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John R. Commons used the term “Progressive” il88s as an idea foreshadowing a
new social and political orientation that was obradjing laissez-faire individualism, but he was
not explicit about what the term meant. By 189Bi&h Small noticed a new reformist impulse
in the U.S. and a rising “social movement,” but was sure if a few initial stirrings of reform
would lead towards a programmatic platform thad@ueate widespread social charige.
Daniel T. Rodgers has written that the word “pregree” was used by Woodrow Wilson in
1911, who prefaced its political meaning during 1940 electoral campaigns by saying it was
still a “new term.” The rhetorical identificatiaf a Progressive “movement” seemed to have
arisen by around 1912 along with its ideologicalmerpart, “progressivism,” which was used
as a political orientation in opposition to the aematic, republican, and socialist parties. The

prominence of these terms were due to the third-Raggressive” Party in the presidential

! John, R. Commons, “Progressive Individualisfufierican Magazine of Civics,(June 1895), 561-74. Albion
Small, “The Meaning of the Social Movemenffnerican Journal of Sociolog$,(Nov. 1897), 340-54.



campaign of 1912, but these terms did not becosecaged with a widespread reformist
identification until later in the decade.

Benjamin Parke DeWitt published a polemic calléw Progressive Movement: A Non-
partisan Comprehensive Discussion of Current Teai@srin American Politicby 1915. He
tried to explain the Progressive ideology and maitplatform in terms of a struggle between the
oppressed “people” and the sinister political acahemic “interests.”By the time the so-called
“Progressive movement” had largely come to an dtedt ®orld War I, there was still no
agreement on what exactly “Progressive” meant atwhie movement was about. In 1924
Nationjournalist William Hard held a contest to see g htaders could define “Progressivism.”
No consensus emerg&dDuring that same year, long time self-identiflegressive, Robert
“Fighting Bob” La Follette, initiated a “new Prog®ve Party” (incorporating labor and
socialists) and was able to win 16% of the vote @acond largest third-party percentage of the
20" century, next only to the first Progressive PaftiRoosevelt, which garnered over 4 million
popular votes and 88 electoral votes). The yedR I®ought out an obituary for Progressivism
in John Chamberlain’'Barewell to Reform: The Rise, Life and Decay ofRhegressive Mind in
America

During the 1950s and 60s the term “Progressivigoda as the catch all concept of
historians and political philosophers, which wasdit® define a broad age of liberal reform
following agrarian uprisings (“Populism”) and prefiag the New Deal. By the 1970’s U.S.

historians found the early $@entury social movement(s) ambiguous, inconsisparadoxical,

2 Daniel T. Rodgers, “In Search of ProgressivisReviews in American Histofy0 (Dec 1982), 113-132. Rodgers'’
discussion of the origins of the term can be foumfiotnote 1.

% John D. Buenker, “Rejoinders,” Progressivism(Cambridge, MA: Schenkman Publishing Company, 1877),
113.



contradictory, complex, and beyond the limited cityaof the term “Progressivé.”Some called
for the dismissal and burial of the term. Butidiea survived and by 2003 Oxford University
Press published yet another volume on the “Proyes4ovement.” We will look at selective
portraits over the last 50 years within the histgraphy on the “Progressive Movement” to see
how “Progressivism” has been defined in order tal@ate its usefulness as a concept for
understanding U.S. reformist programs during thet flecades of J0century.

Richard Hofstadter was one of the first majordnisins of the “Progressive” period in
U.S. history and also an early conceptualizer odgpessivism.” He won the Pulitzer Prize in
history for his treatment of the subje€he Age of Reforif1955). In this work he sought a
“broader” definition of the term “progressive” alatated its essence within the “impulse toward
criticism and change” which was emblematic of meddlass programs for social and economic
reform around the turn of the 20the century. He waxreful to point out that both the larger term
“Progressive” and the more specific “Progressivev&toent” were “rather vague and not
altogether cohesive or consistent” conceptions.fadesed on the “ideas” of this vague and
inconsistent movement, which was based on the mofiéself-reformation.”

Hofstadter described the United States econoel] and political system of the™.9
century as “reliably conservative.” He also natieak reactions against this conservative system
of government during the T&entury were “popular,” “democratic,” and “progses.”

Hofstadter labeled the period from 1890 to 194@ra%age of reform,” whereby, a “surge” of
popular, democratic, and progressive reactions s@ueded and corresponding social
movements set forth. Hofstadter set the progregsiviod between two other periods of reform

in U.S. history: 1) an earlier period of agrarignising, especially the “populist” movement,

* For a good, concise historiography of Progressivig to the 1970s see William G. Anderson, “Pragjism: An
Historiographical Essay,The History Teaches (May, 1973), 427-52.



which had its origins in Jacksonian politics analcieed it peak in the 1890s; 2) the progressive
period, which properly congealed by 1900; and 8)l#tter initiative called the New Deal,
originating in the 1930s, which was less prograncnatore pragmatic, and more Federally
centered than previous reform periods. Hofstagliggested that this long string of reformism
had stalled by the 1950s (he was writing his baokid decade), partly due to the social and
political institutionalization of reform, which cpei literally internalized the progressive-liberal
ethos into the U.S. system of government and, fiyerrgued Hofstadter, the progressive-liberal
ethos as a political program became more conseevati as to preserve its central position
within the socio-political aren&.

Hofstadter invoked several definitions and coniosst of “progressivism” and
“progressives,” but there were many common themdssi work. The Progressive Ethos was a
broad “impulse” of “criticism and change” that bewathe “whole tone” of socio-political
ferment after 1900. Its essence was an impreadaastalgic call for a “later-day Protestant

LIS

revival” that preached “self-reformation,” “econamindividualism,” “political democracy,”
“morality,” and “civic purity.” It was also a reonary push against concentrated economic
power, inequality, and corruption, while at the saime progressivism was a narrow-minded
attempt to counter industrial inefficiency, urbatisl disorder, and immigration.

The Progressive actors were largely “genteel,” fyerg’ and “respectable” middle class
reformers with an “enthusiasm” for social and ecoitochange. They had humanitarian

“vision” and “courage,” but they were not radicalsd they preferred talk of “moral values”

instead of initiating material improvement. Hofiteer also claimed that progressives were a

® Richard HofstadtefThe Age of Reform, From Bryan to F.D(Rew York: Vintage Books, 1955), 5.
®Ibid. 3, 10-14, 23-59, 133.



group of “responsible” WASP “elites” who embarked @“status revolutior"to regain
“deference and power,” which had been threatenetbhyorate capitalism, labor organizations,
and ethnic political machines.

Hofstadter characterized the Progressive Movengfriagher vague,” “not altogether
cohesive or consistent,” “mild and judicious,” “negdte,” “safe,” and “constructive.” This
movement sought a “widespread” effort includinge'treater part of society” for a “moderate”
and “constructive” change in the social and pditgystem. The movement seemed to prefer
“exposure,” “information,” and “exhortation” to pgoammatic action and more equitable
restructuring. Hofstadter noted the “radical” tenbprogressive criticisms, but he pointed out a
“disparity between the boldness of their meansthedameness of their ends.” He criticized the
Progressive Movement as a “moral crusade” undesple# of an “evangelistic psychology” that
often devolved into a “retrograde,” “delusive,” fo@c,” and sometimes “vicious” bit of political
parody. Hofstadter made it clear that there washalbout the Progressive Movement that
could be considered illiberal and even unprogresbiyits own standards.

Another major historian of the Progressive pero&obert H. Wiebe whoskhe Search
for Order, 1877 — 19201967)has been widely cited in the literature on the sctbj Wiebe did
not use the “Progressive” periodization and henditirefer to Progressives or Progressivism in
his book, although it was mentioned in the “Introtion” by David Donald. The only time
Wiebe used the term “Progressive” was in relatithe & party during the 1912 presidential
election, the “Progressive Party.” Wiebe’s boog&uged instead on what he terms “the new

middle class.” This group of people congealed wbat could be called a “class” by the late

" A “status revolution” is perhaps Hofstadter’'s mosttentious argument and it has been widely @#itby later
historians of the period. Buenker, Burnham & Cem¢1977); Link & McCormick (1983); Chambers Il (Z1).



19" century and this “class” that Wiebe examines vwaasceptually similar to the “Progressives”
that Hofstadter described. This new middle claas eomposed of educated and cultured
professionals and specialists who were “clustenedirban areas in the United States by the turn
of the 2" century. These educated professionals had amisfiti “faith” in scientific and
bureaucratic rationality and they tended to use discursive method to focus on the country’s
“evils” with an “earnest desire to remake the warfibn their private models.” The primary
goal of this new middle class was a desire for Qraieity, efficiency, and cohesion in society,
politics, industry, and urban development, bothamatily and also internationally, in short they
wanted a national — if not global — “frictionlessrbaucracy.” When order could not be achieved
rationally, these professionals often resortedraditional techniques” to establish order, like
force or exclusion: The new middle class would dialine around the good society and
dismiss the remainder...separate the legitimate frenillegitimate.” This new middle class
used their scientific rationality to facilitate aw technocratic and managerial framework with
which to gain power so as to “reorder” society,usidly, and state according to what they
considered universal, scientific principles of matuaw?’

