
History 118 Model Midterm Essay 
 
Q) Poverty increasingly became a subject of national debate in the decades between the Civil War and World War I.   How did 
leading politicians and titans of industry react to signs of economic polarization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries?  Which groups emerged to challenge the perspectives and power of these wealthy elites?  Among the leading radicals 
and reformers, what were some of their most significant proposed solutions to the crisis of poverty in America? 
 

The late 19th century and early 20th century represent a time of economic polarization which can 
be identified as the Gilded Age.  Andrew Carnegie of US Steel and John D. Rockefeller of Standard Oil 
and Wall Street pioneer J.P. Morgan all represent the concentration of wealth during the Gilded Age.  
They came to power through wise and often times shady investment, particularly in relation to railroads.  
These leaders of industry had little regard for the business cycle, leading to overproduction, harsh 
working conditions and immense struggles for workers during times such as the Panic of 1873.  This 
obviously led to class divisions, economic and physical hardship for the working class.  We can see this 
discontent culminate in such events as the Homestead Strike of 1893 where workers at Carnegie Steel 
went on strike, creating a bloody exchange with the Pinkertons.  During this time, we see the rise of labor 
unions, such as the Knights of Labor to combat workplace discontent.  Although you could argue these 
labor groups challenged the titans of industry, it was two other groups –the Populists and the 
Progressives—who really tried to reform big business. 

 
The Populists came first mainly in the 1860s and 1870s.  Their movement was centered around 

the Jeffersonian idea of the homesteading farmer.  Another way to put it is the Populists were against 
industrialization.  Tom Watson of Georgia among others helped spark this agrarian revolt with groups 
such as the Farmers Alliance and the greenbackers who tried to combat big business.  It is interesting to 
note that these groups often transcended racial divides for a common economic goal.  This poses a 
question of why did rural figures like Tom Watson want to organize so desperately against big business 
and how did these titans hurt the farmers?  

 
One of the major problems the farmers faced was sharecropping and the crop lien system.  This 

system forced the farmer to borrow from big bankers to finance their operations.  They never made 
enough profit to cover their debts and this led to overproduction of cotton in particular, which drove 
prices down and created a perpetual cycle of poverty especially for southern farmers.  These farmers had 
great distrust in Wall Street for this reason.  Stocks and paper money were also just then emerging 
concepts, making farmers even more skeptical.  Additionally, since almost all of the money was in the 
hands of big business, the money supply was limited.  This once again enhanced rural debt.  The gold 
standard further restricted the money supply.  This was a major criticism of Democratic / Populist 
candidate William Jennings Bryan during the presidential campaign in 1896.  He called the gold standard 
a “cross of gold” that was essentially crucifying the farmer.  He and other Free Silver Democrats and 
Populists were greatly in favor of adding silver to the money supply which would help ease the farmers’ 
debts.  The Populists were very much against big industrialists and urbanization that characterized much 
of the time period between 1860-1910.   

 
Progressives, on the other hand, believed that industrialization and urbanization of America was 

good but that big business needed regulation, especially after the corruption of the Gilded Age.  The 
Progressives wanted to change the life of the working man and his family in the 1880s and 1890s rather 
than just keep the status quo of the yeoman farmer.  For this reason, we see progressives push for a 40-
hour work week, child labor laws, and safety regulations in the workplace.  All of these restrictions 
limited titans of industry but provided better quality of life for workers.  In the urban setting, they saw 
poor living conditions especially for immigrant workers, once again demonstrating the dangers of the 
concentration of wealth.  Progressive Jane Addams tried to combat this by creating community centers 
and vocational training for newly arrived immigrants.  In the 1890s, Jacob Riis photographed the slums in 
an effort to try and raise awareness for the industrial and city dwelling immigrant worker.  In contrast 



with the Populists, their efforts were to level the playing field of a new industrial world order rather than 
eliminate it.   

 
We can see these efforts furthered by Theodore Roosevelt in 1901 when he took over as president 

and soon began to implement the Square Deal to striking coal miners.  The deal sought to appease both 
the strikers and the leaders of business.  Although it was considered a partial failure, it is a good 
representation of progressive perspectives of this time.  Trust busting was another progressive practice 
under Roosevelt.  Once again it was selective and spotty because of Roosevelt’s reliance on titans like 
Morgan, who essentially acted as a federal reserve bank at the time.  Yet it does show some strategies on 
how the Progressives were addressing corrupt business.  We can even see Henry Ford’s push for a living 
wage in his automotive factories at the turn of the century as a reaction to progressive rhetoric and the 
attempt to level the playing field between corrupt Gilded Age titans and the industrial working men. 

 
The Populists represented more of a political party as they had candidates run for office, 

specifically in 1892, while the Progressives were more of a school of thought with no formal 
organization.  The Progressives sought to change big business through reform, while Populists didn’t 
want to see an industrial shift and urbanization.  They did everything they could to prevent it.  If you are 
looking at Tom Watson or President Roosevelt, you can’t deny that both sides of the argument agreed on 
the need for something to be done to address the poverty crisis in America.  Both sides prepared 
significant solutions such as the gold and silver standard or the square deal in an attempt to lessen the 
severity of economic polarization.   

 
Once again, both sides represent not only solutions for the problems, but also the challenges as 

well.  By working backwards and analyzing their responses, we can see how they believed they were 
economically oppressed.  Both Populist and Progressive figures illustrated this division. 
 
 
 


