Chapter 21

Progressivism 

Progressivism was a reform movement that took its name from individuals who left the 

Republican Party in 1912 to join Theodore Roosevelt’s new party, the Progressive 

Party. The term progressive, however, refers to a much larger and more varied group of 

reformers than those who gathered around Roosevelt in 1912. 

As early as 1900, these reformers had set out to cleanse and reinvigorate an America 

whose politics and society they considered in decline. Progressives wanted to rid politics 

of corruption, tame the power of the “trusts,” and, in the process, inject more liberty into 

American life. They fought against prostitution, gambling, drinking, and other forms of 

vice. They first appeared in municipal politics, organizing movements to oust crooked 

mayors and to break up local gas or streetcar monopolies. They carried their fights to the 

states and finally to the nation. Two presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, 

placed themselves at the head of this movement. 

Progressivism was popular among a variety of groups who brought to the movement distinct, and often conflicting, aims. On one issue, however, most progressives agreed: the need 

for an activist government to right political, economic, and social wrongs. Some progressives 

wanted government to become active only long enough to clean up the political process, root 

out vice, upgrade the electorate, and break up trusts. These problems were so difficult to solve 

that many other progressives endorsed the notion of a permanently active government—with 

the power to tax income, regulate industry, protect consumers from fraud, empower workers, 

safeguard the environment, and provide social welfare. Many progressives, in other words, 

came to see the federal government as the institution best equipped to solve social problems. 

Such positive attitudes toward government power marked an important change in 

American politics. Americans had long been suspicious of centralized government, viewing it as the enemy of liberty. The Populists had broken with that view (see chapter 19), 

but they had been defeated. The progressives had to build a new case for strong government as the protector of liberty and equality. 

Progressivism and the Protestant Spirit 

Focus Question 

Which groups of Americans spearheaded the progressive movement? 

Progressivism emerged first and most strongly among young, mainly Protestant, middleclass Americans who felt alienated from their society. Many had been raised in devout 

Protestant homes in which religious conviction had often been a spur to social action. 

They were expected to become ministers or missionaries or to serve their church in some 

other way. They had abandoned this path, but they never lost their zeal for righting moral 

wrongs and for uplifting the human spirit. They were distressed by the immorality and 

corruption in American politics and by the gap that separated rich from poor. They became, 

in the words of one historian, “ministers of reform.” 

Other Protestant reformers retained their faith. This was true of William Jennings 

Bryan, the former Populist leader who became an ardent progressive and evangelical. 

Throughout his political career, Bryan always insisted that Christian piety and American 

democracy were integrally related. Billy Sunday, a former major league baseball player 

who became the most theatrical evangelical preacher of his day, elevated opposition to 

saloons and the “liquor trust” into a righteous crusade. And Walter Rauschenbusch led a 

movement known as the Social Gospel, which emphasized the duty of Christians to work 

for the social good. 

Protestants formed a large and diverse population, sizable sections of which showed little interest in reform. Thus it is important to identify smaller and more cohesive groups of 

reformers. Of the many that arose, three were of particular importance, especially in the 

early years: investigative journalists, who were called “muckrakers”; the founders and 

supporters of settlement houses; and socialists. 

Muckrakers,Magazines,and the Turn toward “Realism” 

The term muckrakerwas coined by Theodore Roosevelt, who had intended it as a criticism 

of newspaper and magazine reporters who, for no purpose other than monetary reward, 

wrote stories about scandalous situations. But the label became a badge of honor among 

journalists who were committed to exposing repugnant aspects of American life. During 

the first decade of the 20th century, they presented the public with one startling revelation after another. Ida Tarbell revealed the shady practices by which John D. Rockefeller 

had transformed his Standard Oil Company into a monopoly. Lincoln Steffens unraveled 

the webs of bribery and corruption that were strangling local governments in the nation’s 

cities. George Kibbe Turner documented the extent of prostitution and family disintegration in the ethnic ghettos of those cities. These muckrakers wanted to shock the public 

into recognizing the shameful state of political, economic, and social affairs and to prompt 

“the people” to take action. 

The tradition of investigative journalism reached back at least to the 1870s, when newspaper and magazine writers exposed the corrupt practices of New York City’s Boss Tweed 

and his Tammany Hall machine. The 20th-century rise of the muckrakers reflected two 

factors, one economic—expanded newspaper and magazine circulation—and the other 

intellectual—increased interest in “realism.” Together they transformed investigative 

reporting into something of national importance. 

From 1870 to 1909, daily newspapers rose in number from 574 to 2,600, and their circulation increased from less than 3 million to more than 24 million. During the first 

decade of the 20th century, the magazine revolution of the 1880s and 1890s (see chapter 

19) accelerated. Cheap, 10-cent periodicals such as McClure’s Magazine andLadies’ Home 

Journal, with circulations of 400,000 to 1 million, began to displace genteel and relatively 

expensive 35-cent publications such as Harper’s andThe Atlantic Monthly. The expanded 

readership brought journalists considerably more money and prestige and attracted many 

talented and ambitious men and women to the profession. Wider circulation also made 

magazine publishers more receptive to stories—particularly sensational ones about ill-gotten 

economic power, government corruption, and urban vice—that might appeal to their 

expanded readership. 

The American middle class’s growing intellectual interest in “realism” also favored the 

muckrakers. “Realism” was a way of thinking that prized detachment, objectivity, and 

skepticism. Those who embraced it pointed out that constitutional theory, with its 

emphasis on citizenship, elections, and democratic procedures, had little to do with the 

way government in the United States actually worked. What could one learn about 

bosses, machines, and graft from studying the Constitution? There was also a sense that 

the nation’s glorification of the “self-made man” and of “individualism” was preventing 

Americans from coping effectively with large-scale organizations—corporations, banks, 

labor unions—and their sudden centrality to the nation’s economy and to society. The 

realists, finally, criticized the tendency, which was prevalent among American writers and 

artists, to emulate European styles, and they called on them to pioneer new styles that 

would be better able to capture American life and thought. 

By the first decade of the 20th century, intellectuals and artists of all sorts—philosophers 

John Dewey and William James; social scientists Thorstein Veblen and Charles Beard; novelists Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser, and Upton Sinclair; painters John Sloan, George 

Bellows, and other members of the “Ashcan School”; photographers Jacob Riis and Lewis 

Hine; architects Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright; jurists Oliver Wendell Holmes 

and Louis Brandeis—were attempting to create truer, more realistic ways of representing 

and analyzing American society. Many of them were inspired by the work of investigative 

journalists, and some had been newspapermen. Years of firsthand observation enabled 

them to describe American society as it “truly was.” They brought shadowy figures vividly 

to life. They pictured for Americans the captain of industry who ruthlessly destroyed his 

competitors; the con artist who tricked young people new to city life; the innocent immigrant girl who fell prey to the white slave traders; the corrupt policeman under whose protection urban vice flourished. 

A large middle class, uneasy about the state of American society, applauded the muckrakers for telling these stories and became interested in reform. Members of this class pressured city and state governments to send crooked government officials to jail and to stamp 

out the sources of corruption and vice. Between 1902 and 1916, more than 100 cities 

launched investigations of the prostitution trade. At the federal level, all three branches of 

government felt compelled to address the question of “the trusts”—the concentration of 

power in the hands of a few industrialists and financiers. Progressivism began to crystallize 

into a political movement centered on the abuses the muckrakers had exposed. 

Settlement Houses and Women’s Activism 

Established by middle-class reformers, settlement houses were intended to help the largely 

immigrant urban poor cope with the harsh conditions of city life. Much of the inspiration 

for settlement houses came from young, college-educated, Protestant women who were 

from comfortable but not particularly wealthy backgrounds. Some had imbibed a commitment to social justice from parents and grandparents who had fought to abolish slavery. Highly educated, talented, and sensitive to social injustice, they rebelled against being 

relegated solely to the roles of wife and mother and sought to assert their independence in 

socially useful ways. 

Hull House 

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr established the nation’s first settlement house, in Chicago, 

in 1889. The two women had been inspired by a visit the year before to London’s Toynbee 

Hall, where a small group of middle-class men had been living and working with that city’s 

poor since 1884. Addams and Starr bought a decaying mansion that had once been the 

country home of a prominent Chicagoan, Charles J. Hull. By 1889, “Hull House”stood 

amidst factories, churches, saloons, and tenements inhabited by poor, largely foreign-born 

working-class families. 

Addams quickly emerged as the guiding spirit of Hull House. She moved into the 

building and demanded that all who worked there do the same. She and Starr enlisted 

extraordinary women such as Florence Kelley, Alice Hamilton, and Julia Lathrop. They 

set up a nursery for the children of working mothers, a penny savings bank, and an 

employment bureau, soon followed by a baby clinic, a neighborhood playground, and 

social clubs. Determined to minister to cultural as well as economic needs, Hull House 

sponsored an orchestra, reading groups, and a lecture series. Members of Chicago’s 

widening circle of reform-minded intellectuals, artists, and politicians contributed their 

energies to the enterprise. John Dewey taught philosophy and Frank Lloyd Wright lectured on architecture. Clarence Darrow, the workingman’s lawyer, and Henry Demarest 

Lloyd, Chicago’s radical muckraker, spent considerable time at Hull House. In 1893, Illinois 

Governor John P. Altgeld named Hull House worker Florence Kelley as the state’s chief 

factory inspector. Her investigations led to Illinois’s first factory law, which prohibited 

child labor, limited the employment of women to eight hours a day, and authorized the 

state to hire inspectors to enforce the law. 

The Hull House activists seemed to have unlimited energy, imagination, and commitment. Julia Lathrop used her appointment to the State Board of Charities to agitate for 

improvements in the care of the poor, the handicapped, and the delinquent. With Edith 

Abbott and Sophonisba Breckinridge, she established the Department of Social Research 

at the University of Chicago (which would evolve into the nation’s first school of social 

work). Alice Hamilton, who had overcome gender discrimination to become a doctor, pioneered in the field of public health. 

