
providing insight into life on a farm, she reveals a 
much different attitude towards the marital role of 
women than we have today.

“I have been a farmer’s wife in one of the States of 
the Middle West for thirteen years, and everybody 
knows that the farmer’s wife must of a necessity 
be a very practical woman, if she would be a 
successful one.

I am not a practical woman and consequently 
have been accounted a failure by practical friends 
and especially by my husband, who is wholly 
practical.

. . . I was an apt student at school and before I 
was eighteen I had earned a teacher’s certificate 
of the second grade and would gladly have 
remained in school a few more years, but I had, 
unwittingly, agreed to marry the man who is now 
my husband, and though I begged to be released, 
his will was so much stronger that I was unable 
to free myself without wounding a loving heart, 
and could not find it in my nature to do so.

. . . Later, when I was married, I borrowed 
everything I could find in the line of novels and 

stories, and read them by stealth still, for my 
husband thought it a willful waste of time to read 
anything and that it showed a lack of love for him 
if I would rather read than to talk to him when 
I had a few moments of leisure, and, in order to 
avoid giving offense and still gratify my desire, I 
would only read when he was not at the house, 
thereby greatly curtailing my already too limited 
reading hours.

. . . It is only during the last three years that I 
have had the news to read, for my husband is so 
very penurious that he would never consent to 
subscribing for papers of any kind and that old 
habit of avoiding that which would give offense 
was so fixed that I did not dare to break it.

. . . This is a vague, general idea of how I spend 
my time; my work is so varied that it would be 
difficult, indeed, to describe a typical day’s work.

Any bright morning in the latter part of May I 
am out of bed at four o’clock; next, after I have 
dressed and combed my hair, I start a fire in the 
kitchen stove, and while the stove is getting hot I 
go to my flower garden and gather a choice, half-
blown rose and a spray of bride’s wreath, and 
arrange them in my hair, and sweep the floors 
and then cook breakfast.

While the other members of the family are 
eating breakfast I strain away the morning’s 
milk (for my husband milks the cows while I get 
breakfast), and fill my husband’s dinner pail, for 
he will go to work on our other farm for the day.
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By this time it is half-past five o’clock, my 
husband is gone to his work, and the stock loudly 
pleading to be turned into the pastures. The 
younger cattle, a half-dozen steers, are left in the 
pasture at night, and I now drive the two cows, 
a half-quarter mile and turn them in with the 
others, come back, and then there’s a horse in 
the barn that belongs in a field where there is no 
water, which I take to a spring quite a distance 
from the barn; bring it back and turn it into a 
field with the sheep, a dozen in number, which 
are housed at night.

The young calves are then turned out into the 
warm sunshine, and the stock hogs, which are 
kept in a pen, are clamoring for feed, and I carry a 
pailful of swill to them, and hasten to the house 
and turn out the chickens and put out feed and 
water for them, and it is, perhaps, 6.30 A.M.

I have not eaten breakfast yet, but that can 
wait; I make the beds next and straighten things 
up in the living room, for I dislike to have the 
early morning caller find my house topsy-turvy. 
When this is done I go to the kitchen, which also 
serves as a dining-room, and uncover the table, 
and take a mouthful of food occasionally as I 
pass to and fro at my work until my appetite is 
appeased.

…Finally the children are washed and churning 
done, and it is eight o’clock, and the sun getting 
hot, but no matter, weeds die quickly when cut 
down in the heat of the day, and I use the hoe to 
a good advantage until the dinner hour, which is 
11.30 A. M. We come in, and I comb my hair, and 
put fresh flowers in it, and eat a cold dinner, put 
out feed and water for the chickens; set a hen, 
perhaps, sweep the floors again; sit down and 
rest, and read a few moments, and it is nearly one 
0’ clock, and I sweep the door yard while I am 
waiting for the clock to strike the hour. 

I make and sow a flower bed, dig around some 
shrubbery, and go back to the garden to hoe 
until time to do the chores at night, but ere long 
some hogs come up to the back gate, through the 
wheat field, and when I go to see what is wrong I 
find that the cows have torn the fence down, and 
they, too, are in the wheat field.

