Populism

After the Civil War, the United States continued to industrialize. Railroads, manufacturing, and banking belonged to large corporations and a small number of wealthy people. The Second Industrial Revolution focused population growth and money in the cities. Farmers, too, used more machines. Using machines increased productivity, but machines cost cash for purchase and maintenance. Farmers borrowed money to produce more. Then prices for farm products plunged. 

In 1867, U.S. farmers produced 211 million bushels of wheat. The average price per bushel was $2.01. One year later, in 1868, they plowed more land, planted more wheat, and harvested 246 million bushels. But this time, they received only $1.46 per bushel. By 1869, with even more wheat produced, the price fell to 91 cents per bushel. Cotton, the other major cash crop, saw a similar decline a few years later. In 1866, cotton brought 31 cents per pound. From 1870 to 1873, cotton averaged about 15.1 cents a pound. By 1898, it dropped to an average of 5.8 cents per pound. Cotton cost about seven cents per pound to produce. In 1889, corn prices in Kansas dropped to 10 cents a bushel. With prices that low, farmers burned corn for fuel instead of selling it. The South and the West, as major farming areas, were hardest hit by falling prices. 

Farmers looked for the cause of their problems. One easily identified culprit was the railroad. Farmers needed railroads to transport their products to markets. Railroads, having a monopoly on transportation, charged whatever they could get away with charging. They gave rebates to large shippers but no breaks to small farmers. The financial system looked like an enemy, too. Bankers held mortgages and foreclosed on farms. The national monetary system, tied to gold, limited the amount of money in circulation. That drove up interest rates. Taxes and tariffs also handicapped farmers. Farmers had to pay property taxes on land, regardless of whether they made money. Tariffs protected manufacturers from foreign competition but did not protect farmers. 

The Granger movement, which aimed to improve the status of farmers, began in 1867 with the formation of a fraternal organization called the National Grange, or the Order of Patrons of Husbandry. The primary concerns of the movement were declining crop prices, an increase in indebtedness among farmers, the sporadic rate system for freight imposed by the railroads, and the diminishing amount of available land for new farms due to railroad company land purchases. Local lodges, called granges, became forums for discussing those and other common problems. Political parties determined to pursue the cause of the Grangers quickly formed in response to the movement, which in turn gained influence in Midwestern legislatures and successfully lobbied for the passage of laws favorable to farmers. In California, concerns of the Grangers were also loudly voiced during the second Constitutional Convention of 1878. Though they were not represented by a specific party, more than one-fourth of the delegates argued the case of the Grangers. 

The National Grange also opened doors for women, who were accepted for membership and by the early 1870s, even held a few higher offices. For example, in 1895, Sarah G. Baird became master of the Minnesota State Grange, a position she held for 17 years. Moreover, local granges, beginning with the California State Grange in 1878, adopted resolutions that supported woman suffrage. Eventually, the National Grange adopted an equal suffrage resolution, as well. Gradually, other organizations like the Farmers' Alliances, the Greenback Party, and the Populist Party emerged to support agricultural concerns, and by 1880, the membership of the Grangers had declined. The National Grange still exists, however, and is actively involved in legislative issues concerning the agricultural sector.

The Grange started cooperatives that allowed farmers to pool their money to get better prices on machinery and supplies. It also pushed for regulation of railroads and grain elevators. After 1880, the Grange gave way to regional farmers' alliances. The Colored Farmers Alliance organized black farmers, and a few white farmers, in the South. Other regional alliances organized white farmers in the South and farmers in other parts of the country. The farmers' alliances represented the people, not the moneyed interests. They were neither Democrats nor Republicans—they were populists. The various farmers' alliances met in Ocala, Florida in 1890 and backed candidates in the 1890 elections. They elected five U.S. senators, six governors, and 46 congressional representatives. With that electoral success, the alliances decided to work together. Meeting in Omaha in 1892, they agreed on six demands: 
  
1. A permanent union of all working classes; 
2. Wealth for the workers; 
3. Government ownership of railroads; 
4. Government ownership of all communications systems; 
5. More flexible and fair distribution of the national currency; 
6. No more ownership of land by those who do not actually use it. 