The Hull House leaders did not command the instant fame accorded the muckrakers. 

Nevertheless, they were steadily drawn into the public arena. Thousands of women across 

the country were inspired to build their own settlement houses on the Hull House model 

(eventually more than 400 settlement houses would open nationwide). By 1910, Jane Addams 

had become one of the nation’s most famous women. She and other settlement house workers played a critical role in fashioning the progressive agenda and in drafting piecesof progressive legislation. 

The Cultural Conservatism of Progressive Reformers 

In general, settlement house workers were more sympathetic toward the poor, the illiterate, 

and the downtrodden than the muckrakers were. Although she disapproved of machine 

politics, Jane Addams saw firsthand the benefits that machine politicians delivered to their 

constituents. She respected the cultural inheritance of the immigrants and admired their 

resourcefulness. Although she wanted them to become Americans, she encouraged them to 

integrate their “immigrant gifts” into their new identities. Those attitudes were more liberal 

than those of other reformers, who considered many immigrants to be culturally, even 

racially, inferior. 

But there were limits even to Addams’s sympathy for the immigrants. In particular, 

she disapproved of the new working-class entertainments that gave adolescents extensive and unregulated opportunities for intimate association. She was also troubled by the 

emerging sexual revolution (see chapter 20). Addams tended to equate female sexuality 

with prostitution, and she joined many other women reformers in a campaign to suppress both. Addams and others had identified a serious problem in American cities, 

where significant numbers of immigrant and rural women new to urban life were lured 

into prostitution or chose it as a job preferable to 65 poorly paid hours per week in a 

sweatshop. 

The reformers’ zeal on this matter, however, exaggerated the dimensions of the problem and led to some questionable legislation, such as the Mann Act (1910), which made 

it illegal to transport a woman across state lines “for immoral purposes.” If this law permitted the prosecution of true traffickers in women, it also allowed the government to 

interfere in the private sexual relations of consenting adults. This is what happened in the 

case of Jack Johnson, the African American heavyweight boxing champion, who was 

arrested and convicted for “transporting” his white secretary, Lucy Cameron, across state 

lines. That Johnson’s and Cameron’s relationship was consensual and would culminate in 

marriage did not deter the authorities, who wanted to punish Johnson for his dominance 

of white boxers and his relationship with a white woman. 

The cultural conservatism evident in the attitudes of Jane Addams and others on female 

sexuality also emerged in their attitudes toward alcohol. Drinking rivaled prostitution as a 

problem in poor, working-class areas. Many men wasted their hard-earned money on drinks 

at the local saloon, a drain on meager family resources that created tension between these 

men and their wives. Domestic fights and family violence sometimes ensued. Settlement 

house workers were well aware of the ill effects of alcoholism (250 saloons did business in 

Chicago’s 19th Ward alone) and sought to combat it. They called on working people to 

refrain from drink and pushed legislation that would shut down the saloons. The progressives joined forces with the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (245,000 members 

strong by 1911) and the Anti-Saloon League. By 1916, through their collective efforts, these 

groups had won prohibition of the sale and manufacture of alcoholic beverages in 16 states. 

In 1919, their crowning achievement was the 18th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, 

making prohibition the law of the land (see chapter 23). 

In depicting alcohol and saloons as unmitigated evils, however, the prohibition 

movement ignored the role saloons played in ethnic, working-class communities. On 

Chicago’s South Side, for example, saloons provided  thousands of workers with the only 

decent place to eat lunch. The meatpacking plants where they labored had no cafeterias, 

and few workers could stomach eating their lunch where animals were slaughtered, 

dressed, and packed. Some saloons catered to particular ethnic groups: They served traditional foods and drinks, provided meeting space for fraternal organizations, and 

offered camaraderie to men longing to speak in their native tongue. Saloonkeepers 

sometimes functioned as informal bankers, cashing checks and making small loans. Not 

surprisingly, many immigrants shunned the prohibition movement. They had no interest in being “uplifted” and “reformed” in this way. Here was a gulf separating the immigrant masses from the Protestant middle class that even compassionate reformers such 

as Jane Addams could not bridge. 

A Nation of Clubwomen 

Settlement house workers comprised only one part of a vast network of female reformers. Hundreds of thousands of women belonged to local women’s clubs. Conceived in 

the 1860s and 1870s as self-help organizations in which women would be encouraged 

to sharpen their minds, refine their domestic skills, and strengthen their moral faculties 

(see chapter 19), these clubs, by 1900, began taking on tasks of social reform. Clubwomen 

typically focused their energies on improving schools, building libraries and playgrounds, 

expanding educational and vocational opportunities for girls, and securing fire and sanitation codes for tenement houses. In so doing, they made traditional female concerns— 

the nurturing and education of children, the care of the home—questions of public 

policy. 

Clubwomen rose to prominence in black communities, too, and addressed similar sorts 

of issues; on matters of sexuality and alcohol, they often shared the conservative sentiments of their white counterparts. Some groups of black clubwomen ventured into community affairs more boldly than their white counterparts, however, especially in southern 

states, where black men were being stripped of the right to vote, to serve on juries, and to 

hold political office. Whites were prepared to punish any African American, male or 

female, who showed too much initiative or was thought to be challenging the principles 

of white supremacy. Even so, many black female activists persevered in the face of such 

threats, determined to provide leadership in their communities and voice their people’s 

concerns. 

Socialism and Progressivism 

Issues such as women’s sexuality and men’s alcoholism drew progressives in a conservative direction, but other issues drew them to socialism. In the early 20th century, socialism stood for the transfer of control over big businesses from the capitalists who owned 

them to the laboring masses who worked in them. Socialists believed that such a transfer, 

usually defined in terms of government ownership and operation of corporations, would 

make it impossible for wealthy elites to control society. 

The Socialist Party of America, founded in 1901, became a political force during the 

first 16 years of the century, and socialist ideas influenced progressivism. In 1912, at the 

peak of its influence, the Socialist Party enrolled more than 115,000 members. Its presidential candidate, the charismatic Eugene Victor Debsof Terre Haute, Indiana, attracted 

almost a million votes—6 percent of the total votes cast that year. In that same year, 1,200 

Socialists held elective office in 340 different municipalities. Of these, 79 were mayors of 

cities as geographically and demographically diverse as Schenectady, New York; Milwaukee, 

Wisconsin; Butte, Montana; and Berkeley, California. More than 300 newspapers and periodicals, with a combined circulation exceeding 2 million, spread the socialist gospel. The 

most important socialist publication was Appeal to Reason, published by Julius Wayland 

from Kansas and sent out each week to 750,000 subscribers. In 1905, Wayland published, 

in serial form, a novel by an obscure muckraker named Upton Sinclair, which depicted the 

scandalous working conditions in Chicago’s meatpacking industry. When it was later published in book form in 1906,The Jungle created such an outcry that the federal government 

was forced to regulate the meat industry. 

The Many Faces of Socialism 

Socialists came in many varieties. In Milwaukee, they consisted of predominantly German 

working-class immigrants and their descendants; in New York City, their numbers were 

strongest among Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. In the Southwest, tens of 

thousands of disgruntled native-born farmers who had been Populists in the 1890s 

now flocked to the socialist banner. In Oklahoma alone, these erstwhile Populists were 

numerous enough by 1912 to support 11 socialist weeklies. In that same year, Oklahoma 

voters gave a higher percentage of their votes, more than 16 percent, to the Socialist candidate Debs than did the voters of any other state. In the West, socialism was popular 

among miners, timber cutters, and others who labored in isolated areas where industrialists possessed extraordinary power over work, politics, and community life. These radicals gravitated to the militant labor union, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) 

(see chapter 20), which found a home in the Socialist Party from 1905 to 1913. 

Socialists differed from each other not only in their occupations and ethnic origins but 

also in their politics. The IWW was the most radical socialist group, with its incessant calls 

for revolution. By contrast, mainstream socialism, as articulated by Debs, was more 

respectful of American political, cultural, and religious traditions. Mainstream socialists 

saw themselves as the saviors rather than the destroyers of the American republic—as the 

true heirs of Thomas Jefferson. Their confidence that the nation could be redeemed through 

conventional politics—through the election of Debs as president—is evidence of their affection for American democracy. And their faith in redemption reveals the degree to which 

Protestant religious beliefs underlay their quest for social justice and what they called a 

“cooperative commonwealth.” Evolutionary socialists, led by Victor Berger of Milwaukee, 

abandoned talk of revolution altogether and chose instead an aggressive brand of reform 

politics. They were dubbed “gas and water socialists”because of their interest in improving city services. 

These differences would, after 1912, fragment the socialist movement. For a decade or 

so, however, these divergent groups managed to coexist in a single political party, thanks, 

largely, to the leadership of Debs. When he was released from a Chicago jail in 1895 after 

serving time for his role in the strike against the Pullman Company (see chapter 19), Debs 

declared to a gathering of 100,000 admirers: “Manifestly the spirit of ‘76 still survives. The 

fires of liberty and noble aspirations are not yet extinguished. . . . The vindication and glorification of American principles of government, as proclaimed to the world in the Declaration 

of Independence, is the high purpose of this convocation.” 

Socialists and Progressives 

Debs’s speeches both attracted and disturbed progressives. On the one hand, he spoke 

compellingly about the dangers of unregulated capitalism and excessively concentrated 

wealth, both progressive concerns. His confidence that a strong state could bring the economic system under control mirrored the progressives’ own faith in the positive uses of 

government. Progressives often worked hand-in-hand with socialists to win economic and 

political reforms, especially at the municipal and state levels, and many intellectuals and 

reformers easily moved back and forth between socialism and progressivism. Florence 

Kelley, Hull House reformer and Illinois factory inspector, was one such person; Clarence 

Darrow, a Chicago trial lawyer who successfully defended the IWW’s William Haywood 

in 1907 against charges that he had murdered a former Idaho governor, was another. Walter 

Lippmann, who would become a close adviser to President Wilson during the First World 

War, began his political career in 1912 as an assistant to the Socialist mayor of Schenectady. 

