



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2025 by Marc J. Dunkelman


Cover designed by Chin-Yee Lai 


Cover images © Shutterstock AI Generator/Shutterstock.com; © IR Stone/Shutterstock.com


Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


First Edition: February 2025


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a registered trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


PublicAffairs books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Print book interior design by Sheryl Kober.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Dunkelman, Marc J., author.


Title: Why nothing works : who killed progress—and how to bring it back / Marc J. Dunkelman.


Description: First edition. | New York : PublicAffairs, 2025. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2024031101 | ISBN 9781541700215 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781541700246 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Progressivism (United States politics) | Progress. | Public administration—United States. | United States—Politics and government.


Classification: LCC JK275 .D86 2025 | DDC 324.2732/7—dc23/eng/20241126


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024031101


ISBNs: 9781541700215 (hardcover), 9781541700246 (ebook)


E3-20241209-JV-NF-ORI














For Emilia, Helen, and, of course, Kathryn




















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: PublicAffairs logo]














“We have these honorary pigs like [San Francisco] Mayor Alioto… plugged into one gigantic system, one octopus spanning the continent from one end to the other, reaching its tentacles all around the world, in everybody’s pocket and around everybody’s neck. We have just one octopus. A beast with his head wherever LBJ might be tonight.”


—Civil rights leader Eldridge Cleaver, October 1, 1968


“We are at a moment of history. You could have Robert Moses come back from the dead and he wouldn’t be able to do shit.”


—Clean energy executive Michael Skelly, April 6, 2017















INTRODUCTION



THE EXPRESSWAY AND THE TRAIN STATION


The most haunting story in The Power Broker, Robert Caro’s Pulitzer Prize–winning history of New York, traces a singularly powerful man’s determination to jackhammer an expressway across the South Bronx. Caro’s subject, Robert Moses, was at the peak of his imperious glory when he decided during the mid-1950s to dig what amounted to a cavernous trench through some of the Big Apple’s most vibrant working-class neighborhoods. Nearly everyone objected—even the mayor had taken sides with the parade of citizens, community groups, and elected officials begging the great man to modify the route. But those pleas fell on Moses’s deaf ears. And by the point of The Power Broker’s celebrated release two decades later, the Cross Bronx Expressway had effectively turned a once lively and multicultural section of the globe’s financial capital into an urban wasteland.1


Caro’s telling of the horrors—Moses blithely imposing his will on enfeebled citizens—was not only damning but indicative of why, by the time of the book’s publication in 1974, the public had turned against public authority. In nearly every realm, those wielding power in government appeared impervious to objection, high-handedly dismissing anyone with the moxie to raise a stink. Whether it was Richard Nixon’s corrupt efforts to keep his hold on the White House, or the Pentagon lying about Vietnam, or Moses razing whole parts of New York without any mind to his victims, what had come to be called “the Establishment” seemed, by the 1970s, to have run completely amok. The Power Broker was simply the most erudite treatment of how public authority had gone awry. By that point, no one really doubted that it had.


In 2013, I reread The Power Broker during my weekly train commute to New York. At the end of each journey, following the conductor’s announcement that we’d arrived in Manhattan, I would close the book, gather my belongings, and climb up into the daylight through the dingy, fetid basement corridors that serve as the city’s front door. At the time, more people traveled through New York’s Penn Station each weekday than traversed the region’s three airports combined.2 And yet, while the station had originally been described by the New York Times as “the largest and handsomest… in the world,” its turn-of-the-century grandeur had been razed in 1963 to make room for the eyesore known as Madison Square Garden.3 A once magnificent station was left to occupy the warren of dimly lit corridors below. And each time I traipsed through, I asked myself: Why hasn’t anyone fixed this? Why was New York allowing its most important gateway to fester as a rat’s nest?


Penn Station was not the only example of New York’s torpor. Decades earlier, Moses had built all sorts of things, and often in short order. Not only neighborhood-destroying highways, but parks, and bridges, and tunnels, and apartment buildings, and major cultural attractions—Lincoln Center, the United Nations Headquarters, the World’s Fair grounds in Queens, and, perhaps most celebrated, Jones Beach on Long Island. Venerated by many, he was, even then, considered a villain by others. But following the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge’s opening in the late 1960s—the same time, as it happened, that Moses was stripped of his last remaining influence—the city had essentially stopped building new infrastructure.4 And that left me curious. What had changed? Why hadn’t the globe’s second most heavily trafficked transit hub been reimagined or redeveloped? Why had it been so easy for Moses to pursue bad projects when it was now so hard to complete good ones?


The problem, I quickly concluded, wasn’t a lack of vision. In the wake of Penn Station’s demolition and Moses’s subsequent dethroning, a range of powerful figures had championed various plans for restoration. As early as the 1980s, New York senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan had begun speaking about Penn Station as his top priority—a massive public endeavor not only to restore some of Manhattan’s lost splendor, but to spur development of Midtown’s woebegone Far West Side. One iteration of the plan included a massive, 150-foot glass-and-steel canopy designed by the renowned architect David Childs—a flourish that promised to make Manhattan’s new gateway a destination in and of itself.5


Moynihan’s proposed redevelopment would, of course, be expensive—but set against all the projects Moses had pursued during his long reign, the dream of making Penn Station a front door worthy of the globe’s financial capital was hardly out of the ordinary. Madison Square Garden might need to be moved, again. But few objected substantively to the senator’s vision. Nevertheless, like so many other grand visions in New York—extending subway lines, erecting new housing, making it quick and easy to get from Manhattan to the city’s airports—progress foundered for years, and then decades. Each time I arrived in the world’s financial capital, I confronted a Penn Station whose replacement had been a sore subject for more than thirty years.


Hoping to gain some perspective on the dynamics holding back progress, I began reading up on the project’s history, building a spreadsheet that tracked all the erstwhile attempts to answer Moynihan’s call to action. I began reaching out to people who had been involved in various schemes, many of which had been abandoned years, if not decades, earlier. I spent hours listening to frustrations narrated by disillusioned representatives of City Hall, of the state’s economic development agency, of both the national railroad that owned the station (Amtrak) and the state-owned railroads that delivered commuter trains from New Jersey and Long Island, of Madison Square Garden executives, and of the megadevelopers hoping to erect skyscrapers in the surrounding neighborhood. I soon came to accept that everyone had a legitimate interest in the project—and most had good intentions. But they simply couldn’t divine a way forward because not everyone’s interests were aligned.


I was surprised by my own conclusion. I’d suspected at the outset that some single roadblock was really culpable for the whole fiasco—that, for example, the Dolan family, which controls Madison Square Garden, was the fly in the ointment. But the truth turned out to be different: Nearly every player involved in the negotiation had something significant to lose if the redevelopment took any certain turn. And while nearly everyone was willing to show some flexibility in pursuit of the greater good, no one was willing to abandon their own interests too severely. The result was an impenetrable Rashomon, with everyone laying blame at the feet of some purportedly intractable partner. If only federal bureaucrats had approved more funding. If only Amtrak had been more flexible in scheduling track construction. If only the preservationists had approved demolishing a hidden wall. If only a peevish governor had exerted his leverage over the Dolans. If only the Dolans had relented. If only, if only, if only.


What I came to find so remarkable was that this whole Rashomon phenomenon had rarely flummoxed Robert Moses. Decades earlier, he’d managed to build the Cross Bronx despite a whole cacophony of objections—and yet the project had steadily moved forward. That contrast hadn’t been lost on the figures involved in the negotiations over Penn Station. On more than a few occasions, midway through an interview at a Midtown coffee shop, one of my subjects would scan for eavesdroppers, lean forward, and whisper to me, not for attribution: “This is why we need another Robert Moses.” Then, leaning back and reconsidering what they’d just said, they’d make all the requisite disclaimers. Not the racist parts of Moses. Or his taste for ever more expressways. Or his penchant for condemning the homes of working-class families. They simply believed it was time to install someone with sufficient authority to drive projects to their completion—someone who could cut through all the “if onlys.”


The first half dozen times I’d been told Penn Station’s morass had suffered for not having a Moses-like figure, I’d nodded along. In Caro’s telling, Moses had been a kind of political savant, roguishly maneuvering to be appointed to a cluster of city and state bureaucracies—park commissions, state councils, transportation authorities—such that he could throw his weight around, impervious to the naysayers. Moreover, “the best bill writer in Albany” regularly managed to weave seemingly innocuous language into bills granting him ever more authority. The result was that Moses had managed to centralize power—to cull together leverage that would have otherwise been spread to a range of others.


A half century later, Penn Station was caught in the flip circumstance: Power had been so diffused that any minor objection would upend the whole thing. This wasn’t a shift in personality—it was a transformation in the architecture of power itself. But, at that point, I still didn’t understand what had prompted the change. Robert Caro’s masterpiece had pulled the veil off Moses—The Power Broker revealed how, in ways both terrible and mundane, the Establishment had wielded power to catastrophic effect. I now wanted to understand what had happened in the decades since. This book traces what I uncovered.


This is an intellectual story in some sense—a battle of ideas. But it’s also a window into one crucial reason government has lost the public’s confidence over the last several decades. America is caught in a housing crisis today—we simply can’t seem to build enough homes. We’re trying to thwart a climate crisis, but we can’t bring enough clean energy online to render fossil fuels obsolete. We’re decades behind Europe and China in building high-speed rail lines. And despite massive investments from the Biden administration—resources unseen in generations—progress is too often halting.6 In America today, government too often plays the buffoon. And while that’s a problem in and of itself, it’s a particular scourge for progressives who view government as a crucial tool for setting things right.


The chapters that follow argue that, for all the complaints, these frustrations aren’t born for lack of what some term “political will.” America still boasts its fair share of Robert Moses wannabes. Nor is it that conservatives have thwarted government by “starving the beast”—though that certainly hasn’t helped.7 Rather, this book argues that progressivism itself has changed. Once committed to galvanizing experts to tackle big problems, the movement has more recently turned in the other direction. Having come to see how men like Moses were wielding public authority, progressives haven’t just taken more frequently to “speaking truth to power.” Rather, we’ve remade our governing agenda in its entirety. We’ve broadly abandoned efforts to draw power into the hands of power brokers and worked instead to diffuse authority—to push it down and out.


Before going any further, I want to be clear that several things can be true here at the same time. First, conservatives can (and should) be assigned some bulk of the blame for convincing portions of the public that government is invariably bad—not only that public authority is wasteful, corrupt, and ineffective, but that it is an agent of moral decay.8 That’s long been their bread and butter, and they should own it. But progressives can’t hide from the reality that we too have burnished the same narrative: the movement’s determination to protect against latter-day Robert Moses types now serves not only to thwart abuse, but also to undermine government’s ability to do big things. As we’ll see, by helping to render government incompetent, we have pried open the door for MAGA-style populism. We share culpability for the public’s frustration.


Fortunately, things need not remain this way. To paraphrase a Democratic luminary, there’s nothing wrong with progressivism that can’t be fixed by what’s right with progressivism.9 But to right the ship, the movement will need a new perspective on how its values inform its agenda, and how its agenda shapes its politics. Rather than remain dependent on vilifying (frequently villainous) opponents and focusing the public on the depths of their villainy, progressivism needs to seek to heal itself—to expand the movement’s appeal so that it isn’t so vulnerable to criticisms from the outside. But that will mean addressing the root causes of public failure. And to do that, progressives will need first to understand the conflicting impulses that have led so many Americans to feel as though nothing works.


