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Chapter 21
The Progressive Era,

1900-1917

Organizing for Change

· How did progressivism and organized interest groups reflect the changing political expectations of many Americans and their new political choices?

•What choices by women and African Americans produced new organizations devoted to political change?

The Reform of Politics, the Politics of Reform

· How did city and state reforms reflect new expectations for political parties and government?

· How did the rise of interest groups reflect new expectations about politics and government?

Roosevelt, Taft, and Republican Progressivism

•What constraints did Roosevelt face, and how did he choose to deal with them?


•What were the outcomes for the role of the federal government in the economy and for the power of the presidency?

Wilson and Democratic Progressivism

•What choices confronted American voters in the presidential election of 1912?

· How did choices by Wilson and the Democrats influence the role of the federal government in the economy and the power of the presidency?

Progressivism in Perspective

•Were the progressives successful in light of their expectations?

•What lasting outcomes of progressivism affect modern American politics?

INTRODUCTION )
"Nothing is done in this country as it was done twenty years ago," wrote President Woodrow Wil​son in 1913. He exaggerated only slightly. The late 1890s and first twenty years of the twentieth cen​tury—the Progressive Era—were a time when "re​form was in the air," as one journalist later re​called. In 1912, Walter Weyl, a former settlement house worker, described the state of American pol​itics this way:

We are in a period of clamor, of bewilderment, of an almost tremulous unrest. We are hastily revis​ing all our social conceptions. We are hastily test​ing all our political ideals.

Weyl's description reflected the widespread popular expectation for change. Many different in​dividuals and groups joined the crusade for re​form, often with quite different expectations. The variety of competing organizations seeking to re​form politics produced nearly as much clamor and bewilderment as Weyl described.

At the dawn of the new century, however, few Americans could have anticipated the extent of change that lay ahead. Most probably expected a continuation of nineteenth-century political pat​terns, in which parties dominated politics and gov​ernment's role in the economy was very limited. Yet many Americans also believed that something should be done to curb the power of the new in​dustrial corporations and to correct the problems of the cities.

Progressivism took shape through many choices by voters and political leaders. The basic question in most of these choices was this: Should govern​ment play a larger role in the lives of Americans? This question lay behind debates over regulation of railroads in 1906 and regulation of banking in 1913, as well as behind proposals to prohibit alco​holic beverages and to limit working hours of women factory workers. Time after time, Ameri​cans chose a greater role for government. Many times, in fact, all agreed on the need for greater government intervention, and the only choices were about the form intervention would take. As


Expectations 
Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

they gave government more power, Americans also sought to make it more responsive to ordinary citizens. Americans sometimes impatiently cast former constraints aside by putting stricter limits on political parties and by introducing ways for people to participate more directly in politics.

The constraints imposed by traditional values of private property and individualism proved more hardy. Although progressives imposed restrictions on the rights of private property, few Americans responded to calls by socialists to eliminate it. Al​though some reformers proposed to limit individ​ual liberties in the name of morality, a more lasting outcome proved to be the breakdown of separate spheres for men and women in politics.

The outcome of the political changes of the Pro​gressive Era was a revamped pattern of politics, significantly different from that of the nineteenth century. The long-term changes in the structure and function of government wrought during these decades fundamentally altered American politics and government in the twentieth century. The Pro​gressive Era gave birth to many aspects of modern American politics.
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Reform in the Progressive Era

1889 Pingree elected Detroit mayor 1893 Anti-Saloon League formed 1895 U.S. E C. Knight

1896 McKinley elected

1897 Jones elected Toledo mayor 1898 Spanish-American War

1900 First city commission, Galveston, Texas La Follette elected Wisconsin governor McKinley re-elected

1901 Socialist Party of America formed McKinley assassinated; Roosevelt becomes president

1902 Muckraking journalism begins

Oregon adopts initiative and referendum Antitrust action against Northern Securities Company

Roosevelt intervenes in coal strike Newlands Act

1903 Women's Trade Union League formed
Du Bois's Souls of Black Folk

1904 Steffens's The Shame of the Cities Tarbell's History of Standard Oil Roosevelt elected

1905 Niagara Movement

Industrial Workers of the World organized

1906 Sinclair's The Jungle
Hepburn Act

Pure Food and Drug Act Meat Inspection Act

1907 Financial panic

1908 Muller v. Oregon

Race riot in Springfield, Illinois Taft elected


1909 First "red-light abatement" law
Payne-Aldrich Tariff

1910 Mann Act

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People formed

Johnson elected California governor Wilson elected New Jersey governor Taft fires Pinchot

1911 Triangle factory fire

1912 Progressive ("Bull Moose") party formed Wilson elected president

1913 Sixteenth and Seventeenth Amendments Underwood Tariff

Federal Reserve Act

1914 Clayton Antitrust Act

Federal Trade Commission Act

1916 Montana elects Rankin first woman in Congress

Wilson reelected

Brandeis appointed to Supreme Court

1917 U.S. enters World War I

Organizing for Change

During the Progressive Era, politics dramatically expanded to embrace a much wider range of con​cerns. And, more than ever before, politics came to reflect the interaction of organized interest groups.

The Changing Face of Politics

As the United States entered the twentieth century, the lives of Americans had changed in important ways. The railroad, telegraph, and telephone had transformed concepts of time and space and had fostered the formation of many new organizations. Executives of the new industrial corporations now thought in terms of a national market for their products. Union members allied with others of their trade in distant cities. Farmers studied grain prices in Chicago and Liverpool, England. Physi​cians organized to establish national standards for medical schools.

Manufacturers, farmers, merchants, carpenters, teachers, lawyers, physicians, and many other oc​cupational groups established national organiza​tions or associations to advance their economic or professional interests. But it was not just occupa​tional groups that formed national associations. So did college graduates, churches, ethnic and racial groups, reformers, humanitarians, and middle-class women. Sooner or later, many of these new organizations sought changes in laws to help them reach their objectives.

The rise of these new organizations transformed American politics. Increasingly, citizens related to politics through organized interest groups. At the same time, the typical voter became less and less likely to give his total loyalty to one political party.

Many of these new groups optimistically be​lieved that responsible citizens could achieve social progress and improve the human condition if they acted together and made use of technical know-how. As early as the 1890s, some had begun to call themselves "progressive citizens." By 1910, they were calling themselves simply "progressives."

The term progressivism signifies three related de​velopments: (1) the emergence of new concepts of the purpose of government, (2) changes in govern​

ment policies and institutions, and (3) the political agitation that produced those changes. A progres​sive can be defined as a person involved in one or more of these activities. The many individuals and groups promoting their own visions of change made progressivism a complex political phenome​non. There was no one progressive movement. Progressivism did, however, reflect the concerns of the urban middle class, especially of urban middle-class women.

Progressivism appeared at the local, state, and federal levels. And progressives promoted a wide range of new government activities: regulation of business, moral reform, consumer protection, con​servation of natural resources, educational im​provement, tax reform, and more. In all these ways, they brought government more directly into the lives of most Americans.

