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dnuthern wing of the Demogratie party in.conjunction with Republican business
comservalives sct severe restrictions on how far he could go toward aiding the goor.

us cven at its highwater mark, progressive ‘statecraft at thé nationgl level
stopped\ar short of the kind of statist authority found in Germany. In: ad of a
German-iyle welfare state, President Wilson supported women's protgétive legis-
lation on thhstate level and the federu! child labor act, but scarcely ag§ything more.
Instead of fullscale federal mediation of industrial relations, he supported the exer-
cise in public rdutions known as the Commission on IndustrialRelations and the
Adamson Act, bul again. little clse. Instead of exiensive statg/controls on central
banking, Wilson sct ¥p the Federal Reserve System under prifate management with
minimal federal oversigit, und-he appointed friends of bugifiess to the Federal Trade
Commission. In short, ihgtead of a statist burcaucracy, fe constructed a corporate-
regulatory complex withitNhe liberal stute that left sgeicty supreme over the state.
As a consequence, the most pQwerful clement in thy/market—that is, big business—
remained supreme in society. S :

The corporate-regulatory coiplex pointgd the way toward a new governing
system in which corporate properti\and a ndw form of the nuclear family oriented
toward consumption instead of proddgligfit might be better secured than in the in-
creasingly outmoded shell of laissez<fupé liberalism. Certainly, the Federal Reserve
helped legitimate Wall Street's finagde Oxpitalists at a time when their trusts had
come under strong public censure, Zikewise)\protective legislation came to the sup-
port of the family ideal_of huspnd-breadwihper/wife-homemaker, which legiti-
mated women’s subordinatiogy/at a time when Wdical voices had been raised in
favor of equality between thesexes. In uddition, thh\new corporate order increased
incqualitics of wealth and ficome to the point that a higher share of income went to
the top than ever before  American history; several coMpined studies show that in-
equality of income disfibution peaked in 1916. [n'sum, thdachievement of Wilson'’s
progres
tinuc as theé domifunt tradition in altered form, and also as aNgadition that upheld
the dominance # rich, white men.

This dogd not mean-that social antagonism was adjourned, Wg that the great
questions of the day had been answered, or that there would never\ge another at-
tempt tofemake the liberal state. But it did mean that progressivism Would never
get anglher chance; tor even as the Wilsonians were putting the finishing touches
on their work, u new dynamic took command of events as more and myge the
Upted States was drawn into the voriex of the Great War in Europe.

Freedom and the Progressive State
'ERIC FONER

Whether the aim was 10 regulate or destroy the power of the trusts, protect con-
sumers, civilize the marketplace by climinating cutthrout competition, or guarantee
“industrial frecdom®™ at the workplace, Progressives assumed that the modern era
required a lundamental rethinking of the functions of government. The national

“oner. Used by permission of W, W, Norton & Compuny, 1oc.
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state, noted one Progressive commentator, was “a moral agent,” which should set
5..“ rules under which society condiicted its affairs. . .

Zn.-.z of the era’s reform legistation, including changes in voling requirements
am.__n.._oa of corporations, and the overseeing of safely and health conditions :_
factories, was enacted at the municipal and state levels. But the most striking r_c.<n_-
opment o.n .So early wentieth century was the rise of the nation-state, complete
with administrative agencies, independent commissions, and laws 2:.7._7_:: 1 the
parameters for lubor relations, business behavior, und financial palicy, %;.ﬁ.:w 2 us
a broker among the disputatious groups whose conllicts threatened to destroy ..,.:n:_._
—_E.Bo.._w...-.—_umo were the years when the Federal Reserve Board, the Federal Irade
Commission, and other agencies came into existence, and when the federul govern-
ment, through measures like the Pure Food and Drug Act (1906}, sought (o set hasic
rules for market behavior and protect citizens from market ubuses. o

