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The 1912 presidential election was a significant and substantive discussion about the future of the United States. The four major presidential nominees offered choices unimagined in today's political world. They fought in a more contentious, combative, and violent political culture than today's voters could tolerate. These pages are about those events, and the vision for the future of democracy that they represented.

Americans faced important choices when they voted for President in 1912.

 
This site is about the presidential campaign <PoliticalStory1912.htm> in 1912.

 
This site is about the candidates for President in 1912 <candidates.htm>.

 
This site is especially about the issues and alternatives <issues.htm> presented to Americans in 1912. 



 
Should America be capitalist or socialist?


 
Should government protect the social welfare of citizens?


 
Should women vote, and participate as full citizens in the life of the nation?


 
Should Americans expand their democracy in other ways?


 
Should government exercise more control over businesses?


 
Should government try to solve the conflict between "capital" and "labor?"


 
Should the government work vigorously for the conservation of natural resources?

Navigating the Site 

In using "1912: Competing Visions for America" you can follow the story of the campaign <PoliticalStory1912.htm> and the <candidates.htm>. The issues in the election <issues.htm> are the heart of the presentation.

Political Maneuvering

There was extensive political maneuvering before the political parties held their conventions in 1912. The dominant story was <RooseveltBio.htm>, and his dissatisfaction with Taft's presidency. The two old friends <roosevelt_courted_taft.htm> had a serious falling out, and as 1910 and 1911 unfolded, Roosevelt more and more began to act like a candidate who sought to unseat the incumbent President <RooseveltInAfrica.htm> of his party by capturing the Republican nomination in 1912. By early 1912 there was an open political brawl  <RooseveltReturns.htm>between the ex-President and the incumbent President. The fight between the two former friends divided the GOP <TRSeeksGOPNomination.htm> and eventually led to the formation of a third party, the Progressive Party. The split in the Republican Party meant that it was likely that the Democrats <democratic_opportunity.htm> would win the presidential election and expand their power in the Congress. Although no realistic observer dreamed that the Socialist Party would win the presidency in 1912, that small party continued to be split into factions as 1912 approached. Socialists were optimistic, nevertheless, that their message was gaining sway among American industrial workers. The Socialist vote <GrowthSocialistVote.htm>, although small, had been steadily increasing since the first nomination of Eugene Debs <debs.htm> in 1900.


 
The story of the Republican fracture <RooseveltInAfrica.htm>

 
A divided Democratic Party <democratic_opportunity.htm>

The Conventions

 The political parties held conventions in 1912. Delegates to the conventions came from each state. Usually state party organizations chose delegates, although primary elections for delegate selection were becoming more common by 1912. The conventions of the major parties occurred in large assembly halls capable of holding thousands of delegates, spectators, and journalists. There delegates met without benefit of air conditioning, and spoke without microphones and loudspeakers. They were important business meetings where the parties reached decisions about their platforms and candidates. In 1912 the Republican and Progressive conventions were in Chicago, the Democratic convention in Baltimore , and the smaller Socialist convention in . The Republican, Democratic, and Progressive conventions received wide coverage in newspapers and magazines and were, of course, the subject of political cartoonists.


 
Socialist Party <SocialistParty.htm> Convention

 
<RepublicanConvention.htm> Party Convention

 
<DemocraticConvention.htm> Party Convention

 
<ProgressiveParty.htm>Party Convention

The Campaign

Roosevelt had hoped to be the only "progressive" candidate running in 1912. When the Democrats nominated Wilson, TR found himself at a real disadvantage. Wilson enjoyed a reputation as a "progressive" and a reformer. His nomination meant that Roosevelt would be unable to unite the nation's "progressive" voters, who would be split between him and Wilson.  Nevertheless, even after Wilson's nomination, Roosevelt continued with his quest. TR did not have a high opinion of Wilson as a person of insight or of leadership qualities, and he hoped that the New Jersey governor would make mistakes and perhaps allow the Bull Moose party to gain a victory. Roosevelt and his supporters, in any event, viewed the Bull Moose cause as a crusade, as a "pulpit" from which to convince the nation to change its ways.


Scanned from Current Literature 53(1912): 125  THAT AWFUL MOMENT When the man ahead of you tells exactly the same thing you were going to say. By Hy Mayer in the New York Times

Roosevelt's campaign appeal was for the New Nationalism <TheNewNationalism.htm>.

