
Progressivism  

 

Robert La Follette (1855-1925) was a Republican politician:  On Women’s Public Role. 

It has always seemed to me that women should play a larger part than they do in the greater housekeeping of the state. 

One of the factors in the improvement of conditions in Wisconsin has been the selection of able women for positions in 

the state service, particularly upon those boards having to do with the welfare of women. 

I believe not only in using the peculiar executive abilities of women in the state service, but I cannot remember a time 

when I did not believe in woman suffrage. The great economic and industrial questions of to-day affect women as directly 

as they do men. And the interests of men and women are not antagonistic one to the other, but mutual and coordinate. 

Co-suffrage, like co-education, will react not to the special advantage of either men or women, but will result in a more 

enlightened, better balanced citizenship, and in a truer democracy. I am glad to say that the legislature of Wisconsin 

passed, at its last session, a suffrage law which will be submitted on referendum next November to the voters of the state. 

I shall support it and campaign for it. 

 

Excerpt from the first inaugural address of President Woodrow Wilson (March 4, 1913).  

We see that in many things [our] life is very great…But…evil has come with the good… With riches has come inexcusable 

waste. We have squandered a great part of what we might have used, and have not stopped to conserve the exceeding 

beauty of nature… We have been proud of our industrial achievements, but we have not…stopped thoughtfully enough to 

count the human costs… [Our] great Government we loved has too often been made use of for private and selfish 

purposes, and those who used it had forgotten the people.  

At last a vision has been [shown to] us of our life as a whole. We see the bad with the good… With this vision we approach 

new affairs. Our duty is to cleanse, to reconsider, to restore, to correct the evil… to purify and humanize every process of 

our common life… 

 

Excerpt from the “Social Creed of the Methodist Episcopal Church”, a statement adopted in 1908.  
 
The Methodist Episcopal Church stands: 
For equal rights and complete justice for all men in all stations of life. 
 
For the abolition of child labor.  
For such regulation of the conditions of labor for women as shall safeguard the physical and moral health of the 
community.  
 
For a release from employment one day in seven. 
For a living wage in every industry.  
For the highest wage that each industry can afford and for the most equitable division of the products of industry that can 
ultimately be devised.  
For the recognition of the Golden Rule and the mind of Christ as the supreme law of society and the sure remedy for all 
social ills. 
 

 

 

 



 

Danish-born police reporter Jacob Riis on “Lung Block”, a tenement area in New York City known for its prevalence of 

tuberculosis in his book How the Other Half Lives (1890) 

Be a little careful, please! The hall is dark and you might stumble over the children pitching pennies back there. Not that it 

would hurt them; kicks and cuffs are their daily diet. They have little else.  

Here where the hall turns and dives into utter darkness is a step, and another, another. A flight of stairs. You can feel your 

way, if you cannot see it. Close? Yes! What would you have? All the fresh air that ever enters these stairs comes from the 

hall door that is forever slamming, and from the windows of dark bedrooms that in turn receive from the stairs their sole 

supply of the elements God meant to be free, but man deals out with such niggardly [stingy] hand.  

That was a woman filling her pail by the hydrant you just bumped against. The sinks are in the hallway, that all the tenants 

may have access—and all be poisoned alike by their summer stenches. Hear the pump squeak! It is the lullaby of 

tenement house babes. In summer, when a thousand thirsty throats pant for a cooling drink in this block, it is worked in 

vain. But the saloon, whose open door you passed in the hall, is always there. The smell of it has followed you up.  

Here is a door. Listen! That short hacking cough, that tiny, helpless wail—what do they mean? They mean that the soiled 

bow of white [a sign of recent birth] you saw on the door downstairs will have another story to tell—Oh! a sadly familiar 

story—before the day is at an end. The child is dying with measles. With half a chance it might have lived; but it had none. 

That dark bedroom killed it. 

 

President Theodore Roosevelt defends forest conservation in this speech, 1903. 

