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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 polibcians. Urban residents
crusaded for better city services and more efficient municipal government.
Members of various professions, such as social workers and do<tors, tried
bo improve the dangerous and unhealthy conditions in which many people
lived and worked, Businessmen, too, lobbied incessantly for goals which they
definved 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, and communities. By around 1910, many of these crusading men
and women were calling themselves progressives. Ever since, historians have
used the term progressivism to describe the many reform maovements of the
early twentieth century
Yet in the goals they sought and the remedies they tried, the reformers
were a varied and contradictory lot. Some progressives wanted lo increase
the political influence and control of ordinary people, while other progres-
sives wanted to concentrate authority in experts. Many reformers tried to
curtail the growth of large corporations; others accepted bigness in indus-
try on account of its supposed economic benefits. Some progressives wer
genuinely concerned about the welfare of the “new” immigrants from soitith-
et and eastern Europe; other progressives sought, sometimes frantically, to
= Americanize” the newcomers or to keep them out altogether, In general,
progressives sought to improve the conditions of life and labor and to create

as much social stability as possible. But each group of progressives had its
own definitions of improvement and stability. In the face of such diversity,
one historian, Peter G. Filene, has even argued that what has been called
the progressive movement never existed as a histoncal phenomenon (~An

phenomenon, one which confemporaries
recognized and talked and fought about,
Properly conceptualized, progressivism
provides a useful framework for the
history of the United States in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centurjes,

Cne source of confusion and contro-
versy about progressives and progres-
sivism s the words themselves. They are
often used judgmentally to describe peo-
ple and changes which historians have
deemed to be "good,” “enlightened,”
and “farsighted.” The progressives them-
selves 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 pro-
gressive and progressivism altogether,
but they are too deeply embedded in the
language of contemporaries and histori-
ans to be ignomed. Besides, we think that
the terms have real meaning, In this book
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 comprehen-
' sive efforts to grapple with the ills of a
- modem urban-industrial society. Hence

the record of their achievements and fail-
ures has considerable relevance for our

own hme.

WHO WERE THE PROGRESSIVES?

- Ever since the early twentieth century,
‘people have argued about who the [;:'n3~
gressives were and what they stood for.
His may seem to be a strange topic
| .:.'Iahnl.‘e, but it really is not. Progres-
engaged many different groups of

Obituary for The Progressive Movement,'* American (aarterly, 1970). _
Certainly there was no unified movement, but, like most students of the
period, we consider progressivism to have been a real, vital, and significant
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essives were and what they stood for.
may seem to be a strange topic
 debate, but it really is not. Progres-
vism engaged many different groups of
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Americans, and each group of progres-
sives naturally considered themselves to
be the key reformers and thought that
their own programs were the most im-
portant ones. Not surprisingly, histori-
ans ever since have had trouble agree-
ing on who really shaped progressivism
and its goals. Scholars who have written
about the period have variously identi-
fied farmers, the old middle classes, pro-
fessionals, businessmen, and urban im-
migrants and ethnic groups as the cone
group of progressives. But these histori-
ans have succeeded in identifying their
reformers only by defining progressivism
narrowly, by excluding other reformers
and reforms when they do not Fall withan
some specific definibion, and by resort-
ing to such vague, catch-all adjectives as
"middie clags.” ..

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 twentieth-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 chronology of
progressivism can be traced by events
which aroused large numbers of people
—a sensational muckraking article, an
outrageous political scandal, an eye-
opening legislative investgation, or a
tragic social calamity. Events such as
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these gave reform its rhythm and its
power,

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 ciby, village, and
county. State and national election cam-
paigns enabled progressive candidates to
trumpet their programs. Almost no liter-
ate person in the LUnited 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 busi-
ness. Progressivism was the only reform
movement ever experienced by the whole
American nation. [ts national appeal and
mass base vastly exceeded that of Jack-
sonian reform. And progressivism's de-
pendence on the people for its objec-
tives and timing has no comparison in
the executive-dominated Mew Deal of
Franklin D. Roosevelt or the Great Society
of Lyndon B. Johnson. Wars and depres-
sions had previously engaged the whole
nation, but never reform. And so0 we are
back to the problem of how to explain
and define the outpouring of progres-
sive reform which excited and involved
sa many different kinds of people.

