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Vol LXIV, No. 4 | July, 1959

What Happened to the Progressive
Movement in the 1920’s?"

ArtHUR S. Link

F the day has not yet arrived when we can make a definite synthesis of
I political developments between the Armistice and the Great Depression,
it is surely high time for historians to begin to clear away the accumulated
heap of mistaken and half-mistaken hypotheses about this important transi-
tional period. Writing often without fear or much research (to paraphrase
Carl Becker’s remark), we recent American historians have gone on in-
defatigably to perpetuate hypotheses that either reflected the disillusionment
and despair of contemporaries, or once served their purpose in exposing the
alleged hiatus in the great continuum of twentieth-century reform.

Stated briefly, the following are what might be called the governing hy-
potheses of the period under discussion: The 1920’s were a period made almost
unique by an extraordinary reaction against idealism and reform. They were

® This paper was read in a slightly different form before a joint meeting of the American

Historical Association and the Mississippi Valley Historical Association in New York City on
December 28, 1957.
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834 Arthur 8. Link

a time when the political representatives of big business and Wall Street exe-
cuted a relentless and successful campaign in state and nation to subvert the
regulatory structure that had been built at the cost of so much toil and sweat
since the 1870’s, and to restore a Hanna-like reign of special privilege to bene-
fit business, industry, and finance. The surging tides of nationalism and
mass hatreds generated by World War I continued to engulf the land and
were manifested, among other things, in fear of communism, suppression of
civil liberties, revival of nativism and anti-Semitism most crudely exemplified
by the Ku Klux Klan, and in the triumph of racism and prejudice in immi-
gration legislation. The 1920’s were an era when great traditions and ideals
were repudiated or forgotten, when the American people, propelled by a
crass materialism in their scramble for wealth, uttered a curse on twenty-five
years of reform endeavor. As a result, progressives were stunned and every-
where in retreat along the entire political front, their forces disorganized
and leaderless, their movement shattered, their dreams of a new America
turned into agonizing nightmares.

To be sure, the total picture that emerges from these generalizations is
overdrawn. Yet it seems fair to say that leading historians have advanced
each of these generalizations, that the total picture is the one that most of us
younger historians saw during the years of our training, and that these hy-
potheses to a greater or lesser degree still control the way in which we write
and teach about the 1920’s, as a reading of textbooks and general works will
quickly show.

This paper has not been written, however, to quarrel with anyone or to
make an indictment. Its purposes are, first, to attempt to determine the de-
gree to which the governing hypotheses, as stated, are adequate or inade-
quate to explain the political phenomena of the period, and, second, to dis-
cover whether any new and sounder hypotheses might be suggested. Such an
effort, of course, must be tentative and above all imperfect in view of the ab-
sence of sufficient foundations for a synthesis.

Happily, however, we do not have to proceed entirely in the dark. His-
torians young and old, but mostly young, have already discovered that the
period of the 1920’s is the exciting new frontier of American historical re-
search and that its opportunities are almost limitless in view of the mass of
manuscript materials that are becoming available. Thus we have (the following
examples are mentioned only at random) excellent recent studies of agrarian
discontent and farm movements by Theodore Saloutos, John D. Hicks,
Gilbert C. Fite, Robert L. Morlan, and James H. Shideler; of nativism and
problems of immigration and assimilation by John Higham, Oscar Handlin,

This content downloaded from 146.96.145.146 on Mon, 09 May 2016 14:08:25 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



What Happened to the Progressive M ovement? 835

Robert A. Devine, and Edmund D. Cronon; of intellectual currents, the
social gospel, and religious controversies by Henry F. May, Paul A. Carter,
Robert M. Miller, and Norman F. Furniss; of left-wing politics and labor de-
velopments by Theodore Draper, David A. Shannon, Daniel Bell, Paul
M. Angle, and Matthew Josephson; of the campaign of 1928 by Edmund A.
Moore; and of political and judicial leaders by Alpheus T. Mason, Frank
Freidel, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., Merlo J. Pusey, and Joel F. Paschal.
Moreover, we can look forward to the early publication of studies that will
be equally illuminating for the period, like the biographies of George W.
Norris, Thomas J. Walsh, and Albert B. Fall now being prepared by Richard
Lowitt, Leonard Bates, and David Stratton, respectively, and the recently
completed study of the campaign and election of 1920 by Wesley M. Bagby.?

Obviously, we are not only at a point in the progress of our research into
the political history of the 1920’s when we can begin to generalize, but we
have reached the time when we should attempt to find some consensus, how-
ever tentative it must now be, concerning the larger political dimensions
and meanings of the period.