I believe we are past the stage of national existence when we could look on complacently at the individual who skinned 

the land and was content, for the sake of three years’ profit for himself, to leave a desert for the children of those who 

were to inherit the soil. I think we have passed that stage. We should handle, and I think we do now handle, all problems 

as those of forestry and of the preservation and use of our waters from the standpoint of the permanent interests of the 

home maker in any region – the man who comes in not to take what he can out of the soil and leave, having exploited the 

country, but who comes to dwell therein, to bring up his children, and to leave them a heritage in the country not merely 

unimpaired, but if possible even improved. That is the sensible view of civic obligation, and the policy of the state and of 

the nation should be shaped in that direction. It should be shaped in the interest of the home maker, the actual resident, 

the man who is not only to be benefitted himself, but whose children and children’s children are to be benefited by what 

he has done.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Speech by Jewish American feminist and labor leader Rose Schneiderman, regarding the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire of 

1911, in which 146 garment workers died due to unsafe workplace conditions.  

I would be a traitor to these poor burned bodies if I came here to talk good fellowship. We have tried you good people of 

the public and we have found you wanting. The old Inquisition had its rack and its thumbscrews and its instruments of 

torture with iron teeth. We know what these things are today; the iron teeth are our necessities, the thumbscrews are 

the high powered and swift machinery close to which we must work, and the rack is here in the firetrap structures that 

will destroy us the minute they catch on fire. 

This is not the first time girls have been burned alive in the city. Every week I must learn of the untimely death of one of 

my sister workers. Every year thousands of us are maimed. The life of men and women is so cheap and property is so 

sacred. There are so many of us for one job it matters little if 146 of us are burned to death. 

We have tried you citizens; we are trying you now, and you have a couple of dollars for the sorrowing mothers, brothers 

and sisters by way of a charity gift. But every time the workers come out in the only way they know to protest against 

conditions which are unbearable the strong hand of the law is allowed to press down heavily upon us. 

Public officials have only words of warning to us—warning that we must be intensely peaceable, and they have the 

workhouse just back of all their warnings. The strong hand of the law beats us back, when we rise, into the conditions that 

make life unbearable. 

I can't talk fellowship to you who are gathered here. Too much blood has been spilled. I know from my experience it is up 

to the working people to save themselves. The only way they can save themselves is by a strong working-class movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Social Darwinism 

Sociologist William Graham Sumner explains his philosophy, 1880s.  

The struggle for existence is aimed against nature. It is from her niggardly [stingy] hand that we have to wrest the 

satisfaction for our needs, but our fellow-men are our competitors for the meager supply. Competition, therefore, is a law 

of nature. Nature is entirely neutral; she submits to him who most energetically and resolutely assails her. She grants her 

rewards to the fittest, therefore, without regard to other considerations of any kind. If, then, there be liberty, men get 

from her just in proportion to their works, and their having and enjoying are just in proportion to their being and their 

doing. Such is the system of nature. If we do not like it, and if we try to amend it, there is only one way in which we can do 

it. We can take from the better and give to the worse. We can deflect the penalties of those who have done ill and throw 

them on those who have done better. We can take the rewards from those who have done better and give them to those 

who have done worse. We shall thus lessen the inequalities. We shall favor the survival of the unfittest, and we shall 

accomplish this by destroying liberty. Let it be understood that we cannot go outside of this alternative; liberty, inequality, 

survival of the fittest; not-liberty, equality, survival of the unfittest. The former carries society forward and favors all its 

best members; the latter carries society downwards and favors all its worst members. 

 

 

Cartoon published in Puck magazine, 1899.  

Caption: Uncle Sam (to his new class in Civilization) – “Now, children, you've got to learn these lessons whether you want 

to or not! But just take a look at the class ahead of you, and remember that, in a little while, you will feel as glad to be 

here as they are!” 

 



From the writings of Herbert Spencer, 1851.  

In common with its other assumptions of secondary offices, the assumption by a government of the office of Reliever-

general to the poor, is necessarily forbidden by the principle that a government cannot rightly do anything more than 

protect. In demanding from a citizen contributions for the mitigation of distress--contributions not needed for the due 

administration of men's rights--the state is, as we have seen, reversing its function, and diminishing that liberty to exercise 

the faculties which it was instituted to maintain. Possibly, ... some will assert that by satisfying the wants of the pauper, a 

government is in reality extending his liberty to exercise his faculties. ... But this statement of the case implies a 

confounding of two widely different things. To enforce the fundamental law--to take care that every man has freedom to 

do all that he wills, provided he infringes not the equal freedom of any other man--this is the special purpose for which 

the civil power exists. Now insuring to each the right to pursue within the specified limits the objects of his desires 

without let or hindrance, is quite a separate thing from insuring him satisfaction. ... 

