“A great democracy must be progressive or it will soon
cease to be a great democracy” – Theodore Roosevelt

The Progressive Impulse

 Rapid industrialization and urbanization had

created many problems for many Americans
 Progressives believed in progress through
direct and purposeful human intervention in
social and economic affairs in order to better
society
 A variety of Progressive Reform Initiatives:

Anti-monopoly – an urge to limit and
disperse authority and wealth
2. A belief in social cohesion – help the victims
of industrialization
3. Applying the principles of natural and social
sciences to society
4. Government must play a role to help improve
and stabilize society
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The Progressive Impulse
 The “Muckrakers” – were crusading

journalists who were committed to
exposing scandal, corruption, and
injustice to the public
1.

2.

3.

Ida Tarbell wrote a 2 volume study
of the Standard Oil Trust and its
abuse of power
Lincoln Steffens wrote a book
called The Shame of the Cities
about corrupt political bosses
The Bosses of the Senate (1889)
was a political cartoon by Joseph
Keppler that showed the power of
the trusts

Jacob Riis and Upton Sinclair

The Progressive Impulse
 The “Social Gospel” was when

religious leaders joined the reform
movement to try and redeem the
nation’s cities
 Religion helped give progressivism a

strong moral component

 Many people started to believe that

ignorance, poverty, and criminality
were the results of a poor
environment rather than genetic
shortcomings or divine providence
(a rejection of Social Darwinism)

The Progressive Impulse
 Settlement Houses were established

across the country’s cities to help
immigrant families adapt to the new
language and customs of their new
country
 The most famous and one of the first
was Hull House established in
Chicago by Jane Addams
 Settlement houses led to
professional social worker many of
which were women

The Progressive Impulse
 In 1901, the American Medical Association (AMA) was

turned into a national professional society that set
strict scientific standards to practice medicine
 Lawyers in all 48 states had established professional
bar associations by 1916
 Female Dominated Professions:
90% of all professional women
were teachers
2. Social Workers
3. Nursing
4. Librarians
1.

All maternal “helping”
professions

Women and Reform
 Women played a prominent role in reform movements

(progressivism). Why?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

By 1900, almost all work had moved outside of the
home
More children were spending more time in school
Technology made housework less time consuming
10% of women never married (1900)
Divorce rate rose from 1 in 21 in 1880 to 1 in 9 by 1916
Higher levels of education contributed to involvement
in the reform movements

Women and Reform
 Many women joined Women’s

Clubs in the 1880s and 1890s that
became a vanguard for many
important reform movements
such as:
Government regulations for
female and child labor
2. Government regulations of the
food and drug industries
3. Prohibition Movement
4. “Mother’s Pensions” in most
states for widowed and
abandoned women with
children
1.

Women and Reform
 Women’s Trade Union League

(1903) encouraged women to join
labor unions
 Men often worked with women
when their causes were seen as
“maternal” and “nurturing”
 Perhaps the largest reform
movement of the progressive era
was the fight for woman suffrage
 Anti-suffragists argued that voting
women would lead to more
divorce, promiscuity, neglect of
children, and a disturbance of “the
natural order of things”

Women and Reform
 Anna Howard Shaw and Carrie Chapman Catt were

the leaders of the National American Woman Suffrage
Association (NAWSA) which numbered over 2 million
people in 1917
 After several western states had given women the right
to vote, the 19th amendment was passed in 1920
granting women suffrage

Women and Reform
 Alice Paul argued that women needed a constitutional

amendment that would prohibit all discrimination
based on sex
 Thus the movement for an Equal Rights Amendment

was born (ERA)

Reforming Government
 Progressives believed that

before they could reform
society they would have to
reform government itself
 Many reformers saw
political parties as
corrupt, undemocratic,
and reactionary
 The Secret Ballot was a
major reform to chip away
at political party’s power
over voters

Reforming Government
 LOCAL POLITICS
1. Commission Plan in Galveston,
Texas (1900) replaced mayor and
town council with a non-partisan
commission
2. City Manager Plan - elected officials
would hire an expert to run the city
3. Tom Johnson was the reform mayor
of Cleveland who tried to raise
taxes on railroads and utility
companies, lower streetcar fares,
and bring municipal ownership to
basic utilities (He failed, but laid
the foundation for future reform
movements)

Reforming Government
 STATE POLITICS
1. Initiative and Referendum



Initiative – new legislation
submitted directly to the voters
Referendum – actions of state
governments could be returned
for voter approval

Direct Primary and Recall

2.




Direct Primary – voters, not
party bosses, choose
candidates
Recall – elected officials can be
voted out

Reforming Government
 Robert “Fighting Bob” La Follette of Wisconsin helped

turn his state into a “laboratory of progressivism”
Direct primaries initiative, referendum, and recall
2. Regulated and taxed railroads and utilities
3. Workman’s Compensation laws
4. Tax on inherited fortunes
1.

Reforming Government
 As political parties declined in power, special “Interest

Groups” emerged to take their concerns directly to
governments

Sources of Progressive Reform
 Unions played an important

role in reform battles
 In 1911, a terrible fire swept
through the Triangle
Shirtwaist Company in New
York City killing 146 workers,
most of them women
 The horrible tragedy
produced legislation that
imposed strict regulations on
employers and established
government’s role to enforce
them

Sources of Progressive Reform
 The Western part of the country was very progressive

as the federal government had a lot of authority in that
region and thus state and local governments were not
mired in party politics

African Americans and Reform
 Booker T. Washington was a believer in focusing on

self-improvement and gradual reform
 While W.E.B. Dubois in his book The Souls of Black
Folk (1903) denounced Booker T. Washington’s
acceptance of segregation and insisted that the black
man should fight for his rights

African Americans and Reform
 W.E.B. Dubois helped to found

National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) in 1905 to advance the
cause of colored people, primarily
through lawsuits in federal courts
 NAACP met in Niagara Falls on
the Canadian side because no
hotel on the American side would
have them
 This was a major first step in the
American civil rights movement

Crusade for Social Order and Reform
 Many progressives considered the elimination of

alcohol a key to restoring social order
 In 1873, The Women’s Christian Temperance Union
(WCTU) was founded and headed by Frances Willard
 The 18th Amendment was passed during World War I
and took effect in 1920 (Prohibition)

Crusade for Social Order and Reform
 Many Nativists started to call for

limits on immigration as a way to
solve problems of overcrowding,
unemployment, strained social
services, and social unrest
 Madison Grant wrote The Passing
of the Great Race (1916) to
promote the Nativist cause that
the Anglo-Saxon character of
America was being polluted by
eastern and southern Europeans,
Hispanics, and Asians

Challenging the Capitalist Order
 Eugene Victor Debs ran for president in 1912 as a

socialist candidate and received 1 million votes
 Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) better known
as the wobblies were in favor of a single union, use of
the general strike, and violence
 Louis D. Brandeis wrote a book called Other People’s
Money (1913) in which he advocated breaking up the
largest business combinations and trusts