To most Progressives, the tradition of localism and states® rights scemed an
excuse for purochialism, an impediment to a renewed sense of national purpose
Poverty, economic insecurity, and lack of industrial democracy were national _::7..
lems .52 anG»:;nn national solutions. As for laissez-faire, this, obscrved the Pro-
m._.numz.o. social scientist Horace Kallén, had become “anathemsy among lovers of
__cnmc.: Z»:w.vﬁmnnmm?o.u believed that economic evolution, rather thun the mis-
”“” :.__Mh MM M_,_G.%__“-M had MmdM:nn.._ the large corporation acting nationally and cven
e y. The same kin of Process, they concluded, had made the national

sate e :._.:.__.:_ unit of political action. Only energetic governiment could create the
o M_. no..a:.o:m for freedom. ,.:.o nnmaona_:n state, wrole Herbert Croly. cmbodicd
e oqo”:.ﬂ to controf of >3o:o=._.m” lives by narrow interests that manipulated poli-
s or w?.na »:.moim_,?_ ncmvo_..nm_osu. To achieve the “Jeffersonian ends™ of demo-
se n.n_.a_.:u:o:.nsu individual freedom, he insisted, it was now necessary to
employ the .._”FB._S_._F: means” of a governnment-directed cconomy. i
Bosm.wmmmmw...\nwowwﬁan_.n._mnn the traditional assumption that 2 powerlul govern-
e ms e o __MMco.“: because their understanding of freedom was itself
ocil oy 1 1 that would exert a powerful influence on Progressive
al thought, the British philosopher T. H. Green had argued that freedom was 1
MMM“MM concept, a matter, ultimately, of “power.” Green's call for a new defini ,.m.c_..
oot ..oﬂ”. mﬂw Mw_nﬂ.sun EMocnsoE ?om:m.a?n America. “Effective freedom,”
..$uw. was far &n.o...o_: ?on%.a-.nﬂﬂ“.....ﬂn“ﬂh“: _._%”1 Go;_moo.a e death in
Wi ; and limited concept of liberty™ as ;
preexisting possession of autonomous individuals that needed t % : 2 from
outside restraint. It meant “effective power to do specific thi > and st
function of “the distribution of powers that nx?mmuﬁ_. _o.~ n tin ..: ™ .,.EH: dom
was “always a social question” and inevitubl =T ) _m Gl issue oo edom
the individual endowments, powers, and goaw_.na.mo et _:.nn_ s poedom-—and
and enjoyed through social mamz.:ro:m E_.a n_.n_hhmﬂ.?.a_n.a.limw .no:...ﬁ::._c,_ 7«
wrote Dewey’s brilliant young saBm..n..,wnaao_v: mo:.“” .n__q”“n%.’”_ _.“,os.ﬂ“”_» __”. _p::

ining the jdeals ; i i ial i
lons of & coumyn g I8 and purposes and industrial and social institu-
Wh i
Dewey _““ %.M h.ﬁn”m....n._“m%””.:_@ !_.__nm.:ou autonomy appeared to Progressives like
C 4 on; real freedom. they believed, involved (he
m_.os.:_ entailed by a lifetime of interaction with others, ing freeons
ongoing process of self-realization, to be sure

mstant

In seeing frecdon us an

they harked hack 10 (e Eersonian
! ,
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notion of personal fulfiliment and even (o Jelferson’s natural right to “the pursuit of
happiness.” But to traditional notions of individualism and autonomy. Progressives
wedded the idea that such frecdom requircd the conscious creation of the social
conditions for full human development. To Croly, this suggesied that the state must
become responsible for “a morally and socially desirable distribution of wealth.”
For Dewcy, it meant cquipping Americans with the intellectual resources required
to understand the modern world, and cmpowering the state to combat economic
deprivation and discmpowerment. Progressivism, said the social scientist William F.
Willoughby, “looks to slate action as the . . . only practicable means now in sight, of
giving to the individual, all individuals, not merely a small economically strong
class, real [reedom.” .
Yet while Progressive intellectuals developed a new conception of the national
state, their “new democracy” (the title of Walter Weyl's influential book) had a
highly ambiguous relationship to the inherited definition of political freedom as
democratic participation in governance. Enhancing the power of the state made it
all the morc important to identify the boundaries of political participation. During
the Progressive cra, a host of changes were implemented in the electoral process
and political arcna, many sccmingly contradictory in purpose. The electorate was
simultancously cxpanded and contracted, cmpowered and removed from direct in-
fluence on many functions of government. The era- witnessed the massive disen-
franchisement of blacks in the South (a process begun in Mississippi in 1890 and
completed in Georgia in 1908), -and constitutional amendment enfranchising
women—the largest cxpansion of democracy in U.S. history. It saw the adoption of
measures like the initiative, refercndum, and recall, designed to allow the elec-
torale to propose and vole directly on legislation and remove officials from office,
and the widespread replacement of clected mayors by appointed city managers. It
saw literacy tesls (increasingly common in the North as well as the South) ex-
panded, and new residency and registration requirements implemented in the hope
of limiting the franchisc among the poor.

