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    Introduction



    One generation after the Civil War, the United States was unrecognizable to
    Americans born in the 1860s. The last quarter of the nineteenth century saw
    great changes in the way people lived; more people lived in cities and
    worked outside of their home than ever before, and there was an influx of
    immigration. After the Civil War, the march of industrialization picked up
    pace, and mechanization and factories defined reality like never before.



    The idea of progress defined the period between 1890 and 1920. There were
    overall optimism and faith that civilization was moving toward a greater
    place than it had been before. In areas where that progress was leaving
    people behind, reformers were ready, armed with the latest ideas, theories,
    and tools to help their less fortunate fellows. As the twentieth century
    approached, a new age was dawning for humanity. The Progressive Era earned
    its name from that overarching idea, the idea of going forward as a
    society. Reform was largely conducted in the urban centers of the United
    States by the middle class who believed cities were in the greatest need of
    improvement, though rural areas were not entirely neglected. The movement
    started out on a grassroots level and matured into a nationwide movement,
    when all of the presidential candidates, regardless of party, tried to seem
    more progressive than their competitors.



    Progressives weren’t interested in reform simply for reform’s sake; the
    idea was to improve society in areas that were largely neglected in years
    prior. The progressives were especially concerned with corruption, both in
    politics and business. They were also focused on protecting people from the
    dangers of the new society, spearheading concern for children workers, the
    safety of the workplace for all workers, and what industry was doing to the
    world.



    Many progressives were also concerned with societal issues. They were
    dedicated to protecting women, and some advocated for the women’s right to
    vote. Many progressives also saw the need to curb the nation’s worst
    habits. Drinking was the primary target, and the temperance movement was
    one of the largest of the era. In addition, progressives saw the need to
    bring order and civility to many of the amusements in which people
    participated. Making sports less violent and more structured was an
    important cause for progressives, along with the elimination of other vices
    such as gambling and prostitution.



    The Progressive Era emerged slowly and spread over decades in the United
    States. Its end, however, came suddenly. The use of science and technology
    to make war horribly efficient in murdering millions made the ethos of
    progress seem like a cruel joke. By the time the First World War ended, the
    progressive movement had as well.



Chapter One



    Stirred to Action



    “The problem of our age is the proper administration of wealth.”



    —Andrew Carnegie, 1889



    The period after Reconstruction in the United States saw a fundamental
    shift in the socio-economic structure of the country. What had begun before
    the Civil War emerged at a rapid pace. The industrialization of the 1870s
    bore little resemblance to the ending of shop culture and piecework of the
    1840s and 1850s. Though the textile mills of Lowell and Worcester,
    Massachusetts were massive undertakings, before the Civil War they were
    more the exception than the rule. The production of steel also emerged
    before the war, but the steel plants that would give Pittsburgh its moniker
    “the Steel City” were established toward the end of the nineteenth century.



    The person most responsible for the rise of steel was Andrew Carnegie, a
    Scottish immigrant who moved to the United States with his family in 1848.
    He worked in a variety of industries including railroads and iron working
    before investing in steel rolling mills, and with his iron working holdings
    he supplied many of the raw materials that were used to build the nation’s
    first railroads. It was with steel however that Carnegie made his greatest
    fortune. This was due to two significant measures. He was the first steel
    producer to perfect the Bessemer process, which was a cheap method of
    removing the impurities from iron at a much faster rate than had been done
    previously. The second factor was his use of an economic concept called
    vertical integration. In this model one company, in this case Carnegie’s
    steel, owns all components of supply and production. So from the raw
    materials to the finished product, one company controls all of the steps in
    bringing the product to market.



    By 1901, Carnegie was ready to retire and devote as much of his fortune to
    philanthropic causes as he could. For this reason, he was looking for
    someone to buy him out of the steel business. That buyer came in the person
    of one John Pierpont Morgan, the famed New York financier. His success was
    in finance and banking but also in taking over and consolidating various
    companies in the United States. His buyout of Carnegie was the largest
    corporate buyout in American history up to that point. In addition to
    buying out Carnegie, Morgan acquired other steel producers and renamed the
    new company U.S. Steel. Morgan also had a hand in establishing General
    Electric and AT and T. If it was a major corporation in the United States,
    J.P. Morgan was involved.



    But one industry that Morgan did not have as much control over was oil.
    John D. Rockefeller was the driving force behind kerosene and oil
    refinement. By the end of the nineteenth century it was estimated that he
    controlled 90% of all the oil in the United States. Rockefeller didn’t have
    quite the vertical integration on the front end of his production, but
    unlike his competitors, who dumped close to 40% of their waste after
    refining the oil, Rockefeller used the offal product to make other
    products, including gasoline, lubricating oil, and tar. Very little went to
    waste in Rockefeller’s hands—and his hands were never idle. As part of his
    dominance, Rockefeller undersold all of his competition to the point of
    either driving them out of business or selling to him. As his oil empire
    reached beyond Ohio, where he was based, to stretch across the country, he
    developed the Standard Oil Trust, basically a corporation of corporations
    to oversee them all. By 1882, Rockefeller had no competition in the world
    of oil refinement and production.