Several of the era’s most prominent intellectuals, including John Dewey, Richard Ely, and 

Thorstein Veblen, also traveled back and forth between the socialist and progressive 

camps. So did Helen Keller, the country’s leading spokesperson for the disabled. 

On the other hand, Debs’s talk of revolution scared progressives, as did his efforts to 

organize a working-class political movement independent of middle-class involvement or 

control. Although progressives wanted to tame capitalism, they stopped short of wanting 

to eliminate it. They wanted to improve working and living conditions for the masses but 

not cede political control to them. The progressives hoped to offer a political program with 

enough socialist elements to counter the appeal of Debs’s more radical movement. In this, 

they were successful. 

Municipal Reform 

Progressive-era reform battles first erupted over control of municipal transportation networks 

and utilities. Private corporations typically owned and operated street railways and electrical 

and gas systems. Many of the corporations used their monopoly power to charge exorbitant 

fares and rates, and they often won that power by bribing city officials who belonged to 

one of the political machines. Corporations achieved generous reductions in real estate 

taxes in the same way. 

The attack on private utilities and their protectors in city government gained momentum 

in the mid-1890s. In Detroit, reform-minded Mayor Hazen S. Pingree led successful fights 

to control the city’s gas, telephone, and trolley companies. In Chicago in 1896 and 1897, a 

group of middle-class reformers ousted a corrupt city council and elected a mayor, Carter 

Harrison, Jr., who promised to protect Chicago’s streetcar riders from exploitation. In 

Cleveland,the crusading reformer Tom Johnson won election as mayor in 1901, curbed the 

power of the streetcar interests, and brought honest and efficient government to the city. 

Occasionally, a reform politician of Johnson’s caliber would rise to power through one 

of the regular political parties. But this path to power was a difficult one, especially in cities 

where the political parties were controlled by machines. Consequently, progressives 

worked for reforms that would strip the parties of their power. Two of their favorite 

reforms were the city commission and the city manager forms of government. 

The City Commission Plan 

First introduced in Galveston, Texas, in 1900, in the wake of a devastating tidal wave, the 

city commission shifted municipal power from the mayor and his aldermen to five city 

commissioners, each responsible for a different department of city government. In Galveston 

and elsewhere, the impetus for this reform came from civic-minded businessmen who 

were determined to rebuild government on the same principles of efficient and scientific 

management that had energized the private sector. The results were often impressive. The 

Galveston commissioners restored the city’s credit after a brush with bankruptcy, improved 

the city’s harbor, and built a massive seawall to protect the city from future floods. They 

accomplished all of this on budgets that had been cut by one-third. In Houston, Texas; 

Des Moines, Iowa; Dayton, Ohio; Oakland, California; and elsewhere, city commissioners 

similarly improved urban infrastructures, expanded city services, and strengthened the 

financial health of the cities. Many commissions established publicly owned utilities. By 

1913, more than 300 cities, most of them small to middling in size, had adopted the city 

commission plan. 

The City Manager Plan 

The city commission system did not always work to perfection, however. Sometimes the commissioners used their position to reward electoral supporters with jobs and contracts; other 

times, they pursued power and prestige for their respective departments. The city manager 

plan was meant to overcome such problems. Under this plan, the commissioners continued 

to set policy, but policy implementation now rested with a “chief executive.” This official, 

who was not elected but appointed by the commissioners, would curtail rivalries among 

commissioners and ensure that no outside influences interfered with the impartial, businesslike management of the city. The job of city manager was explicitly modeled after that 

of a corporation executive. First introduced in Sumter, South Carolina, in 1911 and then in 

Dayton, Ohio, in 1913, by 1919 the city manager plan had spread to 130 cities. 

The Costs of Reform 

Although these reforms limited corruption and improved services, they were not universally popular. Poor and minority voters, in particular, found that their influence in 

local affairs was weakened by the shift to city commissioners and city managers. Previously, candidates for municipal office (other than the mayor) competed in ward elections rather than in citywide elections. Voters in working-class wards commonly elected 

workingmen to represent them, and voters in immigrant wards made sure that fellow 

ethnics represented their interests on city councils. Citywide elections diluted the 

strength of these constituencies. Candidates from poor districts often lacked the money 

needed to mount a citywide campaign, and they were further hampered by the nonpartisan nature of such elections. Denied the support of a political party or platform, they 

had to make themselves personally known to voters throughout the city. That was a 

much easier task for the city’s “leading citizens”—manufacturers, merchants, and 

lawyers—than it was for workingmen. In Dayton, the percentage of citizens voting Socialist rose from 25 percent to 44 percent in the years following the introduction of the commission manager system, but the number of Socialists elected to office declined from five 

to zero. Progressive political reforms thus frequently reduced the influence of radicals, 

minorities, and the poor in elections. 

Political Reform in the States 

Focus Question 

How did progressive reformers hope to create a “responsible” and “virtuous” electorate? 

What were the consequences of their reforms? 

As at the local level, political parties at the state level were often dominated by corrupt 

politicians who did the bidding of powerful private lobbies. In New Jersey in 1903, for 

example, industrial and financial interests, working through the Republican Party 

machine, controlled numerous appointments to state government, including the chief justice 

of the state supreme court, the attorney general, and the commissioner of banking and insurance. Such webs of influence ensured that New Jersey would provide large corporationssuch 

as the railroads with favorable political and economic legislation. 

Restoring Sovereignty to “the People” 

Progressives introduced reforms designed to undermine the power of party bosses, restore 

sovereignty to “the people,” and encourage honest, talented individuals to enter politics. 

One such reform was the direct primary, a mechanism that enabled voters, rather than 

party bosses, to choose party candidates. Mississippi introduced this reform in 1902 and 

Wisconsin in 1903. By 1916, all but three states had adopted the direct primary. Closely 

related was a movement to strip state legislatures of their power to choose U.S. senators. 

State after state enacted legislation that permitted voters to choose Senate candidates in 

primary elections. In 1912, a reluctant U.S. Senate was obliged to approve the 17th 

Amendment to the Constitution, mandating the direct election of senators. The state legislatures ratified this amendment in 1913. 

Populists had first proposed direct election of U.S. senators in the 1890s; they also proposed the initiativeand the referendum, both of which were adopted first by Oregon in 

1902 and then by 18 other states between 1902 and 1915. The initiative allowed reformers to put legislative proposals before voters in general elections without having to wait for 

state legislatures to act. The referendum gave voters the right in general elections to repeal 

an unpopular act that a state legislature had passed. Less widely adopted but important 

nevertheless was the recall, a device that allowed voters to remove from office any public 

servant who had betrayed his trust. As a further control over the behavior of elected officials, numerous states enacted laws that regulated corporate campaign contributions and 

restricted lobbying activities in state legislatures. These laws neither eliminated corporate 

privilege nor destroyed the power of machine politicians. Nevertheless, they made politics 

more honest and strengthened the influence of ordinary voters. 

Creating a Virtuous Electorate 

Progressive reformers focused as well on creating a responsible electorate that understood 

the importance of the vote and that resisted efforts to manipulate elections. To create this 

ideal electorate, reformers had to see to it that all of those citizens who were deemed virtuous could cast their votes free of coercion and intimidation. At the same time, reformers 

sought to disenfranchise citizens who were considered irresponsible and corruptible. In 

pursuing these goals, progressives substantially altered the composition of the electorate 

and strengthened government regulation of voting. The results were contradictory. On the 

one hand, progressives enlarged the electorate by extending the right to vote to women; 

on the other hand, they either initiated or tolerated laws that barred large numbers of 

minority and poor voters from the polls. 

The Australian Ballot 

Government regulation of voting had begun in the 1890s, when virtually every state 

adopted the Australian, or secret, ballot. This reform required voters to vote in private 

rather than in public. It also required the government, rather than political parties, to print 

the ballots and supervise the voting. Before this time, each political party had printed its 

own ballot with only its candidates listed. At election time, each party mobilized its loyal 

supporters. Party workers offered liquor, free meals, and other bribes to entice voters to 

the polls and to “persuade” them to cast the party ballot. Because the ballots were cast in 

public, few voters who had accepted gifts of liquor and food dared to cross watchful party 

officials. Critics argued that the system corrupted the electoral process. They also pointed 

out that it made “ticketsplitting”—dividing one’s vote between candidates of two or more 

parties—virtually impossible. 

The Australian ballot solved these problems. Although it predated progressivism, it embodied the progressives’ determination to use government power to encourage citizens to casttheir 

votes responsibly and wisely. 

Personal Registration Laws 

That same determination was apparent in the progressives’ support for the personal registration laws that virtually every state passed between 1890 and 1920. These laws allowed 

prospective voters to register to vote only if they appeared at a designated government 

office with proper identification. Frequently, these laws also mandated a certain period of 

residence in the state before registration and a certain interval between registration and 

actual voting. 

Personal registration laws were meant to disenfranchise citizens who showed no interest in voting until election day, when a party worker arrived with a few dollars and offered 

a free ride to the polls. However, they also excluded many hardworking, responsible, poor 

people who wanted to vote but had failed to register, either because their work schedules 

made it impossible or because they were intimidated by the complex regulations. The laws 

were particularly frustrating for immigrants with limited knowledge of American government and of the English language. 

