
Impact of Progressivism 
Historical Context The documents below provide different types of information 
about the muckrakers, turn-of-the-century journalists and activists who publicized 
corruption and urban problems. 
Task Examine the documents and answer the questions that follow. Then you will be 
asked to write an essay about the goals of muckrakers, using facts from the documents 
and from the chapter to support the position you take in your thesis statement. 

The muckrakers got their nickname from a tool used to scrape up sewage and 
other unwanted garbage. The cartoon below reflects President Theodore 
Roosevelt's investigation into unsanitary conditions in meat packing plants. 
The investigation was sparked by muckraker Upton Sinclair's book The Jungle. 
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One leading muckraker was Lincoln Steffens, who 
wrote several articles on city corruption between 1902 
and 1904. He published the collection as a book titled 
The Shame of the Cities. In this introduction to the 
book, he reflects on the central problem that faced all 
of the cities he studied. 

"[P]olitics is business. That's what's the matter with it ... 
But there is hope, not alone despair, in the commercial-
ism of our politics. If our political leaders are to be 
always a lot of political merchants, they will supply any 
demand we may create. All we have to do is to establish 
a steady demand for good government ... If we would 
leave parties to the politicians, and would vote not for 
the party, not even for men, but for the city, and the 
State, and the nation, we should rule parties, and cities, 
and States, and nation. If we would vote in mass on the 
more promising ticket, or, ifthe two are equally bad, 
would throw out the party that is in, and wait till the 
next election and then throw out the other party that is 
in-then, I say, the commercial politician would feel a 
demand for good government and he would supply it. 
That process would take a generation or more to com-
plete, for the politicians now really do not know what 
good government is. But it has taken as long to develop 
bad government, and the politicians know what that is. 
If it would not 'go; they would offer something else, and, 
if the demand were steady, they, being so commercial, 
would 'deliver the goods:" 

1. a. Describe Look at the political cartoon in 
Document l. Describe what is going on. 
b. Interpret Do you think the artist sees the work 
of muckrakers as positive or negative? Explain. 

2. a. Compare Refer to Document 2. To what does 
Steffens compare politics? 
b. Interpret Steffens blames the public for urban 
problems. Why? 
c. Evaluate Would Steffens's reform work? Explain. 

3. a. Recall Refer to Document 3. What kinds of work 
do the boys do? 

Florence Kelley was a social worker and lawyer who 
published numerous studies on urban problems. The 
following is from a study she conducted with Alzina P. 
Stevens on child labor in Chicago. It led to the first Illi-
nois laws limiting work hours for women and children. 

"The Ewing Street Italian colony furnishes a large con-
tingent to the army of bootblacks and newsboys; lads 
who leave home at 2:30A.M. to secure the first edition 
of the morning paper, selling each edition as it appears, 
and filling the intervals with blacking boots and tossing 
pennies, until, in the winter half of the year, they gather 
in the Polk Street Night-School, to doze in the warmth, 
or torture the teacher with the gamin [street kid] tricks 
acquired by day. For them, school is "a lark," or a peace-
ful retreat from parental beatings and shrieking juniors 
at home during the bitter nights of the Chicago winter. 

There is no body of self-supporting children more in 
need of effective care than these newsboys and boot-
blacks. They are ill-fed, ill-housed, ill-clothed, illiterate, 
and wholly untrained and unfitted for any occupation. 
The only useful thing they learn at their work in com-
mon with the children who learn in school, is the rapid 
calculation of small sums in making change; and this 
does not go far enough to be of any practical value." 

b. Analyze Why do you think the boys see no impor-
tance in going to school? 

4. Document-Based Essay Question Consider the ques-
tion below and form a thesis statement. Using examples 
from Documents l, 2, and 3, create an outline and write 
a short essay supporting your position. 
How did muckrakers change government and 
society? 

See Skills Handbook, p. H28-H29, H31-H33 
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