PROGRESSIVISM’S GREAT SCHISM


This book makes three arguments. The first is that progressives have conned themselves into believing that they’re focused on one thing when, in reality, the movement is broadly about something else. In fairness, that confusion has been born in large part from the fuzzy definition of the word “progressive.”10 Today, the label is sometimes taken to mean that someone leans far to the left. In other contexts, it suggests that someone subscribes to some smorgasbord of political positions—on abortion, climate change, gun safety, or simply on Donald Trump.11 A further complication: if you asked a self-described progressive what it means to be progressive, many would simply define it as the antithesis of conservatism. And in a global context, “progressive” parties are generally thought to be the “party of government,” set in opposition to the more conservative “party of business.”12


The journalist Matthew Yglesias supposed in early 2022 that if you interviewed many among the young college graduates who typically staff Democratic congressional offices, they would argue “that transforming the United States into a European-style welfare state would be desirable, and the big question about the Democratic Party is whether it’s too full of lame sellouts.”13 But I suspect that those same “progressives,” if asked to list the issues that mean the most to them, would turn out to be less interested in expanding government authority than in boxing it in—that few pine for big government so much as they fear government coercion. They worry about the prying tentacles of abusive police officers, corrupt election officials, and conservative jurists much more than they dream of expanding access to health care—or so you would come to presume if you scrolled their doom-filled social media feeds.


In 2019, a group of political scientists at Vanderbilt and UCLA conducted an experiment seeking to understand which issues were most salient to various types of voters. Interviewing roughly half a million Americans in search of the “revealed importance” of various topics, their surveys packaged issues together in creative ways—combining, for example, the liberal positions on gun control and the minimum wage with the conservative position on immigration. They then asked survey-takers whether they preferred that slate or the mirror image—namely the conservative position on gun control and the minimum wage, but the liberal position on immigration. The results allowed them to better discern what was pulling at voters’ guts, if not their minds.


What the researchers uncovered about the voters they termed “liberals” was noteworthy. Policies separating immigrant children from their parents, banning abortion, and preventing Muslims from entering the United States turned out to be more salient than policies increasing the minimum wage, providing Medicare for all, or capping carbon emissions. The issues that resonated most powerfully painted government as a menace—as an institution poised to rip families apart, rob women of their bodily autonomy, and discriminate on the basis of religion. Issues that framed government as a salve—proposals to raise family incomes, expand access to health care, and save the earth from a climate catastrophe—were less heartrending.14 In essence, a movement that’s purported to be bent on growing government appears, upon closer inspection, more driven to paring it back.


That’s not to argue that progressives aren’t, in many instances, eager to expand public authority. Obamacare broadened Washington’s mandate, and three of the Biden administration’s biggest early achievements—the bipartisan infrastructure bill, the Inflation Reduction Act, and the CHIPS and Science Act—had the effect of expanding government’s reach. But if those triumphs were each a big deal, they elicited less attention among progressives than questions of endemic racism, access to abortion, and immigrant rights. In short, the research suggested that the progressive head and the progressive heart are in different places. And that, I will argue, is for a hidden reason: progressivism can’t be boiled down to one governing impulse—it’s actually a strange and awkward amalgam of two.


Before delineating the distinction, it’s worth reconsidering how, exactly, we presume individuals come to their politics. If each individual’s view of government were some immutable genetic trait—an engrained characteristic like someone’s height or eye color—that would be one thing. If our thinking were an entirely academic exercise—if individuals typically investigated an issue before coming to a logical conclusion—it would be another. But, in reality, that’s not how things work. Rather, our individual politics are brewed up from some combination of emotion and rationality, nature and nurture, logic and values, such that we come to issues of policy through narrative.15 We develop stories to help us make sense of reality—the famed journalist Walter Lippmann termed these the “pictures in our head”—and we then use those frames to make sense of politics.16 My argument here is that progressives operate with two separate pictures in their heads—two narratives that they hold simultaneously, often without even recognizing the distinction.


The first of the two is framed by the misery born of chaos—a narrative steeped in our images of tenement-dwelling immigrants, of the “Okies” making their way west in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, of New Orleanians stranded after Katrina, of children starving in refugee camps, of polar bears trapped on melting icebergs. In the face of these privations, progressives rue the absence of authority—they long for a heroic figure equipped to save the day. Set amid various tragedies of the common, progressivism’s first narrative dreams of pulling power up and into a node of authority equipped to make things better from above.17 A relief agency, a benevolent bureaucracy, a Herbert Hoover in Belgium, a Mother Teresa in Calcutta, an Admiral Thad Allen in Louisiana.18


The second narrative is born not from chaos but from tyranny. Centralized authority, in this frame, is less a salve than a menace. King George. The slave driver. The bureaucrat requiring a rape victim to bring her pregnancy to term. The cop with his knee on George Floyd’s neck. Robert Moses. In these circumstances, the progressive impulse isn’t to push authority up—it’s “to speak truth to power,” to cashier the tyrant and shield the victim.19 As one liberal once explained on Facebook during a period of intense debate over the war between Israel and Hamas that began in October 2023: “I will ALWAYS stand beside those with less power. Less wealth, less access and resources and choices.”20 The dream isn’t to imbue some savior with the authority to fix things—it’s to manacle a pernicious octopus. Power, within this narrative frame, isn’t a balm—it’s a scourge.


These two narratives aren’t exclusive to progressivism—they represent, by some measure, a tension straight out of the Enlightenment.21 Dueling impulses to pull power up and to push it down span the political spectrum. Nor were they born with progressivism’s emergence at the turn of the twentieth century. Indeed, one hundred years earlier, during the late eighteenth century, they represented the core friction between two founding luminaries. Alexander Hamilton, leader of the Federalists, worried primarily about chaos. He wanted to place more authority in the hands of centralized officials and financiers capable of developing America into an industrial dynamo—a “Hercules” on the global stage.22 His worry was that America would remain too disorganized, too divided, too chaotic to make the most of its opportunity.23 Pulling power into a leadership class would deliver more for the public.


Thomas Jefferson’s narrative, by contrast, was born of an entirely different frame. Horrified by the English Crown’s treatment of the colonies, he was determined to thwart overbearing authority—to protect individuals (or, at least, white, male, landowning individuals) from the abuses of public authority.24 Jefferson saw shadows of the Crown’s cruelty in centralized national bureaucracy, and his attendant skepticism, paired with his belief that individual yeoman farmers were the heart of democratic practice, prevailed through the bulk of the nineteenth century.25 As Henry Adams would write: “European travellers who passed through America [in the early 1800s] noticed that everywhere, in the White House at Washington and in log-cabins beyond the Alleghanies, except for a few Federalists, every American, from Jefferson and Gallatin down to the poorest squatter, seemed to nourish an idea that he was doing what he could to overthrow the tyranny which the past had fastened on the human mind.”26


This book’s first argument is that both of these narratives—one Hamiltonian, the other Jeffersonian—frame elements of the progressive worldview. They were both part of the movement’s origin story in the late nineteenth century, and they have both framed progressive thinking ever since, despite being largely at odds. When progressives perceive a challenge through the Hamiltonian lens, the movement tends to embrace solutions that would pull power up and in. When, by contrast, a problem appears born of some nefarious centralized authority, the movement argues for pushing power down and out. But rarely does anyone notice that these two narratives, and their ensuing prescriptions, cut directly against one another.


That’s not always a problem—the two impulses can, and do, coexist. Few, for example, would so much as raise an eyebrow if a young progressive today professed that her two top voting issues were reproductive rights and climate change. What is remarkable is that they are each respectively born of the two antithetical narratives. The fight for reproductive freedom is an explicitly Jeffersonian endeavor—it’s designed to protect women from outsiders intent on controlling their bodies. The fight against climate change, by contrast, is explicitly Hamiltonian—activists want to imbue some institution with the power to stop people and businesses from spewing carbon and destroying the planet.


Support for centralized efforts to curtail pollution need not require you to believe that rape victims should be forced to bring their pregnancies to term. Those who advocate for choice need not ignore concerns that the earth may turn into a ball of fire. But if these two notions can comfortably coexist under progressivism’s broad banner, those who subscribe to the movement’s core tenets should not deny that they flow from wildly different and contradictory narratives about power. And that’s the essential point. In both cases, progressivism means well. But, at root, the frames are different. In many ways, they are discordant. And often, as we’ll see, they conflict.


THE CULTURAL AVERSION TO POWER


This discord might be more obvious if we could lean on a clearer definition of “progressivism.” Unfortunately, instead of confronting this oft-overlooked ideological wrinkle, progressives today tend to be sidetracked by discussions of who is more or less progressive.27 No one can doubt that members of today’s Congressional Progressive Caucus, a group committed to making “Wall Street, big corporations, and the wealthiest pay their fair share,” would be revulsed by Teddy Roosevelt’s century-old Progressive Party agenda, if only because it was so explicitly pro-corporate.28 But the ideological division between progressivism’s Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian impulses doesn’t track that distinction for a simple reason: Every progressive, from every stripe, is invariably drawn in, to various degrees, by both narratives. The battle for progressivism’s heart is waged, in short, in the heart of every progressive.


The second argument of this book, then, is that the two progressive narratives are suspended in a kind of yin and yang, an everlasting symbiosis that has ebbed and flowed through the decades. To be clear, at no time has progressivism been exclusively in the throes of either impulse; Jeffersonianism and Hamiltonianism have always existed side by side. Nor do progressives typically view themselves as ideologically bifurcated along these lines, as evidenced by the fact that almost no one has registered how the campaign to combat climate change is directionally distinct from the movement to preserve reproductive freedom. But the tension has always been there, and for progressivism to thrive, I will argue, the two impulses need to be in the right balance. And that’s our fundamental problem today: the movement has listed too far in one direction.


The basic arc of this story is fairly simple. In the beginning, namely at the turn of the twentieth century, Hamiltonian progressivism reigned supreme. The Jeffersonian strain held its own in the early years—as we’ll see, Woodrow Wilson, running against Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft in 1912, articulated a deep skepticism of centralized authority. But from the late 1800s through the early 1970s, with certain exceptions, and with important caveats, progressives tended to favor pushing power up into institutions controlled by what we would come to call the Establishment. The movement’s prevailing view was that centralized institutions were the key to checking industrial excesses, and building public works, and expanding broad-based prosperity. Progressives were culturally inclined to power.


That proclivity was made evident in all sorts of ways: In the creation of regulatory bodies akin to 1887’s Interstate Commerce Commission, a now forgotten bureaucracy designed to keep watch over the railroad industry. In the creation of “public authorities” to manage public functions, including the port of New York. In the creation of school boards to expand the promise of public education. It was evident in the founding of big bureaucracies like the Social Security Administration and the National Labor Relations Board, and in the standing up of a whole series of public and private bureaucracies that would come to be called the military-industrial complex. Progressivism’s Hamiltonian bent fueled the creation of America’s expressways, its space program, and the Peace Corps, as well as many of the programs that comprised Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. The movement generally conceived the core problem facing America as a lack of centralized control.


But in the 1950s, Jeffersonianism began to seek its level. During the postwar era, reformers became increasingly dogged by a gnawing notion that the Establishment wasn’t always working for the good—that it wasn’t uniformly wise, or effective, or even well-intentioned. Through the 1960s and 1970s evidence began to mount that the country’s powerful bureaucracies were prejudiced, corrupt, and sometimes even delusional. But when reformers tried to rein them in, they frequently discovered that the System was too insulated to be brought under control.29 As Greatest Generation sensibilities gave way to boomer skepticism, Hamiltonianism began losing its purchase. If progressivism had once been focused on building up centralized institutions, the new goal was to tear them down.