Disenfranchisement 

Progressives also promoted election laws expressly designed to keep noncitizen immigrants from voting. In the 1880s, 18 states had passed laws allowing immigrants to vote 

without first becoming citizens. Progressives reversed this trend. At the same time, the 

newly formed Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization (1906) made it more difficult to 

become a citizen. Applicants for citizenship now had to appear before a judge, who interrogated them, in the English language, on American history and civics. In addition, immigrants were required to provide two witnesses to vouch for their “moral character” and 

their “attachment to the principles of the Constitution.” Finally, immigrants had to swear 

(and, if necessary, prove) that they were not anarchists or polygamists and that they had 

resided continuously in the United States for five years. 

Most progressives defended the new rigor of the process. U.S. citizenship, they believed, 

carried responsibilities; it was not to be bestowed lightly. This position was understandable, 

given the electoral abuses progressives had exposed. Nevertheless, the reforms also denied 

the vote to a large proportion of the population. In cities and towns where immigrants 

dominated the workforce, the numbers of registered voters fell steeply. Nowhere was 

exclusion more startling than in the South, where between 1890 and 1904, every exConfederatestate passed laws designed to strip blacks of their right to vote. Because laws 

explicitly barring blacks from voting would have violated the 15th Amendment, this exclusion had to be accomplished indirectly—through literacy tests, property qualifications, 

and poll taxes mandated by the legislatures of the ex-Confederate states. Any citizen who 

failed a reading test, or who could not sign his name, or who did not own a minimum 

amount of property, or who could not pay a poll tax, lost his right to vote. The citizens 

who failed these tests most frequently were blacks—who formed the poorest and least 

educated segment of the southern population—but a large portion of the region’s poor 

whites also failed the tests. The effects of disenfranchisementwere stark. In 1900, only 

1,300 blacks voted in Mississippi elections, down from 130,000 in the 1870s. Virginia’s 

voter turnout dropped from 60 percent of adult men (white and black) in 1900 to 28 percent 

in 1904. 

Many progressives in the North, such as Governor Robert La Follette of Wisconsin, 

criticized southern disenfranchisement. Some, including Jane Addams and John 

Dewey, joined in 1910 with W. E. B. Du Bois and other black reformers to found the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), an interracial 

political organization that made black equality its primary goal. In the South, however, 

white progressives rarely challenged disenfranchisement, and most had little difficulty 

justifying it with progressive ideology. Because progressives everywhere considered the 

right to vote a precious gift granted only to those who could handle its responsibilities, 

they equally believed that it must be withheld from people who were deemed racially 

or culturally unfit. Progressives in the North excluded many immigrants on just those 

grounds. Progressives in the South saw the disenfranchisement of African Americans in 

the same light. 

Disillusionment with the Electorate 

In the process of identifying those groups “unfit” to hold the franchise, some progressives soured on the electoral process altogether. The more they looked for rational and 

virtuous voters, the fewer they found. In Drift and Mastery (1914), Walter Lippmann 

argued that ordinary people had been overwhelmed by industrial and social changes. 

Because these changes seemed beyond their comprehension or control, they “drifted,” 

unable to “master” the circumstances of modern life or take charge of their own destiny. Lippmann did not suggest that such ordinary people should be barred from voting, but he did argue that more political responsibility should rest with appointed officials who possessed the training and knowledge necessary to make government 

effective and just. The growing disillusionment with the electorate, in combination 

with intensifying restrictions on the franchise, created an environment in which 

fewer and fewer Americans actually went to the polls. Voting participation rates fell 

from 79 percent in 1896 to only 49 percent in 1920. 

Woman Suffrage 

The major exception to this trend was the enfranchisement of women. This momentous 

reform was adopted by several states during the 1890s and the first two decades of the 

20th century and became federal law with the ratification of the 19th Amendment to the 

Constitution in 1920. 

Launched in 1848 at the famous Seneca Falls convention (see chapter 12), the women’s 

rights movement floundered in the 1870s and 1880s. In 1890, suffragists came together in 

a new organization, the National American Woman Suffrage Association(NAWSA), led 

by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. Thousands of young, college-educated 

women campaigned door-to-door, held impromptu rallies, and pressured state legislators. 

Wyoming, which attained statehood in 1890, became the first state to grant women the 

right to vote, followed in 1893 by Colorado and in 1896 by Idaho and Utah. The main 

reason for success in these sparsely populated western states was not egalitarianism but 

rather the conviction that women’s supposedly gentler and more nurturing nature would 

tame and civilize the men who had populated the frontier. 

This notion reflected a subtle but important change in the suffrage movement. Earlier 

generations had insisted that women were fundamentally equal to men, but the new suffragists argued that women were different from men. Women, they stressed, possessed a 

moral sense and a nurturing quality that men lacked. Consequently, they understood the 

civic obligations implied by the franchise and could be trusted to vote virtuously. Their 

votes would hasten to completion the progressive task of cleansing the political process of 

corruption. Their experience as mothers and household managers, moreover, would enable 

them to guide local and state governments in efforts to improve education, sanitation, family wholesomeness, and the condition of women and children in the workforce. In other 

words, the enfranchisement of women would enhance the quality of both public and private 

life without insisting they were the equals of men in all respects. 

Suffragists were slow to ally themselves with blacks, Asians, and other disenfranchised 

groups. In fact, many suffragists, especially those in the South and West, opposed the franchise for Americans of color. They, like their male counterparts, believed that members of 

these groups lacked moral strength and thus did not deserve the right to vote. Unlike the 

suffrage pioneers of the 1840s and 1850s, many progressive-era suffragists were little troubled by racial discrimination and injustice. 
Washington, California, Kansas, Oregon, and Arizona followed the lead of the other 

western states by enfranchising women in the years from 1910 to 1912. After a series of 

setbacks in eastern and midwestern states, the movement regained momentum under the 

leadership of the strategically astute Carrie Chapman Catt, who became president of 

NAWSA in 1915 and successfully coordinated myriad grassroots campaigns. Equally 

important was Alice Paul, a radical who founded the Congressional Union in 1913 and 

later renamed it the National Woman’s Party. Paul and her supporters focused their attention on the White House, picketing President Wilson’s home 24 hours a day, brandishing large posters that chastised him for abandoning his democratic principles, and daring 

the police to arrest them. Several suffrage demonstrators were jailed, where they continued their protests by going on hunger strikes (refusing to eat). Aided by a heightened 

enthusiasm for democracy generated by America’s participation in the First World War 

(see chapter 23), which generated a more positive popular response to Paul’s tactics than 

might otherwise have been the case, the suffragists achieved their goal of universal 

woman suffrage in 1920. 

Predictions that suffrage for women would radically alter politics turned out to be false. 

The political system was neither cleansed of corruption, nor did the government rush 

headlong to address the private needs of women and their families. Although the numbers 

of voters increased after 1920, voter participation rates continued to decline. Still, the 

extension of the vote to women, 144 years after the founding of the nation, was a major 

political achievement. 

Economic and Social Reform in the States 

In some states, progressive reform extended well beyond political parties and the electorate. 

Progressives also wanted to limit corporate power, strengthen organized labor, and offer social 

welfare protection to the weak. State governments were pressured into passing such legislation by progressive alliances of middle-class and working-class reformers and by dynamic 

state governors. 

Robert La Follette and Wisconsin Progressivism 

Nowhere did the progressives’ campaign for social reform flourish as it did in Wisconsin. 

The movement arose first in the 1890s, in hundreds of Wisconsin cities and towns, as citizens began to mobilize against the state’s corrupt Republican Party and the special privileges the party had granted to private utilities and railroads. These reform-minded citizens 

came from varied backgrounds. They were middle class and working class, urban and 

rural, male and female, intellectual and evangelical, Scandinavian Protestant and German 

Catholic. Wisconsin progressivism had already gained considerable momentum by 1897, 

when Robert La Follette assumed its leadership. 

La Follette was born into a prosperous farming family in 1855. He entered politics as a 

Republican in the 1880s and embraced reform in the late 1890s. Elected governor in 1900, 

he secured for Wisconsin both a direct primary and a tax law that stripped the railroad 

corporations of tax exemptions they had long enjoyed. In 1905, he pushed through a civil 

service law mandating that every state employee meet a certain level of competence. 

A tireless campaigner and a spellbinding speaker, “Fighting Bob” won election to the 

U.S. Senate in 1906. Meanwhile, Wisconsin’s advancing labor and socialist movements 

impelled progressive reformers to focus their legislative efforts on issues of corporate greed 

and social welfare. By 1910, reformers had passed state laws that regulated railroad and 

utility rates, instituted the nation’s first state income tax, and provided workers with compensation for injuries, limitations on work hours, restrictions on child labor, and minimum 

wages for women. 

Many of these laws were written by social scientists at the University of Wisconsin, with 

whom reformers had close ties. In the first decade of the 20th century, John R. Commons, 

University of Wisconsin economist, drafted Wisconsin’s civil service and public utilities 

laws. In 1911, Commons designed and won legislative approval for the Wisconsin Industrial Commission, which brought together employers, trade unionists, and professionals 

and gave them broad powers to investigate and regulate relations between industry and 

labor throughout the state. Never before had a state government so plainly committed itself 

to the cause of industrial justice. For the first time, the rights of labor would be treated with 

the same respect as the rights of industry. Equally important was the responsibility the commission delegated to nonelected professionals: social scientists, lawyers, engineers, and others. These professionals, Wisconsin reformers believed, would succeed where political parties 

had failed—namely, in providing the public with expert and honestgovernment. 

The “Wisconsin idea” found quick adoption in Ohio, Indiana, New York, and Colorado; 

and in 1913, the federal government established its own Industrial Relations Commission 

and hired Commons to direct its investigative staff. In other areas, too, reformers began 

urging state and federal governments to shift the policy-making initiative away from political parties and toward administrative agencies staffed by professionals. 

