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In this effort “to provide a comprehensive overview
of the rich, complex setting of ideas, interests, and issues that gave shape to early twentieth-century American public policy” (p. 9), Brandeis University Professor
Morton Keller claims that the Progressive-era generation
attempted “to impose uniform national standards on institutions, issues, and groups.” Moreover, “the interplay
of that impulse with the demands of an increasingly pluralist society and with traditional values, which if anything gained new vigor in the face of rapid change, gave
early twentieth-century American social policy its distinctive cast” (p. 307).

people.” A refusal to investigate the economic boundaries that framed social regulation has led Keller to bifurcate his study of regulation into this volume and the
1990 Regulating a New Economy: Public Policy and Economic Change in America, 1900-1993. Do not be fooled by
the narrative style: there is a strongly held point of view
in Regulating a New Society, a liberalism more in keeping with the late nineteenth-century than either the New
Deal or current (mis)appropriations of that term.
Keller’s innovative organization offers a non- linear
model for policy history, one organized around concepts
rather than a chronology of decision-making. He divides
the book into three sections: institutions, issues, and
groups. The institutions of family, church, and school
mostly stood free from regulation, though state intervention increased during these years, albeit hampered
by “past traditions of liberty and individualism, and the
present reality of a pluralist society” (p. 11). Social
issues–“the interests of personality (slander and libel, privacy, mental suffering) and civil liberties (freedom of
speech and of the press)” as well as “sins of the flesh
(drinking, drugs, gambling, prostitution); crime and what
to do about it; poverty and welfare” (p. 67)–provided
a terrain for political contestation much as they do today. Groups–in this case immigrants and aliens, blacks
and whites, “Indians” and women–reflected the development of categories of identity upon which policy developed. Identity politics, we observe, has had a longer
history than current polemics recognize. Keller classifies women with Native Americans because, in contrast
to African Americans and Asians, public policy sought to
lessen their separation from the social whole. Although
native peoples (whose gender seems assumed to be male)
continued to experience dispossession of their lands and
“remain[ed] in a twilight zone between full citizenship
and wardlike dependence” (p. 282), women (often not
distinguished by class or race) gained suffrage, “the most
lasting and substantial social policy achievement of its

Unlike women’s historians who are finding the origins of the welfare state during this period, he conventionally locates the modern state with the New Deal.
More convincingly, he argues for including the 1920s
with the pre-war years rather than as part of the interwar period as commonly seen in non-policy oriented
U.S. histories. For Keller, the early twentieth-century
polity “was a modification of the classic American state
of parties, courts, and diverse policies ambiguously implemented” (p. 307), made even more contradictory by
those large forces of urbanization, increasingly diverse
immigration, and corporate consolidation. Social policy
remained a product of the “distinctive character of the
nation’s public life” (p. 2) based on values of classical
liberalism rather than the material relations of class. Individualism and the preference for a weak state served
as counterweights to the Progressive drive towards centralization, efficiency, and cultural cohesion, otherwise
understood as social control.
“Pluralism” becomes the operative term, replacing
the concepts of race, gender, and class that have come
to dominate recent historiography. This is idealist history, denying the class basis of Progressivism and buying
into a common assertion that such mostly white reformers, thinkers, and government officials represented “the
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