The seeds of Jeffersonianism’s renaissance were planted by abuses rendered overseas—the atrocities of Nazism, Stalinism, and Maoism, among others. Totalitarianism unmasked centralized power’s potential evil. So it wasn’t much of a leap to apply the same lens to domestic institutions. The Establishment, reformers began to understand, was suffused with all sorts of villainy. It had spawned Jim Crow. It had pointed the country into the quagmire of Vietnam. It was responsible for “slum clearance,” the country’s disastrous reliance on foreign oil, the glut of pollution, and the rampant corruption made evident in Watergate. By 1974, when Caro published The Power Broker, there appeared little question that the most serious threats to America came not from below, but from above. And progressivism reacted by leaning into Jeffersonianism—by embracing a cultural aversion to power.30


At this point in most accounts of American history, Ronald Reagan’s conservative revolution typically takes center stage. But a studied look at progressivism during what might be called the movement’s wilderness era makes clear that the skepticism of centralized power never abated. Even after Bill Clinton’s election victory in 1992 ended the Democratic Party’s quarter century in purgatory, the pendulum never swung back. Progressivism’s central narrative—its belief in the conservative philosopher Lord Acton’s famous aphorism that “power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely”—held firm.31 And even today, progressivism remains profoundly suspect of the Establishment—a reality whose effects continue to reverberate in crucial but unexpected ways.


Most important, progressivism’s cultural aversion to power has turned the Democratic Party—purportedly the “party of government”—into an institution drawn almost instinctively to cut government down. Progressives are so fearful of Establishment abuse that reformers tend to prefer tightening the grip on public authority to loosening the reins. The movement discounts whatever good government might do in service of ensuring it won’t do bad. And as we’ll see in the chapters that follow, that’s driven well-intentioned reformers to insert so many checks into the System that government has been rendered incompetent. Public officials can’t effectively fight climate change, or address the nation’s housing crisis, or enhance the country’s infrastructure because of strictures progressives themselves have installed to protect the public from abuse.


Conservatism, of course, hasn’t been helpful on any of these fronts. But for progressives, that reality can quickly become a distraction. We can’t control the MAGA agenda—but we can offer a more palatable alternative. If the progressive agenda is going to prevail—if government is going to be given the leash required to combat inequality, to solve poverty, and to fight prejudice—we will first need to convince voters that government is capable of delivering on its promises. At present, we’re too inclined to cut public authority off at the knees. And that’s why progressives so often feel like they can’t win for losing. Our cultural aversion to power renders government incompetent, and incompetent government undermines progressivism’s political appeal.


DARKNESS DESCENDS


Ed Koch was angry—and perhaps a bit embarrassed. It was the spring of 1986, and the wheels were beginning to come off for New York’s irascible mayor, a Democrat now serving in the first year of his third term. Elected nearly a decade earlier on a promise to pull a crime-ridden Big Apple back from the brink of bankruptcy, Koch had cultivated a reputation for being both tough and savvy. But there was no getting around the reality that his Parks Department had wasted millions of taxpayer dollars trying unsuccessfully to rehabilitate Central Park’s Wollman Rink. At the height of the crack epidemic, the skating facility’s closure hardly represented the worst of New York’s problems. But the Parks Department’s ineptitude burnished a notion that New York was fundamentally ungovernable. A mayor famous for cheekily asking New Yorkers, “How am I doing?” appeared not to be doing very well at all.


The trouble had begun six years earlier when the happy little attraction near Midtown’s Plaza Hotel was abruptly closed for repairs. Having constructed the rink during the go-go years following the Second World War, the city then let Wollman decay. To cut costs, the Parks Department had begun to explore the possibility of replacing its clunky brine-based refrigeration system with a more efficient new technology known as Freon, which was purported to cost $20,000 less per year to operate. So, in 1980, City Hall ordered the rink shuttered, the pipes beneath torn up, and the whole system uprooted to make way for a $4.9 million replacement that would take fewer than three years to complete.32 The project quickly went sideways.


Having ripped up the old system, a contractor installed what amounted to twenty-two miles of new piping for the Freon. But when that initial phase was complete, the Department had yet to secure a contractor to pave over the new plumbing. For more than a year, the piping was exposed to the elements, flooded by an underground stream, and subject (according to subsequent investigations) to stray electric current. When, in 1982, pavers were finally hired to cover the new pipes, engineers underestimated how much concrete would be required to complete the job. Rather than call for more, they diluted their insufficient supply. Then, to protect the delicate piping below, the pavers chose not to deploy vibration machines typically used to collapse any air pockets.33 The result was predictable. When the job was done, the ice on the surface melted. The rink simply didn’t work.


As was typical in this sort of fiasco, everyone pointed fingers. The Parks Department excoriated the contractors. The contractors blamed one another. The public blamed City Hall. And the mayor was left to shake his head in disgust. In a kind of chef’s kiss moment, consultants the city hired for $200,000 to audit the catastrophe punted as well: speaking to Joyce Purnick, an iconic columnist for the New York Times, one Parks Department employee later complained that the report read “very much like ‘Murder on the Orient Express,’” where “the detective on the case finds out that… everybody was the murderer.” Koch was incensed, not only because the project had been bungled, but because an opportunity to demonstrate that New York was turning a corner had instead burnished the city’s reputation for incompetence.


At this point, the mayor had little choice but to order the Parks Department to begin anew. To rip up the piping. To abandon the new technology. To revert to the traditional refrigeration system. That, of course, would not only require the department to shutter Wollman for another two years, but to add another $3 million to the taxpayers’ tab. The whole thing appeared like an unmitigated public relations disaster until, almost by the grace of God, Koch received an unexpected reprieve: a local developer offered to step in and make things right. In an unusual arrangement, Koch cut a deal to pay the developer to take control of the rink project, complete it for a fee, and hand it back to the city. “If it costs less, we’ll pay less,” the mayor explained when some questioned the wisdom of trusting someone outside of government to do something that would typically have been handled by a public authority. “If it costs more, he’ll pay.”34


Lost in the focus on the city’s incompetence was a more nuanced reality. The Parks Department had been trying to rebuild the rink with a proverbial arm tied behind its back. More than sixty years earlier, the New York state legislature had passed a law designed to prevent mayors (and the machine bosses who controlled them) from throwing municipal construction gigs to politically connected contractors. 


At the time, progressives in both parties rightly presumed that graft was rife throughout the state—that various construction companies were bribing city officials to secure city contracts at inflated prices. Wicks Law had aimed to solve the problem by requiring cities to hire, separately, the lowest-bidding general construction, plumbing, electrical, heating, and ventilation contractors on any municipal project slated to cost more than $50,000.35 Mayors were prohibited from hiring general contractors. As a result, more than a half century later, Ed Koch’s Parks Department was still legally prohibited from hiring a single firm to deliver a project on time and on budget.36


Asked why a private developer would be better equipped to move more speedily, a Parks Department official charged with managing capital improvements explained: “Parks is a city agency. We are bound by the city’s rules and regulations and checks and balances. If [the developer] wants a certain contractor, he just picks up the phone and says, ‘Look, if you ever want to do work for me again.…’ He’s got that type of clout.”37 Another former city official explained that private developers could consider skill, competency, cost, and trustworthiness. Moreover, they could move expeditiously ahead when selecting people to work on a project. But, he pointed out, “there is nobody in government who can do that. There are 15 or 20 people who have to agree.”38


Fortunately for Koch, his collaboration with the outside developer turned out to be a huge success. The project did cost less than the original estimate—$750,000 less—and the rink opened ahead of the holiday season.39 But from a public relations perspective, the developer’s success just seemed to highlight City Hall’s incompetence. The Parks Department, columnists and reporters liked to remind the public, had wasted six years and $13 million on a project the private sector managed to complete in six months and at roughly a sixth of the cost. Asked about the lesson learned from the whole episode, the developer responded: “I guess it says a lot about the City.”40 And with that wry remark, everyone understood how this episode fit into a broader narrative. City government was fundamentally incompetent. The municipal bureaucracy was a nightmare. Even liberal New Yorkers, many of whom reviled then president Ronald Reagan, would have been tempted to nod along to his famous quip that “the nine most terrifying words in the English language are: I’m from the Government, and I’m here to help.”41


Not long thereafter, a reporter traipsed down to Central Park to interview members of the public. A local man enjoying a skate was asked his impressions of the rigmarole: “Anybody who can get anything done right and done on time in New York is a bona fide hero,” the skater replied. Then, after a pause, he alluded to the sort of honor the city reserves for America’s greatest luminaries. In recognition of a triumph of this magnitude, he declared, the developer “should get a ticker-tape parade.”42 Fixing a municipal skating rink was, in this New Yorker’s view, an accomplishment to be venerated akin to General Dwight Eisenhower winning the Second World War or Neil Armstrong walking on the moon. And it’s probably safe to say the developer would have agreed. Certainly he would have enjoyed the attention. His name, as it happened, was Donald J. Trump.


TOWARD FULL-CIRCLE PROGRESSIVISM


That then marks the third argument of this book. The first, to recount, is that progressivism is defined not by one, but rather by two divergent impulses. The second is that the two impulses have waxed and waned through time such that the movement’s underlying zeitgeist has shifted, a bit like the tide. And the third, made so plainly evident by the catastrophe at Wollman Rink, is that the balance that’s emerged since the late 1960s—the excessive tilt toward the Jeffersonian—is a seminal political liability for the progressive movement. Beyond conservatism, populism, MAGAism, and whatever other forces are pushing in contrary directions, progressivism is undermining itself. The cultural aversion to power hasn’t just tied government in knots—it has diminished the movement’s broader appeal. It is at the root of contemporary progressive exasperation.


Some will argue that’s preposterous—pointing to Trump and his supporters, they’ll dismiss out of hand any notion that progressivism should be held culpable for its own frustrations. They’ll argue that the movement’s real shortfall is its inability to overcome its antagonists—Rupert Murdoch, Tucker Carlson, Ben Shapiro, and a whole slew of others. But my contention that progressivism is largely responsible for its own foibles should be more a source of hope than of anger. After all, the best antidote to conservatism’s enduring appeal may in fact be, quite simply, a progressivism that simply works.43 And on this count, the movement need not wait on voters to wake up to how bad MAGA-style populism really is—we can forge a more balanced progressivism on our own.


The saga at Wollman Rink encapsulates the underlying dynamic. Wicks Law had been passed with good intentions—to thwart municipal corruption. Mayor Koch had wanted to restore Wollman Rink for good reason—to serve the public. Combined, however, progressivism’s two impulses had served to undermine each other, and the resulting gridlock cleaved an opening for Trump. As we’ll see in the chapters that follow, that same cadence has become so endemic that progressives no longer register or notice. But the evidence is everywhere.


America can’t build housing. We can’t deploy high-speed rail. We’re struggling to harness the promise of clean energy. And because government has failed in all these realms—because confidence in public authority has waned through the years—progressives have found it increasingly difficult to make a case for themselves.44 After San Francisco spent several years and $1.7 million trying to get a toilet installed in the Noe Valley neighborhood, one New York Times reporter asked: “If an army of more than 30,000 city employees with a $14 billion annual budget cannot build a simple bathroom in a reasonable way, what hope is there that San Francisco can solve its housing shortage and fentanyl crisis?”45 Or, put more universally: Who would want to give more power to an institution that, as Ronald Reagan sometimes quipped, would mess up a two-car parade?


There is a certain irony to progressivism’s contemporary predicament. After all, as we’ll see in the first chapter, the movement was born amid many of the same dynamics. The core problem at the turn of the twentieth century wasn’t that powerful government bureaucrats were doing bad things—it was that feckless public authority couldn’t get things done. The famed journalist H. L. Mencken rued that during the late 1800s in Baltimore “there was a great epidemic of typhoid fever every Summer, and a wave of malaria every Autumn, and more than a scattering of smallpox, especially among the colored folk in the alleys, every Winter.”46 But machine-controlled government remained incapable of crafting solutions. Across the country, machine-controlled city halls struggled to build sanitation systems, or public parks, or good schools. Robber barons corrupted public bureaucracies. Government was a mess, fenced in by judicially enforced doctrines of laissez-faire.47 Progressivism emerged to steer the country in a different direction—and it prevailed.