Progressive Reform in New York 

New York was second only to Wisconsin in the vigor and breadth of its progressive movement. As in Wisconsin, New York progressives focused first on fighting political corruption. Revelations of close ties between leading Republican politicians and life insurance 

companies vaulted reform lawyer Charles Evans Hughes into the governor’s mansion in 

1907. Hughes immediately established several public service commissions to regulate railroads and utility companies. Also, as in Wisconsin, the labor movement exercised its influence. New York City garment workers struck and forced state legislators to regulate working conditions. With the establishment of the Factory Investigating Committee, New York, 

like Wisconsin, became a pioneer in labor and social welfare policy. 

New York state legislators also faced pressure from middle-class reformers—settlement 

house workers such as Lillian Wald of the Henry Street Settlement and lawyers such as 

Louis Brandeis—who had become convinced of the need for new laws to protect the disadvantaged. This combined pressure from working-class and middle-class constituencies 

persuaded some state Democrats, including Assemblyman Alfred E. Smith and Senator 

Robert F. Wagner, to convert from machine to reform politics. Their appearance in the 

progressive ranks represented the arrival of a new reform sensibility. Wagner and Smith 

were both ethnic Catholics (Wagner was born in Germany, and Smith was the grandchild 

of Irish immigrants). They opposed prohibition, city commissions, voter registration laws, 

and other reforms whose intent seemed anti-immigrant or anti-Catholic. Meanwhile, they 

supported reforms meant to improve the working and living conditions of New York’s 

urban poor. They agitated for a minimum wage, factory safety, workmen’s compensation, 

the right of workers to join unions, and the regulation of excessively powerful corporations. Their participation in progressivism accelerated the movement’s shift, first in New 

York and then elsewhere, away from a preoccupation with political parties and electorates 

and toward questions of economic justice and social welfare. 

A Renewed Campaign for Civil Rights 

Focus Question 

How did W. E. B. Du Bois’s approach to African American reform differ from that of 

Booker T. Washington? 

At the same time that politicians such as Smith and Wagner introduced an ethnic sensibility into progressivism, a new generation of African American activists began insisting 

that the issue of racial equality also be placed on the reform agenda. 

The Failure of Accommodationism 

Booker T. Washington’s message—that blacks should accept segregation and disenfranchisement as unavoidable and focus their energies instead on self-help and self-improvement— 

faced increasing criticism from black activists such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Ida B. Wells, 

Monroe Trotter, and others. Washington’s accommodationist leadership (see chapter 18), in 

their eyes, brought southern blacks no reprieve from racism. More than 100 blacks had been 

lynched in 1900 alone; between 1901 and 1914, at least 1,000 others would be hanged. 

Increasingly, unsubstantiated rumors of black assaults on whites became occasions for 

white mobs to rampage through black neighborhoods and indiscriminately destroy life and 

property. In 1908, a mob in Springfield, Illinois, attacked black businesses and individuals; 

a force of 5,000 state militia was required to restore order. The troops were too late, however, 

to stop the lynching of two innocent black men, one a successful barber and the other an 84-yearold man who had been married to a white woman for more than 30 years.There was a sad irony 

in the deaths of these African Americans. Murdered in Abraham Lincoln’shometown and 

within walking distance of his grave, they died just as black and white Americans everywhere 

were preparing to celebrate the centennial of the Great Emancipator’s birth. 

Booker T. Washington had long believed that blacks who educated themselves or who 

succeeded in business would be accepted as equals by whites. As Du Bois and other black 

militants observed, however, white rioters made no distinction between rich blacks and 

poor, or between solid citizens and petty criminals. All that had seemed to matter was the 

color of one’s skin. Similarly, many black militants knew from personal experience that 

individual accomplishment was not enough to overcome racial prejudice. Du Bois was a 

brilliant scholar who became, in 1899, the first African American to receive a doctorate 

from Harvard University. Had he been white, Du Bois would have been asked to teach at 

Harvard or another elite academic institution, but no prestigious white university, in the 

South or North, made him an offer. 

From the Niagara Movement to the NAACP 

Seeing no future in accommodation, Du Bois and other young black activists came 

together at Niagara Falls in 1905 to fashion a new political agenda. They demanded that 

African Americans regain the right to vote in states that had taken it away, that segregation 

be abolished, and that the many discriminatory barriers to black advancement be 

removed. They declared their commitment to freedom of speech, the brotherhood of all 

men, and respect for the working man. Although their numbers were small, the members of the so-called Niagara movement were inspired by the example of the antebellum 

abolitionists. Meeting in Boston, Oberlin, and Harpers Ferry—all places of special significance to the abolitionist cause—they hoped to rekindle the militant, uncompromising 

spirit of that earlier crusade (see chapters 12 and 14). 
The 1908 Springfield riot had shaken many whites. Some, especially those already working for social and economic reform, now joined in common cause with the Niagara movement. Together, black and white activists planned a conference for Lincoln’s birthday in 

1909 to revive, in the words of author William English Walling, “the spirit of the abolitionists” 

and to “treat the Negro on a plane of absolute political and social equality.” Oswald Garrison 

Villard, the grandson of William Lloyd Garrison, called on “all believers in democracy to join 

in a National conference for the discussion of present evils, the voicing of protests, and the 

renewal of the struggle for civil and political liberty.” The conference brought together distinguished progressives, white and black, including Mary White Ovington, Jane Addams, 

John Dewey, William Dean Howells, Ida B. Wells, and Du Bois. They drew up plans to establish an organization dedicated to fighting racial discrimination and prejudice. In May 1910, 

the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People(NAACP) was officially 

launched, with Moorfield Storey of Boston as president, Walling as chairman of the executive committee, and Du Bois as the director of publicity and research. 

The formation of the NAACP marked the beginning of the modern civil-rights movement. The organization launched a magazine, TheCrisis, edited by Du Bois, to publicize 

and protest the lynchings, riots, and other abuses directed against black citizens. Equally 

important was the Legal Redress Committee, which initiated lawsuits against city and state 

governments for violating the constitutional rights of African Americans. The committee 

scored its first major success in 1915, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the socalled grandfather clauses of the Oklahoma and Maryland constitutions violated the 15th 

Amendment. (These clauses allowed poor, uneducated whites—but not poor, uneducated 

blacks—to vote, even if they failed to pay their state’s poll tax or to pass its literacy test, 

by exempting the descendants of men who had voted before 1867.) NAACP lawyers won 

again in 1917 when the Supreme Court declared unconstitutional a Louisville, Kentucky, 

law that required all blacks to reside in predetermined parts of the city. 

By 1914, the NAACP had enrolled thousands of members in scores of branches 

throughout the United States. The organization’s success generated other civil-rights 

groups. The National Urban League, founded in 1911, worked to improve the economic 

and social conditions of blacks in cities. It pressured employers to hire blacks, distributed 

lists of available jobs and housing in African American communities, and developed social 

programs to ease the adjustment of rural black migrants to city life. 

Progress toward racial equality was sluggish. Attacking segregation and discrimination 

through lawsuits was, by its nature, a slow strategy that would take decades to complete. 

The growing membership of the NAACP, although impressive, was not large enough to 

qualify it as a mass movement, and its interracial character made the organization seem dangerously radical to millions of whites. White NAACP leaders responded to this hostility by 

limiting the number and power of African Americans who worked for the organization. 

This policy, in turn, outraged black militants who argued that no civil-rights organization 

should be in the business of appeasing white racists. 

Despite its limitations, the NAACP made significant strides. It gave Du Bois the security and visibility he needed to carry on his fight against Booker T. Washington’s accommodationist philosophy. Even before his death in 1915, Washington’s influence in black 

and white communities had  receded. The NAACP, more than any other organization, helped 

resurrect the issue of racial equality at a time when many white Americans had accepted 

as normal the practices of racial segregation and discrimination. 

National Reform 

Focus Question 

What were the key similarities and differences in the progressive politics of 

Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson? 

The more progressives focused on economic and social matters, the more they sought to 

increase their influence in national politics. Certain problems demanded national solutions. No patchwork of state regulations, for example, could adequately curtail the power 

of the trusts, protect workers, or monitor the quality of consumer goods. Moreover, state 

and federal courts often were hostile toward progressive goals: They repeatedly struck 

down as unconstitutional reform laws regulating working hours or setting minimum 

wages, on the grounds that they impinged on the freedom of contract and trade. A national 

progressive movement could force passage of laws that were less vulnerable to judicial 

veto or elect a president who could overhaul the federal judiciary with progressive-minded 

judges. 

National leadership would not emerge from Congress. The Democratic Party had been 

scarred by the Populist challenge of the 1890s. Divided between the radical Bryanites and 

the conservative followers of Grover Cleveland, and consequently unable to speak with 

one voice on questions of social and economic policy, after 1896 the Democrats seemed 

incapable of winning a national election. The Republican Party was more unified and popular, but it was controlled by a conservative Old Guard. Led by Senator Nelson Aldrich of 

Rhode Island and House Speaker Joseph G. Cannon of Illinois, the Republican Old Guard 

was pro-business and devoted to a 19th-century style of backroom patronage. When 

Robert La Follette arrived in the Senate from Wisconsin in 1907, the Old Guard ostracized 

him as a dangerous radical. 

National progressive leadership came from the executive rather than the legislative branch, 

and from two presidents in particular, Republican Theodore Roosevelt and Democrat 

Woodrow Wilson. These two presidents sponsored reforms that profoundly affected the lives 

of Americans and altered the nature of the American presidency. 