Outcome

The Democrats and Wilson <DemocratsWinners.htm>

The Republicans and Taft <RepublicansAsMinority.htm>

The Progressives and Roosevelt <ProgressivesDie.htm>

The Socialists and Debs

Democrats as Winners

The caption of this photograph was "There Will now be a Social Revolution." What the editors of Current Literature meant by a social revolution, however, was not a broad range of legislative initiatives and political victories, but a change in entertainment in the capital city. Here Wilson is shown with his three daughters and his wife. "Southern women will come to the front in the various fujnctions of the Capital as they have not had a chance to do befgore since the Civil War." 

This prediction proved unfounded, as Mrs. Wilson soon fell ill and died. (Wilson remarried while serving as President.) There were, however, important legislative and political initiatives during the first years of the new presidency.

Republicans as Minority

The caption of this photograph was "There Will now be a Social Revolution." What the editors of Current Literature meant by a social revolution, however, was not a broad range of legislative initiatives and political victories, but a change in entertainment in the capital city. Here Wilson is shown with his three daughters and his wife. "Southern women will come to the front in the various fujnctions of the Capital as they have not had a chance to do befgore since the Civil War." 

This prediction proved unfounded, as Mrs. Wilson soon fell ill and died. (Wilson remarried while serving as President.) There were, however, important legislative and political initiatives during the first years of the new presidency.

The Progressive Die:

In the end, the Progressive Party died. Some of its active members hoped to keep it going as a vehicle for reform. The party did offer some candidates for public office in the 1914 elections, but, without Roosevelt's active support and in the face of the legislative successes of Wilson and the Democrats, the party did not do well.

Scanned from Current Literature 53(1912): 487, cartoon by Harding in the Brooklyn Eagle


As this cartoon scanned from Current Literature 53(1912): 489 indicates, part of the problem the Bull Moose party faced was the unwillingness of local candidates to join in its effort. Historical study of the Progressive Party membership and candidates indicates that established Republicans, who were in sympathy with the Bull Moose platform, were nevertheless very, very reluctant to bolt the GOP and risk their position in it. (The Ohio Historical Society <http://www.ohiohistory.org> holds a collection of 104 James Donahey cartoons from this time period.)


Candidates:

Woodrow Wilson <wilson.htm>, who won the election

 <RooseveltBio.htm> Theodore Roosevelt <RooseveltBio.htm>, who came in second to Wilson

 <taft.htm> William Howard Taft <taft.htm>, the incumbent President

 <debs.htm> Eugene Debs <debs.htm>, who offered Americans the alternative of socialism

Woodwow Wilson:

Thomas Woodrow Wilson was born in 1856 in Staunton, Virginia, moved to Augusta, Georgia at a very young age, and grew up in the deep South during the Civil War and Reconstruction. His father was a Presbyterian minister and his mother was the daughter of a Presbyterian minister, an upbringing which helps to explain the degree to which Wilson viewed public service as a question of moral right and wrong. Before entering public life in 1910, Wilson was a successful scholar, educator, and college president, making him one of the few formal intellectuals ever to seek the Presidency. This combination of high moral purpose and high-minded abstraction characterizes much of Wilson's career. Lofty and spellbinding in front of a crowd, he frequently struck personal acquaintances as disconnected and aloof; eloquent in his affinity for Humanity and the People in the abstract, his rapport with actual individuals was often less accomplished.

Wilson was educated at Princeton, the most Southerner-friendly of the major Eastern colleges, where he became a skilled debater and envisioned for himself a career in politics. After law school at the University of Virginia and a brief and unprofitable stint as a lawyer in Atlanta, however, Wilson turned to college teaching. He earned a Ph.D. from Johns Hopkins in 1886 and taught history at Bryn Mawr and Wesleyan before landing back at Princeton in 1890 as Professor of Jurisprudence and Political Economy. His Hopkins thesis and best-known intellectual work, Congressional Government (1885), compared the American system of government unfavorably to a British-style parliamentary system, which Wilson considered more efficient and more accountable for its actions than slow, unwieldy American federalism. Congressional Government also attacked the American Presidency as a relatively weak and ineffectual institution and bemoaned the inability of the American political system to attract talented men to public service. (Link to excerpts.) By 1902, when he was elected president of Princeton, Wilson was considered one of the nation's top scholars of American history and government.