Today, the sources of progressive frustration are different—but the underlying dynamic is largely the same. Things feel stuck. Nothing seems to work. And for all the efforts Democrats make to invest in the future—the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, the Inflation Reduction Act—progress too often remains a vision of Charlie Brown’s football. Reformers tout an achievement, but then a housing plan is abandoned after local opposition, a high-speed rail line is shelved for exorbitant costs, or an offshore wind farm is blocked by local fishermen. Often enough, both sides in any given debate—those who want to change things, and those who fear that change will be destructive—are well-intentioned. But the movement’s inability to resolve its conflicting impulses has turned progressive policymaking into what drag racers call “warming the tires.” A driver steps on the brake and accelerator at the same time. The wheels spin. The track screeches. But the car remains in place.


The political effect of the ensuing paralysis has been profound. In the early 1960s, nearly four in five Americans professed trust in Washington to “do what’s right.” By 2022, that figure had fallen to one in five.48 And you need not discount conservative harping to acknowledge that progressives have also been arguing for decades that power can’t be trusted—that public authority is captured by moneyed interests, that it lines the pockets of the powerful few, that it is a tool of white supremacists, xenophobes, sexists, and worse. No one can deny that centralized power can be used for ill. But even given that reality, attacking government turns out to be, for progressives, a ham-handed way of convincing ordinary people that government should be empowered to do more to pursue the public interest.


This book comprises eight chapters, the first four of which detail how progressivism evolved from a beacon of centralized authority into a movement culturally averse to power. The latter four chapters detail how this shift has played out in various realms—in the movement’s effort to regulate greedy corporations, to keep housing affordable, to build public works, and to build a clean energy future capable of thwarting climate change. Every chapter begins with a story designed to illustrate how the progressive schism has framed a certain moment, or shaped the movement’s approach to a certain challenge. Following that prologue, each chapter tracks back to trace the chronological narrative. And while the topics vary dramatically, the basic arc remains the same throughout: public authority’s potential is eventually undermined by the impulse to “speak truth to power.”


Which points to the book’s final nudge. Having identified the core of progressivism’s frustration, the solution presents itself: the movement needs to come full circle—to rebalance its Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian impulses. The unresolved question—one to which I’ve yet to divine an entirely satisfying answer—is how to avoid too drastic a pivot. How, in the end, can progressives pull the System back from the vetocracy we’ve created over the last fifty years without licensing a new generation of imperious, unaccountable power brokers? How can we clear a path for progress without beckoning another Robert Moses? In 1976, Daniel Bell argued that “if the society can respond, through a new public philosophy that commands respect and through institutions that work, then there may be time for the other, slower process of cultural reconstruction to take hold.”49 That should be the goal. In the face of today’s imbalance, progressivism needs to reset.


The good news is twofold. First, the movement doesn’t lack for gumption. Wonks, activists, and experts across the country are awash in plans and proposals delineating how America can build sufficient housing, address climate change, give people better access to transit, improve public education and health care, fight inequality, advance social justice, and more. Good ideas abound. Second, and perhaps more important, reformers need not wait on conservatism to come to its senses before changing course—progressivism can heal itself. With a proper balance, the movement can make a convincing case for how and why public authority is, in fact, a boon to the public interest—that it produces a good return on public investment. If we can convincingly make that true, ordinary people will be less inclined to fall for the other side’s foibles and canards.50


To get there, however, progressives will need to step away from the impulse simply to attack whatever red meat Fox News throws on their screens. Rather than tear our hair out over their plans, we need to train more of our attention on our own ideas, our own impulses, our own narrative. That’s not to invite a war within progressivism, if only because, as I argued above, nearly every progressive of every stripe harbors both progressive impulses to one degree or another. If there’s any great reckoning to be had, it will be within each progressive heart—individuals will need to recognize that their underlying political impulses cut against each other and must be put into balance. To say it again, there’s nothing wrong with progressivism that can’t be fixed by what’s right with progressivism. But to restore the movement’s promise, we will need to grapple with our own demons, and place our good intentions in a balanced, productive tension.
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Servant or Master of the Public?


PROLOGUE: STEALING THE PLANK


The fight over what would come to be known as the “stolen plank” of 1912’s Progressive Party platform perfectly encapsulates the core tension that has bedeviled progressivism since the movement’s founding. In that moment, set little more than thirty-five years since the end of Reconstruction, many believed America was on the brink of being swallowed by industrialization. The concerns weren’t new—the economy had been changing for decades. And yet, to that point, neither of the two major political parties had emerged with a compelling vision of how to set things right. The ragtag Democrats were viewed as little more than an ineffectual collection of rural populists and immigrants eager to scapegoat the nation’s behemoth trusts and corporations. The Republicans, by contrast, appeared too enthralled with laissez-faire economics to whip an out-of-control corporate world into shape.1 Frustrated, a collection of reformers determined to form a third party—the Progressives—in the hopes of returning ex-president Theodore Roosevelt to the White House. Gathering in Chicago to write the nascent new party’s convention platform, they were convinced both that the country demanded change and that “The Colonel” was the man to deliver it. What exactly he would do during his second stint as president—well, that was still to be determined.


It was exactly that topic that became the focus of debate late one night among members of the party’s Resolutions Committee. The issue, more specifically, was whether to endorse what some had come to call the “business plank.” On one side were the self-styled radicals who believed that government should combat the trusts by taking a much more aggressive hand in breaking them up. By 1912, the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, then nearly a quarter century old, appeared, with a handful of notable exceptions, like a failure; it was derisively known as the Swiss Cheese Act for being so full of loopholes. This first group wanted Washington to get tough. As one prominent radical explained in a letter to Roosevelt: “In the old days it was the Crown… against the people. Today it is the industrial oligarchy, the trusts against the people.”2 They had drafted the business plank to signal their intention to beef up the effort to break business down.3


But others within Roosevelt’s orbit weren’t convinced that trust-busting was the answer. Hovering behind the scenes in Chicago that summer was a deep-pocketed figure who was underwriting some great bulk of the Progressive Party’s expenses. His name, now largely forgotten to history, was George Walbridge Perkins. Years earlier, Perkins had emerged as a business wunderkind when, as a middling executive at New York Life, he’d taken on the job of combatting the scourge of insurance “rebating”—namely the corrupt practice among agents of returning a portion of a customer’s premium in order to win their business. Because more lucrative clients could demand heftier rebates, the practice effectively forced middle-class customers to subsidize the rich. Perkins had convened a conference of insurance executives to establish an enforceable convention against rebates, complete with an independent arbiter to settle disputes. And this novel regime proved a success.


That achievement not only propelled Perkins into the orbit of the famed banker J. P. Morgan—it came to frame his lifelong view of industrial capitalism: excessive competition was “cruel, wasteful, destructive, [and] outmoded.” Cooperation, by contrast, was “humane, efficient, inevitable, and ‘modern.’”4 Now joined in Chicago by, among others, Indiana senator Albert Beveridge, he proposed a competing plank that argued that “the concentration of modern business [is]… both inevitable and necessary for national and international efficiency.”5 Better, in their view, to establish a centralized authority capable of keeping business in line—expert bureaucrats modeled on the rebate arbiter, each ready to snap the whip when the excesses of private-sector competition cut against the greater good.


The radicals’ business plank and Perkins’s alternative need not have been viewed as an either-or proposition—members of the Resolutions Committee debating adoption could have embraced an approach that promised to regulate businesses in some circumstances, and to bust trusts in others. But within the context of this particular moment—and in ways that would vex progressivism in the decades that followed—the two impulses cut directly against one another. The radicals viewed Perkins as a shill for the corporate world, with one framing his plank as “merely a means of perpetuating trust extortion.”6 Perkins and his peers viewed the radicals as impractical dreamers who had no real understanding of how business actually worked. As it happened, Governor Woodrow Wilson’s Democratic Party agenda that year included language reflecting the radicals’ vision for fomenting more intense commercial competition. The Democrats had dubbed their approach, “The New Freedom.” But Perkins, seeing additional competition as a scourge that would only worsen economic conditions, argued Wilson’s agenda “had better be called the Old Bondage.”7


But there was something more going on. This singular dispute served as a proxy for a schism that extended well beyond progressivism’s approach to economic consolidation. The underlying question of how to solve big, public vexations—or, really, how to target the sources of those challenges—tracked back to what Walter Lippmann would eventually term “the pictures in people’s heads.”8 The radicals were convinced America’s problems were tied up with corruption running rampant atop society—among robber barons, political bosses, corporate boards, and snooty lawyers. Absent their chicanery, radical reformers presumed the country would restore the better elements of what had come before. So they wed themselves to Jeffersonian solutions: salvation, in their view, would emerge from bludgeoning those at the top and pushing their power down to ordinary people.9


Perkins and those of his ideological ilk were skeptical of that diagnosis. They believed that any dream of returning the economy to the less efficient, smaller firms that had defined America’s nineteenth-century economy was bound to fail. Perkins shared the radicals’ concerns about the power wielded by the titans of industry—that’s why he was a progressive. But he was less entranced with taking them down, and more inclined to building government up.10 To his mind, everyone would benefit if power was simply better coordinated in a scientific way—if, rather than a mess of competition, those with authority in both the private and public spheres acted in cooperative consultation. But even as he made that point repeatedly that evening in Chicago, the radicals on the Resolutions Committee dismissed his alternative. The next morning, the finalized version of the party platform, complete with the radicals’ business plank, was delivered to several newspapers for printing. The text was subsequently read aloud on the convention floor. It appeared they had won.


What then happened behind the scenes remains something of a mystery even now. It’s possible that Perkins, having failed to prevail the previous evening, had gone directly to Roosevelt to complain. It also seems possible that, after the platform was read the next morning to the convention—Perkins was seen stomping out of the hall afterward in distress—Roosevelt or his aides had a change of heart. What’s indisputable is that several hours after the platform’s formal unveiling, Oscar King Davis, serving effectively as the party’s communications director, walked into the Chicago office of the Associated Press to inform editors that the business plank had been included erroneously in the document delivered to them earlier that day.11 As a result, subsequent editions of the same newspapers omitted it—in some cases with a note explaining the change. Perhaps more remarkable, printed copies of the platform produced by the Progressive Party in the weeks after the convention also omitted the language. In the months that followed, many of the party’s radicals were left to wonder angrily what had happened. Who had “stolen” the plank?


This wasn’t just a clerical question—it appeared to many progressive reformers to have real political import. As the general election campaign wore on that autumn, political discourse came to turn increasingly on the question of which insurgent candidate—Roosevelt or Wilson—was better poised to be a more potent reformer. And as it was, many radicals believed that the plank’s omission had opened the door for Democrats to argue that their nominee was the truer beacon of progressive change.12 Wilson ended up taking advantage, using a thinly veiled attack on Perkins, still generally viewed to be J. P. Morgan’s right-hand man, to cast doubt on Roosevelt’s promise to bring order from economic chaos. Speaking to a crowd on a campaign swing through the Midwest, Wilson argued: “These gentlemen say that these big combinations are necessary for economy and efficiency. The only answer I can think of that meets the suggestion is: Rats!”13


But if the historical details around the business plank’s excision remain murky, the deeper truth of what happened isn’t hard to surmise. Roosevelt, we can presume, was trying to have it both ways—to give both the radicals and Perkins’s allies the impression that he was with them. The Colonel needed to maintain the radicals’ support lest they follow their north star, future Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis, into Wilson’s Democratic camp. But Perkins and his cohort were the lynchpin to the Progressive Party’s whole apparatus—they were funding the campaign. Presumably, the ex-president knew that the radicals would balk if he embraced Perkins’s position, and that Perkins would close his wallet if the convention was seized entirely by the radicals. And so the ex-president remained coy, receiving the Resolutions Committee’s final language when it emerged from their deliberations, and then subsequently allowing an emissary to have the plank removed.