A DLittle more than a decade ago,
Buenker and Thelen recognized the
immense diversity of progressivism and
suggested ways in which to reorent
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-Amenica, 1969). Indeed,
different reformers sometimes favored
the same measure for distinctive, even

opposite, reasons. Progressivism could
be understood only n the light of these
shifting coalitions. Thelen, in his study of
Wisconsin's legislature, 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 isa great deal of wisdom in these
articles, particularly in their recognition
of the diversity of progressivism and in
the concept of shifting coalitions of re-
formers, A two-pronged approach is nec-
essary to carry forward this way of look-
ing at early twentieth-century reform.
First, we should study, not an imaginary
unified progressive movement, but indi-
vidual reforms and give particular atten-
tion to the goals of their diverse support-
ers, the public rationales given for them,
and the results which they achieved. Sec-
ond, we should try to identify the features
which were more or less common to dif-
ferent progressive reforms.

The first task—distinguishing the goals
of a reform from its rhetoric and its re-
sults—is more difficult than it might ap-
pear to be. Older interpretations of pro-
gressivism implicitly assumed that the
rhetoric explained the goals and that, if
a proposed reform became law, the re-
sults fulfilled the intentions behind it
Meither assumption is a sound orne: pur-
poses, rationale, and results are three
different things. Samuel B Hays® influ-
ential article, “The Politics of Reform
in' Municipal Government in the Pro-
gressive Era” (Pacific Northwest Chuarleriy,

1964}, exposed the fallacy of automati-
cally equating the democratic rhetoric of

the reformers with their true &
The two may have coincided, but the his-

torian has to demonstrate that fact, not
take it for granted. The unexamined iden-

Y

tification of either intentions or theto
with results is also invalid, although it
still a common feature of the scholarsh
on progressivism. Only within the |
decade have historians begun to exami
the: actual achievements of the reforme
To carry out this first task, in the follos
ing... we will distinguish between 1
goals and rhetoric of individual reforr
and will discuss the results of refor
whenever the current literature preTTmil
To do so is to observe the ironies, cor
pi&xit.ie.fr, and disappointments of pr
gressivism.

The sevond task—that of identifvir
H.'Le. common characteristics of pmém
sivVism—is even more difficult than t
first but is an essential base on which |
build an understanding of Progressivisn
The rest of this chapter focuses on jder
tifying such characteristics. The place 1
begm that effort is the origins of progre
sivism. ., .

THE CHARACTER AND SPIRIT
OF PROGRESSIVISM

Progressivism was characterized, in th
first place, by a distinctive set of attitude
toward industrialism. By the tum of th
century, the overwhelming majority o
Americans had accepted the permanenc
of large-scale industrial, commercial, anc
financial enterprises and of the wage ang
h&.vfrur].-' systems. The progressives sharec
this attitude, Most were not socialists
and they undertook reform, not tc
dismantle modern economic institutions,
but rather to ameliorate and improve
the conditions of industrial life. Yet
progressivism was mfused with a deep
oulrage against the worst consequences
of industrialism. Ctpourings of anger
al corporate wrongdoing and of hatred
for industry’s callous pursuit of profit
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THE CHARACTER AND SPIRIT
OF PROGRESSIVISM

Progressivism was characterized, in the
first place, by a distinctive set of attitudes
toward industrialism. By the tum 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 athtude. Most were not socialists,
and they undertook reform, not to
dismantle moderneconomic 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 industrialism. Outpourings of anger
at corporate wrongdoing and of hatred
for industry’s callous pursuit of profit
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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 aganst it were intrinsic to early
twentieth-century reform does not mean
that progressivism was mindless or that
it has to be conssdered 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
ndustrialism also assisted the same
persons bo accommaodate to it, albeit Lo an
ivdustrialism which was to some degree
socially responsible.

The progressives’ ameliorative reforms
also reflected their faith in progress—in
mankind’s ability. through purposeful ac-
tion, to improve the environment and the
conditions of life. The labe nineteenth-
century dissidents had not lacked this
faith, but their espousal of panaceas be-
spoke 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 peo-
ple hurt by industrialization, and make
the environment more humane, For in-
tellectuals of the era, the achievement of
such goals meant that they had to meet
Herbert Spencer head on and confute his
absolute “truths.” Progressive thinkers,
led by Lester Frank Ward, Richard T. Ely,
and, most important, John Dewey, de-
molished social Darwinism with what
Goldman has called “reform Darwin-
ism.” They asserted that human adapta-
twen to the environment did not interfere
with the evelutionary process, but was,
rather, part and parcel of the law of natu-
ral change. Progressive intellectuals and
their popularizers produced a vast litera-
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ture to condemn laissez faire and to pro-
mote the concept of the active skate.