Women and Reform

Organizations formed or dominated by women burst upon politics during the Progressive era. By 1900, a new ideal for women had emerged from women's colleges and clubs. The "New Woman" stood for self-determination rather than unthink​ing acceptance of prescribed social roles. By 1910, this fresh attitude, sometimes called feminism, was accelerating the transition from the nine​teenth-century women's movement for suffrage to the twentieth-century struggle for equality and individualism.

Women's increasing control over one aspect of their lives is evidenced in the birth rate, which fell steadily throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They began to challenge laws that banned information about contraception.

Progressive Era A period of reform in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

interest group A coalition of people working on behalf of a particular cause, such as a change in policy, a particular industry, or a special segment of society.

feminism The conviction that women are and should be the social, political, and economic equals of men.
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( Margaret Sanger is seen here in 1916 leaving court after being charged with distributing birth-control informa​tion illegally. During the Progressive Era, women worked to remove legal barriers to obtaining informa​tion on preventing conception. Smith College Collection, Smith College.

Union League (1903) tried to improve the lives of workingwomen. Such efforts received a tragic boost in 1911 when a fire in the Triangle Shirtwaist Company's clothing factory in New York City killed 146 workers—most of them women—who were trapped in a building with no outside fire es​capes and with the exit doors locked. The public outcry produced a new state factory safety law.

Some states passed laws specifically to protect workingwomen. In Muller v. Oregon (1908), the Supreme Court approved the constitutionality of a law limiting women's hours of work. The decision was widely hailed as a vital and necessary pro​tection for women wage earners. By 1917, all but nine states had laws restricting women's working hours.

Support for suffrage grew as more women rec​ognized the need for political action to bring social reforms. Between 1910 and 1915, eight additional western states approved female suffrage. In 1916, Jeannette Rankin of Montana became the first woman elected to the House of Representatives. Suffrage, however, scored few victories outside the West.

Convinced that only a federal constitutional amendment would gain the vote for all women, the National American Woman Suffrage Associa​tion (NAWSA) developed a national organization geared to lobbying in Washington. Despite the pre​dominantly white and middle-class cast of its lead​ers, the cause of woman suffrage mobilized young, old, rich, poor, black, and white women during the 1910s. Opponents of woman suffrage had long ar​gued that voting would bring women into the

Margaret Sanger, a nurse practicing among the poor of New York City, became convinced that large families contributed to poverty and damaged the health of women. She saw women die after botched abortions. By 1914, Sanger had concluded, "Women cannot be on an equal footing with men until they have full and complete control over their reproductive function." In 1916, she went to jail for informing women about birth control, a term she originated.

Other women also formed organizations to ad​vance specific causes. The National Consumers' League (formed in 1890) and the Women's Trade

male sphere and thereby corrupt them. But some suffrage advocates now turned the domesticity ar​gument to their favor, claiming that instead of pol​itics corrupting women, women would purify pol​itics. Feminists took a different approach, arguing that women should vote because they deserved full equality with men.

Moral Reform

Women were prominent as well in organizations intended to bring moral reform, especially those targeting alcohol. By the late nineteenth century, the temperance movement looked increasingly to government to prohibit the sale and consumption of alcohol. Many saw prohibition as a Progressive reform, enlisting government to safeguard the public interest. Few Progressive reforms claimed as many women activists as prohibition.

The drive against alcohol developed a broad base during the Progressive era. Some old-stock Protestant churches, notably the Methodists, termed alcohol one of the most significant obsta​cles to a better society. Many prohibitionists em​phasized the need to protect families from the de​structive influence of alcohol on husbands and fathers. At the same time, scientists tied alcohol to certain diseases. Sociologists added studies demonstrating unmistakable links between liquor and prostitution, venereal disease, poverty, crime, and broken families.

The Anti-Saloon League, formed in 1893, be​came the model for successful interest group poli​tics. Proudly describing itself as "the Church in action against the saloon," it usually operated through the large old-stock Protestant denomina​tions. The League attacked the saloon for corrupt​ing not only individual patrons but politics as well. Saloons had long been identified with the party machines that dominated many large cities. The League endorsed only politicians who opposed De​mon Rum, regardless of their party. As prohibition demonstrated its growing political clout, politi​cians increasingly lined up against the saloon. At the same time, the League also promoted statewide referendums to ban alcohol. Between 1900 and 1917, voters in nearly half of the states, including most of the West and South, adopted prohibition.


Although prohibitionists had many worthy aims, they also had a hidden agenda. For many, prohibi​tion offered a way to control and "Americanize" im​migrants. Factory owners favored the campaign against alcohol because they wanted sober workers. Protestant politicians crusaded against saloons and political machines on moral grounds, but the real stakes were often political control.

Opposition to prohibition came from Irish, Ger​man, and southern and eastern European immi​grants, who regarded beer or wine as an accepted part of social life. Their churches did not regard the use of alcohol as inherently sinful. These groups regarded prohibition as an infringement on their "personal liberty." Distillers and beer brewers also organized in opposition to the prohibitionists.

The drive against alcohol was by no means the only target for moral reformers. During the Pro​gressive era, they tried to eliminate prostitution completely through legislation. Beginning in Iowa in 1909, states passed "red-light abatement" laws designed to close down brothels. In 1910, Congress passed the Mann Act, making it illegal to take a woman across a state line for "immoral purposes."

Racial Issues

Racial issues received little attention during the Progressive era. Only a few white progressives ac​tively opposed disfranchisement and segregation in the South (see page 398). Indeed, southern white progressives often took the lead in enacting dis​criminatory laws. Journalist Ray Stannard Baker, one of the few white progressives to address the plight of African Americans, asked in his book Fol​lowing the Color Line (1908), "Does democracy really
	old-stock People whose families had been in the United States for several generations.

Anti-Saloon League Political lobby for temper​ance founded in 1893, which organized through churches and offered its endorsement to politicians who favored prohibition.

Mann Act Law passed by Congress in 1910 de​signed to suppress prostitution. It became illegal to transport a woman across state lines for immoral purposes.


include Negroes as well as white men?" For most white Americans, the answer appeared to be no.

Lynchings and violence continued as facts of life for African Americans. Between 1900 and World War I, lynchings claimed more than eleven hundred victims, mostly in the South, but many in the Mid​west. The same years also saw race riots in Atlanta and Springfield, Illinois, that left half a dozen blacks dead and many injured. Little effort was made any​where to prosecute the leaders of such mobs.

During the Progressive Era, some African Amer​icans challenged the accommodationist leadership of Booker T. Washington. W. E. B. Du Bois, the first African American to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard, argued that blacks should struggle for their rights "unceasingly," and, "if they fail, die trying" (see Individual Choices: W. E. B. Du Bois). In 1905, Du Bois and other black leaders met secretly in Canada, near Niagara Falls, to organize a move​ment for racial equality. In the wake of the Spring​field riot in 1908, some white progressives in 1909 called a biracial conference to seek ways to im​prove race relations. In 1910, these progressives and the Niagara Movement formed the National Association for the Advancement of Colored Peo​ple (NAACP). Du Bois served as the NAACP's di​rector of publicity and research.