Taken as a whole, the clectoral changes of the Progressive era represented. a
significant and ironic reversal of the ninetcenth-century trend toward manhood suf-
frage and a rejection of the vencrable idea that voting was an inalienable right
of American citizenship. To mosl Progressives, the-“fitness” of voters, not their
absolute numbers, defined a functioning democracy. In the name of improving
democracy., millions of men—mostly blucks, immigrants, and other workers—
were climinated from the voting rolls, even as millions of white women were
added. The more egalitarian Progressives, like Dewey, belicved that given the nec-
essary opportunitics and resources, all citizens were capable of mastering the spirit
of disinterested inquiry and of applying themselves to finding pragmatic, “scien-
(ific” solutions to social problems. Thus, government could safcly be removed
{rom the control of trusts and machines and placed in the hands of “the people.” Yet
most Progressive thinkers were highly uncomfortable with the real world of poli-
tics, which secmed to revolve around the pursuit of narvow class, ethnic, and regional
interests. Indeed, one reason for many Progressives™ support for women's suffrage
was the belicf—encouraged by feminists—that as an independent, non-partisan
force, women voters could help rescue politics from politicians and partisanship
and reorient it toward the pursuit of the common good.

)
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“He didn't believe in democracy; he believed simply in government.” ). L.
Mencken's quip about Theodore Roosevelt came uncomfortably close (o the mark
for many Progressive advocates of an empowered national state. The government
mo:E @aﬂ exercise intelligent control over society through a “democracy™ run by
§wm:.=._ experts and in many respects unaccountable Lo the citizenry. This techno-
n.B:n _Bvc_an toward order, efficiency, and centralized management—all. osten-
sibly, in the service of social justice—was an important theme of Progressive

_reform. The title of Walter _umvvn_n::.m influential work of social commentary, Drifi

and .in..:nd. (1914), posed the stark alternatives facing the nation. “Drift” meant
continuing to operate according to the outmoded shibboleth of individual auton-
omy; “mastery,” recognition that society could be remade by the application of
rational inquiry to social problems and conflicts. “The scientific spirit.” Lippmann
wrote, was “the outlook of a free man.” But, Lippmann fearcd, ordinary citizens,
m:»&.& to antiquated ideas u:@mﬁ.oni& concerns, were ill-preparcd to embrace
it. . .. The new generation of corporate managers and educarcd professionals could
cm trusted to address creatively and efficiently America's decp social problems. For
Lippmann, political freedom ‘was less a matter of direct participation in gover-
nance than of proper policy outcomes,

w...: vw._.oawmao this elitist administrative politics arose a more demacratic Pro-
gressive vision of the activist state. As much as any other group, organized women
reformers were its midwives. In the first two decades of the century, as women's

-suffrage for the first time became a mass movement, it moved beyond the elitism of
:._m :moom to engage a broad coalition, ranging from middle-class club women to
unionists, socialists, and settlement house workers, and its rhetoric beciune more
democratic and less nativist. Among the reasons for the movement's cxpanding
base was 5.2 it became linked to the broad demand for state intervention on behalf
on. economic n..annnos. The immediate catalyst was a growing awarencss of the
plight of the immigrant poor among women involved in the scttlement house
movement, and the emergence of the condition of women and child luborers as a
major focus of public concem. . Y