    Industrialists like Rockefeller and Carnegie were innovators in how they
    produced their products and how they organized their businesses. In
    addition, the most successful industrialists of the late nineteenth century
    were ruthless when it came to competition. If a competitor wouldn’t sell,
    then he was driven out of business by large corporations like Standard Oil
    and U.S. Steel.



    Along with needing vast amounts of energy, mostly coal at the start of the
    industrialization and oil later, the industries of the nineteenth century
    required one more key component: workers. Work in the new industrial age
    was not for the faint of heart. On average employees worked ten to twelve
    hours a day, at least six days a week sometimes seven. Wages were low,
    about two to three dollars a day. Child labor was common across most
    industries, with the average age of children in the workplace being 14
    years old. In some industries, like coal mining, the children were as young
    as eight years old in extreme cases. In the workplace, speed of production
    was more important than safety. In 1913 for example, over 25,000 people
    died in industrial accidents and another million were injured. The most
    dangerous work was in the coal mines where explosions and collapses were
    commonplace.



    Living conditions for workers were also extreme. Those working in the
    factories lived in cramped tenements with no hot water, nor central
    heating. Families lived in close quarters, sometimes multiple families in
    one unit. Things weren’t any better for those living in coal mining towns;
    most of the shanties in Western Pennsylvania and West Virginia didn’t have
    indoor plumbing and were poorly constructed making them very susceptible to
    the elements. Especially in the cities, those that were working and living
    under these conditions had only recently arrived in the United States.
    Starting in 1880, a new wave of immigration started. Unlike previous waves,
    the majority of which came from the British Isles and German states, the
    immigrants came largely from southern and eastern Europe. Southern
    Italians, Russian Jews, Greeks, and various Balkan peoples steadily
    streamed into the United States. In 1882, close to 800,000 immigrants came
    to the United States. In 1907, a peak was reached at 1.3 million, which would not
    be matched until almost a century later in the 1990s.



    The new arrivals spoke very little English and brought customs very foreign
    to not only the Yankee stock of the first settlers in the U.S. but also to
    the Irish and Germans already living in the cities. The cultural
    differences, the competition for living space, and the rivalry for work
    made conflict between the various groups inevitable. Neighborhood disputes
    often turned violent with little interference from the authorities. The
    police force was in place more to protect the middle and upper-class
    neighborhoods, not keep the peace between immigrant groups.



    It was this mix of different peoples, all looking for new opportunities,
    that provided the labor for the industrial machine that was the United
    States. The differences between the groups were often exploited by
    employers, stoking the competition for jobs and floor management positions
    in the factories. The lack of understanding English and American customs
    was also exploited—the less employees knew about their rights, the better.
    The division of labor into small tasks also meant replacing workers was
    relatively easy.



    But workers started to have other ideas. The Knights of Labor (KOL), an
    organized labor group that began in 1869, actively recruited new
    immigrants. By the 1880s, their membership swelled to 700,000. They helped
    to organize successful strikes in the railroad industry and for the time
    were one of the most inclusive groups in the United States, accepting both
    women and African Americans to their membership.



    The Knights, however, were not seen favorably among the skilled trade
    unions, who thought the general membership diminished their collective
    power and the unique trades they represented. Tired of seeing their members
    being courted by the Knights, a number of union presidents came together to
    create the American Federation of Labor (AFL







Conclusion



    The passage of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Amendments were the fruition
    of decades-long campaigns that defined the Progressive Era more than any
    other issues. The prohibition of alcohol (Eighteenth) and the right to vote
    for women (Nineteenth) were two causes that dominated politics and society
    during the period from 1890 until 1920. However, instead of triumphs,
    leading to even greater victories of the progressive agenda, the final
    progressive amendments are seen more as a coda to the movement. The
    prohibition of alcohol was seen almost from the time it was passed as a
    relic from a bygone age. Throughout the next decade, people who would have
    never dreamed of breaking a law, let alone a federal one, did so with
    impunity. The stalwart middle class all but turned on the prohibition
    movement, preferring speakeasies to church meetings.



    After World War I and the amount of women who went to work for the war
    effort, it seemed ridiculous that women would be barred from the vote.
    Furthermore, many states had already passed legislation allowing women to
vote, so the passage of the national law was more of a    fait accompli by 1920.



    But what really ended the Progressive Era was the war itself. Starting in
    1914 and continuing through November of 1918, World War I brought
    devastation to the world unlike anything anyone had ever seen. If Western
    Europe was the pinnacle of civilization, it was a sorry state of affairs
    indeed. The faith in science and technology to better the world was instead
    instrumental in the staggering loss of life. The machine gun, chemical
    weapons, long-range artillery, and other innovations of war made science
    much more sinister than it was once imagined. After the war, the entire
    ethos of the Progressive Era was brought into question and found wanting.
    The next decade would be a strong reaction to its core ideas.



    The Progressive Era came to a sudden end because of the inability of the
    world to live up to the ideals that the movement had embraced for the
    better part of thirty years. Its legacy, however, remains through the
    constitutional amendments it put in place and legislation that changed how
    the United States did business. Even as some of those ideas have come under
    criticism, the Progressive Era is best remembered as a time of optimism and
    hope.