The root of the issue in the summer of 1912 wasn’t whether Roosevelt would have been wise to be more transparently for one camp or the other. Nor was it that either camp represented the one true progressivism. Rather, as we’ll see, the fight over the stolen plank spotlighted an underappreciated ideological divide within the progressive tradition—one that remains with us today. Progressives have, from the very beginning, been torn perennially between their desires to build public authority up and to tear centralized power down. In some circumstances, we’re drawn to the Hamiltonian impulse to invest new authority in scientifically minded experts—in others, we’re attracted to the radicals’ Jeffersonian desire to curtail the discretion of haughty, imperious bureaucrats. That underlying tension was set in particularly stark relief in that moment—but it is an everlasting feature. And the manner in which the movement has worked to resolve that conflict at various moments has borne heavily on progressivism’s capacity to win.


PUNCTUATED EQUILIBRIUM


The battle between the radicals and George Perkins in 1912 hardly marked the first time these two indelibly American impulses had faced off against one another. Right from the beginning of the republic, the nation’s political life turned on questions of who, exactly, should be assigned authority to make decisions on behalf of the broad public. George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, and their Federalist allies tried to convince Thomas Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans to invest additional power in the national government. But through the 1800s, with rare and important exceptions, decentralization generally won the day.14 Theodore Roosevelt’s efforts to wrest back the presidency in 1912 brought to a head a decades-long struggle to break through Jeffersonianism’s long domination. But, by some measure, Roosevelt’s charge was simply the catharsis of a shift that had begun during the last third of the nineteenth century.


The country’s long aversion to centralized power had, in no small part, been the product of searing experience. During the 1830s, a federal bank chartered to finance canal and turnpike improvements had sparked such widespread anger—many viewed it as a power grab from the eastern elite—that Andrew Jackson won the presidency explicitly in protest.15 Three decades later, the federal government’s incompetent prosecution of the Civil War—the Lincoln administration cycled through a whole litany of ineffective generals before prevailing over the outmatched Confederacy—deepened the notion that centralized bureaucracy was inherently inept. Reconstruction, the decade-plus-long federal effort to remake the South through 1877, was also viewed as a morass of organizational failure.16 All of these episodes deepened an underlying cynicism about power imposed from afar.17 Prevailing wisdom at the time suggested that, save for some limited circumstances, individual communities should be spared the mettlesome interference of people removed from the familiarity of everyday life.18


Today, during an era when inconsequential squabbles on Capitol Hill frequently elicit much more attention than debates over road maintenance at City Hall, that may seem odd. Presidential politics and cultural hot buttons dominate today’s public discourse.19 In the nineteenth century, by contrast, a citizen’s worldview was largely concentrated on what they could see out the window and walk to with their own two feet. The next village over was, in many cases, a day’s trip away, if only because the journey required resting and watering a horse.20 Most Americans struggled to buy anything that wasn’t sold by a local merchant. And while news traveled to some extent, people were much more consumed by what was happening nearby. America was, before the so-called Progressive Era, a nation of “island communities.”21 For any individual family, the local mayor was likely to throw a longer shadow than the president of the United States.22


Not that these islands were out-and-out fiefdoms. They were, themselves, complex political organisms. Today, many will recall that checks and balances were written into the American Constitution in order to provide a certain political stability by distributing power between the various branches. This same ethos had long prevailed at the local level through the tension set primarily between courts, on the one hand, and parties, on the other.23 By enforcing property rights, the judiciary served to protect each community’s elite—to insulate the old-money aristocracy and nouveau riche capitalists from what the journalist H. L. Mencken would later term the “vulgar.”24 In what W. E. B. Du Bois would label the “counter-revolution of property,” post–Reconstruction era jurisprudence gave judges explicit license to strike down legislative initiatives designed to placate the down-and-out.25


But the have-nots had their defenders as well—they were served, in theory at least, by political machines. Bosses gleaned the power by championing the interests of the voters who would otherwise have been hosed.26 Even if, as was often the case, machine politics served the working class a bill of goods—even if the bosses were too corrupt or self-interested to deliver real protections—the tension between the judges and the parties provided a localized ballast, giving people at different stations of society the imprimatur of influence. Judges prevented the masses from overrunning the elite, and machines ensured that the upper crust couldn’t entirely ignore the pleas of ordinary citizens.27 The system wasn’t foolproof—but it was workable. Within any given island community, it represented liberal democracy in action.


Moreover, within any given circumscribed place, the two institutions were often capable of finding mutual accommodation.28 If the creek needed damming, if the fire brigade needed new buckets, if a mill was polluting the town’s drinking water, courts and parties could frequently resolve the problem through local bargaining—that is, without assistance from above. Judges could bend when the greater good was in too much peril; machines could help metabolize frustration when a court seemed to stand athwart public opinion. Flawed as this system may have been—women couldn’t vote, minorities were subject to rampant bigotry, life was hardly ideal—this was America’s Jeffersonian tradition at its apex.29 It set individual freedoms and majority demands in a productive tension. And the System generally provided a modicum of tranquility—or it did, at least, until trains changed everything.


Today, many will find it difficult to appreciate the degree to which the railroad industry emerged during the late nineteenth century to become for America what the Catholic Church had been to medieval Europe—an institution so suffused with power and so central to everyday life that its decisions rippled across the whole fabric of American society.30 The telephone, the automobile, the television, the internet—disruptive as each technological breakthrough would prove to be, none was as disorienting as the train. From almost nothing, by the 1870s, the country boasted a full 70,000 miles of “road” (read: track), so much that you could load a train car nearly anywhere and have it arrive nearly anywhere else without a hitch.31


But it wasn’t just that the railroads became thoroughfares connecting the whole of the nation’s economy. The financiers and corporate executives who controlled the “iron horses” effectively became the nation’s overlords in the course of a generation. No one—not the local bosses, not the local judges, not the federal government—was powerful enough to protect ordinary people from being bulldozed on a robber baron’s whim. Nothing in American history approximates, to the same degree, cartoonish depictions of flying saucers darkening the sky. The railroad industry’s power was effectively unchecked. This was, to borrow a phrase from the world of evolutionary biology, a moment of “punctuated equilibrium.”32


At first, the railroads’ impacts were primarily economic. Farmers in Indiana and manufacturers in Pennsylvania had previously been free to engage in commerce more exclusively on their own terms—to sell locally, to ship their wares via barge, to charge their customers whatever the market would allow. Now, suddenly, decisions ratified in corporate boardrooms—where to extend a rail line, how frequently routes might be traversed, what freight or fare might apply—had material impacts on their lives. Yet customers had virtually no leverage to influence a railroad executive’s decision. A farmer informed that the one nearby railroad would no longer serve his region might have no recourse. As Louis Brandeis complained: “Politics as well as economic and social science noted these revolutionary changes. But legal science—the unwritten or judge-made laws as distinguished from legislation—was largely deaf and blind to them.”33


Today, most observers are familiar with the reaction many in America’s heartland have had to the pervasive sense that the financial elite are prone to sell them out—Donald Trump’s popularity highlighted the point. The emergence of the railroads more than a century earlier elicited a similar response, with one crucial caveat: in the nineteenth century, there appeared no institution capable of coming to their aid. Courts and parties were powerless to push back.34 The federal government was a shadow of what it would later become, boasting a mere fifteen thousand civilian employees as late as the early 1870s.35 Within the context of Jeffersonian democracy, the victims had nowhere to turn.36


The sheer inequity of the situation came into clearer focus when the industry’s overgrowth morphed into an economic affliction. What had been 70,000 miles of road in the 1870s grew to become 200,000 by 1900.37 And all those new tracks had been financed by speculative investors now demanding returns. So the robber barons and executives leading the various roads schemed for ways to burnish their revenues—to ensure, for example, that two corporations running trains between Ohio and Pennsylvania did not undermine each other’s profitability. In some cases, they merged—between 1875 and 1900, the number of railroads running in Massachusetts alone fell from more than sixty to a mere two.38 In other instances, competitive railroads sometimes fixed rates at inflated prices. In still others, they cut deals to rebate larger customers like John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, putting smaller independent oil suppliers at a vast disadvantage.


The upshot was to spread consolidation throughout the rest of the economy. United States Steel, Consolidated Tobacco, and Amalgamated Copper were all born in large part to protect smaller companies being squeezed by the railroads. And the great whoosh of consolidation often appeared frightening to the ordinary person on the street—a consumer, or a small entrepreneur who could not possibly fight back against the behemoths suddenly in their midst. Between 1900 and 1912, monopolies accounted for almost a third of the nation’s industrial GDP growth. And few could mistake the upshot: giant combinations were protecting Wall Street interests, while those on Main Street were left to suffer.39


The ensuing economic turmoil eventually connected to something deeper—something cultural. The late 1800s were awash in tensions centering on questions of immigration, urbanization, and racism, among other topics. As industrialization threw wrenches into the norm of nineteenth-century life, social critics rued the newfound worship of money and castigated a depravity engulfing the nation’s soul. But the frustration wasn’t directed exclusively at the underlying shifts—it was born from a widespread notion that the country wasn’t equipped to metabolize such monstrous change.40


In a world now where courts and parties were now incapable of protecting ordinary people against turmoil, the “invisible hand” of free enterprise wasn’t a beacon of opportunity—it was an economic catastrophe. The virtues of hard work and thrift—what some would celebrate as the Protestant ethic—no longer appeared capable of lifting ordinary families from industrialization’s undertow.41 When a bomb went off in Chicago’s Haymarket Square in 1886, fears of violent class warfare spread across the nation.42 And while that explosion proved singular, it reflected the sense that America was a tinderbox—not entirely unlike today.43


A clear way out of the crisis appeared elusive. If localized power brokers were impotent in the face of corporate power, the nation’s two political parties were similarly at a loss. The GOP, which dominated Congress, was tied at the hip to the industrial interests that prevailed throughout the Northeast, the mid-Atlantic, and much of the Midwest—as such, they had no intention of abandoning the doctrine of laissez-faire.44 The Democratic Party, on the other hand, was steeped in the populist doctrines taking hold across the South and the nation’s agricultural heartland—it had no substantive answer save for vilifying corporations. The ups and downs of the new economy were so uneven and unpredictable—the future so hard to fathom—that many Americans began searching for new ways to settle things down. The nation was going through something akin to what the journalist George Packer would later term an “unwinding.”45 And so, along those lines, a whole range of ideas, new and old, began to make their way through the body politic—socialism, anarchism, racism, antisemitism, temperance, religious fundamentalism, among others.46


Herbert Croly, who would go on to become a close advisor to Theodore Roosevelt and to found the New Republic, wrote in 1890 that Western civilization had been subject to three major transformations—the Protestant Reformation in the 1500s, the birth of democracy in the 1700s, and now the industrial revolution.47 And it was from that sense of both fear and possibility—a combination of both nostalgia for the nineteenth century’s simpler rhythms and an almost utopian sense of hope for what might emerge in the twentieth—that a new brand of politics began to emerge.48 But if the movement that would come to be known as progressivism was ready to strike out in a new direction, it wasn’t entirely clear where its ideology would point. And in the years that led up to the 1912 Progressive Party convention, reformers struggled to divine the best way forward.


ROOTS OF THE JEFFERSONIAN IMPULSE


Given that America’s core institutions appeared outmatched by industrialization, many reformers were bent primarily on pushing back—to restore order, they put designs on countering the forces turning everything upside down. But how? Many argued that America would have to find some mechanism to thwart the rapacious characters steering society away from the broad public interest. The robber barons and the judges who seemed to do their bidding. The corrupt machine bosses. To set the country right, the thinking went, power would have to be returned to the people. As Louis Brandeis wrote to his sister in the 1880s, “I have spent much time of late before juries, and am becoming quite enamored of the Common Sense of the people.” To save America, he and those who shared his perspective would argue, society would have to tap back into that precious resource. Power returned to the people.


