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THIS BOOK celebrates the achievements of the movements that have made America a more humane country by profiling their key leaders—the 100 greatest Americans of the 20th century.
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Introduction



THROUGHOUT THE 20th century, American pioneers fought to make the United States a more humane and inclusive country. They called for women’s suffrage, laws protecting the environment and consumers, an end to lynching, the right of workers to form unions, a progressive income tax, a federal minimum wage, old-age insurance, the eight-hour workday, and government-subsidized health care and housing. When these ideas were first advanced, their pioneering advocates were considered impractical idealists, utopian dreamers, or dangerous socialists. Now we take these ideas for granted. The radical ideas of one generation have become the common sense of the next.


These accomplishments did not occur because progress is inevitable or because a set of benevolent “haves” took pity on the “have-nots” of society. “If there is no struggle there is no progress,” said Frederick Douglass, the African American abolitionist, adding, “Power concedes nothing without a demand.” The credit for these achievements goes to the activists who fought to take their ideas from the margins to the mainstream. We all stand on the shoulders of earlier generations of reformers, radicals, and idealists who challenged the status quo of the day.


The 20th century is a remarkable story of progressive accomplishments against overwhelming odds. But it is not a tale of steady progress. At best, it is a chronicle of taking two steps forward, then one step backward, then two more steps forward. The successful battles and social improvements came about in fits and starts. We tend to view history as a pendulum that swings between periods of reform (such as the Progressive Era, the Depression, and the 1960s) and periods of reaction. But activists pushed for and won reforms in every decade—indeed, every year—of the century. When pathbreaking laws are passed—such as the Nineteenth Amendment (which granted women suffrage in 1920), the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 (which created the minimum wage), the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (which outlawed many forms of racial discrimination), and the Clean Air Act of 1970—we often forget that those milestones took decades of work by thinkers, activists, and politicians.


Frances Fitzgerald’s 1979 book, America Revised: History Schoolbooks in the Twentieth Century, reveals the ways generations of Americans were deprived of an accurate sense of their own history. Throughout the 20th century, most Americans were taught history that downplayed conflict and dissent and celebrated instead America’s march toward progress as led by heroic political, business, and military leaders. This sanitized and inaccurate view still pervades much of what young Americans learn about our history.


As a result, most Americans know little about the fascinating activists, thinkers, and politicians and the exciting movements and struggles that are responsible for most of the best aspects of contemporary American society. That history is not taught in most high schools. It cannot be found on the major television networks or on the History Channel. Indeed, our history is under siege.


In recent years, the most flagrant misinterpreter of America’s progressive past has been Glenn Beck, the right-wing television and radio pundit who has offered his audience a wildly inaccurate history of civil rights, unions, and other progressive movements. For example, on his Fox News show on July 18, 2010, Beck claimed that the civil rights movement “has been perverted and distorted” by people claiming that Martin Luther King Jr. supported “redistribution of wealth.” In fact, King voiced such ideas during the last few years of his life. For example, during a trip to Mississippi in 1968 he called for a “radical redistribution of economic power.”


King is widely considered one of the greatest Americans of the 20th century and, indeed, since the nation’s founding. Today we view him as something of a saint. His birthday is now a national holiday. His name adorns schools and street signs. But in his day, in his own country, many people in positions of power, and not just southern racists, considered King a dangerous troublemaker. He was harassed by the FBI and vilified in the media. Despite this, he helped change America’s conscience, not only with regard to civil rights but also about economic opportunity, poverty, and peace. He pushed the country to fulfill its great promise, making it more democratic, more fair, and more humane.


Who Are the Greatest?


What makes someone eligible to be considered one of the “greatest Americans of the 20th century”? Some of the people profiled in this book are as well-known as King. Others are far more obscure. What they share with King is a commitment to social justice and a record of accomplishment, of using their talents to help achieve important progressive change.


The great Americans expressed this commitment in three ways. Some were organizers and activists who mobilized or led grassroots movements for democracy and equality. Others were writers, musicians, artists, editors, scientists, lawyers, athletes, and intellectuals who challenged prevailing ideas and inspired Americans to believe that a better society was possible. Finally, many were politicians—presidents, members of Congress, mayors and city council members, and some who ran for office and lost. They gave voice to social justice movements in the corridors of power and translated their concerns into new laws that changed society. Quite a few of the 100 greatest Americans played more than one of these roles.


Over the years, several magazines, including Time, Life, and the Atlantic, have compiled lists of the “greatest,” “most important,” or “most influential” Americans. Not surprisingly, there is some overlap among the people included on those lists and the individuals included in this book’s Social Justice Hall of Fame. King, Eleanor Roosevelt, Albert Einstein, Jackie Robinson, Rachel Carson, and Margaret Sanger make everyone’s lists.


But the other lists also include 20th-century Americans who may have been great in their specific fields of endeavor but who did not contribute to making America a more just, equal, or democratic society. These include business leaders John Rockefeller (Standard Oil), Henry Ford (Ford Motors), Walt Disney (Walt Disney Company), Thomas Watson (IBM), Sam Walton (Walmart), Ray Kroc (McDonalds), and Bill Gates (Microsoft); inventors Thomas Edison (the light bulb), Wilbur and Orville Wright (the airplane), and Willis Carrier (the air conditioner); writers Ernest Hemingway and T. S. Eliot; banker A. P. Giannini; developer William Leavitt; evangelist Billy Graham; baseball player Babe Ruth; singer Elvis Presley; Hollywood mogul Louis B. Mayer; composer Richard Rodgers; scientist James Watson; aviator Charles Lindbergh; and politician Ronald Reagan. Some of them actively opposed movements for social justice.


The reformers and radicals profiled in this book—from Eugene Debs, Jane Addams, and W. E. B. Du Bois in the early years of the century to John Lewis, Gloria Steinem, and Michael Moore at its end—exercised influence not only because of the huge number of people they mobilized but also because of the moral force of their ideas. They influenced Americans’ attitudes about right and wrong, the treatment of different groups, and the role of government in society.


All activists, across the political spectrum, believe that what they are doing expresses their loyalty to the nation’s core values. Some just call this “fairness.” Others call it “patriotism.” Indeed, the ways we Americans express our patriotism are as diverse and contentious as our nation. To some people, patriotism means “my country—right or wrong.” To others, it means loyalty to a set of political and philosophical principles and thus requires dissent and criticism when those in power violate those standards. As King said in a speech during the bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955, “The great glory of American democracy is the right to protest for right.”


The 100 greatest Americans of the 20th century—listed chronologically by birth—were therefore all patriots as well as dissenters. To them, America stood for basic democratic values—economic and social equality, mass participation in politics, free speech and civil liberties, first-class citizenship for women and racial minorities, and a welcome mat for the world’s oppressed people. They did not agree on everything. But those included in the Social Justice Hall of Fame often joined forces when it came to battles over specific issues, such as granting women the vote, ending lynching, giving workers the right to unionize, enacting Social Security and a minimum wage, expanding health care, adopting progressive taxes, and pushing business to act more responsibly.


But the 20th century was more than a series of battles over specific issues. It was also an ongoing struggle over values and ideas. Throughout the century, Americans debated big, visionary questions. What kind of society do we want? How much inequality and poverty is justifiable in a wealthy nation? What is the proper balance between individual liberty and social justice? What is the appropriate role of government in protecting workers, consumers, and the environment, particularly from abuse by corporations? How do we address the demands for equality and fair treatment of workers, women, African Americans, immigrants, homosexuals, and others?


A Mosaic of Movements


Each of these 100 profiles can be read separately, but it will be quickly apparent that every individual was part of a mosaic of movements for social justice. These Americans linked their careers, talents, and achievements to collective efforts to make America a more democratic and equitable society. They spent most of their lives as activists for change. So it should not be surprising that many of these 100 individuals knew each other, were members of many of the same organizations, and participated in many of the same events.


These 100 people helped move America forward by organizing movements, pushing for radical reforms, popularizing progressive ideas, and spurring others to action. Some of them are identified with a particular issue—for example, women’s rights or the environment—but most of them were involved in broad crusades for economic and social justice, revealing the many connections between different movements across generations.


Anthropologist Margaret Mead once said, “Never underestimate the power of a small group of people to change the world. In fact, it is the only way it ever has.” Mead was both right and wrong. A small group of people can get things started. But significant progressive change—the battle for more democracy—only happens when large numbers of people get involved from the bottom up. Some limit their involvement to voting for candidates who voice their hopes and commit to fighting for laws that embody new rights. Others attend meetings, write letters to newspapers, sign petitions, donate money, and lobby their elected officials. Others join rallies and demonstrations, boycott, go on strike, and participate in sit-ins and other forms of civil disobedience. Movements succeed because thousands, and sometimes millions, of people bring their diverse talents and commitments to bear on what may seem like intractable moral problems.


Consider Rosa Parks. She is often portrayed as an exhausted middle-aged seamstress from Montgomery who, wanting to rest her tired feet after a hard day at work, simply violated the city’s segregation law by refusing to move to the back of the bus. She is therefore revered as a selfless individual who, with one spontaneous act of courage, triggered the Montgomery bus boycott and became, as she is often called, the “mother of the civil rights movement.” Often overlooked in this story is a much larger history: before Parks’s stand, several other women had refused to give up their seats on buses, but those incidents triggered no larger protest. Because of her reputation as a veteran activist and her web of friendships, word of Parks’s arrest spread quickly. E. D. Nixon, a leader of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and a union organizer, posted Parks’s bond and asked for permission to use her case to challenge the city’s bus segregation laws in court and in the streets. Jo Ann Robinson, an African American professor at the all-black Alabama State College and a leader of Montgomery’s Women’s Political Council (WPC), mimeographed thousands of leaflets urging Montgomery’s blacks to stay off the city buses on Monday, when Parks would appear in court. Nixon, Robinson, and others circulated the leaflets among the city’s segregated school system, churches, civic groups, and workplaces. Black teachers, for example, encouraged students in the city’s segregated schools to take the leaflets home to parents. Robinson and Nixon asked black ministers to use their Sunday sermons to spread the word. The one-day boycott proved enormously effective. As King would later recall, “A miracle had taken place. The once dormant and quiescent Negro community was now fully awake.” Within a few days, the boycott leaders had formed a new group, the Montgomery Improvement Association, and elected a reluctant Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. as president.


On December 5, 1955, the first day of the boycott, thousands of Montgomery’s black citizens crowded into Holt Street Baptist Church for the Montgomery Improvement Association’s first mass meeting. Inspired by King’s words—“There comes a time when people get tired of being trampled over by the iron feet of oppression”—they voted unanimously to continue the boycott. The boycott lasted for 381 days. Although many African Americans walked to and from work during the boycott, the Montgomery Improvement Association also organized an elaborate private taxi plan with more than 200 cars as a parallel transportation system, an enormous undertaking. Drivers (including a handful of sympathetic whites) picked up and dropped off blacks who needed rides at designated points. Black community activists organized fund-raisers to raise money for gas and car repairs to keep the carpool system going. About 17,000 African Americans—almost all of the city’s black bus riders—participated in the boycott, despite threats from employers and others that doing so could cost them their jobs. Throughout the year, boycott leaders successfully used church meetings, sermons, rallies, and songs to help maintain not just the black community’s spirits but also its commitment to nonviolent tactics and its resolve against the opposition of the city’s white business and political leaders. The boycott worked. The desegregation of Montgomery’s buses inspired others across the South, catalyzing a new wave of civil rights activism.


