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Whose Liberalism, Whose Progressivism?

A recent exchange on H-SHGAPE discussed
the arbitrariness of the term "Gilded Age" and not-
ed the widespread recognition of that term as a
historians' construct.[1] In his brief introduction
to a new documentary history of the Gilded Age
and Progressive Era, John Buenker notes that for
at least the last twenty years, "a growing number
of historians have argued that the putative di-
chotomy between the two eras has been greatly
exaggerated--that there are compelling reasons to
justify conceiving of the period from 1877
through World War I as a single historical era."
Buenker notes that the consensus of a number of
historians is that "the success of the latter period
would not have been possible without the ground-
work laid during the former; the relationship be-
tween the two eras seems at least as synergistic as
antithetical."[2] These are only two examples of
historians' widespread rejection of the Gilded Age
and the Progressive Era as two distinct periods fu-
eled by totally different philosophies. This abun-
dance of evidence makes particularly vexing Nan-
cy Cohen's claims that her otherwise excellent
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work "offers a new narrative of the origins of
modern American liberalism,” and that her
demonstration "that the distinctive values and
programs of modern liberalism were formulated
by Gilded Age liberals, not in the very different
context of the Progressive Era" is "contrary to
most accounts" (p. 4). However, the fact that Co-
hen's thesis is not as original or contested as she
repeatedly asserts should not keep readers away
from this well researched, lively, and ultimately
provocative and important book.

Cohen's overriding theme may be familiar,
but the depth of her research into the develop-
ment of ideas by intellectuals concerning the
proper relationship between capitalism and
democracy following the Civil War significantly
enhances our understanding of the "genealogy of
modern liberalism" (p. 11). In particular, Cohen
emphasizes that the influence of liberal intellectu-
als of the Gilded Age has not only been underesti-
mated, but that their philosophies have been mis-
takenly perceived as laissez faire liberalism. Co-
hen offers insightful and detailed assessments of
conventionally noted GAPE thinkers ranging from



Edwin Lawrence Godkin and William Graham
Sumner to Herbert Croly.[3] However, one of the
greatest contributions of this book is her detailed
presentation of the evolution in thinking of a
number of lesser known intellectuals whom Co-
hen presents as nonetheless representative and,
frequently, influential in their day. Cohen traces
the intellectual pilgrimages undertaken by these
men. They at one point supported greater democ-
ratization in order to improve the lot of workers
(or former slaves, or farmers, or any number of
other disadvantaged subsets of the population in
post-Civil War America). Ultimately, however,
they saw great danger in enhancing the power of
these various groups that, when combined, consti-
tute a majority of the population.

Cohen, a research scholar at the UCLA Center
for the Study of Women, argues that this percep-
tion of danger led to Progressivism's acceptance
and even frequent defense of corporate capital-
ism, a "settlement ... premised on the conviction
that individual satisfaction, the public interest,
and national prosperity depended on the preser-
vation of the consolidated capitalist enterprise”
(p-255). The administrative politics instituted to
facilitate that consolidation eliminated the previ-
ous, albeit flawed, forms of Jacksonian democratic
participation and accountability. Terming "quite
modest" the innovations in social welfare and eco-
nomic regulation that began in the Progressive
Era and extended far beyond, and contending that
they were in any event counterbalanced by the
expansion of administrative agencies and the con-
striction of avenues of participation, Cohen con-
cludes, "It seems that we have yet to reckon the
price American paid for the eviscerated and ane-
mic democracy bequeathed us by late-nineteenth-
century liberals" (p. 256).

Throughout the book, Cohen demonstrates a
sophisticated grasp of various economic, social,
and political theories, which she conveys clearly
without sacrificing complexity. The evolution of
thinking on the part of the many intellectuals she
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portrays is frequently fascinating. Of particular
interest to academics are the accounts in chapter
7, "The American Scholar Revisited," concerning
issues of academic freedom. Following the Hay-
market Riot, Edwin Godkin organized a campaign
to have Richard Ely ousted from Johns Hopkins
University for suggesting, in his book The Labor
Movement in America, that advances in civiliza-
tion should come from the bottom up. Ely sur-
vived that campaign, but lost his prestigious posi-
tion as secretary of the American Economic Asso-
ciation. After leaving Johns Hopkins and joining
the faculty of the University of Wisconsin, Ely en-
dured a public trial by university regents there.
He earned his acquittal only by admitting that if
he were a socialist, his dismissal would be justi-
fied. After being forced out of Cornell, Henry
Carter Adams was able to gain a full professorship
at the University of Michigan by repudiating his
earlier socialist criticism of industrial society, con-
fessing that his support for the Knights of Labor
in 1886 was the result of having been duped by
the labor movement. Cohen presents these exam-
ples of the closing off of ideas and options within
the scholarly community as especially significant
because the college-educated dominated much of
the Progressive thought that was to come.