In 1968 James Weinstein wrote an important boakvaidely cited book on the influence
of corporate capitalism on Progressive refofime Corporate Ideal in the Liberal State: 1900-
1918'° Weinstein demonstrated a “conscious and sucdesffut to guide and control the
economic and social policies of federal, state, mndicipal governments by various business
groupings in their own long-range interest as therceived it.” Liberalism changed from its

19" century roots of individualism and laissez fameah early 28 century “new liberalism” of

8 Ibid. 5-6,8-9, 11, 15-17, 19, 21, 135, 149, 1B33-64, 182, 185-87, 196, 203, 206 211-12, 218;3RL. These
pages contain Hofstadter’'s major descriptions ofjRrssivism, Progressives, and the Progressive iMent
Hofstadter quotes “evangelistic psychology” fronediic C. Howe’sThe Confessions of a Reforn{@p25).



corporate social responsibility and the rationalie&pansion of the regulatory, “liberal” state.
Many business leaders in the latd' #d early 2 century made a conscious decision to use
liberal reform “as a means of securing the exissiogal [and economic] order.” Liberal

reforms were meant to incorporate various sociahst labor initiatives, while delegitimizing
socialist and labor movements, and liberal refosmsght to stabilize, rationalize, and expand
the apparatus of the state as a method businesslliyiof market regulation, which corporate
interests could oversee or control. A member efNlational Civic Federation and a utilities
magnate, Samuel Insull, argued in 1909 that cotpdeaders should “help shape the right kind
of regulation” before “the wrong kind [was] forcagon him.” At the Conference of
Republicans of the State of New York in 1913, Elapnt, also a member of the NCF, argued
that the Republicans needed to “meet industrialsmathl demands of modern civilization, so far
as they are reasonably consistent with our ingiitat” Paraphrasing Theodore Roosevelt,
Weinstein argued that by the 1920s many corporadéiaders began to see that “social reform
was truly conservative.” The rhetoric, legislationersight, and enforcement of worker
collectives, trust regulation, workers compensatreduction of the work day and work week,
and wage increases could all be managed by coepmtarests so as to safeguard the long term
profits of corporate and monopoly capitalism frdma tore radical agitation of socialists and
labor unions* And as long as corporate leaders were willingetep up a rhetorical front of
corporate responsibility and regulation then pditieaders like Teddy Roosevelt, Wilson, Taft,
and even Franklin Roosevelt were willing to cordlaising the rhetoric of “hearty cooperation”)

national with corporate and even monopoly intereBdgen when truly concerned reformers like

° Robert H. WiebeThe Search For Order, 1877 — 19@0ew York: Hill and Wang, 1967), 112-13, 128-294156,
161-68, 170, 174, 181, 198-99.
19 James Weinsteiffhe Corporate Ideal in the Liberal State: 1900-19B8ston: Beacon Press, 1968).



Frank P. Walsh tried to outline progressive indakteforms, “the proposals were made mostly
by men whose conscious purpose was to help theimgorkan, while stabilizing and
strengthening the corporate system,” which leattiéd'rise of a new corporate oligarch'?.”

By 1970 “Progressivism” was being reexamined byohnians. In “An Obituary for ‘The
Progressive Movement,” Peter Filene called the ivlvonception of Progressivism and the
Progressive Movement into question. He arguedwhat had been commonly called “The
Progressive Movement” never actually happenedsai#that there was never a monolithic and
unified movement working towards a clear, let alagesed upon, social and political program.
The notion of a unified movement, Filene argueds wdmirage.” The concept of a
“Progressive Movement” was a “dead end” becauseldtee on reformers during the period from
1890 to 1930 “stubbornly spill[s] over the edge&the concept of “Progressivism:” “The more
historians learn, the farther they move from cosasii Filene argued that just because “many
Americans in the early 30century were ‘reformers™ does not mean that “thésnericans
joined together in a ‘reform movement.” Filengaed, “The evidence points away from
convenient synthesis and toward multiplicity” — sbceform in the U.S. at the turn of the 20the
century was “ambiguous, inconsistent, [and] moweddpents and forces more complex than a
progressive movement.”

And further, Filene argued, if there was a “progies’ ideology that united some
reformers, it was “at best” “heterogeneous” an@Kkd unanimity of purpose either on a
programmatic or on a philosophic level.” Fileneewited Michael Rogin’s 1967 woikhe

Intellectuals and McCarthy: The Radical Speatérose research questioned whether the

1 Weinstein argued that socialism was the “onlyaesiideological alternative to [the] politics ofcsal
responsibility” used by progressive and corporatditions, although he criticized the socialistdency to place
faith in the regulatory state without a full undargling of its corporate capitalist backers (1132)1

2 bid., ix-xiii, 33, 58, 61, 143, 212, 252.



Progressive Party could even be considered “premesbased upon its diverse membership
and contradictory platforms. Filene ended hichrtby focusing on the “diversity” of reformers
during the period and the conflict and consenstisd®n these diverse groups. He argued for a
conception of “shifting coalitions around differassues” by which diverse reformers and
reform groups practiced “political factionalism”dfideological improvisation” in broad and
contradictory efforts at reforming U.S. societyltare, and governmerit.

In response to Filene’s charge, three respectedvatdedy published scholars in the area
of early 28" century U.S. history publishé@rogressivisn{1977). In this book John C.
Burnham, John D. Buenker, and Robert M. Crundeh deafted a statement and a rejoinder to
discuss the usefulness and accuracy of “Progressias a tool for understanding early"20
century political and social reform in the U-S.

In the first essay John C. Burnham argued thah&ige“obituary” was “premature”
because Filene along with other scholars had fattegemuch on particular aspects of the
diverse political and local history of the periahich “ended up refining progressivism out of
existence.” Burnham argued that “Progressivisn&dsel to be re-evaluated and he suggested
two new ways to conceptualize the term: 1) the lesEng” of a number of reformist streams
that “reinforced” each other, “cumulating” into “a&hcontemporaries recognized as
progressivism;” and 2) specific socio-political &iges” that actually occurred around the turn

of the 28" century'®

13 peter Filene, “An Obituary for ‘The Progressive Wment,”” American Quarterh22 (1970): 20-34; John D.
Buenker, John C. Burnham, and Robert M. Crundearirdtuction,” InProgressivisn{Cambridge, MA:
Schenkman Publishing Company, Inc., 1977), iv-viii.

14 John D. Buenker, John C. Burnham, and Robert Mn@en Progressivisn{(Cambridge, MA: Schenkman
Publishing Company, Inc., 1977).

15 John C. Burnham, “Essay,” Rrogressivisn{Cambridge, MA: Schenkman Publishing Company, 187), 3-
29.



Burnham invoked Clyde Griffen’s concept of a “preggive ethos,” which was defined
as an “an idealism marked by the ‘juxtapositioragiractical piece-meal approach to reform
with a religious or quasi-religious vision of demacy.”*® Burnham argued that this
“progressive ethos,” an optimistic and scientifiedral fervor” to change the world, sparked a
“progressive movement” around 1907-08 when joustialicriticism gave way to direct action
and, thereby, inspired a “confluence of speciffoma streams.” These reform streams were
primarily based within non-governmental voluntarganizations because progressives were
“ambivalent” if not “mistrustful” of government @on.*” Burnham argues that while “concrete
achievements” outside of formal organizational efdmembership lists, meetings,
organizational literature) are “hard to demonstfatee membership numbers and sheer diversity
of organizations was testament to the “awesome dstration of the power of determined
private citizens.” Progressivism was also a “prattevangelism” based on professionalism,
efficiency, expertise, and science, which leadntéideal of unselfish service and efficiency,”
which in turn manifested itself in programs prowglicare, service, and protection. These aid
programs, carried out primarily by voluntary orgaations, sought to reform behavior and
change people — socially, politically, culturaligprally, hygienically, and linguistically.

Often reform organizations used education and psrsn to bring about this change, but
coercion was not out of the question, especiallgnvbrogressives thought reform was

necessarily in the best interests of the recipient.

16 Burnham is quoting Clyde Griffen, “The Progressithos,” inThe Development of an American Cultueds.
Stanley Coben and Lorman Ratner (Englewood CINfg,, 1970): 120-149.