As this example suggests, all movements need leaders as well as rank-and-file activists. There are many types of leaders in social movements—some leaders organize, others inspire by speaking, writing, singing, or producing art, others explain and educate, others raise money and keep the movement’s organizations running.


One of the remarkable aspects of the lives of these 100 greatest Americans was their success in building organizations. No struggles for justice succeed without organization. We generally associate grassroots movements with relatively well-known mass-membership groups—like the National Woman Suffrage Association, the NAACP, the United Auto Workers (UAW), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the Service Employees International Union, Planned Parenthood, and the Sierra Club—that can mobilize large numbers of people.


Another feature of the progressive movement is the small political parties—such as the Socialist Party, the Communist Party, the Women’s Party, the American Labor Party, and the Green Party—that compete for votes in elections. The leaders and candidates of these parties rarely expect to win public office. They use political campaigns to raise issues, attract new followers, and push the mainstream parties to adopt some part of their platforms (which mainstream parties may do, but typically without acknowledging that they borrowed the ideas).


Often overlooked in the examination of progressive movements are the relatively small institutions that play a big role as catalysts. As you read the profiles, you will learn about Hull House, the National Consumers League, the Women’s Trade Union League, the Highlander Folk School, Brookwood Labor College, the American Friends Service Committee, the Fellowship of Reconciliation, the War Resisters League, the Industrial Areas Foundation, the Catholic Worker, the Southern Conference for Human Welfare, the Midwest Academy—organizations that recruited, trained, and educated thousands of the key activists of the 20th century. And you will encounter publications like the Appeal to Reason, the Call, The Nation, and the Progressive, among others, which incubated and disseminated ideas. These small groups and publications kept the flame of social justice alive through difficult times, when conditions were bleak. They brought new activists into the progressive movement and fostered a sense of hope and possibility.


Outsiders and Insiders


The leaders, organizations, and movements that made America a more just society all had to learn how to balance the tension between outsiders and insiders.


Progressive insiders—typically elected officials, their advisers, and lobbyists—see their job as pushing through legislation that can alter living conditions, incomes, and access to opportunity. Lawmaking involves the art of compromise, which requires individuals adept at brokering deals, negotiating, and forging consensus.


Progressive outsiders—activists, protesters, reformers, and radicals—need different skills. They often view compromise as “selling out” by politicians tied to corporate and elite interests. Activists often believe that the influence of campaign contributions and the trade-offs required by legislative give-and-take make most elected officials undependable allies.


American history reveals that progressive change comes about when both insider and outsider strategies are at work. To gain any significant reforms, insiders and outsiders need each other. Boycotts, strikes, civil disobedience, and mass marches—outsider strategies—help put new issues on the agenda, dramatize long-ignored grievances, and generate media attention. This type of agitation gets people thinking about things they had not considered before and can change public opinion. Savvy liberal and progressive elected officials understand that they need “radical” protestors to change the political climate and make reform possible. When “disruption” is taking place in the streets, policymakers can appear statesmanlike and moderate in forging compromises to win legislative victories. For example, Abraham Lincoln was initially reluctant to divide the nation over the issue of slavery, but he eventually gave voice to the rising tide of abolitionism, a movement that had started decades earlier and was gaining momentum but could not succeed without an ally in the White House.


Heroes but Not Saints


None of the people in the Social Justice Hall of Fame was (or is) a saint. They all had vision, courage, persistence, and talent, but they also made mistakes. Some had troubled personal lives. Some expressed views that many progressives considered objectionable.


Margaret Sanger endorsed eugenics. Theodore Roosevelt’s “big stick” imperialism outraged many progressives, as did Earl Warren’s support for rounding up Japanese Americans and putting them in internment camps during World War II. Theodor Geisel’s racist depictions of Japanese Americans in his editorial cartoons (under his pen name Dr. Seuss) for the radical newspaper PM contradicted his lifelong support for tolerance. Jackie Robinson’s attack on Paul Robeson reflected Cold War tensions; Robinson later said he regretted his remarks. Many progressives admire Lyndon Johnson’s commitment to civil rights and to fighting poverty but cannot forgive his expansion of the war in Vietnam. Senator Paul Wellstone voted in favor of the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act, which outlawed federal recognition of same-sex marriage, although he later said he regretted his stance on the issue.


Some of these views may be understandable in their historical context. It is important to recognize that although these 100 individuals were pioneers in most aspects of their thinking, they could not entirely transcend the political realities and social prejudices of their times.



Who Was Left Out?



The list does not include people who lived into the twentieth century but whose major achievements occurred in the previous century. This group includes labor organizer Mary Harris “Mother” Jones (1837–1930), environmentalist John Muir (1838–1914), journalist Jacob Riis (1849–1914), Knights of Labor leader Terence Powderly (1849–1924), agrarian Populist leader Mary Lease (1850–1933), economist and sociologist Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929), and African American journalist, feminist, and antilynching crusader Ida B. Wells (1862–1931).


The 20th century was filled with many courageous, heroic, and visionary thinkers and doers who breathed life into key movements for progressive change. No single list of 100 people can come close to capturing all the figures who deserve a place in the century’s Social Justice Hall of Fame. Because they were part of collective crusades, they shared responsibilities—and achievements—with other leaders who played important roles in these movements. Readers who want to learn more about these efforts might want to explore the lives of one or more of the following fifty people (listed by date of birth) who deserve to be included on an expanded Social Justice Hall of Fame roster.


1.Julia Lathrop, social worker and social reformer (1858–1932)


2.Mary White Ovington, journalist and NAACP founder (1865–1951)


3.Lillian Wald, social worker and social reformer (1867–1940)


4.Stephen S.Wise, rabbi and social reformer (1874–1949)


5.Charles Beard, historian (1874–1948)


6.Mary McLeod Bethune, educator (1875–1955)


7.William English Walling, civil rights activist and NAACP founder (1877–1936)


8.Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, labor activist (1890–1964)


9.David Dubinsky, labor leader and president of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union (1892–1982)


10.Paul Douglas, economist and U.S.senator (1892–1976)


11.Lewis Mumford, social critic (1895–1990)


12.Aaron Copland, composer (1900–1990)


13.Linus Pauling, scientist and peace activist (1901–1994)


14.Margaret Mead, anthropologist (1901–1978)


15.John Steinbeck, novelist (1902–1968)


16.Benjamin Spock, pediatrician and antiwar activist (1903–1998)


17.H.L.Mitchell, Southern Tenant Farmers Union organizer (1906–1989)


18.Edward R.Murrow, journalist (1908–1965)


19.Fred Ross Sr., community organizer (1910–1992)


20.Joseph Rauh, labor lawyer (1911–1992)


21.Paul Goodman, social critic (1911–1972)


22.Jonas Salk, scientist (1914–1995)


23.Daniel Berrigan, Catholic priest and antiwar activist (1921–)


24.William Appleman Williams, historian (1921–1990)


25.Harold Washington, congressman and mayor of Chicago (1922–1987)


26.Grace Paley, writer (1922–2007)


27.Anne Braden, civil rights activist (1924–2006)


28.James Baldwin, writer (1924–1987)


29.Robert Kennedy, U.S.senator and presidential candidate (1925–1968)


30.Phillip Burton, U.S.congressman (1926–1983)


31.Allen Ginsberg, poet (1926–1997)


32.Tony Mazzocchi, labor activist (1926–2002)


33.Harry Belafonte, performer (1927–)


34.Adrienne Rich, writer (1929–2012)


35.Dolores Huerta, United Farm Workers organizer (1930–)


36.Frances Fox Piven, political science and sociology professor (1932–)


37.Jonathan Kozol, social critic and education reformer (1936–)


38.Julian Bond, civil rights activist (1940–)


39.Phil Ochs, folksinger (1940–1976)


40.Bernice Johnson Reagon, singer and musicologist (1942–)


41.Ernesto Cortés, community organizer (1943–)


42.Randall Forsberg, antiwar activist (1943–2007)


43.Arthur Ashe, athlete (1943–1993)


44.Wade Rathke, community organizer (1948–)


45.Holly Near, singer and feminist (1949–)


46.John Sayles, filmmaker (1950–)


47.Andy Stern, union organizer and president of Service Employees International Union (1950–)


48.Miguel Contreras, union organizer and leader of Los Angeles County Federation of Labor (1952–2005)


49.Cornel West, philosopher and activist (1953–)


50.Barbara Kingsolver, writer (1955–)


Each generation of Americans faces a different set of economic, political, and social conditions.There are no easy formulas for challenging injustice and promoting democracy.Many historians—most prominently Howard Zinn in A People’s History of the United States and Eric Foner in The Story of American Freedom—have chronicled the story of America’s utopians, radicals, and reformers, reminding us of their successes and failures.Every generation needs to retell this story, reinterpret it, and use it to help shape the present and future.Unless we know this history, we will have little understanding of how far we have come, how we got here, and how progress was made by the moral convictions and courage of the greatest Americans.





20th-Century Timeline

















	1900

	[image: images]

	International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union founded.






	1901

	[image: images]

	New York State passes a landmark Tenement House Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Socialist Party founded.






	1903

	[image: images]

	W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk published.
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	National Women’s Trade Union League founded.






	1905

	[image: images]

	Industrial Workers of the World (IWW, or Wobblies) founded.






	1906

	[image: images]

	Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle published.






	 

	[image: images]

	Meat Inspection Act and Pure Food and Drug Act passed.






	1909

	[image: images]

	
La Follette’s Magazine founded (later renamed The Progressive).
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	NAACP founded.






	 

	[image: images]

	“Uprising of the 20,000”: female shirtwaist makers in New York strike against sweatshop conditions.






	1910

	[image: images]

	Milwaukee voters elect Socialist Emil Seidel as mayor, elect a Socialist Party majority to the city council, and elect Socialist Victor Berger to Congress.






	1911

	[image: images]

	Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire.






	 

	[image: images]

	Feminist writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman publishes The Man-Made World, one of several of her books that advocate for women’s economic and social freedom and redefine gender roles.






	1912

	[image: images]

	Woodrow Wilson (Democrat) beats William Howard Taft (Republican), Theodore Roosevelt (Progressive) and Eugene Debs (Socialist) for president.






	 

	[image: images]

	Socialist Party has about 120,000 members, and 1,039 Socialist Party members hold public office, mostly in local cities and towns.






	 

	[image: images]

	Bread and Roses textile strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts.






	1913

	[image: images]

	Alice Paul and Lucy Burns organize the Congressional Union, later known as the National Woman’s Party, to organize for women’s suffrage and women’s rights.






	
1914

	[image: images]

	Congress passes Clayton Antitrust Act to break up corporate monopolies.






	 

	[image: images]

	Ludlow Massacre: John D. Rockefeller’s private army kills thirteen women and children and seven men in a Colorado coal miners strike.






	1916

	[image: images]

	Fellowship of Reconciliation founded.






	 

	[image: images]

	Jeannette Rankin of Montana becomes the first woman elected to the US House of Representatives.






	1917

	[image: images]

	United States enters World War I.