As president of Princeton, Wilson presided over the development of the college into a university, and fought to substitute scholarship for social status as the measure of success in college life. His results were mixed. He presided successfully over the re-organization of the Princeton curriculum into a preceptorial system that blended old-fashioned, regimented collegiate learning with the elective system increasingly prevalent at other colleges. His plan to substitute a quadrangle system of undergraduate housing for Princeton's age-old and exclusionary eating clubs, however, failed ignominiously, as did an attempt to force integration of the new graduate school facilities into the center of campus life. During the course of these battles with alumni and trustees, Wilson at several key times rejected proffered compromise in favor of fighting for what he considered the essential principles of his program with exhortative, moralistic, and ultimately doomed rhetoric (Link here to primary sources). At odds with many of the trustees and about to enter New Jersey politics, he resigned as Princeton president in 1910.

In 1910 Wilson was approached by a coalition of the political machines then in control of the New Jersey Democratic Party to run for Governor. The machine politicians imagined they were getting a pliable conservative who would lend them prestige and rhetoric and leave their essential business - including their control over the party - alone. Until 1910, everything in Wilson's professional and political history suggested that this might indeed be the case, for Wilson up until this point was a more or less orthodox conservative Democrat. Wilson had attacked William Jennings Bryan as a dangerous radical as late as 1907 and throughout his career had been generally contemptuous of Populism as well as of much of the developing program of twentieth-century reform. (Links to conservative speeches) He also explicitly promised party leaders he had no interest in smashing their organizations. During the campaign, however, Wilson became convinced of the moral rectitude of the reform program; once in office he pursued it without regard for - and to some degree without recognition of - the fact that it undercut the interests of those who put him there. He began by denying Jim Smith, the most powerful of his machine supporters, a seat in the Senate, and spent the next two years fighting for and achieving workmen's compensation legislation, regulation of utilities, electoral reform, and other elements of the reform program. (Link to NJ Gov inaugural speech) Many of these were things Wilson had denounced a few years before. He had become convinced of their justice, however, and once Wilson was so convinced he considered his only remaining job to convince others of the morality of his stance. The reform program was correct, it was morally upright, and, as at Princeton, Wilson fought for it. He found himself instantly a darling of the reform wing of the Democratic Party.

Even before Wilson's stunning success as New Jersey governor and his late conversion to reform, certain portions of the Democratic Party considered Wilson Presidential material; by 1912 the Wilson for President movement had already been underway several years, led in part by George Harvey, influential publisher of Harper's Weekly, and Joseph Pulitzer of the New York World. For a Democratic Party divided between conservative Northern Democrats, Western Bryanites, and the Solid South, Wilson was an attractive national candidate, even more so as a reformer who was not three-time Presidential loser William Jennings Bryan. Wilson was, depending on how one looked at it, both Northerner and Southerner, conservative and reformer, Establishment member and political outsider. In addition, he had more powerful rhetorical skills <PlainWoodrowWilson.htm> than any nationally prominent Democrat save Bryan. He entered the 1912 campaign a front-runner for the Democratic nomination despite only two years of political experience.  (Marc Horger was the author of this text.)

Theodore Roosevelt

Theodore Roosevelt (1858-1919) served as the twenty-sixth president of the United States. Roosevelt was a politician whose popularity extended beyond his partisan supporters. Affectionately known as "Teddy, " he was a man of wide intellectual interests and a forceful personality that proved attractive to many Americans. Roosevelt's restless energy, personal ambitions, and commitment to a federal executive branch with large powers led eventually in 1912 to his revolt from the Republican party, which had been his political home since his youth, in favor of forming and leading as presidential candidate the Progressive Party (of 1912).

T.R. came from the privileged background of a moderately wealthy New York City family. As a child, he suffered from severe asthma attacks. Exercise and outdoor activities seemed to help with the affliction, and later in life Roosevelt would advocate what he called the strenuous life; he also became a dedicated conservationist and nature lover. After private tutoring, the young Roosevelt earned his baccalaureate degree at Harvard University. A man with tremendous physical energy, and of wide ranging curiosity and considerable intellectual ability, Roosevelt subsequently earned much of his living from writing books and magazine articles.

Roosevelt also as a young man entered public service. At the age of 23 he was elected to the New York State Assembly, or legislature. In a highly partisan age fraught with corruption, the young Republican fought corruption and his party's machine politics. The young reformer suffered defeats, and he actually lived in the Dakota Territory for two years on a ranch. When Roosevelt returned to New York, he was appointed to federal office, service on the U.S. Civil Service Commission (1889-95) and as president of the New York City Board of Police Commissioners (1895-97).

When President William McKinley <http://www.history.ohio-state.edu/projects/McKinley/> appointed him Assistant Secretary of the Navy <TRAsstSecNavy.htm> in 1897, Roosevelt became a vociferous advocate of war with Spain and an expansion of the American Empire. He resigned his position to lead a cavalry regiment (informally known as the rough riders) <roughriders.htm> in the Spanish-American War of 1898.