1" Burnham argued against claims linking progressivis welfare statism: “Equating the extension of
governmental power for social justice purposesylwet came to be called welfare statism, to thatsyfir
progressivism is therefore an error. Itis trus tmany Americans admired German cameralism andlsms. And
many Americans did come to think that the neuti@ieswould have to intervene more actively to naimt
traditional liberty and freedom in society and sadime a service state. But to portray the attéuderogressives
toward political activity and power as anything begl ambivalence is to distort the movement beyesdgnition”
(15).
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Robert M. Crunden’s “Essa}f’drew on the work of Eric Eriksdhand argued that
“progressivism” was a “frame of mind” or “frame #ference” composed of basic “moral and
emotional attitudes” that many of the “leaderstlod reform period shared. Crunden believed
that Progressivism was not “specifically politicalsocial, but rather cultural” to which he
added, “progressivism was essentially religioug’“form of displaced Protestantism:”
Progressivism was the “spirit” and the “motivatidhat inspired reformers. Crunden defined a
Progressive as “a person of strongly religious inging who displaced the moral concerns of
his youth onto the very real social, industriallifogzal and aesthetic problems of his maturity,
and who attempted to solve these public and pergpooblems within a Protestant, moral frame
of reference.” Crunden held up Jane Addams and Defivey as “psychological paradigms of
the progressive experience.” Crunden also quotdefic C. Howe, a self-described reformer,
who earlier wrote about the Progressive’s “evarstjelpsychology:

| was conformed to my generation and made to dteareoral standards and
ideals...early assumptions as to virtue and vicedgess and evil remained in
my mind long after | had tried to discard them.isTiB, | think, the most
characteristic influence of my generation. It exps the nature of our reforms,
the regulatory legislation in morals and economics, belief in men rather than
in institutions and our messages to other peopldisa.part of that evangelistic
psychology that makes America what sh&is.

While Crunden argued that Progressives were priynanotivated by religious and

psychological concerns, he did not discount or deayother factors, like economical or

18 Robert M. Crunden, “Essay,” ifrogressivisn(Cambridge, MA: Schenkman Publishing Company, 1977),
71-103.

9 Crunden summarized Erikson’s theory in this warikson has demonstrated suggestively how crises in
childhood and youth can combine especially witfgrelis milieus to produce effective political movents, and to
create moral frames of reference in which certalnes and reactions seem to be taken for gratechas also
placed his considerable prestige behind the captettiat great leaders articulate and find waysesblving the
important psychological conflicts in the culturetbéir time” (72). Crunden draws from Eriks&hildhood and
Society(New York, 1950, 1963)Young Man LuthefNew York, 1958)Ghandi’'s Truth(New York, 1969). See
also Robert M. Crunden, “Freud, Erikson and thedfian: A Bibliographical Survey,Canadian Review of
American Studiegol. 4, no. 1 (Spring, 1973): 48-64.

% Fredric C. HoweThe Confessions of A Reforn{@25; reprint, Chicago, 1967), 12-17. Crunderssdy,”
Progressivism98-99.
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political motivations, also played a part. Crunédegued that many historians mistake economic
and political motivations as the whole story. Glen argued that the Progressive Movement can
best be understood in relation to the “psycholdgieads of the reformer.”

Crunden’s essay iArogressivisnwas expanded several years later into a bilkisters
of Reform: The Progressives’ Achievement in AmarEailization, 1889 — 192(1.982). In this
work Crunden again argued that Progressivism wdsthns,” a “dominant national mood,” and
a “system of values,” which grew out of the indivéd psychological needs of a culturally
transitioning and professionalizing middle claske argued that Progressives shared no single
political or social platform nor were they membefs single reform movement. Progressives
shared “moral values” and a commitment to the famt reformation” of American democracy,
and while the Progressive ethos often seemed “dmagy inchoate, and difficult to define,” it
was bounded by a Protestant and democratic diseamd infused by a moral fervor to reform
all facets of U.S. society. Crunden denied thatdlwas a “progressive era,” and instead focused
on three generations of U.S. reformism: liberatprsors of Progressivism [reformers born
before 1854], ¥ generation Progressives [reformers born betwe&a 181874], and"™
generation Progressives [reformers born betweed 18/894]. Crunden’s book makes several
historical character sketches of individual Progness, like Jane Addams, John Dewey, George
Herbert Mead, and George Herron, in order to desdiow a “progressive ethos” infused these
individuals’ specific reformist impulsg.

John D. Buenker’s “Essay” iRrogressivisiff marked a growing divergence on the

subject. He stood in agreement with Filene’s ‘tghgf coalitions” theory and against the “ethos”

2 Robert M. CrunderMlinisters of Reform: The Progressives’ Achieventesmerican Civilization, 1889 — 1920
(1982; reprint, Urbana: University of lllinois Peed.984), ix-x, 39-40, 64-68,164, 274-277.

2 John D. Buenker, “Essay,” Progressivism{Cambridge, MA: Schenkman Publishing Company, 187), 31-
69.
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theory of scholars like Burnham and Crunden. Beemakgued that since “Progressivism” had
been defined so many ways it had lost clear meamiogpt in relation to a specific political
party and, thus, Buenker claimed, “as a descriptfagither an ideology or a political program, |
find it worthless and misleading.” Buenker argtieak trying to define Progressivism as a
“common set of values” was disingenuous becausighier gets defined too broadly (and thus
just about every middle class person at the tuth@tentury could be described as
“Progressive”) or it gets defined too narrowly (ghds becomes “ambiguous” and
“contradictory” in relation to specific individugls

Buenker argued that there were many Progressivelgtigns and programs and each
had a different set of values. Thus he believatl Filene’s “shifting coalitions” conception
seemed the most appropriate theory with which szidee the various early ?(o)entury reform
movement(s). Buenker argued that the idea ofisgiftoalitions was a more “comprehensive
explanation” because it can take into account deveeform movements composed of diverse
people with diverse motives who may have on cexagasions accommodated or cooperated on
specific reform issues: “the politics of compromisenciliation, and coalition,” Buenker noted,
“have been the hallmark of the American system ftbenbeginning.” A focus on shifting
coalitions put primary emphasis on the politicarer as the plane where compromise,
conciliation, and coalition took plaég.But he also noted that individual reformers hanhplex

identities and conflicting social relationships,igfin turn further fractured any coherent notion

2 Buenker wrote: “In a larger sense, Americans tdoepolitics because it was the only forum théamat
possessed for ameliorating the conditions wroughh8ustrialization, immigration, and urbanizatiand for
accommodating the competing demands of variousanir ethnic, and geographic groups...In a highly
competitive society there was not a real sensemincunity to sustain concern for the less fortundter better or
worse, only politics provided an arena where cotifi groups could face each other under estalligheund rules
and attempt to resolve their differences. Thetigali system, alone of America’s institutions, viesed upon the
existence of pluralism and diversity; it was coasted by compromise and specially designed to geosi means of
accommodating conflicting interests” (46-47).
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of personal “ethos” that a historian might construBuenker demanded a complex reckoning of
the specific social, cultural and political relatsthips and identities of individual reformers both
prior to and during public reform debates and poticalitions®*

Daniel T. Rogers offered a look at the concepfpodgressivism” in 1982° He noted
that the term went from “one of the central orgargzrinciples of American history” to a
“corpse that would not lie down.” The debate & theaning of progressivism was “acute and
troubling.” He described the literature on thejeabafter 1970 as moving away from the ethos
of Progressivism and actors in a Progressive mowretoéts “context” — the “structures of
politics, power, and ideas within which the eraslter of tongues and efforts and ‘reforms’ took
place.” The “fundamental fact” researchers of28&0s focused on was the “explosion of scores
of aggressive, politically active pressure groupsén era of “shifting, ideologically fluid, issue-
focused coalitions, all competing for the reshamhédmerican society” of which the
Progressives were only one group. Actually, Rogegsied, the group of reformers called the
“Progressives” were really many distinct individeiahd associations that “shared no common
party or organization,” had “deep disagreementst flom time to time shared ideas and
rhetorical strategie¥. Progressive politics, like other forms of pobitin the era, were “coalition
politics, prone to internal fissures.” And thissyagerhaps one of the distinctive features of the
era, the “rise of modern, weak-party, issue-focysadics.” The other distinctive feature was

the “revolution” in “social organization:” “the @pbke of the local, informal group” and its

> |bid., 31-40, 43, 56, 59 63.

% Daniel T. Rodgers, “In Search of ProgressivisReviews in American Histof0 (Dec 1982), 113-132.