In answering the question of what happened to the progressive movement
in the 1920’s, we should begin by looking briefly at some fundamental facts

1 Theodore Saloutos and John D. Hicks, Agrarian Discontent in the Middle West, rgoo—
1939 (Madison, Wis., 1951); Gilbert C. Fite, Peter Norbeck: Prairie Statesman (Columbia, Mo.,
1948), and George N. Peek and the Fight for Farm Parity (Norman, Okla., 1954); Robert L.
Morlan, Political Prairie Fire: The Nonpartisan League, 1915-1922 (Minneapolis, Minn., 1955);
James H. Shideler, Farm Crisis, 1919-1923 (Berkeley, Calif., 195%7); John Higham, Strangers
in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New Brunswick, N. J., 1955); Oscar
Handlin, The American People in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1954); Robert A.
Devine, American Immigration Policy, 1924-1952 (New Haven, Conn., 1957); Edmund D.
Cronon, Black Moses: The Story of Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement As-
sociation (Madison, Wis., 1955); Henry F. May, “Shifting Perspectives on the 1920%,” Missis-
sippi Valley Historical Review, XLIIl (Dec., 1956), 405—27; Paul A. Carter, The Decline and
Revival of the Social Gospel (Ithaca, N. Y., 1956); Robert M. Miller, “An Inquiry into the
Social Attitudes of American Protestantism, 1919-1939,” doctoral dissertation, Northwestern
University, 1955; Norman F. Furniss, The Fundamentalist Controversy, 1918—193r (New
Haven, Conn., 1954); Theodore Draper, The Roots of American Communism (New York,
1957); David A. Shannon, The Socialist Party of America: A History (New York, 1955);
Daniel Bell, “The Background and Development of Marxian Socialism in the United States,”
Socialism and American Life, ed. Donald D. Egbert and Stow Persons (2 vols., Princeton, N. J.,
1952), I, 215-405; Paul M. Angle, Bloody Williamson (New York, 1952); Matthew Josephson,
Sidney Hillman: Statesman of American Labor (New York, 1952); Edmund A. Moore, 4
Catholic Runs for President: The Campaign of 1928 (New York, 1956); Alpheus Thomas
Mason, Brandeis: A Free Man’s Life (New York, 1946), and Harlan Fiske Stone: Pillar of the
Law (New York, 1956); Frank Freidel, Franklin D. Roosevelt: The Ordeal (Boston, 1954);
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Roosevelt: The Crisis of the Old Order (Boston, 1957);
Merlo J. Pusey, Charles Evans Hughes (2 vols., New York, 1951); Joel Francis Paschal, Mr.
Justice Sutherland: A Man against the State (Princeton, N. J., 1951).

2 Wesley M. Bagby, “Woodrow Wilson and the Great Debacle of 1920,” MS in the posses-
sion of Professor Bagby; see also his “The ‘Smoked-Filled Room’ and the Nomination of
Warren G. Harding,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XLI (Mar., 1955), 65774, and
“Woodrow Wilson, a Third Term, and the Solemn Referendum,” American Historical Review,
LX (Apr., 1955), 567-75.
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836 Arthur 8. Link

about the movement before 1918, facts that in large measure predetermined
its fate in the 1920’, given the political climate and circumstances that pre-
vailed.

The first of these was the elementary fact that the progressive movement
never really existed as a recognizable organization with common goals and a
political machinery geared to achieve them. Generally speaking (and for the
purposes of this paper), progressivism might be defined as the popular effort,
which began convulsively in the 1890’s and waxed and waned afterward to
our own time, to insure the survival of democracy in the United States by
the enlargement of governmental power to control and offset the power of
private economic groups over the nation’s institutions and life. Actually, of
course, from the 1890s on there were many “progressive” movements on
many levels seeking sometimes contradictory objectives. Not all, but most of
these campaigns were the work of special interest groups or classes seeking
greater political status and economic security. This was true from the be-
ginning of the progressive movement in the 189o’s; by 1913 it was that move-
ment’s most important characteristic.

The second fundamental fact—that the progressive movements were often
largely middle class in constituency and orientation—is of course well
known, but an important corollary has often been ignored. It was that sev-
eral of the most important reform movements were inspired, staffed, and led
by businessmen with very specific or special-interest objectives in view. Be-
cause they hated waste, mismanagement, and high taxes, they, together with
their friends in the legal profession, often furnished the leadership of good
government campaigns. Because they feared industrial monopoly, abuse of
power by railroads, and the growth of financial oligarchy, they were the
backbone of the movements that culminated in the adoption of the Hepburn
and later acts for railroad regulation, the Federal Reserve Act, and the Fed-
eral Trade Commission Act. Among the many consequences of their partici-
pation in the progressive movement, two should be mentioned because of
their significance for developments in the 1920’s: First, the strong identifica-
tion of businessmen with good government and economic reforms for which
the general public also had a lively concern helped preserve the good reputa-
tion of the middle-class business community (as opposed to its alleged
natural enemies, monopolists, malefactors of great wealth, and railroad bar-
ons) and helped to direct the energies of the progressive movement toward
the strengthening instead of the shackling of the business community. Sec-
ond, their activities and influence served to intensify the tensions within the
broad reform movement, because they often opposed the demands of farm
groups, labor unions, and advocates of social justice.
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The third remark to be made about the progressive movement before
1918 is that despite its actual diversity and inner tensions it did seem to have
unity; that is, it seemed to share common ideals and objectives. This was
true in part because much of the motivation even of the special-interest groups
was altruistic (at least they succeeded in convincing themselves that they
sought the welfare of society rather than their own interests primarily); in
part because political leadership generally succeeded in subordinating inner
tensions. It was true, above all, because there were in fact important idealistic
elements in the progressive ranks—social gospel leaders, social justice ele-
ments, and intellectuals and philosophers—who worked hard at the task of
defining and elevating common principles and goals.