Challenging Capitalism: Socialists and Wobblies

Many progressive organizations reflected middle-class and upper-class concerns. Not so the Socialist Party of America (SPA), formed in 1901. Proclaim​ing themselves the political arm of workers and farmers, the Socialists argued that industrial capi​talism had produced "an economic slavery which renders intellectual and political tyranny inevita​ble." They called for a cooperative commonwealth in which workers would share in the ownership and control of the means of production.

The Socialists' best-known national leader was Eugene V. Debs, leader of the Pullman strike (see page 358). Strong among immigrants, some of whom had become socialists in their native lands, the SPA also took in Christian Socialists (who drew their inspiration from religion rather than from Marx), farmers, and trade union activists. In addi​

tion, the party attracted support from some intel​lectuals such as W. E. B. Du Bois and Margaret Sanger.

In 1905, a variety of radicals, including social​ists, organized the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). The IWW set out to organize the unskilled and semiskilled workers at the bottom of the so​cioeconomic structure. They aimed at the sweat​shop workers of eastern cities, migrant workers, southern sharecroppers, women workers, African Americans, and the "new" immigrants from south​ern and eastern Europe. The American Federation of Labor (AFL), which emphasized skilled white males, usually ignored these workers.

IWW members, called Wobblies, had a simple objective: after most workers joined the IWW, they would call a general strike, labor would refuse to work, and capitalism would collapse. The IWW did organize a few dramatic strikes and even scored a few significant victories. A textile strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, in 1912 gained national attention. But more often, the Wobblies met with brutal suppression by local authorities and rarely made lasting gains.

The SPA counted considerably more victories. Hundreds of cities and towns—including Milwau​kee, Wisconsin; Reading, Pennsylvania; and Berke​ley, California—elected Socialist mayors or council members. Socialists also won election to state legis​latures. Districts in New York City and Milwaukee sent Socialists to Congress. Most Americans, how​ever, had no interest in eliminating private property.

Niagara Movement Civil rights movement that began in 1905 with the meeting at Niagara Falls of W. E. B. Du Bois and others interested in ending segregation and racial inequality in the United States.

National Association for the Advancement of

Colored People Biracial civil rights organization founded in New York City in 1910, which worked to end segregation and discrimination in the United States.

sweatshop A shop or factory in which employ​ees work long hours at low wages under poor conditions.

migrant workers Laborers who travel from one area to another in search of work.

INDIVIDUAL CHOICES

Fighting for Equality
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W. E. B. Du Bois

A brilliant young intellectual, W. E. B. Du Bois had to choose between leading the quiet life of a college professor and challenging Booker T. Washington's claim to speak on behalf of all African

Americans. Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture; New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.


In 1904 and 1905, William Edward Burghardt Du Bois moved toward a difficult choice. Should he challenge the leadership of Booker T. Washing​ton, the "Wizard of Tuskegee," the most power​ful African American in the nation? In the decade after his Atlanta Compromise address (see pages 397-398), Washington emerged as head of the "Tuskegee Machine." His access to northern white philanthropists made him the chief chan​nel for donations to African-American institu​tions. And his access to leaders of the Republican party gave him a hand in influencing many, if not most, African-American political patronage appointments, North and South alike. Du Bois, by contrast, was a college professor with few connections to funds or politics, but he was well-known and highly respected among black intellectuals.

Born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, an area with a very small black population, Du Bois experienced little racial hostility before leaving home. At Fisk University in Nashville, Ten​nessee, however, he encountered both the constraints of racism and the African-American culture of the South. He completed his under​graduate studies at Harvard, graduated with honors, studied in Germany, and wrote a doc​toral dissertation on the suppression of the African slave trade to the United States. In 1895,

The Reform of Politics, the Politics of Reform

In their quest to make politics more honest and to change the structure of government, progressive reformers sometimes found themselves in conflict with the entrenched leaders of political parties. In

response, some reformers dedicated themselves to limiting the power of political parties.

Exposing Corruption: The Muckrakers

Journalists played an important role in preparing the ground for reform. In the early 1900s, maga​zines discovered that their sales boomed when they

he became the first African American to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard.

Du Bois then taught at the college level and undertook research and scholarly writing. By the early twentieth century, however, he had chosen to do more than research and teach. In his third book, Souls of Black Folk (1903), he challenged Washington's accommodationist approach and insisted that African Americans should never ac​quiesce in the surrender of their rights. He also presented the concept of double consciousness, by which he meant that African Americans had both an African identity and an American identity and needed to be aware of both parts of their cultural heritage. He argued that the "talented tenth"—the African-American intellectual elite—had spe​cial leadership obligations. Refuting Washing​ton's claim that African Americans should start at the bottom, Du Bois insisted instead that de​nial of educational opportunities for the talented tenth constrained all African Americans.

Although the book created a sensation among African-American intellectuals and some white philanthropists, Washington's first response was to invite Du Bois to Tuskegee, ap​parently to co-opt him into the Tuskegee Ma​chine. Du Bois, however, held back, weighing his choices against the potential for retribution that Washington could bring to bear against his opponents. By late 1904, Du Bois decided to challenge Washington directly, and early in 1905, he charged that Washington had bought and paid for much of the support he had re​ceived from the black press.

The next important step, in July 1905, was the formation of the Niagara Movement. This body


was to be the organizational vehicle for mobiliz​ing African Americans for an assault both on white supremacy and on Washington's accom​modationism. Proclaiming that "persistent manly agitation is the way to liberty," the new organization chose Du Bois as its general secre​tary. Despite a promising beginning, the move​ment failed to thrive. In 1910, what was left of the Niagara Movement was transformed into the NAACP, and Du Bois became editor of its jour​nal, The Crisis. About the same time, Du Bois briefly joined the Socialist Party of America. He continued to espouse socialist ideas, and the ex​perience of World War I moved him closer to anti-imperialism and pacifism.

Du Bois's uncompromising leadership in the struggle for civil rights and his voluminous writ​ings on both current events and black history made him probably the single most influential African-American intellectual of the twentieth century. By the end of his long life, he concluded that America would never accomplish racial equality. In 1961, he joined the Communist party and accepted citizenship in Ghana, then a social​ist nation. There he died during the night of Au​gust 27, 1963, the day before one of the greatest civil rights gatherings in American history (see page 647). In announcing Du Bois's death to the huge crowd in Washington, D.C., Roy Wilkins, executive secretary of the NAACP, noted that "at the dawn of the twentieth century his was the voice calling you to gather here today in this cause."

published dramatic exposés of political corruption and corporate wrongdoing. Those who practiced this provocative journalism acquired the name muckrakers. McClure's Magazine led the surge in muckraking journalism beginning in 1902. Mc​Clure's readers were treated to Lincoln Steffens's revelations of municipal corruption (published separately in 1904 as The Shame of the Cities),

Ida Tarbell's exposures of Standard Oil's sordid past (published in 1904 as History of Standard Oil), and Ray Stannard Baker's discoveries of corruption in labor unions. Sales of McClure's soared, and other monthlies soon were detailing the defects of patent medicines, fraud in the insurance industry, the horrors of child labor, and more.

