
 

 

Chapter 20: Whose Government? Politics, Populists,  Name ______________________________ 
and Progressives 1880-1917 (Pages 636-667)       Per. ___ Date _________ Row ___ 
 
 

I. Introduction – discuss Progressive Era (when it was, goals, participants and rate of success compared to 
earlier movements) 
− Between the end of Reconstruction and the beginning of WWI reformers aimed to: clean up 

politics, limit the power of big business, reduce poverty, and promote social justice. Earlier 
reformers were made up of labor unions and farm groups but during the Progressive Era middle-
class and elite Americans joined the cause and because they had more political clout they were 
generally more successful in achieving their aims. 

 
II. Reform Visions, 1880-1892 

A. Electoral Politics after Reconstruction – define "waving the bloody shirt" 
− Term of ridicule used in the 1880s and 1890s to refer to politicians who, according to critics, 

whipped up old animosities from the Civil War that ought to be set aside. 
 

B. Gilded Age – define 
− Term invented in the 1920s, describing the late 19th century as a period of ostentatious displays of 

wealth, growing poverty, and government inaction in the face of income inequality. 
 

C. Pendleton Act – define; positive and negative consequences 

− 1883 law establishing a nonpartisan Civil Service Commission to fill federal jobs by examination; 
the downside to this was that government jobs became dominated by middle-class applicants that 
could perform well on tests, however it did take care of most unfair spoils systems and bribery to 
get into positions and brought stability and consistency to government. 

 
D. Mugwumps – define 

− Late 19th century branch of reform-minded Republicans who left their party in 1884 to support 
Democratic candidate Grover Cleveland. Many were classical liberals who denounced corruption, 
desired a reduction in government power, and advocated civil service reform. 

 
E. Sherman Antitrust Act (1890) – define 

− Landmark 1890 act that forbade anti-competitive business activities, requiring the federal 
government to investigate trusts and any companies operating in violation of the act. 
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F. Lodge Bill (1890) – define; opposition 
− Also known as the Federal Elections Bill of 1890, a bill proposing that whenever 100 citizens in 

any district appealed for intervention, a bipartisan federal board could investigate and seat the 
rightful winner. The defeat of the bill was a blow to those seeking to defend African American 
voting rights. 
− Southerners opposed the bill because they feared it meant "Negro supremacy," northerners (classic 

liberals) feared it provided too much democracy, machine bosses feared federal intervention in 
cities, and westerners (whose number of new states increased the region's power) opposed it too. 

 
G. The Populist Program – discuss the People's Party and demands; define Omaha Platform (1892) 

− The Kansas Farmer's Alliance joined the Knights of Labor to form the Populist Party, later known 
as Populists; it dominated the Kansas government. Called for public ownership of RR and 
telegraph systems, protection of land from monopoly and foreign ownership, a federal income tax 
on the rich, and looser monetary policy to help borrowers. 
− A 1892 statement by the Populists, calling for stronger government to protect ordinary Americans. 

 
III. The Political Earthquakes of the 1880s 

A. Depression and Reaction – define free silver 
− Policy of loosening the money supply by expanding federal coinage to include silver as well as 

gold. Advocates of the policy thought it would encourage borrowing and stimulate industry, but 
the defeat of Democratic presidential candidate Williams Jenning Bryan ended the "free silver" 
movement. 

 
B. Democrats and the "Solid South" – discuss political climate in South during 1890s and Democratic 
corruption 
− Democrats gained strength in the South; African Americans continued to vote in significant 

numbers and the battle for the votes sparked the Populist Party to build cross-racial ties so they 
could win black voters away from Democrats. Democrats fought back by calling themselves the 
"white man's party" and denouncing the Populists for advocating "Negro Rule." 
− Democrats turned to violence and fraud to oppose black voters so they could stay in power; 

introduced an "understanding clause" as a voting requirement. 
 

C. Williams v. Mississippi (1898) – define; effect on voting and social climate; define Solid South 

− 1898 Supreme Court ruling that allowed states to impose poll taxes and literacy tests. This 
measure, meant to disenfranchise blacks, led to a plunge in voter turnout and a decrease in white 
votes since poor whites also couldn't meet the voting standard. With Democrats holding almost 
complete power and advocating white supremacy racial tensions increased (more segregation laws) 
as did lynchings. 
− The post Reconstruction goal of almost complete electoral control of the South by the Democratic 

party. 
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D. New National Realities – define Lochner v. New York 
− 1905 Supreme Court ruling that NY state couldn't limit baker's workdays to 10 hrs because it 

violated bakers' rights to make contracts. 
 