Fourth and finally, the substantial progressive achievements before 1918
had been gained, at least on the federal level, only because of the temporary
dislocations of the national political structure caused by successive popular
uprisings, not because progressives had found or created a viable organization
for perpetuating their control. Or, to put the matter another way, before
1918 the various progressive elements had failed to destroy the existing party
structure by organizing a national party of their own that could survive.
They, or at least many of them, tried in 1912; and it seemed for a time in
1916 that Woodrow Wilson had succeeded in drawing the important pro-
gressive groups permanently into the Democratic party. But Wilson’s ac-
complishment did not survive even to the end of the war, and by 1920 tradi-
tional partisan loyalties were reasserting themselves with extraordinary vigor.

With this introduction, we can now ask what happened to the progressive
movement or movements in the 1920’s. Surely no one would contend that
after 1916 the political scene did not change significantly, both on the state
and national levels. There was the seemingly obvious fact that the Wilsonian
coalition had been wrecked by the election of 1920, and that the progressive
elements were divided and afterward unable to agree upon a program or to
control the national government. There was the even more “obvious” fact
that conservative Republican presidents and their cabinets controlled the
executive branch throughout the period. There was Congress, as Eric F.
Goldman had said, allegedly whooping through procorporation legislation,
and the Supreme Court interpreting the New Freedom laws in a way that
harassed unions and encouraged trusts.® There were, to outraged idealists
and intellectuals, the more disgusting spectacles of Red hunts, mass arrests
and deportations, the survival deep into the 1920’s of arrogant nationalism,
crusades against the teaching of evolution, the attempted suppression of the

8 Eric F. Goldman, Rendezvous with Destiny (New York, 1953), 284. The “allegedly” in
this sentence is mine, not Professor Goldman’s.
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838 Arthur §. Link

right to drink, and myriad other manifestations of what would now be called
a repressive reaction.*

Like the hypotheses suggested at the beginning, this picture is overdrawn
in some particulars. But it is accurate in part, for progressivism was certainly
on the downgrade if not in decay after 1918. This is an obvious fact that
needs explanation and understanding rather than elaborate proof. We can
go a long way toward answering our question if we can explain, at least
partially, the extraordinary complex developments that converge to produce
the “obvious” result.

For this explanation we must begin by looking at the several progressive
elements and their relation to each other and to the two major parties after
1916. Since national progressivism was never an organized or independent
movement (except imperfectly and then only temporarily in 1912), it could
succeed only when its constituent elements formed a coalition strong enough
to control one of the major parties. This had happened in 1916, when south-
ern and western farmers, organized labor, the social justice elements, and a
large part of the independent radicals who had heretofore voted the Socialist
ticket coalesced to continue the control of Wilson and the Democratic party.

The important fact about the progressive coalition of 1916, however, was
not its strength but its weakness. It was not a new party but a temporary
alliance, welded in the heat of the most extraordinary domestic and external
events. To be sure, it functioned for the most part successfully during the
war, in providing the necessary support for a program of heavy taxation, rela-
tively stringent controls over business and industry, and extensive new bene-
fits to labor. Surviving in a crippled way even in the months following the
Armistice, it put across a program that constituted a sizable triumph for the
progressive movement—continued heavy taxation, the Transportation Act of
1920, the culmination of the long fight for railroad regulation, a new child
labor act, amendments for prohibition and woman suffrage, immigration re-
striction, and water power and conservation legislation.

Even so, the progressive coalition of 1916 was inherently unstable. In-
deed, it was so wracked by inner tensions that it could not survive, and de-
struction came inexorably, it seemed systematically, from 1917 to 1920. Why
was this true?

First, the independent radicals and antiwar agrarians were alienated by
the war declaration and the government’s suppression of dissent and civil
liberties during the war and the Red scare. Organized labor was disaffected

4 H. C. Peterson and Gilbert C. Fite, Opponents of War, 19171918 (Norman, Okla., 1957);
Robert K. Murray, Red Scare: A Study in National Hysteria, 1919-1920 (Minneapolis, Minn.,
1955).

This content downloaded from 146.96.145.146 on Mon, 09 May 2016 14:08:25 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



What Happened to the Progressive Movement? 839

by the administration’s coercion of the coal miners in 1919, its lukewarm if
not hostile attitude during the great strikes of 1919 and 1920, and its failure
to support the Plumb Plan for nationalization of the railroads. Isolationists
and idealists were outraged by what they thought was the President’s be-
trayal of American traditions or the liberal peace program at Paris. These
tensions were strong enough to disrupt the coalition, but a final one would
have been fatal even if the others had never existed. This was the alienation
of farmers in the Plains and western states produced by the administration’s
refusal to impose price controls on cotton while it maintained ceilings on the
prices of other agricultural commodities,® and especially by the administra-
tion’s failure to do anything decisive to stem the downward plunge of farm
prices that began in the summer of 1920.° Under the impact of all these
stresses, the Wilsonian coalition gradually disintegrated from 1917 to 1920
and disappeared entirely during the campaign of 1920.