% Rogers argued that Progressives did not “shacerarmon creed or a string of common values,” bueiadtshared
a “cluster of ideas” and “three distinct socialdaages.” These languages were a “rhetoric of amtgpolism,” “an
emphasis on social bonds and the social naturarofh beings,” and “the language of social efficiehdkodgers
said the Progressives were great “users” of ideas"aet of tools” with which they made “progresssocial
thought distinct and volatile” as they brought titge all three of the reformist languages togeihter a powerful
and “dynamic” “constellation” “from which they drethieir energies and their sense of social ills, w&itdin which
they found their solutions” (122-27).
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“replacement by vastly bigger, bureaucraticallystured formal organizations,” most
importantly the business corporation and the régojastate. Rogers spent some time reviewing
the literature of New Left historians like Gabri&lko and James Weinstein whose research
described the “new corporate phase of capitalisvhjth allowed the corporation to become the
“dominant” economic force of the @entury.

In 1983 Arthur S. Link and Richard L. McCormick pished a short but detailed
historiographical summary of the literature on Pesgivism up to 1980. Link and McCormick
organized the previous scholarly literature intossihools of analysis:

1) a conflict between “ordinary” and wealthy Americans
2) the continuation of a long tradition of agrariaotest
3) an urban, WASP, professional, middle-class movernngimg to organize
society, thereby, remedying industrialization, unilzation, and immigration
4) an urban, WASP, professional, middle-class movermeran intolerant moral
crusade to remake America inspired mostly by tbein personal problems
5) reformers from the “wealthiest” groups of societyt to address social ills
6) diverse reform groups with divergent missions wheroformed “shifting
coalitions” to address and combat particular issues
For all six schools, Link and McCormick warned,tbigans have not often separated “purposes,
rationale, and results” in their research. Thesdlaee very different yet mutually informative
categories of analysis. The authors pointed owt tmany historical studies of the period have
exaggerated a single category of analysis to tokigion of others.

Despite all the diversity on the subject, Link andCormick did offer their own
summation of “Progressivism.” They noted there wasunified movement,” but many
“diverse” and “convulsive reform movements” with myadiverse and contradictory goals that
came through the U.S. between the 1890s and 1Bi&se reform movements were typically led

by “crusading” middle- and upper-class, native-h@nofessional Americans who sought in one

way or another to address and ameliorate spedi@akills, especially those social problems
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resulting from urbanization and industrializatiofhe typical Progressive reform pattern began
with investigation of a problem, which led to organg a response, which in turn led to
educating the citizenry, and often ended with tinagcle of Progressive reform — legislation:
Reformers “assumed that passing a law was equiviaesolving a problem and that government
officials could be entrusted to enforce the measueeprogressive spirit.” And while different
reform movements and leaders articulated distiealigcourses of social justice, they were all
usually “simplistic, traditional, moralistic” andggrammatically warranted some kind of
narrowly defined social control. Specifically, taethors pointed out an often neglected aspect
of Progressivism: “coercive” Progressives. Coardivogressive programs sought to impose
social control and they took various forms, like ¥White Jim Crow movement in the South,
Americanization programs, and moral reforms sucteagperance and prohibition. While they
made many references within the literature to tieblpmatic usage of “Progressive,” Link and
McCormick argued in passing, “it might be betteatmid the terms progressive and
progressivism altogether, but they are too deepiyezided in the language of contemporaries
and historians to be ignored’”

In 1987 Nell Irvin Painter published her award wihmntreatment of the Progressive Era,
Standing at Armageddon: The United States, 187919% She analyzed the politics of the era
via a “hybrid political-labor history” frameworkThis schema allowed her to focus on the
“conflict between various groups, classes, and @iimg ideals,” which morphed into a pitched
battle between “partisans of democracy” and “pratescof hierarchy” — “the struggle over the

distribution of wealth and power.” This great pickl conflict and struggle caused enormous

27 Arthur S. Link and Richard L. McCormicRrogressivism{Wheeling, IL: Harlan Davidson, Inc., 1983), 1-20
22,72, 79, 84, 96-104.

% Nell Irvin PainterStanding at Armageddon: The United States, 187919 (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1987).
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amounts of “fear...plain, stark fear” in the heantsl aninds of the middle- and upper-class.
Painter argued that this fear “lay at the coreimainy “progressive reforms.” The table below
displays the large gap between the very rich (0)018é rich (11%), and the rest of the country
(88%). The great extremes of wealth caused bytalegggn and industrialization became a point

of concern for the great majority who owned lessth5% of the national wealth.

Distribution of Wealth and Income in U.S.A. (1890)

Class Status % of U.S. Pop. % dfdwal Wealth  # of Families Averagedme per Family
Rich 0.01% 50.8% 125,000 $264,000
Upper Middle 11% 35.4% 1,375,000 $16,000
Middle 44% 13% 5,500,000 $1,500
Poor 44% 1.2% 5,500,000 $150
(poverty around $544)

Painter stressed that while income does providésingle clearest indicator of class standing,”
the notion of class needed to be seen as a conffiled; and ever changing classification,
whereby there was no single “middle class,” buteatmiddle classes” (and also “many
ethnicities and races”). Those elite classes thighmost at stake and thereby the most influence
liked to put forth ideological arguments for thdéntity of interest.” This belief conceptualized
society as a smoothly functioning organism whete@interests of the great capitalists and
property owners were supposedly the best inteodsth in society and in harmony with “laws of
God or Science.” Reformers acting as “democratizent forth a counter-conception of society.
Seeing their own middle-class or working-classredes at odds with those of capitalists and
industrialists, democratizers saw society torn bgamflict of interests.” Reformers often, but
not always, tried to point out the interests of ‘tieadvantaged” within the social system and
thereby argue for “the ideal of equity” and demagran order to confront the dangerous

extremes of wealth and privilege. But lurkingtee periphery of all calls for reform was the
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specter of working class unrest, which from timéitze would boil into a froth and cause
conflicts of interest to turn into real (and oft@nlent) social and political struggles for power.
The so called “Progressive Era” was marked by a&spdead call for reform and social change,
however, as Painter pointed out, “the broadeningensus that change was necessary did not
include agreement on the direction or extent o§¢hehanges®

Perhaps the most powerful voice of reform cammfealucated and elite men who
wanted a more “clean, efficient government” opeatdig a rationalized bureaucratic machinery
and run by an advanced cadre of elite professiorRRdsnter argued that reform initiatives during
the period were often very “ambiguous” and raretgtaaightforward story of altruism” because
“nativism, racism, and sexism” pervaded both tHerreist impulses and the reformist programs
of these educated elites. By the earl{ 26ntury many middle class and agrarian reformers,
including the so-classed Progressives (like thgiessive Party’'s presidential candidate, Teddy
Roosevelt), saw the United Stats as standing othtleshold of “Armageddon” with the evils of
plutocratic industrial power on one side and thigseof the violent mob on the other.
Progressives under the banners of “New NationalienfNew Freedom” called for the
regulation of society and the economy by an empesvand enlightened federal government
which would act as a disinterested arbitrator betweonflicting political factions, like labor and
capital (of course more radical voices pointedthatimpossibility of a disinterested federal
government as federal policy was often in the harfdisdustrial capitalists and their appointed
voices in the Congress). Teddy Roosevelt sucgiscinmarized the ideals of these Progressive

reformers: “the object of the government is thefarel of the people. The material progress and

2 bid., xii-xiii, xix, xxiv, xl, xliii, 279-80.
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prosperity of a nation are desirable chiefly soafathey lead to the moral and material welfare
of all good citizens¥®

The most frightening voice of reform came from keoring classes and political
radicals who often spoke in the name of workingsgliaterests. Often disposed and exploited,
lacking any real propertied interest in the socraler, workers expressed their frustration
through “strikes, boycotts, and cooperative entsesi’ in order to pool their collective strength
as a means to gain bargaining leverage with thdirstrial masters. It was not until the lat&'19
century that workers and radicals, especially $igtsa began turning to the political process and
electoral politics as a way of “influencing” theJ.economy and factory workplaces. Labor and
Populist leaders began to see that “they would bhavake a hand in shaping the laws that
governed them,” which meant lobbying the statefaddral governments “to seize the powers to
regulate” the industrial economy on the “behalfinadrking class interests. Women and ethnic
minorities also tried to use the political processrder to highlight their marginal status and
seek redress through political rights, but thegertsfwere largely unsuccessful during the
“Progressive Era,” with the exception of white wanveho were able to gain suffrage by the end
of wwi.3*

Painter also talked at length about race and rarigire U.S. She discussed the
racialized U.S. foreign policy and imperialist intentionist projects of the period. Formally
mapped out in 1885 at the Berlin Conference, theédatad been divided by white Europeans,
and also by the turn of the century Japan. By IR@@peans ruled over 1/5 of the world’s land
and 1/10 of the world’s human population. Each ihamt European nation assigned itself

“national spheres of interest” over which eacharatthrough soft and hard exercises of colonial