With much difficulty I get them back into 
their own domain and repair the fence. I hoe in 
the garden till four o’clock; then I go into the 
house and get supper, and prepare something 
for the dinner pail to-morrow; when supper is 
all ready it is set aside, and I pull a few hundred 
plants of tomato, sweet potato or cabbage for 
transplanting, set them in a cool, moist place 
where they will not wilt, and I then go after the 
horse, water him, and put him in the barn; call 
the sheep and house them, and go after the cows 
and milk them, feed the hogs, put down hay 
for three horses, and put oats and corn in their 
troughs, and set those plants and come in and 
fasten up the chickens, and it is dark. By this time 
it is 8 o’clock P. M.; my husband has come home, 
and we are eating supper; when we are through 
eating I make the beds ready, and the children 
and their father go to bed, and I wash the dishes 
and get things in shape to get breakfast quickly 
next morning.

It is now about 9 o’clock P. M., and after a short 
prayer I retire for the night.”

References: 
“Farm Wife, 1900” EyeWitness to History, www.
eyewitnesstohistory.com (2007). This eyewitness 
account appears in: Holt, Hamilton, The Life 
Stories of Undistinguished Americans as Told by 
Themselves (1906).
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Farm Wife begins her account by writing, “I am not a practical woman.” Based on her description of 
her life, to what extent do you agree with her self-assessment?

2. What seems to be the general tone of the account? Does the farm wife seem to be happy or 
unhappy with her life? What are her complaints? What are her joys?

3. What tasks occupy the majority of her time during the day?

4. Explain the aspects of this account that you find surprising. 

5. What virtues does Farm Wife demonstrate?



The Gilded Age and Progressive Era
Unit 2, Lesson 1: Farmers in the Gilded Age and Progressive Era
© Bill of Rights Institute

H A N D O U T  G

Graphic Organizer: Comparing Reformers

Purpose of 

document

Main ideas/concerns Effects/

Historical 

Significance

Handout B: 
“National Grange 
Meeting” Rocky 
Mountain 
Husbandman, 
Diamond City, 
Mont. 10 Jan. 1878

Handout C: 
Farmers Alliance 
platform, Texas 
(1886)

Handout D:  
Mary Elizabeth 
Lease Speech 
(1890)

Handout E:  
The Populist Party 
Omaha Platform 
(1892)
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Highlight common themes that emerge in the documents related to farmers’ concerns in the Gilded 
Age. For example, you might use green for methods of increasing the money supply, yellow for 
opposition to interests the farmers thought treated them unfairly, and so on for other themes you 
identify.

2. What similarities to current events can you identify?
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H A N D O U T  H

Debrief Questions

Constitutional Principles and Essential Virtues
Use these checklists in your discussion of the examples of farm revolt in the Gilded Age.  In what ways 
are the principles and virtues demonstrated? In what aspects of the events are they decidedly absent?

Principle Present Absent Explanation

Checks and 
balances

Due process

Equality

Federalism

Freedom of 
contract

Freedom of 
speech, press, & 
assembly
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Principle Present Absent Explanation

Inalienable rights

Limited 
government

Private property

Rule of law

Separation of 
powers

Others?
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Essential Virtues Present Absent Explanation

Civil discourse

Courage

Honor

Justice

Moderation

Perseverance

Respect

Responsibility

Others?



The Gilded Age and Progressive Era
Unit 2, Lesson 1: Farmers in the Gilded Age and Progressive Era
© Bill of Rights Institute

Handout A: Background Essay: Farmers in the Gilded Age Answer Key

1. Farmers’ problems in the nineteenth century included the following:

 � Overproduction leading to declining prices for their products

 � Costs of modernizing equipment

 � Indebtedness and foreclosure

 � A sense of powerlessness and inequality in comparison to the prosperity 
of industrialists, Wall Street traders, and bankers

 � Railroad prices 

 � High tariff rates that protected American industry, but increased domestic prices

 � Tight money supply and gold standard

2. In addition to the same problems faced by white farmers, African-American farmers were even 
more likely to be sharecroppers, trapped in an endless cycle of debt by the crop-lien system. 
Additionally, early racial tensions seemed to trump the common economic oppression that African-
American farmers shared with other farmers. As a result, they would often face exclusion from 
farmer organizations, forcing them to form their own such as the Colored Southern Alliance.