The progressive coalition was thus destroyed, but the components of a
potential movement remained. As we will see, these elements were neither
inactive nor entirely unsuccessful in the 1920’s. But they obviously failed to
find common principles and a program, much less to unite effectively for
political action on a national scale. I suggest that this was true, in part at
least, for the following reasons:

First, the progressive elements could never create or gain control of a po-
litical organization capable of carrying them into national office. The Re-
publican party was patently an impossible instrument because control of the
GOP was too much in the hands of the eastern and midwestern industrial,
oil, and financial interests, as it had been since about 1910. There was always
the hope of a third party. Several progressive groups—insurgent midwestern
Republicans, the railroad brotherhoods, a segment of the AF of L, and the
moderate Socialists under Robert M. La Follette—tried to realize this goal in
1024, only to discover that third party movements in the United States are
doomed to failure except in periods of enormous national turmoil, and that
the 1920’s were not such a time. Thus the Democratic party remained the
only vehicle that conceivably could have been used by a new progressive
coalition. But that party was simply not capable of such service in the
1920’s. It was so torn by conflicts between its eastern, big city wing and its
southern and western rural majority that it literally ceased to be a national

5 On this point, see Seward W. Livermore, “The Sectional Issue in the 1918 Congressional
Elections,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXXV (June, 1948), 20—6o0.

6 Arthur S, Link, “The Federal Reserve Policy and the Agricultural Depression of 1920~
1921,” Agricultural History, XX (July, 1946), 166—;5; and Herbert F. Margulies, “The Election
of 1920 in Wisconsin: The Return to ‘Normalcy’ Reappraised,” Wisconsin Magazine of History,
XXXV (Autumn, 1954), 15-22.
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840 Arthur §. Link

party. It remained strong in its sectional and metropolitan components, but
it was so divided that it barely succeeded in nominating a presidential candi-
date at all in 1924 and nominated one in 1928 only at the cost of temporary
disruption.”

Progressivism declined in the 1920’s, in the second place, because, as has
been suggested, the tensions that had wrecked the coalition of 1916 not only
persisted but actually grew in number and intensity. The two most numerous
progressive elements, the southern and western farmers, strongly supported
the Eighteenth Amendment, were heavily tinged with nativism and there-
fore supported immigration restriction, were either members of, friendly to,
or politically afraid of the Ku Klux Klan, and demanded as the principal
plank in their platform legislation to guarantee them a larger share of the na-
tional income. On all these points and issues the lower and lower middle
classes in the large cities stood in direct and often violent opposition to their
potential allies in the rural areas. Moreover, the liaison between the farm
groups and organized labor, which had been productive of much significant
legislation during the Wilson period, virtually ceased to exist in the 1920’s.
There were many reasons for this development, and I mention only one—the
fact that the preeminent spokesmen of farmers in the 1920’s, the new Farm
Bureau Federation, represented the larger commercial farmers who (in con-
trast to the members of the leading farm organization in Wilson’s day, the
National Farmers’ Union) were often employers themselves and felt no
identification with the rank and file of labor.

It was little wonder, therefore (and this is a third reason for the weakness
of progressivism in the 1920’s), that the tension-ridden progressive groups
were never able to agree upon a program that, like the Democratic platform
of 1916, could provide the basis for a revived coalition. So long as progressive
groups fought one another more fiercely than they fought their natural op-
ponents, such agreement was impossible; and so long as common goals were
impossible to achieve, a national progressive movement could not take effec-
tive form. Nothing illustrates this better than the failure of the Democratic
conventions of 1924 and 1928 to adopt platforms that could rally and unite
the discontented elements. One result, among others, was that southern
farmers voted as Democrats and western farmers as Republicans. And, as
Professor Frank Freidel once commented to the author, much of the failure
of progressivism in the 1920’s can be explained by this elementary fact.

T For a highly partisan account of these events see Karl Schriftgiesser, This Was Normalcy
(Boston, 1948). More balanced are the already cited Freidel, Franklin D. Roosevelt: The
Ordeal, and Schlesinger, The Age of Roosevelt: The Crisis of the Old Order.
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What Happened to the Progressive Movement? 841

A deeper reason for the failure of progressives to unite ideologically in
the 1920’s was what might be called a substantial paralysis of the progressive
mind. This was partly the result of the repudiation of progressive ideals by
many intellectuals and the defection from the progressive movement of the
urban middle classes and professional groups, as will be demonstrated. It was
the result, even more importantly, of the fact that progressivism as an or-
ganized body of political thought found itself at a crossroads in the 1920’,
like progressivism today, and did not know which way to turn. The major
objectives of the progressive movement of the prewar years had in fact been
largely achieved by 1920. In what direction should progressivism now move?
Should it remain in the channels already deeply cut by its own traditions,
and, while giving sincere allegiance to the ideal of democratic capitalism,
work for more comprehensive programs of business regulation and assistance
to disadvantaged classes like farmers and submerged industrial workers?
Should it abandon these traditions and, like most similar European move-
ments, take the road toward a moderate socialism with a predominantly labor
orientation? Should it attempt merely to revive the goals of more democracy
through changes in the political machinery? Or should it become mainly an
agrarian movement with purely agrarian goals?