The most famous muckraking exposé, however, was Upton Sinclair's novel The Jungle (1906). The Jungle exposed in disgusting detail the shortcom​ings of the meatpacking industry. Sinclair, a social​ist, hoped his readers would recognize that the of​fenses portrayed in his book were the results of industrial capitalism. He described in chilling detail the afflictions of packinghouse workers, from sev​ered fingers to tuberculosis and blood poisoning.

Finley Peter Dunne, a political humorist, claimed that he hadn't "been able to eat anything more nour​ishing than a cucumber" since reading Sinclair's book. President Roosevelt appointed a commission that confirmed Sinclair's charges. Pressured by Roo​sevelt and the public, Congress in 1906 passed the Pure Food and Drug Act, which banned impure or mislabeled food and drugs, and the Meat Inspection Act, which required federal inspection of meatpack​ing. Sinclair, however, was disappointed that his rev​elations had not converted readers to socialism. "I aimed at the public's heart," Sinclair later com​plained, "and by accident I hit it in the stomach."

Reforming City Government

Many municipal reformers argued that corruption and inefficiency were inevitable without major changes in the structure of city government. Usu​ally city councils consisted of members elected from neighborhood wards. Reformers condemned the ward system for producing city council mem​bers unable to see beyond the needs of their own blocks. They concluded that the ward leaders' small favors for neighborhood voters kept the ma​chine in power despite its corruption. Reformers argued that citywide elections, with all city voters choosing from one list of candidates, would result in council members with broader perspectives and would undercut the machines.

James Phelan of San Francisco is one example of an early municipal reformer. Phelan attacked cor​

ruption in city government and won election as mayor in 1896. He then led the fight in adopting a new charter that strengthened the office of mayor and required citywide election of supervisors, San Francisco's term for councilmen.

Some municipal reformers proposed new forms of city government, notably the commission sys​tem and the city-manager plan. Both reveal promi​nent traits of progressivism: a distrust of political parties and a desire for expertise and efficiency.

The commission system first developed in Galveston, Texas, after a hurricane and tidal wave nearly destroyed that city in 1900. The governor ap​pointed five businessmen to run the city. They at​tracted widespread attention for their efficiency in administering city government. Within two years, more than two hundred communities had adopted a commission system. Typically, all the city's voters elected the commissioners, and each commissioner then took charge of a specific city function.

Ida Tarbell Journalist in the Progressive era whose exposé on the Standard Oil Company revealed its ruthless business ethics.

Upton Sinclair Socialist writer and reformer whose novel The Jungle helped bring about govern​ment regulation of meatpacking and other indus​tries.

Pure Food and Drug Act Law passed in 1906 that discouraged the use of dyes and preservatives in foods; it forbade the sale of impure or improperly labeled food and drugs.

Meat Inspection Act Law passed in 1906 requiring federal inspection of meatpacking; it was the result of Upton Sinclair's exposé of unsanitary condi​tions in the industry.

city council A body of representatives elected to govern a city.

ward A division of a city or town, especially an electoral district, for administrative or representa​tive purposes.

commission system System of city government in which all executive and legislative power is vested in a small elective board, usually composed of five members.

city-manager plan System of city government un​der which a small council, chosen on a nonpartisan ballot, hires a professional to manage the affairs of city government.

The city-manager plan adapted the administra​tive structure of the corporation to city govern​ment. It featured a professional city manager (sim​ilar to a corporate executive) who was appointed by an elected city council (similar to a corporate board of directors) to handle much of municipal administration. In 1913, a serious flood led Day​ton, Ohio, to adopt a city-manager plan, and other cities then followed.

A few progressives went beyond changing the structure of city government to advocate social re​form. Hazen Pingree attracted national attention as mayor of Detroit. Elected in 1889 as an advocate of honest, efficient government, he soon began to criticize the city's gas, electric, and streetcar com​panies for overcharging customers and providing poor service. His solution was municipal owner​ship of such utilities. The depression of 1893 led him to address the needs of the unemployed with measures such as work projects and community gardens. Samuel "Golden Rule" Jones, elected mayor of Toledo, Ohio, in 1897, brought the Golden Rule—do unto others as you would have them do unto you—to city government. Under his leadership, Toledo acquired free concerts, free public baths, kindergartens, and the eight-hour workday for city employees.

The Progressive era also saw city governments take up city planning. Throughout most of the nineteenth century, urban growth had been driven by a market economy. Cities, however, came to rec​ognize the need to establish separate zones for res​idential, commercial, and industrial use and to de​velop efficient transportation systems to reduce traffic congestion. In 1907, Hartford, Connecticut, set up one of the first city-planning commissions. The emergence of city planning represents an im​portant transition in thinking about government and the economy, for it presumed greater govern​ment control over use of private property.

Saving the Future

The Progressive Era also saw the development of other professions that were to have an impact on the whole social fabric. In public health, mental health, social work, and education, professionals worked to reshape government to solve the prob‑


lems of an urban, industrial, multiethnic society. Their objective was to use knowledge to control so​cial forces, to mold society in their own image, and thereby to define the future.

The public schools presented an important arena in which professionals sought change. In the cities especially, graduates of recently established university programs for the preparation of teach​ers and school administrators began to seek greater control over education. Professional educa​tors pushed for greater centralization in school ad​ministration. They particularly pushed to reduce the role of elected school boards and school super​intendents who had no professional qualifications for their positions.

Advances in medical knowledge and the Ameri​can Medical Association's efforts to raise the stan​dards of medical colleges and to restrict access to the profession improved the status of physicians. Scientific discoveries helped transform hospitals from charities that provided minimal help for the poor into centers for dispensing the most up-to-date care to all who could afford it. Physicians helped launch public health programs for the erad​ication of hookworm in the South, tuberculosis in the slums, and venereal disease. In the process, public health emerged as a new medical field.

Other emerging professional fields that carried important implications for public policy included mental health and social work. Psychiatrists and psychologists tried to transform the nineteenth-cen​tury asylums from places for confining the mentally ill into places where they could be treated and per​haps cured. Social workers often found themselves allied with public health and mental health profes​sionals in their efforts to bring greater governmental control over urban health and safety codes.

city planning The practice of planning urban de​velopment by regulating the location of trans​portation, public buildings, recreational facilities, and zoning.

school board A local board of policymakers that oversees a city or town's public schools.

tuberculosis An infectious disease that attacks the lungs, causing coughing, fever, and weight loss; it was common and often fatal in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Reforming State Government

As reformers launched changes in various cities, Robert M. La Follette pushed Wisconsin state gov​ernment to the forefront of reform. Elected gover​nor of Wisconsin in 1900, La Follette saw conserva​tive members of his own Republican party defeat his proposals to regulate railroad rates and to re​place party nominating conventions with the di​rect primary. He then threw himself into an ener​getic campaign to elect a state legislature that would support reform. He traveled the state, speaking wherever a crowd gathered. La Follette built a strong political following among Wiscon​sin's farmers and urban wage earners. The political organization he built not only elected reformers to the state legislature but also re-elected La Follette as governor in 1902 and 1904.