	1919

	[image: images]

	Palmer Raids begin: FBI arrests and deports radicals; seizes and shuts down radical publications.






	 

	[image: images]

	Four million American workers (one of every five) walk out in a great strike wave, including national clothing, coal, and steel strikes, a general strike in Seattle, Washington, and a police strike in Boston, Massachusetts.






	1920

	[image: images]

	Eugene Debs wins almost 1 million votes (3.5 percent) for president while in jail for opposing World War I.






	 

	[image: images]

	American Civil Liberties Union founded.






	 

	[image: images]

	Nineteenth Amendment passed, legalizing women’s suffrage.






	1921

	[image: images]

	Margaret Sanger founds American Birth Control League (later called Planned Parenthood).






	1924

	[image: images]

	The Immigration Act of 1924 limits the annual number of immigrants who can be admitted from any country to 2 percent of the number of people from that country already living in the United States in 1890, down from the 3 percent cap set by the Immigration Restriction Act of 1921.






	1925

	[image: images]

	Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the first African American labor union, founded.






	1929

	[image: images]

	The Great Depression begins.






	1932

	[image: images]

	Norris-La Guardia Act passed, prohibiting federal injunctions in most labor disputes.






	 

	[image: images]

	Franklin D. Roosevelt elected president.






	 

	[image: images]

	Myles Horton cofounds the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee.






	1933

	[image: images]

	Dorothy Day founds Catholic Worker.






	1934

	[image: images]

	San Francisco general strike.






	1935

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the National Labor Relations (Wagner) Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Social Security Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Mary McLeod Bethune organizes the National Council of Negro Women.






	
 

	[image: images]

	Progressive unionists form the Committee for Industrial Organization (CIO) within the American Federation of Labor (AFL).






	1936

	[image: images]

	Southern Conference for Human Welfare founded.






	1937

	[image: images]

	Auto workers win a sit-down strike against General Motors in Flint, Michigan.






	 

	[image: images]

	Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters wins contract with the Pullman Company.






	1938

	[image: images]

	Congress passes Fair Labor Standards Act, which establishes the first minimum wage and forty-hour week.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) forms as an independent federation.






	1939

	[image: images]

	Saul Alinsky founds Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council in Chicago.






	1940

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Alien Registration Act (Smith Act).






	 

	[image: images]

	Woody Guthrie writes “This Land Is Your Land.”






	1941

	[image: images]

	A. Philip Randolph threatens a march on Washington, D.C., to protest racial discrimination in defense jobs.






	 

	[image: images]

	President Roosevelt signs Executive Order 8802 prohibiting racial discrimination in defense industries and creating the Fair Employment Practices Committee. Randolph calls off the march.






	 

	[image: images]

	US troops enter combat in World War II.






	1942

	[image: images]

	Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) founded.






	1946

	[image: images]

	Winston Churchill’s iron curtain speech in Missouri marks the beginning of the Cold War.






	 

	[image: images]

	Largest strike wave in US history.






	1947

	[image: images]

	Congress passes Taft-Hartley Act, which restricts union members’ activities.






	 

	[image: images]

	Jackie Robinson integrates major league baseball.






	 

	[image: images]

	CORE begins Journey of Reconciliation (first Freedom Rides) to challenge segregation.






	1948

	[image: images]

	President Harry S. Truman desegregates the armed services with Executive Order 9981.






	 

	[image: images]

	Former vice president Henry Wallace campaigns for president on the Progressive Party ticket.






	1950

	[image: images]

	Harry Hay cofounds Mattachine Society, first homosexual rights group.






	1953

	[image: images]

	I. F. Stone founds I. F. Stone’s Weekly.







	 

	[image: images]

	Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible premieres.






	
1954

	[image: images]

	US Supreme Court rules in Brown v. Board of Education that school segregation is unconstitutional.






	1955

	[image: images]

	Montgomery activists organize bus boycott.






	 

	[image: images]

	AFL merges with CIO to form AFL-CIO.






	 

	[image: images]

	Daughters of Bilitis, the first lesbian organization in the United States, founded.






	1956

	[image: images]

	C. Wright Mills’s The Power Elite published.






	 

	[image: images]

	Sierra Club gains national recognition for successfully protesting the construction of the Echo Park Dam in Dinosaur National Monument in Utah.






	1957

	[image: images]

	Committee for a SANE Nuclear Policy founded.






	1958

	[image: images]

	John Kenneth Galbraith publishes The Affluent Society.







	 

	[image: images]

	Albert Bigelow—a former lieutenant commander in the US Navy who commanded three combat vessels in World War II—sets out from San Pedro, California, with four crewmen aboard the Golden Rule, a small sailboat, to protest nuclear testing in waters off the Marshall Islands, located in the western Pacific between Guam and Hawaii.






	1960

	[image: images]

	College students in Greensboro, North Carolina, organize the first sit-in at Woolworth’s lunch counter.






	 

	[image: images]

	Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) founded.






	 

	[image: images]

	CBS broadcasts Edward R. Murrow’s Harvest of Shame documentary about miserable conditions for migrant farm workers.






	1961

	[image: images]

	Freedom Rides begin.






	 

	[image: images]

	Bay of Pigs invasion.






	1962

	[image: images]

	US Supreme Court decides the Baker v. Carr case about political reapportionment, which led to what was then called the “one man, one vote” standard.






	 

	[image: images]

	Michael Harrington publishes The Other America about widespread poverty.






	 

	[image: images]

	Rachel Carson publishes Silent Spring about dangers of pesticides.






	 

	[image: images]

	Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) publishes its Port Huron Statement manifesto.






	 

	[image: images]

	Bob Dylan writes “Blowin’ in the Wind.”






	1963

	[image: images]

	Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique published.






	 

	[image: images]

	March on Washington for jobs and freedom.






	 

	[image: images]

	John F. Kennedy assassinated.






	1964

	[image: images]

	Congress passes Lyndon Johnson’s major antipoverty legislation, the Economic Opportunity Act.






	
 

	[image: images]

	Civil rights activists organize Mississippi Freedom Summer voter registration project.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Civil Rights Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Wilderness Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution authorizing US combat troops in Vietnam.






	1965

	[image: images]

	US Supreme Court decides Griswold v. Connecticut, striking down prohibition of use of contraceptives by married couples.






	 

	[image: images]

	Watts riots in Los Angeles.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Voting Rights Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Malcolm X assassinated.






	 

	[image: images]

	United States sends troops to Vietnam.






	 

	[image: images]

	First “teach-in” on the Vietnam War held at the University of Michigan.






	 

	[image: images]

	The Motor Vehicle Air Pollution Control Act sets the first federal automobile emission standards.






	1966

	[image: images]

	Betty Friedan cofounds National Organization for Women.






	 

	[image: images]

	United Farm Workers union signs a contract with DiGiorgio Fruit Corporation after a strike and consumer boycott.






	1967

	[image: images]

	President Johnson appoints Thurgood Marshall as the first African American to sit on the Supreme Court.






	 

	[image: images]

	Riots in Detroit, Michigan, Newark, New Jersey, and other cities.






	 

	[image: images]

	In Loving v. Virginia, US Supreme Court finds the state antimiscegenation laws are unconstitutional, ending all race-based legal restrictions on marriage.






	1968

	[image: images]

	Tet offensive in Vietnam.






	 

	[image: images]

	Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated in Memphis during garbage workers strike.






	 

	[image: images]

	Robert Kennedy assassinated in Los Angeles during presidential campaign.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes Fair Housing Act.






	1969

	[image: images]

	The Santa Barbara oil well blowout spills over 200,000 gallons of oil into the ocean over eleven days.






	 

	[image: images]

	Stonewall riot in Greenwich Village catalyzes the gay liberation movement.






	1970

	[image: images]

	First national Earth Day.






	 

	[image: images]

	National Guard shoots antiwar protesters at Kent State and Jackson State.






	
 

	[image: images]

	Arkansas Community Organization for Reform Now (ACORN) founded.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Clean Air Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Occupational Safety and Health Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), requiring every federal agency to prepare an environmental impact statement (EIS) for any legislation.






	 

	[image: images]

	President Richard Nixon works with Congress to establish the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).






	 

	[image: images]

	Dennis Hayes organizes a movement to unseat “The Dirty Dozen,” twelve members of Congress with poor records on environmental policy.






	1971

	[image: images]

	Greenpeace activists sail from Vancouver, British Columbia, to Amchitka, Alaska, intent on stopping a scheduled US nuclear test.






	1972

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Consumer Product Safety Act.






	 

	[image: images]

	
Ms. magazine founded.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes Title IX of Education Amendments to the Civil Rights Act of 1964.






	 

	[image: images]

	DDT banned in the United States.






	1973

	[image: images]

	US Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade ruling legalizes abortion.






	 

	[image: images]

	American Psychiatric Association removes homosexuality from its official list of mental disorders.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Endangered Species Act.






	1974

	[image: images]

	Coalition of Labor Union Women founded.






	1976

	[image: images]

	Toxic Substances Control Act mandates the EPA to control all new and existing chemical substances being used in the United States.






	1977

	[image: images]

	Gay rights activist Harvey Milk elected to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors.






	 

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Community Reinvestment Act outlawing racial discrimination in lending (redlining).






	1978

	[image: images]

	Protests by residents of Love Canal, a neighborhood in Niagara Falls, New York, lead to revelations that up to 21,000 tons of toxic waste had been dumped in the canal by the Hooker Chemical Company from 1942 to 1952, causing significant numbers of birth defects, abnormalities in children, and miscarriages.






	1979

	[image: images]

	Nuclear accident at Three Mile Island in Pennsylvania.






	1980

	[image: images]

	Congress passes Superfund legislation, which mandates cleanup of abandoned hazardous waste sites by the parties responsible.
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	Ronald Reagan elected president.






	
1981

	[image: images]

	President Reagan breaks air traffic controllers strike.






	 

	[image: images]

	AFL-CIO rallies 400,000 in Washington, D.C., on Solidarity Day.






	1982

	[image: images]

	Nuclear freeze rally in New York City draws 1 million people in association with the special session on disarmament at the United Nations.






	 

	[image: images]

	Wisconsin becomes the first state to outlaw discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation.






	1984

	[image: images]

	EMILY’s List founded to expand campaign contributions to women and feminist candidates.






	1986

	[image: images]

	In Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson, the US Supreme Court finds that sexual harassment is a form of illegal job discrimination.






	1990

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Americans with Disabilities Act.






	1992

	[image: images]

	Service Employees International Union’s Justice for Janitors campaign organizes thousands of low-paid, immigrant service workers in Los Angeles and other cities.






	 

	[image: images]

	Riots occur in Los Angeles after a jury acquits four white Los Angeles Police Department officers accused of beating Rodney King.






	 

	[image: images]

	Bill Clinton elected president.






	1993

	[image: images]

	Congress passes the Family and Medical Leave Act.






	1994

	[image: images]

	The Violence Against Women Act tightens federal penalties for sex offenders, funds services for victims of rape and domestic violence, and provides for special training of police officers.






	1997

	[image: images]

	Students Against Sweatshops persuades Duke University to require manufacturers of items with the Duke label to sign a pledge that they will not use sweatshop labor—the first victory of the campus antisweatshop movement.






	1999

	[image: images]

	More than 75,000 human-service workers are unionized in Los Angeles County.