In 1892, the Populist Party (also known as the People's Party) emerged as a national force. The Populist Party tried to unite white and black farmers in the South, farmers in the South and West, and farmers and workers. The Populist Party only got a million votes in the 1892 presidential election, but it elected 10 U.S. representatives, five U.S. senators, three state governors, and about 1,500 members of state legislatures. In 1893, a great depression struck known as the Panic of 1893, throwing as many as 20% of all people out of work. Banks and businesses failed. President Grover Cleveland decided that the way to get the country out of the depression was to stop buying silver and go back to the gold standard, reducing the amount of money in circulation. It didn't work. In 1896, the Democrats nominated Populist William Jennings Bryan of Nebraska to run against Republican William McKinley. The Populists, some with great reluctance, joined in nominating Bryan. Even with two parties backing him, Bryan lost to McKinley. Bryan carried only farm states and the South. All of the cities of the industrial North voted Republican. The Populist Party never recovered from the defeat.

The rise of the Populist Party was the culmination of two decades of agrarian distress among farmers of the South and West. The Populists advocated policies to relieve the hardships of farmers and had an important impact on the politics of the 1890s. Though the party ultimately failed to achieve its aims, the Populist movement illustrated the impact of industrial expansion on farming and demonstrated how ordinary farmers could form their own unions to better their conditions. 

After the Civil War, farmers all over the United States were hit with hard times. Although the growing industrial economy improved transportation, created new goods, increased farm production, and opened new markets to farmers, farmers were increasingly plagued by declining prices for their goods, high interest rates, economic depressions, land speculation, bad crop years, chronic debt, and increased volatility of national and international markets for farm products. All of these factors contributed to make farming less profitable. Farmers responded in three ways to their predicament. First, they criticized banks and railroads, the businesses that they depended on for credit and transportation to markets. Second, they banded together in alliances and formed cooperative ventures for storing and marketing their crops. Third, they organized for political action and advocated policies designed to ease their debt, including regulation of railroad shipping prices, low-interest federal loans, and inflation of the money supply.

In 1890, politicians representing the farmers' alliances won control of many state legislatures and some governorships in the South and West. In 1892, galvanized by their political success, farmer organizations and their leaders met in St. Louis and formed the People's Party. In that year's presidential election, the party ran James B. Weaver of Iowa as its candidate on an impressive platform that called for government ownership of railroads, a graduated income tax, and unlimited coinage of silver to increase the money supply. Weaver received more than 1 million popular votes and captured the electoral votes of four states, indicating to the major political parties that these issues were important to the public and therefore could not be ignored. 

As if to vindicate the arguments of the Populists, a financial panic hit the nation in 1893, sparking the worst economic depression the United States had experienced up to that time. Crop prices dropped, banks collapsed, and unemployment increased for the nation as a whole; for farmers, already in precarious financial situations, the depression caused serious economic dislocation. Many Americans began to embrace the idea of increasing the money supply by coining silver to ease the nation's financial hardship—a measure that the Populists had widely espoused in their political campaigns.

The "money question" became a burning issue in the Election of 1896, and the Populists, the major proponents of free silver (as the policy came to be called), joined forces with the Democratic Party in an attempt to wrest the presidency from the Republicans. They nominated Nebraska politician William Jennings Bryan for president and Populist Tom Watson from Georgia for vice president on a platform of free silver. To gain the Democratic nomination at the party convention, Bryan delivered a speech entitled "Cross of Gold," which ended with a promise to the moneyed interest in the country: "You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold!" Despite his talent as a speechmaker, Bryan lost the hard-fought election to Republican William McKinley, who campaigned on the slogan of "sound money" (adherence to the gold standard, no coinage of silver) and warned of the danger of Populist radicalism. 

Populism gave rise to such colorful characters as "Pitchfork" Ben Tillman of South Carolina, "Sockless" Jerry Simpson of Kansas, and stump-orators like Mary Lease of Kansas, who argued that farmers needed "to raise less corn and more hell!" Some even argued that white and black farmers in the South were both "in the same ditch" and should unite to better their conditions. African-American farmers organized "colored" alliances and in some cases held important positions in Populist organizations. The Populist movement lost any significant political power following the election of 1896. Shortly after McKinley won the presidency, gold was discovered in South Africa, Colorado, and Alaska, and the resulting increase in the gold supply ended the depression and brought renewed prosperity to many farmers. Many Populist ideas survived the demise of the movement and were enacted into law over the span of the next 20 years. The graduated income tax, the direct election of senators, the secret ballot, and government subsidies to farmers all had Populist origins.
Nativism

Nativism implies a favoring of native inhabitants and a prejudice toward outsiders, particularly foreigners. At various times throughout the American past, nativism in the form of anti-Catholicism, anti-Semitism, and anti-immigrant sentiment has dominated public opinion and political circles. Americans frequently lapse into nativism during times of economic decline, warfare, and heavy immigration, when they feel economically, socially, and politically threatened by new as well as long-standing "foreigners." 