La Follette then led the way to a wide range of reform legislation designed to limit both corpora​tions and political parties. Wisconsin adopted a di​rect primary, set up a commission to regulate rail​road rates, increased taxes on railroads and other corporations, enacted a merit system for hiring and promoting state employees, and limited the activities of lobbyists. La Follette also drew on the expertise of faculty members at the University of Wisconsin. These reforms and reliance on experts came to be called the Wisconsin Idea. La Follette won election to the U.S. Senate in 1905 and was re​elected until his death in 1925.

La Follette's success prompted imitators else​where. But only in California did progressives pro​duce a volume of reform that rivaled Wisconsin's. Hiram W. Johnson, elected governor in 1910 after revealing widespread bribery in San Francisco government, proved to be an uncompromising foe of corporate influence in politics. At his urging, the legislature regulated railroads and public utilities, placed restrictions on political parties, provided protections for labor and conservation, and adopted woman suffrage. Johnson showed more sympathy for labor than did most other reformers. He appointed union leaders to state positions and supported a variety of measures to benefit work​ing people, including an eight-hour-day law for women, workers' compensation, and restrictions on child labor. The sympathies of California pro​gressives, however, did not extend to Asians or


Asian Americans. In 1913, California prohibited Asian immigrants from owning land in the state.

California progressives worked to limit the in​fluence of political parties. By 1913, California ex​ceeded all other states in the range of offices that were nonpartisan, including all judges, school ad​ministrators, and local and county officials. Only members of the federal Congress, a few statewide officers, and members of the state legislature ran for office as party candidates.

The Decline of Parties and the Rise of Interest Groups

Although California represents the extreme in weakening political parties, nearly all states took steps in that direction. City and state reformers charged that party bosses manipulated nominat​ing conventions, managed public officials, and controlled law enforcement. They claimed too that bosses, in return for payoffs, used their influence on behalf of companies that did business with city or state government. Muckrakers convinced many voters that the reformers were correct. The party organizations that had dominated politics so com​pletely during the nineteenth century now found themselves under attack on every side.

Reformers increased the power of the individ​ual voter and reduced the power of political par​ties nearly everywhere. State after state adopted the direct primary. Most reformers also sought to introduce or strengthen the merit system to reduce

Robert M. La Follette Governor of Wisconsin at the turn of the century, who instituted a series of reforms including direct primaries, tax reform, and anticorruption measures.

direct primary A primary in which the voters who identify with a party choose that party's candi​dates directly through an election.

Wisconsin Idea The program of political reforms sponsored by Robert La Follette in Wisconsin, which were designed to decrease political corrup​tion and foster direct democracy.

workers' compensation Payments that employers are required by law to award to workers injured on the job.

the number of patronage positions. Most states made judgeships, school-board seats, and educa​tional offices nonpartisan. A number of states also adopted the initiative and referendum, first ap​proved by Oregon in 1902. Some states adopted the recall, under which voters could remove a public official from office. The direct primary, ini​tiative and referendum, and recall are sometimes called "direct democracy" because they remove in​termediate steps between the voter and final politi​cal decisions.

One outcome of the switch to direct primaries and direct election of U.S. senators was a new style of campaign. Candidates now appealed directly to voters rather than to party leaders and convention delegates. Individual candidates thus ran for office on their records and personal attributes, not their party identification. As campaigns focused more on individual candidates than on party positions, advertising supplanted the armies of party retain​ers who had mobilized voters previously. Without party efforts to get out the vote, voter turnout be​gan to fall.

Political participation changed not only through the instruments of direct democracy but also through organized interest groups. As the power of political parties faded, organized interest groups became more involved in politics to advance their special concerns. The many groups that advocated change sometimes fought among themselves over which reform goals were most important. Groups increasingly pressured candidates for office to com​mit themselves to the group's stand on issues. In 1904, for example, the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) targeted and defeated two key prolabor members of Congress. The American Federation of Labor (AFL) responded in 1906 with a similar strategy and managed to elect six union members to the House of Representatives.

Interest groups also focused greater attention on the legislative process. They began retaining the services of full-time lobbyists in Washington. Lob​byists urged congressmen to support their group's position on issues, reminded congressmen of the electoral power of the group, and arranged cam​paign support for those who favored the group. Lobbyists also appeared at the state level.

Thus, as political parties receded from the domi​nant position they had once occupied, organized in​

terest groups moved in. Some elected officials came to see themselves less as loyal members of a politi​cal party and more as mediators among competing interest groups. Pushed one way by the AFL and the other by the NAM, some politicians responded by counting the number of voters each group could in​fluence in their districts and voted accordingly.

Roosevelt, Taft, and Republican Progressivism

The American public came to identify Theodore Roosevelt with progressivism more than any other single person. Elected vice president in 1900, he be​came the youngest president in American history in 1901 after the assassination of President William McKinley. In seven years, he changed the nation's domestic policies more than any other president since Lincoln and made himself a legend in the process.

Roosevelt: Asserting the Power of the Presidency

Roosevelt was unlike most other politicians of his day. Independently wealthy, he saw politics as a duty rather than as an opportunity for personal advancement. He defined his political views in terms of character, morality, hard work, and patri​otism rather than in terms of party rhetoric. He considered political power a tool to achieve an eth​ical and socially stable society. Confident in his own personal principles, he did not hesitate to wield the full powers of the presidency. Roosevelt often used the office of the presidency as a "bully pulpit"—a forum for preaching—to gain attention for his message of character and responsibility.

recall Procedure by which voters can seek to re​move an elected official from office, submitting a petition to bring the matter to a public vote.

lobbyist A person who tries to influence the opin​ions of legislators or other public officials for or against a specific cause.

In his first message to Congress, in December 1901, Roosevelt sounded a theme that he was to re​peat throughout his political career: the growth of powerful corporations was "natural," but some of them exhibited "grave evils." He set out to remedy those evils. Roosevelt's chief obstacle was the Supreme Court's decision in U.S. v. E. C. Knight (1895). This decision held that the Sherman Anti-Trust Act did not apply to manufacturing compa​nies because they were not involved in interstate commerce. Roosevelt soon found an opportunity to challenge the Knight decision. The creation of the Northern Securities Company set up a railroad mo​nopoly in the Northwest. If any industry qualified as interstate commerce, the railroads did. In Febru​ary 1902, Roosevelt advised Attorney General Phi​lander C. Knox to seek dissolution of the Northern Securities Company for violating the Sherman Act. For the first time, Americans witnessed a serious federal challenge to the ever-increasing might of powerful corporations. In 1904, the Supreme Court agreed that the Sherman Act applied to the North​ern Securities Company and ordered it dissolved.

