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The Populist Party
A Call For Change 
After the Civil War the nation was in a state of political corruption. Scandals occurred at all levels. Some 
politicians used their positions to gain wealth for themselves and their friends. Because of this corruption a 
new national reform movement began. It would be called the People’s Party, or the Populist Party, and it 
became a third political party. The Populists were one of the most influential third parties in U. S. history. 
Populist roots lay in the rural population of Kansas.

To an outsider, farming seemed to be a good way to make money. The number of Kansas farms increased 
and there was a growth in population because of the attraction of “free” or cheap land. The mechanical 
revolution reduced the amount of time and labor needed to grow a crop. New machinery, such as steam 
tractors and threshers, allowed farmers to plant and harvest more acres with less labor and in less time.

These factors, however, caused financial woes for small farmers. Increased crop production led to a huge 
amount of grain flooding the market. This in turn caused prices to fall drastically. Railroads and grain 
storage companies charged the farmers high rates to transport and store crops. Farm machinery was 
expensive. Many farmers had to borrow money just to keep going. Some farmers lost their homes when they 
could not repay these debts. No longer were hard working farmers guaranteed success. As a result, many 
farmers left their farms in search of jobs in the cities. Upon finding no jobs, many were forced to leave  
the state. “In God We Trusted, In Kansas We Busted!” became the theme during the late 1880s and  
early 1890s.
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Farmers, along with factory workers, turned to the government for help with their financial problems. It appeared 
to farmers that politicians had lost touch with common Americans. Small farmers, in particular, began to look for 
other ways that they could have their voices heard. The People’s Party seemed to be the answer.

People Take Action 
Representatives of the farmers met June 12, 1890, in Topeka to establish a new political party. They  
adopted the name — People’s Party. This party was designed to offset the Republican Party. In the eyes of 
farmers, Republicans were corrupt. They seemed to be under the control of big business, specifically the railroad 
companies. Populism became a cry for “political justice.” They wanted the government to do something about 
the power of the railroads. Populist leaders campaigned against high railroad freight rates. They worked to 
lower interest rates charged by banks. Populist candidates began to run for local and national offices.

Members of the new third party did make a difference. More than 50 Populists nationwide were elected to 
Congress. Five of these were Kansans. In Kansas Populists gained control of the House of Representatives and 
Populist William A. Peffer was elected to replace three-term U. S. Senator John J. Ingalls.

In 1892 the Populist National Convention called for many reforms. These included government ownership  
of railroads, a federal income tax, the direct election of senators, a secret ballot, and government loans for 
farmers. The People’s Party’s influence continued to expand. In Kansas Lorenzo Lewelling, a Populist, was 
elected governor.

In time the Democratic Party began to adopt many Populist ideas. In 1896  
the two parties combined forces in an effort to elect William Jennings Bryan  
as president of the United States. Bryan carried Kansas and received many  
votes nationwide. Republican William McKinley, however, won the election.  
By combining with the Democrats, the Populist Party began to lose its unity  
and identity. Soon the People’s Party was a thing of the past.
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