
The Spirit of Progressivism and Reform

1890-1918

a. Where did Progressivism draw the vast majority of its support? How did the rise of professionals 
change American society? What did the social justice movement focus its attention on during the period? 
In what two movements did women have a tremendous impact in during the period? How? What is 
pragmatism? How did progressives change education and law? 

b.  How did political reform come to America during this era in the following areas:

* Interest Groups
* Major Cities
* States

What important reforms came in each area? 

The Muckrakers

c.  According to the documents, what issues concerned the muckrakers, or the famous investigative 
journalists of the Progressive Era? Write a thesis about their concerns. 

Document 1— 

In October 1902 McClure’s Magazine published what many consider the first muckraking article, Lincoln Steffens' 
“Tweed Days in St. Louis.”

St. Louis, the fourth city in size in the United States, is making two announcements to the world: one that it is the 
worst-governed city in the land; the other that it wishes all men to come there (for the World’s Fair) and see it. It 
isn’t our worst-governed city; Philadelphia is that. But St. Louis is worth examining while we have it inside out.

The corruption of St. Louis came from the top. The best citizens—the merchants and big financiers—used to rule 
the town, and they ruled it well. They set out to outstrip Chicago. The commercial and industrial war between these 
two cities was at one time a picturesque and dramatic spectacle such as is witnessed only in our country. Business 
men were not mere merchants and the politicians were not mere grafters; the two kinds of citizens got together 
and wielded the power of banks, railroads, factories, the prestige of the city, and the spirit of its citizens to gain 
business and population. And it was a close race. Chicago, having the start, always led, but St. Louis had pluck, 
intelligence, and tremendous energy. It pressed Chicago hard. It excelled in a sense of civic beauty and good 
government; and there are those who think yet it might have won. But a change occurred. Public spirit became 
private spirit, public enterprise became private greed.

Document 2— 

Ida M. Tarbell, “The History of the Standard Oil Company,” McClure’s Magazine, 1902-1904.

. . . Until the people of the United States have solved the question of free and equal transportation it is idle to 
suppose that they will not have a trust question. So long as it is possible for a company to own the exclusive carrier 
on which a great natural product depends for transportation, and to use this carrier to limit a competitor’s supply 
or to cut off that supply entirely if the rival is offensive, and always to make him pay a higher rate than it costs the 
owner, it is ignorance and folly to talk about constitutional amendments limiting trusts. . . So long as the Standard 
Oil Company can control transportation as it does to-day, it will remain master of the oil industry, and the people 



of the United States will pay for their indifference and folly. . . . . . . We are a commercial people. We cannot boast of 
our arts, our crafts, our cultivation; our boast is in the wealth we produce. As a consequence business success is 
sanctified, and, practically, any methods which achieve it are justified by a larger and larger class. . . . 

Document 3— 

Attack on the Meatpackers (1906)— The Jungle— by Upton Sinclair. 

There was never the least attention paid to what was cut up for sausage; there would come all the way back from 
Europe old sausage that had been rejected, and that was mouldy and white—it would be dosed with borax and 
glycerine, and dumped into the hoppers, and made over again for home consumption. There would be meat that 
had tumbled out on the floor, in the dirt and sawdust, where the workers had tramped and spit uncounted billions 
of consumption germs. There would be meat stored in great piles in rooms; and the water from leaky roofs would 
drip over it, and thousands of rats would race about on it. It was too dark in these storage places to see well, but a 
man could run his hand over these piles of meat and sweep off handfuls of the dried dung of rats. These rats were 
nuisances, and the packers would put poisoned bread out for them, they would die, and then rats, bread, and meat 
would go into the hoppers together. This is no fairy story and no joke; the meat would be shovelled into carts, and 
the man who did the shoveling would not trouble to lift out a rat even when he saw one—there were things that 
went into the sausage in comparison with which a poisoned rat was a tidbit. There was no place for the men to 
wash their hands before they ate their dinner, and so they made a practice of washing them in the water that was 
to be ladled into the sausage. There were the butt-ends of smoked meat, and the scraps of corned beef, and all the 
odds and ends of the waste of the plants, that would be dumped into old barrels in the cellar and left there. Under 
the system of rigid economy which the packers enforced, there were some jobs that it only paid to do once in a 
long time, and among these was the cleaning out of the waste barrels. Every spring they did it; and in the barrels 
would be dirt and rust and old nails and stale water—and cart load after cart load of it would be taken up and 
dumped into the hoppers with fresh meat, and sent out to the public's breakfast. Some of it they would make into 
"smoked" sausage—but as the smoking took time, and was therefore expensive, they would call upon their 
chemistry department, and preserve it with borax and color it with gelatine to make it brown. All of their sausage 
came out of the same bowl, but when they came to wrap it they would stamp some of it "special," and for this they 
would charge two cents more a pound. . . .

Document 4— 

Preservationist and Sierra Club founder John Muir did not testify before Congress, but he argued against the Hetch 
Hetchy plan in this excerpt from his 1912 book, The Yosemite.

Hetch Hetchy Valley, far from being a plain, common, rock-bound meadow, as many who have not seen it seem to 
suppose, is a grand landscape garden, one of Nature’s rarest and most precious mountain temples. As in Yosemite, 
the sublime rocks of its walls seem to glow with life, whether leaning back in repose or standing erect in thoughtful 
attitudes, giving welcome to storms and calms alike, their brows in the sky, their feet set in the groves and gay 
flowery meadows, while birds, bees, and butterflies help the river and waterfalls to stir all the air into music—things 
frail and fleeting and types of permanence meeting here and blending, just as they do in Yosemite, to draw her 
lovers into close and confiding communion with her.

Sad to say, this most precious and sublime feature of the Yosemite National Park, one of the greatest of all our 
natural resources for the uplifting joy and peace and health of the people, is in danger of being dammed and made 
into a reservoir to help supply San Francisco with water and light, thus flooding it from wall to wall and burying its 
gardens and groves one or two hundred feet deep. This grossly destructive commercial scheme has long been 
planned and urged (though water as pure and abundant can be got from sources outside of the people’s park, in a 
dozen different places), because of the comparative cheapness of the dam and of the territory which it is sought to 
divert from the great uses to which it was dedicated in the Act of 1890 establishing the Yosemite National Park.