Still barred from political participation in most states, women nonetheless were
central to the era's political history, The effort of middle-class women 1o uplift the
poor, m___.ocm: clubs, settlement houses, and other agencies, and of laboring woimen
to _._n.__z themselves, helped shift the center of gravity of political discourse toward
nn=<._mm government. Well-educated middle-class women not only found a calling in
m_.ou:n_m:m social services and education to poor families, but discovered the severe
:...:.B:o:u of laissez-faire orthodoxy as an explanation for urban poverty and the
?__:mn of even well-organized social work to alleviate the problems of inadequate
housing, income, and heaith. Out of the settlement houses came not only Jane

Addams and Florence Kelley but also Julia Lathrop, the first woman to head a fed-

-eral agency (the Children’s Bureau, established in 1912 to investigate the conditions

of mothers and children and advocate their interests), and Frances Perkins, sceretary
of labor during the 1930s. In tuming for assistance to the statc, Progressive women
:.a_van_ to launch a mass movement for govemmental regulation of working condi-
tions and direct state assistance to improve the living standards of the poor.

“We need the ballot,” said labor leader Leonora O'Reilly, “1o do justice 1o our
work as home-keepers, Children need pure milk and good food, good schools and
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playgrounds, sunitary homes and safe streets.”” What historians have called “mater-
nalist” reform—based on the assumption that the stute had un obligation to encour-

- _age women’s unique capacity for childbeuring and childrearipg—inspired many of
the era's cxperiments in governmental policy. Ironically, those who sought to exalt
women's role within the home hefped to inspire the state-building process during
the Progressive era. -

By the time the United States entered World War 1 in 1917, Progressives had
succeeded in bringing governmental power to bear in seeking to enhance the con-
ditions of women’s freedom, at work and at home. Laws providing for mothers’
pensions (stale aid 10 mothers of young children who lacked male support) spread
rapidly after 1910, Although the pensions tended to be meager and local eligibility
requirements opened the door to discrimination in application (white widows were
always the primary heneficiaries, single mothers were widely discriminated against,
and only 3 percent of the recipicnts nationally were black), the Jaws recognized the
government’s responsibilily to enable women to devote themselves 1o their children
and be cconomically independent at the sume time. . . . Laws prohibiting child labor,
a major issue at a time when an estimalted 2 million children under the age of fif-
teen were gainfully employed, represented another “maternalist” reform (atthough
these laws were olten opposed by poor families for whom income eamed by children
was csseatial for family survival),

Other Progressive legisfation recognized that large numbers of women did in
fact work outside the home, but defined them us 2 dependent group (analogous to
children) in need of state protection in ways male workers were not. In 1908, in the
landinark casc of Muller v. Oregon, the Supreme Court unanimously upheld the con-
stitutionality of a maximum hours law for women. In his famous brief supporting
the Oregon measure, Louis Brandeis invoked a battery of scientific and sociological
studies to deimoastrate that because they had less strength and endurance than men,

long hours of labor were especially dungerous for women, while their unique ability

to bear children gave the state a legitimate interest in their working conditions.
Thus, three ycars afler the notortous Lochner decision invalidating a state law limit-
ing the working hours of bakers, the Court created the first large breach in liberty
of contract orthodoxy. But the cost was high: at the very time that women in un-
precedenied numbers were entering the Jabor market and earning college degrees,
Brandeis's briel and the Court's opinion solidified the idea that women workers
were weak, dependent, and incapable of enjoying the same economic freedom as
men. By 1914, ienty-seven states had enacted laws limiting the hours of labor of
female workers. i

While the maternalist agenda built gender inequality into the early foundations

of the welfare state, the very usc of government to regulate working conditions
called into guestion basic assumptions concerning laissez-faire and the sanctity of

the labor contract. . . . Although-not all reformers were willing to take the step, it-

was casy to extend the idea of protecting women (o demand that government better
the living und working conditions of mén by insuring them against the vagaries of
uncmployment, old age, ill health, and disability. Brandeis himself insisted that a
broad definition of social welfare formed part of the “liberty™ protected by the
Fourteenth Amendment and that government should concern itself with the healih,
income, and future prospeets of all its citizens. . . .

