ISSUE 8

Did the Progressives Fail?

YES: Richard M. Abrams, from “The Failure of Progressivism,”
in Richard Abrams and Lawrence Levine, eds., The Shaping of the
Twentieth Century, 2nd ed. (Little, Brown, 1971)

NO: Arthur S. Link and Richard L. McCormick, from Progressivism
(Harlan Davidson, 1983)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Professor of history Richard M. Abrams maintains that
progressivism was a failure because it tried to impose a uniform
set of values upon a culturally diverse people and never seriously
confronted the inequalities that still exist in American society.

NO: Professors of history Arthur S. Link and Richard L. McCormick
argue that the Progressives were a diverse group of reformers who
confronted and ameliorated the worst abuses that emerged in urban
industrial America during the early 1900s.

P rogressivism is a word used by historians to define the reform currents in the
years between the end of the Spanish-American War and America’s entrance
into the Great War in Europe in 1917. The so-called Progressive movement had
been in operation for over a decade before the label was first used in the 1919
electoral campaigns. Former president Theodore Roosevelt ran as a third-party
candidate in the 1912 election on the Progressive party ticket, but in truth
the party had no real organization outside of the imposing figure of Theodore
Roosevelt. Therefore, as a label, “progressivism” was rarely used as a term of
self-identification for its supporters. Even after 1912, it was more frequently
used by journalists and historians to distinguish the reformers of the period
from socialists and old-fashioned conservatives.

The 1890s was a crucial decade for many Americans. From 1893 until
almost the turn of the century, the nation went through a terrible economic
depression. With the forces of industrialization, urbanization, and immigration
wreaking havoc upon the traditional political, social, and economic structures
of American life, changes were demanded. The reformers responded in a variety
of ways. The proponents of good government believed that democracy was
threatened because the cities were ruled by corrupt political machines while the
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state legislatures were dominated by corporate interests. The cure was to purify
democracy and place government directly in the hands of the people through
such devices as the initiative, referendum, recall, and the direct election of local
school board officials, judges, and U.S. senators.

Social justice proponents saw the problem from a different perspective.
Settlement workers moved into cities and tried to change the urban environ-
ment. They pushed for sanitation improvements, tenement house reforms,
factory inspection laws, regulation of the hours and wages of women, and the
abolition of child labor.

A third group of reformers considered the major problem to be the trusts.
They argued for controls over the power of big business and for the preserva-
tion of the free enterprise system. Progressives disagreed on whether the issue
was size or conduct and on whether the remedy was trust-busting or the regu-
lation of big business. But none could deny the basic question: How was the
relationship between big business and the U.S. government to be defined?

How successful was the Progressive movement? What triggered the reform
impulse? Who were its leaders? How much support did it attract? More impor-
tant, did the laws that resulted from the various movements fulfill the intentions
of its leaders and supporters?

In the following selections, Richard M. Abrams distinguishes the Progres-
sives from other reformers of the era, such as the Populists, the Socialists, the
mainstream labor unions, and the corporate reorganization movement. He then
argues that the Progressive movement failed because it tried to impose a uniform
set of middle-class Protestant moral values upon a nation that was growing more
culturally diverse, and because the reformers supported movements that brought
about no actual changes or only superficial ones at best. The real inequalities in
American society, says Abrams, were never addressed.

In contrast, Arthur S. Link and Richard L. McCormick view progressivism
from the point of view of the reformers and rank it as a qualified success. They
survey the criticisms of the movement made by historians since the 1950s and
generally find them unconvincing. They maintain that the Progressives made
the first real attempts to change the destructive direction in which modern
urban-industrial society was moving.
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YES

Richard M. Abrams

The Failure of Progressivism

Our first task is definitional, because clearly it would be possible to beg the
whole question of “failure” by means of semantical niceties. I have no inten-
tion of being caught in that kind of critics’ trap. I hope to establish that there
was a distinctive major reform movement that took place during most of the
first two decades of this century, that it had a mostly coherent set of charac-
teristics and long-term objectives, and that, measured by its own criteria—not
criteria I should wish, through hindsight and preference, to impose on it—it
fell drastically short of its chief goals.