Nativism has often surfaced during times of stress in American culture. During the late 18th century, for instance, nativism became widespread for the first time in the history of the United States due to the instability of the new national government. A young and fragile nation with a weak military and a relatively open political system, the United States in the 1790s became a growing attraction for immigrants from Europe. Yet many Americans feared the rising tide of French immigrants fleeing the violent French Revolution. Despite the assistance rendered by the French to the United States during the American Revolution, Americans feared the newcomers, who might bring radical ideas to upset the American political scene. 

This climate continued into the early 19th century due in part to the growth in slavery and American Indian warfare then taking place. Holding African Americans in bondage and taking Indian lands by military force placed white Americans in a mindset of racial exclusiveness and homogeneity, an ethos that also supported nativism. 

Anti-Catholicism represented a strong focus of nativism during the mid-1900s. Following the massive immigration of 2 million Irish Catholics to the United States during the 1840s and 1850s, American Protestants became fearful of contamination by the alleged cultural inferiority of Irish people. Those new American Catholics were labeled as subversive and linked to foreign influence and anti-American behavior. Many Protestant Americans reasoned that the pope would soon become a powerful political figure within the United States. In response, large numbers of American Protestants attempted to limit the teaching of Catholicism in public schools. In 1834, Americans burned an Ursuline convent school at Charlestown, Massachusetts. In 1844, a mob attacked Irish neighborhoods and churches. A decade later, when the papal nuncio visited the United States in 1853, a large German and American Protestant mob numbering 1,200 people fought with police outside the Cincinnati cathedral where the dignitary was staying. 

Organizations formed the backbone of anti-Catholic nativism in the mid-19th century. Anchoring the nativist movement, the United American Mechanics was a working-class, white, Protestant organization that targeted groups that it felt threatened the rights of American workingmen. By 1855, more than 50,000 men belonged to the ritual-bound organization. The large membership was due in part to the recent arrival of Irish workers. The emergence of the Know-Nothing Party also illustrates the high level of organization achieved during this period of nativism. Founded in New York City in 1849 as the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner, the organization grew into the most powerful nativist organization prior to the formation of the Ku Klux Klan in the late 1860s. 

Taking its name from its ritual of secrecy, the Know-Nothing Party grew into a powerful political force that shaped the outcome of presidential elections in the 1850s. The national debate over slavery disrupted American politics and provided space for third parties to form. The Know-Nothings capitalized on that development. During elections in 1854 and 1857, the party won several seats in Congress as well as many state governorships. In 1856, the party ran ex-president Millard Fillmore for president and received more than 900,000 votes. Espousing goals of electing native-born leaders and mandating caps on immigration quotas, the political movement also supported calls for limitations on the amount of property owned by the Catholic Church in the United States. The movement waned, however, when slavery split the nation in two during the Civil War. 

Anti-Catholic nativism resurfaced in the late 19th century due to the growing power of the Catholic Church in the United States. During the 1884 presidential election, nativism became a political force once again. Several anti-Catholic organizations flourished and declined in the 1880s. In 1887, the American Protective Association was founded. Highly secretive like the Know-Nothings, it quietly supported anti-Catholic candidates. It counted more than 100,000 members (including African Americans, women, and immigrants) who pledged to reduce the influence of Catholicism in American politics. The organization's influence declined as public fear of Catholics waned and its leaders found other outlets for nativist sentiment. 

In the western United States, Chinese immigrants endured a nativist movement that reached fruition in California during the 1870s and 1880s. The discovery of gold in 1849 induced hundreds of thousands of Chinese people, predominantly men, to immigrate to California. The economic competition they represented in the gold fields motivated white American miners to pass a miner's tax to push Chinese (and other foreign miners) out of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, where most of the gold was located. The Chinese became business owners and railroad workers in the late 1860s and 1870s and established "Chinatowns" in Western cities to survive economically. 
After a severe recession and a series of bitter industrial strikes hit the United States in the 1870s, anti-Chinese sentiment grew in California. The movement received widespread support from the Irish working class and was led by Dennis Kearney, an Irish worker and political activist in San Francisco. The anti-Chinese movement also drew strong support from unions and newspapers across the nation. The Knights of Labor, a popular labor union, pushed Congress in the late 1870s to restrict Chinese competition with white workers. Congress eventually passed a bill known as the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882), restricting the immigration of Chinese into the United States to only a few individuals each year. 