There has long been a plethora of evidence to
suggest that the end result of many progressive
reforms, despite the claims to the contrary then
and now, was to shore up capitalism rather than
seriously challenge it. Progressivism, however
characterized, has always been clearly distinct
from socialism, and should be judged as such. My
struggles with Cohen's claims about the nature of
Progressivism stem from her assertion, "I have
not intended to violate the now routine stricture
against viewing 'progressivism' as a unitary
movement or a single ideology" (p. 254). Despite
her stated intentions, it seems to me this is exactly
what Cohen has done. She notes that there were
"truly new currents of thought in the Progressive
Era: feminism, cultural modernism, and pragma-
tism," and asserts, "[t]he differences were impor-



tant and I do not seek to minimize them" (p. 243).
Two pages later she acknowledges "that some pro-
gressives dissented from the new liberalism's le-
gitimation of corporate capitalism, apotheosis of
the consumer, and depoliticization of social life,
even if they did tragically share in some of the as-
sumptions" (p. 245). She nevertheless concludes
that "when all is said and done," the practical
power of even Walter Lippman and Herbert Croly,
two of the most successful in translating their
ideas into political influence, was "quite limited"
in comparison with "the policymaking social sci-
entists ensconced in proliferating government
agencies" (p. 245). Her protests to the contrary,
virtually the entirety of her book does view pro-
gressivism as stemming from a single ideology.
While that ideology was a powerful force and Co-
hen traces its origins and development extraordi-
narily well, many progressive era scholars would
disagree that this constitutes the whole story of
the period and its legacy.

It would be unfair to expect Cohen to apply
her thesis to every aspect of that vast and com-
plex array of reforms and reformers historians
have labeled "progressivism." However, her few
pages dedicated to showing how the actions of
Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson cinch
her case do not appear equally applicable to all
threads of progressivism. Cohen's thesis can be
applied to a variety of aspects of progressivism,
resulting in highly debatable degrees of democrat-
ic progress or success. Robert and Belle La Fol-
lette, for example, were exactly the kind of col-
lege-educated progressives Cohen describes as in-
heriting the diluted message of Gilded Age re-
form, in their case, at the University of Wisconsin.
In 1913, Seaman's Union president Andrew Fu-
ruseth stood up in Congress upon the passage of
Robert La Follette's Seaman's Bill which ended the
virtual enslavement of contract sailors, and cried
out, "This finishes the work which Lincoln began,"
with tears running down his cheeks.[4] Was this
really (to keep up the sea theme) just so much re-
arranging of deck chairs on the sinking ship of
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progressive efforts to meaningfully transform
lives and further democratic ideals? The following
year Belle La Follette publicly opposed the segre-
gation policies of the Wilson administration in
Washington, D.C., noting, "Continued violations of
fundamental principles of human rights touching
a race that constitutes one-tenth of our citizenship
must ultimately degrade our standards, corrupt
our ideals, and destroy our sense of democra-
cy."[5] Her speeches, writings, and actions helped
to bring about an end to the new segregation ef-
forts, a victory that was celebrated, among other
places, within the offices of the NAACP. Is such a
triumph really "anemic"? How well do Cohen's
conclusions apply to the impassioned speech (and
life's work) of Rose Schneiderman following the
Triangle Factory Fire? What about the variety of
other "bottom up" reform efforts, or wilderness
preservation and resource conservation, or wom-
en's suffrage and nascent feminism? Are the rela-
tive merits of such achievements really "quite
modest?"

The answers to these questions, of course, de-
pend on one's perspective. Reasonable people can,
and do, legitimately disagree on these vitally im-
portant questions concerning the motives and re-
sults of democratic reforms of the past as well as
those of the present. Nancy Cohen's study will fur-
ther invigorate debates about the meanings and
values of the Gilded Age, the Progressive Era, the
New Deal, and the goals of reform efforts and re-
formers claiming to seek a more democratic soci-
ety today.
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