	 

	[image: images]

	Union and environmental activists join forces for the “Battle in Seattle” protests at World Trade Organization meeting to challenge free trade.






	2000

	[image: images]

	
Vice President Al Gore wins the popular vote over George W. Bush in the presidential race. The US Supreme Court overturns popular and Electoral College vote and gives Bush the presidency.









 



THE 100
GREATEST AMERICANS
OF THE 20TH CENTURY






Tom Johnson (1854–1911)
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CREDIT: Walter Leedy Postcard Collection, Michael Schwartz Library, Cleveland State University


IN THE late 1800s and early 1900s, American cities were a tangle of corruption. Big business was growing in size and political influence, exploiting immigrants from abroad and migrants from rural areas in the burgeoning factory system. Bribery of local officials was widespread, giving businesses private monopolies over key public services, which were typically run inefficiently. Cities were starved for cash, but businesses paid little taxes.


With help from crusading journalists, middle-class reformers, and trade unions, a wave of progressive local officials sought to improve working and living conditions for the urban working class. Reform mayors in Cleveland, Toledo, and Cincinnati, Ohio; Detroit, Michigan; Jersey City, New Jersey; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Los Angeles, California; Bridgeport, Connecticut, and many other cities fought to tax wealthy property owners, create municipal electricity and water utilities, and hold down transit fares. They enacted and strengthened laws to establish building codes, moves guaranteed to make them unpopular with slum landlords. They worked alongside unions and reformers to enact laws to make factories safer. During strikes, they would not allow local police to protect strikebreaking “scabs.” They expanded the number of municipal parks and recreation programs and improved local schools, especially for immigrants and their children. They hired competent administrators to run municipal agencies to clean up the corruption and inefficiency.


Tom Johnson, the mayor of Cleveland between 1901 and 1909, was the most effective of the progressive reform mayors. He was a wealthy businessman—one of a significant number of rich reformers who became “traitors” to their class, although in Johnson’s case it was a class he had climbed into through hard work and influence peddling, not one he was born into.


Johnson was a municipal entrepreneur who expanded the powers of local government to challenge business influence in Cleveland. As mayor, he lowered streetcar fares, created municipally owned public baths, adopted government inspection standards for milk and meat, and expanded the city’s park system. Johnson appointed Rev. Harris Cooley as his director of charities and correction. Cooley created a 2,000-acre farm colony outside the city; it included the Cleveland Workhouse—designed to rehabilitate, not just punish, criminals—as well as the tuberculosis sanatorium and a progressive reform school for boys.


Journalist Lincoln Steffens called Johnson “the best Mayor of the best-governed city in the United States.”


Johnson’s father had fought for the Confederacy during the Civil War, and his family had owned slaves. While living in Louisville, Kentucky, Johnson quit school, took an office job with a street railway company, and worked his way up to superintendent. He invented a pay-box for trolleys and became wealthy from licensing the patent. In 1876, he purchased his own railway line in Indianapolis and then invested in other firms, including steel mills and railway companies across the Midwest. He would purchase broken-down streetcars and make minimal repairs, then use his political clout and bribes to get local officials to extend the railway system, selling them the reconditioned streetcars for huge profits. He acknowledged, “I am bound to do the best I can for myself. And so I rush in and grab all the monopolies I can get my hands on.” One of Johnson’s fiercest enemies was Hazen Pingree, the reform mayor of Detroit (1890–1897), who battled Johnson over rising streetcar fares.


Johnson hated being ridiculed by Mayor Pingree and other Detroit civic leaders for his influence peddling, and he had a crisis of conscience. He began to deplore the corrupt business and political practices that had brought him wealth. He entered politics. But after serving several uneventful terms in Congress, he returned to Cleveland to run for mayor, inspired by Pingree and by the radical ideas of Henry George (author of an influential 1879 book, Progress and Poverty).


Johnson was elected Cleveland’s mayor in 1901 on a platform of “home rule, 3-cent fare, and just taxation.” Before he became mayor, he observed, “The public utility corporations are a bunch of thieves. I ought to know. I was one of them.” Johnson believed that public utilities—including electric plants, railroads, and trash-removal services—should be regulated, taxed, and even owned by local governments. “If you do not own them they in turn will own you,” he said. “They will rule your politics, corrupt your institutions and finally destroy your liberties.”


Under Johnson’s administration, the city took over garbage collection and disposal and street cleaning, eliminating the bribery and corruption associated with those activities when they had been controlled by private firms. He cleaned up Cleveland’s Water Department, lowered rates, and, as a result, improved public health. State law thwarted Johnson’s plan to establish a municipal streetcar system, but he outmaneuvered his opponents by pressuring the city’s private streetcar company to lease its properties to a municipal traction company, controlled by a five-person board appointed by the mayor.


Johnson’s greatest legacy was his successful battle to create a municipally-owned electrical utility, the Municipal Light Company, known as Muny Light. He thought a public utility would provide an alternative to—and a check on—Cleveland Electrical Illuminating Company (CEI), the powerful private company that had a monopoly at the time. Johnson’s efforts triggered the opposition of the private utilities’ owners and other business leaders, including the Chamber of Commerce. They warned it would lead to socialism. Despite occasional phases of poor management, Muny Light has provided Cleveland’s residents with relatively cheap electricity. (In 1983 its name was changed to Cleveland Public Power.) Several times since the early 1900s, Cleveland’s business leaders tried to persuade city officials to sell Muny Light. (In the 1970s, after Mayor Dennis Kucinich refused to do so, the business establishment worked successfully to defeat him for reelection.)


A Democrat, Johnson was extremely popular among Cleveland’s working-class voters and gained a national reputation as an incorruptible reformer. After only one term as mayor, Johnson became the Democrats’ candidate for Ohio governor in 1903. He campaigned for state taxation of railroad companies and other public utilities. He lost the election but continued to serve as mayor, winning three more terms.


Johnson was Cleveland’s mayor at the same time that Robert M. La Follette became governor of Wisconsin. Both paved the way for other progressive big-city mayors and governors who viewed their role as allies of labor unions, housing advocates, and other reform movements. These include Emil Seidel and Daniel Webster Hoan (Milwaukee’s Socialist Party mayors from 1910 to 1912 and from 1916 to 1940, respectively), Hiram Johnson (California’s governor from 1911 to 1917), Al Smith (New York’s governor from 1918 to 1920 and 1922 to 1928), Floyd Olson (Minnesota’s governor from 1931 to 1936), Frank Murphy (Detroit’s mayor from 1930 to 1933 and later Michigan’s governor from 1937 to 1939), and Fiorello La Guardia (New York City’s mayor from 1934 to 1945). They demonstrated the positive role that progressive and efficient government could play in improving people’s daily lives. Johnson’s Cleveland was a laboratory of Progressive Era reform that inspired activists elsewhere and laid the foundation for Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal.





Robert M. La Follette Sr. (1855–1925)
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CREDIT: Library of Congress, Prints and Photos Division. National Photo Company Collection


IN 1921, Senator Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin had to decide whether to seek reelection. He was scheduled to give a major speech before the Wisconsin legislature, and his aides urged him to tone down the fiery antiwar rhetoric.


La Follette had opposed US involvement in World War I. In 1917, two days after President Woodrow Wilson’s call for the United States to enter the war, La Follette attacked Wilson’s decision: “The poor who are always the ones called upon to rot in the trenches have no organized power,” La Follette said. “But oh, Mr. President, at some time they will be heard. . . . There will come an awakening. They will have their day, and they will be heard.”


After the war, La Follette continued to voice these views. He called for investigations of corporate “war profiteers” and defended socialist Eugene Debs and others who had been jailed for their opposition to the war. Some Wisconsinites, as well as many Washington, DC, insiders and newspapers, condemned him as a traitor. La Follette realized his speech before the state legislature would be an important turning point in his political career. He pounded the lectern and clenched his fist into the air. “I am going to be a candidate for reelection to the United States Senate,” he boomed. “I do not want the vote of a single citizen under any misapprehension of where I stand: I would not change my record on the war for that of any man, living or dead.”


After a moment of stunned silence, the crowd erupted into thunderous applause. Even one staunch critic, standing at the back of the chamber with tears running down his cheeks, told a reporter: “I hate the son of a bitch. But, my God, what guts he’s got.”


Perhaps La Follette simply had a better understanding of Wisconsin voters. They reelected him that year with 80 percent of their votes.


“Fighting Bob” La Follette spent his entire political career—as a US congressman (1885–1890), governor of Wisconsin (1901–1906), US senator (1907–1925), and candidate for president (1924)—challenging militarism and corporate power. During his life and after his death, La Follette inspired generations of reformers and radicals.


Born in Dane County’s Primrose township, La Follette worked as a farm laborer before enrolling at the University of Wisconsin in 1875, graduating four years later. The following year he ran successfully for district attorney. In 1884 he was elected to Congress on the Republican ticket, but he was defeated by a Democrat in 1890.


After returning home, the state’s Republican leader, Senator Philetus Sawyer, offered La Follette a bribe to fix a court case against several former state officials. Not only did La Follette refuse the bribe, but he also publicly denounced the way money was used to corrupt democracy. For the next ten years, as a leader of the progressive wing of the Republican Party, La Follette spoke out against the political influence of the railroad and lumber barons who dominated his own local party. In 1900 he ran for governor pledging to clean up the corruption. He gave an average of ten to fifteen speeches a day. He won handily.


While he was governor, the state became a laboratory for progressive reform that influenced progressive movements and farmer-labor alliances in other states and the New Deal three decades later. La Follette weakened the power of big business and party machines by enacting campaign spending limits and direct primary elections, which gave voters the right to choose their own candidates for office. He supported measures that doubled the taxes on the railroads, broke up monopolies, preserved the state’s forests, protected workers’ rights, defended small farmers, and regulated lobbying to end patronage politics.


Elected to the US Senate in 1906, La Follette became a leader of the Senate’s progressives. In 1909, as the progressive movement grew across America, La Follette launched a publication that became a major voice for radical ideas. It was originally called La Follette’s Magazine. Its goal, La Follette wrote, was “winning back for the people the complete power over government—national, state, and municipal—which has been lost to them.” The magazine championed women’s suffrage, led the fight to stay out of World War I, criticized the post-war Palmer Raids as a violation of civil liberties, and supported workers’ rights and control of corporate power. Although never a commercial success, the magazine was popular among progressive farmers and working people and helped raise La Follette’s national profile even more. In 1928 it was renamed The Progressive. Since his death, the publication has remained a major voice of dissent and is still published in Madison, Wisconsin.


Breaking again from his party, La Follette supported Democrat Woodrow Wilson in the 1912 presidential election over former president Theodore Roosevelt (a fellow Republican running on the Bull Moose Party ticket), William Howard Taft (the Republican candidate), and Eugene Debs (the Socialist candidate). But after the election, La Follette became Wilson’s biggest Senate foe over the issue of US involvement in the European war. He was one of only six senators to vote against Wilson’s declaration of war. As Wilson rounded up antiwar radicals, including Debs, La Follette became the dissenters’ biggest defender. “Never in all my many years’ experience in the House and in the Senate,” he told his Senate colleagues, “have I heard so much democracy preached and so little practiced as during the last few months.”