Bolstered by this confirmation of federal power, Roosevelt launched additional antitrust suits and gloried in his reputation as a trustbuster. But he never regarded the trustbusting route as the best way to regulate the economy. He regarded large corporations as natural, inevitable, and potentially beneficial. He thought it made more sense to regu​late them than to break them up, so he used trust-busting selectively. Companies that met Roo​sevelt's standards of public service had no reason to fear antitrust action.

Roosevelt's willingness to take bold action did not stop at reining in the trusts. He interjected him​self into a labor dispute in 1902 when anthracite coal miners went on strike in Pennsylvania, seek​ing higher wages and an eight-hour workday. Mine owners refused even to meet with represen​tatives of the United Mine Workers. As cold weather approached and coal prices edged up​ward, public concern grew. In early October, Roo​sevelt called both sides to Washington to urge them to submit their differences to arbitration. The owners haughtily refused. Roosevelt, now angry, considered their attitude "well-nigh criminal."

Roosevelt began preparations to use the army to dispossess the mine owners and reopen the mines.


He also sent Secretary of War Elihu Root to talk with J. P. Morgan, who held a significant stake in the railroads that owned the mines. The threat of military intervention led Morgan to convince the companies to accept arbitration. The arbitration board granted the miners higher wages and a nine-hour workday. No president before had ever inter​vened in a strike by treating a union as equal to the owners. The coal strike settlement represented what Roosevelt liked to call a Square Deal, in which each side received fair treatment.

The Square Deal in Action: Creating Federal Economic Regulation

Roosevelt's trustbusting and settlement of the coal strike brought him great popularity. When he sought election in 1904, he defeated Democratic candidate Alton B. Parker by one of the largest margins up to that time, securing more than 56 percent of the popular vote.

Elected in his own right, Roosevelt now set out to implement meaningful regulation of the rail​roads, the largest of the nation's big businesses. In 1905, he asked Congress to pass laws regulating railroad rates, opening financial records of rail​roads to government inspection, and increasing governmental power in strikes involving interstate commerce. Although he had to compromise occa​sionally with conservative Republicans, Roosevelt accomplished most of his agenda. On June 29,

U.S. v. E. C. Knight Supreme Court ruling in 1895 that the Sherman Anti-Trust Act did not prohibit manufacturing monopolies; it seriously impaired the application of antitrust laws.

trustbuster Label applied to Theodore Roosevelt and others who sought to prosecute or dissolve business trusts.

anthracite Type of coal that contains high levels of carbon and burns with a clean flame; widely used for heating homes and businesses in the early twentieth century.

United Mine Workers Union of coal miners or​ganized in 1890.

Square Deal Phrase used by Theodore Roosevelt to describe the effort to deal fairly with all.
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( Theodore Roosevelt (left) met with John Muir, a leading advocate for the preservation of wilderness, in 1903 at Yosemite National Park. Although Roosevelt made im​portant contributions to the preservation of parks and wildlife refuges, he was more interested in the careful management of national resources, including federal lands. Culver Pictures, Inc.

1906, Congress passed the Hepburn Act, which al​lowed the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) to establish maximum railroad rates. The act also limited railroads' ability to issue free passes, a practice reformers had long considered bribery.

Regulating Natural Resources

An outspoken proponent of strenuous outdoor ac​tivities, Roosevelt took great pride in establishing five national parks and more than fifty wildlife


preserves to save what he called "beautiful and wonderful wild creatures whose existence was threatened by greed and wantonness." Roosevelt, however, deserves to be called a conservationist, not a preservationist. He did not believe that na​ture should be kept in a pristine condition.

For Roosevelt and Chief Forester Gifford Pin​chot, conservation involved carefully planning the use of federally owned resources. Pinchot, trained in scientific forestry in Europe, worked to conserve timber and grazing resources by withdrawing large tracts of federal land from public sale or use. They hoped that federal management of these lands would provide for the needs of the present and for the future. While president, Roosevelt more than quadrupled the land under federal protection.

Roosevelt's attitude toward western water clearly reveals his definition of conservation. He strongly supported the National Reclamation Act of 1902, also known as the Newlands Act, which set aside proceeds from the sale of federal lands in sixteen western states to finance irrigation projects. The act established the federal government's responsibility for constructing the dams and canals that made agri​culture possible in the arid West. Thus water was to be managed. Far from preserving the western land​scape, federal water projects profoundly trans​formed it.

Taft's Troubles

Soon after Roosevelt won the election of 1904, he an​nounced that he would not seek another term in 1908. He virtually named his successor, William Howard Taft, who had served as governor of the Philippines before joining Roosevelt's cabinet as sec​retary of war in 1904. William Jennings Bryan faced no serious opposition in winning the Democratic

Hepburn Act Law passed in 1906 that authorized the Interstate Commerce Commission to fix maxi​mum railroad rates and extended ICC authority to other forms of transportation.

Gifford Pinchot Head of the Bureau of Forestry from 1898 to 1910; helped begin the conservation movement.

party's nomination for the third time. Roosevelt's popularity and his endorsement of Taft overcame a lackluster Republican campaign. Taft won just un​der 52 percent of the vote, and Republicans kept con​trol of the Senate and the House. Soon after turning the reins over to Taft, Roosevelt set off to hunt big game in Africa.

Although Taft's political approach was far more restrained than his predecessor's, he supported Roosevelt's Square Deal. His attorney general initi​ated some ninety antitrust suits in four years, twice as many as during Roosevelt's seven years. Taft also approved efforts to extend the power of the Interstate Commerce Commission to cover most communication companies.

Taft's administration oversaw the passage of two constitutional amendments. Reformers had long considered the income tax as the fairest means of raising federal revenues. With support from Taft, the Sixteenth Amendment, permitting a federal income tax, was ratified in 1913. The Seventeenth Amendment, proposed in 1912 and adopted in 1913, changed the method of electing U.S. senators from election by state legislatures to direct election by the voters of the state.

Despite these accomplishments, Taft presided over an increasingly divided Republican party. He alienated the progressive wing of the party in 1909 when he signed the Payne-Aldrich Tariff, which retained high rates on most imports. Taft further angered progressives by siding with Joseph Can​non, the highhanded Speaker of the House of Rep​resentatives, who used his power to support con​servatives. Taft's firing of Roosevelt's friend Gifford Pinchot also greatly annoyed the progressive branch of the party, particularly Roosevelt. By 1912, when Taft faced re-election, he also faced opposition from most progressive Republicans.

Wilson and Democratic Progressivism

In 1912, Theodore Roosevelt bolted the Republican party to run for president as the candidate of the newly formed Progressive party. The Democratic presidential candidate that year was Woodrow


Wilson, who, like Roosevelt, claimed to be the true voice of progressivism. Roosevelt and Wilson at​tacked each other's right to claim the title "pro​gressive." They agreed only that William Howard Taft, the Republican candidate, was not a progres​sive at all.

