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Since the publication in 1963 of Gabriel
Kolko's The Triumph of Conservatism, scholars
have been highly suspicious of American progres‐
sivism. Working from a 'corporate liberalism' per‐
spective, Kolko, James Weinstein, Martin Sklar,
James Livingston, and others have interpreted
Progressive Era reforms, such as railroad regula‐
tion, anti-trust, the Federal Reserve system, and
workers' compensation, as products of nefarious
capitalist campaigns. In this story, the new, giant
corporations used 'reform' programs to control
markets, reduce competition, and replace worker
militancy with complacency. This puts studies of
the early American welfare state in sharp contrast
with comparable studies for Canada and Europe.
There, a social democratic coalition linking mili‐
tant labor with agrarian radicals is credited with
pushing state programs regulating labor and
product markets over the objections of capitalists.
Such grass-roots radical groups disappear from
corporate liberal studies of the American Progres‐
sive Era, replaced by ingenious and scheming cor‐
porate capitalists. Early welfare-state programs in
Canada and Europe, are signs of the growth in
power of a nascent working class. In the United

States, by contrast, they are viewed as signs of the
emergence of a modern ruling capitalist class.
It may be that the welfare state began to look
more attractive to American scholars after it be‐
gan to be dismantled. Or perhaps its undoing in
an era of weak unions and triumphant corporate
capitalism encouraged scholars to reexamine la‐
bor and capital's role in the creation of the wel‐
fare state. Discounting the impact of corporate
capitalists, Theda Skocpol, for example, uses statecentered and maternalist models to attribute ear‐
ly welfare-state initiatives in the United States to a
coalition uniting women's groups with profession‐
al reformers. Others have applied society-cen‐
tered and social-democratic models to the United
States, including political scientist Richard Valelly,
and labor historians Julie Greene and Richard
Schneirov. They have shown the extent of political
action by Progressive Era labor and radical farm‐
ers, and the impact of their militancy on both the
national and local politics.
Enter Elizabeth Sanders. Rejecting corporate
liberalism, she argues that Progressive-era re‐
forms were championed by a reform coalition
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that there is a strong partisan component to con‐
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der the antitrust laws was supported by 98% of
House Democrats but was opposed by 74% of Re‐
publicans (p. 343). Sanders chooses to emphasize
the strong regional alignment in all of these votes;
she may as well have seen them as partisan votes
driven by the imperatives of political coalition
building in an era of strong parties.
In addition, there may also be problems in
Sanders's regional classification by manufactur‐
ing output per capita in 1919. Are all manufactur‐
ing regions the same? Is it appropriate to place de‐
clining New England textile counties in the same
category as Pennsylvania steel towns and Wash‐
ington State canning communities? And is it ap‐
propriate to put Southern cotton regions dominat‐
ed by racism and sharecropping in the same pe‐
ripheral category as western mining communi‐
ties, Minnesota dairy towns, and wheat farmers
on the Great Plains? Sanders could do a finer
breakdown and then provide statistical tests for
using a higher level of aggregation. This would be
a great deal of work; but that may explain why
God made graduate students.
Elizabeth Sanders is well aware of the parti‐
sanship and regional subtleties behind the pro‐
gressive era legislation she discusses. Beyond the
statistical analysis, she shows a firm understand‐
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