After the war, La Follette advocated measures to protect workers and consumers against big business, for women’s suffrage, for a progressive income tax, and for farm loan programs. He also continued to attack “war profiteers” who had backed US involvement in World War I and even profited from it. Many La Follette–watchers viewed his momentous 1922 reelection victory as a vindication of his anticorporate and antiwar stances.


A coalition of unions, socialists, and farmers convinced La Follette to run for president in 1924 as an independent progressive. During the campaign, La Follette called for government takeover of the railroads, elimination of private utilities, workers’ right to organize unions, easier credit for farmers, outlawing of child labor, stronger protection for civil liberties, an end to US imperialism in Latin America, and a requirement for a plebiscite before any president could declare war. He promised to “break the combined power of the private monopoly system over the political and economic life of the American people” and decried “any discrimination between races, classes, and creeds”—far ahead of most political figures.


La Follette won almost 5 million votes (about one-sixth of the popular vote). He came in first in Wisconsin and second in eleven Western states and won working-class districts of major cities. Since then, no radical candidate for president has ever won that many votes. Less than a year later, in June 1925, the seventy-year-old La Follette died of a heart attack.


Not only did La Follette forge a popular labor-farmer alliance, but his legacy also included the many activists who worked in his campaigns and whose work and ideas shaped American politics for many decades. Harold Ickes Sr., an influential adviser to La Follette’s 1924 campaign, became part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inner circle and a major architect of the New Deal. In 1964, only two US senators—Democrat Ernest Gruening of Alaska and Republican Wayne Morse of Oregon—courageously voted against the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which Lyndon B. Johnson used to get the authority to take military action in Vietnam without a declaration of war. Gruening, a one-time editor of The Nation, had served as spokesman for La Follette’s 1924 campaign. Morse was a Wisconsin native, born in 1900, who told Time magazine in 1956 that his fondest memory as a young man was lapping up liberal philosophy “at the feet of the great Robert La Follette Sr.”


In 2011, Wisconsinites organized a mass movement to protest Republican governor Scott Walker’s steep budget cuts and attacks on workers’ collective bargaining rights. At rallies and in the media, many protesters invoked the memory of a previous Republican governor who made Wisconsin a laboratory for progressive reform and whose bust stands in front of the state capitol building. Under La Follette, columnist Bill Wineke wrote in 2011, Wisconsin had “championed the rights of working people and upheld the dignity of the unfortunate.”





Eugene Debs (1855–1926)
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IN 1920, Eugene Victor Debs ran for president from a cell in the federal prison in Atlanta, Georgia, convicted for opposing World War I. Heading the Socialist Party ticket, Debs won nearly a million votes—3.5 percent of the popular vote—in a four-way race that also included the Democrats, Republicans, and Progressives. The vote was a tribute to Debs, a beloved figure in many parts of America, but it was also a reminder of the young country’s propensity for official repression when confronted with dissent and protest.


Debs was both a fierce patriot and a fiery radical. He came to his socialist politics gradually, even reluctantly. Perhaps because of this he could persuade and agitate audiences with his radical message, for he embodied the best of America’s ideals of justice, compassion, and fairness.


Debs looked like a bald Sunday School teacher, all six and a half feet of him, with a kind face and an aura of optimism and hope. His political and social views emerged from his Christian upbringing in the heartland of Indiana. He absorbed the small-town values of skilled workers striving to join the middle class and the virtues of hard work, frugality, and benevolence.


The son of Alsatian immigrant retail grocers, Debs was born and raised in Terre Haute, Indiana. As a youth, he loved reading the fiery speeches of dissidents like Patrick Henry and John Brown and soon began attending lectures by such well-known orators as James Whitcomb Riley, abolitionist Wendell Phillips, and suffragist Susan B. Anthony. He left school at fourteen to work as a paint scraper in the Terre Haute railroad yards. He quickly rose to a job as a locomotive fireman. He was laid off during the depression of 1873, found another job as a billing clerk for a grocery company, and never worked for a railroad company again. But he remained close to his railroad friends, who admired his leadership skills. When the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen (BLF) organized a chapter in Terre Haute in 1875, Debs signed up as a charter member and was elected recording secretary.


Debs originally viewed the BLF as a kind of charitable and fraternal organization, helping injured workers and, if necessary, their widows and children. He opposed strikes and the violence that often accompanied them, even though the police and company thugs often caused the violence. After the railroad strike of 1877—the first truly national strike in US history, which ended in defeat for the unions after heavy government repression—Debs gave a speech defending the union from charges, widespread in the press, that it had encouraged violence. Debs got a rousing reception and was soon named grand secretary of the national union and editor of its magazine. Under Debs’s editorship, the magazine became a leading labor voice, its readership expanding far beyond BLF members.


In addition to this union job, Debs embarked on a political career. He served two terms as city clerk of Terre Haute and was elected to the Indiana State Assembly in 1884, but after one term he decided that the labor movement was a better way to achieve his reformist goals. He still believed in the possibility of industrial cooperation and discouraged workers from participating in confrontations with employers or the government.


In the mid-1880s, the railroad companies—which had once provided well-paying jobs to their skilled workers—began reclassifying occupations and cutting wages. This led to a series of major strikes, each of which was crushed by the railroad companies. The companies hired private thugs to use violence against strikers and pitted the different railroad brotherhoods against each other, hiring scab employees from different trades to replace the strikers.


These events shook Debs’s thinking. As late as 1886, Debs, along with other railroad brotherhood officials, refused to support the Knights of Labor strike against Jay Gould’s railroad company. When the fledgling American Federation of Labor that year led a national general strike for the eight-hour workday, Debs was silent. But with this new strike wave, Debs began to question whether big corporations could ever be trusted to work cooperatively with workers or to support political democracy.


In 1891, realizing that railroad workers were easily divided and could not prevail against the growing economic and political power of the corporations, Debs left the BLF. He saw the need for an industry-wide union organization that would unite all railroad workers. His guiding principle became the Knights of Labor slogan: “An injury to one is the concern of all.” In 1893, Debs brought together union leaders from the different crafts at a meeting in Chicago and founded the American Railway Union (ARU).


The ARU’s membership grew quickly. It was the first large national industrial union, a forerunner of the great industrial unions that emerged in the 1930s, and it won its first major test. In response to a strike, the Great Northern Railroad in 1893 capitulated to almost all the union’s demands.


The next year, the Pullman Company laid off workers and cut wages but did not lower rent in the company-owned houses or prices for groceries at the company store where workers were required to shop. Workers from Pullman asked the ARU for support. Some Chicago civic leaders, including Jane Addams, tried to arrange behind-the-scenes diplomacy to settle the strike, but Pullman refused to negotiate. So Debs and the ARU called for a national boycott (or a “sympathy strike”) of Pullman cars. The ARU’s 150,000 members in over twenty states refused to work on trains pulling the cars. They went on strike, not to win any demands of their own but to help several thousand Pullman workers win their strike. But the railroads found a sympathetic judge who ruled that the boycott was interfering with the US mail and issued an injunction to end the boycott. The ARU refused to desist, so President Grover Cleveland—a Democrat and a foe of the labor movement—sent in federal troops. ARU leaders, including Debs, were arrested on conspiracy charges. Debs and his union compatriots were sentenced to six-month jail terms for disregarding the injunction.


Debs used his six months in prison to think about what had gone wrong with his union organizing. He decided that the collusion between the ever-larger corporations and the federal government, including the courts and the National Guard, could not be undone by union activism alone. Redeeming American democracy from its corporate stranglehold required political action. Because both Republican and Democratic presidents called in troops to stop working-class victories, Debs was convinced that America needed a new political party, one whose base would be made up of workers and their unions.


Milwaukee’s Socialist leader Victor Berger visited Debs in jail, bringing a copy of Karl Marx’s Das Kapital. Debs read it carefully and began to consider the potential of socialism as an alternative to capitalism. After his release, he traveled to Chicago by train, and was astonished to see a crowd of over 100,000 people gathered in the pouring rain to greet him.


Debs helped organize the Social Democratic Party, a new party modeled on similar growing mass organizations in Europe. He ran for president on the party’s ticket in 1900 and received 88,000 votes. The next year, the Social Democrats merged with some members of the Socialist Labor Party to form the Socialist Party of America. Debs ran again for president in 1904, this time attracting 400,000 votes. In 1905, he joined with other union activists and radicals to start the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), the “Wobblies,” as they were known. But although he and the Wobblies shared a belief in organizing all workers into “one big union,” Debs did not share their opposition to political action, to running candidates for office. The IWW favored what they called “direct action” instead, including seizing direct control of industry through mass strikes.


Debs resigned from the IWW in 1908 and ran for president a third time, doing no better than in 1904. But by 1910, America’s mood was changing. Dozens of Socialists won victories in local and state races for office, advancing a specific agenda of radical reforms, including women’s right to vote, child labor laws, and workers’ rights to join unions and when necessary to strike, as well as workplace safety laws for workers in railroads, mines, and factories. Two years later, they expanded their victories, and Debs polled nearly 1 million votes for president. He would have garnered more votes, but two other candidates—Democrat Woodrow Wilson and Progressive Party candidate (and former president) Theodore Roosevelt—stole some of the Socialists’ thunder, diverting the votes of workers, women, and consumers with promises of such “progressive” reforms as women’s suffrage, child labor laws, and workers’ right to organize unions. One cartoonist drew a picture of Debs skinny-dipping while Teddy Roosevelt made off with his clothes.


Debs was a tireless campaigner but could not expect sympathetic coverage in the mainstream press. The socialist newspapers—the Appeal to Reason in the Midwest and the Jewish Daily Forward in New York, in particular—covered his campaign and had large readerships. Still, Debs had to travel to get the word out, taking trains from city to city, speaking wherever a crowd could be assembled. Without microphones, Debs had to speak loudly and dramatically; his words rippled through the crowd as people relayed the speech to one another.


Despite Debs’s defeat in 1912, he won over 10 percent of the vote in Arizona, California, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oklahoma, Oregon, and Washington State. His campaign helped fellow Socialists win elections throughout the country. That year, about 1,200 Socialist Party members held public office in 340 cities, including seventy-nine mayors in cities including Milwaukee, Buffalo, Minneapolis, Reading, and Schenectady.


In 1917, President Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany and its allies. That move catalyzed widespread opposition from within the Senate (led by Robert M. La Follette) and by civil libertarians, religious pacifists, and Socialists, led by Debs. Congress passed the Espionage Act, which made it illegal to incite active opposition to US involvement in the war. Federal agents arrested scores of Socialists, Wobblies, and other dissidents. Though ill, Debs delivered a series of antiwar speeches; he was arrested, charged with impeding the war effort, convicted, and sentenced to ten years in federal prison.


On September 18, Debs delivered his most famous speech in a Cleveland federal courtroom upon being sentenced to prison. His opening remarks remain some of the most moving words in American history:




Your Honor, years ago I recognized my kinship with all living beings, and I made up my mind that I was not one bit better than the meanest on earth. I said then, and I say now, that while there is a lower class, I am in it, and while there is a criminal element I am of it, and while there is a soul in prison, I am not free.


I listened to all that was said in this court in support and justification of this prosecution, but my mind remains unchanged. I look upon the Espionage Law as a despotic enactment in flagrant conflict with democratic principles and with the spirit of free institutions.