Debating the Future: The Election of 1912

When Theodore Roosevelt returned from Africa and Europe in 1910, he had already met with the indignant Pinchot, who complained that Taft had betrayed the cause of conservation. He then under​took a speaking tour to propose a broad program of reform that he labeled the New Nationalism. Roosevelt did not openly question Taft's re-election, but other Republican progressives began to do so. In the 1910 congressional elections, Republican candidates lost control of the House of Representa​tives for the first time since 1892.

In February 1912, Roosevelt announced that he would oppose Taft for the Republican presidential nomination. Roosevelt enjoyed great popularity in the thirteen states that had established primaries, winning 278 delegates to 48 for Taft and 36 for La Follette. Taft, however, controlled the party ma​chinery. At the Republican nominating convention, many states sent contesting delegations, one pledged to Taft and the other to Roosevelt. Taft's

Sixteenth Amendment Constitutional amend​ment ratified in 1913 that gave the federal govern​ment the right to establish an income tax.

Seventeenth Amendment Constitutional amend​ment ratified in 1913 that authorized the direct popular election of U.S. senators.

Payne-Aldrich Tariff Tariff bill in 1909 that began as a Republican attempt to reduce tariffs but that ultimately retained high tariffs on most imports.

Progressive party Party formed in 1912 with Theodore Roosevelt as its candidate for president; it disintegrated when Roosevelt lost the election.

New Nationalism Program of labor and social re​form that Theodore Roosevelt advocated in 1910; he made an unsuccessful bid to regain the presi​dency using this platform in 1912.

supporters controlled the credentials committee and gave most of the contested seats to Taft dele​gates. Roosevelt's delegates walked out, claiming that Taft had stolen the nomination.

Roosevelt's angry supporters regrouped to form the Progressive or "Bull Moose" party. The new party's platform, which was based on the New Na​tionalism, called for tariff reduction, regulation of corporations, a minimum wage, an end to child la​bor, and woman suffrage. Women were more promi​nent at the Progressive convention than at any other presidential nominating session since the Populists'. Jane Addams seconded Roosevelt's nomination.

The hotly contested Democratic nomination went to Woodrow Wilson, the progressive gover​nor of New Jersey. The Democrats' platform at​tacked monopolies and called for limits on corpo​rate campaign contributions, a single term for the president, and major tariff reductions. Wilson la​beled his program the New Freedom.

Much of the campaign focused on big business. Roosevelt continued to maintain that the behavior of corporations was the problem, not their size. Wil​son depicted monopoly itself as the problem, not the misbehavior of individual corporations. Break​ing up monopolies and restoring competition, he ar​gued, would benefit consumers through better products and lower prices. He also pointed out that as long as monopolies faced regulation, they would naturally seek to control the regulator: the federal government. Only antitrust actions, Wilson argued, could protect democracy from this threat.

Taft was clearly the most conservative of the candidates; Eugene V. Debs, the Socialist candi​date, was clearly the most radical. The real contest, however, was between Roosevelt and Wilson. In the end, Wilson received most of the usual Demo​cratic vote and won with 42 percent of the total. The Democrats also won sizable majorities in both houses of Congress. Roosevelt and Taft split the traditional Republican vote. Debs, with but 6 per​cent, did come in first in some counties and in some city precincts (see Map 21.1).

Wilson and Reform, 1913-1914

Born in Virginia in 1856, Woodrow Wilson first gained national attention when he became presi‑


dent of Princeton University in 1902 and initiated educational reforms. In 1910, New Jersey Demo​crats turned to him when they needed a re​spectable candidate for governor. Wilson won the election and suddenly embraced reform, shocking the conservatives who had nominated him. In two years, he led the legislature to adopt a direct pri​mary, a corrupt practices act, workers' compensa​tion, and regulation of railroads and public utili​ties. Many Democratic progressives supported Wilson when he sought the 1912 presidential nomination.

As president, Wilson focused first on tariff re​form. Despite the opposition of many manufactur​ers, Congress passed the Underwood Tariff in 1913, establishing the most significant reductions since the Civil War. To offset the subsequent fed​eral revenue losses, the Underwood Act initiated an income tax, recently authorized by the Sixteenth Amendment.

Wilson tackled banking reform next. Although a national banking system had existed since 1863, periodic financial panics such as the one in 1907 had made the system's shortcomings evident. Chief among these was that it had no way to adjust the money supply to the needs of the economy. In 1913, a congressional investigation also revealed highly concentrated power in the hands of the few investment bankers. For Wilson and the Democrats in Congress, the crucial question of banking re​form was that of control. Conservatives and bankers favored minimal governmental regula​tion. Progressive Democrats favored strong federal control.

credentials committee Party convention commit​tee that settles disputes arising when rival delega​tions from the same state demand to be seated.

New Freedom Program of reforms advocated by Woodrow Wilson during his 1912 presidential campaign, including reducing tariffs, revising the monetary system, and breaking up monopolies.

Underwood Act Law passed in 1913 that substan​tially reduced tariffs and made up for the lost rev​enue by providing for a small graduated income tax.

money supply The amount of money in the econ​omy, such as cash and the contents of checking accounts.
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( MAP 21.1 Election of 1912 The presidential election of 1912 was complicated by the campaign of former President Theodore Roosevelt, running as a Progressive. Roo​sevelt's campaign split the usual Republican vote without taking away much of the usual Democratic vote. Woodrow Wilson, the Democratic candidate, carried many parts of the West and Northeast that Democratic candidates rarely won.

The debate over control ended in compromise. In 1913, the Federal Reserve Act established twelve regional Federal Reserve Banks. These were "banker's banks," places where banks kept their reserves. All national banks were required to be​long to this Federal Reserve System. The partici​pating banks exercised significant control over the twelve district banks, but the district banks were regulated and supervised by the Federal Reserve Board, a new federal agency with members chosen by the president. In his appointments, Wilson


named men sympathetic to banking and thereby reassured the banking community that the "Fed" posed no threat. The Federal Reserve Act created a flexible currency that was no longer solely depen‑

Federal Reserve Act Law passed in 1913 establish​ing twelve Federal Reserve Banks to hold the cash reserves of commercial banks.

dent on the price of gold. It still provides the framework for regulating the nation's banking system.

In 1914, Congress passed the Clayton Antitrust Act, which prohibited specified business practices, including interlocking directorates among large companies. It also exempted farmers' organiza​tions and unions from the Sherman Act. The an​titrust sections of the Clayton Act, however, pro​vided little basis for breaking up big corporations. One senator claimed that the bill started out as "a raging lion with a mouth full of teeth" but ended up as "a tabby cat with soft gums." The weakening of the Clayton Act partly reflected a change of course by Wilson. Instead of breaking up big busi​ness, Wilson now moved closer to Roosevelt's po​sition that regulation had more potential for pro​tecting small businesses. Wilson did energetically support passage of the Federal Trade Commission Act (1914), a regulatory measure designed to pre​vent unfair business competition.

