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AMERICAN COMMUNITIES: THE HENRY STREET SETTLEMENT HOUSE Lillian Wald’s Henry Street Settlement began as a visiting nurse service. But soon, as others did in settlement houses across the country, she created a community of college-educated women who lived among the urban poor and tried to improve their lives. Most settlement workers did not make a career out of this work, but some went on to become influential political reformers. The settlement house was in the midst of an overcrowded neighborhood. The workers served the community by promoting health care, cultural activities, and, later by promoting reform legislation. The vignette illustrates the way that settlement houses worked to improve the lives of the immigrant poor, while also offering young middle class women a community and an opportunity to serve.

THE CURRENTS OF PROGRESSIVISM  Progressives articulated American fears of corruption, the excesses of industrial capitalism, and urban growth. They were diverse, but all believed Americans needed a new social consciousness.

There were three basic issues for Progressives: 1) hostility to the excesses of industrial capitalism and urban growth; 2) modern society and economics should be understood in light of social cohesion and common bonds; and 3) citizens must act to improve social conditions. Progressives were not revolutionaries, but they did reject Social Darwinist assumptions of individualism in favor of the idea that government should intervene to address social problems. Progressives drew upon both evangelical Protestantism, and scientific expertise to promote social change. There were, obviously, significant tensions within the Progressive movement.

By the 1890s, college-educated female reformers were establishing settlement houses to serve immigrant communities, which in turn led them to confront numerous social issues. Jane Addams founded Hull House in Chicago in 1889. Settlement houses provided fulfilling work for educated women, while providing crucial services for slum dwellers. Florence Kelley’s reports influenced labor legislation.

Machines offered jobs and other services to immigrants in exchange for votes. They also drew support from businesses (especially from the licit and illicit entertainment industry) and provided kickbacks and protection in return. By the early 20th century, machines began promoting welfare legislation, often allying themselves with progressive reformers.

But reformers blamed the machines for many urban ills. Political progressivism arose in cities to combat machines and address deteriorating conditions. They sought professional, nonpartisan administration to improve government efficiency. Following a tidal wave in Galveston, Texas reformers pushed through a commissioner system in which each elected official was directly responsible for a different department. Other cities adopted city manager plans.

At the state level, Progressives became powerful political forces. Governor and then Senator Robert La Follette of Wisconsin forged a farmer-labor-small business alliance to push through statewide reforms like higher corporate taxes. Other state-level reforms included Oregon’s referendum and initiative amendments, which allowed voters to bypass legislatures and enact laws themselves. Southern progressives pushed through various reforms such as improved educational facilities, but at the same time supported segregation and Jim Crow laws that relegated African Americans to second-class citizenship.

A new breed of investigative journalist began exposing the public to the plight of slum life. Beginning with How the Other Half Lives by Jacob Riis and McClure’s magazine, muckrakers published accounts of urban poverty, unsafe labor conditions, as well as corruption in government and business. Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle exposed the unsanitary conditions in Chicago’s meatpacking industry. Muckraking mobilized national opinion, showing that reform campaigns were not limited to the local community.

The emerging social sciences provided systematic analyses of everyday social behavior. Sociologist Lester Frank Ward gave progressives intellectual ammunition with his critique of social Darwinism. Philosopher John Dewey proposed a model and a rationale for progressive education. University of Wisconsin faculty members helped reform that state’s labor laws. Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. and other progressive legal theorists established the framework for sociological jurisprudence.

SOCIAL CONTROL AND ITS LIMITS Many middle-class progressives worried about the increased numbers of urban immigrants and sought methods of social control. Their records were mixed.

Temperance groups like the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and the Anti-Saloon League pushed for restrictions or bans on alcohol. Native-born, small town and rural Protestants generally supported prohibition while recent immigrants opposed it.

Reformers also attacked prostitution. A national movement used the media to try and ban the “white slave” traffic allegedly promoted by foreigners. Progressives investigated prostitution and documented its dangers, though they were unable to understand why women took it up. Progressive reform helped close down brothels, but they were replaced by more vulnerable street-walkers.

Reformers also sought to “improve” recreational activities. Seeking profits and middle-class support, reformers and movie producers and exhibitors in New York City established the National Board of Censorship to review movies.