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 thard component of progressivism.
Tt was visible in almost every reform of
the era, from the supervision of busi-
ness to the prohibition of alcohol (John
W, Chambers II, The Tyranny of Charnge:
America in the Progressive Ern, 1900-1917,
19807, Interventionism could be both pri-
vate and public, Given their choice, most
progressives preferred to work noncoer-
cively through voluntary organizations
for economic and social changes. How-
ever, a4 time passed, it became evident
that most progressive reforms could be
achieved only by legislation and public
control, Such an extension of public au-
thority made many progressives UNeasy,
and few of them went so far as Herbert
Croly in glorifying the state in his The
Promise of American Life (1909} and Fro-
gressive Demiocracy (1914). Even so, the
intervention necessary for their reforms
inevitably propelled progressives toward
an advocacy of the use of governmental
power. A familiar scenario during the pe-
riod was one m which progressives called
upon public authorities to assume re-
sponsibility for interventions which vol-
untary organizations had begun.

The foregoing describes the basic char-
acteristics of progressivism but says little
about its ideals. Progressivism was in-
spired by two bodies of belief and knowl-
edge—evangelical Protestantism arwd the
natural and social sciences, These sources
of reform may appear at first glance an-
tagonistic to ane another, Actually, they
were complementary, and each imparbed
distinctive qualities to progressivism.

Ever since the rehgious revivals from
about 1820 to 1840, evangehcal Protes-
tantism 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
intemperance, against which nineteenth-
century reformers had crusaded. Now
the progressives carried the struggle into
the modern citadels of sin—the eem-
ing cities of the nation. No one can
read their writings and speeches with-
out being struck by the fact that many
of them believed that it was their Chris-
tian 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
18905 and 1900s. Its goal was to align
churches, frankly and aggressively, on
the side of the downtrodden, the poor,
and working people—in other words, to
make Christianity relevant to this world,
not the next. It i 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
190& of the Federal Council of Churches
of Chnst in America, with it platfiorm
which condemned exploitative capital-
ism and proclaimed the right of workers
to organize and to enjoy a decent stan-
dard of living. Observers at the Progres-
sive party’s national convention of 1912
should not have been surprised to hear
the delegates sing, spontanecusly and
emotionally, the Christian call to arms,
“Oinward, Christian Solders!”

The faith which inspired the singing of
“Onward, Christian Soldiers! had sig-
mificant implications for progressive re-
forms. Progressives used moralistic ap-
peals to make people feel the awful

weight of wrong in the world and to ex-
hort them to accept personal responsibil-
ity for its eradication, The resultant e
forms could be generous in spirit, but
they could also seem intolerant to the
people who were “reformed.” Progres-
sivism sometimes seemed to envision
life in a small tbown Protestant commu-
nity or an urban drawing reom—a vision
sharply different from that of Catholic or
Jewish immigranta. Not every progres-
sive shared the evangelical ethos, much
less its intolesance, but few of the era’s
reforms were untouched by the spirit and
techniques of Protestant revivalism.

Science alse had a pervasive impact
on the methods and objectives of pro-
gressivism. Many leading reformers wene
specialists in the new disciplines of statis-
tics, economics, sociology, and psychaol-
ogy- These new social scwntbists set out
to gather data on human behavior as it
actually was and o discover the laws
which governed it. Since social scientists
accepted environmentalist and interven-
tionist assumptions implicitly, they be-
lieved that knowledge of natural laws
would make it possible to devise and
apply solutions to improve the human
condition. This faith underpinned the op-
tirmism of most progressives and prede-
termined the methods used by almaost
all reformers of thee time: investigation of
the facts and application of social-science
knowledge to their analvsis; entrusting
trained experts to decide what should
be done; and, finally, mandating govern-
ment to execute reform.

These methods may have been ra-
tional, but they were also compatible
with progressive moralism, In its forma-
tive period, American social science was
heavily infused with ethacal concerns, An
essential purpose of statistics, economics,
sociology, and psychology was to im-
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prove and uplift. Leading practitioners
of these disciplines, for example, Richarnd
T. Ely, an economist at the University of
Wisconsin, were often in the vanguard of
the Social Gospel. Progressives blended
science and religion inte a view of -
man behavior which was unique to their
generation, which had grown up in an
age of revivals and come to maturity at
the birth of secial science.