Your Honor, I have stated in this court that I am opposed to the social system in which we live; that I believe in a fundamental change—but if possible by peaceable and orderly means.





Two years later Debs ran for president on the Socialist ticket for the fifth and final time. The slogan on a campaign poster in 1920 read, “From Atlanta Prison to the White House, 1920.” A popular campaign button showed Debs in prison garb, standing outside the prison gates, with the caption: “For President, Convict No. 9653.” Debs received nearly a million votes.


On Christmas Day 1921, President Warren G. Harding, a Republican, freed Debs and twenty-three other prisoners of conscience. By the time they were released, the socialist movement that Debs had helped build was dead, a victim of government repression and internal factional fighting between opponents and supporters of the new Bolshevik regime in Russia. But many of the ideas that Debs and the Socialist Party championed—including women’s suffrage, child labor laws, unemployment relief, public works jobs, and others—took hold after his death.





Louis Brandeis (1856–1941)
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LOUIS BRANDEIS was a crusading progressive lawyer and US Supreme Court justice. Appointed to the Supreme Court by Woodrow Wilson in 1916, he served until 1939. As a “people’s lawyer” in Boston, he fought railroad monopolies, defended workplace and labor laws, and helped create policies to limit corporate abuses of consumers and workers—an approach that is now called “public interest” law. He believed that fighting injustice involved more than courtroom combat. He wrote books and articles in order to influence public opinion, advised many politicians and reform groups who shared his commitment to taming corporate power, and arguably had as much, perhaps even more, influence on American ideas and policy before joining the Supreme Court as he did during the twenty-three years he served on the highest court.


Born in Louisville, Kentucky, and raised in a secular Jewish family, Brandeis entered Harvard Law School at age nineteen and graduated in 1877 with the highest grades in the school’s history. With his classmate and law practice partner Samuel Warren, he wrote one of the most famous law articles in history, “The Right to Privacy,” published in the December 1890 Harvard Law Review. In it, they argued that people have “the right to be let alone.”


By the early 1890s, Brandeis’s law practice was a financial success, which gave him the freedom to pick and choose clients, including many public causes, without asking for money. This made Brandeis one of the first pro bono lawyers. Although he was a skilled and successful litigator, he preferred the roles of broker, mediator, and adviser.


In 1894, prodded by his friend Alice Lincoln, a Boston philanthropist and crusader for the poor, Brandeis spent nine months and held fifty-seven public hearings investigating the awful conditions in Boston’s public poorhouses, where the temporarily jobless were crowded together with the mentally ill and hardened criminals. At one hearing he said, “Men are not bad and men are not degraded largely by circumstances because they desire to be so. . . . It is the duty of every man . . . to help them up and let them feel that there is some hope for them in life.” The publicity from the hearings pressured Boston’s officials to reform the city’s poor laws to provide better food and housing. Brandeis also waged a successful fight to stop financier J. P. Morgan’s efforts to merge his giant New Haven Railroad with its chief competitor, the Boston and Maine Railroad, which would have given Morgan a virtual monopoly on rail transportation in New England.


Fearing the influence of big business over everyday life, he also led a campaign to prevent a private transit corporation from controlling Boston’s municipal subway system, and he persuaded the state legislature to adopt a savings-bank life insurance system.


Brandeis’s most influential legal case was the 1908 US Supreme Court ruling in Muller v. Oregon. In 1907, Brandeis’s sister-in-law Josephine Goldmark, along with Florence Kelley, head of the National Consumers League, persuaded Brandeis to defend Oregon’s maximum-hour law for women. At issue was whether a state could limit the hours that women could work. Employers argued that Oregon’s law was an infringement on the “freedom of contract” between employers and their employees. Brandeis presented his case by documenting the “clear connection between the health and morals of female workers” and the hours that they were required to work. His legal argument was relatively short, but he included more than 100 pages of documentation—pulled together by Kelley and Goldmark—including reports from social workers, doctors, factory inspectors, and other experts.


The Supreme Court upheld Oregon’s law. Brandeis’s groundbreaking approach to legal briefs soon came to be known as the “Brandeis Brief,” one based on data as well as legal theory, and it became widespread over the next century.


Brandeis viewed the power of big business as a serious threat to a good society. The greatest problem the American people faced, he wrote in The Curse of Bigness, “is the problem of reconciling our industrial system with the political democracy in which we live.” The antidote to the excess of corporate power was what he called “industrial democracy,” which meant, in part, giving workers a voice through their labor unions. In 1907, Brandeis had served as the lawyer for Boston’s cloak manufacturers during an acrimonious labor dispute, getting a court injunction against picketing, which crushed the strike. Three years later, however, Brandeis plunged into a crusade to bring industrial democracy to New York’s clothing industry. That year, over 60,000 cloak makers, mostly men, went on strike in what was called the “Great Uprising.”


Operating as a neutral mediator, Brandeis sought to bring the manufacturers (represented by their Cloak, Suit, and Skirt Protective Association) and the workers (represented by the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union) together to hammer out an industry-wide agreement. With Brandeis’s nudging, the two sides signed the Protocol of Peace, an agreement that set minimum industry standards on wages, hours, piece rates, and sanitation (workplace safety and health). In addition, Brandeis hoped that the protocol would make strikes less likely.


Many observers, including Brandeis, viewed the protocol as a major milestone, recognizing that both owners and workers had a shared stake in efficiency and prosperity. Soon the agreement covered the entire industry and laid the foundation for future workplace reforms during the New Deal. But the protocol’s weakness was that it was a voluntary agreement, not a government regulation, and not all manufacturers signed on. One such holdout was the Triangle Shirtwaist Company, where, on March 25, 1911, 146 immigrant workers, mostly young girls, perished in a tragic fire in a factory where conditions violated many of the protocol standards (see the profile of Frances Perkins).


Brandeis’s writings and activism changed not just the law but also American attitudes about the need to restrain corporate power. His 1914 book Other People’s Money—And How the Bankers Use It carefully showed how the interlocking network of directors of banks (whom he called “the dominant element in our financial oligarchy”) and of railroads, insurance companies, and other corporations gave J. P. Morgan and a handful of other corporate titans undue influence over the economy and the political system. They were not even putting their own money at risk, Brandeis explained, which allowed them to make more reckless decisions than they otherwise would have. These oligarchs, Brandeis wrote, thus achieved “the supposedly impossible feat of having their cake and eating it too.”


Brandeis shared some of the progressives’ preference for regulation, but unlike most progressives, he was generally skeptical of “the curse of bigness” in both business and government. He thought the most proconsumer approach to restraining corporate power was to break huge corporations and overlapping trusts into smaller firms, which he believed would catalyze more competition and weaken their grip on political power.


Using his expertise on corporate practices, he served as one of President Wilson’s key economic advisers, persuading the president to create the Federal Reserve System and the Federal Trade Commission and to push for the Clayton Antitrust Act and the Sixteenth Amendment, ratified in 1913, which allowed Congress to levy an income tax. Brandeis believed that public disclosure of big corporations’ huge fees, commissions, salaries, and profits would mobilize voter anger. “Publicity is justly commended as a remedy for social and industrial diseases,” Brandeis wrote. “Sunlight is said to be the best of disinfectants.”


After winning the White House in 1912, Wilson hoped to appoint Brandeis as his secretary of commerce, but when the news leaked to the press and sparked intense opposition, he picked someone else. Four years later, Wilson’s nomination of Brandeis to the Supreme Court was, at the time, the most hotly debated in American history. Former president William Howard Taft, along with six former presidents of the American Bar Association, signed a letter urging the Senate to reject Brandeis as unfit. Abbott Lawrence Lowell, the president of Harvard University (Brandeis’s alma mater), along with other upper-class Bostonians, signed a letter opposed to Brandeis, the first Jew to be nominated to the Supreme Court. “In all the anti-corporate agitation of the past,” wrote the Wall Street Journal about Brandeis, “one name stands out. . . . Where others were radical, he was rabid.” A combination of anti-Semitism, opposition to Brandeis’s views on big business, and partisan politics influenced the controversy. Finally, on June 1, the Senate confirmed Brandeis by a vote of 47–22; he was supported by all Democrats but one and by three progressive Republicans (including Robert M. La Follette).


On the Supreme Court, Brandeis was a key architect of rulings to protect free speech and to strengthen the right to privacy. During several decades of dramatic changes in public policy, Brandeis was typically on the side of progressive reform, but with his own twist. Brandeis viewed states as “laboratories” for innovative public policies. Not surprisingly, at a time when states were enacting a variety of progressive laws protecting workers and consumers, Brandeis advocated judicial constraint, encouraging his Court colleagues to give state legislators the benefit of the doubt. “The most important thing we do is not doing,” he said about the Court.


Despite his personal skepticism about bigger government, he voted to uphold President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, which often faced challenges in the courts on the grounds that they exceeded government’s right to regulate business.


On some matters, however, Brandeis opposed FDR, including his effort to increase the number of seats on the Supreme Court as a means of reducing challenges to his legislation. In 1935, Brandeis voted with the Court majority in Schecter Brothers v. the United States to nullify the 1933 National Industrial Recovery Act, which allowed the federal government to establish codes of fair practice to limit cutthroat competition within each industry.


Brandeis’s other major crusade was American Zionism. He was a secular Jew who celebrated Christmas. But he supported the idea of Jews’ having a homeland, based on social justice and Jewish prophetic principles. At the time, many German Jews—who were more affluent, more assimilated, and more eager to be viewed as patriotic Americans than Eastern European immigrants—were unsympathetic to European Zionism. In 1914 Brandeis was elected chair of the Provisional Committee for General Zionist Affairs and spent much of his time and energy rallying fellow Jews as well as non-Jews in support of a Jewish state. Brandeis died in 1941, seven years before Israel’s birth.





Clarence Darrow (1857–1938)
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CLARENCE DARROW was the most famous lawyer of the first half of the 20th century, celebrated by many and hated by others for defending radicals, reformers, underdogs, and dissidents.


Darrow’s parents—his mother was a suffragist; his father was a fervent abolitionist—raised Clarence to love reading, to be skeptical of religion, and to admire dissenters, many of whom were guests in the Darrow home. Darrow started practicing law in Ohio in 1878 and was a typical small-town lawyer, but he aspired to play on a larger stage. After moving to Chicago in 1887, Darrow became a Democratic Party activist and a close friend of Judge John Peter Altgeld. He was greatly influenced by Altgeld’s 1884 book Our Penal Machinery and Its Victims, which criticized the criminal justice system for favoring the rich over the poor.


Chicago at the time was a hotbed of union and radical activism. One of the most contentious issues of the day concerned the Haymarket Square bombing, which had occurred the year before Darrow moved to Chicago. During a rally to support workers striking for an eight-hour workday, police moved in to clear the crowd. Someone threw a bomb at the police, killing at least one officer. Another seven policemen were killed during the ensuing riot, and police gunfire killed or injured some of the protestors in the crowd. After a controversial investigation, seven anarchists were sentenced to death for murder; others were sentenced to fifteen years in prison. The anarchists won global notoriety, being seen as martyrs by many radicals and reformers, who viewed the trial and executions as politically motivated.