Progressives sought to use public schools as tools of “Americanization.” School systems were expanded and bureaucratized, and some degree of school attendance became compulsory. Secondary schools prepared small numbers of students for college. Many more received vocational training. All students were expected to get instruction in health, family life, citizenship, and ethical behavior.

WORKING-CLASS COMMUNITIES AND PROTEST The early twentieth century saw a tremendous growth in the size of the working class. This group added their voices to calls for social justice.

Almost sixty percent of the pre-World War I industrial labor force was foreign-born, mostly unskilled workers from southern and eastern Europe. Driven out by the collapse of peasant agriculture and persecution, the new immigrants depended on family and friends to help them get situated. Many worked long hours for pay that failed to keep them out of poverty. Many Mexican immigrants came as seasonal farm workers, but a large number stayed and established communities throughout the Southwest. In the West, immigrants from Japan worked in fishing and truck farming. They faced legal discrimination.

In large cities, immigrants established communities in densely packed ghettos. New York City became the center of Jewish immigrants, many of whom worked at piece-rates in the ready-to-wear garment industry. A general strike by 20,000 workers contributed to the growth of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union and the organization of unskilled workers. The Triangle Shirtwaist Fire in New York City killed 146 woman garment workers and led reformers to join forces with political bosses to create a factory investigation commission and to enact laws to protect workers.

In company towns, workers had little economic or political power, but they could often retain traditional forms of community. Industrial work led to many deaths and injuries. Working class women faced a daily round of drudgery. Immigrant workers had to adapt to new schedules. In Western mining communities, company towns were subject to strong corporate controls – and outbreaks of violent resistance. The Ludlow Massacre in Colorado led to the deaths of eleven children, and hostility to the mine’s owner, John D. Rockefeller, Jr.

The leading labor organization at the turn of the century was the American Federation of Labor, which generally represented skilled workers in trade unions. With the exception of the mineworkers, most AFL unions were not interested in organizing unskilled immigrants, nor did it admit women or African Americans. The AFL was on the defensive from open shop campaigns promoted by trade associations such as the National Association of Manufacturers.

Radical workers, especially from the mining camps in the West, organized the Industrial Workers of the World. Led by “Big Bill” Haywood, the IWW tried to form unions of the unorganized, lowest-paid workers. The IWW used direct action, including strikes. The IWW gained only temporary power in the East but remained a force in the West.

Cultural radicals in New York City’s Greenwich Village sympathized with labor and promoted modern art. They embodied political and cultural radicalism. The “bohemians” of Greenwich Village rejected conformity, sexual and otherwise, and searched for new forms of community. In 1913, Villagers staged a pageant in support of striking silk workers in Paterson, New Jersey.

WOMEN’S MOVEMENTS AND BLACK AWAKENING Women played central roles in many Progressive reform campaigns. African Americans confronted increasing racism.

Middle-class women’s lives were changing rapidly. More were educated, and more were involved in clubs that engaged in civic activities, bringing them into contact with working-class women and with the world beyond their homes.  As a result, women become involved in numerous reforms, from seeking child labor laws to consumer safety and sanitation.

Margaret Sanger promoted wider access to contraceptives and opened a birth control clinic in a working-class neighborhood in Brooklyn in 1916. Though Sanger was arrested and jailed, birth control clinics sprang up across the nation.

Racism remained virulent. Segregation was institutionalized throughout the South. Violent attacks on blacks were supported by vicious characterizations in popular culture. Booker T. Washington emerged as the most prominent black leader. Washington advocated black accommodation and urged that blacks focus on self-reliance and economic improvement.

W. E. B. Du Bois, a scholar and activist, criticized Washington for accepting “the alleged inferiority of the Negro.” Du Bois supported programs that sought to attack segregation and win the right to vote. He helped found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. African American women founded organizations to work for reform and “racial uplift.”

NATIONAL PROGRESSIVISM Progressivism reached upward, from local to national issues, and influenced the positions of both Republican President Theodore Roosevelt and Democratic President Woodrow Wilson.