Here were the stirrings of what would be woven into the progressive tradition as a Jeffersonian impulse. Of course, the desire to push power down—to shield decent citizens from the pernicious forces hovering above them—wasn’t entirely new in the late nineteenth century. Thomas Jefferson’s celebration of local democracy had flowered through the era of Andrew Jackson into an almost religious conviction. In this particular narrative, the Mayflower crowd—the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant men who had dominated the old colonial capitals—had typically been cast as the enemies of the commoner. And in many cases, they had served as a perfect political foil: through the 1800s, the Democratic Party mobilized voters by promising to protect the farmers, pioneers, and eventually the immigrants who might otherwise have been trampled by old money.49 For decades, the Democratic Party carried the ordinary citizen’s banner against judges who served to burnish patrician interests.50


But industrialization was now jumbling the stakes of that familiar nineteenth-century order. Suddenly the villains weren’t the local blue bloods—they were powerful figures who smoked expensive cigars in oak-paneled boardrooms hundreds if not thousands of miles away.51 It would no longer suffice for the working class to mobilize against the scrooges living up the hill—and yet all they could realistically do now was shake their fists in vain at the mysterious “trusts,” organized on Wall Street, where financiers doffing top hats schemed behind closed doors. And so, to survive, the old Jeffersonian impulse would have to take a new form; the impulse to pull power down would need to animate a different policy agenda. From this frustration, many reformers endeavored to take scalpels to big power. Ordinary people would be able once again to harness the promise of American life only if the country could neutralize the corrupting influence of those at the top.52 This narrative came to frame the emerging movement’s approach to at least three major challenges.


First, and perhaps the most important, Jeffersonianism animated the push to break up the nation’s vast monopolies.53 The Sherman Anti-Trust Act in the 1890s was born largely from widespread frustration that the mightiest of all robber barons, John D. Rockefeller, had managed to monopolize the oil market. Unfortunately for reformers, the law had been so rife with loopholes that it operated originally more like a fig leaf than like a battering ram; in fact, the new law posed so little threat to Standard Oil’s interests that Rockefeller himself subsequently made a generous donation to the very senator who had drafted it.54 But what would eventually become the touchstone for American antitrust enforcement nevertheless pointed to the progressive principle that government should do more to combat what Brandeis would label “bigness.”55 It represented a down payment on the movement’s determination to break apart concentrations of private power.


As in other realms, the more purely economic focus on combatting trusts was part of a broader cultural zeitgeist. Brandeis, who would come to be known as “the People’s Attorney” before joining the Supreme Court, wasn’t merely focused on thwarting the power of monopolies.56 He was more generally concerned that centralized institutions were a threat to the republic. And through that lens, powerful government bureaucracies were also liable to cut against the public interest.57 Fueling their antipathy for big business, Brandeis and his intellectual allies wanted to restore the cacophony of small interests that had defined American society before the railroads had disrupted the equilibrium.58 Getting Sherman’s “Swiss Cheese Act” through Congress had represented an important first step for reformers in 1890. But the real barrier to any campaign to neutralize the trusts wasn’t political—it was judicial.


In the late nineteenth century, the Supreme Court loomed almost without question as the most powerful branch of the federal government. And much as local judges had long been utilized as a check against majority rule, the nine justices then sitting in their Capitol chambers viewed themselves as guardrails against excesses of “democracy”—as protectors of the wisdom wielded by the enlightened few against an invidious public. Even if a progressively minded Justice Department led by a progressive attorney general appointed by a progressive president took a stand against monopoly power—passing a law, imposing a regulation, prosecuting anticompetitive behavior—the judicial branch was, at the time, poised to give the private sector a pass. And so the court loomed large for progressives at the turn of the century, much as the Warren Court would frustrate conservatives a century later.


The conservative majority made something of a game of nitpicking progressive efforts to bring corporate America to heel. The same year the Sherman Act was signed into law, the court issued a ruling curtailing states’ ability to cap railroad rates.59 Five years later, when Grover Cleveland’s administration moved to break up the sugar trust controlled by the Havemeyer family, the court struck again. In United States v. E. C. Knight Co., the justices ruled 8–1 that because the Havemeyers controlled a single enormous business rather than a collection of smaller firms, their company had not “restrained commerce,” as the Sherman Act disallowed.60 The ruling seemed absurd on its face. But the justices were sending a message about legislative efforts to interfere in private markets. Only twenty-four lawsuits were brought under the Sherman Act during the first fifteen years of its existence.61


In the wake of those rulings, federal antitrust law appeared like a limp arrow. But progressive reformers kept the pressure on, and as monopoly abuses worsened and public sentiment changed, the justices were eventually convinced to relent in certain circumstances. In 1905’s Swift & Co. v. United States, the court ruled that a single corporation could, in the end, be prosecuted by the federal government for antitrust violations, presuming it was engaged in interstate commerce. And then, in 1910 and 1911, the court reversed the precedent set in the sugar trust case, greenlighting government cases against Standard Oil and the American Tobacco Company. That then established a new standard, namely that restraints of trade could be lawfully prohibited, so long as they were “unreasonable.”62 This may not have been the anti-industrial counterrevolution some imagined, but it served, on the margins, to restore some semblance of the old balance.


The Jeffersonian impulse to slash at centralized power wasn’t targeted exclusively at the big trusts—and for at least one obvious reason: the legions of laborers pouring into cities were being exploited by small firms as well. The owners of stand-alone textile mills, for example, were often engaged in cutthroat competition with other small mills. Each owner was incentivized to wring additional productivity out of their operation, if only to keep costs to a minimum. And so the foreman running a shift might demand that employees work endless hours at pain of losing their positions. The mill might pay unconscionably meager wages. Children might be sent to toil in abominable conditions. This sort of exploitation, pervasive as it was, was born less from grand concentrations of capital than from more mundane disparities of power within individual firms. If antitrust enforcement wasn’t going to be an effective salve for this scourge, the Jeffersonian impulse to push power down flowed instead into a second desire to enshrine laborers with new “rights.”


The desire to invest individuals with new protections was not new to American life in the late nineteenth century. The Civil War, still within living memory, had largely been fought over the “rights” of enslaved humans. But the limited success of efforts to protect newly free Black communities by enshrining various civil rights dimmed hopes that imbuing individuals with new power within the workplace could shield laborers from serious exploitation. Nevertheless, Jeffersonian reformers were determined to try. In the realm of economic abuse, they imagined articulating a set of protections that would limit the abuse employers could inflict on their employees—minimum wages, maximum hour limitations, and child labor prohibitions among them.63 But here, as in the realm of antitrust, courts posed the most significant hurdle.64 Beyond directly protecting the welfare of a worker, nineteenth-century jurisprudence largely prohibited outside interference in the workplace.65 The same hurdle standing in the way of Jeffersonian design on antitrust policy now loomed over a separate campaign to protect workers at firms of all sizes.


The court, by then, had come to embrace a doctrine suggesting that, for the most part, employment arrangements, negotiated privately, should live beyond the reach of political interference. Most famously, 1905’s Lochner v. New York limited the government’s ability to impinge on what became known as the “liberty of contract” between employers and their employees. If a laborer agreed to accept a poverty wage, or to work inhumane hours, the court maintained that there was almost nothing elected officials could do to interfere.66 While Lochner came to epitomize the court’s intransigence, it was, in fact, just one example of the judiciary’s opposition to progressivism’s Jeffersonian agenda. As the country seethed amid riots, strikes, marches, and more, judges formed a kind of impenetrable black curtain. The ensuing frustration among reformers spurred a whole range of proposals to winnow judicial power. Theodore Roosevelt became so incensed that he openly flirted with proposals to let state court decisions be subject to popular referenda. The widely respected appeals judge Learned Hand proposed a broad reinterpretation of the due process standards.67 Others suggested amending the Constitution to eliminate due process altogether.


None of these more audacious efforts to curtail judicial power ever came to pass. And as more conservative justices cycled off the court, and others loosened their grip, progressive reformers were able to glean various bits of satisfaction. Much as the Lochner ruling would stand until the 1930s, the court green-lit legislation capping working hours in 1908. In 1917, the justices let stand a law imposing a minimum wage for women and children—though it would invalidate another in 1923.68 And yet even as the court’s economic doctrines evolved, Jeffersonian progressives set their attention on shaving down a third bastion of centralized power: machine bosses. And that, then, became another leg of the Jeffersonian mantra: returning political power to the people.


Recall that during the bulk of the nineteenth century, political parties were a bulwark of democratic politics—they were the vehicle ordinary people employed to defend themselves against abuse from the well-off. Now, with the incumbent order in disarray, Jeffersonian progressives began to take a different view of the old political dynamics. Among those who shared Brandeis’s aversion to bigness, machines looked almost unerringly like the corrupted tools of the country’s economic overlords. As muckraking journalists frequently documented, many were on the take, serving more to exploit democratic impulses than to put muscle behind working-class demands. For reformers, that realization prompted an effort to reframe bosses as rapacious charlatans standing against the interests of ordinary citizens. Like those running the trust and the factory floors, they too needed to be taken down a peg.


This banner of political Jeffersonianism was particularly potent in the West, a region where fear of big businesses—mining and logging companies in many cases—prompted the (quite realistic) concern that big money would eventually buy off local legislators, turning them into rubber stamps for corporate interests. In that vein, California’s governor Hiram Johnson proposed a mechanism to recall public officials, lest the state’s honest citizens discover an elected official had been captured. A 1911 amendment to the state constitution similarly empowered citizens to place legislative initiatives on the ballot, bypassing what might someday become an intransigent legislature. These sorts of reforms, each providing ordinary people with opportunities to wield more authority against elected officials, took hold across the country.69 Wisconsin senator Robert La Follette, who would run as the Progressive Party’s 1924 presidential nominee, went so far as to make direct primaries, voter initiatives, and recalls pillars of his radical agenda.70


Combatting monopolies. Enshrining workers’ rights. Lassoing political machines. These three priorities may appear to be largely distinct—reforms designed in each case to address a discrete challenge. But however different in target, they all reflected the same underlying conviction that the country’s problems emanated from perversions born on high. The reformers who carried their banner subscribed to the same picture in their heads, believing that the key to the nation’s progress was in returning authority to subjugated figures down below. But that, of course, wasn’t the only ideological frame available to progressive activists at the time. Some reformers—and, in many cases, the very same people—began to embrace a notion that salvation would come less from tearing these institutions down, and more from building others up. They began to imagine new, public bureaucracies capable of holding the trusts, and foremen, and machine bosses more directly to account—or at least in check. And as we’ll see, that more Hamiltonian notion spurred reformers to embrace a wholly distinct agenda—one that cut in a very different direction.


ROOTS OF THE HAMILTONIAN IMPULSE


It is difficult, today, to appreciate the menace the old robber barons posed more than a century ago. Twenty-first-century tech executives may control flows of information; they may manipulate the items we put in our virtual shopping carts. But the robber barons looming over the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century trusts wielded much more power over the public’s access to the basic necessities of life—oil, sugar, tobacco, steel, and much more. The figures running the trusts were more than celebrities boasting incredible wealth; they were beacons controlling the nation’s subsistence. And so the notion that you might winnow the power wielded by John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, or James Buchanan Duke by restoring some mid-nineteenth-century alternative replete with lots of little competitors seemed fanciful to many critics. These progressives came to believe that Brandeis’s vilification of “bigness” was fundamentally off base. In their view, the salve wouldn’t be in eroding concentrations of power, but in establishing new nodes of public power to hold vast concentrations in check.