3. The goals and ideas of the Granger, Alliance, and Populist movements included the following: 

 � In the 1860s and 70s, the Grangers focused on agricultural education and cooperative 
marketing of their products. They lobbied for and won state regulations on railroads 
and grain storage facilities. In Munn v. Illinois the Supreme Court ruled that such laws 
passed in the “public interest” were legitimate exercises of state police powers.

 � In the 1880s farmers created the Farmers’ Alliance, seeking more comprehensive reforms, such 
as government regulation or outright ownership of the railroads, which farmers perceived 
as predatory and oppressive. They also argued for abolition of national banks and creation 
of a subtreasury crop-storage plan that would provide farmers low-interest loans using 
their stored crops as collateral. The Alliance was divided geographically and racially.

 � In the early 1890s, the agrarian movement began to shift into political action to achieve 
their goals. It formed the Populist Party, whose platform included free silver, abolition of 
national banks, government ownership of all railroads and telegraphs, and the direct election 
of senators and the president. In the 1892 election the Populist presidential candidate, 
James B. Weaver, gained over one million popular votes. The Populist Party also gained 
influence in state legislatures, and a few of its candidates were elected to Congress.

 � These reform efforts were largely unsuccessful prior to the twentieth century.

4. Some of the results of the 1893 financial panic included: 

 � Deep economic depression
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 � Industrial collapse and widespread unemployment

 � Several violent strikes by workers

 � Coxey’s Army- march on Washington seeking a federal job creation program

 � Repeal of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890, further committing the 
U.S. to the gold standard, which farmers blamed for part of their troubles

 � 1894 Wilson Gorman Act, protecting several industries with a higher tariff

 � Election of the Republican William McKinley as president in 1896

5. Economic and political developments that eventually improved the lives of farmers in the early 
twentieth century included the following:

 � Increased money supply due partly to the Klondike gold 
rush, leading to inflation of agricultural prices

 � Overall economic recovery and increasing prosperity for farmers

 � Growing consumer culture, including the availability of mail order catalogs 

 � Federal regulation of railroads and monopolies

 � Federal Farm Loan Act of 1916, guaranteeing farmers low 
interest loans and improved access to credit

 � Improved markets for their products during and after World War I

Handout B: “National Grange Meeting” Rocky Mountain 
Husbandman, Montana, 10 Jan. 1878 Answer Key

1. Regarding partisan concerns, the Grange sought to represent the interests of all farmers, but 
rejected any discussion of party politics.

2. The Grange reference to “the great productive industries” meant farmers.

3. The Grange opposed the Coinage Act of 1873, and lobbied for Congress to repeal it, because farmers 
believed they would benefit from increased coinage of silver.

4. Students might suggest that the First Amendment protects the Grange’s freedom of assembly, as 
well as the organization’s right to petition regarding the concerns of farmers, including working for 
the repeal of the Coinage Act of 1873. Essential virtues demonstrated might include respect, civil 
discourse, moderation, and responsibility. Accept reasoned responses.
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Handout C: Farmers Alliance platform (1886) Answer Key

1. The demands of the Texas Farmers Alliance in 1886 included the following:

 � That land purchased for investment purposes by non-residents be 
made available to actual settlers in the United States

 � That land forfeited by railroads or other corporations become property of 
the government and made available for purchase by actual settlers

 � That railroad property be taxed at its full value

 � That public debt be paid by increasing the coinage of gold and silver (inflation)

 � Creation of a cabinet-level national bureau of labor statistic to 
better understand the needs of American workers

 � Passage of an interstate commerce law that would end the railroads’ preferential 
treatment of large corporate shippers, and limit the cost of railroad transportation

2. Students might suggest that property rights would be endangered by government programs 
to acquire land that legally belonged to aliens or railroads, as well as by a plan to implement 
inflation through coinage of “cheap money.” Some student might see the Alliance call for increased 
regulation of the railroads, to “secure to our people freedom from the onerous and shameful abuses 
that the industrial classes are now suffering at the hands of arrogant capitalists and powerful 
corporations” as a challenge to the principle of limited government. Other students might say 
that such laws would demonstrate government acting in the public interest and general welfare 
to prevent force, fraud, and corruption.  Virtues suggested might include respect, civil discourse, 
justice, and responsibility. Accept well-reasoned responses.