Roosevelt returned from the war a hero, and regained elective office, now as Governor of New York, then the nation's largest, most populous state. While Governor, Roosevelt worked again to end corruption and to develop the state's civil service. His reform positions enraged party bosses, who arranged for him to receive the Republican nomination for Vice President. Roosevelt ran with McKinley in the latter man's reelection campaign, and won. Roosevelt became President when McKinley died from an assassin's bullet in the autumn of 1901.

Roosevelt remained a reformer while service as President of the United States. At first, with no popular mandate, he worked quietly to expand the executive powers of the office. Roosevelt believed in a strong executive branch. Confident of his ability to determine the public interest in the face of competing special interests, Roosevelt thought that the executive branch should be capable of defining the public interest and its powers expanded to protect that interest. Thus, in his first years as President Roosevelt succeeded in having the Congress create a Bureau of Corporations to collect information about the private behaviors of business corporations, and from that information make determinations about the public interest with regard to corporations. Roosevelt also had initiated an anti trust suit against the Northern Securities Corporation, a holding company constructed by several of the nation's leading railroad and banking leaders to end competition among railroads in much of the nation's northwest. Roosevelt's interest in the suit was demonstrating that the power of the executive branch was greater than the power of even the wealthiest industrialists and financiers. Roosevelt wanted the executive authority to determine and safeguard the public interest in relations among business firms, and between businesses and their customers. Also, in 1902 Roosevelt intervened in the Anthracite Coal Strike <http://www.history.ohio-state.edu/projects/coal/1902anthracitestrike/>, insisting on arbitration. Again, in his eyes the dispute between labor and capital must be settled according to the public interest. This action was the first occasion in American history when presidential authority helped organized labor win important concessions from powerful corporations. Roosevelt said that his actions were on behalf of the executive branch ensuring a "square deal" for labor and all Americans. Thereafter Roosevelt's political agenda was known as the square deal.

The electorate returned Roosevelt to the White House in 1904 by a large margin over his Democratic opponent. Roosevelt was personally popular, and he had demonstrated great political skill in working both with established party leaders and in promoting a reform agenda. After receiving his own popular mandate, Roosevelt promoted further reform legislation. Following his leadership, in 1906 Congress strengthened railroad regulation by empowering the Interstate Commerce Commission (organized in 1887, but thereafter weak) to set maximum charges on the railroads, then the nation's most important system of internal transportation. That same year Congress passed legislation providing for federal inspection of meat and other foods, and for federal regulation of drugs to ensure their safety and effectiveness. These measures helped consumers, of course, but they also were widely welcomed by business firms who saw them providing a stable and honest commercial environment. In the same vein, President Roosevelt was an advocate of scientific conservation, and promoted measures for the wise use of natural resources, and for their renewal when possible (as in the case of forests). Again, Roosevelt received considerable support from businesses that stood to gain from scientific conservation and the planned use of natural resources.

Although sometimes portrayed as anti business and as a "trust buster," in fact Roosevelt was neither. Roosevelt did believe, however, that there was a public interest higher than any private interest, including the wealthiest. The square deal program, thus, while calling for business regulations did so in the spirit of creating greater cooperation between government and business, and business and labor, on behalf of what Roosevelt thought was the larger common good. In this vein, privately and politically, but not publicly, Roosevelt advocated the federal incorporation of large firms. With this device, never enacted, large firms would approve their charters not from the states but from the national government. A national agency, such as the Bureau of Corporations, thus would have the ability to ensure that private investment decisions occurred within the framework of the public interest.

In foreign policy, Roosevelt was an activist and imperialist. He encouraged the build up of American naval power, and displayed that power by sending the new American fleet on a world tour. Roosevelt also mediated a peace settlement in the Russo-Japanese war of 1905, for which the President won the Nobel Prize for peace.

When Roosevelt left office in 1909, he immediately went on a long safari in East Africa <RooseveltInAfrica.htm>. The safari was part scientific expedition, part hunting trip, and part publicity stunt for the Roosevelt the writer. When the safari ended, Roosevelt and his wife made a grand tour of European capitals, where they were warmly received.

Friction was developing between the ex-President and his friend, William Howard Taft, who was elected in 1908. Roosevelt was always a controversial if popular figure within his own Republican Party, and he and Taft, it turned out, disagreed on a number of issues. By 1911 there was an open revolt in the party of those politicians who styled themselves as "progressives," a revolt that Roosevelt eventually joined. From this rebellion eventually came the split that led to the formation of the Progressive Party in 1912 and its nomination of Roosevelt for President.