One can, of course, define a reform movement so broadly that merely
to acknowledge that we are where we are and that we enjoy some advantages
over where we were would be to prove the “success” of the movement. In
many respects, Arthur Link does this sort of thing, both in his and William
B. Catton’s popular textbook, American Epoch, and in his article, “What Hap-
pened to the Progressive Movement in the 1920s?” In the latter, Link defines
“progressivism” as a movement that “began convulsively in the 1890s and
waxed and waned afterward to our own time, to insure the survival of democ-
racy in the United States by the enlargement of governmental power to control
and offset the power of private economic groups over the nation’s institutions
and life.” Such a definition may be useful to classify data gathered to show the
liberal sources of the enlargement of governmental power since the 1890s; but
such data would not be finely classified enough to tell us much about the non-
liberal sources of governmental power (which were numerous and important),
about the distinctive styles of different generations of reformers concerned
with a liberal society, or even about vital distinctions among divergent reform
groups in the era that contemporaries and the conventional historical wisdom
have designed as progressive. . . .

Now, without going any further into the problem of historians’ defini-
tions which are too broad or too narrow—there is no space here for such an
effort—I shall attempt a definition of my own, beginning with the problem
that contemporaries set themselves to solve and that gave the era its cog-
nomen, “progressive.” That problem was progress—or more specifically, how
American society was to continue to enjoy the fruits of material progress
without the accompanying assault upon human dignity and the erosion of
the conventional values and moral assumptions on which the social order
appeared to rest. . ..

From The Shaping of the Twentieth Century, 2nd ed., by Richard M. Abrams. Copyright ©
1971 by Richard M. Abrams. Reprinted by permission of the author, Professor of History at
University of California, Berkeley.
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Arthur S. Link and
Richard L. McCormick

Progressivism in History

Convulsive reform movements swept across the American landscape from
the 1890s to 1917. Angry farmers demanded better prices for their products,
regulation of the railroads, and the destruction of what they thought was the
evil power of bankers, middlemen, and corrupt politicians. Urban residents
crusaded for better city services and more efficient municipal government.
Members of various professions, such as social workers and doctors, tried to
improve the dangerous and unhealthy conditions in which many people
lived and worked. Businessmen, too, lobbied incessantly for goals which they
defined as reform. Never before had the people of the United States engaged
in so many diverse movements for the improvement of their political system,
economy, were calling themselves progressives. Ever since, historians have used
the term progessivism to describe the many reform movements of the early
twentieth century.

Yet in the goals they sought and the remedies they tried, the reformers
were a varied and contradictory lot. Some progressives wanted to increase the
political influence and control of ordinary people, while other progressives
wanted to concentrate authority in experts. Many reformers tried to curtail the
growth of large corporations; others accepted bigness in industry on account
of its supposed economic benefits. Some progressives were genuinely con-
cerned about the welfare of the “new” immigrants from southern and eastern
Europe; other progressives sought, sometimes frantically, to “Americanize” the
newcomers or to keep them out altogether. In general, progressives sought to
improve the conditions of life and labor and to create as much social stability
as possible. But each group of progressives had its own definitions of improve-
ment and stability. In the face of such diversity, one historian, Peter G. Filene,
has even argued that what has been called the progressive movement never
existed as a historical phenomenon (“An Obituary for ‘The Progressive Move-
ment,”” American Quarterly, 1970).

Certainly there was no unified movement, but, like most students of the
period, we consider progessivism to have been a real, vital, and significant
phenomenon, one which contemporaries recognized and talked and fought
about. Properly conceptualized, progressivism provides a useful framework for
the history of the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.

Excerpted from Progressivism by Arthur S. Link and Richard L. McCormick. Copyright © 1983
by Harlan Davidson, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Harlan Davidson, Inc.
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NO / Link and McCormick 181

One source of confusion and controversy about progressives and progres-
sivism is the words themselves. They are often used judgmentally to describe
people and changes which historians have deemed to be “good,” “enlight-
ened,” and “farsighted.” The progressives themselves naturally intended the
words to convey such positive qualities, but we should not accept their usage
uncritically. It might be better to avoid the terms progressive and progressiv-
ism altogether, but they are too deeply embedded in the language of contem-
poraries and historians to be ignored. Besides, we think that the terms have
real meaning. In this [selection] the words will be used neutrally, without any
implicit judgment about the value of reform.

In the broadest sense, progressivism was the way in which a whole gen-
eration of Americans defined themselves politically and responded to the
nation’s problems at the turn of the century. The progressives made the first
comprehensive efforts to grapple with the ills of a modern urban-industrial
society. Hence the record of their achievements and failures has considerable
relevance for our own time.