Handout D: Mary Elizabeth Lease Speech (1890) Answer Key

1. Lease’s main complaints include the following:

 � The country is run for the benefit of Wall Street, not for the benefit of the common people.

 � The West and South are servants of the manufacturing East.

 � Farmers worked hard to increase their crops, and then suffered low prices due to overproduction.

 � Farmers wanted money, land, transportation, abolition of national banks, the 
power to make loans direct from the government, an end to foreclosure 
systems, and freedom from abuse by the “bloodhounds of money.”

2. She attracted so much attention and criticism because she eloquently and fearlessly spoke out 
regarding political issues at a time when women were expected to keep silent in public. 

3. Constitutional principles suggested by students might include freedom of speech and assembly. 
Virtues demonstrated might include courage, civil discourse, perseverance, responsibility. Accept 
well-reasoned responses.
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Handout E: The Populist Party Omaha Platform: 1892  Answer Key

1. The Populist platform asserted the following problems:

 � Moral, political, and material ruin of the nation

 � Corruption in politics

 � Demoralized people

 � Biased newspapers

 � Businesses prostrated

 � Home mortgages

 � Labor impoverished

 � Land concentrated in the hands of capitalists

 � Urban workers unable to unionize, and threatened by imported 
workers and a hireling army (Pinkertons) 

 � Inequality of wealth

 � Government injustice leading to two great classes: tramps and millionaires

 � Silver demonetized; insufficient money supply

 � Two political parties interested only in empowering themselves, 
not in governing on the people’s behalf

2. The Populist Party advocated the following reforms: 

 � Expanding the power of government to end oppression, injustice, and poverty

 � Rural and civic labor working together against their common enemies

 � Shortening working hours

 � Abolition of Pinkerton private police force

 � Government ownership of railroads, telegraphs, and telephone companies

 � Constitutional amendments providing for civil service regulation, limiting the 
president & vice-president to one term, direct election of U.S. senators

 � Free & unlimited coinage of silver and gold; increasing the money supply

 � Graduated income tax

 � Reduction of state and national revenues

 � Elimination of speculation in land purchases; land ownership by settlers only

 � Restriction of undesirable immigration

 � Secret ballot, initiative, referendum

 � Opposition to any subsidy or national aid to any private corporation for any purpose
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3. Answers will vary; accept reasoned responses

4. Students might refer to freedom of speech and assembly. Constitutional principles that might be 
challenged by the Populists’ platform are limited government, private property, and freedom of 
contract. However, students might also point out the role of government to respond to the will of 
the people as expressed through their elected representatives. The impact of the Populist Party 
indicates that many people did not trust or approve of the two-party system’s long-term grip on 
political decision-making.

Students might refer to virtues of courage, civil discourse, moderation, perseverance, and 
responsibility.

Handout F: Farm Wife, 1900 Answer Key

1. Students may agree or disagree with Farm Wife’s statement that she is not a practical woman. They 
should explain their opinion with references to passages in the account.

2. The general tone of the account seems to be that Farm Wife’s life is hard, but she is, on the whole, 
satisfied with it. She notes that she does not have as much time as she would like for reading and 
study, and that her daily work to keep the farm running is varied and challenging, but the tone 
does not seem to reflect complaint. She had been a good student and would have liked to remain in 
school, but she writes that she had “unwittingly, agreed to marry the man who is now my husband, 
and though I begged to be released, his will was so much stronger…” She knew the life of a farm 
wife would be difficult, but she “could not find it in [her] nature” to “wound a loving heart.” She 
takes pride in being able to work hard and solve the inevitable problems that come up, such as 
cows tearing down a fence. One of her joys is that she borrows books and reads them only when her 
husband is not at home, “to avoid giving offense and still gratify my desire.” She also takes pride in 
caring well for herself, family, house, and gardens.

3. While it is difficult to describe a typical day, she gives this example of her schedule: 

4:00 a.m.: The farm wife gets out of bed, dresses, starts fire in the kitchen stove, gathers flowers for 
her hair, sweeps the floors, cooks breakfast, strains milk, and fixes her husband’s dinner (lunch) pail.