William Taft:

William Howard Taft (1857-1930) served as the 27th president of the United States (1909-1913) and as the tenth chief justice of the United States (1921-1930). Taft was from Cincinnati, Ohio, the son of a cabinet officer who served under President U.S. Grant. After graduating from Yale University in 1878, Taft in 1880 became an attorney in Ohio. His first love was always the law, and his highest aspiration to serve as chief justice, not as president.

Taft entered local politics as a young man, and soon became a judge in Ohio. His star rose further under President Benjamin Harrison, for whom Taft served as solicitor general of the United States before accepting appointment as judge of the U.S. Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals, a post he held from 1892-1900. While he served as a judge, the labor movement decried some of Taft's decisions, which the unions thought weakened their ability to achieve collective bargaining contracts.

In 1900 fellow Ohioan President William McKinley <http://www.history.ohio-state.edu/projects/McKinley/> persuaded Taft to resign his judgeship in favor of leading a Philippine Commission. In this role Taft was in charge of ending military rule setting up the civilian government of the islands as an American colony. Taft became the first governor of the Philippines in 1901. Viewed as a success in that role, President Theodore Roosevelt appointed Taft Secretary of War (a cabinet position in charge of the army) in 1904.

Taft and Roosevelt were friends. They shared a common commitment to imperialism, as well as a belief that the power of the executive branch should expand, especially to regulate the investment decisions of large corporations. When Roosevelt decided not to run for another term in 1908, he threw his support to Taft, who defeated the Democratic nominee, William Jennings Bryan in the general election.

Taft proved a much less adept politician than was Roosevelt. While Taft served as president, his Republican Party, which controlled the Congress, divided over a number of issues. The president faced an insurgency, or rebellion, of some outspoken Republican figures in Congress, some of whom began to oppose the president openly. At issue were the controls exercised by party leaders in the Congress, and their refusal to allow consideration of legislation desired by reformers. These issues included measures in support of labor unions, prohibition, and lower tariffs. (Eventually in 1910 the insurgents in the House of Representatives, in coalition with Democrats, succeeded in reducing the power of the Speaker of the House, and the power of committee chairman, by creating a 10 member rules committee to set that agenda for that body.)

With respect to the tariff <Tariff/>, Taft proved especially inept. Many Republicans had traditionally supported a highly protective tariff to retard the importation of foreign goods and thereby protect American manufacturers and workers. However, some active Republicans, especially persons from states in the upper Mississippi and Missouri river valleys, sought lower duties on manufactured goods (which farmer constituents purchased) and higher duties on the importation of Canadian grain. Taft and other established Republican leaders refused to address their concerns, and in 1910 enacted the highly protective Payne-Aldrich tariff. Taft was conspicuous in his defense of that measure, even traveling to Des Moines, Iowa, a center of the agrarian region whose leaders opposed such a tariff, to speak on its behalf. His actions fueled the growing rebellion within the Republican party known as insurgency.

As president, Taft was especially noted for vigorous enforcement of anti-trust legislation <Trusts/>. (Although Roosevelt had earned a reputation of "trust buster," in fact Taft was much more aggressive in launching suits against business consolidations.) With the Taft administration pushing the suit, for instance, the Supreme Court ordered the break up of the John D. Rockefeller's Standard Oil Company, which dominated the nation's oil refining industry, into seven firms. This landmark decision ended a period of uncertainty in anti trust decisions, for the court applied the "rule of reason" to Standard Oil. This standard meant that if the court found that a company had grown large through unreasonable and unfair practices, it would be broken up.

Taft's commitment to the cause of anti trust soon led him into a conflict with his friend Roosevelt. The Roosevelt administration had approved the merger of U.S. Steel, the world's largest steel company, with the Tennessee Coal and Iron Company, a merger that gave the steel giant control over the southern iron ore fields; it already enjoyed control over the northern iron ore mines. Taft, however, launched an anti trust prosecution of U.S. Steel because of this merger, a prosecution that enraged Roosevelt. (The government's suit eventually failed in the Supreme Court in 1921.) At about the same time, a controversy over conservation policy <Conservation/> erupted. Taft's Secretary of the Interior, Richard A. Ballinger, allowed the private exploitation of mineral resources on public lands in Alaska and elsewhere. Gifford Pinchot, the chief forester of the United States in the Department of Agriculture, objected, and accused Ballinger of corruption and of policies hostile to scientific conservation. Taft supported Ballinger, and dismissed Pinchot, who joined the rebellion against Taft. These and other events led Roosevelt eventually to oppose the nomination by the Republican Party of Taft for reelection in 1912.

