Chapter 18 – Section 4
Farmers in Protest 


Narrator: In the late 1800s, the United States experience unprecedented industrial growth. Led by oil and steel, the U.S. had become the world’s leading producer of manufactured goods by 1900. National wealth soared.

Yet in the midst of this prosperity, farmers suffered. They believed their economic demise resulted from low prices for their produce, which they blamed on the railroads and banks.

In an attempt to improve their condition, farmers took political action. In 1890, they fielded their own candidates for national and state offices under various party labels. To their surprise, they elected nearly sixty candidates to state and national offices. 
Elated by their success, agrarian leaders decided to create a national farm and labor party. In July 1892, they held a convention in Omaha, Nebraska, where they formed the People’s or Populist Party and nominated James B. Weaver for president.

Weaver ran on one of the most radical political platforms to this point in American history. Among other points, it called for government ownership and operation of the railroads, and telephone and telegraph systems.

Though Weaver polled more than a million popular votes and twenty-two electoral votes, Grover Cleveland, the Democratic candidate, won the 1892 presidential election.

In the 1896 presidential election, the Democratic Party nominated William Jennings Bryan and included several planks from the 1892 populist platform. After much debate, populist leaders threw their support to Bryan. His defeat in the election severely damaged the Populist Party. While Populists continued to hold power in a few western states, the party ceased to be a factor in national politics.

*****

Content Provided by BBC Motion Gallery