The Roosevelt Presidency 

When the Republican bosses chose Theodore Roosevelt as William McKinley’s running 

mate in 1900, their purpose was more to remove this headstrong, unpredictable character 

from New York state politics than to groom him for national leadership. As governor of 

New York, Roosevelt had been a moderate reformer, but even his modest efforts to rid the 

state’s Republican Party of corruption and to institute civil service reform were too much 

for the state party machine, led by Thomas C. Platt. Consigning Roosevelt to the vice presidency seemed a safe solution. McKinley was a young, vigorous politician, fully in control 

of his party and his presidency. Less than a year into his second term, in September 1901, 

McKinley was shot by an anarchist assassin. The president clung to life for nine days, and 

then died. Upon succeeding McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, age 42, became the youngest 

chief executive in the nation’s history. 

Born to an aristocratic New York City family, Roosevelt nevertheless developed an uncommon affection for “the people.” Asthmatic, sickly, and nearsighted as a boy, he remade himself into a vigorous adult. With an insatiable appetite for high-risk adventure—everything 

from “dude ranching” in the Dakota Territory, to big-game hunting in Africa, to wartime 

combat—he was also a voracious reader and an accomplished writer. Aggressive and swaggering in his public rhetoric, he was in private a skilled, patient negotiator. A believer in the superiority of the English-speaking peoples, he nevertheless appointed members of “inferior” races 

to important posts in his administration. Rarely has a president’s personality so enthralled the 

American public. He is the only 20th-century president immortalized on Mount Rushmore. 

Regulating the Trusts 

Roosevelt quickly revealed his flair for the dramatic. In 1902, he ordered the Justice 

Department to prosecute the Northern Securities Company, a $400 million monopoly that 

controlled all railroad lines and traffic in the Northwest from Chicago to Washington state. 

Never before had an American president sought to use the Sherman Antitrust Act to break 

up a business monopoly. The news shocked J. P. Morgan, the banker who had brokered 

the deal that had created Northern Securities. Morgan rushed to the White House, where 

he is said to have told Roosevelt, “If we have done anything wrong, send your man to my 

man and they can fix it up.” Roosevelt would have none of this “fixing.” In 1903, a federal 

court ordered Northern Securities dissolved, and the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the decision the next year. Roosevelt was hailed as the nation’s “trust-buster.” 

Roosevelt, however, did not believe in breaking up all, or even most, large corporations. Industrial concentration, he believed, brought the United States wealth, productivity, and a rising standard of living. Rather than bust them up, Roosevelt argued, government should regulate the industrial giants and punish those that used their power 

improperly. This new role would require the federal government to expand its powers. A 

newlyfortified government—the centerpiece of a political program that Roosevelt would 

later call the New Nationalism—was to be led by a forceful president, who was willing to 

use all of the powers at his disposal to achieve prosperity and justice. 

Toward a “Square Deal” 

Roosevelt displayed his willingness to use government power to protect the economically weak 

in a 1902 coal miners’ strike. Miners in the anthracite fields of eastern Pennsylvania wanted 

recognition for their union, the United Mine Workers (UMW). They also wanted a 10 percent 

to 20 percent increase in wages and an eight-hour day. When their employers, led by George 

F. Baer of the Reading Railroad, refused to negotiate, they went on strike. In October, the fifth 

month of the strike, Roosevelt summoned the mine owners and John Mitchell, the UMW president, to the White House. Baer expected Roosevelt to threaten the striking workers with arrest 

by federal troops if they failed to return to work. Instead, Roosevelt supported Mitchell’s 

request for arbitration and warned the mine owners that if they refused to go along, 10,000 

federal troops would seize their property. Stunned, the mine owners agreed to submit the dispute to arbitrators, who awarded the unionists a 10 percent wage increase and a nine-hour day. 

The mere fact that the federal government had ordered employers to compromise with 

their workers carried great symbolic weight. Roosevelt enjoyed a surge of support from 

Americans convinced that he shared their dislike for ill-gotten wealth and privilege. He 

also raised the hopes of African Americans when, only a month into his presidency, he 

dined with Booker T. Washington at the White House and then shrugged off the protests 

of white southerners, who accused him of undermining segregation. 

In his 1904 election campaign, Roosevelt promised that, if reelected, he would offer every 

American a “square deal.” The slogan resonated with voters and helped carry Rooseveltto a 

victory (57 percent of the popular vote) over the conservative Democrat Alton B. Parker. 

To the surprise of many observers, Roosevelt had aligned the Republican Party with the 

cause of reform. 

Expanding Government Power: The Economy 

Emboldened by his victory, the president intensified his efforts to extend government regulation of economic affairs. His most important proposal was to give the government power 

to set railroad shipping rates and thereby to eliminate the industry’s discriminatory marketing practices. The government, in theory, already possessed this power through the 

Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC), a regulatory body established by Congress in 

1887, but the courts had so weakened the ICC’s oversight and regulatory functions as to 

render it virtually powerless. Roosevelt achieved his goal in 1906, when Congress passed 

the Hepburn Act, which significantly increased the ICC’s powers of rate review and enforcement. Roosevelt supported the Pure Food and Drug Act, passed by Congress that same year, 

which protected the public from fraudulently marketed and dangerous foods and medications. He also campaigned for the Meat Inspection Act (1906), which committed the government to monitoring the quality and safety of meat being sold to American consumers. 

Expanding Government Power: The Environment 

Roosevelt also did more than any previous president to extend federal control over the nation’s 

physical environment. Roosevelt was not a “preservationist” in the manner of John Muir, 

founder of the Sierra Club, who insisted that the beauty of the land and the well-being of 

its wildlife should be protected from all human interference. Instead, Roosevelt viewed the 

wilderness as a place to live strenuously, to test oneself against the rough outdoors, and to 

match wits against strong and clever game. Roosevelt further believed that in the West— 

that land of ancient forests, lofty mountain peaks, and magnificent canyons—Americans 

could learn something important about their nation’s roots and destiny. To preserve this 

West, Roosevelt oversaw the creation of 5 new national parks, 16 national monuments, and 

53 wildlife reserves. The work of his administration led directly to the formation of the 

National Park Service in 1916. 

Roosevelt also emerged a strong supporter of the “conservationist”movement. Conservationists cared little for national parks or grand canyons. They wanted to manage the 

environment, so as to ensure that the nation’s resources were put to the most efficient economic use. Roosevelt shared the conservationists’ belief that the plundering of western 

timberlands, grazing areas, water resources, and minerals had reached crisis proportions. 

Only broad regulatory controls would restore the West’s economic potential. 

To that end, Roosevelt appointed a Public Lands Commission in 1903 to survey public lands, inventory them, and establish permit systems to regulate the kinds and numbers 

of users. Soon after, the Departments of Interior and Agriculture placed certain western 

lands rich in natural resources and waterpower off-limits to agricultural users. Government officials also limited waterpower development by requiring companies to acquire 

permits and pay fees for the right to generate electricity on public  land. When political 

favoritism and corruption within the Departments of the Interior and Agriculture threatened these efforts at regulation, Roosevelt authorized the hiring of university-trained 

experts to replace state and local politicians. Scientific expertise, rather than political connections, would now determine the distribution and use of western territory. 

Gifford Pinchot, a specialist in forestry management and Roosevelt’s close friend, led the 

drive for scientific management of natural resources. In 1905, he persuaded Roosevelt to 

relocate jurisdiction for the national forests from the Department of the Interior to the 

Department of Agriculture, which, Pinchot argued, was the most appropriate department to 

oversee the efficient “harvest” of the nation’s forest crop. The newly created National Forest 

Service, under Pinchot’s control, quickly instituted a system of competitive bidding for the 

right to harvest timber on national forest lands. Pinchot and his expanding staff of collegeeducated foresters also implemented a new policy that exacted user fees from livestock 

ranchers who had previously used national forest grazing lands for free. Armed with new legislation and authority, Pinchot and fellow conservationists in the Roosevelt administration 

declared vast stretches of federal land in the West off-limits to mining and dam construction. 

The Republican Old Guard disliked these initiatives. When Roosevelt recommended 

prosecution of cattlemen and lumbermen who were illegally using federal land for private 

gain, congressional conservatives struck back with legislation (in 1907) that curtailed the 

president’s power to create new government land reserves. Roosevelt responded by seizing 

another 17 million acres for national forest reserves before the new law went into effect. To 

his conservative opponents, excluding commercial activity from public land—a program 

they regarded as socialistic—was bad enough, but flouting the will of Congress with a 

17-million-acre land grab violated constitutional principles governing the separation of 

powers. Yet, to millions of American voters, Roosevelt’s willingness to defy western cattle 

barons, mining tycoons, and other “malefactors of great wealth” increased his popularity. 

Progressivism: A Movement for the People? 

Historians have long debated how much Roosevelt’s economic and environmental reforms 

altered the balance of power between the “interests” and the people. Some have demonstrated that many corporations were eager for federal government regulation—that railroad corporations wanted relief from the rate wars that were driving them into bankruptcy, for example, and that the larger meatpackers believed that the costs of government 

food inspections would drive smaller meatpackers out of business. So, too, historians have 

shown that agribusinesses, timber companies, and mining corporations in the West 

believed that government regulation would aid them and hurt smaller competitors. 

According to this view, government regulation benefited the corporations more than it 

benefited workers, consumers, and small businessmen. 

This view has some validity. These early reforms often curtailed corporate power only to 

a limited extent. Corporations fought with some success to turn the final versions of the 

reform laws to their advantage. But in 1907, the progressive program was still evolving. Popular anger over corporate power and political corruption remained a driving force of progressivism. The presence in the Senate of La Follette, Albert Beveridge of Indiana, and other 

anticorporate Republicans gave that anger an influential national voice. Whether the corporations or the people would benefit most from progressive reforms had yet to be determined. 

