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Did the Progressives Fail?

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

NQ: Arthur §. Link and Richard L. McCormick, from Progressiv-
ism (Harlan Davidson, 1983)

ISSUE SUMMARY

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

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

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

The 1890s was a crucial decade for many Americans. From 1893 until
almost the turn of the century, the nation went through a terrible economic
depression. With the forces of industrialization, urbanization, and immigration
wreaking havoc upon the traditional political, social, and economic structures
of American life, changes were demanded. The reformers responded in a vari-
ety of ways. The proponents of good government believed that democracy was



threatened because the cities were ruled by corrupt political machines while
the state legislatures were dominated by corporate interests. The cure was to
purify democracy and place government directly in the hands of the people
through such devices as the initiative, referendum, recall, and the direct elec-
tion of local school board officials, judges, and U.S. senators.

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

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

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

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

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

1G4

Richard M. Abrams

" YES

The Failure of Progressivism

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

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

Now, without going any further into the problem of historians’ defini-
tions which are too broad or too narrow—there is no space here for such an
effort— shall attempt a definition of my own, beginning with the problem that
contemporaries set themselves to solve and that gave the era its cognomen,
“progressive.” That problem was progress—or more specifically, how American

From Richard M. Abrams, *The Failure of Progressivism,” in Richard Abrams and Lawrence
Levine, eds., The Shaping of the Twentieth Century, 2d ed. (Little, Brown, 1971). Copyright © 1971
by Richard M. Abrams. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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society was to continue to enjoy the fruits of material progress without the
accompanyling assault upon human dignity and the erosion of the conventional
values and moral assumptions on which the social order appeared to rest. . . .

To put it briefly and yet more specifically, a very large body of men and
women entered into reform activities at the end of the nineteenth century to
translate “the naticnal credo” (as Henry May calls it) into a general program
for social action. Their actions, according to Richard Hofstadter, were
“founded upon the indigenous Yankee-Protestant political tradition [that]
assumed and demanded the constant disinterested activity of the citizen in
public affairs, argued that political life ought to be run, to a greater degree
than it was, in accordance with general principles and abstract laws apart from
and superior to personal needs, and expressed a common feeling that govern-
ment should be in good part an effort to moralize the lives of individuals
while economic life should be intimately related to the stimulation and devel-
opment of individual character.”

The most consistently important reform impulse, among marny reform
impulses, during the progressive era grew directly from these considerations.
It is this reform thrust that we should properly call “the progressive move-
ment.” We should distinguish it carefully from reform movements in the era
committed primarily to other considerations.

The progressive movement drew its strength from the old mugwump
reform impulse, civil service reform, female emancipationists, prohibitionists,
the social gospel, the settlement-house movement, some national expansion-
ists, some world peace advocates, conservation advocates, technical efficiency
experts, and a wide variety of intellectuals who helped cut through the sti-
fling, obstructionist smokescreen of systematized ignorance. It gained power-
ful allies from many disadvantaged business interests that appealed to politics
to redress unfavorable trade positions; from some ascendant business interests
seeking institutional protection; from publishers who discovered the promo-
tional value of exposes; and from politicians-on-the-make who sought issues
with which to dislodge long-lived incumbents from their place. Objectively it
focused on or expressed (1) a concern for responsive, honest, and efficient
government, on the local and state levels especially; (2) recognition of the
obligations of society—particularly of an affluent society—to its underprivi-
leged; (3) a desire for more rational use of the nation’s resources and eco-
nomic energies; (4} a rejection, on at least intellectual grounds, of certain
social principles that had long obstructed sccial remedies for what had tradi-
tionally been regarded as irremediable evils, such as poverty; and, above all,
(5) a concern for the maintenance or restoration of a consensus on what con-
ventionally had been regarded as fixed moral principles. “The first and central
faith in the national credo,” writes Professor May, “was, as it always had been,
the reality, certainty, and eternity of moral values. . . . A few thought and said
that ultimate values and goals were unnecessary, but in most cases this meant
that they believed so deeply in a consensus on these matters that they could
not imagine a serious challenge.” Progressives shared this faith with most of
the rest of the country, but they also conceived of themselves, with a grand
sense of stewardship, as its heralds, and its agents.
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The progressive movement was (and is) distinguishable from other Con-
temporary reform movements not only by its devotion to social conditions
regarded, by those within it as well as by much of the generality, as normative,
but also by its definition of what forces threatened that order. More specifi-
cally, progressivisin directed its shafts at five principal enemies, each in its
own way representing reform:

1. The socialist reform movement—because, despite socialism’s usually
praiseworthy concern for human dignity, it represented the subordi-
nation of the rights of private property and of individualistic
options to objectives that often explicitly threatened common reli-
gious beliefs and conventional standards of justice and excellence.

2. The corporate reorganization of American business, which I should
call the corporate reform movement (its consequence has, after all,
been called “the corporate revolution”)—because it challenged the
traditional relationship of ownership and control of private prop-
erty, because it represented a shift from production to profits in the
entrepreneurial definition of efficiency, because it threatened the
proprietary small-business character of the American social struc-
ture, because it had already demonstrated a capacity for highly con-
centrated and socially irresponsible power, and because it
sanctioned practices that strained the limits of conventionality and
even legality.

3. The labor union movement—because despite the virtues of unionized
labor as a source of countervailing force against the corporations
and as a basis for a more orderly labor force, unionism (like corpo-
rate capitalism and socialism) suggested a reduction of individualis-
tic options {(at least for wage-earners and especially for small
employers), and a demand for a partnership with business manage-
ment in the decision-making process by a class that convention
excluded from such a role,

4. Agrarian radicalism, and populism in particular—because it, too, rep-
resented (at least in appearance) the insurgency of a class conven-
tionally believed to be properly excluded from a policy-making role
in the society, a class graphically represented by the “Pitchfork”
Bens and “Sockless” Jerrys, the “Cyclone” Davises and “Alfalfa” Bills,
the wool hat brigade and the rednecks.

5. The ethnic movement—the demand for specific political and social
recognition of ethnic or ex-national affiliations—because accession
to the demand meant acknowledgment of the fragmentation of
American society as well as a retreat from official standards of integ-
rity, honesty, and efficiency in government in favor of standards
based on personal loyalty, partisanship, and sectarian provincialism.

Probably no two progressives opposed all of these forces with equal ani-
mus, and most had a noteworthy sympathy for one or more of them. . . .

