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Review 4: Gilded Age and Progressive Era 

Samuel P. Hays. The Response to Industrialism: 1885-1914. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957. Pp. x, 211. 
In The Response to Industrialism, Samuel P. Hays argues that many interpretations of the major intellectual, social, and political responses to America’s economic transformation around the turn of the twentieth century are simplistic.  The suggestion, taken from Progressive Era historians, that there was a unified popular movement against corporate wealth in the period 1885-1914 neglects a great variety of explanations of industrial change that America underwent in those years.  The reaction was not only against the corporation or wealthy capitalists, argues Hays, but also against industrialism; and it was multi-faceted and complex.  Hays does not say that traditional interpretations of popular reactions to the Gilded Age and Progressive Era are unfounded; rather, they are incomplete and (apparently, by the time Hays began writing this book) not taken apart and analyzed by scholars.  During these years, explains the author, business leaders received much blame for unwanted change, mostly because they were symbols of change—entrepreneurs who prided themselves on effecting innovation.  They became tangible targets on which to focus popular frustration and fear.  Hays is motivated to look beyond this perspective.  The emphasis of this book, then, is on diversity of experience of, and reaction to, industrialization.  

        One experience which Hays is determined not to overlook is that of the wealthy reformer, whom he credits with articulating and guiding certain progressive responses to industrialism.  The social justice movement included reformers Jane Addams, Lillian Ward, and Florence Kelley, people of a “troubled humanitarian conscience” who worked in the middle of urban slums.  Their initial aim was to see for themselves the kind of living they would never involuntarily need to do, and then to participate in the social action and policy formation required to ameliorate the conditions they observed.  These humanitarians, writes Hays, wanted to do something about the “inability of the urban poor to…have faith in themselves” and thereby transcend their circumstances (p. 79).  The concern showed by such reformers led to scientific investigations into the causes of poverty.  It developed an advocacy of state and federal legislation to change the environmental conditions in which poverty festered.  The agenda of the National Conference of Charities and Corrections (1915) included provisions for a minimum wage, workmen’s compensation, maximum work hours, and widows’ and children’s pensions.  There were several successes, such as limits on women’s working hours (put into effect after World War I) and child welfare programs (e.g., compulsory school attendance laws and juvenile courts).  None of these reforms were meant as charity, but were intended to motivate the poor toward self-improvement.  

A second response to industrialism on the part of elites concerned “the labor question.” Hays shows that the wealthy feared and resisted labor organizations, often “with bitter hostility” (p. 86).  Jane Addams saw the labor movement a “general social movement” which pertained to all of society; it was not simply a class struggle which allowed the workingman to claim special rights.  Though the author hints at workers’ reactions to humanitarian reformers’ attitudes, he does not give them a clear or direct voice.  

Hays argues that “the people” frequently opposed measures which, in the explanations of historians, were meant to combat corporate power.  Immigrants in the cities resented attacks on urban political machines by civic reformers.  The urban political systems provided immigrants the image of ethnic mobility, as well as more practical things—jobs, coal in the winter, protection against the authorities.  But almost nothing is discussed about the tactics of resistance used by urban immigrants—neither political activity nor the development or expression of their ideas.  

Another incongruity between reform proposals and the receptions they received can be viewed in industrial workers’ refusal to join with Democratic farmers in the 1890s:  They flocked instead to the Republican party, which (for many) represented corporate interests.  Hays explains that this behavior resulted largely from an urban-rural cultural rift.  Shocked by their envelopment in an impersonal, uncontrollable world market, farmers joined together for protection and agitated for agrarian reform.  Grangers and Populists blamed their worsening conditions on the greed of lenders, railroads and merchants, who kept costs high.  (Hays asserts that this is hard to verify, since farmers’ purchasing power increased slightly during this period.) The Grange, which stressed cooperative buying and manufacturing, was the most successful part of the agrarian reform movement; allied with Populism, its tactics turned into partisan political activity.  Hays explains: 

The episodic character of the agrarian movement in the nineteenth century, its periodic outbursts, its constant shifting from economic organization to partisan political action, revealed weakness rather than strength (p. 31).

The agrarians blamed individuals (i.e., capitalists) for deep, complex economic problems.  This reaction came from a great deal of confusion about how to solve the agrarian issue.  The free silver issue, says Hays, allowed the farmers to move into the Democratic party.  

Urban workers shared some attitudes with farmers.  Their experiences with industrialism developed from a struggle to destroy or escape from the wage labor system, as an attempt to maintain a level of autonomy.  Bankers and capitalists were blamed for trying to enslave workers.  The National Labor Union and the Knights of Labor forwarded many proposals, including cooperative production and a federally-operated banking system.  Nonetheless, nativist, anti-Semitic, and Protestant influences within the ranks of the “Bryan movement” and the Democratic party repulsed urban workers.  Hays also indicates that urban workers blamed the Democrats for the depression and were wary of the economic interests of farmers.  He subsequently discusses the tariff issue, but does not explicitly connect it to the political motivations of workers.    

Adding to the variety of experiences, Hays argues that not everyone was involved in (or even aware of) the same aspects of industrialization.  Different perspectives on the social-political-economic landscape made for different responses to industrialism.  Intellectuals concerned themselves with the corruption they saw in the profit-motivated alliances between industrialists and government officials.  Religious leaders viewed falling church memberships, less active congregations, and diminished respect for the clergy as signs of a general moral decline.  Women activists responded to a variety of social conditions in attempts to increase the inclusion and protection of certain groups.  The new middle class was concerned with securing an economic foothold on an individual basis, in response to corporate growth and increased bureaucratization.


In all of the above cases, lives changed.  Much of the change resulted from a growing materialism among Americans.  Still, for Hays, industrialism was not as important in changing Americans’ motives as it was in “altering the environment…within which men and women strove for many different goals.”  In many cases, the changing conditions intensified people’s efforts to cope with industrialism and to follow through with their goals.  Politics, of course, was not immune to change; it was the mechanism through which people funneled their concerns and reform proposals.  When partisan politics was deemed ineffective, the system was changed to suit the demands of the people.          

This book provides a readable synopsis of Progressive Era reform movements.  It is certainly appropriate for upper division undergraduates, mainly because of its mission to present Progressivism from a variety of viewpoints.  However, Hays’ thriftiness with analysis and description may frustrate people who want to venture beneath the surface of Progressive reforms.  For example, it would have been nice to see a more coherent treatment of urban workers’ political motivations, as well as more specific evidence of their responses to the urban environment and to farmers.


J. Potter makes a related criticism in his review of the book.  He writes that Hays provides many new examples of reactions to industrialism, but there is little in the way of a fresh perspective on the topic as a whole.  Potter chides Hays for quoting Thomas F. Walsh, a rich mine owner, for the view that “‘man’s inherent and ineradicable love for the soil….is our natural taste, while the fascinations of town life are artificial.’”  He also questions Hays’ omission of Thorstein Veblen.  Still, writes Potter, Hays’ is a straightforward, “unobjectionable” interpretation.  He concludes: “Readers will find in this book an excellent store of information; but are the ideas it contains really as startling and unorthodox as the author seems to think?”
     

Arthur M. Johnson writes that Hays runs into “problems of emphasis and balance.”  While debunking the “anti-corporation theory of history,” Hays contends that impersonal, faceless economic forces adversely affected the individual.  “The resulting picture of big business,” writes Johnson, “is almost as unfavorable as the one that [Hays] attacks.”  Business historians have made significant qualifications for the picture Hays presents; to ignore them is to sacrifice balance.
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