Here is where progressivism’s Hamiltonian impulse found its footing. Behemoth corporations, Hamiltonian reformers argued, were the natural outgrowth of progress. They were more efficient than smaller firms—better poised to exploit economies of scale. Boston, for example, competed with New York and Philadelphia for the business of midwestern farmers shipping their grain overseas. Few Bostonians believed that their port would be better served if grain had to traverse a whole bevy of little railroads on its way from Illinois to Massachusetts—they understood that a single large railroad would keep shipping costs lower.71 The same was true across a whole range of industries. Better to have one enormous plant produce a lot of sugar, or aluminum, or tobacco, than to insist on a panoply of smaller facilities. And so many progressive reformers, skeptical that additional competition was a realistic salve, began looking for an alternative approach to keeping those enormous economic behemoths in line.


Like the impulse to push power down, progressivism’s designs on enhancing public authority weren’t entirely new at the turn of the century. In 1869, after two Massachusetts railroads merged, President John Quincy Adams’s well-heeled grandson, Charles Francis Adams, argued that it would be “far easier and far cheaper to regulate than to destroy [the new monopoly].”72 Reformers who shared Adams’s sensibility imagined a centralized regulatory infrastructure capable of meeting the menace of bigness less by forcing competition than by exerting some control over how the private sector operated.73 That is, limiting what corporations could charge, how much they could pay in dividends, and how they treated employees.


Those more inclined to this Hamiltonian approach saw a host of other advantages to building up public authority. A powerful regulator could ensure that every meat processor cut their beef in a sanitary way, that every steel mill constructed its beams such that buildings wouldn’t collapse, that every railroad ran at speeds slow enough to ensure that trains did not jump the track. Unfortunately, as with the Jeffersonian dream of carving up huge corporations, the Hamiltonian vision of erecting a powerful new regulatory apparatus faced several steep obstacles.74 Jeffersonian efforts to discipline the trusts faced the gauntlet of a suspicious judiciary; Hamiltonian designs ran up against the friction of a skeptical public. In the late nineteenth century, the American public generally held bureaucrats in very low esteem.75 Perhaps worse, their skepticism was well-founded.


The most glaring contemporary example of bureaucratic incompetence centered on the federal government’s enormous pension system.76 Washington had established the program primarily to care for the families of Civil War casualties. But nearer the turn of the century, the program’s intended beneficiaries were reaching old age. Oddly enough, however, the pension system’s roster actually grew between 1880 and 1900: 60,000 pensioners had turned into 428,000. Payouts, which consumed a third of the federal budget, were higher in 1910 than they had been in 1890. And the growth hadn’t been organic—it had been explicitly political. As much as half the Senate’s legislative output during any given term was composed at the time of “private bills” granting new benefits.77 And the new recipients were being sponsored, almost everyone presumed, on the basis of patronage. The subtext was unmistakable: government power was bound to come to abuse.78 This, then, became the tide against which Hamiltonian progressivism had to swim. Those advocating for centralized public power were unavoidably vulnerable to the perception that they were the champions of incompetent public bureaucracy.79


If Hamiltonian progressives were going to establish a new vanguard of competent centralized authority, they would first have to devise ways to replace the incompetent hacks who had long been the common face of government. And because the movement was largely a creature of the nation’s burgeoning middle class, reformers presumed that this meant replacing the working-class men who had traditionally claimed patronage appointments with experts exuding middle-class sensibilities.80 Note that this was the explicit antithesis of Brandeis’s faith in the “Common Man.”81 Jeffersonianism preached returning power to ordinary people; Hamiltonianism was grounded in a determination to erect a modern, scientific, professional bureaucracy full of disinterested professionals. Men like George Perkins and Charles Francis Adams viewed themselves as archetypes for the new managerial class. The new bureaucracies they dreamed of creating would have to be staffed with men who shared their sensibilities.82


That, then, pointed to a second-order question: How could reformers ensure that the new bureaucracies they envisioned would be insulated from the machines hungry to turn them into political boondoggles?83 How could they preclude a local boss’s inept nephew from being handed responsibility for overseeing a region’s turnpike and canal projects? Moreover, reformers wanted to ensure that the new breed of professionalized bureaucrats was not beholden to those same bosses—that they would be empowered to act in the public interest without fear of being pushed out for doing the right thing. Put succinctly, it wasn’t just that reformers wanted to exchange the government’s incompetent hacks with educated experts—it’s that they wanted those experts to wield authority unencumbered by the political patrons who had undermined faith in public bureaucracy. They wanted to replace a system defined by working-class graft with one characterized by middle-class professionalism.


Here, reformers faced elements of the same skepticism that thwarted fanciful desires to break up the trusts. Patronage was a staple of the nation’s political system. During Democrat Grover Cleveland’s first term as president, he forced forty thousand Republican postmasters out of their positions, replacing them with Democrats. When Republican Benjamin Harrison subsequently defeated Cleveland, he replaced fifty thousand Democratic postmasters with Republicans. This churn was based not on ability or talent, but on political connections—those seeking appointments were required to contribute financially to their local parties.84 For Hamiltonian reformers, the policy salve for this corruption was just as apparent: They would have to replace the “spoils system” of executive appointments with a civil service system based on merit—a project begun when Congress passed the Pendleton Act of 1883.85 To insulate a new breed of publicly minded public servants, they would pull power up and away from the vulgar political class.


Unfortunately, the roster of federal bureaucrats was just a single, thin layer.86 The real challenge during the Gilded Age and Progressive Era centered on state and local government.87 As the eminent reformer John Dewey would write: “[City] agencies are the ‘machines’ of political parties, with their hierarchical gradation of bosses from national to ward rulers, bosses who are in close touch with the great business interests at one extreme, and with those who pander to the vices of the community (gambling, drink and prostitution) at the other.”88 In this realm, the rot extended beyond the incompetent clerks to the leadership itself. One activist in Iowa sounded the typical anthem: “The professional politician must be ousted and in his place capable business men chosen to conduct the affairs of the city.”89 That notion then spurred local reformers to amend city charters such that key decision-making authority was shifted from smarmy mayors to appointed “city managers” who would be unencumbered by petty politics, serving instead at the behest of the decidedly middle-class leadership of local chambers of commerce. By the 1910s, appointed managers were effectively running roughly six hundred cities around the country.90


That, then, pointed to Hamiltonian progressivism’s third challenge. If they succeeded in building up a coterie of expert public professionals, and subsequently insulated those professionals from the corruption of politics, how could they ensure that important government decisions were made by this new breed of official? This was a primary concern for figures like Adams, who had understood early on that tension would emerge between elected legislators and expert regulators. Having concluded in the case of Massachusetts’s railroads that there was more to be gleaned from establishing regulations than from smashing apart any new monopoly, he worried also that any legislative effort to keep watch over behemoth corporations would fail. “Knowledge,” Adams argued, “cannot possibly creep into the legislature long enough to learn, [but] commissions—advisory bureaus—might scientifically study and disclose to an astonished community the shallows, the eddies, and the currents of business.”


As others took stock of Adams’s thinking, his prescribed model—a centralized body of experts empowered to keep the railroads in check—began to be applied elsewhere. To electric utilities, to water and sewer systems, and the like.91 Here, taken together, was a Hamiltonian approach to solving the problem Jeffersonianism had tried to crack with an entirely different formula. Rather than chip away at the centralized institutions that were wreaking havoc on American life, the Hamiltonians would create new, publicly minded bureaucracies capable of keeping any rapacity in check. The problems of industrialization wouldn’t be solved with renewed competition, but rather with new, competent organization. The nation’s scientifically oriented middle class would swoop in to save the day.


To be sure, most progressives at the time, like most progressives today, were drawn to elements of both impulses. Many would have wanted both to establish workers’ rights and to empower expert commissions. It would have been entirely normal, in fact, for a reformer to advocate both for busting trusts and ending the spoils system.92 And, in that way, the movement’s Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian impulses were not always in conflict. But if they could coexist, they were nevertheless rooted in fundamentally different stories about how the country could rise above the frustrations of the age. To borrow Walter Lippmann’s phrase, progressives suffered from simultaneously having two pictures in their heads—one that preached that the elite were too awash in power, and another that they weren’t powerful enough.


This distinction still frames a potent divide that resides deep within the progressive heart. Jeffersonianism was, and is, grounded in lionizing the wisdom held by the smallholder farmer, the working stiff, the person on the street. At the same time, many Hamiltonians were equating the word “democracy” with mob rule, some arguing that the “vulgar,” as H. L Mencken would call them, were too drunk, stupid, corrupt, and immoral to be trusted with public authority.93 Lippmann himself, almost explicitly repudiating Louis Brandeis’s faith in the common man, put the Hamiltonian view plainly in 1922: “It is no longer possible… to believe in the original dogma of democracy.”94 Instead, he and those like him wanted the nation’s well-heeled elite to impose their will to everyone’s benefit. As the longtime progressive leader Henry Stimson explained of the early Progressive Era:


Men began to think that irresponsibility was a direct result of scattered authority and divided power; fear of too much government had led to untrustworthy government. The true remedy for American misgovernment would lie, then, in exactly the opposite direction from that indicated by the advocates of direct democracy.95


Here, then, was progressivism’s core divide in its purest form. And while, by some measure, their proposals seemed to hang together—it was easy, at first glance, to see why reformers would want to empower ordinary citizens to pass laws through referenda and to authorize expert commissions to issue regulations from insulated star chambers—a closer look makes clear that these two different approaches attacked the problems of industrialization from entirely different angles, girded by wholly contradictory narratives. Put another way, from the very beginning, progressivism represented the awkward marriage of two very different impulses. And that underlying contradiction sowed the seeds of the movement’s subsequent frustration.



HAMILTONIAN MEANS TO JEFFERSONIAN ENDS


More than a century on, the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era have come to be remembered primarily as the setting of a grand political battle between trusts and reformers—a tug-of-war that pitted abusive industrialists against grizzled idealists eager to hold them accountable.96 By contrast, the tension that prevailed during those years within progressivism is treated almost as a historical afterthought—an ideological spat without real consequence. Those looking to understand those decades can be forgiven for the oversight if only because, as we’ll see, the gargantuan political fight between Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson in 1912 was quickly resolved in the years that followed, with the Jeffersonian Wilson adopting most of Roosevelt’s Hamiltonian approach. Caught mid-swirl of the ideas and movements defining the age—populism, socialism, Marxism, anarchism, feminism, racism, and more—the distinctions may appear marginal. But, on some level, that’s the point: those seeking to understand the movement then and now can easily overlook the subtle dynamic that holds the two divergent impulses together.97


The late nineteenth-century populist insurgency that is often viewed as progressivism’s immediate precursor leaned heavily toward the Jeffersonian bent. Widely extolled throughout America’s agricultural heartland, the nation’s farmers, in particular, were repulsed by the newly nationalized economy—they felt as though they were being crushed by eastern financial concerns.98 William Jennings Bryan’s still famous “Cross of Gold” speech, delivered at the 1896 Democratic National Convention, excoriated the faraway financiers who made no bones about the role currency had in driving debtors into bankruptcy.99 And that dynamic drew on a widespread and latent desire to return America to a whitewashed nineteenth-century pastoral bliss, tilling the intellectual ferment for what would become progressivism’s impulse to push power down and out.