So much for what progressivism was not. Let me sum it up by noting
that what it rejected and sought to oppose necessarily says much about what it
was—perhaps even more than can be ascertained by the more direct approach,



My thesis is that progressivism failed. It failed in what it—or what those
who shaped it—conceived to be its principal objective. And that was, over and
above everything else, to restore or maintain the conventional consensus on a
particular view of the universe, a particular set of values, and a particular con-
stellation of behavioral modes in the country’s commerce, its industry, its
social relations, and its politics. Such a view, such values, such modes were
challenged by the influx of diverse religious and ethnic elements into the
nation’s social and intellectual stream, by the overwhelming economic suc-
cess and power of the corporate form of business organization, by the subordi-
nation of the work-ethic bound up within the old proprietary and craft
enterprise system, and by the increasing centrality of a growing proportion of
low-income, unskilled, wage-earning classes in the nation’s economy and
social structure. Ironically, the coup de grice would be struck by the emergence
of a philosophical and scientific rationale for the existence of cultural diver-
sity within a single social system, a rationale that largely grew out of the very
intellectual ferment to which progressivism so substantially contributed.

Progressivism sought to save the old view, and the old values and modes,
by educating the immigrants and the poor so as to facilitate their acceptance of
and absorption into the Anglo-American mode of life, or by excluding the
“unassimilable” altogether; by instituting antitrust legislation o, at the least, by
imposing regulations upon corporate practices in order to preserve a minimal
base for small proprietary business enterprise; by making legislative accommo-
dations to the newly important wage-earning classes—accommodations that
might provide some measure of wealth and income redistribution, on-the-job
safety, occupational security, and the like—so as to forestall a forcible transfer of
policy-making power away from the groups that had conventionally exercised
that power; and by broadening the political selection process, through direct
elections, direct nominations, and direct legislation, in order to reduce tensions
caused unnecessarily by excessively narrow and provincial cliques of policy-
makers. When the economic and political reforms failed to restore the consen-
sus by giving the previously unprivileged an ostensible stake in it, progressive
energies turned increasingly toward using the force of the state to proscribe or
restrict specifically opprobrious modes of social behavior, such as gaming hab-
its, drinking habits, sexual habits, and Sabbatarian habits. In the ultimate resort,
with the proliferation of sedition and criminal syndicalist laws, it sought to con-
strict political discourse itself. And (except perhaps for the disintegration of the
socialist movement) that failed, too.

One measure of progressivism’s failure lies in the xenophobic racism
that reappeared on a large scale even by 1910. In many parts of the country,
for example, in the far west and the south, racism and nativism had been fully
blended with reform movements even at the height of progressive activities
there. The alleged threats of “coolie labor” to American living standards, and
of “venal” immigrant and Negro voting to republican institutions generally,
underlay the alliance of racism and reform in this period. By and large, how-
ever, for the early progressive era the alliance was conspicuous only in the
south and on the west coast. By 1910, signs of heightening ethnic animosities,
most notably anti-Catholicism, began appearing in other areas of the country
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as well. As John Higham has written, “It is hard to explain the rebirth of anti-
Catholic ferment [at this time] except as an outlet for expectations which pro-
gressivism raised and then failed to fulfill.” The failure here was in part the
inability of reform to deliver a meaningful share of the social surplus to the
groups left out of the general national progress, and in part the inability of
reform to achieve its objective of assimilation and consensus.

The growing ethnic animus, moreover, operated to compound the diffi-
culty of achieving assimilation. By the second decade of the century, the objects
of the antagonism were beginning to adopt a frankly assertive posture. The World
‘War, and the ethnic cleavages it accentuated and aggravated, represented only the
final blow to the assimilationist idea; “hyphenate” tenderncies had already been
growing during the years before 1914. It had only been in 1905 that the Louisville-
born ard secutai-minded Louis Brandeis had branded as “disloyal” all who “keep
alive” their differences of origin or religion. By 1912, by now a victim of anti-
Semitism and aware of a rising hostility toward Jews in the country, Brandeis had
become an active Zionist; before a Jewish audience in 1913, he remarked how
“practical experience” had convinced him that “to be good Americans, we must
be better Jews, and to be better Jews, we must become Zionists.”

Similarly, American Negroes also began to adopt a more aggressive pub-
lic stance after having been subdued for more than a decade by antiblack vio-
lence and the accommodationist tactics suggested in 1895 by Booker T,
Washington. As early as 1905, many black leaders had broken with Washing-
ton in founding the Niagara Movement for a more vigorous assertion of Negro
demands for equality. But most historians seem to agree that it was probably
the Springfield race riot of 1908 that ended illusions that black people could
gain an equitable share in the rewards of American culture by accommoda-
tionist or assimilationist methods. The organization of the NAACP in 1909
gave substantive force for the first time to the three-year-old Niagara Move-
ment. The year 1915 symbolically concluded the demise of accommeodation-
ism. That year, the Negro-baiting movie, “The Birth of a Nation,” played to
massive, enthusiastic audiences that included notably the president of the
United States and the chief justice of the Supreme Court; the KKK was revived;
and Booker T. Washington died. The next year, black nationalist Marcus
Garvey arrived in New York from Jamaica,

Meanwhile, scientific knowledge about race and culture was undergoing
a crucial revision. At least in small part stimulated by a keen self-conscious-
ness of his own “outsider” status in American culture, the German-Jewish
immigrant Franz Boas was pioneering in the new anthropological concept of
“cultures,” based on the idea that human behavioral traits are conditioned by
historical traditions. The new view of culture was in time to undermine com-
pletely the prevailing evolutionary view that ethnic differences must mean
racial inequality. The significance of Boas’s work after 1910, and that of his
students A. L. Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn in particular, rests on the fact
that the racist thought of the progressive era had founded its intellectual ratio-
nale on the monistic, evolutionary view of culture; and indeed much of the
progressives’ anxiety over the threatened demise of “the American culture”
had been founded on that view.



Other intellectual developments as well had for a long time been whit-
tling away at the notion that American society had to stand or fall on the
unimpaired coherence of its cultural consensus. Yet the new work in anthro-
pology, law, philosophy, physics, psychology, and literature only unwittingly
undermined that assumption. Rather, it was only as the ethnic hostilities grew,
and especially as the power of the state came increasingly to be invoked
against dissenting groups whose ethnic “peculiarities” provided an excuse for
repression, that the new intelligence came to be developed. “The world has
thought that it must have its culture and its political unity coincide,” wrote
Randolph Bourne in 1916 while chauvinism, nativism, and antiradicalism
were mounting; now it was seeing that cultural diversity might yet be the sal-
vation of the liberal society—that it might even serve to provide the necessary
countervailing force to the power of the state that private property had once
served (in the schema of Locke, Harrington, and Smith) before the interests of
private property became so highly concentrated and so well blended with the
state itself.