All of progressivism's distinctive fea-
tures found expression i muckraking—
the literary spearhead of early twentieth-
century reform. Through the medium
of such new ten-cent magazines as Mc-
Cliere's, Everybody’s anad Cosmopolitan, the
muckrakers exposed every dark aspect
and cormer of American life. Nothing es-
caped the probe of wnters such as Ida
M. Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens, Ray Stan-
nard Baker, and Burton ] Hendrick—
not big business, politics, prostitution,
race relations, or even the churches. Be-
hind the exposés of the muckrakers lay
the progressive attitude toward indus-
trialism; 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 muck-
rakers appea]e::l tx their readers’ con-
sciences, Steffens’ famous series, pub-
lished in book form as The Shame of the
Cibies in 1904, was frankly intended to
make people feel guilty for the corruption
whach riddled their cities. The muckrak-
ers also used the social scientists” method
of careful and paimstaking gathering of
data—and with devastating effects. The
investigative function—which was later
largaly taken over by governmental agen-
cies—proved absolutely vital to educat-
ing and arousing Americans.
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All progressive crusades shared the
spirit and used the techniques discussed
here, but they did so to different degrees
and in different ways. Some voiced a
greater willingness to accept industrial-
ism and even to extol its potential ben-
efits; others expressed more strongly the
outrage against its darker aspects. Some
intervened through voluntary organiza-
tions; others relied on government to
achivve changes. Each reform reflected
a distinctive balance between the claims
of Protestant moralism and of scientific
rationalism. Progressives fought among
themselves over these gquestions even
while they set to the common task of ap-
plying their new methods and ideas to
the problems of a modern sockety. . ..

In this analysis we have freguently
pointed to the differences between the
thetoric, intentions, and results of pro-
gressive reform. The failure of reform al-
ways to fulfill the expectations of its ad-
vocates was not, of course, unique to the
progressive era. Jacksonian reform. He-
construction, and the New Deal all ex-
hibited similar ironies and disappoint-
ments. In each case, the clash between
reformers with divergent purposes, the
inability to predict how given methods
af reform would work in practice, and
the ultimate waning of popular zeal for
change all contributed to the disjunc-
ture of rationale, purpose, and achieve-
ment. Yet the gap between these things
seems more obvious in the progressive
era because so many diverse movements
for reform thok place i a briet span of
time and were accompanied by resound-
ing rhetoric and by high expectations for
the improvement of the Amencan social
and political environment. The etfort to
change so many things all at cnce, and the
grandiose claims made for the moral and
material betterment which would result,

. 48

meant that disappointments were bound
ko pocur.

Yot even the great number of reforms
and the uncommaonly high expectations
for them cannat fully account for the
consistent gaps which we have observed
between the stated purposes, real inten-
tions, and actual results of progressivism.
Several additional factors, intrinsic to the
nature of early twentieth-century reform,
help to explain the iromes and contra-
dictions.

Che of these was the progressives’ cone
fident reliance on modern methods of re-
form. Heirs of recent advances in natural
science and social science, they enthusi-
astically devised and applied new tech-
nigues o improve American government
and society. Their methods often worked;
om the other hand, progressive programs
often simply did not prove capable of
accomplishing what had been expected
of them. This was not necessarily the re-
formers’ fault. They hopefully used un-
triedl methods even while they lacked a
science of society which was capable of
solving all the great problems which they
attacked. At the same time, the progres-
sives' scientific methods made it possible
to know just how far short of success their
programs had sometimes fallen. The evi-
dence of their fatlures thus was more vis-
ible than in any previous eta of reform.
To the progressives’ credit, they usually
published that evidence—for contempo-
raries and historians alike Lo see.

A second aspect of early twentieth-
century reform which helps to account
tor the gaps between aims and achieve-
ments was the deep ambivalence of the
progressives about industrialism and its
consequences. Individual reformers were
divided, and s0 was their movement as
a whole. Compared to many Amencans
of the late 1800s, the progressives funda-

mentally accepted an industnal sociel
and sought mainly to control and ameli
rate it. Even reformers who were intelle
tually commatted to socialist ideas ofte
acted the part of reformers, not radicals

Yet progressivism was infused an
vitalized, as we have seen, by people tru
angry with their industrial society. Few
them wanted to tear down the mode;
institutions of business and commerc
but their anger was real, their moralisi
wias genuine, and theirr passions we
essential to the reforms of their time.

The reform movement never mesolve
this ambivalence about industrialisr
Much of its rhetoric and popular passic
pointed in one direction—toward som
torm of social democracy—uwhile its lea:
ers and their programs went in anoths
Often the result was confusion and bitte
ness. Reforms frequently did not measu
up to popular, antibusiness expectation
indeed, never were expected to do so t
those who designed and implement
them, Even conservative, ameliorative r
formers like Theodore Roosevelt ofte
used radical rhetoric, In doing so, the
misled their followers and contributed
the romies of progressivism,

