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Cartoons and teaching public policy: 


The tariff is a complicated public policy issue guaranteed to bore your students.  Avoid it at all costs. However, it also happens to be an important contemporary issue because of its relationship to hot-button concerns about globalization, the out-sourcing of jobs, the demise of unions, the decline of the middle and working classes, the rise of the national debt, the importation of hazardous toys and poisonous foods. And then there is the mind-numbing debate over NAFTA that has us tongue-tied. In all of these ways, trade and tariffs are inherent functions of both the domestic and the global economy.  Since we can't avoid them, we might as well try to understand them.


Political cartoons can pave the way because they demystify even the most abstruse subject. As Judge magazine explained in 1888, a political cartoon "is argument by the flash. It is the long editorial, the long speech, the important statistic in one swift glance." Cartoons are also a perfect professor's trick--enticing students to consider complexity despite themselves. Moreover, they are fun because they appeal to everyone's sense of humor.  As visual puzzles using synoptic images and provocative short messages, cartoons are perfectly suited for a generation raised on advertisements, sound bytes, TV, video games and text messaging.  
In fact, cartoons are an essential tool for reaching students with poor academic backgrounds and weak academic skills. They capture attention, encourage critical thinking and make writing less forbidding. Accordingly, I use them all the time in every course--so much so that when recently I began a review session with the question,"What has this course been about?" the instant response was "Cartoons."


However, I must issue a word of caution. Controversy comes with cartoons and students are not used to controversy in the classroom. Moreover, you have to honestly assess whether you want to encourage controversy in the classroom. Controversy is time consuming and challenging for everyone concerned, but it can be rewarding if you set the right tone. For starters, you might explain that the whole purpose of a political cartoon is to be critical.  This makes some students uncomfortable at first, but most appreciate the intellectual stimulation and actually enjoy dissecting the cartoons in class and on papers. After all, they are quire used to controversy in real life and can easily turn those old habits into new skills. 


When I recently asked my students to evaluate the use of cartoons in the classroom, they emphasized three major points: first, that the cartoons clarified the course material and were actually more memorable than the primary or secondary sources that define my courses. "They make me see history better," said one student. "They give me a visual peek into the past," said another.  Second, they all agreed that the cartoons made them think more deeply about the subject matter and forced them to consider other points of view. They understood that cartoons, as they put it, "had lots of levels of meaning." Thirdly, they welcomed the cartoons as a way to liven up the course and connect the past to the present. Even my weakest students said that the cartoons made history more interesting and more fun.


Cartoons start where students are, but offer bridges to where they should be. By raising questions, cartoons catch students unawares and urge them to look beneath the surface in order to see realities that they sense exist but often fear investigating. Therefore, cartoons provide a rich pedagogical resource for class discussion, group work, writing assignments, picture essays, interview projects and oral presentations. Old cartoons invite comparison with contemporary cartoons or news articles. Cartoons effectively complement lectures and compensate for bland, boring texts. Moreover, students enjoy searching the web for their own old and new cartoons because they come to understand, as one of my students said, that "cartoons are deep."


The Tariff in Politics and Public Policy:


On the surface, economic policy issues like the tariff are defined by dull, dry details and antiquated, irrelevant debates. Beneath the surface, economic policy issues like the tariff are about the central ideas and interests that have shaped our history. After all, the tariff is closely tied to the origin of political parties, the rise of sectionalism, the causes of the Civil War, and the development of post-Civil war industrialism. Consequently, looking at the tariff broadly is a way of examining the relationship between capitalism and democracy. It helps us see who is in power, when and why. It exposes the strengths and weaknesses of America's political and economic systems. 


Topics like the tariff enable us to reassess whether the Gilded Age really was, as Vernon Louis Parrington wrote in 1927, a "raw, unlovely society" that sacrificed its egalitarian traditions to "the business of money getting." Whether in the Gilded Age or today, does public policy debate really matter? Are issues mere political playthings used to manipulate and deceive the electorate? Is democratic dialogue a sham? Is democracy itself more spectacle than substance? Should we care?


