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CONFLICTING HISTORICAL VIEWPOINTS: NO. 16

Who Were the Progressives’

Few phenomena of American history are more controversial than the Pro-
gressive movement. For more than six decades, scholars have offered con-
flicting answers to such questions as: Why did the movement begin and
end when it did? What were its major objectives? Was its impact on the
national experience salutary or otherwise? What was its relationship to
other reform movements before and since? On these topics there is so lit-
tle agreement among historians that Peter Filene has written “An Obituary
for the ‘Progressive Movement’” (American Quarterly, Spring 1970), argu-
ing that the very concept should be abandoned as a figment of the schol-
arly imagination.

The nature of this continuing historiographical debate is perhaps best
suggested by conflicting assessments of the social origins of the reformers.
In his analysis of The Progressive Movement (1915), Parke De Witt, the
first scholar to study progressivism, accepted the interpretation offered by
the reformers themselves. Like them, he viewed their movement as an un-
compromising onslaught against big business. The period, he concluded,
was one of conflict between “the people” and “the interests.” Essentially the
same idea pervaded the two most famous historical studies written during
the 1920s. Vernon L. Parrington’s Main Currents in American Thought (3
vols., 1927-1930) and Charles and Mary Beard’s The Rise of American
Civilization (1927) viewed progressivism as the lineal descendant of a re-
form tradition that stretched back in American history to the age of Jef-
ferson and Jackson. Pitting the masses against business moguls and crooked
politicians, the movement was the twentieth-century phase of the age-old
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arose in New York State during the Progressive period as a resuls of the
rapid changes wrought by industrialization and urbanization. As American
citizens came to recognize how business interests often corrupted party pol-
itics in an industrial society, and as their attacks on party politicians in-
creased, the party system declined in importance, only to be replaced by
special-interest groups. many dominated by businessmen or bureaucratic
professionals. Thus, in McCormick’s view, progr

essivism developed because
of a political transformation necessitated by modernization and in 4 direc-
tion unintended by those orig

inally critical of existing political arrange-
ments.

Other scholars also abandoned the attempt to trace the social origins of
reform to the middle class or to any specific social group. J. Joseph Huth-
macher (Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 1962) and Michael Paul, Rogin
and John L. Shover (Political Change in California, 1970) emphasized work-
ing-class ( particularly Catholic and immigrant) support for progressive pro-
grams. David P. Thelen in The New Citizenship (1972) went Sfurther to
argue the futility of attributing social movements to particular
Nuting that Wisconsin I’rogressz'um, not unlike their conservative critics,
drew their ranks from farmers, workers, professionals, and business peo-
ple, he emphasized issues more than classes, and concluded that “no par-
ticular manner of man became a progressive.”

Since World War 11, then, historians have redefined the sources of pro-
gressivism and its relationship to the business community. Although delin-
eating the conservative tendencies inherent in the progressive mind, most
scholars still accept the traditional equation of progressivism with reform.
New Left historians, however, have denied even that. Gabriel Kolko, for
example, has described the movement as The Triu mph of Conservatism (1963).
In his view, the Progressives were not reformers at all, and the chief char-
acteristic of the era was not orderly change in the public interest but com-
plete control by business interests. Clearly, Kolko's is a minority view, but

his total inversion of the traditional interpretation serves as q reminder
that history is art, not science.

social groups.