Although the Chinese could no longer immigrate to America, those who were here continued to endure abuse. In 1885, a coalition of disaffected workers attempted to instigate a boycott against Chinese-manufactured cigars in San Francisco. A speaker endorsed by the Knights of Labor stated of the event, "This is the old irrepressible conflict between slave and white labor. God grant there may be survival of the fittest." Violence became a byproduct of anti-Chinese nativism. In the late 1880s, a Chinatown at the Union Pacific Railroad coal mine in Rock Springs, Wyoming was burned to the ground and the bystanders shot by an angry mob of unemployed miners. The day after the fire, 28 Chinese were found dead. Anti-Chinese nativism continued into the 1890s. The American Federation of Labor, the largest labor union in the United States during that time, agitated Congress to extend the Chinese Exclusion Act when it came up for renewal in 1892. 

In addition to anti-Catholic and anti-Chinese sentiment, anti-Semitism also served as a focal point for nativist thought in the 19th century. Rooted in Christian stereotypes of Jews as greedy and insular people dominated by a mysterious religion hostile to Christianity, anti-Semitism exercised a deeper and more lasting influence on American culture than anti-Catholicism. Immigration served as a catalyst for anti-Semitism in much the same way as it did for anti-Catholic sentiment; anti-Semitism increased markedly when millions of Jews from Eastern Europe immigrated to the United States in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

Encouraged by the proliferation of propaganda by political groups hostile to Jewish influence in Europe, discrimination against Jews became commonplace in American life. Anti-Semitism also increased due to the upward social movement of successful German Jews who first arrived in the 1850s. Despite anti-Semitic nativism, Jewish Americans achieved economic and political success by the late 19th century that unfortunately brought a backlash from white, Anglo-Saxon Protestants. 

Representing several wings of nativist thought, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) has kept nativism alive in America since the early post-Civil War period. Founded by ex-Confederate general Nathan Forrest in 1866, the KKK began as an organization to keep African Americans and federal sympathizers from rising to economic, social, and political equality with white Southerners during Reconstruction, when the North attempted to reform the South. The Klan started at Pulaski, Tennessee and adopted the rituals of the Sons of Malta, a nonpolitical group operating at that time. The organization reached its heyday between 1866 and 1870 and 1915 and 1950. Its origins clearly reveal a connection to nativist groups like the Know-Nothings, which flourished during the antebellum period but did not survive the Civil War. 

The Klan's targets following World War I were predictable: African Americans, Jews, and Catholics. Though the Klan focused mostly on blacks until 1915, the second KKK increased its anti-Catholic and anti-Semitic emphasis. The Klan targeted Jewish business owners and white Catholics who sympathized with African Americans in their quest to achieve equality following the end of slavery. Renamed the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, the revived group bore the indelible stamp of its founder and visionary, a Georgian named William Simmons. Like other leaders of nativist organizations, Simmons excelled at joining and operating volunteer organizations. He hired an Atlanta public relations organization called the Southern Publicity Association to disseminate Klan rhetoric, a tactic that helped the Klan rise to the height of its power by the mid-20th century. 

The end of World War I promised of a flood of war refugees, particularly from the new Soviet Union. American Protestants believed they would bring anarchy and bloodshed to the U.S. political and social scene. In the 1920s, however, the Klan began to lose members following the passage of the Immigration Act (1924), which severely cut back immigration from southern and eastern Europe. By the end of the 1920s, following an era of prosperity for the white middle class, the Klan had only 82,000 members. The 1928 election, however, was shaped by Klan anti-Catholic rhetoric. Democratic presidential candidate Alfred E. Smith lost to Republican Herbert Hoover due in part to Smith's Catholic background, a fact he could not shake during the 
Americanization

The use of the term Americanization became widespread after 1915, but as formal policy, the Americanization of immigrants was established during and after World War I. Assimilation differs in kind and can be distinguished as, first, that which tends toward imbuing immigrants with Anglo Saxon principles and concerns; second, where national identity is not dictated by the preeminent or longest-present group, often described as the melting pot; and last, where a profusion of ethnic types and identities coexists. Of these three, it is the first, which Desmond King describes as Anglo-Conformity, which most closely approximates the historical experience of the United States. By the Civil War, a white, Protestant, Anglo-Saxon group, derived from the first English colonists and later northern and western Europeans and who considered themselves as "Americans" and distinguished themselves from nonwhites and non-English, were already a dominant group. These attributes shaped the Americanization impulse in the early 20th century when attempts to define and defend American traits were used politically to control eligibility for assimilation.

