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AP Focus
● The post-Civil War era is rife with corruption, graft, and influence-peddling.  

Corruption is rampant at the local and state levels as well.  The infamous New 
York City political party machine, known as the Tweed Ring, for example, 
milks the city and state out of millions of dollars.

● In an attempt to clean their own house, the Republicans take steps to lower 
the protective tariff, which many consider unreasonably high and beneficial to 
specific industries.  In addition, to address the problem and nepotism and 
favoritism in attaining government employment, the Republicans pass modest 
civil-service reform legislation, such as the Pendleton Act.



● A devastating depression hits the nation in 1873, adding to the already 
significant political woes of President Grant and his Republican Party.

● Farmers begin organizing in response to their economic woes; they form the 
Grange

● An effect of the Civil War, the weakening of the Democratic Party during this 
period, would have a long-term effect.  Indeed, only two Democrats were 
elected president between 1860 and 1912.



● While he himself was honest to a fault, President Grant’s administration was 
riddled with political figures who viewed their position in government as a 
means to acquire ill-gotten wealth.  Some people who were not government 
officials found ways to penetrate the federal government to benefit 
themselves.  For example, financial speculators Jay Gould and Jim Fisk 
cornered the gold market.  Their unscrupulous acts were uncovered, but not 
before ruining many unsuspecting investors and businessmen and further 
tarnishing the already tainted Grant administration.



● With the end of Reconstruction, Jim Crow laws brought a new form of 
subordination and degradation for southern blacks.  Relegated again to a 
position of dependence, many former slaves turned to sharecropping,  one of 
the few options open to them.  Millions of blacks scratched out a meager 
existence while locked into a system that made them indebted to the owners 
of the land on which they worked.  In many cases, those landowners were 
their former masters.



Themes
● Even as post-Civil War America expanded and industrialized, political life in 

the Gilded Age was marked by ineptitude, stalemate, and corruption.  Despite 
their similarity at the national level, the two parties competed fiercely for 
offices and spoils, while doling out “pork-barrel” benefits to veterans and other 
special interest groups.

● The serious issues of monetary and agrarian reform, labor, race, and 
economic fairness were largely swept under the rug by the political system, 
until revolting farmers and a major economic depression beginning in 1893 
created a growing sense of crisis and demands for radical change



● The Compromise of 1877 made reconstruction officially over and white 
Democrats resumed political power in the South.  Blacks, as well as poor 
whites, found themselves forced into sharecropping and tenant farming; what 
began as informal separation of blacks and whites in the immediate postwar 
years evolved into systematic state-level codes of segregation known as Jim 
Crow laws.



Gilded Age Presidents

Ulysses S. Grant



● 1868 - 1876
● Republican
● Fifteenth Amendment ratified
● Panic of 1873 - 

○ Bank failures in Europe
○ Overextended bankers in the United States
○ Business owners couldn’t repay loans
○ Stock market crashed
○ Factories shut down
○ Workers laid off

● Whiskey Ring -
○ System of bribes and payoffs that affect revenue from the taxation of alcoholic beverages in 

the US



● Transcontinental Railroad
○ Completed in 1869
○ Additional rail construction (56,000 miles of track) between 1866 and 1873

● Enforcement Acts 
○ 1870-1871

○ Three acts that made depriving African Americans their civil rights a federal offense and gave 
the president the right to use military force to enforce the law.

● Amnesty Act
○ 1872
○ Restored political rights to former Confederates

● Civil Rights Act of 1875
○ Expanded federal law enforcement by prohibiting discrimination on account of race in public 

lodging, public transportation, and jury service.

● Credit Mobilier Scandal
○ VP and Cabinet Members - Railroad stock



Rutherford B. Hayes



● 1876-1880
● Republican
● Railroad Strike of 1877

○ Baltimore and Ohio employees went on strike over attempts by the company to stop 
unionization and cut wages

○ Sympathetic industries went on strike in support
○ Federal troops had to be used to pud down labor disputes
○ Between 80-100 workers were killed

● Compromise of 1877
○ Election of Hayes as President (disputed election)

○ Southern members supported Hayes as president if he agreed to withdraw federal troops from 
the South.