¢
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Brandeis . . . envisioned a different welfare state from that of the maternalist
reformers, one rooted less in the social work tradition and visions of health y mother-
hood ._..E. in the idea of universal economic entitlements; including the right 10 a
a.nn.n._. income and protection against unemployment and injury on the job. This
vision, too, enjoyed considerable support in the Progressive era. By 1920, nearly

. all the states had enacted workmen’s compensation laws, the entering ir..ama for
broader programs of social insurance. But state minimum wage {aws and maost
_nim regulating working hours applied only to women. The provision of a husic _7.?
ing standard and a set of working conditions beneath which no individual should
fail would await the coming of the New Deal.

) All the cross-currents of Progressive-era thinking about what McClure s Muag-
zine nu_._na “the problem of the relation of the State and the corporation™ came
together in the presidential campaign of 1912. A “year with supreme possibilitics,”
as m.cmnnn < _.uocm put it, 1912 witnessed a four-way contest hetween xc::_::,.m.z
v.nnm:_na i..:.w:. Howard Taft, former president Theodore Roosevelt, now run-
ning as candidate of the Progressive Party, Democrat Woodrow Wilson, and Debs

himself, representing a Socialist Party at the height of its influence. The campai m_._
c_onw.:.o an nx_n..an._ national debate on the relutionship between political and cco-
nomic freedom in the age of the large corporation. At one end of the political spec-
trum m.o.on. Em mauan:r a bona fide Progressive, although in 1912 he stressed that
economic 5&<a:m=.£= could remain the foundation of the sociul order ﬁ..._:sn »._A
government and private entrepreneurs cooperated in addressing social ills. Al :.:.u
oz_n.n end was Debs, the only candidate to demand a complete chunge in ..__.,. cco-
nomic Structure to propel the nation “from wage slavery to free caoperation, from
ouv_s__..q.m oligarchy to industrial democracy.” Relatively few Americans E::..Ea to

M.n -..E.“_w s moa o... ng_mma.:m the “capitalistic system" altogether, but its inmediate

oM::”M:WsIL:..M.HSm v:v__n oiaoa_.:_u mm the railroads and banking system, ROV-

b ot ooy M MH.MQB:W“MNN“.... ._vnm_m_nm:o: .na_nc:m.zan shorter hours and u min-

Progreseis houghe | me tax—summarized .,:o most forward-looking

aoaw““_ _”awww_nn__mn.cpﬂ:o-g:.zon: im_mo-._ and Roosevelt over the meaning of free-

The two ditres; o e s n..n 1n securing it that galvanized public attention in 1912,

e inevine many {ssues, :c:nz«. the dungers of governmental power and

itability of economic concentration, but both believed increased slate ac-

.tlon was necessary to preserve individual freedom. Though representing a party

mroacm:_« steeped in states’ rights and laiése
imbued with Progressive ideas. “Of course,
1911, “but what is liberty 7" “Old words . . .

sor

z-faire ideology, Wilson was deeply
we want liberty,” he had declured in

.. consecrated throughout many ¢ i-
tions,” Lie'Tiisi g : Yy gcenera
, fisisted, needed to be “translated into experience,” and as governor of

”-Msm””.unw. he E.a u..om.nm."._ over the 5.:..»5«:3::: of workmen’s compensation

nd ».M. Mnmc_w:o: on. .:::z& and railrouds. Nonetheless, Wilson's 19]2 “pro-
wo o %E A“..M“."Wn h“:n .Z.os Freedom,” as he came to call it, was heavily indebted
Freedom: e pe: B:o.._m.oo_om# Qo<n.33m-,:. he insisted, was the antagonist of
S =.o o msn_.nwmw ow. _.wmnw is a :_u_oa« of the limitution of governmental
._n_._.na.ca. i, sc of it. “Yet a.nu._os...i:.....c: maintained, meuant iore than in
. s time, and government had a responsibility to promote it: “freedom toda y
ts something more than being let alone. The program of a pavernment of frecdom

