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Chapter 15 Section 3 Guided Reading Politics in the Gilded Age explores a transformative era
in American history, characterized by rapid economic growth, political corruption, and significant
social changes. The Gilded Age, spanning from the 1870s to the early 1900s, was marked by the rise
of big business, the expansion of the railroad network, and the influx of immigrants. This article
delves into the political landscape of the Gilded Age, examining its key figures, major events, and the
impact of corruption on American democracy.

The Political Landscape of the Gilded Age

The political dynamics of the Gilded Age were complex and often tumultuous. Both major political
parties, the Democrats and the Republicans, were deeply entrenched in the politics of patronage and
corruption. This section will explore the key features of this period's political landscape.

Corruption and Patronage

During the Gilded Age, political corruption was rampant. The patronage system allowed party leaders
to reward loyal supporters with government jobs, leading to widespread graft and inefficiency.
Notable instances of corruption included:

* Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall: William "Boss" Tweed led a powerful political machine in
New York City, manipulating elections and embezzling millions of dollars.

* The Credit Mobilier Scandal: This scandal involved the Union Pacific Railroad and a
construction company that overcharged for building railroad tracks while bribing Congress

members to cover up their fraudulent activities.

e Garfield's Assassination: The assassination of President James A. Garfield in 1881 by a
disgruntled office seeker highlighted the dangers of the patronage system.

This widespread corruption prompted calls for reform, leading to significant political changes in the
following decades.

Major Political Figures of the Gilded Age

Several influential politicians emerged during the Gilded Age, each contributing to the era's unique
political climate. Understanding their roles provides insight into the dynamics of this time.



Republican Leaders

The Republican Party was dominant during much of the Gilded Age, with several key figures leading
the charge:

e Rutherford B. Hayes: As president from 1877 to 1881, Hayes attempted to reform the
patronage system and restore integrity to the presidency.

e James A. Garfield: Garfield’s brief presidency was marked by attempts to reform the spoils
system, cut short by his assassination.

e Chester A. Arthur: Garfield’s successor, Arthur, surprised many by supporting civil service
reform, culminating in the Pendleton Act of 1883.

Democratic Leaders

The Democratic Party also played a crucial role in Gilded Age politics, representing various interests:

e Grover Cleveland: The only president to serve two non-consecutive terms (1885-1889,
1893-1897), Cleveland was known for his opposition to high tariffs and his commitment to a
limited government.

e William Jennings Bryan: A prominent figure in the Democratic Party, Bryan's populist stance
and eloquent speeches, especially during the 1896 election, significantly influenced the party's
direction.

Key Political Events and Their Impact

The Gilded Age was marked by numerous political events that shaped the nation. Understanding
these events is crucial to grasping the complexities of the period.

The Rise of Labor Movements

The rapid industrialization of the Gilded Age led to poor working conditions, prompting the rise of
labor movements. Key events included:

* The Haymarket Affair (1886): A peaceful rally in support of workers striking for an eight-hour
workday turned violent, leading to the deaths of police officers and civilians. This event fueled



anti-labor sentiment.

e The Pullman Strike (1894): A nationwide railroad strike that disrupted rail traffic and led to
federal intervention, highlighting the tensions between labor and government.

These events illustrated the growing discontent among workers and the challenges they faced in
advocating for their rights.

Political Reforms

In response to the rampant corruption and public outcry, reform movements began to emerge, aiming
to address the issues of the time. Key reforms included:

* Merit-based Civil Service: The Pendleton Act established a merit-based system for federal
employment, reducing the influence of patronage.

 Direct Elections: The push for the direct election of senators, culminating in the 17th
Amendment (1913), aimed to reduce corruption and increase democratic participation.

These reforms laid the groundwork for more significant changes in American politics in the 20th
century.

The Role of Immigration

The Gilded Age was also marked by a massive influx of immigrants, which significantly influenced the
political landscape. Understanding their impact is crucial for a complete picture of the era.

Immigration Patterns

Between 1880 and 1920, millions of immigrants arrived in the United States, primarily from Europe
and Asia. This influx changed the demographic composition of the nation and contributed to political
shifts.

e Eastern and Southern Europeans: Many immigrants came from Italy, Poland, and Russia,
often settling in urban areas and working in factories.

e Asian Immigrants: The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 reflected the growing nativist
sentiments and discrimination against Asian immigrants.



Political Responses to Immigration

The response to immigration during the Gilded Age was mixed and often characterized by xenophobia
and exclusionary policies. Key developments included:

e Labor Unrest: Many American workers viewed immigrants as competition for jobs, leading to
tensions and labor strikes.

e Exclusion Laws: The Chinese Exclusion Act and subsequent immigration restrictions reflected
a growing desire to limit the influx of immigrants deemed undesirable.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Gilded Age

The politics of the Gilded Age were marked by corruption, reform efforts, and the rise of powerful
political figures. The era set the stage for significant changes in American governance and society.
Understanding this chapter is crucial for grasping the complexities of American democracy and the
ongoing struggle for reform in the face of corruption and inequality. While the challenges of the
Gilded Age were immense, they also laid the groundwork for future advancements in civil rights, labor
rights, and democratic participation, shaping the course of American history for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main political characteristics of the Gilded
Age?

The Gilded Age was marked by political corruption, patronage, and a lack of significant reform, with
both major parties being closely aligned on many issues.

How did the Compromise of 1877 impact politics during the
Gilded Age?
The Compromise of 1877 effectively ended Reconstruction by withdrawing federal troops from the

South, leading to the rise of Jim Crow laws and increased political disenfranchisement for African
Americans.

What role did political machines play in urban politics during
the Gilded Age?

Political machines, such as Tammany Hall in New York City, dominated urban politics by providing
services and support to immigrants and poor residents in exchange for votes, often engaging in
corrupt practices.



What were the main issues addressed by the Populist Party
during the Gilded Age?

The Populist Party focused on issues like monetary reform, including the free coinage of silver,
regulation of railroads, and a more equitable distribution of wealth.

How did the rise of big business influence politics during the
Gilded Age?

The rise of big businesses led to increased lobbying and influence over government policies, often
resulting in legislation that favored corporate interests at the expense of workers and consumers.

What was the significance of the Sherman Antitrust Act of
1890?

The Sherman Antitrust Act aimed to combat monopolies and promote competition, marking a
significant step towards government regulation of the economy during the Gilded Age, though it was
initially weakly enforced.

What impact did the assassination of President Garfield have
on politics?

President Garfield's assassination in 1881 highlighted the problems of political patronage and
corruption, leading to the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act, which established merit-based hiring for
federal jobs.

What were the challenges faced by reform movements during
the Gilded Age?

Reform movements during the Gilded Age faced challenges such as resistance from established
political interests, internal divisions, and the difficulty in mobilizing widespread public support for
systemic change.
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