These were real dilemmas, not academic ones, and one can see numerous
examples of how they confused and almost paralyzed progressives in the
1920’s. The platform of La Follette’s Progressive party of 1924 offers one re-
vealing illustration. It embodied much that was old and meaningless by this
time (the direct election of the president and a national referendum before
the adoption of a war resolution, for example) and little that had any real
significance for the future.® And yet it was the best that a vigorous and ideal-
istic movement could offer. A second example was the plight of the agrarians
and insurgents in Congress who fought so hard all through the 1920’s against
Andrew Mellon’s proposals to abolish the inheritance tax and to make drastic
reductions in the taxes on large incomes. In view of the rapid reduction of
the federal debt, the progressives were hard pressed to justify the continua-
tion of nearly confiscatory tax levels, simply because few of them realized the
wide social and economic uses to which the income tax could be put. Lacking
any programs for the redistribution of the national income (except to farm-
ers), they were plagued and overwhelmed by the surpluses in the federal
Treasury until, for want of any good arguments, they finally gave Secretary

& For a different picture see Belle C. La Follette and Fola La Follette, Robert M. La Follette
(2 vols., New York, 1953); and Russel B. Nye, Midwestern Progressive Politics, 1870-1950

(East Lansing, Mich., 1951). Both works contribute to an understanding of progressive politics
in the 1920's.
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842 Arthur S. Link

Andrew Mellon the legislation he had been demanding.” A third and final
example of this virtual paralysis of the progressive mind was perhaps the
most revealing of all. It was the attempt that Woodrow Wilson, Louis D.
Brandeis, and other Democratic leaders made from 1921 to 1924 to draft a
new charter for progressivism. Except for its inevitable proposals for an
idealistic world leadership, the document that emerged from this interchange
included little or nothing that would have sounded new to a western pro-
gressive in 1912.

A fourth reason for the disintegration and decline of the progressive
movement in the 1920’s was the lack of any effective leadership. Given the po-
litical temper and circumstances of the 1920’s, it is possible that such leader-
ship could not have operated successfully in any event. Perhaps the various
progressive elements were so mutually hostile and so self-centered in interests
and objectives that even a Theodore Roosevelt or a Woodrow Wilson, had
they been at the zenith of their powers in the 1920’s, could not have drawn
them together in a common front. We will never know what a strong na-
tional leader might have done because by a trick of fate no such leader
emerged before Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Four factors, then, contributed to the failure of the progressive components
to unite successfully after 1918 and, as things turned out, before 1932: the
lack of a suitable political vehicle, the severity of the tensions that kept pro-
gressives apart, the failure of progressives to agree upon a common program,
and the absence of a national leadershlp, without which a united movement
could never be created and sustained. These were all weaknesses that stemmed
to a large degree from the instability and failures of the progressive move-
ment itself.

There were, besides, 2 number of what might be called external causes
for the movement’s decline. In considering them one must begin with what
was seemingly the most important—the alleged fact that the 1920’ were a
very unpropitious time for any new progressive revolt because of the ever-
increasing level of economic prosperity, the materialism, and the general
contentment of the decade 1919 to 1929. Part of this generalization is valid
when applied to specific elements in the population. For example, the rapid
rise in the real wages of industrial workers, coupled with generally full em-
ployment and the spread of so-called welfare practices among management,
certainly did much to weaken and avert the further spread of organized
labor, and thus to debilitate one of the important progressive components.

9 Here mdebtedness is acknowledged to Sidney Ratner, American Taxation: Its History as a
Social Force in Democracy (New York, 1942).
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But to say that it was prosperity per se that created a climate unfriendly to
progressive ideals would be inaccurate. There was little prosperity and much
depression during the 1920’s for the single largest economic group, the
farmers, as well as for numerous other groups. Progressivism, moreover, can
flourish as much during periods of prosperity as during periods of discontent,
as the history of the development of the progressive movement from 1go1 to
1917 and of its triumph from 1945 to 1956 prove.

Vastly more important among the external factors in the decline of pro-
gressivism was the widespread, almost wholesale, defection from its ranks of
the middle classes—the middling businessmen, bankers, and manufacturers,
and the professional people closely associated with them in ideals and habits
—in American cities large and small. For an understanding of this phe-
nomenon no simple explanations like “prosperity” or the “temper of the
times” will suffice, although they give some insight. The important fact was
that these groups found a new economic and social status as a consequence
of the flowering of American enterprise under the impact of the technologi-
cal, financial, and other revolutions of the 1920’. If, as Professor Richard
Hofstadter had claimed,'® the urban middle classes were progressive (that is,
they demanded governmental relief from various anxieties) in the early:
1900’s because they resented their loss of social prestige to the nowveaux
riches and feared being ground under by monopolists in industry, banking,
and labor—if this is true, then the urban middle classes were not progressive
in the 1920’ for inverse reasons. Their temper was dynamic, expansive, and
supremely confident. They knew that they were building a new America, a
business civilization based not upon monopoly and restriction but upon a
whole new set of business values—mass production and consumption, short
hours and high wages, full employment, welfare capitalism. And what was
more important, virtually the entire country (at least the journalists, writers
in popular magazines, and many preachers and professors) acknowledged
that the nation’s destiny was in good hands. It was little wonder, therefore,
that the whole complex of groups constituting the urban middle classes,
whether in New York, Zenith, or Middletown, had little interest in rebellion
or even in mild reform proposals that seemed to imperil their leadership and
control.

Other important factors, of course, contributed to the contentment of the
urban middle classes. The professionalization of business and the full-blown
emergence of a large managerial class had a profound impact upon social and
political ideals. The acceleration of mass advertising played its role, as did

10 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (New York, 1955), 131fL.
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also the beginning disintegration of the great cities with the spread of middle-
and' upper-middle-class suburbs, a factor that diffused the remaining reform
energies among the urban leaders.