IV. Reform Reshaped, 1901-1912 
A. Theodore Roosevelt as President – discuss how Roosevelt dealt with the 1902 coal strike, Northern 
Securities Company, and outcome of Standard Oil Case (1911) 
− In order to get them to negotiate, Roosevelt threatened he would nationalize the coal companies. 

Roosevelt sought to enforce the Interstate Commerce and Sherman Antitrust Acts; Northern 
Securities was said to have had a monopoly on northwestern railroads and was forced to dissolve. 
The Supreme Court ruled Rockefeller had a monopoly on oil and that it needed to be broken down 
into several competing companies. 

 

B. Newlands Reclamation Act (1902) – define  
− 1902 law, supported by President Roosevelt, that allowed the federal government to sell public 

lands to raise money for irrigation projects that expanded agriculture on arid lands. 
 

C. Diverse Progressive Goals – define Wisconsin Idea; discuss Robert La Follette 
− Robert La Follette was the Republican governor of Wisconsin. The Wisconsin Idea was a policy 

promoted by La Follette for greater government intervention in the economy, with reliance on 
experts, particularly progressive economists, for policy recommendations. 

 

D. Recall and referendum – define  
− A pioneering progressive idea, enacted in Wisconsin, Oregon, and other states, that gave citizens 

the right to remove unpopular politicians from office through a vote. 
− The process of voting directly on a proposed policy measure rather than leaving it in the hands of 

elected legislators; a progressive reform. 
 

E. National Child Labor Committee – define; significance of Lewis Hine 
− A reform organization that worked (unsuccessfully) to win a federal law banning child labor. Hine 

was a photographer hired to document the brutal conditions in mines and mills where children 
worked. By 1912 awareness of the issues helped secure the creation of the Children's Bureau. 

 

F. Muller v. Oregon – define; significance of the "Brandeis Brief" 
− 1908 Supreme Court case that upheld an Oregon law limiting women's workday to 10 hrs. The 

Brandeis Brief, written by the lawyer of the Muller case, cleared the way for using social science 
research (like data gathered by the National Consumers League)  in court decisions. 
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G. Talented tenth – define; W.E.B. Du Bois; discuss Niagara Principles and significance 
− Term used by Harvard-educated sociologist Du Bois for the top 10% of educated blacks, whom he 

called on to develop new strategies to advocate for civil rights. 
− Called for full voting rights, an end to segregation, equal treatment in the justice system, equal 

opportunity in education, jobs, health care, and military service; demand for full equality guided 
the civil rights movement throughout the 20th century. 

 
H. National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) – define  

− Organization founded in 1910, in the wake of a bloody race riot, by a coalition of blacks and 
whites who sought equal rights for African Americans through the courts. 

 
I. Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) – define  
− Umbrella union and radical political group founded in 1905, dedicated to organizing unskilled 

workers to oppose capitalism, nicknamed the Wobblies, it advocated direct action by workers, 
including sabotage and general strikes. 

 
J. The Election of 1912 – define New Nationalism 

− In a 1910 speech, Teddy Roosevelt called for a "New Nationalism" that promoted government 
intervention on behalf of the public welfare, including a federal child labor law, more recognition 
of labor rights, a national minimum wage for women, women's suffrage, and curbs on the power of 
the courts to stop reform. 

 

K. Election of 1912 – discuss  
− Four candidates ran for president; William Howard Taft ran Republican, Theodore Roosevelt ran 

Progressive, Woodrow Wilson ran as Democrat, and Eugene V. Debs ran as Socialist. Northern 
African Americans rallied behind Wilson, who won the election with a minority of the public vote 
and benefitted from the fact that Taft and Roosevelt split the Republican vote. 

 

V. Wilson and the New Freedom, 1913-1917 
A. Economic Reforms – define Federal Reserve 

− Central bank of the U.S. created in 1913 though the Federal Reserve Act; it controls the money 
supply, influences the rate of growth of the U.S. economy, and ensures the stability of the U.S. 
monetary system. 

 
B. Clayton Antitrust Act (1914) – define 

− 1914 law that strengthened federal definitions of "monopoly" and gave more power to the justice 
department to pursue antitrust cases. 


