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Excerpts from a speech by 

William Jennings Bryan, 

"Cross of Gold” (July 9, 1896) 
 

A speech given during the 1896 Democratic National Convention. It was Bryan's part of a 

convention-wide debate over monetary policy. A moderately well-known delegate before he 

gave the speech, Bryan went on to win the Democratic presidential nomination that year. 

 

1. What groups does he appeal to? Who does he present himself as a defender of? 

2. What biblical references does he use in this speech? 

3. What arguments did Bryan use in favor of the income tax? 

4. Why did Bryan feel the gold standard question was the most important—more important 

than the tariff question? 

 

      I would be presumptuous, indeed, to present myself against the distinguished 

gentlemen to whom you have listened if this were a mere measuring of abilities; but this is not 

a contest between persons. The humblest citizen in all the land, when clad in the armor of a 

righteous cause, is stronger than all the hosts of error. I come to speak to you in defence of a 

cause as holy as the cause of liberty — the cause of humanity. 

 When this debate is concluded, a motion will be made to lay upon the table the 

resolution offered in commendation of the Administration, and also the resolution offered in 

condemnation of the Administration. We object to bringing this question down to the level of 

persons. The individual is but an atom; he is born, he acts, he dies; but principles are eternal; 

and this has been a contest over a principle…. 

 The gentleman from Wisconsin has said that he fears a Robespierre. My friends, in this 

land of the free you need not fear that a tyrant will spring up from among the people. What we 

need is an Andrew Jackson to stand, as Jackson stood, against the encroachments of organized 

wealth. 

      They tell us that this platform was made to catch votes. We reply to them that changing 

conditions make new issues; that the principles upon which Democracy rests are as 

everlasting as the hills, but that they must be applied to new conditions as they arise. 

Conditions have arisen, and we are here to meet those conditions. They tell us that the income 

tax ought not to be brought in here; that it is a new idea. They criticise us for our criticism of 

the Supreme Court of the United States. My friends, we have not criticised; we have simply 

called attention to what you already know. If you want criticisms, read the dissenting opinions 

of the court. There you will find criticisms. They say that we passed an unconstitutional law; we 

deny it. The income tax law was not unconstitutional when it was passed; it was not 

unconstitutional when it went before the Supreme Court for the first time; it did not become 

unconstitutional until one of the judges changed his mind, and we cannot be expected to know 

when a judge will change his mind. The income tax is just. It simply intends to put the burdens 

of government justly upon the backs of the people. I am in favor of an income tax. When I find 

a man who is not willing to bear his share of the burdens of the government which protects 

him, I find a man who is unworthy to enjoy the blessings of a government like ours. 

      They say that we are opposing national bank currency; it is true. If you will read what 

Thomas Benton said, you will find he said that, in searching history, he could find but one 

parallel to Andrew Jackson; that was Cicero, who destroyed the conspiracy of Catiline and 

saved Rome. Benton said that Cicero only did for Rome what Jackson did for us when he 

destroyed the bank conspiracy and saved America. We say in our platform that we believe 

that the right to coin and issue money is a function of government. We believe it. We believe 
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that it is a part of sovereignty, and can no more with safety be delegated to private individuals 

than we could afford to delegate to private individuals the power to make penal statutes or 

levy taxes. Mr. Jefferson, who was once regarded as good Democratic authority, seems to 

have differed in opinion from the gentleman who has addressed us on the part of the minority. 

Those who are opposed to this proposition tell us that the issue of paper money is a function of 

the bank, and that the government ought to go out of the banking business. I stand with 

Jefferson rather than with them, and tell them, as he did that the issue of money is a function of 

government, and that the banks ought to go out of the governing business. 

 And now, my friends, let me come to the paramount issue. If they ask us why it is that 

we say more on the money question than we say upon the tariff question, I reply that, if 

protection has slain its thousands, the gold standard has slain its tens of thousands. If they ask 

us why we do not embody in our platform all the things that we believe in, we reply that when 

we have restored the money of the Constitution all other necessary reforms will be possible; 

but that until this is done there is no other reform that can be accomplished…. 

 Mr. Carlisle said in 1878 that this was a struggle between "the idle holders of idle 

capital" and "the struggling masses, who produce the wealth and pay the taxes of the 

country"; and, my friends, the question we are to decide is: Upon which side will the 

Democratic party fight; upon the side of "the idle holders of idle capital" or upon the side of 

"the struggling masses"? That is the question which the party must answer first, and then it 

must be answered by each individual hereafter. The sympathies of the Democratic party, as 

shown by the platform, are on the side of the struggling masses who have ever been the 

foundation of the Democratic party. There are two ideas of government. There are those who 

believe that, if you will only legislate to make the well-to-do prosperous, their prosperity will 

leak through on those below. The Democratic idea, however, has been that if you legislate to 

make the masses prosperous, their prosperity will find its way up through every class which 

rests upon them. 

 You come to us and tell us that the great cities are in favor of the gold standard; we 

reply that the great cities rest upon our broad and fertile prairies. Burn down your cities and 

leave our farms, and your cities will spring up again as if by magic; but destroy our farms and 

the grass will grow in the streets of every city in the country. 

 My friends, we declare that this nation is able to legislate for its own people on every 

question, without waiting for the aid or consent of any other nation on earth; and upon that 

issue we expect to carry every state in the Union. I shall not slander the inhabitants of the fair 

state of Massachusetts nor the inhabitants of the state of New York by saying that, when they 

are confronted with the proposition, they will declare that this nation is not able to attend to its 

own business. It is the issue of 1776 over again. Our ancestors, when but three millions in 

number had the courage to declare their political independence of every other nation; shall 

we, their descendants, when we have grown to seventy millions, declare that we are less 

independent than our forefathers? 

 If they dare to come out in the open field and defend the gold standard as a good thing, 

we shall fight them to the uttermost, having behind us the producing masses of the nation and 

the world. Having behind us the commercial interests and the laboring interests and all the 

toiling masses, we shall answer their demands for a gold standard by saying to them, you 

shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns. You shall not crucify 

mankind upon a cross of gold. 

 