. ... The poverty of the incapable, the distresses that come upon the imprudent, the starvation of the idle, and those 

shoulderings aside of the weak by the strong, which leave so many "in shallows and in miseries," are the decrees of a 

large, farseeing benevolence. It seems hard that an unskilfulness which with all its efforts he cannot overcome, should 

entail hunger upon the artisan. It seems hard that a labourer incapacitated by sickness from competing with his stronger 

fellows, should have to bear the resulting privations. It seems hard that widows and orphans should be left to struggle for 

life or death. Nevertheless, when regarded not separately, but in connection with the interests of universal humanity, 

these harsh fatalities are seen to be full of the highest beneficence--the same beneficence which brings to early graves 

the children of diseased parents, and singles out the low-spirited, the intemperate, and the debilitated as the victims of an 

epidemic. ... 

 

Excerpted from Theodore Roosevelt’s Inaugural Address, 1905.  

The Philippines offer a yet graver problem. Their population includes halfcaste and native Christians, warlike Moslems, 

and wild pagans. Many of their people are utterly unfit for self-government, and show no signs of becoming fit. Others 

may in time become fit but at present can only take part in self- government under a wise supervision, at once firm and 

beneficent. We have driven Spanish tyranny from the islands. If we now let it be replaced by savage anarchy, our work has 

been for harm and not for good. I have scant patience with those who fear to undertake the task of governing the 

Philippines, and who openly avow that they do fear to undertake it, or that they shrink from it because of the expense and 

trouble; but I have even scanter patience with those who make a pretense of humanitarianism to hide and cover their 

timidity and who cant about "liberty" and the "consent of the governed," in order to excuse themselves for their 

unwillingness to play the part of men. Their doctrines, if carried out, would make it incumbent upon us to leave the 

Apaches of Arizona to work out their own salvation, and to decline to interfere in a single Indian reservation. Their 

doctrines condemn your forefathers and mine for ever having settled in these United States. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Reverend Josiah Strong, in a revised edition of his book Our Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis, 1891. 

It seems to me that God, with infinite wisdom and skill, is training the Anglo-Saxon race for an hour sure to come in the 

world's future….There are no more new worlds. The unoccupied arable lands of the earth are limited, and will soon be 

taken. The time is coming when the pressure of population on the means of subsistence will be felt here as it is now felt in 

Europe and Asia. Then will the world enter upon a new stage of its history-the final competition of races, for which the 

Anglo-Saxon is being schooled. Long before the thousand millions are here, the mighty centrifugal tendency, inherent in 

this stock and strengthened in the United States, will assert itself. Then this race of unequaled energy, with all the majesty 

of numbers and the might of wealth behind it-the representative, let us hope, of the largest liberty, the purest 

Christianity, the highest civilization-having developed peculiarly aggressive traits calculated to impress its institutions 

upon mankind, will spread itself over the earth. If I read not amiss, this powerful race will move down upon Mexico, down 

upon Central and South America, out upon the islands of the sea, over upon Africa and beyond. And can any one doubt 

that the results of this competition of races will be the "survival of the fittest?" "Any people," says Dr. Bushnell, "that is 

physiologically advanced in culture, though it be only in a degree beyond another which is mingled with it on strictly equal 

terms, is sure to live down and finally live out its inferior. Nothing can save the inferior race but a ready and pliant 

assimilation. Whether the feebler and more abject races are going to be regenerated and raised up, is already, very much 

of a question. What if it should be God's plan to people the world with better and finer material?" 

 

From Andrew Carnegie’s “The Gospel of Wealth”, 1889.  

Thus is the problem of rich and poor to be solved. The laws of accumulation will be left free, the laws of distribution free. 

