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IN TEE [ATE 1800s

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE FUSIONIST ALLIANCE

gl |r LEARNING OUTCOME:] lp

Students can:

+ Explain the events that led to the political alliance that became known as
Fusionism.

+ Describe the achievements of Fusionist alliance during the short time that it
controlled North Carolina politics.

+ Explain how the Wilmington coup d’état caused the end of the Fusionist
movement.

L e

For around 20 years after the end of the Reconstruction Era in 1877, candidates from North Carolina’s
Democratic Party consistently won elections for governor and held the majority of seats in the state’s
General Assembly. Then, in the 1890s, two other North Carolina political parties joined forces to compete
more effectively against the Democratic Party in state and local elections and to achieve their commmon
political goals. The North Carolina Republican Party and a third party (neither Democrat nor Republican)
called the “People’s Party” (which was also known as the “Populist Party”) did not formally merge into a
single party, but they cooperated closely with each other for several years. In North Carolina politics, this
alliance of political parties became known as the “Fusionist’ movement or “Fusionism” (since the two
parties were “fused” together into one informal political group).

In the 1894 elections, the Fusionist alliance managed to win a majority of seats in the General Assembly,
and one of their candidates was elected to be North Carolina’s governor. Although the success of the
Fusionist alliance did not last very long, it illustrated a historically significant effort by black and white
political leaders to achieve a shared vision for the good of the state.

BACKGROUND

In the 1870s, many farmers throughout the United States were struggling economically. The Industrial
Revolution made it easier for farmers to grow more crops using recently invented tools and equipment,
such as tractors, mechanical harvesters, and even barbed wire (which allowed famers to better protect
their crops from wild or domestic animals). However, since so many farmers were able to grow more
crops, the result was a surplus of corn, wheat, potatoes, and other agricultural products, which caused the
price of these crops to decrease. Farmers could ship their surplus crops to other parts of the country using
the railroads, but they complained that railroads were charging very high prices for farmers to ship their
crops to cities.

Also, to buy new farm tools and equipment, many farmers had borrowed money, which they had to repay
with interest. They complained that the interest rates on their debts were too high, and they blamed

the banks. As a result of the Industrial Revolution, cities were growing fast in the 1870s. Many farmers
thought that their political leaders were focusing too much attention on the needs and concerns of people
who lived in the cities, while ignoring rural areas.
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In response to these concerns, in 1875, farmers and other people who lived in rural areas formed an
organization called the Farmers’ Alliance to represent the interests of America’s rural population. When
that organization failed to persuade the national Democratic Party to adopt their goals, a group of
Farmers' Alliance members formed a new political party called the People’s Party (or the Populist Party).
By 1892, the Populist Party was active in North Carolina politics. Many of the North Carolinians who joined
the Populist Party were farmers or people who lived in small towns in the most rural parts of the state.

The Republican Party had been created in the 1850s to oppose the expansion of slavery in the western
United States. Abraham Lincoln was the first Republican to be elected president of the United States.
During the Reconstruction Era (1865-1876) many recently freed black North Carolinians joined the
Republican Party. By 1892, a large percentage of North Carolina’s Republicans were black.

At the national level, the Republican Party and the Populist Party had very different political goals and
ideas. However, as historians Ronnie W. Faulkner and Jane Shaw Stroup explained, “In the Tar Heel
State [North Carolina], the Populist and Republican parties . ... agreed on many state issues, including
education, voting rights, and restoring the charter of the Farmers’ Alliance.

To understand the significance of Fusionism, it helps to look back at some earlier North Carolina history.
In 1868, three years after the Civil War ended, the North Carolina General Assembly had accepted the
14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. It was required to do so in order to be allowed to rejoin the
Union as a state and to elect representatives to the U.S. Congress. The 14th Amendment required that
state governments apply the law equally and protect the civil rights of all citizens, including black people.
However, the Democrats, who dominated North Carolina politics for decades following the end of the
Reconstruction Era, found sneaky ways to get around the 14th Amendment in order to restrict the voting
rights and civil rights of the black population of the state.