The telltale sign of progressivism’s failure was the violent crusade against
dissent that took place in the closing years of the Wilson administration. It is
too easy to ascribe the literal hysteria of the postwar years to the dislocations of
the War alone. Incidents of violent repression of labor and radical activities had
been growing remarkably, often in step with xenophobic outbreaks, for several
years before America’s intervention in the War. To quote Professor Higham
once more. “The seemingly unpropitious circumstances under which antiradi-
calism and anti-Catholicism came to life {after 1910] make their renewal a sub-
ject of moment.” It seems clear that they both arose out of the sources of the
reform ferment itself. When reform failed to enlarge the consensus, or to make
it more relevant to the needs of the still disadvantaged and disaffected, and
when in fact reform seemed to be encouraging more radical challenges to the
social order, the old anxieties of the 1890's returned.

The postwar hysteria represented a reaction to a confluence of anxiety-
laden developments, including the high cost of living, the physical and social
dislocations of war mobilization and the recruitment of women and Negroes
into war production jobs in the big northern cities, the Bolshevik Revolution, a
series of labor strikes, and a flood of radical literature that exaggerated the capa-
bilities of radical action. “One Hurkired Per Cent Americanism” seemed the
only effective way of meeting all these challenges at once. As Stanley Coben has
written, making use of recent psychological studies and anthropological work
on cultural “revitalization movements”; “Citizens who joined the crusade for
one hundred per cent Americanism sought, prirnarily, a unifying forte which
would halt the apparent disintegration of their culture. . . . The slight evidence
of danger from radical organizations aroused such wild fear only because Amer-
icans had already encountered other threats to cultural stability.”

Now, certainly during the progressive era a lot of reform legislation was
passed, much that contributed genuinely to a more liberal society, though more
that contributed to the more absolutistic moral objectives of progressivism,
Progressivism indeed had real, lasting effects for the blunting of the sharper
edges of self-interest in American life, and for the reduction of the harsher cru-
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elties suffered by the society’s underprivileged. These achievements deserve
emphasis, not least because they derived directly from the progressive habit of
looking to standards of conventional morality and human decency for the solu-
tion of diverse social conflicts. But the deeper nature of the problem Confront-
ing American society required more than the invocation of conventional
standards; the conventions themselves were at stake, especially as they bore
upon the allocation of privileges and rewards. Because most of the progressives
never confronted that problem, in a way their efforts were doomed to failure,

In sum, the overall effect of the period’s legislation is not so impressive.
For example, all the popular government measures put together have not Con-
spicuously raised the quality of American political life. Direct nominations
and elections have tended to make political campaigns so expensive as to
reduce the number of eligible candidates for public office to (1) the indepen-
dently wealthy; (2) the ideologues, especially on the right, who can raise the
needed campaign money from independently wealthy ideologues like them-
selves, or from the organizations set up to promote a particular ideology; and
{3) party hacks who payoff their debt to the party treasury by whistle-stopping
and chicken dinner speeches. Direct legislation through the Initiative and Ref-
erendum device has made cities and states prey to the best-financed and -orga-
nized special-interest group pressures, as have so-called nonpartisan elections.
Which is not to say that things are worse than before, but only that they are
not conspicucusly better, The popular government measures did have the
effect of shaking up the established political organizations of the day, and
that may well have been their only real purpose.

But as Arthur Link has said, in his text, The American Epoch, the popular
government measures “were merely instruments to facilitate the capture of
political machinery. . . . They must be judged for what they accomplished or
failed to accomplish on the higher level of substantive reform.” Without dis-
paraging the long list of reform measures that passed during the progressive
era, the question remains whether all the “substantive reforms” together
accomplished what the progressives wanted them to accomplish.

Certain social and economic advantages were indeed shuffled about, but
this must be regarded as a short-term achievement for special groups at best.
Certain commercial interests, for example, achieved greater political leverage
in railroad policy-making than they had had in 1900 through measures such
as the Hepburn and Mann-Elkins Acts—though it was not until the 1940’s that
any real change occurred in the general rate structure, as some broad regional
interests had been demanding at the beginning of the century. Warehouse,
farm credits, and land-bank acts gave the diminishing numbers of farm own-
ers enhanced opportunities to mortgage their property, and some business
groups had persuaded the federal government to use national revenues to
educate farmers on how to increase their productivity (Smith-Lever Act, 1914);
but most farmers remained as dependent as ever upon forces beyond their
control—the bankers, the middlemen, the international market. The FTC, and
the Tariff Commission established in 1916, extended the principle of using
government agencies to adjudicate intra-industrial conflicts ostensibly in the
national interest, but these agencies would develop a lamentabie tendency of



deferring to and even confirming rather than moderating the power of each
industry’s dominant interests. The Federal Reserve Act made the currency
more flexible, and that certainly made more sense than the old system, as
even the bankers agreed. But depositers would be as prey to defaulting banks
as they had been in the days of the Pharaoch—bank deposit insurance somehow
was “socialism” to even the best of men in this generation. And despite Woo-
drow Wilson’s brave promise to end the banker’s stifling hold on innovative
small business, one searches in vain for some provision in the FRA designed
specifically to encourage small or new businesses. In fact, the only constraints
on the bankers’ power that emerged from the era came primarily from the
ability of the larger corporations to finance their own expansion out of capi-
tal surpluses they had accumulated from extortionate profits during the War.

A major change almost occurred during the war years when organized labor
and the principle of collective bargaining received official recognition and a
handful of labor leaders was taken, temporarily, into policy-making courils (e.g.,
in the War Labor Board). But actually, as already indicated, such a development, if
it had been made permanent, would have represented a defeat, not a triurnph, for
progressivism. The progressives may have fought for improved labor conditions,
but they jealously fought against the enlargement of union power. It was no aber-
ration that once the need for wartime productive efficiency evaporated, leading
progressives such as A. Mitchell Palmer, Miles Poindexter, and Woodrow Wilson
himself helped civic and employer organizations to bludgeon the labor move-
ment into disunity and docility. (it is possible, I suppose, to argue that such pro-
gressives were simply inconsistent, but if we understand progressivism in the
terms | have outlined above I think the consistency is more evident.) Neverthe-
less, a double irony is worth noting with respect to progressivism’s objectives and
the wartime labor developments. On the one hand, the progressives’ hostility to
labor unions defeated their own objectives of (1) counterbalancing the power of
collectivized capital (i.e., corporations), and (2) enhancing workers’ share of the
nation’s wealth. On the other hand, under wartime duress, the progressives did
grant concessions to organized labor (e.g., the Adamson Eight-Hour Railway
Labor Act, as well as the WLB) that would later serve as precedents for the very
“collectivization” of the economic situation that they were dedicated to oppose.