If you ask your students about their attitudes towards politics and policy issues, you may discover that they care more than they think they do.  They definitely care about economic issues, but they are confused because economic policy is confusing and because for decades they have been told, as Ronald Reagan put it, that government is the problem, not the solution. Today it is simply assumed that taxes are bad. Although our students believe fervently in the individualism, opportunity and social mobility that define the American Dream (and that depend on economic policy), they and their parents are standing in place or falling behind. They are losing their jobs and their homes.  They cannot afford medical care and college tuition, even at public colleges. Debts mount; disaster looms. Meanwhile, the corporations are raking in unprecedented profits and paying their CEOs obscene salaries with unimaginable perks.  Is it no wonder that Americans are overwhelmed by economic policy dilemmas and, as national opinion polls show, are profoundly worried about the future--their own future as well as the nation's future? 


Enter the tariff issue in the Gilded Age, which is a perfect vehicle for bridging the gap between past and present. It also provides the opportunity to reassess the traditional historiography of the Gilded Age, which depicts this important transitional period mainly in terms of greed, corruption and stagnant party politics. Without denying these negative attributes, perhaps we can also suggest that something very positive was going on in the Gilded Age as evidenced by tariff reform, populism, the labor movement, the settlement houses and the social gospel. 


Then, as in our own day, many people were genuinely concerned about change and its implications for the American way of life, that is, for their own lives. They cared (as we care) about public policy because they understood (as we understand) that public policy is ultimately personal policy. Indeed, macro-economic issues like the tariff rapidly become micro-economic realities like jobs and prices. This was especially true in the Gilded Age which experienced two major depressions in the 1870s and the 1890s, compounded by recession in the 1880s.


Lewis L. Gould helps us reassess the political dynamics of the Gilded Age. To him, the balance between the parties was not a reflection of simple party discipline, stagnation or manipulation, but rather of genuinely divided opinion. High voter participation and close voting patterns measured what he called "one of the most intense partisan struggles for political power in U.S. history." In an era of rapid economic transformation, the parties and the public wrestled with economic policy issues and worried whether the government should play a positive role in promoting economic growth. Because, as Gould points out, "politics was a national obsession" in the Gilded Age, he contends that political controversy was lively and meaningful.


The debate over the tariff in the Gilded Age exposed the concerns of the period. Although most historians treat the 19th century tariff as an empty issue, I disagree.  Where they see meaningless rhetoric and narrow self-interest, I see heartfelt anxiety and real party conflict. Indeed, it seems odd to dismiss as vacuous the vast newspaper coverage, the extensive Congressional debate, the various tariff related organizations, the endless political speeches, the voluminous literature and, of course, the many cartoons that examined the tariff issue (several of which are downstairs).  Why bother if there wasn't something bothering them?  Surely there were plenty of other topics to discuss.


The reason that the tariff was important in the Gilded Age was because it raised the biggest, most disturbing questions about the shift to an industrial economy--questions about the meaning of progress, the nature of capitalism, the role of government, the distribution of wealth and the status of workers. Moreover, it posed the whole dilemma of nationalism versus internationalism. These fundamental issues absorbed Americans in 1888 as they still do in 2008. I hope that you will see the links between past and present-- in terms of both substance and style. The rhetoric should be familiar because the concerns are similar. May you never call history irrelevant.

The Tariff Reformers:


First, let us set the stage and examine the tariff reform position. Opposition to high protective tariffs had been mounting in the 1880's, especially as the nation's treasury surplus grew. (Surplus monster cartoon) Consequently, President Cleveland decided that he had to address the issue. "What's the use of being elected or reelected unless you stand for something?" he asked. The result was one of the strongest presidential speeches in American history when, on December 7, 1887, he devoted his entire annual message to one subject, the tariff. In an era that was supposedly characterized by empty dialogue, Cleveland articulated significant dilemmas that polarized the parties, perplexed the people and paved the way for Progressivism. He shocked America by condemning the protective tariff as an "indefensible extortion and a culpable betrayal of American fairness and justice."


To Cleveland, the issues were clear and compelling. Surplus money in the treasury encouraged wasteful spending and corruption. Protection meant favors for the few and high prices for the many. By subverting the open market, protection perverted capitalism. Moreover, tariffs promoted trusts.  Indeed, nothing seemed more un-American than fostering the concentration of wealth and allowing special interests to define public policy. Cleveland identified the challenges of his era which sound strikingly like our own. Although he claimed that "It is a condition that confronts us, not a theory," it really was both. 