5:30 a.m.: Husband has gone to work. She takes the livestock into various pastures for the day 
(cattle, horse, sheep, hogs, chickens).

6:30 a.m.: Back in the house, she makes the beds and tidies the living room, snacking while she 
works. She washes the children and churns the butter.

8:00 a.m.: She cuts down weeds in the garden until lunch time.

11:30 a.m.: She combs her hair and puts fresh flowers in it, she and the children eat dinner (lunch). 
She feeds the chickens, sweeps the floors, then rests and reads till 1:00.

1:00 p.m.: She works in the yard and gardens till hogs come up to the back gate, which is how 
she learns that cows have torn down part of the fence. She repairs the fence and then continues 
working in the garden.
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4:00 p.m.: She prepares supper, and then prepares several hundred vegetable plants for 
transplanting. She goes out to the pastures to bring home the livestock, and feeds and waters them.

8:00 p.m.: Her husband is home and the family eats supper. Then after her husband and children 
go to bed, she washes dishes and prepares for making breakfast the next day.

9:00 p.m.: After a short prayer, she goes to bed.

For about three hours in the morning and three more in the afternoon, she works in the gardens, 
hoeing and planting. For several more hours she is preparing meals and cleaning the house. 

4. Answers will vary regarding any surprises. Students whose families run farms may comment about 
similarities and differences between 1900 farm routines and 21st century farm routines. Students 
may also comment about the marital role of women and the amount of physical labor involved in 
farming (Be sure to note that there was no electricity in rural areas and water probably came from a 
well).

5. Virtues include courage, respect, honor, moderation, perseverance, and responsibility. Accept well-
reasoned responses.

Handout G: Graphic Organizer: Comparing Reformers Answer Key

Purpose of 

document

Main ideas/concerns Effects/Historical 

Significance

Handout B: 
“National Grange 
Meeting” Rocky 
Mountain 
Husbandman, 
Diamond City, 
Mont. 10 Jan. 
1878

Report on 
the National 
Grange 
meeting that 
had occurred 
in November

Report on the Nov. 23 resolution:

1. Regarding partisan concerns, the 
Grange sought to represent the 
interests of all farmers, but rejected 
any discussion of party politics.

2. The Grange reference to “the great 
productive industries” meant 
farmers.

3. The Grange opposed the Coinage 
Act of 1873, and lobbied for 
Congress to repeal it, because 
farmers believed they would benefit 
from increased coinage of silver.

First attempt at 
collective action 
to benefit farmers; 
little effect on 
economy
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Purpose of 

document

Main ideas/concerns Effects/Historical 

Significance

Handout C: 
Farmers Alliance 
platform, Texas 
(1886)

Create a 
platform 
for a reform 
movement that 
farmers hoped 
would make 
government 
more 
responsive to 
them

Cleburne Demands included the 
following

 � That land purchased for investment 
purposes by non-residents 
be made available to actual 
settlers in the United States

 � That land forfeited by railroads 
or other corporations become 
property of the government 
and made available for 
purchase by actual settlers

 � That railroad property be 
taxed at its full value

 � That public debt be paid by 
increasing the coinage of 
gold and silver (inflation)

 � Creation of a cabinet-level 
national bureau of labor statistic 
to better understand the 
needs of American workers

 � Passage of an interstate commerce 
law that would end the railroads’ 
preferential treatment of large 
corporate shippers, and limit the 
cost of railroad transportation

First attempt to 
influence politics 
to benefit farmers; 
little effect 
on politics or 
economy
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Purpose of 

document

Main ideas/concerns Effects/Historical 

Significance

Handout D: 
Mary Elizabeth 
Lease Speech 
(1890)

Generate 
support for 
Populist re-
form policies 
and candidates

 � The country is run for the 
benefit of Wall Street, not for the 
benefit of the common people.

 � The West and South are servants 
of the manufacturing East.

 � Farmers worked hard to increase 
their crops, and then suffered low 
prices due to overproduction.