Wilson and Social Reform

Apart from establishing a separate department of labor, Wilson did little to appeal to progressives who favored social reform. He considered efforts to outlaw child labor unconstitutional and was not convinced of the need to amend the Constitution for woman suffrage.

Wilson did draw sharp criticism from some northern social reformers in 1913 when his ap​pointees began to institute racial segregation in sev​eral federal agencies. A southerner by birth, Wilson believed in segregation. Even though he resisted the most extreme racists in his party, he appointed adamant segregationists to many federal positions. In the South, some Wilson appointees even began to fire African Americans from federal jobs.

Late in 1914, Wilson announced that he was sat​isfied with the legislation that had been passed and would seek no further reforms. Early in 1916, however, he reversed direction in anticipation of the coming election. Wilson had won the White House in 1912 only because of the split among Re​publicans. He joined Democratic progressives in Congress, therefore, in pushing measures intended to capture the loyalty of all progressive voters.


As a first step, Wilson nominated Louis Bran​deis for the Supreme Court. Brandeis's reputation as a staunch progressive and critic of business aroused intense opposition from conservatives. He was confirmed with support from a few progres​sive Republicans and became the first Jewish member of the Court. Wilson followed up the Brandeis nomination with support for improved credit facilities for farmers, workers' compensation for federal employees, and a law to eliminate child labor.

Wilson's shift toward the social reformers may have been a significant factor in the election. His support for organized labor gave him strong back​ing among unionists. In states where women could vote, they supported Wilson in disproportionate numbers, probably because he backed issues such as outlawing child labor. Wilson furthermore vowed to keep the United States out of World War I, which had broken out in 1914. In a very close election, Wilson won with 49 percent of the popu​lar vote against Charles Evans Hughes, a moder​ately progressive Republican.

Progressivism in Perspective

The Progressive Era began with efforts at munici​pal reform in the 1890s and sputtered to a close

Clayton Antitrust Act Law passed in 1914 ban​ning such monopolistic business practices as price fixing and interlocking directorates; it also ex​empted farmers' organizations and unions from prosecution under antitrust laws.

interlocking directorate Situation in which the same individuals sit on the boards of directors of various "competing" companies in one industry.

Federal Trade Commission Act Law passed in

1914 that outlawed unfair methods of competition in interstate commerce and created a commission appointed by the president to investigate illegal business practices.

Louis Brandeis Lawyer and reformer who op​posed monopolies and defended individual rights; in 1916 he became the first Jewish justice on the Supreme Court.

during World War I. The war diverted public atten​tion from reform, and by the end of the war, politi​cal concerns had changed. By the mid-1920s many of the major leaders of progressivism had passed from the political stage.

The Progressive Era transformed American pol​itics and government. Before the Hepburn Act and the Federal Reserve Act, the federal government's role in the national economy consisted largely of instituting land-grant subsidies and protective tar​iffs. After the Progressive Era, the federal govern​ment became a significant player in the economy, regulating a wide range of economic activity. The income tax quickly became the most significant source of federal funds.

The decline of political parties and the emer​gence of political campaigns based largely on per​sonality and advertising stemmed from progres​sive reforms. So did the proliferation of organized pressure groups. Women's participation in politics also increased greatly during the era.

The assertion of presidential authority by Roo​sevelt and Wilson transformed Americans' expec​tations regarding the presidency. Throughout the nineteenth century, Congress dominated the mak​ing of domestic policy. During the twentieth cen​tury, however, Americans came to expect forceful executive leadership in the White House.

Perhaps the most instructive legacy from pro​gressivism is the understanding that reforms rarely fulfill all the expectations of their propo​nents. Some advocates of prohibition, for example, predicted that crime and poverty would diminish once alcohol was banned. Prohibition, however, helped give birth to organized crime, as the mak​ers of illegal liquor began to cooperate among themselves rather than engage in cutthroat compe​tition. Those who reduced the power of political parties hoped to destroy political machines and bosses, but instead fostered the growth of interest-group politics. Some machines also proved highly resilient, adapting themselves to new conditions. The Progressive Era taught America that even the most well-intended reforms are not cure-alls.

proponent One who argues in support of something.


SUMMARY

Expectations 
Constraints 

Choices

Outcomes

Progressivism, a phenomenon of the late nine​teenth and early twentieth centuries, refers to new concepts of government, changes in government that made those concepts a reality, and the political process by which change occurred. Those years marked a time of far-reaching political transforma​tion, brought about through many choices by groups and individuals, who approached politics with fresh but often quite different expectations. Or​ganized interest groups became an important part of this process. Women broke through previous constraints to take a more prominent role in politics. The Anti-Saloon League was the most successful of a number of organizations that chose to reshape government to enforce their moral standards. Some African Americans chose to fight the constraints of segregation and disfranchisement, looking to W. E. B. Du Bois for leadership. Socialists and the Indus​trial Workers of the World saw capitalism as the source of many problems, but few Americans chose their radical solutions.

Political reform took place at every level, from cities to the federal government. Muckraking jour​nalists exposed corruption, wrongdoing, and suf​fering. Municipal reformers introduced modern methods of city government in a quest for effi​ciency and expertise. Some chose to use govern​ment to remedy social problems by employing the expertise of new professions such as public health and social work. Reformers also chose to attack the power of party bosses and machines by reducing the role of political parties.

At the federal level, Theodore Roosevelt set the pace for progressive reform. He challenged judicial constraints on federal authority over big business and advocated other forms of economic regulation. The outcome was an increase in the federal govern‑

ment's role in the economy. He also chose to regu​late the use of natural resources.

In 1912, Roosevelt chose to form a new political party, the Progressives, calling for the regulation of business. Wilson, the Democrat, favored antitrust action. Wilson won the election but soon chose reg​ulation over antitrust action. He presided over the creation of the Federal Reserve System of regulat​

ing banking nationwide. Before the 1916 election, Wilson also pushed for social reforms to unify all progressives behind his leadership.

Progressive reforms have had a profound im​pact on American politics throughout the twenti​eth century. In many ways, the outcome of the Pro​gressive Era was modern American politics.
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Margaret Sanger Birth-control advocate who be�lieved that birth-control information was essential to help women escape poverty and who disobeyed government laws against its distribution.


Muller v. Oregon Supreme Court case in 1908 in which the Court upheld an Oregon law that lim�ited the hours of employment for women.


Jeannette Rankin Montana social worker who in 1916 became the first woman elected to Congress.


National American Woman Suffrage Association Organization formed in 1890 that united the two major woman suffrage groups at the time.

















muckrakers Journalists in the Progressive era who wrote investigative articles exposing corrup�tion in city government, business, and industry.


Lincoln Steffens Muckraking journalist and managing editor of McClure's Magazine best known for revealing political corruption in city governments.