Meanwhile, the distribution of advantages in the society did not change
much at all. In some cases, from the progressive reformers’ viewpoint at least, it
may even have changed for the worse. According to the figures of the National
Industrial Conference Board, even income was as badly distributed at the end of
the era as before. In 1921, the highest 10 percent of income recipients received
38 percent of total personal income, and that figure was only 34 percent in
1910. (Since the share of the top S percent of income recipients probably
declined in the 1910-20 period, the figures for the top 10 percent group suggest
a certain improvement in income distribution at the top. But the fact that the
share of the lowest 60 percent also declined in that period, from 35 percent to
30 percent, confirms the view that no meaningful improvement can be shown.)
Maldistribution was to grow worse until after 1929,

American farmers on the whole and in particular seemed to suffer increas-
ing disadvantages. Farm life was one of the institutional bulwarks of the mode
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of life the progressives ostensibly cherished. “The farmer who owns his land”
averred Gifford Pinchot, “is still the backbone of the Nation; and one of the
things we want most is more of him, . . . [for] he is the first of home-makers.” If
only in the sense that there were relatively fewer farmers in the total population
at the end of the progressive era, one would have to say farm life in the United
States had suffered. But, moreover, fewer owned their own farms. The number
of farm tenants increased by 21 percent from 1900 to 1920; 38.1 percent of all
farm operators in 1921 were tenants; and the figures look even worse when one
notices that tenancy declined in the most impoverished areas during this period,
suggesting that the family farm was surviving mostly in the more marginal agri-
cultural areas. Finally, although agriculture had enjoyed some of its most pros-
perous years in history in the 1910-20 period, the 21 percent of the nation’s
gainfully employed who were in agriculture in 1919 (a peak year) earned only
16 percent of the national income.

While progressivism failed to restore vitality to American farming, it
failed also to stop the vigorous ascendancy of corporate capitalism, the most
conspicuous challenge to conventional values and modes that the society faced
at the beginning of the era. The corporation had drastically undermined the
very basis of the traditional rationale that had supported the nation's freewheel-
ing system of resource allocation and had underwritten the permissiveness of
the laws governing economic activities in the nineteenth century. The new cap-
italism by-passed the privately-owned proprietary firm, it featured a separation
of ownership and control, it subordinated the profit motive to varied and vari-
able other objectives such as empire-building, and, in many of the techniques
developed by financial brokers and investment bankers, it appeared to create a
great gulf between the making of money and the producing of useful goods and
services. Through a remarkable series of judicial sophistries, this nonconven-
tional form of business enterprise had become, in law, a person, and had won
privileges and liberties once entrusted only to men, who were presumed to be
conditioned and restrained by the moral qualities that inhere in human nature.
Although gaining legal dispensations from an obliging Supreme Court, the cor-
poration could claim no theoretical legitimacy beyond the fact of its power and
its apparent inextricable entanglement in the business order that had produced
America’s seemingly unbounded material success.

Although much has been written about the supposed continuing vitality
of small proprietary business enterprise in the United States, there is no gain-
saying the continued ascendancy of the big corporation nor the fact that it
still lacks legitimation. The fact that in the last sixty years the number of
small proprietary businesses has grown at a rate that slightly exceeds the rate
of population growth says little about the character of small business enter-
prise today as compared with that of the era of the American industrial revo-
lution; it does nothing to disparage the apprehensions expressed in the
antitrust campaigns of the progressives. To focus on the vast numbers of auto-
mobile dealers and gasoline service station owners, for example, is to miss
completely their truly humble dependence upon the very few giant automo-
bile and oil companies, a foretold dependence that was the very point of pro-
gressives’ anticorporation, antitrust sentiments. The progressive movement



204 ISSUE 9 / Did the Progessives Fail?

must indeed be credited with placing real restraints upon monopolistic ten-
dencies in the United States, for most statistics indicate that at least until the
1950’s business concentration showed no substantial increase from the turn of
the century (though it may be pertinent to note that concentration ratios did
increase significantly in the decade immediately following the progressive
era). But the statistics of concentration remain impressive~just as they were
when John Moody wrote The Truth About the Trusts in 1904 and Louis Bran-
deis followed it with Other People’s Money in 1914. That two hundred corpora-
tions (many of them interrelated} held almost one-quarter of all business
assets, and more than 40 percent of all corporate assets in the country in 1948;
that the fifty largest manufacturing corporations held 35 percent of all indus-
trial assets in 1948, and 38 percent by 1962; and that a mere twenty-eight cor-
porations or one one-thousandth of a percentage of all nonfinancial firms in
1956 employed 10 percent of all those employed in the nonfinancial indus-
tries, should be sufficient statistical support for the apprehensions of the pro-
gressive era—just as it is testimony to the failure of the progressive movement to
achieve anything substantial fo alter the situation.

Perhaps the crowning failure of progressivism was the American rele in
World War L. It is true that many progressives opposed America’s interven-
tion, but it is also true that a great many more supported it. The failure in pro-
gressivism lies not in the decision to intervene but in the futility of
intervention measured by progressive expectations.

Arthur S. Link and
Richard L. McCormick

NO &

Progressivism in History

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

Yet in the goals they sought amd the remedies they tried, the reformers
were a varied and contradictory lot. Some progressives wanted to increase the
political influence and control of ordinary people, while other progressives
wanted to concentrate authority in experts. Many reformers tried to curtail the
growth of large corporations; others accepted bigness in industry on account
of its supposed econornic benefits. Some progressives were genuinely con-
cerned about the welfare of the “new” immigrants from southern and eastern
Europe; other progressives sought, sometimes frantically, to “Americanize”
the newcomers or to keep them out altogether. In general, progressives sought
to improve the conditions of life and labor and to create as much social stabil-
ity as possible. But each group of progressives had its own definitions of
improvement and stability. In the face of such diversity, one historian, Peter
G. Filene, has even argued that what has been called the progressive move-
ment never existed as a historical phenomenon (“An Obituary for ‘The Pro-
gressive Movement,’” American Quarterly, 1570},

Certainly there was no unified movement, but, like most students of the
period, we consider progessivism to have been a real, vital, and significant phe-
nomenon, one which contemporaries recognized and talked and fought about.

Reprinted by permission of Harlan Davidson, Inc., from PROGRESSIVISM by Arthur S. Link and
Richard L. McCormick. Copyright ©@ 1983 by Harlan Davidson, Inc.
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Properly conceptualized, progressivism provides a useful framework for the his-
tory of the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

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

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

Who Were the Progressives?

Ever since the early twentieth century, people have argued about who the pro-
gressives were and what they stood for. This may seem to be a strange topic of
debate, but it really is not. Progressivism engaged many different groups of
Americans, and each group of progressives naturally considered themselves to
be the key reformers and thought that their own programs were the most
important ones. Not surprisingly, historians ever since have had trouble agree-
ing on who really shaped progressivism and its goals. Scholars who have writ-
ten about the period have variously identified farmers, the old middle classes,
professionals, businessmen, and urban immigrants and ethnic groups as the
core group of progressives. But these historians have succeeded in identifying
their reformers only by defining progressivism narrowly, by excluding other
reformers and reforms when they do not fall within some specific definition,
and by resorting to such vague, catch-all adjectives as “middle class.” . ..