A second external factor in the decline of the progressive movement after
1918 was the desertion from its ranks of a good part of the intellectual leader-
ship of the country. Indeed, more than simple desertion was involved here;
it was often a matter of a cynical repudiation of the ideals from which pro-
gressivism derived its strength. I do not mean to imply too much by this
generalization. I know that what has been called intellectual progressivism
not only survived in the 1920’s but actually flourished in many fields.!* I
know that the intellectual foundations of our present quasi-welfare state were
either being laid or reinforced during the decade. Even so, one cannot evade
the conclusion that the intellectual-political climate of the 1920’s was vastly
different from the one that had prevailed in the preceding two decades.

During the years of the great progressive revolt, intellectuals—novelists,
journalists, political thinkers, social scientists, historians, and the like—had
made a deeply personal commitment to the cause of democracy, first in
domestic and then in foreign affairs. Their leadership in and impact on many
phases of the progressive movement had been profound. By contrast, in the
1920’ a large body of this intellectual phalanx turned against the very ideals
they had once deified. One could cite, for example, the reaction of the ideal-
ists against the Versailles settlement; the disenchantment of the intellectuals
with the extension of government authority when it could be used to justify
the Eighteenth Amendment or the suppression of free speech; or the inevi-
table loss of faith in the “people” when en masse they hounded so-called
radicals, joined Bryan’s crusade against evolution, or regaled themselves as
Knights of the Ku Klux Klan. Whatever the cause, many alienated intellec-
tuals simply withdrew or repudiated any identification with the groups they
had once helped to lead. The result was not fatal to progressivism, but it was
serious. The spark plugs had been removed from the engine of reform.

The progressive movement, then, unquestionably declined, but was it
defunct in the 1920’s? Much, of course, depends upon the definition of terms.
If we accept the usual definition for “defunct” as “dead” or “ceasing to have
any life or strength,” we must recognize that the progressive movement was
certainly not defunct in the 1920’s; that on the contrary at least important
parts of it were very much alive; and that it is just as important to know

11 1bid., 5, 131, 135 fl. For a recent excellent survey, previously cited, see Henry F. May,
“Shifting Perspectives on the 1920’s.” Schlesinger’s previously cited dge of Roosevel? sheds much
new light on the economic thought of the 1920’s.
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how and why progressivism survived as it is to know how and why it de-
clined.

To state the matter briefly, progressivism survived in the 1920’s because
several important elements of the movement remained either in full vigor
or in only slightly diminished strength. These were the farmers, after 1918
better organized and more powerful than during the high tide of the pro-
gressive revolt; the politically conscious elements among organized labor,
particularly the railroad brotherhoods, who wielded a power all out of
proportion to their numbers; the Democratic organizations in the large cities,
usually vitally concerned with the welfare of the so-called lower classes; a
remnant of independent radicals, social workers, and social gospel writers
and preachers; and finally, an emerging new vocal element, the champions
of public power and regional developments.

Although they never united effectively enough to capture a major party
and the national government before 1932, these progressive elements con-
trolled Congress from 1921 to about 1927 and continued to exercise a near
control during the period of their greatest weakness in the legislative branch,
from 1927 to about 1930.

Indeed, the single most powerful and consistently successful group in
Congress during the entire decade from 1919 to 1929 were the spokesmen of
the farmers. Spurred by an unrest in the country areas more intense than at
any time since the 1890’s,'? in 1920 and 1921 southern Democrats and mid-
western and western insurgents, nominally Republican, joined forces in an
alliance called the Farm Bloc. By maintaining a common front from 1921 to
1924 they succeeded in enacting the most advanced agricultural legislation
to that date, legislation that completed the program begun under Wilsonian
auspices. It included measures for high tariffs on agricultural products,
thoroughgoing federal regulation of stockyards, packing houses, and grain
exchanges, the exemption of agricultural cooperatives from the application
of the antitrust laws, stimulation of the export of agricultural commodities,
and the establishment of an entirely new federal system of intermediate
rural credit.

When prosperity failed to return to the countryside, rural leaders in Con-
gress espoused a new and bolder plan for relief—the proposal made by
George N. Peek and Hugh S. Johnson in 1922 to use the federal power to
obtain “fair exchange” or “parity” prices for farm products. Embodied in

12Tt derived from the fact that farm prices plummeted in 1920 and 1921, and remained so
low that farmers, generally speaking, operated at a net capital loss throughout the balance of the
decade.
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the McNary-Haugen bill in 1924, this measure was approved by Congress in
1927 and 1928, only to encounter vetoes by President Calvin Coolidge.

In spite of its momentary failure, the McNary-Haugen bill had a momen-
tous significance for the American progressive movement. Its wholesale
espousal by the great mass of farm leaders and spokesmen meant that the
politically most powerful class in the country had come full scale to the
conviction that the taxing power should be used directly and specifically for
the purpose of underwriting (some persons called it subsidizing) agriculture.
It was a milestone in the development of a comprehensive political doctrine
that it was government’s duty to protect the economic security of all classes
and particularly depressed ones. McNary-Haugenism can be seen in its
proper perspective if it is remembered that it would have been considered
almost absurd in the Wilson period, that it was regarded as radical by non-
farm elements in the 1920’, and that it, or at any rate its fundamental objec-
tive, was incorporated almost as a matter of course into basic federal policy
in the 1930’s.