○ Agreed to appoint one Southerner as a member of his cabinet



● Bland-Allison Act
○ 1878

○ Required the US Treasury to buy a certain amount of silver and put it into circulation as silver 
dollars

● Munn v. Illinois (1876)
○ Railroad rates could be controlled by the government because railroads were considered to be 

private enterprises which benefitted the public good.

● Specie Payment Resumption Act
○ 1875
○ Required the treasury to redeem any outstanding greenbacks in gold.



James A. Garfield



● 1880-1881
● Republican
● He died after only 100 days as president



Chester A. Arthur



● 1881-1884
● Republican
● Pendleton Civil Service Act (1883)

○ Competitive examinations for civil service workers.
○ AImed at reforming the spoils system
○ Covered only 10% of government jobs.
○ Passed because of Garfield’s assassination

● Chinese Exclusion Act (1882)
○ Restricted Chinese immigrants from entering the country for a period of ten years to work in 

the mining industry.
○ Required Chinese residents who left the country to reapply for entry as aliens
○ Excluded Chinese immigrants from citizenship.

● Immigration Act of 1882
○ 50 cent tax on immigrants to the US.  

○ Excluded from entering: mentally ill, the intellectually disabled, criminals, or any other person 
potentially dependent upon public assistance



● Edmunds Act (1882)
○ Polygamy was a federal crime.
○ Polygamists were barred from public office and the right to vote.

● Burlingame Treaty (1868)
○ Treaty with the Chinese
○ Allowed the unrestricted flow of Chinese into the country



Grover Cleveland



● 1884-1888 and 1892-1896
● Democrat
● Depression of 1893

○ Caused by overspecuation, depressed agriculture, and weak US credit here and abroad
○ Most affected - farmers and urban unemployed poor

● Pullman Strike (1894)
○ Chicago
○ Federal troops had to be used to end the strike.

● Dawes Severalty Act (1887)
○ Carved up Native American tribal land
○ Each family was given an allotment (held in trust)
○ Granted citizenship to all Native Americans

● Coxey’s Army (1894)
○ Unemployed men, Veterans of the Civil War
○ Came to Washington to demand economic relief from the Depression of 1893



Benjamin Harrison



● 1888-1892
● Republican
● Sherman Antitrust Act (1890)

○ Banned big business monopolies
○ Prosecuted labor unions
○ Used by Theodore Roosevelt to break up the Standard Oil Company 

● McKinley Tarriff (1890)
○ Set one of the highest tariffs in American history
○ Taxed foreign goods at 50% of the face value of the item

● Amendment to the Land Revision Act 1891
○ Facilitated the creation of the National Forests

● Dependent and Disability Pension Act (1890)
○ Pensions for all veterans who had served at least 90 days in the Union military or naval forces
○ Pensions for veterans who discharged from service and were unable to perform manual labor



William McKinley



● 1896-1901
● Republican
● Wilson-Gorman Tariff (1894)

○ Intended to reduce the high tariffs placed on imported goods by the McKinley Tariff
○ Hundreds of Amendments were added, which effectively gutted the bill.

○ The law also added a 2% income tax which was later struck down as unconstitutional by the 
Supreme Court

● Annexation of Hawaii (1897)
○ Completed during his first term in office

○ Annexation had been proposed earlier but was challenged by sugar interests who did not want 
to relinquish the control they had over the islands

● Spanish-American War (1898)
○ United States attacked Spanish possessions in the Caribbean and Pacific in response to 

Spanish actions against dissidents.

○ Congress sent an American army, most of whom were volunteers, and the American navy 
against far outnumber Spanish.