The Republicans: A Divided Party 

The financial panic of 1907 further strained relations between Roosevelt reformers and Old 

Guard conservatives in the Republican Party. When several New York banks failed in a speculative effort to corner the copper market, they triggered a run on banks, a short but severe 

dip in industrial production, and widespread layoffs. Everywhere, people worried that a major 

depression, like that of the 1890s, was in the offing. Only the timely decision of J. P. Morgan 

and his fellow bankers to pour private cash into the collapsing banks saved the nation from 

an economic crisis. Prosperity quickly returned, but the panic jitters lingered. Conservatives 

blamed Roosevelt’s “radical” economic policies for the fiasco. To Roosevelt and his fellow 

progressives, however, the panic merely pointed out how little impact their reforms had 

actually made on the reign of “speculation, corruption, and fraud.” 

Roosevelt, as a result, began calling for an overhaul of the banking system and regulation of the stock market. The Republican Old Guard, meanwhile, was more determined 

than ever to run the “radical” Roosevelt out of the White House. Sensing that he might fail 

to win his party’s nomination, and mindful of a rash promise he had made in 1904 not to 

run again in 1908, Roosevelt decided not to seek reelection. It was a decision he would 

soon regret. Barely 50 years old, he was too young and energetic to end his political career, 

and much of his reform program had yet to win Congressional approval. 

The Taft Presidency 

Roosevelt thought he had found in William Howard Taft,his secretary of war, an ideal successor. Taft had worked closely with Roosevelt on foreign and domestic policies. He had supported Roosevelt’s progressive reforms and offered him shrewd advice. Roosevelt believed 

Taft possessed both the ideas and the skills to complete the reform Republican program. 

To reach that conclusion, however, Roosevelt had to ignore some obvious differences 

between Taft and himself. Taft neither liked nor was particularly adept at politics. With 

the exception of a judgeship in an Ohio superior court, he had never held elective office. 

He was by nature a cautious and conservative man. As Roosevelt’s handpicked successor, Taft easily won the election of 1908, defeating Democrat William Jennings Bryan 

with 52 percent of the vote. His conservatism soon revealed itself in his choice of corporation lawyers, rather than reformers, for cabinet positions. 

Battling Congress 

Taft’s troubles began when he appeared to side against progressives in an acrimonious congressional battle over tariff legislation. Progressives had long desired tariff reduction, believing that competition from foreign manufacturers would benefit American consumers and 

check the economic power of American manufacturers. Taft had raised expectations for tariff reduction when he called Congress into special session to consider a reform bill that called 

for a modest reduction of tariffs and an inheritance tax. The bill passed the House but was 

gutted in the Senate. When congressional progressives pleaded with Taft to use his power to 

whip conservative senators into line, he pressured the Old Guard into including a 2 percent 

corporate income tax in their version of the bill, but he did not insist on tariff reductions. As 

a result, the Payne-Aldrich Tariff he signed into law on August 5, 1909, did nothing to 

encourage imports. Progressive Republicans, bitterly disappointed, held Taft responsible. 

They were further angered when Taft withdrew his support of their efforts to strip 

Speaker Joe Cannon of his legislative powers. By 1910, Republican insurgents had entered 

into an alliance with reform-minded congressional Democrats. Then a bruising fight over 

Taft’s conservation policies brought relations between Taft and the insurgent Republicans 

to the breaking point. 

The Ballinger-Pinchot Controversy 

Richard A. Ballinger, secretary of the interior, had aroused progressives’ suspicions by reopening for private commercial use 1 million acres of land that the Roosevelt administration had 

previously brought under federal protection. Gifford Pinchot, still head of the National 

Forest Service, obtained information implicating Ballinger in the sale of Alaskan coal 

deposits to a private syndicate. Pinchot showed the information, including an allegation 

that Ballinger had personally profited from the sale, to Taft. Taft defended Ballinger, Pinchot 

went public with his charges, and a contentious congressional investigation ensued. Whatever hope Taft may have had of escaping political damage disappeared when Roosevelt, 

returning from an African hunting trip by way of Europe in spring 1910, staged a publicized rendezvous with Pinchot in England. In so doing, Roosevelt signaled his continuing 

support for his old friend Pinchot and his displeasure with Taft. 

Roosevelt’s Return 

When Roosevelt arrived in the United States later that summer, he quickly returned to politics. In September, Roosevelt embarked on a speaking tour, the high point of which was 

his elaboration at Osawatomie, Kansas, of his New Nationalism, an ambitious reform program that called for the federal government to stabilize the economy, protect the weak, 

and restore social harmony. 

The 1910 congressional elections confirmed the popularity of Roosevelt’s positions. 

Insurgent Republicans trounced conservative Republicans in primary after primary, and the 

Democrats’ embrace of reform brought them a majority in the House of Representatives for 

the first time since 1894. When Robert La Follette, who was challenging Taft for the Republican presidential nomination, seemed to suffer a nervous breakdown in February 1912, 

Roosevelt announced his own candidacy. In the 13 states sponsoring preferential primaries, 

Roosevelt won nearly 75 percent of the delegates, but the party’s national leadership remained 

in the hands of the Old Guard, and they were determined to deny Roosevelt the Republican 

nomination. At the Republican convention in Chicago, Taft won renomination onthe first 

ballot. 

The Bull Moose Campaign 

Roosevelt had expected this outcome. The night before the convention opened, he had 

told an assembly of 5,000 supporters that the party leaders would not succeed in derailing their movement. “We stand at Armageddon,” he declared, and “we battle for the Lord.” 

The next day, Roosevelt and his supporters withdrew from the convention and from the 

Republican Party. In August, the reformers reassembled as the new Progressive Party, 

nominated Roosevelt for president and California governor Hiram W. Johnson for vice 

president, and hammered out the reform platform they had long envisioned: sweeping 

regulation of the corporations, extensive protections for workers, a sharply graduated 

income tax, and woman suffrage. “I am as strong as a bull moose,” Roosevelt roared as he 

readied for combat; his proud followers took to calling themselves “Bull Moosers.” 

Some of them, however, probably including Roosevelt, knew that their mission was 

futile. They had failed to enroll many Republican insurgents who had supported Roosevelt 

in the primaries but who now refused to abandon the GOP. Consequently, the Republican vote would be split between Roosevelt and Taft, making them both vulnerable to the 

Democrats’ candidate, Woodrow Wilson. 

The Rise of Woodrow Wilson 

Few would have predicted in 1908 that the distinguished president of Princeton University, Woodrow Wilson, would be the 1912 Democratic nominee for president of the 

United States. Before 1910, Wilson had never run for elective office, nor had he ever held 

an appointed post in a local, state, or federal administration. The son of a Presbyterian 

minister from Virginia, Wilson had practiced law for a short time after graduating from 

Princeton (then still the College of New Jersey) in 1879 before settling on an academic 

career. Earning his doctorate in political science from Johns Hopkins in 1886, he taught 

history and political science at Bryn Mawr and Wesleyan (Connecticut) before returning 

to Princeton in 1890. He became president of Princeton in 1902, a post he held until he 

successfully ran for the governorship of New Jersey in 1910. 

Identifying himself with the anti-Bryan wing of the Democratic Party, Wilson attracted 

the attention of wealthy conservatives, who saw him as a potential presidential candidate. 

They convinced the bosses of the New Jersey Democratic machine to nominate Wilson 

for governor in 1910. Wilson accepted the nomination and won the governorship handily. 

He then shocked his conservative backers by declaring his independence from the state’s 

Democratic machine and moving New Jersey into the forefront of reform. Wilson’s Presbyterian upbringing had instilled in him a strong sense that society should be governed 

by God’s moral law. As a young man in the 1880s, he had come to believe that the social 

consequences of unregulated industrialization were repugnant to Christian ethical principles. Although these beliefs had receded from view somewhat during his tenure as 

Princeton University president, they had not disappeared. Their presence in his consciousness helps to explain his emergence in 1911 and 1912 as one of the nation’s leading progressives. 

The Election of 1912 

At the Democratic convention of 1912, Wilson was something of a dark horse, running a 

distant second to House Speaker Champ Clark of Missouri. When the New York delegation gaveClark a simple majority of delegates, virtually everyone assumed that Clark would 

soon command the two-thirds majority needed to win the nomination. But Wilson’smanagers 

held onto Wilson’s delegates and began chipping away at Clark’s lead. On the fourth day, 

on the 46th ballot, Wilson won the nomination. The exhausted Democrats closed ranks 

behind their candidate. 

Given the split in Republican ranks, Democrats had their best chance in 20 years of 

regaining the White House. A Wilson victory, moreover, would give the country its first 

southern-bornpresident in almost 

50 years. Finally, whatever its outcome, the election promised to 

deliver a hefty vote for reform. Both 

Roosevelt and Wilson were running 

on reform platforms, and the Socialist Party candidate, Eugene V. Debs, 

was attracting larger crowds and generating greater enthusiasm than had 

been expected. Taft was so certain of 

defeat that he barely campaigned. 

Debate among the candidates 

focused on the trusts. All three reform 

candidates—Roosevelt, Wilson, and 

Debs—agreed that corporations had 

acquired too much economic power. 

Debs argued that the only way to 

ensure popular control of that power 

was for the federal government to 

assume ownership of the trusts. 

Rooseveltcalled for the establishment 

of a powerful government that 

would regulate and, if necessary, curb the power of the trusts. This was the essence of his 

New Nationalism, the program he had been advocating since 1910. 

Rather than regulate the trusts, Wilson declared his intention to break them up. He 

wanted to reverse the tendency toward economic concentration and thus restore opportunity to the people. This philosophy, which Wilson labeled the New Freedom, called for a 

temporary concentration of governmental power in order to dismantle the trusts. But once 

that was accomplished, Wilson promised, the government would relinquish its power. 

Wilson won the November election with 42 percent of the popular vote to Roosevelt’s 

27 percent and Taft’s 23 percent; Debs made a strong showing with 6 percent, the largest 

in his party’s history. The three candidates who had pledged themselves to reform programs—Wilson, Roosevelt, and Debs—together won a remarkable 75 percent of the vote. 