Cleveland never advocated free trade; all he wanted was tariff reform via lower import duties. He was no radical, but underlying his speech was Adam Smith's most radical question: "What is a just economy?" Because this is the ultimate unresolved dilemma of capitalism, the tariff debate of 1888 speaks to us across the ages. It reminds us that economics is not merely a cold calculus of cash but an aspect of what used to be called moral philosophy. Economic policy does not exist in a vacuum. It has significant political and social ramifications; it reflects cultural values; it is a barometer of national priorities and anxieties. For proof, consider the current debate over free trade and the Hobson's choice we must make between importing cheap goods or exporting American jobs. 


The tariff debate of 1888 reveals that, contrary to the claims of traditional historians, people in the Gilded Age were well aware of the problems emerging from industrialization. Their perceptions were accurate even if their solutions were inadequate. Take for example, the issue of trusts. Men like John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jay Gould and J.P. Morgan symbolized the concentration of wealth in the Gilded Age. Robber Barons all, they bequeathed to us horizontal and vertical monopolies, trusts, pools, interlocking directorates, and holding companies. Significantly, the new dynamics of economic organization were so revolutionary that they required a new vocabulary. The implications of this shift haunt us today in the new Gilded Age that has resulted from decades of deregulation. As Rockefeller himself explained, "the day of combination is here to stay. Individualism has gone, never to return." 


Concern about these changes dominated the tariff controversy. Protection was widely considered "the mother of trusts" because it allowed domestic industries to grow free from both external competition and internal controls. Most Democrats feared that the trusts were a new "aristocracy, soulless and remorseless." Protection was promoting private interests at the expense of the public interest. Protesting that "no man or set of men has the right in this country to be legislated into wealth," tariff reformers saw protection as the enemy of true capitalism. "Competition does not amount to a straw," said one congressman, "when they get together and determine with each other that they will not compete…" 


For tariff reformers, protection also undermined the American Dream. As the rich were getting richer, the poor were getting poorer. Instead of sharing in the nation's prosperity, the masses of people were "sinking lower and lower in want, wretchedness, degradation and squalor."  Indeed, like today, the gap between rich and poor had never been so great, so visible, so disturbing. Consequently, we have another set of names to associate with the Gilded Age--Henry George, Jacob Riis, Jane Addams, Samuel Gompers, Booker T. Washington and Mary Ellen Lease--people who spoke for ordinary folk struggling to survive in the midst of industrial progress. The irony, declared a tariff reform congressman, was that "There is no lack of wealth, but there is a woeful lack of just distribution." Sound familiar?


Factory workers understood this dilemma. Thousands of strikes during the 1880s and 1890s documented the workers' distress. Long hours, low wages, dangerous machines, job insecurity and high prices characterized a ruthless economy dominated by greedy industrialists whom protection insulated from foreign competition. When the workers responded to these dehumanizing conditions by trying to organize labor unions, they were fired, blacklisted, beaten up or shot down by Pinkertons, the police and the National Guard. 


So too, the farmer suffered from a system in which "everything they buy is taxed and everything they sell is free." Plummeting prices for agricultural goods suggested that the home market was saturated and that a world market was needed. Moreover, the small farmer was being undercut by the big farmer who then bought up his land. Populist Tom Watson railed against "the curse of High Tariff" and the Populist Party identified protection as a major source of economic inequality. According to one farmer-journalist, "The agricultural masses" were so angry at the "relentless, remorseless and unyielding grasp of monopoly," that they were "studying questions of political economy as they never did before." All across the economic spectrum, Americans understood that the tariff was a barometer of fundamental changes that were redefining their familiar worlds and threatening their fondest dreams. 

The Protectionists:


The protectionists did not take all of this criticism lying down.  In fact, their counter arguments were very powerful. Initially forced into a defensive posture by Cleveland's speech, they quickly took the offensive and transformed protection into a patriotic, positive program for prosperity. Insisting that industrialism benefited every section of the nation and every segment of the economy, they claimed to be the true friends of the worker and the farmer.  As explained by Ohio Congressman and future president William McKinley, "Protection keeps money, markets, and manufactures at home for the benefit of our own people."


The Republicans considered it perfectly legitimate for government to provide assistance without regulation.  Throughout the debate, they suggested that by virtue of having "put their money, their brains, and their ambition at stake," entrepreneurs deserved special support from their country. Defending American business from "ruinous competition abroad" seemed natural and necessary. Indeed, they warned that without high tariff walls, America would be flooded by cheap foreign goods. Moreover, protection from abroad guaranteed free trade at home. Thus, protectionists cleverly high-jacked the very tariff reform arguments they attacked. In the era of social Darwinism, protection was an essential weapon in the struggle for economic supremacy. It was simultaneously aggressive and defensive.