The advocates of the middle-class view might reply that they intended to
study the leaders of reform, not its supporters, to identify and describe the
men and women who imparted the dominant character to progressivism, not
its mass base. The study of leadership is surely a valid subject in its own right
and is particularly useful for an understanding of progressivism. But too
much focus on leadership conceals more than it discloses about early twenti-
eth-century reform. The dynamics of progressivism were crucially generated
by ordinary people—by the sometimes frenzied mass supporters of progressive
leaders, by rank-and-file voters willing to trust a reform candidate. The chro-
nology of progressivism can be traced by events which aroused large numbers
of people—a sensational muckraking article, an putrageous political scandal,
an eye-opening legislative investigation, or a tragic social calamity. Events
such as these gave reform its rhythm and its power.
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Progressivism cannot be understood without seeing how the masses of
Americans perceived and responded to such events. Widely circulated maga-
zines gave people everywhere the sordid facts of corruption and carried the
clamor for reform into every city, village, and county. State and national elec-
tion campaigns enabled progressive candidates to trumpet their programs.
Almost no literate person in the United States in, say, 1906 could have been
unaware that ten-year-old children worked through the night in dangerous
factories, or that many United States senators served big business. Progressiv-
isrm was the only reform movement ever experienced by the whole American
nation, Its national appeal and mass base vastly exceeded that of Jacksonian
reform. And progressivism’s dependence on the people for its objectives and
timing has no comparison in the executive-dominated New Deal of Franklin
D. Roosevelt or the Great Society of Lyndon B. Johnson. Wars and depressions
had previously engaged the whole nation, but never reform. And so we are
back to the problem of how to explain and define the outpouring of progres-
sive reform which excited and involved so many different kinds of people.

A little more than a decade ago, Buenker and Thelen recognized the
immense diversity of progressivism and suggested ways in which to reorient
the study of early twentieth-century reform. Buenker observed that divergent
groups often came together on one issue and then changed alliances on the
next (“The Progressive Era: A Search for a Synthesis,” Mid-America, 1969).
Indeed, different reformers sometimes favored the same measure for distinc-
tive, even opposite, reasons. Progressivism could be understood only in the
light of these shifting coalitions. Thelen, in his study of Wisconsin’'s legisla-
tute, also emphasized the importance of cooperation between different
reform groups. “The basic riddle in Progressivism,” he concluded, “is not what
drove groups apart but what made them seek common cause.”

There is a great deal of wisdom in these articles, particularly in their rec-
ognition of the diversity of progressivism and in the concept of shifting coali-
tions of reformers. A two-pronged approach is necessary to carry forward this
way of looking at early twentieth-century reform. First, we should study, not
an imaginary unified progressive movement, but individual reforms and give
particular attention to the goals of their diverse supporters, the public ration-
ales given for them, and the results which they achieved. Second, we should
try to identify the features which were more or less common to different pro-
gressive reforms.

The first task—distinguishing the goals of a reform from its rhetoric and
its results—is more difficult than it might appear to be. Older interpretations of
progressivism implicitly assumed that the rhetoric explained the goals and that,
if a proposed reform became law, the results fulfilled the intentions behind it.
Neither assumption is a sound one: purposes, rationale, and results are three
different things. Samuel P. Hays’ influential article, “The Politics of Reform in
Municipal Government in the Progressive Era” (Pacific Northwest Quarterly,
1964), exposed the fallacy of automatically equating the democratic rhetoric of
the reformers with their true purposes. The two may have coincided, but the
historian has to demonstrate that fact, not take it for granted. The unexamined
identification of either intentions or rhetoric with results is also invalid,



although it is still a common feature of the scholarship on progressivism. Only
within the last decade have historians begun to examine the actual achieve-
ments of the reformers. To carry out this first task, in the following . . . we will
distinguish between the goals and rhetoric of individual reforms and will dis-
cuss the results of reform whenever the current literature permits. To do so is to
observe the ironies, complexities, and disappointments of progressivism,.

~ The second task—that of identifying the common characteristics of pro-
gressivism—is even more difficult than the first but is an essential base on
which to build an understanding of progressivism. The rest of this [selection]
focuses on identifying such characteristics. The place to begin that effort is
the origins of progressivism. . . .

The Character and Spirit of Progressivism

Progressivism was characterized, in the first place, by a distinctive set of atti-
tudes toward industrialism. By the turn of the century, the overwhelming
majority of Americans had accepted the permanence of large-scale industrial,
commercial, and financial enterprises and of the wage and factory systems.
The progressives shared this attitude. Most were not socialists, and they
undertook reform, not to dismantle modern economic institutions, but rather
to ameliorate and improve the conditions of industrial life. Yet progressivism
was infused with a deep outrage against the worst consequences of industrial-
ism. Qutpourings of anger at corporate wrongdoing and of hatred for indus-
try’s callous pursuit of profit frequently punctuated the course of reform in
the early twentieth century. Indeed, antibusiness emotion was a prime mover
of progressivism. That the acceptance of industrialism and the outrage against
it were intrinsic to early twentieth-century reform does not mean that pro-
gressivism was mindless or that it has to be considered indefinable. But it does
suggest that there was a powerful irony in progressivism: reforms which
gained support from a people angry with the oppressive aspects of industrial-
ism also assisted the same persons to accommeodate to it, albeit to an industri-
alism which was to some degree socially responsible.

The progressives’ ameliorative reforms also reflected their faith in progress—
in mankind's ability, through purposeful action, to improve the environment and
the conditions of life. The late nineteenth-century dissidents had not lacked this
faith, but their espousal of panaceas bespoke a deep pessimism: “Unless this one
great change is made, things will get worse.” Progressive reforms were grounded
on a broader assumption. In particular, reforms could protect the people hurt by
industrialization, and make the environment more humane. For intellectuals of
the era, the achievement of such goals meant that they had to meet Herbert Spen-
cer head on and confute his absolute “truths,” Progressive thinkers, led by Lester
Frank Ward, Richard T. Ely, and, most important, John Dewey, demolished social
Darwinism with what Goldman has called “reform Darwinism.” They asserted
that human adaptation to the environment did not interfere with the evolution-
ary process, but was, rather, part and parcel of the law of natural change. Progres-
sive intellectuals and their popularizers produced a vast literature to condemn
laissez faire and to promote the concept of the active state,

To improve the environment meant, above all, to intervene in economic
and social affairs in order to control natural forces and impose a measure of
order upon them. This belief in interventionism was a third component of pro-
gressivism. It was visible in almost every reforrn of the era, from the supervision
of business to the prohibition of alcohol John W. Chambers 11, The Tyranny of
Change: America in the Progressive Era, 1900-1917, 1980). Interventionism could
be both private and public. Given their choice, most progressives preferred to
work noncoercively through voluntary organizations for economic and social
changes. Howevet, as time passed, it became evident that most progressive
reforms could be achieved only by legislation and public control. Such an
extension of public authority made many progressives uneasy, and few of them
went so far as Herbert Croly in glorifying the state in his The Promise of Ameri-
can Life (1909) and Progressive Democracy (1914). Even so, the intervention nec-
essary for their reforms inevitably propelied progressives toward an advocacy of
the use of governmental power. A familiar scenario during the period was one in
which progressives called upon public authorities to assume responsibility for
interventions which voluntary organizations had begun.