Concerns regarding the perceived unwillingness of new immigrants to naturalize as U.S. citizens and their absence of "Americanism" rose during World War I. Legislation thereby allowed for the active promotion of citizenship classes and the dissemination of educational material by public schools, which received names of applicants for citizenship from the Bureau of Naturalization. The role of schools was to promote those values defined as American.

Before American involvement in World War I, the process of assimilation had relatively little effect on the public; however, America's entry aggravated latent tensions, released suspicions about "hyphenated Americans" (Americans whose nationality was prefixed by their ethnic origin, such as Italian-American), and increased pressure by nativists and 100% Americanizers on the administration for a more intensive Americanization policy. Education programs to assist Americanization were voluntary at first, reaching a peak only after 1918 when anti-immigration sentiment led to increasing pressure for mandatory Americanization. By supplying advisers, workers, equipment, teaching materials, and some funding of Americanization Committees, the National Americanization Committee made the establishment of education programs in schools and industry possible. This privately funded body also underwrote the Immigration Committee of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which also promoted Americanization by employers whose involvement demonstrated a fitting connection between political and industrial motives. Private funding reflects the extent of collaboration between a government agency and the private sector.

There were some, though, like Frances Kellor of the National Americanization Committee, who believed that these initiatives were insufficient to counter what she perceived as anti-American bias, sedition, and dishonest propaganda among non-English speaking groups and organizations. In 1918, new collaborative initiatives under the umbrella of the War Work Extension, and headed by Kellor, were therefore established and formed the basis for a structured program. In contrast to the political pressures with which Americanization was more associated after the war, the emphasis still was on education and language proficiency. It had been possible as far back as the Revolutionary era to discriminate between various ethnic constituents both by differences in language and by differences in social customs and religions. Americanization initiatives maintained this racial context, with immigrants being differentiated by nationality. Any inadequacies in literacy were discerned as risks to American productivity and war readiness.

The reality of diverse ethnic origins and enduring cultural variations tends to be glossed over in the need to emphasize national unity during times of conflict. This requirement facilitated the growth of such populist campaigns as 100% American, whereas the pejorative "un-American" developed after the war's end. It was unclear whether national unity meant consensus of opinion, allegiance to government, or the desertion of all foreign obligation, but the consequences of equivocation were the preeminence of an unambiguous official Americanism and, as some reformers grew frustrated with what they saw as the relative impotence of Americanization, the growth of such reactionary movements as the American Legion, founded in 1919.

Concerns regarding the potential threat of radical unassimilated immigrants unsympathetic to American principles led to increasing calls for compulsory registration and education, and Americanization assumed a markedly nativist and patriotic stance. Even though reformers before 1918 assigned the alleged inferiority of southern and eastern Europeans to cultural influences, rather than racial differences, their successors used pseudoscience to justify aliens' "racial" inferiority. For these most fervent activists, Americanization implied leaving behind ethnic diversity and adopting a homogeneous notion of national identity. Breaking up ethnic communities was thought to be essential in realizing this assimilation because assimilation has been markedly slower wherever collective migration and economic and geographic impulses have led to ethnic concentration and isolation.

As language was central to the assimilation process, suspicions fell on foreign language newspapers, which still circulated widely after World War I. Circulation figures for the largest foreign-language nationally distributed daily, weekly, and monthly papers in the main languages spoken by immigrants (Italian, German, Swedish, Norwegian-Danish, and Polish) amounted to 1.15 million copies. In New York alone, daily papers in Yiddish sold more than 350,000 copies. The 100 Percent American Committee believed these papers to be "America's Greatest Menace," advocating legislation to prohibit publication of any newspaper not printed in English, whereas other Americanizers believed that the papers could be exploited by the placement of pro-American stories. At the state level, a great deal of legislation in favor of Americanization was passed between 1919 and 1920, largely as a result of the hysterical responses to anti-immigrant campaigns. By 1919, many states had legislation stipulating some or all of the following: English as a medium of instruction in all schools, instruction in American history and civil government, flying the American flag on school houses, and patriotic exercises in schools. Such steps were instrumental in creating the background to the restrictive legislation of the early 1920s, measures that diluted the argument for regulated Americanization because reduced immigration satisfying national quotas meant that new arrivals were supposedly selected more carefully.