Individualism will continue, but the millionaire will be but a trustee for the poor, intrusted for a season with a great part of 

the increased wealth of the community, but administering it for the community far better than it could or would have 

done for itself. The best minds will thus have reached a stage in the development of the race in which it is clearly seen 

that there is no mode of disposing of surplus wealth creditable to thoughtful and earnest men into whose hands it flows, 

save by using it year by year for the general good…  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Nativism 

 

Excerpt from the secret oath of the American Protective Association, 1893.  

I do most solemnly promise and swear that I will always, to the utmost of my ability, labor, plead, and wage a continuous 

warfare against ignorance and fanaticism; that I will use my utmost power to strike the shackles and chains of blind 

obedience to the Roman Catholic Church from the hampered and bound consciences of a priest-ridden and church-

oppressed people; that I will never allow anyone, a member of the Roman Catholic Church, to become a member of this 

order, I knowing him to be such; and I will use my influence to promote the interest of all Protestants everywhere in the 

world that I may be; that I will not employ a Roman Catholic in any capacity, if I can procure the services of a Protestant.  

 

Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts made this statement in 1891 to Congress, in favor a proposed Literacy Test 
would restrict future American immigration to those who could read and write.  
 
…the qualities of the American people…are moral far more than intellectual, and it is on the moral qualities of the English-
speaking race that our history, our victories, and all our future rest. There is only one way in which you can lower those 
qualities or weaken those characteristics, and that is by breeding them out. If a lower race mixes with a higher in sufficient 
numbers, history teaches us that the lower race will prevail. The lower race will absorb the higher… 
 
[We] are exposed to but a single danger, and that is by changing the quality of our race and citizenship through the 
wholesale infusion of races whose traditions and inheritances, whose thoughts and whose beliefs are wholly alien to 
ours…There lies the peril at the portals [gates] of our land; there is pressing in the tide of unrestricted immigration. The 
time has certainly come, if not to stop, at least to check, to sift, and to restrict those immigrants. 

 

Excerpt from a popular book, The Passing of the Great Race, by Madison Grant, published by Charles Scribner’s Sons 

(1916). 

These new immigrants were no longer exclusively members of the Nordic race as were the earlier ones who came…the 

new immigrants [contain] a large number of the weak, the broken, and the mentally crippled of all races drawn from the 

lowest [levels] of the Mediterranean basin and the Balkans, together with hordes of the wretched, submerged 

populations of the Polish Ghettos. Our jails, insane asylums and almshouses are filled with this human flotsam [wreckage] 

and the whole tone of American life, social, moral, and political has been lowered and vulgarized by them. 

 

Excerpt from a resolution by the American Federation of Labor to Congress, “Some Reasons for Chinese Exclusion, Meat 

vs. Rice: American Manhood Against Asiatic Coolieism”, (1902).  

The Chinese, if permitted freely to enter this country, would create race antagonisms which would ultimately result in 

great public disturbance. The Caucasians will not tolerate the Mongolian…But this is not alone a race, labor, and political 

question. It is one which involves our civilization… 

 



 

 

Cartoon by Thomas Nast titled “The Chinese Question”, published in Harper’s Weekly, 1871.  

Caption: Columbia – “Hands off, Gentlemen! America means fair play for all men.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Manifest Destiny 

 

Chief Joseph, a Nez Percé Indian who resisted relocation from his ancestral lands in Oregon to a reservation in Idaho, 

appealed personally to the president, 1879.  

I have heard talk and talk, but nothing is done. Good words do not last long unless they amount to something. Words do 

not pay for my dead people. They do not pay for my country, now overrun by white men. They do not protect my father’s 

grave. They do not pay for my horses and cattle.  

Good words do not give me back my children. Good words will not make good the promise of your war chief, General 

Miles. Good words will not give my people good health and stop them from dying. Good words will not give my people a 

home where they can live in peace and take care of themselves. […] 

If the white man wants to live in peace with the Indian, he can live in peace. There need be no trouble. Treat all men alike. 