A second significant manifestation of the survival of progressivism in the
1920’s came during the long controversy over public ownership or regulation
of the burgeoning electric power industry. In this, as in most of the conflicts
that eventually culminated on Capitol Hill, the agrarian element constituted
the core of progressive strength. At the same time a sizable and well-organ-
ized independent movement developed that emanated from urban centers
and was vigorous on the municipal and state levels. Throughout the decade
this relatively new progressive group fought with mounting success to expose
the propaganda of the private utilities, to strengthen state and federal regu-
latory agencies, and to win municipal ownership for distributive facilities.
Like the advocates of railroad regulation in an earlier period, these propo-
nents of regulation or ownership of a great new natural monopoly failed
almost as much as they had succeeded in the 1920’s. But their activities and
exposures (the Federal Trade Commission’s devastating investigation of the
electric power industry in the late 1920’s and early 1930’s was the prime
example) laid secure foundations for movements that in the 1930’s would
reach various culminations.

Even more significant for the future of American progressivism was the
emergence in the 1920’s of a new objective, that of committing the federal
government to plans for large hydroelectric projects in the Tennessee Valley,
the Columbia River watershed, the Southwest, and the St. Lawrence Valley
for the purpose, some progressives said, of establishing “yardsticks” for rates,
or for the further purpose, as other progressives declared, of beginning a
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movement for the eventual nationalization of the entire electric power in-
dustry. The development of this movement in its emerging stages affords
a good case study in the natural history of American progressivism. It began
when the Harding and Coolidge administrations attempted to dispose of
the government’s hydroelectric and nitrate facilities at Muscle Shoals, Ala-
bama, to private interests. In the first stage of the controversy, the progressive
objective was merely federal operation of these facilities for the production of
cheap fertilizer—a reflection of its exclusive special-interest orientation. Then,
as new groups joined the fight to save Muscle Shoals, the objective of public
production of cheap electric power came to the fore. Finally, by the end of
the 1920’s, the objective of a multipurpose regional development in the Ten-
nessee Valley and in other areas as well had taken firm shape.

In addition, by 1928 the agrarians in Congress led by Senator George W.
Norris had found enough allies in the two houses and enough support in the
country at large to adopt a bill for limited federal development of the
Tennessee Valley. Thwarted by President Coolidge’s pocket veto, the pro-
gressives tried again in 1931, only to meet a second rebuff at the hands of
President Herbert Hoover.

All this might be regarded as another milestone in the maturing of
American progressivism. It signified a deviation from the older traditions of
mere regulation, as President Hoover had said in his veto of the second
Muscle Shoals bill, and the triumph of new concepts of direct federal leader-
ship in large-scale development of resources. If progressives had not won
their goal by the end of the 1920’s, they had at least succeeded in writing
what would become perhaps the most important plank in their program for
the future.

The maturing of an advanced farm program and the formulation of plans
for public power and regional developments may be termed the two most
significant progressive achievements on the national level in the 1920s. Others
merit only brief consideration. One was the final winning of the old pro-
gressive goal of immigration restriction through limited and selective admis-
sion. The fact that this movement was motivated in part by racism, nativism,
and anti-Semitism (with which, incidentally, a great many if not a majority
of progressives were imbued in the 1920’s) should not blind us to the fact
that it was also progressive. It sought to substitute a so-called scientific and a
planned policy for a policy of laissez faire. Its purpose was admittedly to
disturb the free operation of the international labor market. Organized labor
and social workers had long supported it against the opposition of large
employers. And there was prohibition, the most ambitious and revealing
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progressive experiment of the twentieth century. Even the contemned anti-
evolution crusade of Bryan and the fundamentalists and the surging drives
for conformity of thought and action in other fields should be mentioned.
All these movements stemmed from the conviction that organized public
power could and should be used purposefully to achieve fundamental social
and so-called moral change. The fact that they were potentially or actively
repressive does not mean that they were not progressive. On the contrary,
they superbly illustrated the repressive tendencies that inhered in progres-
sivism precisely because it was grounded so much upon majoritarian prin-
ciples.

Three other developments on the national level that have often been cited
as evidences of the failure of progressivism in the 1920’s appear in a some-
what different light at second glance. The first was the reversal of the tariff-
for-revenue-only tendencies of the Underwood Act with the enactment of
of the Emergency Tariff Act of 1921 and the Fordney-McCumber Act of
1922. Actually, the adoption of these measures signified, on the whole, not a
repudiation but a revival of progressive principles in the realm of federal
fiscal policy. A revenue tariff had never been an authentic progressive objec-
tive. Indeed, at least by 1913, many progressives, except for some southern
agrarians, had concluded that it was retrogressive and had agreed that the
tariff laws should be used deliberately to achieve certain national objectives—
for example, the crippling of noncompetitive big business by the free admis-
sion of articles manufactured by so-called trusts, or benefits to farmers by the
free entry of farm implements. Wilson himself had been at least partially
converted to these principles by 1916, as his insistence upon the creation of
the Federal Tariff Commission and his promise of protection to the domestic
chemical industry revealed. As for the tariff legislation of the early 1920, its
only important changes were increased protection for aluminum, chemical
products, and agricultural commodities. It left the Underwood rates on the
great mass of raw materials and manufactured goods largely undisturbed.
It may have been economically shortsighted and a bad example for the rest of
the world, but for the most part it was progressive in principle and was the
handiwork of the progressive coalition in Congress.