But if the desire to spread power prevailed in some quarters, other reformers were increasingly drawn to a different critique. Awash in muckraked evidence that robber barons were fleecing consumers and abusing factory hands, many within the now burgeoning middle class were eager to hold bad actors to account. Even before the end of Reconstruction, several midwestern states awash in populism passed so-called Granger Laws to regulate intrastate freight prices, thereby capping what any given road could charge farmers shipping grain from one place to another. Here, right from the start, is an example of a Jeffersonian desire to push power down being pursued by a Hamiltonian directive, namely a collection of laws granting centralized state bureaucrats the power to set shipping rates. And, of course, the trusts didn’t like any of it: determined not to let government interfere in their business practices, the railroads filed suit against the new intrusion.100


The Supreme Court’s somewhat unexpected ruling permitting states (if not the federal government) to regulate the railroads set off a decades-long game of cat and mouse between various corporate interests, on one hand, and reformers grasping for ways to glean any sort of leverage over various industrial behemoths on the other. The railroads responded to the Granger Laws by consolidating their operations, creating interstate networks whose power states could not abridge. And then they engaged in a kind of conspiracy against reform. In 1883, they agreed to a uniform timetable. In 1886, they agreed on a common gauge allowing trains running on one road to traverse another’s tracks.101 And that same year, the Supreme Court gave them the gift of a regulatory reprieve. In Wabash, St. Louis & Pacific Railway Company v. Illinois the justices ruled that states were prohibited from capping rates on routes that crossed state lines.102 Congress took a Hamiltonian turn in response, establishing in 1887 what became the first true federal regulatory agency—the Interstate Commerce Commission.103


For reformers, the Hamiltonian fantasy that the ICC would reestablish a balanced marketplace was short-lived. While the new agency explicitly forbade some of the railroads’ most noxious practices, the robber barons running the corporations managed to find loopholes and gimmicks to preserve their leverage.104 And eventually the Supreme Court issued a ruling that effectively handcuffed the ICC, leaving it to do little but collect and publish rate information. Thus, in the years immediately after its creation, the Hamiltonian ICC, like the Jeffersonian Sherman Anti-Trust Act enacted three years later, failed to deliver on its promise.105 It wasn’t really until 1901, when Vice President Theodore Roosevelt unexpectedly assumed the presidency, that reformers really had a champion on the national stage. At that point, a more profound battle for the heart of progressivism came into clearer view.106


For all his moxie, President Roosevelt didn’t initially appear inclined to go to war with the nation’s monopolies. He believed, like many of his upper-class contemporaries, that bigness was born from “natural causes in the business world,” and that economies of scale generally “benefited the whole country.”107 But neither was he disposed to let corporate America have its way as a matter of course. Rather, while remaining open to enforcing antitrust law in certain egregious circumstances, Roosevelt became a beacon for the Hamiltonian desire to build a new federal regulatory apparatus.108 This, remarkably enough, put him on something of a political island. Democrats, populists, and reformers in the ideological mold of Louis Brandeis wanted Washington to mount an all-out battle to break up the trusts. Many of Roosevelt’s fellow Republicans, by contrast, remained committed to laissez-faire.109 Few, it seemed, were particularly eager to give the national government’s executive branch more unilateral authority. And yet that’s exactly what he proposed.


Here things get complicated—but the underlying tension between the movement’s Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian impulses remains constant. The conservatives wanted to keep government small, lest bureaucracy interfere with the private sector. Brandeis’s acolytes and populists alike wanted to keep both business and government small so as to restore the norms of nineteenth-century life. Roosevelt and his allies, by contrast, envisioned a robust “administrative state,” as it would come to be known. So when the Colonel proposed in 1903 to create a new Department of Commerce and Labor complete with a Bureau of Corporations empowered to investigate business, he was met with bipartisan opposition.110 The best he could do was to prevail upon Congress to pass the Mann-Elkins Act, a law that put the onus on railroads to prove that rate increases were reasonable—hardly the bureaucratic Hercules Roosevelt envisioned.111 He was forced to put his larger Hamiltonian project aside.


That said, Roosevelt wasn’t above employing Jeffersonian tools when he thought them appropriate. In 1904, at a point when the Sherman Act was viewed as a law so pockmarked by loopholes that it could not be used to any real effect, his administration’s Justice Department brought suit against J. P. Morgan’s Northern Securities Company, which had managed to “organize” several of the railroads serving the nation’s Northwest—and the government prevailed.112 Yet even amid that Jeffersonian success, Roosevelt remained determined to build up the government’s regulatory capacity.113 Frustrated by a Supreme Court ruling that had prohibited the Interstate Commerce Commission from capping railroad freight charges, he championed the Hepburn Act, which explicitly granted the commission that authority. With its passage, the federal government reclaimed across the whole of the country the leverage that Granger Laws had once given states.114 Roosevelt, in a phrase, braided progressivism’s two impulses together in his pursuit of the public interest. And that then set the pattern.


Over the next several years, progressivism’s two impulses continued to notch parallel, if incremental, political victories. After Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle exposed the abuses running rampant in the largely unregulated meatpacking industry, Roosevelt signed into law both the Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act. Senator Albert Beveridge, a prime sponsor, declared that the efforts marked “the most pronounced extension of federal power in every direction ever enacted.”115 Then, Roosevelt’s successor, William Howard Taft, steered back toward a Jeffersonian bent, successfully forcing the breakup of both John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil empire and James Buchanan Duke’s American Tobacco Company.116 This, then, was the setup for the 1912 campaign—the election during which George Perkins would battle with the progressive radicals over the business plank of the Progressive Party platform.


By the point of Roosevelt and Taft’s epic showdown with Woodrow Wilson, it had been nearly a quarter century since the Interstate Commerce Act and Sherman Anti-Trust Act had been enacted as the respective lodestones for the movement’s Hamiltonian and Jeffersonian impulses. Both approaches had been subjected to sniping from conservative legislators and skeptical judges. Both had enjoyed limited but notable success.117 But the broader landscape had evolved as well. The appeal of nineteenth-century laissez-faire conservatism was at a low ebb. Federal bureaucracy had begun to look less incompetent. And so the core underlying question to be debated over the course of the 1912 presidential campaign was which version of progressivism—what mix of its Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian impulses—would define the movement going forward.


All three candidates tried to lay claim to the progressive banner—even the conservative Taft, who had worked hard to burnish a reputation as the nation’s foremost trustbuster.118 Roosevelt, trying to return to the White House four years after moving out, instead made robust government intervention the centerpiece of his appeal, even while endorsing direct primaries, supporting women’s suffrage, and proposing to give voters opportunities to recall unpopular judges and decisions—each an explicitly Jeffersonian endeavor.119 Ironically, the Democrat who would go on to win the general election was perhaps the most removed from the “big government” vision so often associated with the progressive label.120 Wilson was, after all, the preferred candidate of Louis Brandeis.121 In the New Freedom, Wilson’s answer to Roosevelt’s New Nationalism, Democrats explicitly vowed to strengthen the Sherman Act.122 Perhaps more notable, despite having published an 1887 article calling for centralized, public administration, Wilson now claimed to be decidedly less keen on erecting a stronger regulatory regime.123


Note that here, again, the movement’s two threads, spread across three candidates, were being braided together in ways that obscured their distinction. And the bifurcation was further confused by the reality that, after Wilson prevailed that November, he turned to embrace much of Roosevelt’s proposed agenda. In a phrase that would echo through time, New Republic founder Herbert Croly had, in 1909, defined the progressive creed as employing “Hamiltonian means” to achieve “Jeffersonian ends.”124 And that, increasingly, became the movement’s approach. Brandeis remained a leading light in 1912—Wilson would appoint him to the Supreme Court. But the celebration of smallness that had been the hallmark of the justice’s pre-court activism waned during the course of Wilson’s presidency. As the eminent academic Christopher Lasch later described the contemporary thinking: “The trusts had brought order out of commercial chaos; public regulation of industry was the next step.”125 And so progressivism increasingly aimed to pull power up and in.126


To be fair, Wilson didn’t abandon his campaign’s Jeffersonian dogma altogether. He signed the Clayton Act in 1914 to strengthen the Sherman Act’s protections against “unfair trade practices, such as interlocking directorates.”127 Beyond Brandeis’s Supreme Court appointment, he made William Jennings Bryan, the celebrated populist, his first secretary of state. And the courts opened the door to new worker rights as well: by 1914, several states had enacted court-approved statutes outlawing child labor and limiting work hours.128 But it was Wilson’s embrace of Hamiltonianism that defined his two terms.129 Most important, he championed the bill establishing the Federal Reserve—a publicly chartered central bank that functionally replaced J. P. Morgan and the so-called money trust that effectively set the nation’s monetary policy. Perhaps just as important, after a decades-long fight over the federal government’s authority to impose income taxes, Wilson signed into law the Revenue Act of 1913 following ratification of the Sixteenth Amendment. Those tax dollars would prove to be the lifeblood of the bureaucratic expansion to follow.


The drumbeat of Hamiltonian triumphs didn’t end there. Wilson endorsed the ICC’s once tenuous power to regulate railroad rates. He established a system to underwrite rural farm credits, and created a workers’ compensation program for federal employees.130 He signed into law the bill creating the Federal Trade Commission, a new body assigned the task of keeping tabs on the nation’s commercial enterprises.131 And that signaled a broader trend—a wholesale embrace of Charles Francis Adams’s vision for a new legion of expert-led commissions. By the end of Wilson’s tenure, the federal government boasted roughly four dozen commissions modeled on the ICC.132 Given this string of victories, when the men who founded the New Republic endorsed Wilson for reelection in 1916, the magazine’s editors, many of whom had supported Roosevelt four years earlier, felt confident declaring that the progressive agenda was ascendant.133


America’s entry into the First World War served overwhelmingly to further the movement’s Hamiltonian bent.134 Facing an unprecedented international crisis, some had worried initially that mobilization would be undermined by the same incompetence that had hampered Union efforts during the Civil War a half century earlier. But Wilson appointee Bernard Baruch led a celebrated effort by the War Industries Board to reorganize the nation’s industrial base in support of America’s military.135 Future president Herbert Hoover became an international hero by dint of his successful efforts to administer food aid through destitute parts of the continent.136 And when the railroad industry, which Wilson had nationalized during the conflict, was returned to private ownership in 1920, few questioned the wisdom of empowering the ICC to take an even more powerful role balancing the interests of railroads, shippers, laborers, and ordinary passengers.137 Administrative power, it seemed, was having a moment.


Again, Jeffersonianism was hardly vanquished. Many of the figures who had so enthusiastically championed centralized bureaucracy before 1912 came away from the First World War disillusioned. For as much as the War Industries Board appeared a beacon of professionalized management, insiders knew that it had often been twisted in knots, paralyzed by infighting.138 Many of the same figures took umbrage at the way Wilson’s administration had used public authority in a seemingly coercive way.139 Wilson’s decision to join the hostilities sparked a wave of domestic unrest, prompting the federal government to what some viewed as political suppression.140 More than two thousand people were arrested during the war for speaking out against American involvement, some sentenced to as many as twenty years in prison.141 And when, in 1920, a bomb exploded outside Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer’s home in Washington, a young Wilson administration appointee named J. Edgar Hoover ordered the arrests of a range of purported anarchists and communists, some of whom were summarily deported.142 As horror stories of government oppression trickled out of the newly established Soviet Union, even many one-time Hamiltonians began to reconsider whether the stampede toward centralized power had gone too far.


Through the decade that followed, the movement’s intellectual schism largely faded from view. Amid the “return to normalcy” Republican senator Warren Harding promised during his successful 1920 campaign for the White House, the Progressive Party disintegrated, and the “progressive” label, tarnished in the wake of Roosevelt’s defeat and subsequent jingoism, was rebranded “liberal.” As laissez-faire reemerged as an animating force in conservative circles—during the 1920s, the “Four Horsemen” of conservative jurisprudence on the Supreme Court struck down some 140 state laws designed to protect the public—the debate among liberals over whether power was better shifted up or down was swept from center stage.143 But the underlying disagreement—the same divide that had separated the Sherman Act from the ICC, and the radicals from George Perkins—bubbled beneath the surface. It would rise to noticeable preeminence again only in 1932, when a charismatic young relative of Theodore Roosevelt’s emerged as the Democratic nominee for president amid the turmoil of the Great Depression.
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