The foregoing describes the basic characteristics of progressivisin but
says little about its ideals. Progressivism was inspired by two bodies of belief
and knowledge—evangelical Protestantism and the natural and social sciences.
These sources of reform may appear at first glance antagonistic to one
another. Actually, they were complementary, and each imparted distinctive
qualities to progressivism.

Ever since the religious revivals from about 1820 to 1840, evangelical
Protestantism had spurred reform in the United States. Basic to the reform
mentality was an all-consuming urge to purge the world of sin, such as the
sins of slavery and intermperance, against which nineteenth-century reformers
had crusaded. Now the progressives carried the struggle into the modern cita-
dels of sin—the teeming cities of the nation. No cne can read their writings
and speeches without being struck by the fact that many of them believed that
it was their Christian duty to right the wrongs created by the processes of
industrialization. Such belief was the motive force behind the Social Gospel, a
movement which swept through the Protestant churches in the 1890s and
1900s. Its goal was to align churches, frankly and aggressively, on the side of
the downtrodden, the poot, and working people—in other words, to make
Christianity relevant to this world, not the next. It is difficult to measure the
influence of the Social Gospel, but it seared the consciences of millions of
Americans, particularly in urban areas. And it triumphed in the organization
in 1908 of the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America, with its plat-
form which condemned exploitative capitalism and proclaimed the right of
workers to organize and to enjoy a decent standard of living. Observers at the
Progressive party’s national convention of 1912 should not have been sur-
prised to hear the delegates sing, spontaneously and emotionally, the Chris-
tian call to arms, “Onward, Christian Solders!”

The faith which inspired the singing of “Onward, Christian Soldiers!”
had significant implications for progressive reforms. Progressives used moral-
istic appeals to make people feel the awful weight of wrong in the world and



to exhort them to accept personal responsibility for its eradication. The result-
ant reforms could be genercus in spirit, but they could also seem intolerant to
the people who were “reformed.” Progressivism sometimes seemed to envi-
sion life in a small town Protestant community or an urban drawing room—a
vision sharply different from that of Catholic or Jewish immigrants. Not every
progressive shared the evangelical ethos, much less its intolerance, but few of
the era’s reforms were untouched by the spirit and techniques of Protestant
revivalism.

Science also had a pervasive impact on the methods and objectives of
progressivism. Many leading reformers were specialists in the new disciplines
of statistics, economics, sociology, and psychology. These new social scientists
set out to gather data on human behavior as it actually was and to discover the
laws which governed it. Since social scientists accepted environmentalist and
interventionist assumptions implicitly, they believed that knowledge of natu-
ral laws would make it possible to devise and apply solutions to improve the
human condition. This faith underpinned the optimism of most progressives
and predetermined the methods used by almost all reformers of the time:
investigation of the facts and application of social-science knowledge to their
analysis; entrusting trained experts to decide what should be done; and,
finally, mandating government to execute reform.

These methods may have been rational, but they were also compatible
with progressive moralism. In its formative period, American social science
was heavily infused with ethical concerns. An essential purpose of statistics,
econommics, sociology, and psychology was to improve and uplift. Leading
practitioners of these disciplines, for example, Richard T. Ely, an economist at
the University of Wisconsin, were often in the vanguard of the Social Gospel.
Progressives blended science and religion into a view of human behavior
which was unique to their generation, which had grown up in an age of reviv-
als and come to maturity at the birth of social science.

All of progressivism’s distinctive features found expression in muckraking—
the literary spearhead of early twentieth-century reform. Through the medium of
such new ten-cent magazines as McClure’s, Everybody’s and Cosmopolitan, the
muckrakers exposed every dark aspect and corner of American life. Nothing
escaped the probe of writers such as Ida M. Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens, Ray Stannard
Baker, and Burton ]J. Hendrick—not big business, politics, prostitution, race rela-
tions, or even the churches. Behind the exposes of the muckrakers lay the progres-
sive attitude toward industrialism: it was here to stay, but many of its aspects
seemed to be deplorable. These could be improved, however, if only people
became aware of conditions and determined to ameliorate them. To bring about
such awareness, the muckrakers appealed to their readers’ consciences. Steffens'’
famous series, published in book form as The Shame of the Cities in 1904, was
frankly intended to make people feel guilty for the corruption which riddled their
cities. The muckrakers also used the social scientists” method of careful and pains-
taking gathering of data—and with devastating effects. The investigative func-
tion—which was later largely taken over by governmental agencies—proved
absolutely vital to educating and arousing Americans.
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All progressive crusades shared the spirit and used the techniques dis-
cussed here, but they did so to different degrees and in different ways. Some
voiced a greater willingness to accept industrialism and even to extol its
potential benefits; others expressed more strongly the outrage against its
darker aspects. Some intervened through voluntary organizations; others
relied on government to achieve changes. Each reform reflected a distinctive
balance between the claims of Protestant moralism and of scientific rational-
ism. Progressives fought among themselves over these questions even while
they set to the common task of applying their new methods and ideas to the
problems of a modern society. . . .

In this analysis we have frequently pointed to the differences between
the rhetoric, intentions, and results of progressive reform, The failure of
reform always to fulfill the expectations of its advocates was not, of course,
unique to the progressive era. Jacksonian reform, Reconstruction, and the
New Deal all exhibited similar ironies and disappointments. In each case, the
clash between reformers with divergent purposes, the inability to predict how
given methods of reform would work in practice, and the ultimate waning of
popular zeal for change all contributed to the disjuncture of rationale, pur-
pose, and achievemnent. Yet the gap between these things seems more obvious
in the progressive era because so many diverse movements for reform took
place in a brief span of time and were accompanied by resounding rhetoric
and by high expectations for the improvement of the American social and
political environment. The effort to change so many things all at once, and
the grandiose claims made for the moral and material betterment which
would result, meant that disappointments were. bound to occur.

Yet even the great number of reforms and the uncommonly high expec-
tations for themn cannot fully account for the consistent gaps which we have
observed between the stated purposes, real intentions, and actual results of
progressivism. Several additional factors, intrinsic to the nature of early twen-
tieth-century reform, help to explain the ironies and contradictions.