Eugene Debs: 

Born in Terre Haute, Indiana in 1855, Eugene Debs was throughout his lifetime the nation's most widely known and eloquent exponent of a socialist alternative to American capitalism. Unlike many other American and European socialist leaders, Debs sought to avoid complex and often divisive ideological debates over the pace and purity of a theoretical socialist revolution and sought instead to connect the idea of socialized control over the industrial economy to indigenous American traditions of political democracy, utopian individualism, and radical reform. Originally a locomotive fireman by trade, Debs quit this highly dangerous work at the behest of his mother and turned instead to union work and local politics. He began his union career in the 1870s with the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen, rising quickly to the head of the union and invigorating a previously weak and ineffective organization. Running as a Democrat, he was twice elected city clerk of Terre Haute beginning in 1879 and in 1885 spent one term as as Indiana state legislator. Debs' was disillusioned with his experience as a legislator, disturbed by the lack of interest shown in his ideas for railroad reform and by what he considered the callous process of political compromise. He funneled his energy and enthusiasm back into his work with the union. At this point in his career Debs was not a socialist but a conventional trade unionist, optimistic about the possibility of class harmony through the organization of workers and the persuasion of everyone else.  Through his work with the Firemen's Brotherhood, Debs came to believe that unions organized exclusively around craft inhibited the ability of workers to join together in defense of common interests and allowed management to neutralize or crush union strength through divide-and-conquer strategies. He resigned from the Brotherhood in 1892 to form the American Railroad Union, which sought to organize all railroad workers into a single union regardless of craft or skill. When workers at the Pullman Sleeping Car Company went on strike in 1894 <../pullman.htm> to protest wage cuts in the middle of a severe depression, Debs led an ARU sympathy strike to support Pullman workers and to publicize the idea of a single unified railroad union. ARU unionists refused to handle trains carrying Pullman sleeping cars; national railroad traffic ground to a halt. President Cleveland, on the advice of Attorney General (and former railroad attorney) Richard Olney, called in federal troops to break the strike; dozens died in the ensuing violence. For his role in the strike, Debs was prosecuted for obstructing the mails and contempt of court. He was convicted on the second charge and spent six months in jail. He emerged from jail a national figure, a hero of the American Left, and a Socialist <DebsMemoriesPullman.htm>, though he initially resisted associating himself with that label. He supported the Populists in 1896 and campaigned for William Jennings Bryan, but Bryan's defeat was for Debs the last straw; In January of 1897 he officially declared himself a Socialist. In 1900 he ran for President on the ticket of the American Socialist Party; he would do the same in every Presidential election but one between 1900 and 1920. Debs also played a role in founding the Industrial Workers of the World  <http://1912.history.ohio-state.edu/labor/theiww.htm>in 1905, the most radical American union of the early twentieth century. The IWW was committed to the idea of a single union for all workers regardless of skill, craft, or occupation; this was an explicit rejection of the conservative unionism of Samuel Gompers and the American Federation of Labor, which accepted only skilled workers organized by trade. Debs later soured on the Wobblies' policies of direct action and rejection of political solutions to the problems of workers. Debs was never particularly interested in the complex economic and political theories that occupied - and often as not divided - the minds of most Socialists. Ironically, this may have been his greatest asset as a Socialist politician. For Debs, Socialism was as much about the dignity and humanity of the individual worker as it was about abstract questions of the proper organization of the American means of production or the distribution of wealth. This placed much of Debs' rhetoric firmly within an American as well as a European political context; Debspoke in the optimistic, evangelical cadences of a home-grown American radical tradition, drawing on Emerson, Robert Owen, or John Brown as much as on Marx or Engels (link to Appeal to Reason excerpts). This often made Debs as many enemies as friends within the Socialist Party itself, and for most of his career Debs sought to remain aloof from the fierce factional infighting of the American Left. But it also gave Debs a broader popular appeal than any other American Socialist could muster, and his personal charisma and persuasiveness before an audience were second to no other American politician of any stripe. Debs was also personally admired by many who detested his politics. "[W]hile the overwhelming majority of the people here are opposed to the social and economic theories of Mr. Debs," wrote the mayor of Terre Haute, Debs' hometown, in 1907, "…there is not perhaps a single man in this city who enjoys to a greater degree than Mr. Debs the affection, love, and profound respect of the entire community."  (Marc Horger was the author of this text.) 