Protection, claimed its advocates, had a ripple effect throughout society.  If industries prospered, workers would have jobs.  If cheap foreign goods made by cheap foreign labor were kept out of the country, American employers would be able to make bigger profits and pay better wages. Of course, they might also raise prices, but these would be more than offset by job security and higher salaries.  At the same time, the farmers would benefit because factories would buy farm products to make their goods and factory workers would consume the farm products they needed to survive. As McKinley said, "There is no conflict of interests and should be none between the several classes of producers and the consumers in the United States." Protection was the goose that laid golden eggs for everyone.


However, if protection was so beneficial, asked the tariff reformers, why were there so many labor strikes and farmers protests? First, the protectionists dismissed these developments as irresponsible and un-American. Second, they cleverly used fear as a counterforce to dissent.  They conjured up endless negative images of cheap foreign labor toiling under terrible working conditions at pitiful wages.  They depicted emaciated children in foreign mines and women "begrimed from head to foot" being forced to "unsex themselves in their struggle for bread."  Furthermore, they predicted that tariff reform would "fill the brothel as well as the jail." Denying the existence of labor problems in the U.S., the protectionists insisted that America was a worker's haven characterized by high wages and good working conditions. Indeed, they countered the tariff reformers' question by asking in return, "Why were British workers so anxious to immigrate to America if British free trade was so beneficial?" Protectionists warned workers to shield themselves from foreign competition if they ever intended to achieve the American dream.  


The protectionists were at a disadvantage in responding to tariff reform concerns about monopoly, but they tried to change the focus by branding England as the real monopolist of industrial development and the real threat to American economic development.  Thus, the un-American attributes of concentrated wealth were converted into a very American, anti-British patriotism. Further altering the dialogue, the protectionists suggested that combination was not inherently evil.  Rather it was a sign of progress, a measure of the nation's economic growth, efficiency and improved production methods. Tapping a core American cultural value, they affirmed that bigger was better. 


The protectionists' most effective strategy was tying industrial progress to this economic nationalism. The more America developed its domestic industry, the less it relied on other countries for manufactured goods. Consequently, in words we hear today, one congressman was "ready to put up the fences around the outside and nail up the gates" against foreign goods and foreign workers. The idea was to make the U.S. "an industrial world unto itself." The protectionists' economic nationalism was a useful counterpoint to the tariff reformers' internationalism and their call for more markets to absorb America's increased productivity. Cleverly appealing to historic anti-British prejudices, the protectionists branded what were really moderate tariff reformers as absolute free traders beholden to and tools of England. They made tariff reformers look like outmoded, unrealistic, rigid theorists who were also traitors. By contrast, protection seemed modern, practical and patriotic. The argument lives today even though the party positions are reversed.

Much to my delight, the tariff has once again become compelling. A small sample of New York Times articles, editorials and letters to the editor demonstrates how controversial trade policy is today (while providing a great source for classroom discussion and short writing assignments). As in 1888, it encompasses hard-core economic interests and lofty theoretical principles.  It is still about money and morals, lobbyists and labor, wages and prices. It still raises fundamental questions about America's standard of living and America's standing in the world. Once again, the tendency to polarize and propagandize public policy reflects the complexities of a changing economy. 


Cartoons can help and hurt as we try to navigate economic debate.  They can crystallize the issues, but oversimplify them as well. Globalization is a perfect example.  The logical extension of the Gilded Age tariff debates, globalization poses the same painful dilemmas about national priorities. However, as Heilbroner and Thurow explain, we are at a very different stage of economic development in a very different world context. Technology, the key to the industrial revolution, has wrought another post-industrial revolution that is proving impossible to control. 
More than ever, we are haunted by Adam Smith's question, "What is a just economy?" However, now we must answer it in the face of new global realities which, as Heilbroner and Thurow suggest, may require a complete "redefinition of national sovereignty." Although the challenge is daunting, this new Gilded Age provides a golden opportunity to make tantalizing connections between past and present, between politics and economics, between capitalism and democracy. But, if you do so, be sure to carry a few political cartoons in your pedagogical pocket.
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