Another development that has often been misunderstood in its relation
to the progressive movement was the policies of consistent support that the
Harding and Coolidge administrations adopted for business enterprise, par-
ticularly the policy of the Federal Trade Commission in encouraging the
formation of trade associations and the diminution of certain traditional
competitive practices. The significance of all this can easily be overrated.
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Such policies as these two administrations executed had substantial justifica-
tion in progressive theory and in precedents clearly established by the Wilson
administration.

A third challenge to usual interpretations concerns implications to be
drawn from the election of Harding and Coolidge in 1920 and 1924. These
elections seem to indicate the triumph of reaction among the mass of Ameri-
can voters. Yet one could argue that both Harding and Coolidge were
political accidents, the beneficiaries of grave defects in the American political
and constitutional systems. The rank and file of Republican voters demon-
strated during the preconvention campaign that they wanted vigorous
leadership and a moderately progressive candidate in 1920. They got Har-
ding instead, not because they wanted him, but because unusual circum-
stances permitted a small clique to thwart the will of the majority.® They
took Coolidge as their candidate in 1924 simply because Harding died in the
middle of his term and there seemed to be no alternative to nominating the
man who had succeeded him in the White House. Further, an analysis of
the election returns in 1920 and 1924 will show that the really decisive factor
in the victories of Harding and Coolidge was the fragmentation of the pro-
gressive movement and the fact that an opposition strong enough to rally
and unite the progressive majority simply did not exist.

There remains, finally, a vast area of progressive activity about which we
yet know very little. One could mention the continuation of old reform
movements and the development of new ones in the cities and states during
the years following the Armistice: For example, the steady spread of the city
manager form of government, the beginning of zoning and planning move-
ments, and the efforts of the great cities to keep abreast of the transportation
revolution then in full swing. Throughout the country the educational and
welfare activities of the cities and states steadily increased. Factory legislation
matured, while social insurance had its experimental beginnings. Whether
such reform impulses were generally weak or strong, one cannot say; but
what we do know about developments in cities like Cincinnati and states like
New York, Wisconsin, and Louisiana’ justifies a challenge to the assump-
tion that municipal and state reform energies were dead after 1918 and,
incidentally, a plea to young scholars to plow this unworked field of recent
American history.

13 Much that is new on the Republican preconvention campaign and convention of 1920 may
be found in William T. Hutchinson, Lowden of llinois: The Life of Frank O. Lowden (2 vols.,
Chicago, 195%).

d“ See, e.g., Allan P. Sindler, Huey Long’s Louisiana: State Politics, 1920-1952 (Baltimore,
Md., 1956).
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Let us, then, suggest a tentative synthesis as an explanation of what
happened to the progressive movement after 1918:

First, the national progressive movement, which had found its most
effective embodiment in the coalition of forces that reelected Woodrow
Wilson in 1916, was shattered by certain policies that the administration
pursued from 1917 to 1920, and by some developments over which the admin-
istration had no or only slight control. The collapse that occurred in 1920
was not inevitable and cannot be explained by merely saying that “the war
killed the progressive movement.”

Second, large and aggressive components of a potential new progressive
coalition remained after 1920. These elements never succeeded in uniting
effectively before the end of the decade, not because they did not exist, but
because they were divided by conflicts among themselves. National leader-
ship, which in any event did not emerge in the 1920’s, perhaps could not have
succeeded in subduing these tensions and in creating a new common front.

Third, as a result of the foregoing, progressivism as an organized national
force suffered a serious decline in the 1920’s. This decline was heightened by
the defection of large elements among the urban middle classes and the intel-
lectuals, a desertion induced by technological, economic, and demographic
changes, and by the outcropping of certain repressive tendencies in progres-
sivism after 1917.

Fourth, in spite of reversals and failures, important components of the
national progressive movement survived in considerable vigor and succeeded
to a varying degree, not merely in keeping the movement alive, but even in
broadening its horizons. This was true particularly of the farm groups and of
the coalition concerned with public regulation or ownership of electric power
resources. These two groups laid the groundwork in the 1920’s for significant
new programs in the 1930’s and beyond.

Fifth, various progressive coalitions controlled Congress for the greater
part of the 1920’s and were always a serious threat to the conservative ad-
ministrations that controlled the executive branch. Because this was true,
most of the legislation adopted by Congress during this period, including
many measures that historians have inaccurately called reactionary, was
progressive in character.

Sixth, the progressive movement in the cities and states was far from dead
in the 1920s, although we do not have sufficient evidence to justify any
generalizations about the degree of its vigor.

If this tentative and imperfect synthesis has any value, perhaps it is high
time that we discard the sweeping generalizations, false hypotheses, and
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clichés that we have so often used in explaining and characterizing political
developments from 1918 to 1929. Perhaps we should try to see these develop-
ments for what they were—the normal and ordinary political behavior of
groups and classes caught up in a swirl of social and economic change. When
we do this we will no longer ask whether the progressive movement was
defunct in the 1920’s. We will ask only what happened to it and why.

Northwestern University
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