One of these was the progressives’ confident reliance on modern meth-
ods of reform. Heirs of recent advances in natural science and social science,
they enthusiastically devised and applied new techniques to improve Ameri-
can government and society. Their methods often worked; on the other hand,
progressive programs often simply did not prove capable of accomplishing
what had been expected of them. This was not necessarily the reformers’ fauit,
They hopefully used untried methods even while they lacked a science of soci-
ety which was capable of solving all the great problems which they attacked.
At the same time, the progressives’ scientific methods made it possible to
know just how far short of success their programs had sometimes fallen. The
evidence of their failures thus was more visible than in any previous era of
reform. To the progressives’ credit, they usually published that evidence—for
contemporaries and historians alike to see.

A second aspect of early twentieth-century reform which helps to
account for the gaps between aims and achievements was the deep ambiva-
lence of the progressives about industrialism and its consequences, Individual
reformers were divided, and so was their movement as a whole. Compared to



many Americans of the late 1800s, the progressives fundamentally accepted
an industrial society and sought mainly to control and ameliorate it. Even
reformers who were intellectually committed to socialist ideas often acted the
part of reformers, not radicals.

Yet progressivism was infused and vitalized, as we have seen, by people
truly angry with their industrial society. Few of them wanted to tear down the
modern institutions of business and commerce, but their anger was real, their
moralism was genuine, and their passions were essential to the reforms of
their time,

The reform movement never resolved this ambivalence about industrial-
ism. Much of its rhetoric and popular passion pointed in one direction—
toward some form of social democracy—while its leaders and their programs
went in another. Often the result was confusion and bitterness. Reforms fre-
quently did not measure up to popular, antibusiness expectations, indeed,
never were expected to do so by those who designed and implemented them.
Even conservative, ameliorative reformers like Theodore Roosevelt often used
radical rhetoric. In doing so, they misled their followers and contributed to
the ironies of progressivism.

Perhaps most significant, progressives failed to achieve all their goals
because, despite their efforts, they never fully came to terms with the divi-
sions and conflicts in American society. Again and again, they acknowledged
the existence of social disharmony more fully and frankly than had nine-
teenth-century Americans. Nearly every social and economic reform of the
era was predicated on the progressive recognition that diverse cultural and
occupational groups had conflicting interests, and that the responsibility for
mitigating and adjusting those differences lay with the whole society, usually
the government, Such recognition was one of the progressives’ most signifi-
cant achievermnents. Indeed, it stands among the most important accomplish-
ments of liberal reform in all of American history. For, by frankly
acknowledging the existence of social disharmony, the progressives commit-
ted the twentieth-century United States to recognizing—and to lessening—the
inevitable conflicts of a heterogeneous industrial society.

Yet the significance of the progressives’ recognition of diversity was
compromised by the methods and institutions which they adopted to dimin-
ish or eliminate social and economic conflict. Expert administrative govern-
ment turned out to be less neutral than the progressives believed that it
would be. No scientific reform could be any more impartial than the experts
who gathered the data or than the bureaucrats who implemented the pro-
grams. In practice, as we have seen, administrative government often suc-
cumbed to the domination of special interests.

It would be pointless to blame the progressives for the failure of their
new methods and programs to eradicate all the conflicts of an industrial soci-
ety, but it is perhaps fair to ask why the progressives adopted measures which
tended to disguise and obscure economic and social conflict almost as soon as
they had uncovered it. For one thing, they honestly believed in the almost
unlimited potentialities of science and administration. Qur late twentieth-
century skepticism of these wonders should not blind us to the faith with
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which the progressives embraced them and imbued them with what now seem
magical properties. For another, the progressives were reformers, not radicals.
It was one thing to recognize the existence of economic and social conflict,
but quite another thing to admit that it was permanent. By and large, these
men and women were personaily and ideclogically inclined to believe that the
American society was, in the final analysis, harmonious, and that such con-
flicts as did exist could be resolved. Finally, the class and cultural back-
grounds of the leading progressives often made them insensitive to lower-
class immigrant Americans and their cultures. Attempts to reduce divisions
sometimes came down to imposing middle-class Protestant ways on the urban
masses. In consequence, the progressives never fulfilled their hope of elimi-
nating social conflict. Reformers of the early twentieth century saw the prob-
lem more fully than had their predecessors, but they nonetheless tended to
consider conflicts resolved when, in fact, they only had been papered over
Later twentieth-century Americans have also frequently deceived themselves
in this way.

Thus progressivism inevitably fell short of its rhetoric and intentions.
Lest this seemn an unfairly critical evaluation, it is important to recall how ter-
ribly ambitious were the stated aims and true goals of the reformers. They
missed some of their marks because they sought to do so much, And, despite
all their shortcomings, they accomplished an enermous part of what they set
out to achieve.

Progressivism brought majer innovations to almost every facet of public
and private life in the United States. The political and governmental systems
particularly felt the effects of reform. Indeed, the nature of political participa-
tion and the uses to which it was put went through transitions as momentous
as those of any era in American history. These developments were complex, as
we have seen, and it is no easy matter to sort out who was helped and who was
hurt by each of them or by the entire body of reforms. At the very least, the
political changes of the progressive era significantly accommodated American
public life to an urban-industrial society. On balance, the polity probably
emerged neither more nor less democratic than before, but it did become bet-
ter suited to address, or at least recognize, the questiocns and problems which
arose from the cities and factories of the nation. After the progressive era, just
as before, wealthier elements in American society had a disproportionate
share of political power, but we can hardly conclude that this was the fault of
the progressives.

The personal and social life of the American people was also deeply
affected by progressivism. Like the era’s political changes, the economic and
social reforms of the early twentieth century were enormously complicated
and are difficult to summarize without doing violence to their diversity. In
the broadest sense, the progressives sought to mitigate the injustice and the
disorder of a society now dominated by its industries and cities. Usually, as we
have observed, the quests for social justice and social control were extricably
bound together in the reformers’ programs, with each group of progressives
having different interpretations of these dual ends. Justice sometimes took
second place to control. However, before one judges the reformers too harshly



for that, it is well to remember how bad urban social conditions were in the
late nineteenth century and the odds against which the reformers fought. It is
also well to remember that they often succeeded in mitigating the harshness
of urban-industrial life.

The problems with which the progressives struggled have, by and large,
continued to challenge Americans ever since. And, although the assumptions
and techniques of progressivism no longer command the confidence which
early twentieth-century Americans had in them, no equally comprehensive
body of reforms has ever been adopted in their place. Throughout this study,
we have criticized the progressives for having too much faith in their untried
methods. Yet if this was a failing, it was also a source of strength, one now
missing from reform in America. For the essence of progressivism lay in the
hopefulness and optimism which the reformers brought to the tasks of apply-
ing science and administration to the high moral purposes in which they
believed. The historical record of their aims and achievements leaves no doubt
that there were many men and women in the United States in the early 1900s
who were not afraid to confront the problems of a modern industrial society
with vigor, imagination, and hope. They of course failed to solve all those
problems, but no other generation of Americans has done conspicuously bet-
ter in addressing the political, economic, and social conditions which it faced.