30 |bid., xxviii, 8, 136, 258, 268.
31 bid., 70-71, 231-52.
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mastery, exploited favorable terms of trade andnahtesource extraction. The U.S. via a
revitalized Monroe Doctrine asserted control over Americas and the Caribbean with
expansive moves across the Pacific and into ChiMah some envy for the preeminent stature
of Great Britain, Painter argued that an “Anglo-Aroan identity of interest” coupled with an
“Anglo-Saxon chauvinism” congealed in the latel’ t@ntury as the English-speaking countries
united under the racialized banner of “the natsugeriority of Anglo-Saxons.” After the
conquest of the Philippines president McKinley wreg U.S. foreign policy in this doctrine of
“the white man’s burden.” He stated that the Filgs could not be left to themselves because
“they were unfit for self-government” and, thuse thmericans had a duty “to take them all, and
to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilizedaChristianize them, and by God'’s grace do the
very best we could by them.” Indiana Senator AldeBeveridge believed that the “American
Republic” was destined, through the will of God dind dictates of the “highest law” of “race,”
to be “the most masterful race in history.” Pairgeplained: “Imperialism was elemental, racial,
predestined, for God had prepared the English-spggleople, master organizers, for governing
what Beveridge called ‘save and senile peopleyeranti-imperialists, who argued against the
trappings of empire for many reasons, often frathed critiques of foreign intervention with

the same racist assumptions, and focused moreeamfilications of empire for poor whites in
America. Many Southerners actually felt vindicabgdmperial policies, although skeptical
about ruling over more non-white people. Benjaifilhiman argued to his fellows in Congress
that “We of the South” had already “borne this whitan’s burden of a colored race in our
midst.” In 1883 the Supreme Court had alreadylidaged the Civil Rights Act of 1875 and by
the 1890s there was widespread acceptance of bm §&gregation and disenfranchisement

laws. The color line became an increasingly ingrurhational preoccupation by the early'20
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century as the U.S. became defined more and maevaste man’s nation. Thus self-
proclaimed “progressives” never touched the whitgremacy of the South awi@é facto“racial
hierarchy” of the country as a whote.

Another article by John D. Buenker published i88@rgued for the existence of “two
full-blown political cultures,” which influenced drdefined the socio-political and cultural
identifications of Americans during the turn of &@" century®® Despite the “complexity and
diversity of motives, goals, methods, and reswfsSocio-political and cultural struggle during
this period, Buenker argued for two distinctive gmginary “competing political cultures.”
These two political cultures were especially impottin defining the relationship between the
individual and society, and they set up distinctiadtle lines within the “arena of structural
reform:” 1) the “new politics” of a “modernizingteology of “atomistic aggregation of
sovereign individuals,” which was associated with freformer-individualist-Anglo-Saxon
complex,” and 2) the “old politics” of an “ethnidentification” of “organic networks,” which
was aligned with the “boss-immigrant-machine comgléBuenker argued that these two world
views shaped the context out of which individuadfirted their socio-political-cultural identities
and allegiances, but they should not be seen as swersimplified dualism: “The choice made
by individuals was not a dichotomous one betweerstivereign individualist or organic
network world views. Rather, the two views funoid as antipodes on a continuum or as the
rows and columns of a matrix on which each persond his or her own identity out of a
bewildering variety of permutations that changedrdhe life cycle.” The Progressive coalition

would have been associated with the “new politanst part of their mission, under the terms

2 |bid., Ch5 & 7.
3 John D. Buenker, “Sovereign Individuals and Orgasetworks: Political Cultures in Conflict Durinbe
Progressive EraAmerican Quarterly0 (Jun, 1988), 187-204.
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Buenker introduced in this essay, was to confradt@efeat the “old politics” for control over
the socio-political-cultural reform that would gomehe new century.

In 1999 Alan Dawley published a major work on kinead period of reform infusing the
early 2" century:Struggles for Justice: Social Responsibility anel tiberal State The central
guestion of his book (and the broad period of refander study) was not about Progressivism
but about “how could the existing form of the statesigned generations earlier for an agrarian-
commercial society, withstand the brawling confliand relentless evolution of an urban-
industrial way of life?” Dawley argued that thetg of American history” around the turn of
the 20" century was the “reckoning between a dynamic $peied the existing liberal state.”
Progressivism was only a small, but important pathis much larger and very global issue.

His book broke down the reckoning of state andetgénto three stages. The first stage
was “imbalance” and he located this stage betwleerl890s and 1913. During this period U.S.
society was “on a collision course” with its paldi system based on laissez-faire liberalism and
the inequality it bred. Liberty and political rigivere “reserved” for wealthy, white men and as
other groups struggled for socio-political inclusithe “polarities of class and culture
intensified” and “struggles broke out” across tlagian. Many reform initiatives reacted to this
conflict so as to resolve it, but different refommeften fostered conflicting visions, which only
furthered the melee. And behind it all, Dawleywsd, was a “contradiction between the needs
of society and the existing political system.” Tiext stage, from 1914 to 1924, was a time of
“confronting issues” by the state resulting in acrease in state intervention and regulation,
whereby, the “governing system” of “state embeddesbciety” began to change in dialectical
relation to social struggles. The last stage fi®@®5 to 1938 marked a “resolution” of state

intervention to “restore balance” to the governsiygtem. The New Deal was the primary
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institutional impetus of this resolution, but Dawleas quite clear in arguing that this new
policy program focused on “neither liberty nor elifyabut security.”

At the center of Dawley’s book was the “problemhefjemony:” “how was society held
together (consensus) against its own inner cordiads (conflict)?” One of the central
arguments he made towards explaining the succedsnige within the governing system was
the power and strategy of elites “to regain thegitimacy by reforming the system.” He links
progressivism to “managerial liberalism” and “sddilderalism” as viable forms of state
interventionism that could accommodate reformishaeds for social change while legitimizing
elite management of the social and political tranmsftions. As a solidly liberal and yet quasi-
socialist ideology, Progressivism was able to “agritsocialism and thus middle-class and elite
interests were able to steer reformist initiativesiore conservative and capitalist directions that
did not significantly challenge the institution&lusture of liberal society. Dawley argued that it
was “inevitable” that “state structures and rulredues would change” — “the only questions
were how, and in whose interests?” In terms dfye20™ century reform initiatives and state
interventionism, Dawley wrote, “Americans were dyad kicking and screaming toward social
responsibility.®** Thus Progressivism, in Dawley’s conception, wassponse to challenge the
excesses and instability of the elite managedditstate while containing the more threatening
challenges and disorder of lower class unrest.

John Whiteclay Chambers Il first publish€de Tyranny of Change: American in the
Progressive Era, 1890 — 19201992 He noted that many historians have written alioeit

“Progressive Era,” but they have not been cleautitibe nature of either progressivism

3 Alan Dawley,Struggles for Justice: Social Responsibility anel tiberal StatdCambridge: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 1991), 1-13, 30-31, 6273, 105, 128-38, 163-65, 370, 394.
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or the era.® Despite this confusion, he argued the concepés‘pfogressive impulse or ethos”
and a “Progressive Era” continued to be “relevamié noted that while Progressivism was not a
united movement, it was still “the most pervasiwditcal reform effort since the pre-Civil War
period.” He called Progressivism a “controversiadl complex,” “multifaceted,” “moderate”
reform movement that “affected nearly every aspéétmerican life.” He also acknowledged
the shifting coalitions theory by stating how a dgepodge of coalitions” often “contradicted
each other” while working for “diverse” social ctggn However, while he denied Progressives a
“common creed or a system of values,” he also de=trwhat he believed to be some common
“clusters of ideas” and “social languages,” likemberatic ideals, rhetorical appeals to move
people, a “politics of opposition.” Whiteclay aeglithat Progressives were not often original
thinkers, but there were powerful “users” of ideathe effort to initiate social change.
Chambers devoted a whole chapter to the “Progres$sipulse” in which he defined
“Progressivism” as a “nationwide movement” composed “number of major efforts to reform
society through the power of private groups andip@gencies.” Leaders and participants of
someof these reform efforts called themselves “Progjves,” and hence the label often given
for the whole period, but there were many radical eonservative reformers as well. Chambers
noted, Progressives “battled conservatives, raglicgher reformers, and often each other.”
Acknowledging the multiplicity of ideological refor groups was a marked change in direction
as most historians up to this point had tendedd¢ad mostly on those particular individuals and

groups who claimed the “Progressive” mantle.