Some dissenting voices, however, believed that Americans would benefit from the legacy of ethnic and cultural diversity, arguing that, should there be a stereotypical American, then he or she was a blend of various traditions rather than the "hyphenated" type from which few could avoid descent. Concerns were also raised about the extent of intrusion that Americanization insinuated, whereas the term itself implied denationalization. Writing in 1920, John Daniels believed that immigrants' own organizations and societies could assist in the process of Americanization, acting organically as places of transition where newcomers could raise morale and resources before identifying more closely with the surrounding American community. Dissenters from the official view, however, were in the minority.

Americanization concentrated on immigrants, largely excluding some 10 million African Americans who, in 1919, were highlighted by Fred Butler, director of Americanization in the Bureau of Education, for their supposed mental deficiencies, reflecting the eugenic debates then being discussed before congressional immigration committees and which were used to justify increasingly exclusionary legislation in the 1920s. 

The Progressive Era

The Progressive Era encompassed the 20 or so years surrounding the turn of the 20th century and is generally identified as the years 1890–1913. The era was notable for the attempts of its most influential thinkers and activists to improve U.S. society—that is, to progress—through reforms, both legislative and social. 

While an American phenomenon, Progressivism had its roots in European social reform. German thinkers were especially influential in the transportation of reform ideals across the Atlantic Ocean to the United States. This wide-ranging movement encompassed the efforts of a variety of social sectors. Primarily, though, the Progressives can be characterized as middle-class, white American men and women who shared a concern about threats to society. The source of those threats, they believed, was the change wrought by industrialization and urbanization. Those forces fundamentally and permanently altered the nature of life in the United States; by the turn of the 20th century, the nation had been utterly transformed. Since the end of the Civil War in 1865, the number of people living in urban centers increased exponentially, forever changing the demographic makeup of the previously rural nation. Additionally, the Industrial Revolution that had begun in the United States before the Civil War reached a crescendo during the years 1865–1900, the period known as the Gilded Age. 

As a result of those two trends, profound problems emerged that were previously unknown in the United States. In the developing urban centers, scores of people crowded into tenement houses, sometimes several families to one or two small, overcrowded, and rodent-infested rooms. Embryonic municipal governments failed to address adequately such severe problems as lack of sewage removal and insufficient—often nonexistent—public health care programs and facilities. Further, the emerging factory system in which many of these people worked was highly dangerous, providing little or no protection to employees or the families of employees hurt, maimed, or killed on the job. Complicating all those things was the surge in European and Asian immigration that reached its height at the same time. The physical makeup of the nation, the way in which citizens lived and worked, and increased ethnic and racial tensions combined to make the United States a seemingly completely different nation than it had been in the early decades of the republic. 

All those changes led many Americans, particularly those educated in the country's new universities, to worry about the nation's social and moral fabric. Those reformers sought to rectify the problems in a number of ways, both individually and in groups. They worked through voluntary organizations and state and federal governmental agencies, in what one historian has called a "search for order" amid the chaos. The most prominent Progressive reforms took place in the areas of labor protection, health care services, urban living, and environmental protection. Eventually Progressive activists were able to pressure governmental bodies to enact legislative protections in all those areas. 

In the area of labor reform, the most prominent issues included child labor and workers' compensation. In the latter part of the 19th century, child labor became very common in the United States, as children provided a cheap and easily dominated workforce. By the early years of the 20th century, an estimated 4 million children aged 10 to 15 made up a substantial part of the nation's workforce. As the number of children in the workplace skyrocketed, so too did the number of children injured or killed at work. The blatant exploitation of children by employers angered reformers, who aggressively lobbied state legislatures and the federal government to curb the access of employers to children, who, they argued, should be spending their time in the schoolhouse and not in the workhouse. Employers forcefully resisted those efforts, as did many parents who relied on the money earned by their children. Convinced of the immorality of child labor, the Progressives—or "child savers" as they were often labeled—persisted and eventually secured some restrictions on child employment. The most famous law passed as a result of those efforts, the Keating-Owen Act of 1916, did not last very long but was nonetheless an important first step in protecting children. 