The more Darrow learned about the case, the more he regretted not being able to help defend the Haymarket dissidents. So when his friend Altgeld was elected Illinois governor, Darrow persuaded him to pardon the anarchists who had been imprisoned for the Haymarket Square bombing. The pardon triggered a firestorm of public protest and destroyed Altgeld’s political career; he lost his reelection bid in 1896.


In 1890 Darrow became an attorney for the Chicago and Northwestern Railway. But when the workers for the Pullman Palace Car Company went on strike in 1894, Darrow resigned from his financially rewarding corporate job to defend them against the railroad (see the Eugene Debs profile). The strike by the American Railway Union, the first industry-wide union, triggered a national crisis. When Eugene Debs, the union president, was charged with conspiracy to obstruct the US mail and with contempt of court for disobeying a court injunction, Darrow became Debs’s attorney. Debs and other union leaders were eventually convicted, but Darrow had established himself as the nation’s leading labor lawyer.


Over the next fifteen years, Darrow defended workers and their unions against criminal prosecutions in communities where business groups dominated local politics and courts. The war between capital and labor often involved violence, espionage, and propaganda, with business commanding a huge advantage. The courtroom was hardly neutral territory, but Darrow managed to succeed against these odds, often persuading juries with his eloquent oratory. His legal accomplishments made headlines, but he also pursued a busy schedule of giving talks, participating in debates, and writing articles, as well as supporting candidates for public office.


In 1905, he joined with Upton Sinclair, Jack London, William English Walling, and other radicals to form the Intercollegiate Socialist Society. In 1921 the society changed its name to the League for Industrial Democracy, and the league had a significant influence on generations of American activists. Darrow gave lectures at Hull House, the settlement house founded by Jane Addams. He spoke out against anti-Semitism in the wake of brutal pogroms against Jews in Russia. He was one of the first members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) (founded in 1909) and even advocated interracial marriage.


In 1907, Darrow’s national profile expanded with his successful defense of William “Big Bill” Haywood, the leader of the Western Federation of Miners (WFM) and a newly formed radical union, the Industrial Workers of the World. Haywood and two other WFM leaders were charged with plotting to murder Frank Steunenberg, the former governor of Idaho, who was an ardent foe of organized labor. Darrow’s closing statement to the jury included these words:




Gentlemen, it is not for him alone that I speak. I speak for the poor, for the weak, for the weary, for that long line of men who in darkness and despair have borne the labors of the human race. The eyes of the world are upon you, upon you twelve men of Idaho tonight. If you should decree Bill Haywood’s death, in the great railroad offices of our great cities men will applaud your names. If you decree his death, amongst the spiders of Wall Street will go up paeans of praise for those twelve good men and true who killed Bill Haywood. In every bank in the world, where men hate Haywood because he fights for the poor and against the accursed system upon which the favored live and grow rich and fat—from all those you will receive blessings and unstinted praise.





The jury found Haywood not guilty, and Darrow’s reputation grew.


A few years later however, Darrow’s career imploded. In 1911 he defended the brothers James and John McNamara, active members of the iron workers’ union, against a charge of killing twenty-one people by blowing up the headquarters of the Los Angeles Times, a powerful and vehemently antiunion newspaper. Radicals and union activists who had rallied to the McNamaras’ cause were stunned when, on the first day of the trial, the brothers changed their previous plea of innocent to guilty. Word also leaked that Darrow had attempted to bribe two of the jurors. Darrow was charged with misconduct. In one bribery trial, the jury found him not guilty; the other trial resulted in a hung jury. His reputation sullied, the event ended his career as a labor lawyer. Jeb Harriman was a member of Darrow’s defense team and during the trial was also running for mayor of Los Angeles on the Socialist Party ticket. Harriman was on the verge of possible victory, but the McNamaras’ confession derailed his campaign and ended his political career. The trial also set back California’s union movement, which took decades to recover.


With the decline of his labor law practice, Darrow began a new career as a criminal lawyer. His sympathy for the underdog meshed with his growing belief that social conditions shaped human behavior. In his 1922 book Crime: Its Cause and Treatment, Darrow argued that criminals were often victims of forces over which they had no control. He thus opposed capital punishment and was a founding member of the American League to Abolish Capital Punishment.


His most famous and controversial criminal case was his 1924 defense of two wealthy Chicago college students who had kidnapped and murdered a fourteen-year-old boy just to see if they could get away with it. The defendants—Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb—were hardly underdogs or sympathetic figures. Darrow took the high-profile case in order to save them from the death penalty. He introduced testimony from psychiatrists, hoping to persuade the judge that Leopold and Loeb were not responsible for their actions and should be sentenced to life in prison instead of death. Remarkably, he succeeded, adding to his reputation as a brilliant defense attorney.


Darrow repeated this success in another case the following year. The NAACP retained Darrow to represent Ossian Sweet, an African American medical doctor, and his family. When Sweet and his family moved into a bungalow house in an all-white neighborhood on the east side of Detroit, they were confronted by a hostile crowd of hundreds of people who assaulted them, threw rocks through a window, and shouted racial slurs. To protect themselves, occupants of the house fired shots into the crowd, killing one person and seriously wounding another. The police arrested Sweet, his wife, and nine others. Judge Frank Murphy, who later became a reformist mayor of Detroit and governor of Michigan, permitted Darrow to introduce evidence of past discrimination and violence against blacks to show that the shooting was an act of self-defense based on fear. “I know just as well as I know that you twelve men are here at this minute,” Darrow said in his closing statement, “that if this had been a white crowd defending their homes, who killed a member of a colored mob, no one would have been arrested, no one would have been on trial. My clients are here charged with murder, but they are really here because they are black.” After an all-white jury deadlocked, Murphy declared a mistrial. Murphy presided over a second trial the following year, and this time, following what many consider Darrow’s most eloquent closing argument, the jury found Sweet and the other defendants not guilty.


Darrow gained the most international visibility when he helped defend John Scopes, charged with violating a Tennessee statute prohibiting teaching the theory of evolution in public schools. The 1925 trial is famous primarily for Darrow’s sharp questioning of William Jennings Bryan—a former Nebraska congressman and US secretary of state—who took the stand as an expert on the Bible. In 1896 Darrow had supported Bryan’s Democratic campaign for president, but twentynine years later, Darrow skillfully cross-examined the great orator about his strict interpretation of the Bible, making him look foolish and disoriented. He made Bryan reluctantly concede that the words of the Bible could not always be taken literally.


Darrow’s defense of Scopes failed, however. His client was convicted and fined $100. Although he lost the case, Darrow’s defense of science—what some have called a national biology lesson—won him accolades and cemented his reputation as a brilliant defender of unpopular and progressive causes. In 1927 Darrow and the American Civil Liberties Union appealed the case before the Tennessee Supreme Court. Scopes’s conviction was overturned on a technicality, but the antievolution law remained on the books for many more years.





Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919)
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THEODORE ROOSEVELT always seemed ready to go to war—against other countries, against business titans, and against his fellow Republicans. As president (1901–1909) and as the Progressive Party’s candidate for president (in 1912), he believed that a strong chief executive should use the power of the federal government to lift up the downtrodden and bring the country and the world into the new industrial age. In doing so, he significantly expanded the influence of the presidency. In foreign policy, Roosevelt was an imperialist, a militarist, and a jingoist who sometimes justified his views with racist stereotypes. In the domestic arena, he was a reformer who usually sided with workers and consumers against big business. The force of his colorful personality often stirred controversy even among his allies. Because of this, he often missed opportunities to accomplish his goals. But in several key arenas—particularly taming the power of corporate America—he achieved important progressive triumphs that moved the country toward greater democracy and social justice.


Born to a wealthy family, Roosevelt was frail and sickly as a child and was often bullied. In response, he began a strict regimen of exercise and weight lifting and developed a rugged physique as a teenager. For the rest of his life, he advocated the “strenuous life,” including exercise, mountain climbing, hunting, and frequent treks in the wilderness. He graduated from Harvard in 1880, briefly studied law at Columbia University, but dropped out to pursue politics. In 1881, at age twenty-three, he won a seat in the New York Assembly as a Republican.


He lost a campaign for mayor but leveraged his connections into an appointment to the US Civil Service Commission and then, in 1895, into an appointment to the presidency of the New York City Police Board. When Republican William McKinley was elected president in 1896, he reluctantly appointed Roosevelt assistant secretary of the navy to pay off a political favor. Roosevelt used the position to prepare the navy to invade Cuba and the Philippines in retaliation for the explosion of the US battleship Maine in Havana harbor, which Roosevelt and the US press blamed on Spain. Once the Spanish-American War began in 1898, Roosevelt resigned his post to command a volunteer cavalry division, known as the Rough Riders, in Cuba. He led a daring charge up San Juan Hill and returned a war hero. A prodigious self-promoter, he used his new celebrity to win the governorship of New York that year.


To make sure that Roosevelt did not run again for governor, New York’s Republican powerbrokers persuaded McKinley to make Roosevelt his vice presidential running mate in 1900. The vice presidency was viewed as a do-nothing position, but Roosevelt campaigned feverishly and helped McKinley defeat populist Democrat William Jennings Bryan by a huge margin. But in September 1901, only nine months after taking office, McKinley was assassinated, making Roosevelt, at age forty-two, the youngest president in the nation’s history.


In foreign affairs, Roosevelt’s goal was to expand America’s fledgling empire, export its values, and increase its global influence, using diplomacy when possible but using force when necessary. Viewing the United States as the global police force, his motto was to “speak softly and carry a big stick.” Under Roosevelt, the United States intervened in the Philippines, Panama, Santo Domingo (now the Dominican Republic), and elsewhere, but he also used diplomacy to settle the Russo-Japanese war and a colonial dispute among Germany, England, and France that led to France’s undisputed control over Morocco and, eventually, British control over Egypt.


Roosevelt’s claim to a place in the progressive pantheon rests with his efforts to curb the growing power of America’s big corporations and to preserve America’s natural resources.


In his first message to Congress in December 1901, only two months after assuming the presidency, Roosevelt warned, “There is a widespread conviction in the minds of the American people that the great corporations known as the trusts are in certain of their features and tendencies hurtful to the general welfare.” He called for tougher business regulation and for the business world to be rid of its “crimes of cunning.” These words understandably shook up the nation’s business leaders as well as most of Roosevelt’s fellow Republicans. The first sign that he was not bluffing came quickly. Without even telling his cabinet, he asked Attorney General Philander Knox to prepare a suit against the Northern Securities Company, a huge railroad trust run by J. P. Morgan, for violating the Sherman Antitrust Act. Morgan, the nation’s most powerful capitalist, had contributed $10,000 to Roosevelt’s gubernatorial campaign in 1898 and had lots of friends in Congress. He quickly arranged to meet with Roosevelt, and he brought with him two of the most influential Senate Republicans, Marcus Hanna of Ohio and Chauncey Depew of New York, both with close ties to business. Roosevelt was willing to go toe to toe with Morgan to make a point: the president, representing the American people, was more powerful than corporations.


Fortunately for Roosevelt, the US Supreme Court backed him up and ordered the company dismantled. He soon became known as a trustbuster, the champion of the average American against big business. That reputation helped him win reelection but alienated many other Republicans. The reality, though, was that the Northern Securities case was the high point of Roosevelt’s trust-busting. In his seven years as president, his administration filed forty-three other antitrust suits but won a major victory in only one, against the beef trust. The courts did not share his enthusiasm for breaking up big corporations.