 � Farmers wanted money, land, 
transportation, abolition of 
national banks, the power to 
make loans direct from the 
government, an end to foreclosure 
systems, freedom from abuse by 
the “bloodhounds of money”

Drew much 
attention to the 
farmers’ concerns
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Purpose of 

document

Main ideas/concerns Effects/Historical 

Significance

Handout E:  
The Populist 
Party Omaha 
Platform (1892)

Generate 
support for 
Populist 
reform policies 
and candidates

Advocated reforms they hoped would 
address the serious economic problems 
of farmers and workers:

 � Expanding the power of 
government to end oppression, 
injustice, and poverty

 � Rural and civic labor 
working together against 
their common enemies

 � Shortening working hours

 � Abolition of Pinkerton 
private police force

 � Government ownership of 
railroads, telegraphs, and 
telephone companies

 � Constitutional amendments 
providing for civil service 
regulation, limiting the president 
& vice-president to one term, 
direct election of U.S. senators

 � Free & unlimited coinage of 
silver and gold; increasing 
the money supply

 � Graduated income tax

 � Reduction of state and 
national revenues

 � Elimination of speculation 
in land purchases; land 
ownership by settlers only

 � Restriction of undesirable 
immigration

 � Secret ballot, initiative, referendum

 � Opposition to any subsidy or 
national aid to any private 
corporation for any purpose

Reflected 
cumulative growth 
over time for 
farmers’ reform 
movement. Rattled 
but did not break 
the grip of the 
two-party system. 
Attracted enough 
attention that the 
Democratic Party 
adopted some of 
their platform 
concerns. Over the 
next few decades, 
most of the reform 
initiatives were 
implemented.
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1. Highlight common themes that emerge in the documents related to farmers’ concerns in the Gilded 
Age. For example, you might use green for methods of increasing the money supply, yellow for 
opposition to interests the farmers thought treated them unfairly, and so on for other themes you 
identify.

2. Compare to current events—answers will vary.
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The decades after the American Civil War 
witnessed a vast array of social, economic, 
technological, cultural, and political changes 
in the American landscape. These changes 
transformed the United States from a largely 
local to a national society. This new society was 
characterized by a more integrated nation with 
large institutions and a broad, national outlook. 

The economy experienced significant growth 
during the late nineteenth century that built 
on the beginnings of the industrial revolution 
that had begun before the Civil War. The rise of 
the factory system depended on technological 
change and new power sources that made 
the mass production of goods possible. The 
expansion of the railroad created a national 
distribution network for the goods. The modern 
business corporation grew as a response 
to managing the national production and 
distribution of goods. The practices of big 
business came under media and regulatory 
scrutiny as equal opportunity seemed to shrink. 
The great wealth of several industrialists was 
also scrutinized by those who feared their 
influence and were concerned about growing 
inequality. 

American workers were the backbone of this 
new industrial economy as they worked with 
machines to secure the raw materials from 
the earth and used them to create a finished 
product. Millions of workers saw great changes 
in the nature of their work in the factory system. 
They earned higher wages and enjoyed greater 
standards of living but sometimes at a great 
cost due to dangerous, unhealthy conditions. 
Workers organized into labor unions to meet the 
growing power of big business. The labor unions 

gave workers a sense of solidarity and a greater 
bargaining position with employers. Waves 
of strikes and industrial violence convulsed 
the country, and led to an uncertain future for 
organized labor. 

American farmers were caught between 
two competing trends in the new industrial 
economy. The future seemed bright as new 
western lands were brought under cultivation 
and new technology allowed farmers to achieve 
much greater production. However, banks and 
railroads offered  mixed blessings as they often 
hurt the farmers’ economic position. Farmers 
organized into groups to protect their interests 
and participate in the growing prosperity of the 
rapidly industrializing American economy. At 
the same time, difficult times led many to give 
up on farming and find work in factories. 

American cities became larger throughout 
the period as the factory system drew millions 
of workers from the American countryside 
and tens of millions of immigrants from other 
countries. The large cities created immense 
markets that demanded mass-produced goods 
and agricultural products from American farms. 
The cities were large, impersonal places for the 
newcomers and were centers of diversity thanks 
to the mingling of many different cultures. The 
urban areas lacked basic services and were often 
run by corrupt bosses, but the period witnessed 
the growth of more effective urban government  
that offered basic services to improve life for 
millions of people.