Issues:

In 1912 presidential campaign saw issues raised that raised questions about the future of American democracy, the future shape of the American economy, and the relationship between the federal government and American citizens. The candidates addressed matters that arose from widespread desires to either to reform the nation or to change the American system fundamentally.

 Socialism versus Capitalism  Conservation of Natural Resources <http://1912.history.ohio-state.edu/conservation/>  <http://1912.history.ohio-state.edu/conservation/> Direct Democracy <directdemocracy/>  The Labor Question <labor/> Race <race/> The Tariff <Tariff/> The Trusts and Regulation of Business <Trusts/> Votes for Women <suffrage/> Underlying the campaign issues was widespread popular concern with the cost of living <costof.htm>, as the nation experienced inflation in the new century. Prohibition  <http://prohibition.history.ohio-state.edu>was a big issue in American life in 1912 (and before as well as after). The four party platforms of 1912 did not directly address prohibition, however.

Conservation:

Conservation emerged as a public policy during the first years of the twentieth century after Theodore Roosevelt became President of the United States. Issues pertaining to conservation policy helped to propel Roosevelt to seek the presidency again in 1912, and it was candidate Roosevelt and the Progressive Party that sought to use conservation as an issue to attract public support.

These pages are about conservation during the Progressive Era of the early twentieth century, and how conservation became an issue in the 1912 presidential campaign.

 
What was conservation? <conservation_defined.htm> What were its origins? <ConservationOrigins.htm>

 
Who were the public figures <ConservationFigures.htm> most involved in conservation as a political issue in 1912?

 
What were the conservation-related events <ballinger-pinchot_controversy.htm> that helped propel Roosevelt to break with Taft?

 
What was said about conservation during the 1912 campaign?

Direct Democracy:

 Direct Democracy was one of the significant issues of the 1912 campaign, and of the Progressive era in general. At this time, state legislators elected the members of the United States Senate. Direct Democracy included the idea that voters should choose U.S. Senators in direct elections. Direct Democracy also was the idea that voters should decide on legislation and other matters without the intervention of legislative bodies.


 
The Initiative is one example of direct democracy. With the initiative, a group of voters, once obtaining a prescribed number of signatures on a petition, can place a piece of legislation on the ballot.

 
The Referendum occurs when the voters decide to enact or deny a piece of legislation placed on the ballot.

 
The Recall occurs when a group of voters obtains a prescribed number of signatures on a petition to have voters decide at an election whether or not to force an incumbent to leave office. Judicial recall allows voters to remove judges from the bench.

Direct Democracy became an issue during the Progressive era for several reasons.

 
Political party caucuses were powerful in legislative bodies. The caucuses and their leaders sometimes sought to prevent emotionally divisive issues (such as prohibition <http://prohibition.history.ohio-state.edu>) from arising on the floor of the chamber where legislators would have to take a position. Groups such as the Anti-Saloon League <http://prohibition.history.ohio-state.edu/asl/>, frustrated by this situation, sometimes sought to have direct democracy in order to circumvent legislative bodies. 



 
In general, special interests of all sorts sought direct democracy when they believed they might win with a direct popular appeal, bypassing legislatures. This motive might be true of business and professional organizations, as well as reform groups like the prohibitionists.

 
The rhetoric of direct democracy called upon "the people" to rule. This rhetoric had a powerful appeal, especially when legislative bodies were corrupt, or when judges rendered unpopular decisions.

Direct Democracy in the Campaign <DirectDemocracyinCampaign.htm>

Labor Question:

The "labor question" was a major concern of Americans in 1912. 

Each of the political parties that competed in the election of 1912 developed its own, often very different, position on the question: how to solve the problems of the worker in an industrial society?

Many Americans in 1912 feared that their society was coming apart in a brutal conflict between "capital" and "labor," leaving the "public" out of the picture. A voter who was forty years of age in 1912 had grown up in a nation where spectacular strikes had disturbed production and often led to violence. This cartoon drawn by Frank Beard in the 1890s captured the widely held perception that while the two sides were fighting on the plank of greed and threatening financial ruin, other persons were suffering poverty as a result. 

The first part of this site introduces two major LABOR UNIONS <unions.htm> of the time period and tells the story of a famous strike that occurred in 1912. 

The second part examines how the four POLITICAL PARTIES <TheParties.htm> running presidential candidates in 1912 chose to address the issue of organized labor. 