Roosevelt scored much bigger victories trying to regulate corporations instead of breaking them up. Indeed, the public was probably more interested in gaining protection from corporate abuses against workers and consumers than in turning megatrusts into smaller corporations. Roosevelt was particularly impressed, and repulsed, after reading Upton Sinclair’s 1906 book The Jungle, which exposed the filthy and unsafe conditions in the meatpacking industry, conditions that endangered workers and consumers alike. Progressive reformers had tried for years to pass federal legislation to clean up these workplaces, but industry had too much clout. Once Roosevelt embraced the issue, he used all the powers of persuasion and publicity at his command. He pushed Congress to pass two landmark laws: the Meat Inspection Act and the Pure Food and Drug Act. For the first time, the federal government took responsibility for the health and safety of America’s food and drugs. These laws, and the precedents they set, have had a much more lasting impact on American society than any of the antitrust laws.


Roosevelt also put his power and personality behind the Hepburn Act to increase the powers of the Interstate Commerce Commission to regulate railroad companies’ shipping rates. When it appeared that the bill was dying in Congress because of pressure from the railroads, Roosevelt went on a speaking tour to whip up public support, knowing that the press would follow him and report his speeches and the audiences’ approval. The publicity worked, and Congress passed the legislation. Roosevelt was using the “bully pulpit,” a term he coined to describe how he used his position and personality to put issues on the agenda and mobilize public opinion.


Roosevelt’s experiences hiking and mountain climbing gave him an appreciation for wilderness that was rare at a time when most Americans thought their destiny was to exploit nature and expand the frontier. “We do not intend that our natural resources shall be exploited by the few against the interests of the many,” he wrote. He was the first president to make conservation a national priority. He fought for and signed the 1902 Newlands Reclamation Act, which used funds from the sales of federal lands to build reservoirs and irrigation works to support agriculture in the West. He issued executive orders to create 150 new national forests, which expanded the size of protected land from 42 million to 172 million acres. He also created five national parks, eighteen national monuments, and fifty-one wildlife refuges.


In 1902, when 140,000 Pennsylvania coal miners went on strike, Roosevelt used his bully pulpit to negotiate a settlement. He feared a major coal shortage in the middle of winter and escalating heating costs. He had no official authority to intervene, but that did not stop him, for he sensed that the public wanted a strong president who would get his hands dirty solving problems. The mine owners had a long tradition of using private thugs and violence to destroy labor unions. George F. Baer, the president of one of the largest Pennsylvania coal companies, once told a clergyman that “the rights and interests of the laboring man” would best be protected “not by labor agitators, but by the Christian men to whom God in his infinite wisdom had given control of the property interests of the country.” Not surprisingly, he refused to negotiate. Roosevelt had not been particularly sympathetic to labor unions, but in the face of the potential national crisis, he lost patience with the mine owners. The mine owners refused his invitation to meet union leaders at the White House. They wanted him to send federal troops to break the strike and force the miners back to work. Instead, he threatened to use troops to seize the mines and operate them under government auspices. By late October, with both the midterm elections and cold weather fast approaching, Roosevelt got the two sides to settle their differences, with the miners winning a substantial pay increase. Roosevelt called the agreement a “square deal” for both sides, and the term soon became the watchword for his domestic agenda.


True to his word, Roosevelt did not run for reelection in 1908. But four years later, when he was still only fifty-four years old, the itch had not subsided, and he decided to challenge President William Howard Taft, an ally of big business, for the Republican nomination. When he lost, he and supporters bolted from the Republican Party and formed the Progressive Party, often known as the Bull Moose Party. With California governor Hiram Johnson as his running mate, Roosevelt campaigned on a “new nationalism” platform of economic and social reform, including women’s suffrage, a minimum wage for women, an eight-hour workday, a system of old-age insurance, a national health service, a federal securities commission, and the direct election of US senators. The 1912 election pitted Roosevelt against Taft, New Jersey governor Woodrow Wilson (the Democratic candidate), and Socialist Eugene Debs. Wilson won 41.9 percent of the vote to Roosevelt’s 27.4 percent, Taft’s 23.1 percent, and Debs’s 6 percent. By splitting the Republican vote with Taft, Roosevelt essentially handed the presidency to Wilson.


It was not until another Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt, entered the White House that America would see a president with the personality and political skills to build on Roosevelt’s progressive foundation.





Florence Kelley (1859–1932)
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Florence Kelley (third from left) with fellow factory inspectors in New Orleans, Louisiana, 1914.
CREDIT: Photographer: Lewis Wickes Hine, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C./National Child Labor Committee Collection


IN 1871, William Kelley took his twelve-year-old daughter Florence on a tour of a western Pennsylvania steel mill and glass factory so she would appreciate the wonders of America’s new industrial age. The father was mesmerized by the mill’s new Bessemer converter (a huge fiery cauldron that turns molten pig iron into steel) and the factory’s assembly-line operation for making bottles.


But Florence was shocked more than impressed. Touring the steel mill at two in the morning, she witnessed the “terrifying sight” of “boys smaller than myself—and I was barely twelve years old” carrying heavy pails of drinking water for the men. These little boys, Kelley thought, “were not more important than so many grains of sand in the molds.” Visiting the glass factory at night a few weeks later, she observed that a glassblower stood in front of each furnace. Near each blower were the “dogs,” as the boys were called, whose job it was to clean and scrape bottle molds, a tedious and dangerous task in the dark and hot factory. Kelley never forgot these images, or her impression “of the utter unimportance of children compared with products, in the minds of the people whom I am among.”


Kelley did more than any other 20th-century American to rectify the awful conditions of child labor. She was a leading organizer to stop sweatshops and a major advocate for working women. She helped lead the battle for groundbreaking local, state, and federal labor laws, including laws mandating a minimum wage and an eight-hour workday. To this end, she became a pioneer in conducting social and statistical research into workplace abuses and in developing strategies—such as factory inspections and consumer organizing—to put pressure on state legislatures and Congress to improve working conditions. She believed that women with her class privileges had a moral duty to push government and society to protect vulnerable people. “We that are strong,” she wrote as a young woman, “let us bear the infirmities of the weak.”


Kelley was raised in an activist family. Her father, William, was a Jacksonian Democrat whose strong opposition to slavery led him to help found the Republican Party in 1854. He served fifteen terms as a congressman from Philadelphia; while in Congress, he championed high wages for working men. Early in her life, Florence was impressed by her great-aunt Sarah Pugh, a Quaker and an active abolitionist who refused to use cotton or sugar because they were made with slave labor.


At a time when few women attended college, Kelley’s father—an early advocate of women’s suffrage—encouraged her to further her education. She graduated from Cornell University in 1882 as a member of the Phi Beta Kappa Society. She applied to the graduate school of the University of Pennsylvania but was turned down because of her sex. Revealing her early commitment to working women, she founded the New Century Guild for Working Women in Philadelphia and taught evening classes there. She then decided to attend the University of Zurich, the first European university to grant degrees to women. There she joined the growing circle of students excited by socialism. Her mind, she recalled, “was tinder awaiting a match.” The socialist critique of capitalism helped Kelley understand the exploitation of women and children that she had observed in American and British factories and the racism that her family had fought against. While living in Germany, she translated Friedrich Engels’s book The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844—the first English version, still in print today—and began a correspondence with Engels, Karl Marx’s coauthor and benefactor.


In Zurich she met Lazare Wischnewetsky, a Russian medical student and fellow socialist, whom she married in 1884. The couple had three children. In 1891, to escape Wischnewetsky’s physical abuse, Kelley and her children moved to Chicago. There she resumed using her maiden name, although she insisted on being called “Mrs. Kelley” so her children would not be considered illegitimate.


In Chicago, Kelley lived at Hull House, the pioneering settlement house founded by Jane Addams to serve the working-class immigrants in the surrounding neighborhood (see the profiles of Addams and Alice Hamilton for more information about Hull House).


Since 1879, the labor movement had been agitating for laws to end the exploitation of child workers. In 1892, Kelley convinced the Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistics to hire her to investigate working conditions in Chicago’s garment industry. That year, the US commissioner of labor, Carroll D. Wright, asked Kelley to conduct a survey of Chicago’s slums. Kelley uncovered children as young as three working in sweatshops. She found women forced to work past exhaustion, workers who risked pneumonia, and children with burns and other injuries due to dangerous conditions. Many were illiterate and had never attended school because they had to work instead. Her troubling findings—some of them collected in Hull House Maps and Papers, published in 1894—contributed to public outrage over the living and working conditions of Chicago’s poor. With her intimate knowledge of these terrible conditions, Kelley took state legislators, including those from rural areas, on tours of tenement sweatshops, hoping that they would be as outraged as she was.


As a result of Kelley’s research and organizing work, in 1893 the Illinois legislature passed the first factory law limiting work for women to eight hours a day and prohibiting the employment of children under the age of fourteen. An employer who wanted to hire a child between the ages of fourteen and sixteen had to obtain an affidavit from a parent or guardian certifying the child’s age as well as a doctor’s proof of physical fitness.


To ensure that factories across the state complied with the new laws, the progressive governor of Illinois, John Peter Altgeld, in 1893 appointed Kelley to be the chief factory inspector. She issued skillfully written reports that stirred controversy and brought public attention to ongoing abuses. At one factory, someone fired a warning shot at her. She also discovered that many government officials, including lawyers in the Cook County district attorney’s office, were not eager to prosecute employers who violated the state’s factory laws. Kelley would bring to light clear cases of abuse—such as that of an employer who forced an eleven-year-old boy to work with a “poisonous fluid” that paralyzed his right arm—but public officials would refuse to prosecute. She was so angry at the legal system that she took evening classes at Northwestern University School of Law and earned her law degree in 1894. Kelley persisted with her day job until 1897, when Governor John Tanner—Altgeld’s successor, who had close ties to business interests—fired her.


Frustrated by these legal and political setbacks, Kelley helped forge a new strategy to improve working conditions. With Ellen Henrotin (the wife of an influential Chicago banker and the president of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs), Kelley created the Illinois Consumers’ League to mobilize women to use their purchasing power to improve the conditions of factory workers. In 1899, Kelley was recruited to direct the newly formed National Consumers League (NCL). She moved to New York and took up residence at the Henry Street Settlement, founded by Lillian Wald.


For the rest of her life, Kelley worked at the NCL, turning it into a powerful group that changed public awareness of oppressive working and living conditions and influenced many of the most important pieces of social and workers’ rights legislation in the first third of the century. Kelley organized middle-class, elite, and trade-union women who were becoming conscious of their power as consumers. In 1902, for example, a group of Jewish housewives in New York’s Lower East Side neighborhood organized a successful boycott of butchers who raised the prices of kosher meat. Kelley recognized that middle-class consumers, mostly women, could be mobilized to protest the practices of businesses that abused their workers and took advantage of consumers. One of Kelley’s most successful strategies was educating consumers about the conditions facing the workers who produced their clothing. Kelley pioneered a consumers’ “white label” on clothing to certify that garments had been produced without child labor and under working conditions that obeyed state laws—an idea that environmental and consumer organizations later adopted. The NCL urged consumers to shop in responsible stores on its “white list.”
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