% Chambers noted in his bibliography that he wasahte to read Dawley'Struggles for Justici researching the
first edition of his book. | would argue that Dawlhas presented one of the clearest and most ebensive
treatments of the era and the subject of Progriessito date.
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Chambers noted that recent scholarship in the 188@€mphasized the socio-political
contexts of reform (“the environment of politiceweer, ideas, and values”), and
also the role of the state, specifically the relaghips between different “political structurestan
particular social groups. Perhaps the most notadledirection in the historiography of the
period had been Chambers’ use of the term “theineawentionists” to describe the whole,
broad reform movement of the period, which incluBedgressives, but also included the many
other ideological reform groups of the period Tiesv interventionists used voluntary
associations and sometimes the state to challe®iyeehtury lassie faire individualism and free-
market capitalism and this challenge took many &rRrogressives, moderates, conservatives,
traditionalists, and radical activists like sog#td, communists, and anarchists. The new
interventionists, Chambers claimed, left a “dividegacy.” They seemed to have been more
successful “at arousing indignation and protest ttamaintaining effective government and
substantially ameliorating urban problems.” Thispaver-relied on strong leadership and
monolithic reform visions that often led to “theapny of change,” whereby, the general public

supported or elected strong leaders but had vitig/itnpact on public planning or polic§.

3 John Whiteclay Chambers The Tyranny of Change: American in the ProgresEirge 1890 — 19291992;
reprint, New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University P,e8000), xi-xiii, 132-47, 150-51, 157, 169-71. a@tbers
summed up nicely the “meaning of the Progressiwe”Em the Progressive Era, large numbers of Aweans
concluded that the problems accompanying industaitsbn meant that they could no longer rely sotaty
Providence or evolution for automatic progresseyftost their faith in the long-held utilitarianrzept of a natural
harmony of self-interests and in the functioningadelf-regulating society...With optimism and theseof power
that came from developments in science, technolagy,organizational theory, the new interventianéscided
that it was necessary to modify the concept of stnied individualism and the marketplace. Theyuight that
intervention and intelligent direction could ensaoatinued growth and progress that would be ctergisvith the
ideal of an efficient and liberal democratic sogietnterventionists created new mechanisms for dgakith the
problems caused by blind social forces or powesfelf-interested individuals or groups...interventits employed
organization and intervention as tools for achiguimeir goals and imposing conscious directionagiety... The
dominant development of the era was the emergeinae interventionist mood on a national scale. feed for
some kind of purposeful, collective intervention.e ttrganization of economic and social power. Toall
informal group so characteristic of small-town agplarian society was superseded as the basic frarked
American life by immensely larger, hierarchicaltyustured formal organizations...the organizational o
bureaucratic revolution....Although people at alldsvof society sought to influence the forces dfifgctheir lives,
particularly in the immediate environment in whitley lived, the poor and the unorganized had litleo
influence in the national political system” (275)82
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William Deverell argued that by 1994 the conceft$poogressivism” and “progressive”
carried “diverse and heavy burdens of meaning,tivimmade many scholars believe that these
terms had “outlived their usefulness as meaningfpressions by which to explain” the past:
these concepts had lost, in the words of MartimSitheir “interpretive precisiort” But
Deverell argued that scholars must not loose sifjitite fact that “individuals, parties, and
groups used the termpsogressiveandprogressivisnio define themselves, their work, and their
outlook as the new century arrived.” He stresbad there was an “historical context” within
which these terms were “borrowed, taken, utilizaden invented” and scholars and historians
would do well to admit that these terms “once meamething” before these terms become
jettisoned for more precise conceptualizationsvddel noted that while progressivism had
become “an embattled word, an embattled concegd)'derivatives from the “progressive
phenomenon” were still visible in the current sepdaditical climate and discourse:
“Progressivism is alive and well four score yedtsrats birth.”

Gary Gerstle’s “The Protean Character of Americdretalism” (1994) discussed the
changing ethos of American liberalism from the tafithe twentieth century to the New D&3l.
Gerstle argued, it is “unwise to treat the lib@@inmunity as a stable political entity or to
presume that the criteria for identifying liberadsone period can be applied to another. Any
effort to define the liberal community must be fiynmocated in time and space.” Gerstle noted
that the “liberal tradition” had three “foundatidnminciples” (emancipation, rationality, and
progress), but overall liberalism had a marked feaddility” that made for variant socio-political

programs and ideologies.

37 william Deverell, “The Varieties of Progressiveietience, California Progressivism Revisitedd. William
Deverell and Tom Sitton (Berkeley: University ofli@@nia Press, 1994): 1-11.

3 Gary Gerstle, “The Protean Character of Americémetalism,” The American Historical Revie98:4 (Oct 1994):
1043-1073.
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Classical liberalism revolved around free markiatsifed statism, and bourgeois
morality, which often defended corporate capitalisegregation and disenfranchisement. By
the end of the ®century liberalism displayed a reformist edge #mdganized “rational
interventions in society and culture,” often bynitig “to the state as an institutional medium
capable of reconstructing society and of educatitigens.” Progressivism was a three pronged
liberal reaction to (a) socialism and labor radgral (b) the “extraordinary concentration of
power and wealth,” and (c) a diverse influx of ingnaiting ethnic groups. Progressives wanted
to find ways to promote and protect “freedom ofled@and individual liberty” by way of state
regulation and welfare, and by way of “guild sosial.” They also wanted to engage in
“cultural reconstruction” because liberals belieuethe importance of individual moral
character as the foundation of civic virtue. Widealing with foreigners this “reconstruction”
took the form of “Americanization” in order to “dutally and morally transform...aliens into
citizens.” But Progressives were a diverse bufieffit{leaning Progressives” ranging from
socialists to left leaning pluralists, and “righteddeaning Progressives” from Americanizers to
hard core nationalists preaching “100 percent Acagism”) and because of these conflicts of
purposes and methods they “had difficulty fashigrancultural politics to which they could all
adhere,” which eventually lead to a loss of “coheeeas a political movement.”

During World War | and the Red Scare Progressigltgtiemselves and their ideological
convictions to be “impotent in the face of a reacéiry nationalism.” Liberals largely “give up
the fight to create a new culture and new natisnali and began to ignore the “irrational” realm
of culture to focus instead on the more rational toerefore changeable realm of economics and
political economy. This lead to a widespread “aswn of ethnicity and race” from liberal

social scientific analysis, which lead to a “moegrowly conceived” liberal program of
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economic recovery during the New Deal years. dktthe rise of Hitler and the Nazi party to
bring back liberal discussions of “racial and ethaiscrimination.” After World War 11 liberals
once again “reconstituted” their political focusddregan to define “issues of ethnicity and race
as appropriate targets of rational social actiarile treating “class politics as an expression of
irrationality” and therefore beyond the scope béftal intervention.
In 1997 Eric Foner edited a volume for the Amerithstorical Association that offered
a look at the “new” American history written ovéetlast 20 years. Within this volume Richard
L. McCormick talked about Progressivism and otleéorm impulses in “Public Life in
Industrial America, 1877 — 1917% In this essay McCormick claimed that the cerisilie of
this period was industrialization and modernizat@md how individuals and groups addressed
the unsettling consequences of these two develogmdinere is no “coherent synthesis,”
McCormick argued, for describing the “complex” sd¢cpolitical and cultural reactions to
industrialization and modernization. There werafmy organized endeavors” that produced
many “unexpected results.” But McCormick did argoiesome common themes:
Most people confronted variations on a common gnoblthe defense of their
families and communities against outside forcesratnag from industrial growth
and the increasing heterogeneity of the populatidmericans faced that
problem, moreover, within a common environmengdly expanding economy
that was causing massive dislocations, frequentdsjons, and widespread
unemployment.
In response to this common problem and a commomamaent, “virtually every segment of

society plunged into public life to advance (oretef) their private values.” But many different

segments of society acted in many different waysrfany different reasorfs. McCormick

% Richard L. McCormick, “Public Life in Industrial derica, 1877 — 1917” ilthe New American Historgd. Eric
Foner (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990Y-132.

“%1n the same volume, Alan Brinkley described theo4al conflict” of the time as the “diverse” respes®f
various groups that coalesced into a “broad patiéprotest,” whereby, “localistic’ people weresggling to
preserve control of both the economic and the ralliastitutions that governed their lives in tlaed of
encroachments from the modern, bureaucratic o(d&7-40). Alan Brinkley, “Prosperity, Depressiamd War,
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focused on some of the major segments of sociatyhdive been covered in the recent literature:
business and financial interests, industrial waké&armers, and middle-class women. He
described how they variously responded to the compnoblem of the era: looking to the
government to promote economic growth; organizimg laoking to the government to foster
unionization and industrial reform; organizing pickl blocks and cooperative ventures; joining
associations and lobbying for reform. McCormicguwed that the most notable phenomenon of
the era was the organization of socio-politicakatdl associations that addressed a wide range
of social problems from a wide range of perspestiaad “increasingly offered not panaceas but
full-blown agendas for social and political charigk a certain sense these radical, Populist,
and Progressive groups failed to achieve mucheeades of historians have shown, but not
because they were necessarily naive or ineffedbivrebecause “their enemies were more
powerful” and because voting and policy change wsesn as the only legitimate form of
success. However, McCormick makes clear that medos of this period were successful in a
much larger sense; they were able to create husafeaganized, “non partisan” associations,
which were able to drain “money, manpower, and miggional muscle” from political parties,
and in turn “reshaped” the governing system througlthe century along “activist” and
“interventionist lines.”