Race:

Ever since the first Europeans arrived on the North American continent, the societies living there have confronted issues of race. Racial stereotyping, racial prejudices, racial segregation, and racial discrimination had become the tragic norms in the United States by 1912. This group of pages should help observers understand and experience the racial dynamics of that year and that election as did the people living then. 

Race (introduction):

Ever since Republican President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, African Americans had given their almost unanimous loyalty to the party of Lincoln and Reconstruction, the Republicans. National Republican candidates had been able to rely upon the support of almost all African-American voters because of the Republicans' past record of racial moderation, at least when compared to the racial record of the Democratic Party.

However, since the abandonment of Reconstruction, the Republican Party had become less concerned about protecting the rights and lives of African Americans. By the early 1900s many African Americans had begun questioning their allegiance to the Republican Party.

Party claimed the unquestioned allegiance of most voting whites in the "Solid South," a region of both codified and customary racial segregation. Following the end of Reconstruction in 1877, white Democrats governed the former Confederate states without serious, long-term challenges. Although over ninety percent of the nation's African Americans lived in the South, and although the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution supposedly guaranteed them equal rights, these men and women had virtually no political or legal options available to them for protest about their treatment. 

Some did, of course, protest. From 1890 to 1910, over two hundred thousand African Americans protested with their feet, migrating from the South to the North. Others left North America entirely, leaving for Africa, South America, or Europe. The North, while better, was not the "promised land" for African Americans. There racial prejudice also existed in virulent and violent forms. However, in Northern states, African Americans could vote. 

And vote they did. In 1912, for the first time, many chose not to vote blindly for the Republicans. Frustrated by the inactivity and unresponsiveness of President Taft to their interests, many African Americans looked at all of the candidates. A surprising number voted for Wilson and the Democrats. 

Tariff:

The tariff was an issue that deeply divided Americans in 1912. Values were at stake. Americans had debated the tariff and disagreed about tariffs since the beginning of the nation. Their concerns may seem arcane to us now, but the passion with which Americans confronted the tariff demonstrate its historical importance. In 1912, the Democratic, Republican, and Progressive parties had carefully worded platform planks about the tariff. Candidates spoke to the issue of the tariff. Writers and cartoonists paid attention to the tariff. 

Trust and Regulation:

The Trust Issue" may have been the most seriously discussed subject of the 1912 campaign. Americans worried about the growth of large business firms, and the power they held in American society. They asked important questions about the future of their business system in 1912 especially, and in the Progressive era in general.

 
Should a democratic society allow one company to become so big it controlled an entire industry (a monopoly)? Should a free nation allow a handful of large companies to control an entire industry (an oligopoly)?

 
To what extent should a free people empower their government to regulate businesses? In any regulatory system, who should do the regulating? The states? The federal government? The legislative branch? The executive branch? The judicial branch? A fourth branch of government, the independent regulatory commission?

 
In the United States, "We the people" command all authority. Businesses obtain their right to exist from the people. Should the state government continue to charter businesses through incorporation, or should the federal government charter some businesses, and thereby control them?

 
Should we adopt the Socialist position and have government ownership of the basic means of production, distribution and transportation, and financing in the economy?

Later generations of American might take the answers to these questions for granted. In 1912, however, they were topics of lively discussion.

Vote for Women:

In 1912 the debate over woman's suffrage was a public one, contested in editorial pages, in political cartoons, in the streets, and in the homes of American families. Both proponents and opponents organized their advocacy, and both sides similarly tried to use their influence whenever and wherever possible. Both sides used logical and emotional arguments, many of which centered around the meaning of American democracy and the importance, and proper use, of women's "unique" qualities. The attached pages will introduce you to the issues and arguments as Americans in 1912 witnessed and experienced them. 

 The issue of The push for woman's suffrage in the United States dates back to the Seneca Falls convention of 1848 and continued for over seventy years until the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1920. The floodgates to woman's suffrage did not, however, open finally and dramatically in 1920; instead, during the interim women had struggled for progress on local and state levels.

In 1912, using existing organizations and creating new ones, women and men debating suffrage for women continued waging their war, fighting the battles state by state. By the end of the decade, the activists for suffrage refocused their attention on the national level, pushing for a Constitutional amendment as opposed to advances on the local and state levels. In 1912, neither side's victory was secure.

woman's suffrage did not concern the presidential candidates in 1912 as much as modern observers might expect. However, by 1912 the woman's suffrage movement was beginning to make suffrage a topic all major parties had to consider. 