The Wilson Presidency 

Wilson quickly assembled a cabinet of talented men who could be counted on for wise 

counsel, loyalty, and influence over vital Democratic constituencies. He cultivated a public 

image of himself as a president firmly in charge of his party and as a faithful tribune of the 

people. 

Tariff Reform and a Progressive Income Tax 

Like his predecessor, Wilson first turned his attention to tariff reform. The House passed 

a tariff-reduction bill within a month, and Wilson used his leadership skills to push the 

bill through a reluctant Senate. The resulting Underwood-Simmons Tariff of 1913 reduced 

tariff barriers from approximately 40 percent to 25 percent. To make up for revenue lost 

to tariff reductions, Congress then passed an income tax law. The 16th Amendment to the 

Constitution, ratified by the states in 1913, had already given the government the right to 

impose an income tax. The law passed by Congress made good on the progressive pledge 

to reduce the power and privileges of wealthy Americans by requiring them to pay taxes 

on a greater percentage of their income than the poor. 

The Federal Reserve Act 

Wilson then asked Congress to overhaul the nation’s financial system. Virtually everyone 

in both parties agreed on the need for greater regulation of banks and currency, but they 

differed sharply over how to proceed. The banking interests and their congressional supporters wanted the government to give the authority to regulate credit and currency flows 

either to a single bank or to several regional banks. Progressives opposed the vesting of so 

much financial power in private hands and insisted that any reformed financial system 

must be publicly controlled. Wilson worked out a compromise plan that included both 

private and public controls, and he marshaled the votes to push it through both the House 

and the Senate. By the end of 1913, Wilson had signed the Federal Reserve Act,the most 

important law passed in his first administration. 

The Federal Reserve Act established 12 regional banks, each controlled by the private 

banks in its region. Every private bank in the country was required to deposit an average 

of 6 percent of its assets in its regional Federal Reserve bank. The reserve would be used 

to make loans to member banks and to issue paper currency (Federal Reserve notes) to 

facilitate financial transactions. The regional banks were also instructed to use their funds 

to shore up member banks in distress and to respond to sudden changes in credit 

demands by easing or tightening the flow of credit. A Federal Reserve Board appointed by 

the president and responsible to the public rather than to private bankers would set policy and oversee activities within the 12 reserve banks. 

The Federal Reserve system strengthened the nation’s financial structure and was in most 

respects an impressive political achievement for Wilson. In its final form, however, it revealed 

that Wilson was retreating from his New Freedom pledge. The Federal Reserve Board was a 

less powerful and less centralized federal authority than a national bank would have been, 

but it nevertheless represented a substantial increase in government control of banking. 

Moreover, the bill authorizing the system made no attempt to break up private financial institutions that had grown too powerful or to prohibit the interlocking directorates that large 

banks used to augment their power. Because it sought to work with large banks rather than 

to break them up, the Federal Reserve system seemed more consonant with the principles of 

Roosevelt’s New Nationalism than with those of Wilson’s New Freedom. 

From the New Freedom to the New Nationalism 

Wilson’s failure to mount a vigorous antitrust campaign confirmed his drift toward the New 

Nationalism. For example, in 1914, Wilson supported the Federal Trade Commission Act, 

which created a government agency by that name to regulate business practices. The Federal 

Trade Commission (FTC) had wide powers to collect information on corporate pricing policies and on cooperation and competition among businesses. The FTC might have attacked 

trusts for “unfair trade practices,” but the Senate stripped the FTC Act’s companion legislation, the Clayton Antitrust Act, of virtually all provisions that would have allowed the government to prosecute the trusts. Wilson supported this weakening of the Clayton Act, having decided that the breakup of large-scale industry was no longer practical or preferable. 

The FTC, in Wilson’s eyes, would help businesses, large and small, to regulate themselves in 

ways that contributed to national well-being. In accepting giant industry as an inescapable 

feature of modern life and in seeking to regulate industrial behavior by means of government 

agencies such as the FTC, Wilson had become, in effect, a New Nationalist. 

At first, Wilson’s drift to New Nationalist policies led him to support business interests. His 

nominations to the Federal Reserve Board, for example, were generally men who had worked 

for Wall Street firms and large industrial corporations. At the same time, he usually refused to 

use government powers to aid organized groups of workers and farmers. Court rulings had 

made worker and farmer organizations vulnerable to prosecution under the terms of the 

ShermanAntitrust Act of 1890. AFL president Samuel Gompers and other labor leaders tried 

but failed to convince Wilson to insert into the Clayton Antitrust Act a clause that would unambiguously grant labor and farmer organizations immunity from further antitrust prosecutions. 

Nor did Wilson, at this time, view with any greater sympathy the campaign for African 

American political equality. He supported efforts by white southerners in his cabinet, such 

as Postmaster General Albert Burleson and Treasury Secretary William McAdoo, to segregate their government departments, and he largely ignored pleas from the NAACP to 

involve the federal government in a campaign against lynching. 

In late 1915, however, Wilson moved to the left, in part because he feared losing his 

reelection in 1916. The Bull Moosers of 1912 were retreating back to the Republican Party. 

Wilson remembered how much his 1912 victory, based on only 42 percent of the popular 

vote, had depended on the Republican split. To halt the progressives’ rapprochement with 

the GOP, he made a bid for their support. In January 1916, he nominated Louis Brandeis 

to the Supreme Court. Not only was Brandeis one of the country’s most respected progressives, but he was also the first Jew nominated to serve on the country’s highest court. 

Congressional conservatives did everything they could to block the confirmation of a man 

they regarded as dangerously radical, but Wilson, as usual, was better organized, and by 

June his forces in the Senate had emerged victorious. 

Wilson followed up this victory by pushing through Congress the first federal workmen’s compensation law (the Kern-McGillicuddy Act, which covered federal employees), 

the first federal law outlawing child labor (the Keating-Owen Act), and the first federal law 

guaranteeing workers an eight-hour day (the Adamson Act, which covered the nation’s 

400,000 railway workers). The number of Americans affected by these acts was rather 

small. Nevertheless, Wilson had reoriented the Democratic Party to a New Nationalism 

that cared as much about the interests of the powerless as the interests of the powerful. 

Trade unionists flocked to Wilson, as did most of the prominent progressives who had 

followed the Bull Moose in 1912. Meanwhile, Wilson had appealed to the supporters of 

William Jennings Bryan by supporting legislation that made federal credit available to farmers in need. He had put together a reform coalition capable of winning a majority at the polls. 

In the process, he had transformed the Democratic Party. From 1916 on, the Democrats, 

rather than the Republicans, became the chief guardians of the American reform tradition. 

That Wilson did so is a sign of the strength of the reform and radical forces in American 

society. By 1916, the ranks of middle-class progressives had grown broad and deep. Workingclass protest had also accelerated in scope and intensity. In Lawrence, Massachusetts, in 

1912, and in Paterson, New Jersey, in 1913, for example, the IWW organized strikes of 

textile workers that drew national attention, as did the 1914 strike by Colorado mine 

workers that ended with the infamous Ludlow massacre (see chapter 20). These protests 

reflected the mobilization of those working-class constituencies—immigrants, women, the 

unskilled—long considered inconsequential both by mainstream labor leaders and party 

politicians. Assisted by radicals, these groups had begun to fashion a more inclusive and politically ambitious labor movement. Wilson and other Democrats understood the potential 

strength of this new labor movement, and the president’s pro-labor legislative agenda in 

1916 can be understood, in part, as an effort to channel labor’s new constituents into the 

Democratic Party. It was a successful strategy that contributed to Wilson’s reelection in 1916. 

Conclusion 

By 1916, the progressives had accomplished a great deal. They demonstrated that traditional 

American concerns with democracy and liberty could be adapted to an industrial age. They 

exposed and curbed some of the worst abuses of the American political system. They enfranchised women and took steps to protect the environment. They broke the hold of laissez-faire 

economic policies on national politics and replaced it with the idea of a strong federal government committed to economic regulation and social justice. They transformed the presidency into a post of legislative and popular leadership. They enlarged the executive branch by 

establishing new commissions and agencies charged with administering government policies. 
The progressives, in short, had presided over the emergence of a new national government, 

one in which power increasingly flowed away from municipalities and states and toward 

Washington. This reorientation followed a compelling logic: A national government stood a 

better chance of solving the problems of growing economic inequality, mismanagement of 

natural resources, and consumer fraud than did local and state governments. This emphasis 

on involving the federal government in economic and social affairs became progressivism’s 

most enduring legacy. It made the movement a forerunner of the liberalism and “New Deal” 

that emerged under Franklin Roosevelt’s leadership in the 1930s (see chapter 25). 

The promise of effective federal government intervention, however, also brought a new 

danger: the possibility that government administrators might use their power to fashion 

themselves into a new bureaucratic elite impervious to popular control. Some progressives, 

such as Walter Lippmann, were already arguing that their knowledge, objectivity, and dedication equipped them to make critical decisions on behalf of the people without consulting them. Other progressives in government claimed to be responsive to the people while 

they cultivated close ties with corporations that they  were expected to regulate on the people’s behalf. In some instances, in other words, progressive reformers were doing as much 

to advance their own bureaucratic interests or those of their corporate allies as they were 

helping to improve the welfare of ordinary Americans. 

These elitist tendencies did not go unchallenged. The democratic movements of the progressive era—those involving workers, women, minorities, consumers, and environmentalists— 

were determined to hold both elected and appointed government officials accountable to 

the popular will. Their success in moving Wilson to the left in 1916 demonstrated that the 

forces of democracy could win. But the struggle between the contrasting progressive 

impulses toward democracy and elitism would go on, manifesting itself not simply in 

domestic politics but also in foreign affairs, where the United States was  seeking to balance 

its interest in spreading liberty with the protection of its international economic interests. 

