Reform in the Gilded Age
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 6 (1865–1898) · Step 18 of 19 · about 8 minutes

How to Read This
These notes are a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded — the questions and the writing prompt are yours to use however helps you think.
What This Video Does
The period’s answer to everything that came before it. This video surveys the people who refused to accept that Gilded Age inequality was natural or permanent — Edward Bellamy’s utopian socialism, Henry George’s single tax, the muckrakers who exposed the rot, the settlement-house and social-gospel movements, and the remarkable number of women who led it all. The animating question, Khan says, was the burning question of the age: could you have a modern industrial society without monstrous inequality?
In the Margins
0:00  ·  A man wakes up in the year 2000.  Khan opens with Edward Bellamy’s 1888 bestseller Looking Backward, where a sleeper wakes into a future with no poverty, no money, no private property. It’s a thought experiment with a sharp edge: Bellamy was describing socialism without using the word. The era’s most popular novel imagined abolishing the very inequality you’ve spent this period studying.
~1:40  ·  The burning question.  Name it, because it’s the spine of the period: “Was it possible to have a modern industrial society without great inequalities of wealth?” Social Darwinists answered no (the last two videos). Everyone in this video answered — or tried to answer — yes. That’s the real debate of the Gilded Age.
~3:00  ·  Bellamy and George: change the system.  Two structural answers. Bellamy’s socialism (the nation owns the enterprises, wealth shared) influenced Eugene Debs, who’d run for president as a socialist five times. Henry George’s “single tax” on land value aimed to capture for the public the wealth landowners gained by doing nothing. Both asked the ownership question directly — who should own the source of wealth?
~4:00  ·  The muckrakers: shine a light.  Jacob Riis (How the Other Half Lives — the tenement photos from Part 1), Ida Tarbell (exposing Standard Oil), Helen Hunt Jackson (A Century of Dishonor on broken Native treaties), Ida B. Wells (documenting lynching). Their method: expose the wrong so plainly it can’t be ignored — the same method this course keeps asking of you.
~5:30  ·  Settlement houses and the social gospel.  Jane Addams’s Hull House (1889): community centers where immigrants got English, childcare, job skills. The social gospel made helping the poor a Christian duty. These reformers didn’t wait for the system to change; they built the help themselves, in the neighborhoods that needed it.
~7:00  ·  The women who led it.  Khan’s emphasis, and it matters: Addams, Wells, Tarbell, Frances Willard’s 150,000-member WCTU. Educated middle-class women (the class from Step 14) turned “municipal housekeeping” into a public role — and the movement fed directly into the fight for suffrage and the 19th Amendment.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. Khan frames the whole period’s debate as one question: can a modern society be both rich and fair? Across everything you’ve studied, how would you answer it?
1. Bellamy and George asked who should own the source of wealth; the muckrakers asked that the wrong be exposed. Which kind of reform — changing the system or revealing it — seems more powerful to you, and why?
1. So many of these reformers were women shut out of formal power. Why might the people excluded from a system see its injustices most clearly?
An Invitation to Write
“Was it possible to have a modern industrial society without great inequalities of wealth?”  This is the question the whole period has been building toward, and it’s still open. The Social Darwinists said no — inequality is natural, leave it alone. The reformers in this video, in all their different ways, said yes — and started building the answer. Write your own response, with the Gilded Age at your back. Is great inequality the unavoidable price of a modern economy, or is it a choice we keep making? And if it’s a choice — as Bellamy, George, Addams, and Wells all believed — what would it take to choose differently? This is the question The People’s Share was built to ask; here is where it was first asked at full volume.
Where This Connects
1. Every reformer here is refusing the Social Darwinism of Steps 15–16. Watch this as the direct rebuttal to Spencer’s “do nothing.”
1. Bellamy’s “the nation owns the enterprises” and George’s tax on unearned land wealth are Gilded Age ancestors of The People’s Share’s core argument — that who owns the source of wealth is the question that matters most.
1. Next: the closer — Continuity and Change — where you’ll weigh how much of this actually changed, and build a thesis.
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