For example, the Democratic-controlled General Assembly passed a law allowing the General Assembly
to appoint justices of the peace, who would then have the power to choose county commissioners. This
was done to “ensure that white Democrats would dominate the black majority districts of eastern North
Carolina,” says historian William A. Link.2 Some North Carolina counties had more black people than
white people, and the Democrats didn't want local citizens to have the power to elect their own county
governments. As long as the Democratic Party kept a majority of seats in the General Assembly, they
could pick justices of the peace, who would keep black people out of the county governments.

Also, in 1889, the Payne Election Law gave election clerks (who were mostly members of the Democratic
Party) power to keep black people from voting. Anyone who could not prove his or her identity, age, and
place of birth to their local election clerk’s satisfaction was not allowed to vote:3

FUSIONISTS WIN

The Democratic Party’s iron grip on North Carolina politics began to weaken in the 1890s because of the
Fusionist alliance. Before the 1894 election, Republican and Populist political leaders agreed on a list of
“Fusionist” candidates that both parties would support. In elections for some public offices, members

of both parties agreed to vote for the Republican candidate. In other elections, members of both parties
agreed to vote for the Populist candidate. As a result of this strategy, Fusionist candidates won the
majority of seats in the North Carolina General Assembly, and Republican candidate Daniel L. Russell was
elected governor.

Once they controlled the legislative and executive branches of the North Carolina government, the
Fusionists repealed (got rid of) laws that gave the General Assembly power over local governments. They
also increased government funding for education, set a maximum legal interest rate for borrowing, and
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expanded voting by allowing people who did not know how to read to vote by using “designated colors
and party insignias on ballots.”* However, the success of the Fusionist alliance did not last very long.
Disagreements over which laws and policies to prioritize led to conflicts, which split the alliance. Moreover,
the Democrats organized a political campaign that relied on fear and racism to divide the Fusionist
alliance.

DEMOCRATS RETURN

In 1898, leaders in the Democratic Party decided to emphasize racist arguments to win votes. Leaders such
as Josephus Daniels (1862-1948), the editor of the Raleigh News & Observer, claimed that white people
were naturally superior to black people and tried to scare white voters into believing that black political
leaders were trying to take over the state. Moreover, a racist group called the Red Shirts, “reminiscent of the
[Ku Klux] Klan, intimidated blacks and thereby limited the number of Republican votes.”

As a result of the tactics, in 1898, the Democratic Party regained the majority of seats in the North
Carolina General Assembly.

THE WILMINGTON COUP D’ETAT

However, the port city of Wilmington still had a government run by
Populists and Republicans. At that time, many black people lived in
Wilmington, and they tended to vote Republican. Together, Republicans
and Populists had enough votes to win elections for positions in local
government. However, in 1898, a group of Democrats decided to
change the government by force.

In response to an article by Alexander Manly, the editor of a newspaper

called the Wilmington Daily Record, a group of white supremacists A mob of people standing in front
who called themselves the “Secret Nine” decided to take over the city of the office of the Wilmington
government of Wilmington. The result was the Wilmington coup d’état.  Daily Record immediately after it

" R ) had been burned down during the
(The phrase "coup d'état” means the illegal takeover of a government.) Wilmington coup d'etat.

Two days after the election, on November 10, 1898, an armed mob destroyed Alexander Manly's press
(the machine he used to print his newspaper) and burned down the building where his newspaper had its
office. They then roamed throughout the city killing and terrorizing known Fusionists and any black people
they encountered. Between 14 and 300 black citizens of Wilmington were killed. Political leaders fled, and
those who remained were soon forced out.

White supremacists from the Democratic Party took over the city government. This tragic event ended
the Fusionist movement in North Carolina. The Democratic Party, with its white supremacy platform, took
over. It would be nearly 70 years before blacks and whites were treated equally in North Carolina.

READING REVIEW QUESTIONS:

Explain why the Republican Party and the People’s Party (Populist Party) formed a political alliance in
North Carolina during the 1890s.
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Using information from the reading, in your own words explain why farmers throughout the United States
were struggling economically in the late 1800s.

Explain how Republicans and Populists were able to work together in North Carolina even though they had
very different goals and ideas concerning national politics.

Write a paragraph summarizing the ways that North Carolina’s political leaders restricted the voting rights
and civil rights of African Americans during the late 1800s.

Describe the Wilmington coup d'état and explain its effects.
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