The “seeds of Progressivism were planted,” McCokmargued, in response to two
looming questions: whether social and politicatitnions were “adequate” enough to address
and fix devastating times, and whether “democranyeconomic equality were possible in an

industrial society?” The ProgressiVes/ere not alone “in trying to use public, politicakans to

1920 — 1945,” inThe New American Historgd. Eric Foner (Philadelphia: Temple Universitg$s, 1997), 133-
158.

“1 McCormick noted that the “concept” of “Progressiwi’ “still dominates the interpretive literature thve early
twentieth-century United States” and that for betteworse the “concept is inescapably embeddéhdadanguage
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solves problems,” but they might have been the mibsttive and successful group to do so.
The Progressive project consisted of four “distiretmethods:” organizing voluntary
associations, investigating pertinent problem,ifigahe facts, and using social scientific
analysis to offer a solution. Progressives seeimé@lieve that experts using the scientific
method could find the perfect solutions to all abproblems and, further, they believed the
solutions would benefit everyone as well as soastg whole. But in reality, Progressives used
the rhetoric of science and the common good to rfasknposition of their own values,
especially in relation to the “racial and ethniogps they hated and feared,” in their broad
efforts to “improve and control the often frightegiconditions of industrial life.”

Another study of Progressivism was done in 200@ pylitical scientist who was
engaged on a longitudinal study of a much broamj@ct Robert D. PutnamBowling Alone:
The Collapse and Revival of American Commuboitysed on the change of social capital and
civic engagement in the United States over thesmaf the 28 century. In the last section of
his book, as a way to set up and inform his pgtiscriptions, Putnam devoted a chapter to
“Lessons of History: The Gilded Age and the ProgiresEra.” This chapter was indebted to
many of the books reviewed in this paper. In thapter Putnam praised the “Progressive Era”
(which he located from 1900 — 1915) as a good e¥awig‘practical civic enthusiasm,” but he
also said that it was suffused with “exclusion” &@®en class, ethnicity, and race. Progressives
were a “practical” and “experimental” bunch of nefeers who shifted programmatically
between professionalism and grassroots democratginconviction that social, political and

economic institutions needed to be better adajtéloet modern industrial world — although

of contemporaries and the writings of historiang/hile there were “varied, fervent efforts to sotte problems
caused by urbanization and industrialization,”dfferts of Progressives were distinctly powerfull dong lasting.
Progressives were largely native born, urban, reiddid upper middle class, and rooted in evangelical
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Putman made it clear that Progressives seemeefer ftechnocratic elitism” and “expert
solutions.” The main engine of reform was the wtdwy association (social, political, religious,
and cultural), which was the main focus of Putnasi'gly. Putnam argued that the period from
1870 to 1920 displayed a “civic inventiveness’@mts of the founding, range, and durability of
associational organizations, which was and stilingparalleled in U.S. history: “to a remarkable
extent American civil society at the close of thventieth century still rested on organizational
foundations laid at the beginning of the centurlpdtnam called Progressivism a “broad and
variegated” “social movement” that may not haverberich of a social movement in the
conventional sense; however, it represented ac‘c@mmunitarian reaction to the ideological
individualism of the Gilded Age” and the primaryrriothis reaction took was the creation of
voluntary associations and socio-political instdns, which greatly increased the aggregate
measure of social capital and civic engagementast this creation of social capital and civic
engagement that marks the Progressive movemendeaniaal event in the history of the U.S.
and it had an impact many decades after the Psigessas a “movement” faded from the stage.
But Putnam ended his chapter with a warning: “da@gital is inevitably easier to foster within
a homogeneous community.” The Progressives’ bexadnsion of social capital was fostered
by systematic socio-political exclusion based @ss] ethnicity and race. Putnam praises the
Progressive Era for its inventiveness, enthusiasm,idealism, but warns that its particular
reforms “are no longer appropriate for our time&Our challenge now is to reinvent the twenty-

first-century equivalent®

Protestantism. They sought to use the social segeto “eradicate social conflicts” and also topenthe excesses
of capitalism (121-22).

“2 Robert D. PutnanBowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of Ameri€ammunityNew York: Simon &
Schuster, 2000), 367-40The Economistoted in 2005 that “voluntary associations haventibe secret ingredient
of American social dynamism since the country’siidation...civic associations made Americans bettierined,
safer, richer and better able to govern themselnescreate a just and stable society.” This pata commented
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The last and most recent study to be examined ¢hadil McGerr’sA Fierce Discontent:
The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement ierfom, 1870 — 192¢* This impressively
comprehensive book looked at Progressivism inicglab a broad swath of social, political, and
cultural responses to industrialization and modgrnindustrialization “fractured old
ideologies,” wrote McGerr, and “created new onesluiding progressivism** Progressives
articulated, in the words of one of their figureatle Theodore Roosevelt, a “fierce discontent,”
and they believed both in social progress andemtbral regeneration of their nation.
Progressivism was the “creed of a crusading middies” that offered the “promise of
utopianism” in the wake of industrial inefficienaytban chaos, political degeneracy, and
cultural confusion. Progressivism, McGerr claimeds a “radical movement” — what he called
“the radical center” — that sought not only to “tise state to regulate the economy,” but also to

” o

“transform” “other social classes,” other Americaiméo a new socio-cultural body politic.
It was this demand for “social transformation,” MaGclaimed, that “remains at once
profoundly impressive and profoundly disturbingeatury later.*

McGerr also acknowledged that Progressivism coathmany “ambiguities and
contradictions,” but its various “fault lines” nevisplit wide open,” partly due to the fact that

the Progressive middle class was “overwhelmingljtevand Protestant” and, for the most part

(despite the fissures of class and gender) culjunaimogeneous. This raises a central question

on Putnam’s thesis and argued for new signs of gatrticipation in the U.S. “The Glue of Socieynericans are
Joining Clubs Again,” irA Survey of Americahe Economistl6 July. 2005, 13-17.

3 Michael McGerrA Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Pesgive Movement in America, 1870 — 1920
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).

* McGerr described the “progressive” ideology ag pathe “middle-class alienation from working-csasnd
upper-class culture.” He wrote, “Progressivism tasway in which these Victorian men and womeneon
answer the basic questions of human life that ltanéronted all people in all times and places: Whalhe nature
of the individual? What is the relationship betwéiee individual and society? What are the propkss of men,
women, and the family? What is the place of woret pleasure in human life?” The answers to thesstipns
“added up to a novel set of guiding values, a rd®wlogy for the middle class: Victorianism gave i@y
progressivism” — “Rethinking domesticity, rejectimglividualism, reconsidering work and pleasurej an
redesigning the body” (343 footnote 73, xiv, 42).64
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about which the literature on Progressivism antye4" century reform has been largely silent
until the 1970s, but which many historians sin@nthncluding McGerr, have exposed in detail.
There is a distinct and disturbing relationshipassn what Nancy MacLean has termed
“reactionary populism” and what we have labeledPessivism.”

MacLean’s book on the Ku Klux Klan described hdrjeat not as the backwoods yokels
they are often mistaken for, but as an organizedement composed of white, evangelical
Protestant, mostly petit-bourgeois (but includedkivay class laborers and middle class
professionals) who felt threatened by the developgsef modernity, and who thereby fomented
a reactionary form of populism. The rise of div@rteminism, black radicalism, white racial
liberalism, labor unionization and strikes, mongpoapitalism, and increased immigration are
just some of the major issues initiating their @mative reactioi® MacLean’s Klan members
were going through their own status revolution, kebhg, the typical Klansmen was
economically better off the most blacks and maniteghand often upwardly mobile, but still felt

“vulnerable,” “unstable” and insecufé.

Klansmen were conservative, populist, Jacksoniamodeats with an explicitly racialized
and Protestant conception of White Anglo-Saxormzeriship consecrating white supremacy.
They reacted to modernity and industrializationt(® extent that industrialization touched the

South) in systematically similar ways to the Pregree programs: both groups formed

organized associations; they rhetorically denouritteeats” to their idealized social order; they

** |bid., xiii-xvi, 42, 64, 67-68,

¢ Nancy MacLeanBehind the Mask of Chivalry: The Making of the $elciiu Klux Klan(Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994), 79, 33. MacLean arguatidhe “common core goal” of the Klan was “secutimg power
of the white petite bourgeoisie in the face of drades stemming from modern industrial capitalisthe Klan
sought to deny political rights to those whom itqeéved as threats to that power” (141). MacLdan eade it
very clear that “extreme conditions” can very eakihd to a “reactionary politics:” “Under conditi® of economic
uncertainty, sharply contested social relationg, golitical impasse, assumptions about class, gergder, and state
power so ordinary as to appear ‘common sense’ &t WASP Americans could be refashioned and harddsse
the building of a virulent reactionary politics alib mobilize millions” (186).