Perhaps most significant, progressiv
failed to achieve all their goals b
cause, despite their efforts, they newv
fully came to terms with the divisio
and conflicts in American society. Aga
and again, they acknowledged the e
istence of social disharmony more ful
and frankly than had nineteenth-centu
Americans. Mearly every socal and ec
nomic reform of the era was predicat
on the progressive recognition that d
verse cultural and occupational grouj
had confliching intercsts, and that the r
sponsibility for mitigating and adjus
ing those differences lay with the who
society, wsually the government. S
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fuled to achweve all their goals be-
cause, despite their efforts, they never
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normuc reform of the era was predicated
on the progressive. recognition that di-
verse cultural and occupational groups
had conflicting interests, and that the re-
sponsibility for mutigating and adjust-
ing those differences lay with the whole
society, usually the govemment. Such
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recognition was one of the progressives’
most significant achievemnents. Indeed,
it stands among the most i ac-
complishiments of liberal reform in all
of American history. For, by frankly
acknowledging the existence of social
disharmony, the progressives committed
the twenteth-century United States to
recopnizing—and to lessening—the in-
evitable conflicts of a heterogeneous in-
dustrial society.

Yet the significance of the progres-
sives’ recognition of diversity was com-
promised by the methods and institu-
tions which they adopted to diminish
or eliminate social and economic con-
flict. Expert administrative government
turned out to be less neutral than the
progressives believed that it would be,
Mo seientific reform could be any more
impartial than the experts who gathered
the data or than the bureaucrats who
implemented the programs. In practice,
as we have seen, administrative govern-
ment often succumbed 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 society, but
it i= perhaps fair to ask why the progres-
sives adopted measures which tended to
disguise and obscure economic and so-
cial conflict almost as soon as they had
uncovered it. For one thing, they hon-
estly bebeved in the almost unlimited
putentialities of science and administra-
tion. Char late twentieth-century skepti-
¢ism of these wonders should not blind us
to the faith with which the progressives
embraced them and imbued them with
what now seem al properties, For
another, the progressives were reformers,
not radicals. It was one thing to recog-
nize the existence of economic and social
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conflict, but guite another thing to admit
that it was permanent. By and large, these
men and women were personally and
ideclogically inclined to believe that the
American society was, in the final analy-
sis, harmondows, and that such conflicts
as did exist could be resolved. Finally,
the class and cultural backgrounds of the
leading progressives often made them in-
sensitive to lower-class immigrant Amer-
icans and their cultures, Attempts to re-
duce divisions sometimes came down to
imposing middle-class Protestant ways
on the urban masses. In consequence,
the progressives never fulfilled their hope
of eliminating social conflict. Reformers
of the early twentieth century saw the
problem moree Fully than had their pre-
decessors, but they nonetheless tended
to consider conflicts resolved when, in
fact, they only had been papered owver,
Later twentieth-cenitury Americans have
also frequently deceived themselves in
this way.

Thus progressivism mevitably  fell
short of its rhetoric and intentions. Lest
this seem an unfairly cnitical evaluation,
itis important to recall how terribly ambi-
tious 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 shortcom-
ings, they accomplished an enormous
part of what they set out to achieve.

Frogressivism brought major innova-
tions to almost every facet of publc and
private life in the United States. The po-
litical and governmental systems particu-
larly felt the effects of reform. Indeed, the
nature of political participation and the
uses bo which it was put went through
bransitions as momenkous as those of any
era im American history. These develop-
ments 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
progressivie era significantly accommo-
dated American public hife to an urban-
industrial society. On balance, the polity
probably emerged neither mon: nor less
democratic than before, but it did become
better suited to address, or at least recog-
nize, the questions 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 con-
clude that this was the fault of the pro-
ETESSIVES

The personal and social life of the
Amerncan people was also deeply af-
fected by progressivism. Like the era’s
political changes, the economc and so-
cial reforms of the early twentieth cen-
tury 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 soci-
ety now dominated by its industries and
cities. Ulsually, as we have observed, the
quests for social justice and social controd
were extricably bound together in the re-
formers’ programs, with each group of
pragressives having different interpreta-
tions of these dual ends. Justice some-
times took second place to control. How-
ever, 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 whach 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 pro-
gressives struggled have, by and large,

continued to challenge Americans ever
since. And, although the assumptions
and techniques of progressivism no
longer command the confidence with
early twentieth-century Americans had
m them, no equally comprehensive brody
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 progres-
sivism lay in the hopefulness and opti-
mism which the reformers brought to the
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tasks of applying science and administra-
tion o 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
190 who were not afraid to confront the
problemis of a modern ndustral socety
with vigor, imagination, and hope. They
of course failed to solve all those prob.
lems, but no other generation of Amer-
icans has done conspicuously better in
addressing the political, economic, and
social condibions which it faced.
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