Election of 1896

William Jennings Bryan, (1860-1925), American political and religious leader, who was known as the "Great Commoner." He intuitively sensed the feelings of the common man and was able to give them eloquent articulation. A persistent agitator, he acted as the conscience of the nation in opposing special privileges for favored groups. Although he was thwarted three times in bids for the presidency, everything reasonable in his political program has since become law. 

 Bryan was born in Salem, Ill., on March 19, 1860. He graduated from Illinois College in Jacksonville, Ill., in 1881 and received a law degree from the Union College of Law in Chicago in 1883. He practiced law in Jacksonville for the next four years. In 1887 he moved to Nebraska, and in 1890 he was the second DEMOCRAT elected to CONGRESS from that heavily REPUBLICAN state. He was reelected in 1892 but declined to run in 1894. While seeking nomination as U. S. senator (1893 and 1895), he stumped widely for free coinage of silver (see FREE SILVER) and for tariff reform and an income tax.  

At the Chicago Democratic National Convention of 1896, Bryan boosted his chances for the presidential nomination with his now-famous "Cross of Gold" speech—in which he argued the case for free silver ("You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold" ) and by his availability to other parties. Although he became the candidate of four parties (Democratic, Populist, Silver Republican, and National Silver), Bryan was defeated by William MCKINLEY. 

 The election of 1896 remains “critical” because of its lasting import as a milestone in the conflict between agrarian and industrial America. Conservative Northeastern creditor interests viewed Bryan's advocacy of free silver as a sectional and agrarian demand for dishonorable repudiation of debt. To Western and Southern debtors, however, the free-silver issue represented the determination of "productive workers" to use the ballot to seek economic justice in a government-directed redistribution of the national wealth. Bryan also called for tariff reform, control of the trusts, an income tax, direct elections, government rather than private issuance of money, an end to "federal interference" and "government by injunction," and liberalization of the Supreme Court. The Progressive movement endorsed all these points in the early 1900's. 

William McKinley

In the famous "front porch campaign," which brought throngs of voters to his Canton home from many states, McKinley stressed his experience, moderation, and commitment to nationalistic rather than sectional policies. While Bryan emphasized free coinage of silver, McKinley saw tariff protection and class harmony as the keys to revived prosperity. In November, McKinley became the first victorious candidate since 1872 to receive a majority of the popular votes cast for the nominees of all parties, and he won 271 ELECTORAL votes to Bryan's 176. McKinley received 7,113,734 popular votes and Bryan 6,516,722. The voting was along sectional lines, with Bryan carrying most of the South and West.

THE SILVER DOG WITH THE GOLDEN TAIL.

 WILL THE TAIL WAG THE DOG, OR THE DOG WAG THE TAIL?

 ELECTORAL VOTE.

 Gold states: 151

 Silver states: 226

 White, doubtful: 70

 Total: 447

 Necessary for election: 224

 PRODUCTION OF SILVER STATES.

 100 percent of all the gold.

 100 percent of all the silver.

 100 percent of all the cotton.

 97 percent of all the corn.

 92 percent of all the wheat.

 92 percent of all the barley.

 87 percent of all the oats.

 Amount of mortgage debt on farms: $6,019,679,985

 Amount of public debt: $17,174,879,990

 TOTAL: $23,194,559,975

 VALUE OF FARM PRODUCTS

 Gold states: $418,309,068

 Silver states: $2,041,798,422