The issue of workers' compensation was equally important to Progressives, and on this issue, too, they met with the intransigent opposition of employers and conservative legislators who were openly probusiness. Despite the fact that the U.S. workplace by the 19th century's end was an extremely dangerous place, those powerful opponents maintained that government intervention in the economy—one of the hallmarks of the Progressive agenda—was inappropriate. 

In New York, however, reformers found early success with the 1911 passage of the nation's first workers' compensation law. The measure, which other state legislatures soon emulated, provided for the protection of employees through safety measures and stricter oversight and maintenance of machinery. It also created a system of benefits for those who were injured or maimed by machinery, and it provided some welfare for the families of victims of workplace fatalities. Prominent Progressives spearheaded those employee victories, but they were also made possible by the burgeoning labor movement, as union members, in the largest numbers to that time, became more vociferous in their demands that the U.S. government protect the nation's workforce from exploitative and powerful business interests, including the fiercely anti-labor National Manufacturers' Association. 

In addition to taming the workplace, Progressive reformers worked to "civilize" the city. By the turn of the 20th century, the number of Americans living in urban centers had swelled to nearly half of the country's total population. The speed with which that happened startled many and wrought tremendous problems for those unfortunate enough to be living in new, poorly planned, and often squalid cities. One approach the Progressives used to solve urban problems was the famous settlement house movement. 

Perhaps the best-known proponent of the settlement house scheme was Jane Addams, who embodied the Progressive spirit and in many ways was representative of the movement as a whole. Like most of her counterparts, Addams was born into privilege. Her parents instilled in her a deep sense of social responsibility. A critical part of that was what was known during the Progressive Era as the social gospel movement, or an organized movement that held the belief that the wealthy had a special obligation to improve society. That obligation also entailed spreading Christianity. Those dual purposes characterized the settlement house movement, a system of social reform that Addams had encountered while living in Europe. The first and most famous was Hull House, established in Chicago in 1889. The settlement houses were located in the heart of poor ethnic neighborhoods, which very often were composed primarily of immigrants. In recent years, historians have criticized the settlement house workers for imposing white, middle-class, Anglo-Saxon values and cultural habits on immigrants. However, the services provided to the urban poor during the Progressive Era alleviated much of the suffering endured by those people. 

For many years, the kind of individual-driven reform represented by the settlement house movement was the only source of aid to the lower classes. The Progressives were, in fact, often at odds with state and local governments. That changed in 1901 with the assassination of President William McKinley and the ascendancy of his vice president, Theodore Roosevelt, to the nation's highest office. In Roosevelt, the Progressives found a powerful ally. Roosevelt, the former reformist governor of the state of New York, brought the Progressive agenda to the White House. Promising the American people a "Square Deal," Roosevelt proposed a number of legislative measures to protect the health and welfare of the public and the environment. 

Roosevelt's activist approach to governing permanently changed the relationship between the federal government and the public. The government under his leadership assumed a role of protector, and the public in succeeding generations came to expect the continuation of that role. The most startling example of that change came in the early months of Roosevelt's administration when he broke with the hands-off, or laissez-faire, tradition of his predecessors. When coal miners went on strike in the west, Roosevelt intervened on their behalf, threatening to shut down the mining company if it did not negotiate with its employees. That action was a marked change from the past and illustrated the Progressive ideals of government activism and labor protection. 

In another groundbreaking move, Roosevelt proposed and secured the passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act in 1906. That legislation placed stringent regulations on the food and drug industries, furthering the activist role of the government and providing a sense of safety to the public. While Roosevelt himself played a critical part in securing those changes, Progressive journalists, or "muckrakers," as the president labeled them, were often the catalysts for reform. Upton Sinclair's The Jungle, for example, highlighted in ghastly detail the horrors of the meat packing industry, and Lincoln Steffens' The Shame of the Cities uncovered the plight of the urban poor. The convergence of the reformist mood exemplified by the Progressives with the Roosevelt presidency provided a unique opportunity for meaningful and lasting change. 