Give them the same laws. Give them all an even chance to live and grow. […] I have asked some of the Great White Chiefs 

where they get their authority to say to the Indian that he shall stay in one place, while he sees white men going where 

they please. They cannot tell me. I only ask of the government to be treated as all other men are treated.  

 

Liberal reformer Carl Schurz proposes a solution to the “Indian problem”, 1881. 

I am profoundly convinced that a stubborn maintenance of the system of large Indian reservations must eventually result 

in the destruction of the red men, however faithfully the Government may endeavor to protect their rights. It is only a 

question of time… What we can and should do is, in general terms, to fit the Indians, as much as possible, for the habits 

and occupations of civilized life, by work and education; to individualize them in the possession and appreciation of 

property, by allotting them lands in severalty, giving them a fee simple title individually to the parcels of land they 

cultivate, inalienable for a certain period, and to obtain their consent to a disposition of that part in their lands which they 

cannot use, for a fair compensation, in such a manner that they no longer stand in the way of the development of the 

country as an obstacle, but form part of it and are benefited by it. […] 

Can Indians be civilized? This question is answered in the negative only by those who do not want to civilize them.  

 

Sun Elk, a Taos Indian, describes his time at the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania between 1883 and 1890.  

They told us that Indian ways were bad. They said we must get civilized. I remember that word too. I means “be like the 

white man”. I am willing to be like the white man, but I did not believe Indian ways were wrong. But they kept teaching us 

for seven years. And the books told how bad the Indians had been to the white men – burning their towns and killing their 

women and children. But I had seen white men do that to Indians. We all wore white man’s clothes, and ate white man’s 

food and went to white man’s churches and spoke white man’s talk. And so after a while we also began to say Indians 

were bad. We laughed at our own people and their blankets and cooking pots and sacred societies and dances. I tried to 

learn the lessons – and after seven years I came home …  

 



 

Print by Francis F. Palmer entitled Across the Continent: “Westward the Course of Empire Takes its Way”, 1868 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



In October 1898, President McKinley weighs what to do with the Philippines, after the U.S. expelled Spanish colonial rule 

over the islands in the Spanish-American war.  

When next I realized that the Philippines had dropped into our laps, I confess I did not know what to do with them. I 

sought counsel from all sides – Democrats as well as Republicans – but got little help. I thought first we would take only 

Manila; then Luzon; then other islands, perhaps, also.  

I walked the floor of the White House night after night until midnight; and I am not ashamed to tell you, gentlemen, that I 

went down on my knees and prayed Almighty God for light and guidance more than one night. And one night late it came 

to me this way – I don’t know how it was, but it came:  

(1) That we could not give them back to Spain – that would be cowardly and dishonorable;  

(2) That we could not turn them over to France or Germany, our commercial rivals in the Orient – that would be bad 

business and discreditable; 

(3) That we could not leave them to themselves – they were unfit for self-government, and they would soon have anarchy 

and misrule worse than Spain’s was; and  

(4) That there was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and 

Christianize them and by God’s grace do the very best we could by them, as our fellow men, for whom Christ also died.  

And then I went to bed and went to sleep, and slept soundly, and the next morning I sent for the chief engineer of the 

War Department (our map-maker), and I told him to put the Philippines on the map of the United States (pointing to a 

large map on the wall of his office), and there they are and there they will stay while I am President! 

 

Excerpts from Albert Beveridge’s 1898 speech titled “The March of the Flag”.  

Distance and oceans are no arguments. The fact that all the territory our fathers bought and seized is contiguous [sharing 

common borders] is no argument. In 1819 Florida was further from New York than Porto Rico is from Chicago today; 

Texas, further from Washington in 1845 than Hawaii is from Boston in 1898; California, more inaccessible in 1847 than 

the Philippines are now … The ocean does not separate us from lands of our duty and desire – the oceans join us, a river 

never to be dredged, a canal never to be repaired.  

Steam joins us; electricity joins us – the very elements are in league with our destiny. Cuba not contiguous! Porto Rico not 

contiguous! Hawaii and the Philippines not contiguous! Our navy will make them contiguous. [Admirals] Dewey and 

Sampson and Schley have made them contiguous, and American speed, American guns, American heart and brain and 

nerve will keep them contiguous forever.  