POSTSCRIPT

Did the Progressives Fail?

In spite of their differences, both Abrams’s and Link and McCormick’s inter-
pretations make concessions to their respective critics. Link and McCormick,
for example, admit that the intended reforms did not necessarily produce the
desired results. Furthermore, the authors concede that many reformeis were
insensitive to the cultural values of the lower classes and attempted to
impose middle-class Protestant ways on the urban masses, Nevertheless, Link
and McCormick argue that in spite of the fallure to curb the growth of big
business, the progressive reforms did ameliorate the worst abuses of the new
urban industrial society. Although the Progressives failed to solve all the
major problems of their times, they did set the agenda that still challenges
the reformers of today.

Abrams also makes a concession to his critics when he admits that “pro-
gressivism had real lasting effects for the blunting of the sharper edges of self-
interest in American life, and for the reduction of the harsher cruelties suf-
fered by the society’s underprivileged.” Yet the thrust of his argument is that
the progressive reformers accomplished little of value. While Abrams proba-
bly agrees with Link and McCormick that the Progressives were the first
group to confront the problems of modern America, he considers their
intended reforms inadequate by their very nature. Because the reformers
never really challenged the inequalities brought about by the rise of the
industrial state, maintains Abrams, the same problems have persisted to the
present day.

Historians have generaily been sympathetic to the aims and achieve-
ments of the progressive historians. Many, like Charles Beard and Frederick
Jackson Turner, came from the Midwest and lived in model progressive states
like Wisconsin. Their view of history was based on a conflict between groups
competing for power, so it was easy for them to portray progressivism as a
struggle between the people and entrenched interests.

It was not until after World War If that a more complex view of progres-
sivism emerged. Richard Hofstadter's Age of Reform (Alfred A. Knopf, 1955}
was exceptionally critical of the reformist view of history as well as of the
reformers in general. Born of Jewish immigrant parents and raised in cities in
New York, the Columbia University professor argued that progressivism was a
moral crusade undertaken by WASP families in an effort to restore older Prot-
estant and individualistic values and to regain political power and status.
Both Hofstadter’s “status revolution” theory of progressivism and his profile
of the typical Progressive have been heavily criticized by historians. Never-
theless, he changed the dimensions of the debate and made progressivism
appear to be a much more complex issue than had previously been thought.

MK



Most of the writing on progressivism for the past 20 years has centered
around the “organizational” model. Writers of this school have stressed the
role of the “expert” and the ideals of scientific management as basic to an
understanding of the Progressive Era. This fascination with how the city man-
ager plan worked in Dayton or railroad regulation in Wisconsin or the public
schools laws in New York City makes sense to a generation surrounded by
bureaucracies on all sides. Two books that deserve careful reading are Robert
Wiebe’s The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (Hill & Wang, 1967} and the won-
derful collection of essays by Samuel P. Hayes, American Political History as
Social Analysis (Knoxville, 1980), which brings together two decades’ worth of
articles from diverse journals that were seminal in exploring ethnocultural
approaches to politics within the organizational model.

In a highly influential article written for the American Quarterly in
spring 1970, Professor Peter G, Filene proclaimed “An Obituary for the ‘Pro-
gressive Movement.’” After an extensive review of the literature, Filene con-
Cluded that since historians cannot agree on its programs, values,
geographical location, members, and supporters, there was no such thing as a
Progressive movement. Few historians were bold enough to write progressiv-
ism out of the pantheon of American reform movements. But Filene put the
proponents of the early-twentieth-century reform movement on the defen-
sive. Students who want to see how professional historians directly con-
fronted Filene in their refusal to attend the funeral of the Progressive
movement should read the essays by John D. Buenker, John C. Burnham, and
Robert M. Crunden in Progressivism (Schenkman, 1977).

Three works provide an indispensable review of the literature of pro-
gressivism in the 1980s. Link and McCormick’s Progressivism (Harlan David-
son, 1983) deserves to be read in its entirety for its comprehensive yet
concise coverage. More scholarly but still readable are the essays on the new
political history in McCormick's The Party Period and Public Policy: American
Politics From the Age of Jackson to the Progressive Era (Oxford University Press,
1986). The more advanced student should consult Daniel T, Rodgers, “In
Search of Progressivism,” Reviews in American History (December 1982).
While admitting that Progressives shared no common creed or values, Rodg-
ers nevertheless feels that they were able “to articulate their discontents and
their social visions” around three distinct clusters of ideas: “The first was the
rhetoric of antimonopotism, the second was an emphasis on social bonds and
the social nature of human beings, and the third was the language of social
efficiency.”
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ISSUE 10

Was Prohibition a Failure?

YES: David E. Kyvig, from Repealing National Prohibition, 24 ed.
(The University of Chicago Press, 1979)

g NO: J.C. Burnham, from “New Perspectives on the Prohibition
| ‘Experiment’ of the 1920s,” fournal of Soclal History, Volume 2 (Fall
1968)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: David E. Kyvig admits that alcohol consumption declined
sharply in the prohibition era but that federal actions failed to
impose abstinence among an increasingly urban and heteroge-
neous populace that resented and resisted restraints on their indi-
vidual behavior.

NO: ].C. Burnham states that the prohibition experiment was more a
success than a failure and contributed to a substantial decrease in
liquor consumption, reduced arrests for alcoholism, fewer alcohol-
related diseases and hospitalizations, and destroyed the old-fashioned
saloon that was a major target of the law's proponents.

ericans, including many journalists and scholars, have never been shy
ut attaching labels to their history, and frequently they do so to characterize
icular years or decades in their distant or recent past. It is doubtful, however,
t any period in our nation’s history has received as many catchy appellations
has the decade of the 1920s. Described at varlous times as the “Jazz Age,” the
*Roaring Twenties,” the “prosperity decade,” the “age of normalcy,” or simply
e “New Era,” these are years that obviously have captured the imagination of
e American public, including the chroniclers of the nation’s past.

In 1920, the Great War was over, and President Woodrow Wilson
received the Nobel Peace Prize despite his failure to persuade the Senate to
adopt the Covenant of the League of Nations. The “Red Scare,” culminating
in the Palmer raids conducted by the Justice Department, came to an embar-
tassingly fruitless halt, and Republican Warren Harding won a landslide vic-
tory in the campaign for the presidency, an election in which women,
buoyed by the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, exercised their suf-
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