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Crash Course US History 26 Gilded Age Politics Answers delves into one of the
most transformative periods in American history. The Gilded Age, roughly
spanning from the 1870s to the early 1900s, was characterized by rapid
economic growth, political corruption, and significant social change.
Understanding the nuances of this era requires a look into the political
landscape, the economic conditions, and the social dynamics that shaped the
United States during these years. This article provides an in-depth
exploration of the Gilded Age, focusing on key political events, figures, and
movements that defined the period.

The Context of the Gilded Age

The term “Gilded Age” was popularized by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner
in their 1873 novel, highlighting the era's superficial glitter and
underlying problems. The Gilded Age was marked by:

Rapid industrialization

Urbanization

Immigration

Political corruption

Social upheaval

This period brought about significant technological advancements and economic
expansion but also revealed stark inequalities and widespread corruption in
politics.

Political Landscape of the Gilded Age

During the Gilded Age, the political landscape was dominated by two major
parties: the Republican Party and the Democratic Party. Their rivalry often
reflected regional interests and cultural divisions.



The Republican Party

The Republican Party, which emerged from the anti-slavery movement, was
primarily supported by Northern states. Key aspects of the party during the
Gilded Age included:

e Support for industrialization and tariffs to protect American businesses

e Advocacy for civil rights for African Americans, especially during the
Reconstruction era

e Association with big business and the railroads

Prominent Republican figures included Presidents Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford
B. Hayes, and William McKinley.

The Democratic Party

The Democratic Party, in contrast, was stronger in the South and among urban
immigrants in the North. Important features of the Democratic Party during
this time included:

e Opposition to high tariffs and support for free trade

e Support for states’ rights and limited government intervention

e Alignment with agrarian interests and the working class

Key Democratic leaders included Grover Cleveland, the only president to serve
two non-consecutive terms.

Political Corruption and Scandals

The Gilded Age is notorious for its political corruption. Many politicians
were embroiled in scandals, which undermined public trust in government
institutions. Some of the most notable scandals included:

1. The Credit Mobilier Scandal: Involved the Union Pacific Railroad and a
construction company, where politicians were bribed to approve
contracts.



2. The Whiskey Ring: A network of politicians and distillers that defrauded
the government of tax revenues.

3. Grant's Administration Scandals: President Ulysses S. Grant’s presidency
was marred by corruption, leading to calls for reform.

These scandals highlighted the need for reform and led to calls for greater
accountability in government.

Labor Movements and Social Change

As industrialization advanced, labor movements gained momentum. Workers began
to organize in response to poor working conditions, low wages, and long
hours.

Key Labor Movements

Several significant labor movements emerged during the Gilded Age:

e The Knights of Labor: Founded in 1869, this organization sought to unite
all workers and advocated for an eight-hour workday and better working
conditions.

e The American Federation of Labor (AFL): Established in 1886, it focused
on skilled workers and aimed for higher wages and shorter hours through
collective bargaining.

e The Haymarket Affair: A violent confrontation in Chicago in 1886 that

became a symbol of the labor movement and heightened public fear of
anarchism.

These movements were crucial in advocating for workers' rights and laying the
groundwork for future labor laws.

Key Legislation of the Gilded Age

Several important pieces of legislation were enacted during the Gilded Age,
reflecting the era's political and social challenges:



e The Interstate Commerce Act (1887): Established the Interstate Commerce
Commission to regulate railroad rates and practices.

e The Sherman Antitrust Act (1890): Intended to combat monopolies and
promote competition, although it was initially used against labor
unions.

e The Chinese Exclusion Act (1882): Prohibited Chinese laborers from
immigrating to the United States, reflecting nativist sentiments and
racial discrimination.

These laws were indicative of the struggles between business interests and
social justice movements during the Gilded Age.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Gilded Age

The Gilded Age was a complex and multifaceted period that laid the groundwork
for modern America. It was an era of contradictions: while it fostered
incredible economic growth and technological advancements, it also exposed
deep social divides and rampant corruption. The political dynamics of the
Gilded Age, characterized by the rivalry between the two major parties and
the influence of big business, set the stage for future reforms in the
Progressive Era.

Understanding the Gilded Age is crucial for grasping the evolution of
American politics and society. The lessons learned from this period continue
to resonate in contemporary discussions about corporate influence in
politics, social justice, and labor rights. As we reflect on the Gilded Age,
we recognize the importance of accountability, equity, and reform in
fostering a healthy democracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Gilded Age in U.S. history?

The Gilded Age refers to a period in U.S. history from the 1870s to about
1900 characterized by rapid economic growth, industrialization, and political
corruption.

Who were the key political figures during the Gilded
Age?

Key political figures included Presidents Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford B.
Hayes, James A. Garfield, and William McKinley, as well as influential



politicians like Senator Mark Hanna.

What were the major political issues during the
Gilded Age?

Major political issues included economic inequality, labor rights, civil
service reform, and the regulation of monopolies and trusts.

How did political corruption manifest during the
Gilded Age?

Political corruption was prevalent through practices like patronage, vote
buying, and the influence of powerful business interests over elected
officials.

What was the significance of the Pendleton Act of
18837

The Pendleton Act established a merit-based system for federal employment,
reducing the influence of patronage and corruption in the political system.

What role did labor unions play during the Gilded
Age?

Labor unions emerged to advocate for workers' rights, better wages, and
improved working conditions, often leading to strikes and confrontations with
employers.

What was the impact of the Populist Party during the
Gilded Age?

The Populist Party sought to represent the interests of farmers and the
working class, advocating for monetary reform, government regulation of
railroads, and direct election of senators.

How did the Supreme Court influence Gilded Age
politics?

The Supreme Court often favored business interests over labor rights, with
decisions like Plessy v. Ferguson upholding racial segregation and rulings
that limited government regulation of businesses.

What was the role of big business in Gilded Age
politics?

Big businesses wielded significant influence over politics through lobbying,



campaign contributions, and sometimes outright bribery, shaping legislation
that favored their interests.

What were the key economic developments during the
Gilded Age?

Key economic developments included the rise of industrialization, the
expansion of railroads, the growth of urban centers, and the emergence of
monopolies and trusts in various industries.
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