33



formulated an ideology to defend an embattled caltdentity; they took action to “reform” or
remedy what they considered to be negative soditiqadb and cultural developments; and they
used coercion when rhetorical appeals were nottefee The two main differences between
Progressives and reactionary populists were tleekKthnsmen had an intense distrust of
centralized government and statist regulatory aitth@nd they had a willingness to use violent
force”® as a standard socio-political tactic.

Another similarity between Progressives and Klanmsmas a hierarchical, Social
Darwinist belief in the racial and cultural supeitip of “white” “civilization,” which was often
equated with Americanisffi. C. Vann Woodward pointed out in 1954 that manyefioans,
including Progressive reformers (living in all ases the nation, the North, West and South)
shared many of the Klansmen'’s beliefs about a “@&/bAimerica: “a republic is possible only to
men of homogenous race;” the United States of Acaesias “a white man’s nation” based on a
“white man’s religion:” “to stand as impregnableaatower against every encroachment upon
the white man’s liberty, the white man’s instituts) the white man’s ideals, in the white man’s

country, under the white man’s flatf” It is no accident of historical fortune that the

*"bid., 10-11, 52-74.

“8 |bid., 149-73. MacLean wrote: “Vigilante Violenas the concentrated expression of that cultdreneobrutal
determination to maintain inherited hierarchiesaafe, class, and gender that Klansmen sought weebwith a
mask of chivalry” (173).

9 Ibid., 125-48, 166-67; David Roediger, “Whitenessl Ethnicity in the History of ‘White Ethnics’ the United
States,” inTowards the Abolition of Whiteness: Essays on Raalitjcs, and Working Class Histofizondon:
Verso, 1994),189. See also Nell Irvin Paing&tgnding at Armageddon: The United States, 187919 (New
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1987): Ch 12.

®0' C. Vann WoodwardThe Strange Career of Jim Crqd955; reprint, Oxford: Oxford University Press 020, 90-
93; Anonymous Klansmen quoted in MacLeBehind the Mask of Chivaln32-34, 161; Hofstadtefhe Age of
Reform 178; John Highan$trangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nathid860-192%1955; reprint, New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1998) 17047713, 175-77; Nell Irvin Painte§tanding at Armageddon: The
United States, 1877 — 191®id; McGerr,A Fierce Discontentl82-218; DawleyStruggles for Justicel05-38,
254-94; McCormick, “Public Life in Industrial Amem,” 124-26; Brinkley, “Prosperity, Depression, afvar,”
139-40.
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“Progressive Era” was also the “great age of setieq’ in the United State®. The

Progressives for the most part harbored deep saspiand prejudices against many groups and
social classes that seemed alien to their WASP Imdss way of life. Progressive reformers
set up hierarchically ordered binary oppositiongehtity based on class, race, gender, religion
and age. The “fundamental paradox of progressmiégs,” wrote McGerr, was that
Progressives spoke the language of democracynlibbught and deed they were “not very
democratic at all:” the “progressives’ condescemsmvard other groups” created “a narrow
definition of ‘the people,” dictated antiparticifmay reforms,” “supported disfranchisement,”
and projected a version of Americanism that was \ifhites only.®®> David R. Roediger argued,
“The Progressive project of imperialist expansiod &he Progressive nonproject of Jim Crow
segregation ensured that race thinking would retathincrease its potency’” Eric Foner

pointed out that Progressives “bore the marks @f thineteenth-century origins” and thus “the
idea of ‘race’ as a permanent, defining charadiers$ individuals and social groups retained a
powerful hold on their thinking. Consciously orthib circumscribed the ‘imagined community’

of Progressive America*

®1 C. Vann Woodward noted in 1954 the related plattoof “Negrophobia and progressivism” in the Sotiftie
omission of the South from the annals of the pregjke movement has been one of the glaring ovessagh
American historians...The blind spot in the South@agressive record — as, for that matter, in th@nal
movement — was the Negro, for the whole movemetitérSouth coincided paradoxically with the crédshe wave
of racism...the typical progressive reformer rod@dwer in the South on a disfranchising or whitersapacy
movement."The Strange Career of Jim Crolljd., 90-91.

2 McGerr,A Fierce Discontent216-17.

3 David R. Roedige\Working Toward Whiteness: How America’s ImmigraBgsame WhitéNew York: Basic
Books, 2005), 70.

%4 Eric FonerThe Story of American Freeddidew York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1998), 185. Fonaimted out
many criticisms of the “underside of the Progressivoutlook,” like how “their talk of reconstrucgirsociety
masked a set of managerial attitudes in which deaticovalues were ‘subordinated to technique.™ dfo pointed
out that because of Progressive’'s homogenizedralitimd racial assumptions, they were “ill-prepaedevelop a
coherent defense of minority rights against majasitgovernmental tyranny” (176, 78).
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So then what is “Progressivism” and what is thegRessive legacy? These terms are
embedded in an “age of social politic3." There were many reformist groups of various jualit
and ideological stripes at the turn of th&'2@ntury, of which Progressivism was but one potent
example’® There were not only many reformist groups thticalated many different reform
initiatives, but Progressives also took “man patosiards reform! As a culturally
homogeneous and economically secure social cldbsifgh uneasy in their security),
Progressive reformers had the ability, educatiod, socio-economic resources to create many
diverse voluntary organizations, which they useflitther various social, economic, political,
and cultural causes. Progressives were animatéaeonhole by a Republican-Populist-
Protestant infused ideological orientation thaenfblended capitalist, scientific, and
professional methods, all under a politicized aaalized banner of WASP “Americanism.”

Progressives sought many types of social changalagred themselves with various
other ideological groups to achieve reform coalisi@n specific issues and initiatives, but they
were primarily concerned with devising a clear affitientorderto harness modernity and
industrialization under the tri-partit®ntrol of 1) a regulatory State integrated with 2) WASP
civic associations and business corporations, aedtdd by 3) a technocratic elite.
“Americanization,” to introduce this broad and cdirgted term which is the central focus of
this larger study, could be described as the es$éget myriad conceptualization for this

controlling order: “America” as a nationalistic aadltural identity would be theew orderthe

% Daniel T. Rodgers, “An Age of Social Politics,” Rethinking American History in a Global Agel. Thomas
Bender (Berkeley: University of California Pres802), 250-73.

*% Michael Kazin argued, “On the national level, wid be hard to disentangle the history of the freitn the
history of American reform.” He also quoted WileHberg who wrote, “It would not be too much to Hagt
socialist agitation and propaganda have constitiitegingle most influential factor in the advantémerican
social reform. Untiring socialist criticism of exing conditions have invariably served as the maice in opening
the way for reform legislation.” Michael Kazin, H& Agony and Romance of the American LeTiie American
Historical Review 100 (Dec 1995): 1510; Will Herberg, “American Mist Political Theory,"Socialism and
American Life 1, Donald Drew Egbert and Stow Persons, edsa¢eton, N.J., 1952): 521.
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Progressives sought and they were very confidenGaay Gerstle pointed out, “that their use of
government and science would turn immigrants imeeficans.®

As Robert Wiebe argued in “Framing U.S. Historynideracy, Nationalism, and
Socialism,” the challenge of white Americans during 18" and 14' century was not to reform
so much as to “create a social order” and thatsocder, my larger study will argue, was a
program of Americanization, which included the fation of a federated bureaucracy centered
within the corporate-capitalist State. By the g&@" century, this State would come to infuse,
unite, and control the parameters of foreign andekiic policy under a neo-liberal rhetoric of
welfare capitalism, consumer affluence, and techatimcprofessionalism® However, the large-
scale initiative of Americanization would not becontested nor would it be rhetorically or
programmatically uniform. As a consensus iderdityerged and was inculcated within the
public school system, the margins of American dgciere infused by minority populations
who struggled for their own human dignity and oppoity within the American system. The
Progressive century of Americanization would beitle®logical center of heated debate.
Preconceived notions of homogeneous and class ldaseakratic citizenship would be
challenged as many minority populations asked, “Weéts to be an American?” — and further,

as a socio-cultural-political ideal, “WhatightAmerica to be?”

5" Foner,The Story of American Freedoihid., 141.

%8 Gary Gerstle, “Liberty, Coercion, and the MakirfgAmericans,”The Journal of American HistoB84:2 (Sept
1997): 530.

%9 Robert Wiebe, “Framing U.S. History: Democracytibiaalism, and Socialism,” iRethinking American History
in a Global Ageed. Thomas Bender (Berkeley: University of Catifa Press, 2002), 236-49.
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