The tens of millions of immigrants that came 
to the United States primarily settled in urban 
areas and worked in the factories. They came for 
the opportunities afforded by large, industrial 
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economies and provided essential low-skill 
labor. The “new immigrants” were mostly from 
southeastern Europe, Asia, and Mexico. They 
had to adapt to a strange new world, and in turn 
brought with them new ethnicities, languages, 
religious practices, foods, and cultures. This 
tension over assimilation led to debates about 
American values and the Americanization 
of immigrants. Some native-born Americans 
wanted to restrict the number of immigrants 
coming into the country, while others defended 
the newcomers. 

The changes in the economy and society 
created opportunities and challenges for 
millions of other Americans. The status and 
equal rights of women experienced a general, 
long-term growth. Many women enjoyed new 
opportunities to become educated and work in 
society, though these opportunities were still 
limited when compared with men. The history of 
women during the late nineteenth century was 
not monolithic as white, middle-class women 
often had a very different experience than 
women who were poor, or from a minority or 
immigrant background. Because many women 
entered the workforce, a debate occurred over 
the kinds and amount of work that women 
performed, which led to legal protections. The 
women’s suffrage movement won the biggest 
success for equal rights in the period with the 
Nineteenth Amendment to the United States 
Constitution, granting women the right to vote. 

African Americans did not participate in the 
growing opportunities and prosperity that other 
groups in American society did. The long and 
bloody Civil War had ended with the freeing 
of African Americans from slavery. This was 
followed by further gains of constitutional 
and legal protections, however, many of these 
rights would soon evaporate. During the late 

nineteenth century, African Americans found 
inequality and racism in the segregation of 
the South, but they were also victimized by 
inequality and racism in northern cities in the 
early twentieth century as they moved there in 
increasing numbers. Black leaders debated the 
right path to full equality, civic participation, 
and economic opportunity in American life. 

The changes that affected the American 
economy and society led to a growth in the 
federal government. The important issues 
of the nineteenth century were increasingly 
contested on the national rather than local 
levels. Businesses, organized labor, farmers, 
and interest groups turned to the national 
government to resolve their disputes. The 
executive branch saw an expansion of its role 
and influence as it increased its regulatory 
power over the many aspects of American 
life. A widespread reform movement called 

“progressivism” introduced many reforms that 
were intended to address the changes in society 
resulting from the modern industrial economy 
and society.  This increased government’s 
responsiveness but also dramatically increased 
the size and powers of the federal government. 
The national government therefore began to 
supplant the local and state governments in the 
minds of many Americans and in the American 
constitutional system. 

The late nineteenth century also ushered 
in great changes in how the United States 
interacted with the rest of the world. For the 
first century of its existence, the United States 
traded with other countries, acquired territory 
for continental expansion, and fought in a few 
major wars. However, the United States was 
generally neutral in world affairs and focused on 
its domestic situation. That changed as America 
entered the world stage as a major global 
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power. This expansion in world affairs led to an 
internal debate over international powers and 
responsibilities. Americans also struggled over 
the character of its foreign affairs. Debates raged 
over the growth of American  military power 
and whether  Americans had a duty to spread 
democracy around the world. 

The changes in the late nineteenth century 
were bewildering to most Americans who 
experienced them. Many debates took place to 
make sense of the changes and to consider how 
to respond to them. Americans rarely found easy 
answers and often conflicted with one another 
on the different solutions. The vast changes that 
occurred laid the foundation of modern America. 
The questions and challenges that they faced 
are still relevant and are debated by Americans 

today in the twenty-first century. Americans 
continue to discuss the power and regulation of 
banks and large corporations. Workers grapple 
with the globalization of the economy, stagnant 
wages, and changing technology. Farmers still 
struggle to make an income amid distant markets 
determining commodity prices while keeping up 
with changing consumer tastes about organic 
and locally-sourced food. Headlines are filled 
with news of African Americans suffering racism 
and police brutality. Issues related to the equality 
of women continue to be debated even as women 
run for president. Smartphones, social media, the 
internet, and other technologies change our lives, 
the culture, and the world economy every day.  
After more than a century since the Gilded Age 
and Progressive Era, the fundamental challenges 
of the era still face us today. 
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