Another area in which Roosevelt and the Progressives achieved significant reform was the environment. For generations, Americans had exploited with abandon the country's natural resources, and those calling for conservation measures met resistance or were ignored altogether. Roosevelt's presidency afforded environmental Progressives a chance to protect the environment. Roosevelt, a longtime outdoorsman, met with the famous environmentalist John Muir and began a national campaign to conserve the nation's resources and to preserve wilderness areas for future generations. Roosevelt was the first president to have lived in the American West, which was still largely undeveloped. Because of that experience, he had a profound belief in both the sacredness of the wilderness and in the need to use resources wisely.
Roosevelt, a Republican, remained in office until 1909. Three years later, he cofounded the Progressive Party, or Bull Moose Party, as it came to be known. In the 1912 presidential election, he ran on that third party's ticket against Democrat Woodrow Wilson, himself a Progressive. Wilson won the election, and his administration secured the passage of many of the ideals articulated by Roosevelt's Progressive Party. 

Wilson achieved the Progressives' long-sought ideal of government regulation of the economy. He secured tariff reform and was instrumental in the creation of the Federal Reserve in 1913. Those previously sacrosanct areas of the economy—tariffs and the money supply—allowed the government a greater measure of control over the nation's economic course and took those matters out of the hands of powerful businessmen, including the banker billionaire J. P. Morgan. Wilson's actions as president also irked more activist Progressives. He refused, for example, to step in on behalf of laborers who had long been the targets of the courts. For decades, the judges had issued injunctions barring workers from striking, thus providing a very powerful source of support for employers. 

Wilson's refusal to halt the use of injunctions illustrated the limits of the Progressive movement. While driven by a desire to make U.S. society safer and provide more of a level playing field for all, the movement never sought to completely alter the existing social and economic order. Rather, Progressives advocated government intervention on behalf of those who were powerless—either in the face of abusive employers, corrupt business practices, or unsanitary and unsafe conditions. As a result, the Progressive Era was characterized sometimes by incremental change and often by abortive or unsuccessful attempts at wide-ranging reform. Nonetheless, important changes were achieved, particularly the relationship between the government and the citizenry. In this way, the efforts of activists during the Progressive Era laid the foundation for more fundamental change in later eras, especially during the New Deal era of the 1930s and 1940s. 

 

The progressive movement was a period of widespread political reform that lasted from the 1890s through the first two decades of the 20th century. Not a single, coherent crusade for change, the progressive movement actually comprised a number of efforts on the local, state, and national levels. 

Progressives, who included both Democrats and Republicans, championed such causes as tax reform, woman suffrage, political reform, industrial regulation, the minimum wage, the eight-hour work day, and workers' compensation. The movement was aided by a breed of journalists called muckrakers, who revealed corruption and societal ills, and preachers of the Social Gospel, who advocated Christian principles as the solution to those ills. 

Public interest in progressive reforms began to expand during the terrible economic depression of 1893, which lasted until about 1897. During that time, the enormous discrepancies between the rich and the poor became even more apparent. It was evident to many middle-class, educated observers (who comprised the bulk of the movement) that many factors—the deplorable working conditions of many laborers, the stifling of economic competition by huge business monopolies, political corruption, and vast concentrations of wealth in the families of a few major capitalists—prevented most Americans from taking full advantage of the economic and social opportunities promised by U.S. society. 

Beginning at the local and state levels, where the progressives achieved most of their success, members of the movement enacted a wide-ranging series of economic, social, and political reforms. Those reforms included the development of public transportation; housing regulations; worker safety laws; minimum wage laws; and the passage of election-related laws regarding initiatives, referendums, political primaries, and the recall of public officials. Moreover, social workers ventured into the cities' slums to minister to the poor and to establish educational settlement houses. 

Although less successful at the federal level, progressives achieved such breakthroughs as the passage of the Sixteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which provided for a federal income tax; passage of the Seventeenth Amendment, which allowed for the direct election of U.S. senators; and establishment of the Federal Trade Commission to oversee the regulation of business practices. 

The reform-minded enthusiasm of the Progressive Era came to an end as the United States entered World War I in 1917, and energies were redirected into the war effort. Public zeal for social change had also waned, and many longed for a period of "normalcy," which would characterize the decade of the 1920s. At the close of the era, there were still many inequities that progressives had failed to challenge successfully, but they had nevertheless established the basis for future reform movements that continued their legacy during the 1930s and 1960s.