McKinley’s assassination made Theodore Roosevelt president in 1901. Roosevelt viewed the presidency as a “bully pulpit” to promote progressive reforms. He pressured mine owners into a settlement that won better pay for miners.

He directed the Justice Department to prosecute a number of unpopular monopolies, actions that won him the sobriquet “trustbuster.” But Roosevelt accepted centralization as a fact of modern economics. Rather than trust busting, he favored regulation. Two of the most famous regulatory laws passed during his administration were the Hepburn Act, which strengthened the Interstate Commerce Commission, and the Pure Food and Drug Act. 

Theodore Roosevelt was an avid outdoorsman. He founded the Forest Service and greatly expanded federal forest and timber reserves.

Roosevelt’s Republican successor, William Howard Taft, supported some of his reforms. But Taft wound up alienating many progressives. Roosevelt then challenged Taft for Republican leadership. In the 1912 election, Roosevelt ran for president on the new Progressive Party platform.

The Democrats ran a progressive candidate, New Jersey Governor Woodrow Wilson. The Socialist Party, which had grown rapidly in strength, nominated Eugene Debs. Wilson won 42 percent of the vote, enough to defeat the divided Republicans.

Wilson followed Roosevelt’s lead in promoting an activist government. He lowered tariffs, pushed through a graduated income tax, and restructured the banking and currency system under the Federal Reserve Act. He expanded the nation’s anti-trust authority and established the Federal Trade Commission. Wilson proved more cautious on social reforms.

CONCLUSION Progressives had changed American life, mobilized American communities, and enhanced the role of government.

Lecture Suggestions

1.

Many students do not understand that the progressives were not socialists. Students assume that any form of government regulation is “socialistic.” A lecture on how the progressives sought to make capitalism work more effectively will clarify the progressive viewpoint. Gabriel Kolko’s The Triumph of Conservatism (Free Press, 1963) overstates its case, but demonstrates how progressives sought to strengthen capitalism, not challenge it.

2.
Look at the changes that progressives promoted on the local level by examining a single case. Samuel P. Hayes’s old study of Pittsburgh (Pacific Northwest Quarterly, 1964 and reprinted in numerous places) describes how reform actually strengthened the power of elites. By creating at-large districts and centralizing power, a new elite took control of city government. This might balance some of the text’s more positive spin on urban reform.

3. 

Make the connection between the coverage of African American activism and the material in Chapter 17 on the decline of black status. Make the connection with the emergence of Jim Crow and Ida B. Wells’s campaign against lynching in Chapter 20. Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois reflect different ways of responding to the deteriorating black position. Washington represents a tactical retreat; Du Bois represents an aggressive response. Build a lecture around the range of responses, including migration north.

Discussion Questions

1. 

What was wrong with the urban machine, from the progressives' point of view? Were we better off with it than without it?

2. 

Why were reformers so interested in changing the behavior of the poor? Would we have been better off if they had minded their own business?

3. 

Who offered labor a better deal(the AFL or the IWW? Does it depend on what kind of laborer one was?

4. 
Whose approach seems more appropriate for African Americans(that of Booker T. Washington or that of W. E. B. Du Bois?

5. 

Progressives are sometimes confused with socialists. What was the difference between the approach of Theodore Roosevelt and that of Eugene Debs?

Out of Class Activity

The idea of “muckraking” continues to be popular with students. Many Americans like to watch television shows that purport to expose injustices and corruption. Students could present a comparison of progressive era muckraking with today’s equivalent. Many libraries have microfilm copies of McClure’s or other early twentieth-century muckraking journals. Students could compare these with magazines like Mother Jones or TV programs like “60 Minutes.”

If You’re Going to Read One Book on the Subject

John Milton Cooper, Jr., The Pivotal Decades: The United States, 1900–1920 (Norton, 1990) is an excellent overview that focuses on political changes.

Audio-Visual Aids

“TR and His Times” hosted by Bill Moyers. Explores Roosevelt’s life and how he affected his own age (Color, 58 minutes, 1982).

“Eugene Debs and the American Movement” A biographical sketch of Debs. Shows strikes and government repression of worker attempts to organize. Helps students understand the difference between progressivism and socialism (Color, 44 minutes, 1978).
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