/ N
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must in thesc days be positive, not negative merely.” Strongly influenced by
Brandeis, with whamm he consulted [requently during the campaign, Wilson in-
sisted that frcedom was *“an cconomic idca™ as well as a political one, and that the
way (o reinvigorale democracy was 10 restore market competition by freeing gov-
ernment {rom subservience to big business. Freedom could only thrive in a decen-
tralized economy that bred independent citizens and restored self-government to
local communities—goals the federal government could pursue by strengthening
antitrust laws, protecting the right of workers to unionize, and actively encourag-
ing small entreprencurs.

In retrospect, it scems clear that Wilson E& little ::annmﬁan__:w of the myriad
sources ol corporate hegemony in @ modern economy. But his warning that consol-
idated economic power.might join with concentrated political power to the detriment
of ordinary citizens was remarkably prescient, especially given the confidence of
so many Progressives that the state could be counted upon to act as a disinterested
arbiter of the nation’s social and economic purposes. To Roosevelt's supporters,

howevcer, Wilson scemed a relic of a bygone era, whose program served the needs

of small businessmen but ignored the interests of professionals, consumers, and

labor. The New Frecedom, wrote Lippmann, meant “freedom for the little profiteer,

but no freedom for the nation from the narrowness, the . . . limited vision of smalt

compctitors.” Wilson and Brandeis spoke of the “cursc of bigness™; what the nation~
actually nccded, Lippmann countered, was frank acceptance of the inevitability

and benefits of bigness, coupled with the active intervention -of government to

counteract its abuscs while guiding socicty toward common goals. Lippmann was

articulating the core of the New Nationualism, Theodore Roosevelt's altemative

vision of 1912. Wilson’s statcment that limits on governmental.power formed the
essence of frecdom, Roosevelt pointedly remarked, “has not one panticle of founda-
tion in the facts of the present day.” It was a recipe for “the enslavement of the people
by the great corporations who can only be held in check by the extension of govern-
mental power™; only the “regulatory, the controlling, and directing power of the
government” could represent “the liberty of the oppressed.”

Where Wilson opposed extensive social welfare programs for making citizens
dependents of the state, the Progressive Party platform offered a myriad of proposals
to promote social justice. Inspired by a group of setilement house feminists, labor
reformerss, and Progressive social scientists, the platform laid out a'blueprint for a
modern, democratic welfare state, complete with women’s suffrage, federal super-
vision of corporatc enterprise, national labor and health legislation for women and
children, an cight-hour day and a “living wage” for all workers, the right of workers
to form unions, and a national system ol social insurance covering unemployment,
medical carc, and ofd age. Roosevelt called it the “most important document” since
the cnd of the Civil War, and the platform brought together many of the streams of
thought and political experience that flowed into- Progressivism. Roosevelt, of
course, lost the election (although once in office, Wilson often seemed to act as a
Necw Nationalist). But his campaign helped give frecdom a modern social and eco-
nomic content and established an agenda that would continue to define vo__:nm_
liberalism for much of the rest of the century.

Indeed, by 1916, wrilers like Herbert Croly were consciously atlempting to re-
define the venerable term “liberalism,” previously shorthand for limited government

)
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and laissez-faire economics, to describe belief in an aclivist, socially conscious
state, This would become the word’s meaning for most of the twenticth century.
Modern liberalisim, howevet, has other features conspicuously absent from the Pro-
gressive agenda: an overriding vnsnncvazoa with civil liberties, including the
right to personal privacy and the free expression of ideas, and a plurafist concern

_ -for the rights of racial and ethnic minoritics. With its impulsc toward social cohesive-

ness and homogeneity, and its exaltation of the national state as the emhadiment of
democracy, mainstream Progressivism was not attuned to these understandings of
freedom. Their origins lay elsewhere—among the -E__S_ﬁ and cultural bohemians
of Pdmammio America.
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